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      “You should wear this, Cal,” my assistant said, holding up a black silk cummerbund like it hadn’t gone out of style twenty years ago. Yolanda was grinning widely, her strangely white teeth contrasting sharply with her rock troll features: bald, with greyish-green skin that was tough as elephant hide, a squat nose and big yellowy eyes. She was also about the size of an American football running-back. Basically: scary, dangerous, and far too keen on my fashion choices. Granted, she was a whizz at computers and knew the ins and outs of every social media platform from the mortal realms to Elsewhere. And, despite the addiction to salt—apparently it was a rock troll thing—she was extremely reliable. She sat in the extra large leather chair at her desk, spinning back and forth and looking like a kid at Christmas. I narrowed my eyes and pushed my glasses up.

      “You should maybe stop raiding the thrift store every time we go into the mortal realms,” I retorted. My other employee, Agravaine, snorted. He was an air elemental that had been kicked out (or escaped from, depending on who you ask) The Order of Silence after I got involved and nearly died, and instead came to work with me as an assisting marketing agent. So far, he had scared more clients away than he had brought in. Oddly, that was a far more helpful trait than I had anticipated, even if it meant all the marketing was on my shoulders. He closed the lid of his laptop and leaned back in his chair, propping his feet on his desk, opposite the room from Yolanda.

      “That’s like trying to get her to give up salted foods,” Agravaine said. He winked at Yolanda when she gaped in horror at the mere thought and I smothered the urge to roll my eyes. Agravaine was the sort of classically handsome person that got people to like him just by smiling. It was extremely useful for building up an online presence. It was also extremely annoying to someone like me—that is to say, a perfectly ordinary human in a world of magical beings—who got ignored whenever he was around. Of course, neither he nor Yolanda liked to be around when it came to dealing with our primary client and my boss. They were downright terrified. Me? I was more…respectful by necessity.

      To be fair, most people didn’t like being around when it came to our boss. That was why I had been hired in the first place. He had brought me from the mortal realms—just as I was being shot, which was not a great time—to Elsewhere to head up a marketing and PR firm to improve his image. Granted, that new job then immediately required I go solve a murder, got me mostly-dead on more than one occasion, and now resulted in my participation as chaperone…

      My name is Cal Thorpe. I work for Death. And I was stupid enough to start this job without a proper job description.

      “While I’m gone, would someone please tell Doc Graveltoes to stop posting selfies with his patients while they’re unconscious? It’s a little creepy,” I said to Yolanda, doing my best to tuck in my shirt without wrinkling it.

      “Okay, Cal,” Yolanda said cheerfully, typing the note into her computer. Agravaine just snorted. Again.

      “It’s your own fault for getting him a cell phone anyways,” he said. “Why would you give a phone to a gremlin? And then teach him how to use it?”

      “I just want to do marketing. Okay? Marketing. If that means getting phones to gremlins or setting up interviews with people who are cultishly pleased to be talking with Death, so be it. But this? I have to chaperone Life and Death to the theatre!”

      “Death is in charge,” Yolanda breathed like I had just renounced all salted foods for the rest of my life. She wasn’t wrong, but that didn’t make me like it any more.

      “Babysitting two supernatural entities that could blow up the world with a sneeze isn’t in my job description,” I grumbled, messing with my bowtie.

      “Well, at least you get good benefits,” Yolanda chimed in, flashing her too-white teeth with that annoyingly cheerful grin. I scowled deeper.

      “Yeah,” Agravaine snickered, stretching and fixing me with a smug grin. “They’re to die for.”

      “I was wrong. Babysitting those two will be a picnic compared to dealing with the two of you.”

      I huffed and reached down to tie my shoe and polish the leather surface a touch. I will say one thing about working for Death: despite the job risks I have inadvertently walked into, he pays very well. Enough to buy the high-end shoes for this ridiculous night out. Why couldn’t a night out in New York City for me include just wandering around and eating a hot dog or going to a nice restaurant? Why did it have to include chaperoning Death and his completely-insane wife, Life, to the theatre? I had complained over and over again that I wasn’t a relationship counsellor, but no one seemed to take me seriously.

      I straightened, grumbled, shoved my fully-charged phone in my pocket and grabbed my blazer. “Might as well get this over with. I hope I don’t get blown to smithereens, or eaten by a wyvern, or kidnapped by vampires. Again.”

