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CHAPTER 1
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There is an art to first impressions.

If the family rules hadn't drilled it into my head already (be polite, be respectful, don’t be overly emotional), I would have been convinced of it the day I met Cara. Back straight, hair tied neatly; for a moment I actually thought he was a responsible person, as every O'Sullivan family member should be. 

Until he pulled out his phone to get my number and accidentally flashed his Japanese anime background.

(It’s a good show! Cara had argued, defensive. Not that I’d been judging him. Quite the opposite, actually. I was glad to see that my new roommate was, well. Not too much of an O'Sullivan. The constant family lawfulness can be a bit tiring.)

(Though, I personally have a soft spot for Chinese donghua.)

There is an art to first impressions. They set what people expect from you, and in return determine how you will initially treat those people. And most of the time, aren’t they accurate indicators of one’s character? After all, Professor Mafate has been politely terrifying from his very first class. Sir Nam has been anxious and fretting from the get-go as well. Aren’t these just their default state of being?

Well, of course, there are times where they aren’t completely accurate. Alya seemed like a haughty show-off at first, until we realized she was just painfully socially awkward. And Reedha, rolling in with their bike and their leather jacket, looked like the living proof that punk was not dead yet. Such a textbook jock, and yet they turned out to be a literature major.

I don’t remember the day my mother adopted me, but whatever first impression I had at the time must have doubtlessly been really important. But I’m digressing.

So, this is the situation: me, the darkening sky above, the trash I’m holding because Sir Nam had begged me please take that outside some students threw a party in the basement and I have to clean that mess, I'm so sorry for inconveniencing you, I will let you be as loud as possible in exchange, not that I think you're a delinquent or anything! But I remember how college is, and you ARE a college kid, so-

So, this is the situation: me, the Heavens above as a witness, and the young adult with a literal foot in the garbage.

"...Please don't call the cops on me. Dumpster diving is legal."

Well.

"What... are you... doing?" I ask, slowly. This... sure is Something to process. I’ve seen some weird people in my life (again, I am in college. I’ve seen Cara pour energy drinks in his coffee). But this is on par with some of the strangest behaviors I’ve ever witnessed.

The (man? Woman? Enby? They seem fairly androgynous) leans back into the bin. They’re dressed in all white, contrasting sharply with the black of the trash bags surrounding them. White shirt, white yoga pants, cream jumper. A bag hangs by their shoulder, a plain thing that can’t possibly have been designed this century.

“I’m collecting junk! You’d be surprised by the kind of things people throw out sometimes.” They reply. There is a strange clanging sound when they move, and when I look down at the space between their shoe and their pant leg, I can see their left leg is a mess of iron.

The person pulls out... pipes? Then, a set of HDMI cables, quickly followed by some corks. They examine their treasures briefly, then shove it all in their handbag. The items vanish as if the container has no bottom.

A bag of holding, I’m guessing. Those are usually pretty expensive, though. Unless they made it themself? That’d explain the, uhm. Minimal design choices.

Someone with the skills to make those wouldn’t need to rummage through garbage, though. Space and time magics are both really difficult to master, from what I’ve heard. I can’t imagine someone having a hard time finding a job if they could cast even the simplest of space spells.

This is one strange person. One strange and extremely concerning person-!

“Don’t eat that!” I drop my own bag, immediately lurching forward at the sight of- of- this person about to take a bite out of a pizza slice. That they just. Pulled straight out of the sea of trash. “Don’t eat that, you’ll get sick!!”

The person blinks, eyebrows raised. “Oh, I won’t. It’s fine, don’t worry! I’ve never gotten ill from one of these.”

Of course I’m going to worry!!

It’s not the first time they’ve done this?! How long have they been- living off junk??

I quickly let my gaze wander over them. They don’t look too thin, but the baggy clothes could easily be hiding their frame. I know for a fact that Cara used this very same trick to conceal his chest, back before he could get his hands on a decent binder.

And the person’s mouth, much like a train braking but ultimately unable to avoid getting off rails, is still getting dangerously close to that abandoned slice of pizza-

“Have dinner with me tonight.” I say on a whim.

The person raises their eyebrows again. I can already hear Cara’s that’s what you said! laughing in my ears.

But the person, thankfully, doesn’t point out my unfortunate wording. They simply smile, gently. “Are you sure? I don’t have much on me to pay my part, I’m afraid. Unless I can pay you in broken toasters.”

