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Giovanni surveyed the counter in front of him and wondered if he could move the hematology analyzer to make room for his espresso machine. Technically, the hematology analyzer belonged in the storage area with the morgue’s clients rather than in the front office, but equally technically, his espresso machine didn’t belong in the morgue at all. But it had been an unexpected and particularly welcomed Christmas gift and Giovanni didn’t want it left where it might get damaged.

Most of his things were stored in one friend or another’s closet. Somehow in the rush before finals, he’d forgotten to sign up for housing second semester and he didn’t remember until he returned from Winter break to add his name to a lengthy waiting list. As a medical student, Giovanni worked nights in the hospital morgue and he was strongly tempted to just live there. After all, he’d take the job so he’d have plenty of time to study in peace and quiet. 

Mr. Lively, the morgue manager, was being very nice about Giovanni staying temporarily in the morgue, keeping his clothes tucked in a desk drawer and using the staff room upstairs for showers. It wasn’t like their clients were going to complain, he laughed in his shy, awkward way. He was being incredibly nice about ignoring Rufus, the gigantic, drooling mastiff who followed Giovanni around everywhere. 

But while it would be cheaper to live in the morgue for the rest of the semester, Giovanni thought, it wasn’t fair to Rufus. The enormous beast needed someplace to sleep where he wasn’t being stepped on or over regularly. He also needed regular walks and huge amounts of kibble. But that was just an excuse, and Giovanni knew it.

Last semester, an elderly patient left Giovanni the dog after he accidentally killed her in a panic when she sat up in the morgue one night. The fact that Mrs. Harris was already dead didn’t lessen his guilt or settle his nerves. Even now, Giovanni tended to tiptoe around the morgue though the dead had only risen that one time and he’d managed to smooth the whole thing over without attracting attention. Well except for Rufus. A two-hundred-pound mastiff always attracted attention.

The fact that a dead woman gave Rufus to Giovanni made it incredibly awkward to explain how he’d come by the dog in the first place. The few rescue organizations he’d contacted wanted Rufus’ back story before they’d consider taking on a dog that large. Or damp. More than one Good Samaritan had backed away, grimacing and wiping a dripping hand after reaching out to pet Rufus. 

Giovanni sighed and tucked the espresso machine into a corner near the small sink. The dog was the biggest reason he was having trouble finding a place. On his own, he could have just rented a room somewhere, but landlords wanted a deposit for Rufus that was sometimes more than the rent. What he really needed were some friends he could share a house with. That way he’d have room for Rufus and a yard too. But one semester into medical school hadn’t been enough time to amass the extensive network of buddies he’d accumulated as an undergrad and moving down South had meant leaving his dozens of cousins behind in New Jersey. But given what had happened last semester, he really didn’t want to live in the morgue. 

Which is why Giovanni jumped and screamed a little when Astral Williams sauntered through the open door of the morgue office. Perfectly understandable under the circumstances, he told himself as he stood with one hand pressed against where his heart pounded in his chest.

Astral was tall and slim with long, dark hair that fell in tight ringlets down her back. She was the kind of girl who got second glances, and then people hurriedly look away because she had a return glare that could cut glass. Giovanni had worked with her briefly during the fall semester, if you called being mocked, teased, and generally scorned working together. She’d been helpful though in dealing with his dead patient, sharing details of the voodoo curse that animated her. The fact that Astral knew about voodoo curses just made Giovanni more reluctant to work with her.

Astral grinned in open mockery. “You scream like a girl.”

“What do you want?” Giovanni straightened up and pretended he’d just been brushing down his shirtfront.

“Wow. Where is the love, I ask you?” Astral smirked at him, leaning one hip against a desk. She looked down as Rufus stirred and made a kissy face in his direction. “Hello, pookie.”

Rufus lumbered to his feet and took up a position behind Giovanni where he growled half-heartedly. Giovanni didn’t want the dog to actually bite anyone, but he did wished Rufus was more threatening. Mastiffs, even giant ones, were more like giant teddy bears than ferocious beasts. Astral just looked smug.

“What do you want?” Giovanni repeated. “I’m working here.”

“Yeah, I can see that.” Astral raised an eyebrow at the kitchen supplies Giovanni had dragged out across his desk. “I hear you need a place to live.”

Giovanni began frantically stuffing plastic containers back in the oversized garbage bag he’d hauled them out of. “It’s just temporary,” he explained. “I’m on the waiting list.”

“Okay.” Astral nodded. “Or you could move in with me and my roomies. We need a fourth to split rent.”

Giovanni frowned at her. “You’re inviting me? What’s the catch?”