      “Good luck!” Yolanda called as I trudged to the office door. I waved over my shoulder, not entirely unhappy to be leaving my perpetually cheerful assistant behind. Especially as I heard, “So, how long do you think they’ll make it this time?” behind my back as I left. I winced.

      “Twenty minutes,” Agravaine replied.

      “Fifty bucks says you’re wrong,” Yolanda said.

      “Done.”

      I really needed a vacation. A normal vacation.
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        * * *

      

      Advice to anyone starting out on a new job: I would suggest getting a very thorough job description before you begin. Otherwise, you will end up much like myself, doing things that you did not expect under the wildest of circumstances. Granted, my situation is a little bit more unusual than otherwise, but the principle still holds. See, for me, everything started to go sideways when I was just about to be promoted to vice president of my marketing firm. I was moving up in the world. I had people begging me to take them on as clients. I had the nod from the owner of the firm, Old lady Harcourt. Then, as I was walking to a lovely dinner where I anticipated the most wonderful promotion after working quite hard, I encountered Death.

      Death, as it turns out, is actually a rather nice guy. He is tall, gaunt, with skin darker than the shadows themselves—in fact, he seems to create them—and instead of eyes he has nothing but empty holes that will swallow you, er, alive if you look too long. But apart from the fact that he is perhaps one of the most terrifying things I have ever encountered, Death is actually a nice guy. I met him on a park bench after being shot. He was wearing a three-piece suit, explained the not-so-good position I was in, and then, he offered me a job. He offered me a job. I was to be his new public relations manager. Given that my options just then were quite painful and completely unknown, I closed my eyes, shook his hand, and accepted.

      The results were…unexpected.

      Now, almost a year later, I was working way outside my usual job parameters of marketing and public relations. I was acting as chaperone and relationship counsellor to Life and Death, hoping to smooth out some of the wrinkles in their marriage. As you might expect, they have some serious wrinkles. And no, the wrinkles were not my fault. Entirely.

      On this particular night, I was playing chaperone to Life and Death on a foray into the mortal realm, where we would be going to a decently posh theatre, surrounded by perfectly normal people, and watching The Mikado. I figured that some Gilbert and Sullivan would do us all well. I mean, it’s hard to start an argument when you have people singing and dancing in front of you. And blowing up a building in front of mortals was a serious taboo, so I figured we’d be safe. Ish.

      It would definitely be a better option than the morose tea party at The Order of Silence we attended the week before. That had nearly resulted in the literal liquidation of a whole lot of people, including myself. The Order of Silence was still trying to stick me with the bill for damages. Then there was sandwiches at the tavern just on the border of Life’s lands and Death’s territory in Elsewhere. I, at least, had the foresight to order my reuben to go.

      This time, I figured that they would have to behave since we were going to be wandering around with a bunch of very fragile, very innocent, very ignorant humans. No magic. No destruction. Nada.

      That, and it was Gilbert and Sullivan. If they liked it, then they had something to talk about. If they hated it, then they had something to talk about. Either way, I would be out of Elsewhere and into the mortal realms and doing my very best to deal with headache. There would be no magic, no people trying to kill me. I could pretend that I was just a normal guy, accompanying his boss and boss’ wife to the theatre. It would almost be like it was.

      Not that appearing out of thin air in the park across the street from the theatre was anything remotely approaching normal. At least I didn’t throw up.

      As we were going to one of the more upscale features in my former hometown of a very large city, we were dressed to the nines. Death had worn the guise of a very tall black man who looked like he could play basketball for any of the teams the world and perhaps make a very large and tidy fortune. He wore, as usual, a three-piece suit, and looked quite dapper. Life hadn't bothered with such nonsense as a guise. She went as herself; that is to say, I couldn't tell you whether or not she was tall or short, thin or curvy, only that she was absolutely stunning in every way. She wore some sort of cocktail dress in a shimmery fabric. I was uncertain of the colour, simply because I had a hard time looking away from her long enough to notice something as mundane as her clothes. She was drawing the attention of everyone she passed as we walked into the theatre.