“It’s fine.” My family isn’t nearly as loaded as Alya’s, but my mother is generous enough with my allowance. I’m an O’Sullivan. We’re among the biggest mage families for a reason. I can afford to treat someone else. “There’s this fast-food place nearby? I’ve been meaning to check it out, my friends keep telling me the chicken wings are especially good.”

(And lord knows Cara is picky about his chicken wings.)

Frankly, I half expect the person to refuse, if only because I’m well aware I must look super shady right now. But the person simply adjusts their bag and nods, unafraid. “Alright, then.”

... This is actually even more concerning.

Come on, at least be a little suspicious, venerable stranger of indistinct gender! Prod me, ask for more information, anything!

“Okay, okay great!” I say, extending a hand to shake. “I’m Declan, by the way. Declan O'Sullivan! And you, sir...? Ma’am...?”

The person’s expression shifts ever so slightly- in recognition, maybe? 

This wouldn’t be surprising. Again, O’Sullivan, old mage family, yada yada. Besides, our large amount of family rules has basically become a meme on the internet. Pretty sure someone made a bot to post them on social media out there. It wouldn’t be surprising if they recognized the name.

Though, the person doesn’t actually comment on it, which is, overall, rather nice. People usually make assumptions when they hear my last name. First impressions, first impressions. 

“Either work! I’m both.” They say. Then I’ll just stick to they/them for now. “Nice to meet you.”

They beam and shake my hand. Their palms are rough and callused, worker’s hands, no doubts. But they are also immensely warm.

“You can call me Darius!”
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“Is it too cliché to start with a question?”

Reedha raises his head (for today is a he day) from his textbook, shooting a glance at Cara. “It’s... classic? But you can’t really go wrong with classic.” He answers tactfully.

“That’s what I did.” I say, because I start my essays from the beginning, unlike some heathens who write the whole body first and then worry about the introduction. “It’s an easy way to engage with the reader. A quick, 'here is why you should care, now carry on.’”

“Normally, I’d agree with you,” Cara says, “but considering Professor Mafate is the one looking this over I really don’t want to mess it up.”

Yeah, that’s... that’s very fair. I like to think I’m a good student, and my grades reflect that, but Professor Mafate is just... a whole new level of harshness. For someone like Cara, who struggles to keep his head above water grade-wise, this essay must be absolute hell.

Reedha raises a hand to pat Cara’s shoulder in comfort. “Sucks to be you.”

“I hate you so much.” Cara crosses his arms and huffs. “Why do you get to have Professor Liu in Monster Hunting while we have to deal with the scariest man to have ever walked this earth. I want to trade. This is unfair.”

“Trading wouldn’t help you for this essay.” I point out. Though it's true that Professor Liu is well known for never assigning essays in the first place. If the grapevine is to be believed, she loathes reading them with the same passion students hate writing them.

“You picked your major, now lay in it.” Reedha says, though the shoulder pats have yet to stop. “Just open up with a good quote or something. What’s the essay on?”

“Blue-tailed fossegrim.” Cara answers grimly.

“Ah, those that suck away magic?” Reedha scrunches up his nose. “Hate those. Anyway, just pick a good Kal Matriarch quote and go from there.”

I take a sharp breath.

“... Dude.” Cara says, in a tone halfway through awe and halfway through fear. “I’m about ninety-percent sure that’s illegal.”

“It’s not.” Reedha crosses his arms. “Practicing dark magic is illegal. Looking up her theories is not. Besides, if any teacher is going to let you do this, it’s Mafate.”

Unfortunately, it’s a good point; there are few things Professor Mafate likes more than controversial content. He enjoys having his students question their morals and foundation with the glee of a trickster god. The first time he brought up the aforementioned blue-tailed fossegrim, someone asked if it would be possible to transplant magic from one person to another by using some of their organs.  The man had actually smiled at that. The kind of smile that makes gods tremble. It was a terrifying sight.

Cara makes a face, and I wince. I know that look. It's the Tempted Look.

“I know the Kal Matriarch doesn’t have the greatest reputation and all,” understatement of the century, “but I’ve actually read some of her stuff, and it’s legit!”

“Dude.” Cara repeats. Definitely impressed.

And, alright, so am I. “You looked up dark magic?”