Astral laughed and settled herself more comfortably on the desktop. “No catch, paranoid! We just need a quick replacement before the semester starts.”

“What happened to the other guy?”

Astral rolled her eyes and shook her head. She seemed amused by Giovanni’s wariness. “She graduated. Are you interested or not?”

Giovanni raised a skeptical eyebrow.

Astral leaned forward to wheedle, “We have a nice house. There’s even a yard for the big guy here.”

Giovanni was pretty sure Astral didn’t mean to lean in so her T-shirt strained across her chest, but he was uncomfortably aware of her long, slender frame and uncomfortably aware that he was aware.

Taking a deep breath, he stuffed the plastic bag of kitchen supplies underneath the desk and tried to find room for his feet. “No offense, Astral, but you weren’t exactly warm and caring last semester. Why are you being helpful now?”

“Hey,” Astral exclaimed. “I helped! I even mopped.”

She hadn’t actually, Giovanni thought, but he was honest enough to admit to himself anyway that it wasn’t Astral that bothered him so much as the circumstances of their meeting. He’d pushed the memory of Mrs. Harris away during the rush of classes and quizzes, but during quiet moments when he tried to study, he wondered if she was all right. He’d never found any explanation in his texts for how she’d come back to life, which bothered him. He had done really well in Gross Anatomy though. The family of his cadaver raved about his sensitivity.

“You really should move in with us.” Astral didn’t make eye contact, but instead stretched her arms high over her head, lifting her long hair off her neck. “People are starting to talk, Gio.”

“What?” Giovanni nearly came up out his chair.

“Well, think about it. Med student, morgue, it’s a little weird.”

“What weird? We hang around the hospital all the time!”

“Yes, but then we go home. We take breaks.” Astral shrugged. “You don’t. And you walk around with that beast, so yeah, people notice!”

Rufus whimpered and tried to cringe further behind Giovanni.

“You know, he really doesn’t like you.” It was an inane thought, but Giovanni was somewhat staggered. He hadn’t considered that people might be gossiping about him.

Astral sat back on the desktop and huffed. “He’s a dog. What does he know?”

Giovanni sighed. He wasn’t entirely sure he believed Astral, but the idea of people gossiping about him was disturbing. He needed good recommendations for residency and, later, employment. 

“It’s not a good idea for you to be noticed.” Astral turned her attention to her nails. “You don’t want to attract another voodoo curse.”

Giovanni, who had started to nod agreement with Astral, pulled up short. “I don’t believe in curses,” he stated, hands raised. “I’m a scientist. We look for rational answers, not random events to explain illness.”

“Un-huh. How do you explain last semester then?”

Giovanni sighed. Last semester was pretty hard to explain and he didn’t want to remember it anyway. “Okay, I’ll think about it.”

“Don’t take too long.” Astral seemed miffed as she hopped off the table. “We can find someone else, you know.”

Under other circumstances, Giovanni might have felt guilty for being rude, but when Mr. Lively relieved him the next morning, he was still wondering what Astral’s game was. She just wasn’t the type who did favors. Fatigue and remembered trauma did a lot to offset his indoctrinated, Catholic guilt.

But heading upstairs to the hospital floors with living patients, he had to work at being wary of Astral. It would be really nice to have a bed to crash in instead of a creaky desk chair. And while the staff room boasted showers, they didn’t lay any claim to luxury or privacy. 

There was only one other person in the staff room when he poked his head in. Dr. Perez sat in his usual corner, his head bobbing gently over a cup of coffee. Giovanni didn’t know whether Dr. Perez was coming on or off shift, but he tiptoed in, trying not to wake him.

Rufus had other ideas. The large dog pushed past Giovanni, banging the door against an awkwardly placed chair, then gamboled over to stick his muzzle in the sleeping man’s lap. When Dr. Perez didn’t waken immediately, Rufus barked, the deep, echoing boom particular to mastiffs. 

Giovanni frantically tried to shush Rufus, but Dr. Perez stirred and sat up, blinking as he absently-minded petted the dog bumping against the underside of the table. Then he pulled his hand away and held it up, glistening strings of drool webbing his fingers.

“Um, has anyone got a napkin?” 

“Sorry, sorry.” Giovanni grabbed some paper towels from the sink and thrust them out. 

“Hey, Gio.” Dr. Perez blinked, and then lifted his cup to his mouth, grimacing at the taste. He put the mug back down and waved Giovanni over to his table. “Good timing. I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”

Giovanni sat down, trying not to disturb any papers, and frowned at Rufus. The dog turned around in a circle and settled with a thump, panting short damp breaths over Dr. Perez’s shoes. Giovanni winced and tried not to notice.
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