      I, being human and not nearly so good at being noticed, looked completely boring by comparison to these two. I wore a nice pair of trousers and a button up shirt and some shiny loafers. I had put on my very best pair of glasses, the ones with the thick black frames, and even managed to tame my wavy brown hair into some semblance of order. Still, compared to Life and Death, I was pretty ordinary.

      "I don't mean to be…difficult," I said as we shoved our way past some people at the drinks bar, "but wouldn't it have been a little bit better to try and blend into the mortal realms?"

      Life looked at me as though I were nothing but a bug beneath her very pointy shoes. "Cal," she said. "You know nothing of humans, despite the fact that you are one. An interesting phenomenon, but the fact remains. Humans will see what they wish to see. Even now, they are coming up with some picture in their mind of what exactly I am. All they know is that I am exactly what they want. What should it matter to me what I look like?"

      "Because my dear," Death said, walking on the other side of me and doing his very best not to grind his teeth, "we are trying to maintain a low profile. It is difficult to do so when you choose to walk around as yourself. More and more people are capable of seeing that which we would not wish them to see. It is one of the few benefits of having such technology at their disposal. Besides, we are meant to be here to enjoy the performance, not participate in one."

      Life scoffed, tossed her head, and strode off, sashaying her hips as she went. As I stood next to Death, part of me desperately wanted to fall in after her. She was Life. Tempting, wonderful, bright, beautiful. But, I knew Life and she was not as pleasant as one would think. She was in fact rather difficult. Fickle. Cruel. Unfair. Uncaring. Death on the other hand, while terrifying, was at least sane.

      "You know, I'm only your public relations and marketing manager," I said, not for the first time, not even for the first time that evening. “Perhaps it would be better if someone else did this for you. Mercy for instance? Or even Yolanda."

      Mercy was an air elemental like Agravaine who worked for The Order of Silence, a group of assassins and zealots dedicated to maintaining a balance between Life and Death. The Order and I weren’t on the best of terms after I had liberated Agravaine and failed to die properly. Mercy, being their liaison with Death, did her best to avoid me as much as possible. She hated Yolanda, Agravaine and myself for bringing about the death of her sometimes associate Justice the year before. It was—truly—not my fault, but every interaction since had ended up with me desperately wishing to be far, far away.

      "Mercy would live up to her name, which is not what Life, or myself, need. She cannot help being merciful. We cannot help needing anything but mercy. And Yolanda is, understandably, terrified of us both. Besides, she has a harder time fitting into the mortal realms than you do, Cal. Nor do you seem to be deferentially terrified of us. A human trait, I imagine. No, you are just going to have to accept that this is the necessary course of action. We must sort this out between us, or things are going to get a whole lot worse."

      Death followed after his wayward wife and I paused a moment, trying to think how things could really become much worse. Given my experience with the magical and supernatural world, I decided there were many many ways that could be managed. So I shoved my hands into my pockets, touched my phone to reassure myself that there would still be the constants of technology and social media in these mad times, and walked after my charges, hoping that this night could at least be maintained without the yelling of our last two sessions. I didn’t have the legal capacity to battle more demands for payments for damages.

      The viewing box from which we were going to watch The Mikado was understandably grandiose. The chairs were plush and lined with velvet, the exposed wood was gilded, the walls were carved into fantastical shapes, and the balcony was in full view of the entire theatre. I wasn’t surprised. After all, the point of these old theatres was to be a place where you could be seen. I only hoped that we could be seen without causing a scene.

      There were four plush chairs in the box, three of which were taken up by Life, myself, and Death. I hoped that the fourth chair would be empty, or used by someone who was aware of the situation, otherwise the evening would be incredibly and increasingly awkward. How do you explain to a human—especially a truly mortal one, instead of the immortal and enlightened sort that I was these days—about the whole relationship counselling between Life and Death issue? These were some of the most powerful beings in the universe, and they could probably level the average human with a good glare. I had been given various assurances that this would all go well, but we all know the value of good intentions.

      Life fanned herself with the brochures for the musical, staring at the filling theatre with interest.  Each time her gaze focused on a particular person, they seemed to become more animated, more vibrant. When she looked away, they slumped as if exhausted. Death flipped through the pages almost mechanically, casually glancing over the advertisements and articles and descriptions of the actors’ roles. He ignored Life’s bored antics. I sat between them and twirled my phone in my hand though I didn’t use it, trying not to think of impending doom. I pushed up the glasses on my nose, and then blessed relief, the lights flashed twice to indicate the start of the performance.

