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Chapter 1

Sophie

“His name was Liam Walker Fitzgerald,”
I said. I sat in one of the cubicles the bank allotted for the
viewing of safety deposit box contents. “He was twenty-four years
old in 1909, the year I died. He was your great
grandfather.”

Marcus Fitzgerald was with me, in the
seat next to me. He sat staring at the antique photo. I had sealed
the picture in a protective casing. How I had managed to protect it
enough in the early decades of the twentieth century is a testament
to how important it was to me.

“The resemblance is absolutely spooky,”
Fitz said. “It’s like looking at a picture of myself.”

“Now you understand a little better why
I was such a tongue tied mess when we first met.” I surveyed the
blue eyes and dark brown wavy hair, as well as his features.
Twenty-first century Fitz’ hair was somewhat longer.

“Yeah.”

I let him mull over the eerie
resemblance. It had been a grand total of three days since his
“resurrection,” and he was still floundering his way through trying
to absorb everything that had happened in the past year. Being dead
did that. At least he hadn’t had to deal with being buried or
having the rest of the world believe him dead. All but three of us
thought he had bailed off on a chance opportunity to study under an
Italian mathematician and ended up trapped in another country under
lockdown as the Covid-19 plague surged.

While I gave him a few more minutes, I
set a roll of silver coins in the safety deposit box. I always kept
a few resources separate from the place I lived, just
case.

He picked up the photo and handed it
back to me. “My parents think I lost my marbles, leaving for Italy
on a whim.”

“It’s okay. Let them think
anything they like. You’re an adult, and you kept in touch a little while you were
gone.”

He smiled ruefully. “I still have
trouble believing all the emails and texts you and Noah dreamed
up.”

“Dropping you totally out of
communication with your family might have led them to contact the
consulate and all sorts of other attempts to get hold of you. It’s
way easier to let them think you made a bad choice which then got
worse when the virus started killing people in droves.”

He nodded and fingered the surgical
mask laying in his lap.

I leaned over, curled my
hand against the side of his neck and kissed him.
Give yourself some time to get used to all of
this. One totally unexpected side effect of
his change was our ability to communicate mind to mind, if we were
touching. If we stopped touching, it went away. Would this effect
last or go away or turn into something different, we had no way to
tell.

“I know... just this is so much more
incomprehensible than finding out your age and the magick and …” He
pressed the heels of his hands against his forehead. “Are we done
here? I need to get back to studying the emails and the news
articles so I don’t sound like a total idiot when I Zoom my
dissertation advisor tomorrow. And oh my fucking God, when did
video call everything go from feeling useful to making me want to
put my fist through the screen of my laptop?”

“That would be about mid-April. Come.
Yes, we’re done.” We masked up and I returned my safety deposit box
to the vault and locked it in place.

~

Taking the elevator up in my building,
Fitz said, “Do you mind if stay down in my apartment for a while?
After I read for a while, I’m probably going to work
out.”

“No problem.”

He got off on the third floor and I
continued up. A little physical space between us was probably a
wise thought. Even if I knew what he was thinking at times, I
couldn’t process this for him.

In my own apartment, I went to the
kitchen and started the electric kettle heating. It was cold
outside and I wanted a cup of tea. As I stood there waiting for the
water to heat, my phone buzzed with a text. It was from Dama.
Lately she’d been a lot more willing to text instead of confining
her communications to just email. I’d let her know about Fitz’
“awakening” the night it happened. She’d acknowledged but not
commented in any other way. It was impossible to tell whether that
meant she was mulling over the information or if she was
distracted, off doing something else entirely.

I popped open the text.

The world of rumors is
whispering about Steven Drezner.

I had to think for a second about where
I had seen that particular name before. Ah, important dude, part of
the CIA and more importantly to me, somehow attached to Byakhee
cabal business. I’d never managed to figure out exactly what
connection was, or if there was a direct link between him and the
concentrated evil bastard Djual Kuhl. Then everything had exploded,
so to speak and I hadn’t done much further digging.

I messaged her back.
Is he stirring up shit regarding the
cabal?

Possibly. He is ill. One
source claimed terminally ill. Traditional medicine avenues are
underway, but another source said other options are being pursued.
Cabal flavored options.

Okay, that made me feel
uneasy. I had assumed—no, maybe that was hopedwith the Shēngmìng zhī hé now in Kuhl’s
possession that his interest in me was minimal. I also hoped he
thought Fitz was dead.

Was he the mover and shaker
behind Kuhl last year?

Unknown.

Anything else?
I typed out.

Not at this
time.

The electric kettle clicked off as the
water hit the boil point. I stared at it as the bubbles diminished,
thinking about this potential new danger.







Chapter 2

Fitz

The last time I lost consciousness, I
died. When I woke up, a year had past. Meeting Sophie, finding out
her history and her secrets had been only the beginning. Over the
past fourteen months, my whole world had changed. Some of it I
hadn’t even been around for. And some of those events had nothing
to do with me.