Reedha shifts uncomfortably. “It’s not exactly hard to find. She has a public email. And a lot of social media accounts.” And yet no way to track her down. I’ve heard Alya’s annoyance at her uncle ranting about it enough to know that. “Kaitlynn says that there are no foul sources of knowledge.”

“Yeah, but we’re talking about magic literally fueled by blood and anger here. Everything about it basically screams eviiil.” Cara points out. “Besides, is Professor Hirsh really the kind of person you want to take advice from?”

Reedha raises an eyebrow, glancing down at the smaller man as if daring Cara to say his thoughts aloud. “My roommate is a perfectly respectable woman.”

Cara has the decency to look sheepish. “I mean, yeah, but she’s also, you know... a little weird.”

“Says the O’Sullivan with three thousand rules to follow.” Reedha deadpans.

Before either can say anything more regrettable, however, the loud ring of my phone cuts in.

Cara blinks, turning to look at me. “You changed your ringtone?”

I shake my head as I mute the sound. “It’s my alarm. I have to go, I’m having lunch with a friend today.”

Cara sets a hand on his chest, inhaling with all the drama he’s capable of. “I can’t believe it. You’re letting me duel this essay one on one? I’m wounded, Declan. Hurt. Bleeding on the floor as we speak. I thought we were close.”

“The family tree says otherwise.” I joke, slapping his shoulder. (A true fact, though; even ignoring the whole adopted part, Cara is so distantly related to my mother we really don’t have much but a name and family rules in common.)

“Bleeding on the floor and dying.” Cara sticks out his tongue. “Alright, fine, go hang out with Alya. I’m totally not hurt or anything. Traitor.”

I roll my eyes fondly. “It’s not Alya. You don’t know them, I found Darius in our garbage can.”

Reedha wheezes.

“Darius? Your friend is named Darius?”

...

“I... yes?”

That’s what gets you laughing?

I glance at Cara, in case the guy is in on the joke, but he seems just as lost as I am. “I know it’s an unusual name, but it can’t be that funny...?”

Reedha shakes his head. “It’s not, it’s not, it’s just... Darius is also the name of an ancient war god, that’s all. The coincidence is pretty funny.”

“Huh, really?” I say, the same moment Cara snorts “Myths majors.”

Reedha huffs. “You guys spent thirty minutes joking about string instrument theory last time. You have no right to shame me for super specific jokes with my major.”

Okay... okay, yeah, fair point.

“Actually, it’s pretty funny, because Mafate was also a mythological figure around the same time period as the Darius god. Funny how things work out, huh?”

“Hold on, hold on.” Cara taps his hand on his computer screen, where his essay is still half written. “You mean to tell me our teacher from hell has the same name as a god?”

“No.” Reedha immediately contradicts himself. “Mafate is not a god. He’s a...” he frowns. “Ghost king? Human-born calamity? There aren’t really any modern equivalents to this word. But the name actually comes from the word ‘Mahafaty’, which means ‘lethal,’ so that gives you the idea of what kind of guy that was. It’s actually super interesting, because his mythos actually carried on for a very long time, and rather consistently! His symbols and designations-”

“I knew it.” Cara straightens his back, serious. “Professor Mafate is a demon. I called it!”

“No, demons are another concept entirely. They’re not even from the same time period.” Reedha says, blatantly ignoring the point. “The last references to demons date back to six hundred years ago. Mafate, however, is referenced by alternate names up to three hundred years ago.”

“Who cares!” Cara slams both fists on the table. “He’s evil, and that’s what matters! And I called it!”

“Terminology matters.” Reedha counters, with the fierce defensiveness that only a college student knee-deep in their major possesses. “Demons are their own thing from their own place! Ghosts are explicitly human-born! It’s like comparing a violin and a guitar!”

“This is all very interesting, but I really got to bail now guys.” Lunch break only lasts for so long, and I have to actually find Darius first. “Text me the result of your discourse later, okay?”
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Practice helps make any skill better, and finding Darius is no exception.

By which I mean that I still have no idea how to locate them by myself (the folk is a cryptid, I swear) but I have picked up who does, so the result is the same.