      During the performance itself, Life and Death behaved themselves…generally speaking. One thing I hadn't considered was that they would like certain parts of the show that the other didn’t like. Death particularly appreciated the bit about a list of potential victims. Life particularly appreciated all of the other pieces about tricking Death. As far as I could tell, they were just relegating themselves to glaring at each other out of the corners of their eyes. So far so good. I tried to pay attention to the performance and got almost nowhere. I was a little worried about my charges accidentally blowing up the theatre with me in it. Then—finally—intermission.

      “I’m getting some drinks,” I said as soon as the lights went up. Life flicked her brows up with interest. Death waved a hand in acknowledgement.

      “Nothing for me, thank you Cal. We will be perfectly fine in your absence,” Death assured me. I narrowed my eyes.

      “Five minutes,” I said. “It took five minutes for the whole tavern too⁠—“

      “I will behave if you hurry and bring me a drink!” Life snapped. I was tempted to chew her out, too, but I dutifully trudged away to the nearest bar. People gave me looks at my unmoving scowl, but stayed out of my way. Mostly.

      There seemed to be some sort of magic surrounding the bars in the theatre during intermission, so I barely managed to squeak out three glasses of wine before the two minute mark when the show would start again. I returned to the box, balancing the drinks precariously and cursing every cheerful show goer that stood in my way. Did they want to die?

      Thankfully, the theatre was still standing when I returned to the box. There was no shouting, no pitched battle, and the audience hadn’t burst into screaming panic. My blood pressure dropped minutely. Life and Death hadn't managed to level the theatre or kill each other, so I took the win. However, there was a third person now in the box.

      He was tall, though not as tall as Death, and had a sort of casual air about him, as though he had seen everything, done everything, and still enjoyed causing trouble. He didn’t seem to be dark or light, weak or strong, he just sort of was, in the way that the earth beneath your feet is, or the way the stars in the sky are. He was. Despite this gravitas, his shoulders were artfully slouched and he wore a modern, expensive, and wrinkled suit. He stuck one hand into his pocket and grabbed a glass of wine from my hand with the other. Life snatched the remaining glass, leaving me with nothing. Perhaps it was a good thing, considering.

      "Well, well," the stranger said looking me over like a new toy. "Interesting. I have met many immortals in my time, but never a human one. Life, darling, what did you do? This is the latest of your playthings?” The stranger spoke with a sort of drawl, though he had a relatively British accent. I wasn't quite sure I like the way he smirked at me.

      Life looked at me and curled her lips. "He is not mine. Death refuses to let me play with him."

      "The only reason that you didn't burn me to a crisp, lady, is the fact that Death made a mistake when extending my life," I snapped. Life shrugged, and turned back to watch the crowd from the box.

      "Time," Death said nodding to be stranger, "this is Cal Thorpe. He is my public relations manager and marketing expert. He is also acting as mediator between Life and myself.”

      I would have choked, had I been drinking wine, but it had been taken by the other beings in the box. Instead, I coughed into my hand. "Time? You’re Time?”

      The immensely powerful being nodded casually and stretched out his hand for me to shake. I took it rather hesitantly—since Death had fixed my unfortunate inability to be killed at all, I tried to avoid having contact with beings who were dangerous enough to destroy by touch. That included Life and Death. Time, despite having a serious presence, seemed to just be a perfectly normal being. At least, I didn't feel any pain or terror or rapid ageing or anything while shaking Time’s hand.

      "Yes," Time said. He took a sip of his wine and tucked his spare hand back into his pocket. "Death is my cousin. We see each other now and again, when certain forces align.”

      I winced. Neither Death nor Life looked terribly concerned by this statement, but I had been introduced to the world of magic and mayhem rather more spectacularly than otherwise. One of the first things I learned was to be wary when people made statements like that. "And what forces aligned to bring you here today?" I asked before I could consider whether or not my words would be rude. I needn't have worried.

      “You needn’t look so glum, little human. You act as though escorting my cousin and his effervescent wife to the theatre is a burden, not the wonderment it should be. Not many have the opportunities you have, even before their time expires.”