I sat on the weight bench, grabbed up a
twenty-pound weight and began to do triceps extensions. I’d spent
the past hour pushing my body harder than I normally did. I think I
was still a little in awe of the fact Sophie had bought me a very
high end treadmill and had it assembled in my apartment while… I
was dead. I’d pounded out thirty minutes of running today, before
switching to the weights.

I was tired, extremely tired, and also
basically terrified to sleep. I’d only snagged a few restless hours
in Sophie’s bed, within touch distance of her over the past three
days. She was unbelievably patient with my chaotic, anxiety-laden
behavior of the moment. I usually considered myself a calm, logical
personality. Right now, I felt like a wreck. She’d driven me over
to see my parents but waited in the car down the street, while I
made my lame as hell semi-explanation to them about having just
flown back into the country.

I switched to bicep curls then squats.
Maybe if I wore my body out, I could convince it to relax enough to
sleep tonight.

There was a knock on my door. I opened
it, expecting Sophie. It was Noah. Overwhelmed with the emotion of
knowing what lengths he had gone to keep my “life” intact, I yanked
him into a hug. I’d talked to him on the phone yesterday but seeing
him was different.

“Fitz, dude, I love you, but you are a
sweaty freakin’ mess,” Noah protested after tolerating the hug for
a minute.

“Oh, sorry.” I stepped back and
beckoned him inside, shutting the door.

“I have to say it’s good to see you
looking… not like a corpse.”

“I can’t even imagine. And if I hadn’t
introduced you and Sophie and looped you in… it’s still going to
take weeks, maybe months to sort out my leave of absence from the
university. And my parents think I had some sort of mental health
breakdown from having Covid.”

“They called me several times. I told
them all about how you thought the trip to Italy was going to be a
couple of months tops and how it was supposed to give you a serious
leg up on your dissertation research but that things had gotten
complicated,” Noah said with a grin.

“Sounds way too much like pants-ing in
the middle of a D&D game.”

“Dead, or maybe only sort of dead or,
stuck in an oubliette, enh, there are similarities.”

We walked over into the den area and
sat down.

“I’d offer you a drink, but I haven’t
gotten around to stocking my kitchen.” With a little embarrassment,
I said, “I’ve spent most of the past three days up with Sophie,
trying to absorb everything that’s happened. And I don’t just mean
the semi-dead and magic and all.”

“If I hadn’t experienced toilet paper
hoarding, Clorox on everything, death tolls involving storing
bodies in refrigerated trucks and everybody working from home,
which is still going on big time, I’d think it all sounded like an
alternate reality.”

“I guess I should be glad you knew
where I hid a lot of my passwords.”

“Having your phone helped, so I could
send texts and all to your parents.”

I crossed my arms. “Am I going to be
able to put my life and my career back together?”

“Probably. Not that it’s going to be
easy. But dude, you could be dead-dead.”

“Which would definitely eliminate the
problems on one level.”

Noah threw a sofa cushion at
me.

I batted it away. “You saw me when I
was… In Sophie’s extended rooms upstairs?”

“I was wigged out by the whole thing
and just a little disbelieving. She eventually let me look. It was
after she’d cleaned up all the dried blood and stuff. I think she
had this idea it would be less traumatic if you didn’t look quite
so much like the murder victim you… were… are…” Noah made a face to
go along with his uncertain statement.

“Does it actually qualify as
murder?”

“I have no fucking clue. Along those
lines, do we really know if you’re unkillable?”

“I am so not purposely testing that
out.”

“What, no jumping in front of a
speeding bus to see if you survive?” Noah teased.

I flung the pillow back at
him.

We spent another half hour talking
about our families and more things I had missed among the people we
both knew. I glanced at the clock and saw that it was nearly six
o’clock. “Do you want to hang around for dinner? I have no idea if
Sophie has plans. Which brings up the question, of does she know
you came over?”

“I dropped her a text, just because I
wasn’t sure if there were aftereffects that she didn’t anticipate
about all this.”

“Such as?”

“I don’t know. I wondered even if you
were awake and aware if your body would have trouble remembering
how to move or walk. I mean coma patients often have issues, but
since there was magick involved …”

“Yeah.” I looked down at my wrists.
There had been life ending gashes. Now, there wasn’t even a mark.
“I do still feel like my brain doesn’t grasp the magick concept
even though I’m living proof.”

“Let’s go upstairs so I can say hi to
Sophie.”

~

As I used my key to open the door to
Sophie’s apartment, I felt a weird sensation, something of a cross
between mild electrocution and insects crawling on my hand. The
only reason I recognized it as magick was the couple of hours
Sophie had spent tinkering with the wards on the apartment so they
would recognize me. Those hours had also involved teaching me very
basic steps in spell utilization. It might as well have been
lessons in quantum chromodynamics, which actually made more sense.
Math and logic were my forte. Intuitive approximation mixed with
liberal amounts of “seat of the pants” … I floundered.
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