“There was such a crowd by the post office, earlier.” Sir Nam sighs. “Obviously, I’m not shaming anyone, street performances are legit and impressive! But sometimes a guy just wants to send a letter, you know. Well maybe you don’t, because emails and texts work just as well. But on the principle- ”

The rant kind of blurs from this point on. I did try to listen, because for all his tangents Sir Nam can say some really interesting stuff (a particular argument between him and Professor Hirsh over writing tropes of all things comes to my mind) but the motor mouth is hard to keep up with.

I wonder if Sir Nam’s constant anxiety is what allows him to notice so much. Or know so much, for that matter. Short and scrawny as he is, Sir Nam’s frantic attempts to justify himself and offend no one anytime he opens his mouth makes him look like one very paranoid hamster.

But, that is not the point. The point is that the post office is where I want to go; there might have been a crowd earlier because Darius was raccooning in the trash again. And thus, to the post office I’m going. It’s a short walk from my place. Just go straight forward for five minutes or so, then you just have to turn left and you’re here-

MOTHER of F-

I freeze on the spot, my mind drawing a blank. What. What.

Darius must have seen me, because they send a small wave at me.

They don’t say anything. Most likely because they have a sword in their mouth.

Honestly I would have preferred the dumpster diving.

Carefully (a fact I am unspeakably grateful for, even though I can physically feel my heart trying to beat out of my chest with how painfully long the scene feels like) Darius takes hold of the handle of the sword, and slooowly pulls it out of their mouth. The few people still around applaud, some even tossing coins in the old pan at Darius’s feet.

“Thank you, thank you.” Darius bows lightly in thanks, smiling. When the passersby start to scatter, they scoop up their pan to empty it in their bag of holding, before finally turning to me. They’re beaming. “Declan! I’m going to start expecting you daily if you keep showing up, you know?”

To which I would normally respond with something along the lines of well then, perhaps you could give me an easier way to find you? But what comes out instead is: 

“You just ate a sword.”

I’m... normally better at conversation. Really.

“That I did.” Darius nods, seemingly blissfully unaware of how unsafe that is. “Don’t worry too much. It’s a fake sword, see? The blade is dull. I was never in any danger to begin with.”

They lift up the weapon for emphasis. It... looks pretty real, if you ask me. But then again, who would eat an actual sword in this day and age, especially for a cheap street trick? Darius must be right, I muse as I run a finger on the blade. It must be fake.

Then I pull my hand away and blood drips down my finger.

“...”

“...”

“I...” Darius starts, quickly wiping the sword with their sleeve (the red clashes awfully on the white fabric), “didn’t actually think you’d check.”

I inhale.

It suddenly occurs to me, clear as day. Like a paint stain on my nose, so obvious once you walk in front of a mirror.

This person... has zero survival instinct.

“I,” This is a grown adult who needs no college student to tell them what to do, breathe Declan breaaaathe “I brought too much lunch again. Do you want some?”

Darius smiles. “Three days in a row?”

“...I major in bardic arts, not mathematics. I don’t do proportionality anymore.” I answer lamely. 

In my defense, lies are prohibited in the O’Sullivan family. And, sure, I’m not as perfect of an O'Sullivan as Cara likes to joke about me being, but that still means I suck pretty bad at lying.

If nothing else, though, that makes Darius chuckle. “Good grief, the O'Sullivan family never changes, does it?”

I don’t know what kind of O'Sullivan the folk has encountered before, but I can safely answer that no, it does not. That’s our whole gimmick: traditionalism and stability. Where the Dahaoui are daring and the Liu restless, the O'Sullivan take pride in staying the same through the ages. For better and worse.

(I’d never admit it, but I wish my family could be a little more flexible. I’d like to be allowed to drink one day, haha.)

(I wish Cara wouldn’t hurt so much trying to fit in-)

(I wish mom could stay home and rest without feeling guilty over her disability-)

Darius suddenly claps their hands. “Alright then, let’s eat! Though, if you, ah, cook too much again in the future, and want my company, you can just call me, you know.”

Ignoring how Darius just blatantly called me out on my lie, I look at them inquisitively. “You... have a phone?” I’d assumed- but then again, if they could afford a prosthetic leg, not to mention the bag of holding-

but Darius shakes their head before I can make any more assumptions. “No. I have a really sharp hearing, though. Just call my name whenever and I’ll try to find my way to you. Trust me. I’ll pick it up.”

... Well. That sounds a little... unrealistic.

I narrow my eyes. “Are you... one of these people who can hear through crows?”