      “Yes, well, excuse me if I have to worry about a city block being levelled a whole lot more now than I did when I was just an ordinary ‘little’ human.”

      Time just chuckled and sank into the spare chair as the lights flashed, indicating that the second half of the performance was about to begin.

      I settled back into my chair between the feuding Life and Death and really hoped that the remainder of the night wouldn't go badly. The stress of the situation was going to give me an ulcer. And now Time was showing up? I rubbed my sternum, certain that I was going to have an acid reflux attack.

      I shouldn't have bothered with all the worrying; things seem to often go badly without my input at all.

      As far as performances went, the second half of the show was as expected. Gilbert and Sullivan shows being ridiculous, this was that and more. Life and Death seemed suitably distracted from their disagreements with each other to relax a little bit. Time seemed more interested in watching me. I knew this because I could feel him staring at the back of my head. But as soon as I would turn around to look, his eyes would be fixed elsewhere, although never actually on the performance. By the time the show was over, I was feeling extremely jumpy.

      The cast came out for bows, smiling as though they had no cares in the world. I envied them, the ignorant, normal, fragile humans. I pushed up my glasses on my nose again, before standing and clapping with the rest of the people in the audience. Death gave an appropriately polite smattering of applause. Life didn't even bother, she just lounged languidly in her chair. The normal people started filtering out of the theatre.

      "Are we quite done with this nonsense?" Life asked. "I have a few things to tend to, which are rather more important than this outing."

      "Things to tend to?" Death asked, a hint of iron in his voice. I took a deep breath, tried to remember the zen teachings from my yoga studio back when I was a living being, and prepared to face off between two battling beings. "That wouldn't include trying to expand your territory in Elsewhere again? I've noticed a few of your particular favourites gathering along the edge of my territory."

      "You're being paranoid," Life said with a dismissive wave of her hand. "Why would I want your realm?"

      Death started to speak and I decided that it was perhaps time to intervene. "That was a really good show," I said loudly. Life looked at me as though I had shoved something particularly nasty in her face. Death just let out a low breath and pinched the bridge of his nose. He furrowed his brow, which was a little disconcerting given that his head was basically a skull covered in shadows.

      "How long was that?” Death asked. I looked at my watch, noting the position of the hands. The time between arguments was annoyingly small.

      "Two and a half hours," I said. "It's a new record!"

      Death looked less than impressed by my poor enthusiasm. He looked at me, looked at Life, looked at Time, then sighed. "I am returning home," Death said. "You may stay here for a few more hours if you like, Cal, since you’ve been wanting a visit to the mortal realms. I trust you can find your way home."

      By the time I got around to answering in the affirmative, Life was already gone and Death was fading. That left me alone with Time, who was looking mildly interested. He stood and shoved his hands into his pockets with that annoying artistic slouch again. "What's with the timer?" He asked.

      I shoved my phone back into my pocket and shrugged. "For the last two weeks, every time I have had Life and Death go out together to try and sort out their differences and figure out common ground, I have timed them to see how long it would take before they started arguing. Two and half hours is actually quite the improvement for them. First time we did this, they couldn't even last through a cup of coffee."

      Time chuckled. "Used to be that they were madly in love. Of course, things went wrong as they always do. Actually, that's where it all started to go badly."

      "Madly in love?" I asked with a scoff. "I hardly believe it. Those two have been at each other's throats since before I got around. And then there was that whole incident with Justice—not my fault by the way. Then, Yolanda said that I had to do something about this feud before The Order of Silence got involved and forced them to spend time together in solitary confinement, which is apparently what they've done before. Apparently that didn’t end well. At all. So here I am, relationship counsellor. Not in my job description, just so you know. There has to be another way." This last point was spoken mostly to myself, with my nose pinched between my fingers. Frankly, dealing with Life and Death was giving me a major headache. And no matter what I seemed to be doing, they just kept arguing. Soon, I knew there would be nothing I could do and the powers that be would have to battle it out, probably at the expense of most of the mortal realms. I hoped I was long gone by that point.

      "I think there might be another way," Time said. He seemed particularly unconcerned about the situation between Life and Death. Or maybe that was just his way. Maybe he was particularly unconcerned about everything, considering that he was Time. If that was anything like what Life and Death were, then he was Time itself. Which was a terrifying thought. I narrowed my eyes a little bit.

      "Oh really?" I asked. At this point, I was tired, hungry, and wanted very little more than to go and find a nice sandwich somewhere. Time nodded.

      "Indeed. See, all of this started back when they were first married. They were still madly in love, only circumstances got in the way and mistakes were made. Death missed a terribly important appointment. Life refused to let Death get involved in a particular mortal’s end days. Things spiralled out of control from there. But don’t worry; I think you can fix it," Time said as though I was some sort of extremely powerful being of my own. I folded my arms and laughed.

      "I have been trying to fix it for two weeks now, not to mention all of the minor altercations in the last year before this. Somehow, I don't think it's working." I think that might've been an understatement, but I was only human.

      "I think you should give it a try my way," Time said. Before I could even ask what that meant, Time reached out and touched me on the forehead, right between my eyes.

      A sharp pain formed where he touched me, like nails through my skin. The lights sharpened until they were blindingly white. The ground fell away from beneath my feet and my body felt as though it was being torn into a thousand pieces.

      My last thought before I blacked out completely was that I knew Gilbert and Sullivan was a bad idea.
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      I woke screaming. Now, you might think that this is a really bad way to wake up, but given my current lifestyle, it was not terribly uncommon. In fact, I had sort of lost track of the times in recent history that I had woke up with something really awful staring me in the face. Many of them, incidentally, being the selfie-loving gremlin doctor Graveltoes that was so fascinated by my humanity. Though Agravaine took particular pleasure in waking me up in unconventional ways. The incident with the tiny fire lizard? Nothing I did could possibly be considered overreaction. By contrast, staring into the face of Time was, well, pretty terrifying. Still, it was familiar.

      I missed the days when waking up by means of my phone alarm was jarring.

      Once my scream died down, I got a good look at the place where I was laying. Most of the time, my terrible encounters had ended with me in the hospital inElsewhere, with the weird creature Doctor Graveltoes leering over me. Well, most of the time. There was that time on the Irishman Fionn’s mountain. And in a parking lot in Norway. And in the bowels of the Order of Silence’s network of caves.

      By contrast, the place where I was now was actually quite pleasant. It seemed like there were smoothly rolling hills, covered with waving grasses and fields. There were a few trees around and more off in the distance. Birds sang as if they hadn’t a care in the world. The sun was shining. The sky was blue as it gets. On the whole, it was actually a very delightful place. But—and this was a big issue—it was not the theatre.

      "Where am I?" I demanded. I tried to stand, but given that my feet seemed to have an uncertain relationship with the ground, I decided that sitting up was perhaps the best I could manage under the circumstances. Time sat on the ground beside me, his legs stretched out as if he could not be any more relaxed. Hardly a hair on his head had been ruffled. He looked around, smiling, and shrugged.

      "I would've thought it obvious,” he said, stretching. He stood and brushed off some of the grass from his trousers. Then, he looked around and took in a full, deep breath. Letting it out, he turned to me and smiled wider. “We’re in Italy."

      I coughed once. Loudly.

      "Italy. Explain to me how going from a New York theatre to the Italian countryside is an obvious choice.” I shoved my glasses up on my nose and shielded my eyes from the sun.

      "The where is unimportant," Time said, shrugging dismissively. "It's the when that you should find interesting.”

      I frowned. It should have been completely and idiotically obvious given the fact that I was dealing with Time. But, call me an optimist—or an idiot—but I had hoped that maybe I wouldn't get sucked through some vortex during an average night out. "Okay, I’ll bite. When are we?”

      Time fixed me with a grin that I can only describe as mischievous elves taking too much pleasure in causing trouble. He would get along well with Agravaine and Yolanda. “I believe that you would call it the year 1494. Granted, I think you humans are very strange in the way that you describe me. The years are based on what, some arbitrary movements of the planets around the sun? Nonsense. Complete and utter nonsense.”

      "1494. As in the middle of the Renaissance. As in long before the era of indoor plumbing and the popularisation of glasses?" It had been a while since I had studied history, but I remembered a decent portion of my history lesson from Renaissance Italy, given that was when all the really good art was happening. I remembered that things had not been nearly as nice as with modern times. I remembered that the Catholic Church was in charge in a very big way. And I remembered such things like death by various unpleasant diseases, including the plague.
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