“I’m not. I know a fox who’d probably lend me his eyes if I asked politely, though. Not that I need them.” Darius chuckles and gently taps their own leg. It makes a low metallic sound. “I’m missing a leg, not my eyes.”

Which explains absolutely nothing, but if Darius says calling them is enough, then it costs nothing to try. Worst case scenario, I’ll just keep bugging Sir Nam everyday. I mean, best case scenario, I will also keep bothering Sir Nam, because for all he tends to go off-topic, the man is a living trivia goldmine. But I’ll do it less often.

“... Alright then.” I say to the folk in white, the folk with a sword, but who fishes their food out of garbage, the folk with a bag of holding, but who wore the same clothes two days in a row. “You’ll have to teach me whatever spell you’re using if it works, though. It could help me save some money on the phone bills.”
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It’s kind of funny how, for the dozens and hundreds and thousands of high school teenage movies out there, with all the proms and clubbing and dancing, absolutely none of them mention just how much fun grocery shopping can be with the right crowd.

Or maybe it’s just a college thing. 

....

It just hit me how depressing of a thought it is that grocery shopping is what brings a smile to my face.

My shame is short-lived though, because my friends are still arguing, and there’s no way I can keep a straight face at the sight of Alya, a full head shorter than Reedha, getting on her tiptoes to make eye contact.

“It’s not even that expensive. You’re just being a drama queen as usual.”

“You don’t buy salmon to make snacks, you absolute animal.”

“Why not? It’s a perfectly fine snack if you ask me.”

Reedha dramatically brings her (for today is a her day) hands to her face and drags them down, making a sound halfway between a growl and a sigh. “Is this what it’s like to be rich? To just... be able to throw money away like that?”

“Oh, please, it’s not even your money.”

“I’m not going to blow Kaitlynn’s money on salmon.”

Okay, this has gone on long enough. We do need these groceries bought at some point. “Children, please.” I call. Both women turn to me with a murderous look on their face. As if they would have stopped bickering if I hadn’t used the Mom Tone™. “What about shrimp chips? Let’s just get a couple bags of those.”

They both grumble, but Alya does put the salmon back on the shelf and both of my friends follow me when I push the cart into the next aisle.

That’s pretty much how shopping goes; wandering around, rich-shaming Alya, Alya greed-shaming back, until we all end up in the clothing section and I pause.

“Hey, that reminds me.” I say. “Do you guys have any clothes you don’t wear anymore?”

“Sure? I got a bunch of old shirts, if you want.” Reedha tugs lightly at her collar. “They got a little tight around the chest for some reason.”

“... It’s the weightlifting, isn’t it.”

“Yeah, probably.” Reedha dares to shrug, as if it isn’t blatantly obvious. “What, self conscious?” She grins and pats my shoulder “Don’t worry. You’re not too scrawny yourself.”

“You two don’t have to rub it in, gods.” Alya huffs and crosses her arms, which should make her look more threatening, but being a full head shorter than Reedha (and half a head shorter than me, for that matter) coupled with thin and delicate limbs really don’t do much to make her look any closer to Reedha’s level. 

“It’s okay, Alya. We support your squishy dps ways.” Reedha flexes. “I can tank for us all.”

“Then what am I here for?” I ask.

“Clearly, you’re the support. Isn’t that what all your bardic arts are about? We’re not sending you anywhere near the front line.”

(Frankly, I’d be more efficient by strangling monsters with violin strings rather than by actually casting musical spells. But that's not something my friends need to know.)

“But anyway,” Reedha carries on. “What do you need clothes for? If you need new ones, we can just get some here.”

I shake my head. “They’re not for me. I was thinking of giving away the clothes I don’t wear anymore, so if you guys want I can bring yours too? You know, for charity?” 

“Is it for your disaster god?” Reedha asks.

At the confused look she gets, she elaborates. “Darius. Most records refer to them as a god of misfortune. Though, considering the historical context of their legend, they were most likely worshiped for something else originally.”

It’s easy to forget how much of a nerd Reedha can be, shaped as a jock as she is. Myths majors.

(No wonder she gets along so well with Professor Hirsh, huh.)

“I mean, partly, if I can find anything their size.” Which is surprisingly harder than you’d think. Maybe Alya’s clothes would fit...? The rest of my friends are way too tall. “But mostly it’s making me realize how rough homeless people have it, you know? So I wanna, do what I can to
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