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      And the Name said unto Cain, Thy brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up covered in blood, but it’s not mine; I wake up covered in blood, and it is mine. Six of one, half-dozen of the other—take your pick. This is the world I live in and always has been.

      I am a forensic necromancer for hire, of a very specific kind. Some of us work with flesh, some with bone, some with what flesh and bone leave behind. I once knew a woman who chased memories along their neural pathways, those electrochemical ghosts that can live on for days inside a corpse, even when its human topsoil is already being furrowed by insects looking for somewhere warm(ish) and easily permeable to lay their eggs, a field their children can eat their way free of. Her gift was a hard one, easy to mangle and misconstrue, like braiding tissue paper. Eventually, she ended up with a headful of other people’s voices and a datebook full of the sort of types fragile people really should best avoid, for fear of getting the pixie-dust rubbed off their little wings. I’m not entirely sure what happened to her in the end, but I do keep my eye out for any trace of her, lit or fig.

      For myself, I work with the red stuff. It’s my calling. And easier by far than so many other things, given the relatively short window of its particular half-life. Accidents and murders, that’s my meat: a short stop, a sudden drop, a spatter or a pool. By the time it’s dry, it locks me back out, mostly. Or so I tell my customers.

      They don’t need to know everything about you, after all, not when your relationship’s purely business.
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        * * *

      

      So, I’m out picking up dinner, and my phone buzzes: ARSEHOLE NUMBER TEN, it says, because you need to be specific. Number Ten’s name is Satyamurthy. Murder Squad when he’s at home, and even when he’s not.

      I sigh, thumb working. What you want? the blinking text asks him.

      Another buzz. You, obviously. Here. And an address.

      I’m eating. The cursor rests, and then: Do it fast, then. You might regret it.

      You might be surprised.

      Inhale my curry, then I’m off. The site’s not exactly walkable, but I grab a cab pretty easily. They don’t send cars for you, more’s the pity; don’t want your name on the record.

      Satyamurthy’s outside, impatient, waiting to wave me in. His partner, Colville, turns around quick-time as I enter, hand almost twitching in the direction of that gun neither of them is supposed to have.

      “Don’t step on the evidence,” she barks.

      “Try my best,” I reply. It’s a challenge, all right—stuff is everywhere you look, splashed up high, probably from carotid and jugular at once, given how wide the corpse’s second mouth gapes. But she knows that.

      The body’s nude, and basically faceless. Looks like someone did it with a brick? Everything’s all mushed up, red stuck with shards, shattered bone-bristles, the occasional tooth; hands are gone at the wrists, possibly for time’s sake, dumped somewhere they’ll end up similarly deconstructed. If it weren’t for the dick, lying snug and slack up against one gore-smeared thigh. . . ah, but that doesn’t always mean much, does it? Or less than it used to, anyhow, as I should know.

      “You want a name, I take it?” I ask Satyamurthy, not looking up to watch him nod. Because my gaze is all on this one, now—that blank ruin, equally dented all over, only a rough geographic idea left to tell you where the eye-sockets should go. Yet there’s a pull to it nevertheless, a sort of gravity; I can feel it, even from here. It’s telling me bend down, get closer, ask my questions. It’s telling me it wants to tell me, so come meet it halfway, before its time runs out. Before the blood it’s still trying to shed finally goes cold.

      You damn well wait your turn, I warn it, as I do.

      Down on my haunches, a deep squat, arse to heels. I rummage through my pockets, slipping on my thumb-rings—antique bone, fossilized, worn so thin with use my skin tints them from the inside. Iron reinforcements so they don’t break under pressure, with sharpened horn set in a deep groove across my knuckles: right, left, curved like beaks, points extending well past my nails. Set them to the pads of my forefingers and they dent the skin; no scar tissue, see? I don’t have to break the skin to draw blood, never have.

      Not when it comes when I call it.

      Cruentation, that’s the old term—blood evidence. Bring a corpse with traces of violence into the presence of its suspected murderer and watch to see if it starts to bleed. Root of the word comes from the Latin, cruintare, to make bloody, and they really did use to not only pull that whole rigamarole, but bring it up in court afterwards, way back before proper forensics. Back when the intersection of maths, physics and biology, alchemy, religion and magic was a sight more slippery than it is today, and the same people who’d just learned you could see little bugs swimming around in a drop of water under a microscope’s lens still thought women’s wombs wandered around their bodies, getting all clogged with rotten sperm and producing fumes that made them go hysterical.

      My blood to yours, then, and your blood to mine—cry out, make your plea, your last appeal. I’ll help you, if I can; justice isn’t always possible, but I’ll try my best. Hear you and remember from now on, either way.

      This promise is an old one, older than old. My mother taught it to me, like hers taught her. It goes back forever.

      We were priests and kings once, Lala, my little one, my Nani used to tell me, and still does, even when I don’t want to listen. Long before Kukkutarma became Mohenjo-daro, for all its name reflects our former glory. Before the glaciers grew and retreated, even, in the very morning of the world, when everything was equally unstable. When all our cities were graves, and all our graves, cities.

      (Yes, yes. But this ain’t then, is it? And I’m on the clock and time is money, theoretical square root of this whole bloody late-stage capitalism barter system. I scratch Satya’s back, he scratches mine. . .)

      That’s how it should go, anyway; almost always does. Even if we don’t often itch in quite the same places, him and me.

      I close my eyes, feeling my fingertips pink and bruise as the drops start forming: all that tiny life, forever swimming and fighting, eating and dividing, without rest, or pity. Each globule a secret universe caught in the moment of creation, utterly unaware of its own precariousness, dim and scarlet and salt.

      There’s a thrum in the air when the corpse’s blood recognizes mine, sparking, a struck string. A red mist rises from the body’s pores, sending out feelers, and I can already hear Colville draw breath behind me, give out a disgusted little grunt. It doesn’t break my concentration. I know my business better than that.

      Now, I say, silent, tongue moving against my teeth, the roof of my shut mouth. Tell me now. Show me, if you can’t form the words. Let me see it.

      Let me see it all.
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        * * *

      

      Turns out, Satya takes notes on his phone, same as every other wanker working on a screenplay down at the local coffee shop. Probably helps to be able to send them to himself via email later on, though I doubt whoever manages Murder Squad IT security likes it much.

      “Eithne Morden?” Colville repeats, reading over his shoulder, to which I don’t bother nodding.

      “En-ya,” I correct her pronunciation. “Used to be Eustace, till she had it legally changed. You really did miss diversity training day, didn’t you, Detective? It’s all right; lots of Old Girls on the job these days, I’ll bet, now the Old Boys Network’s finally dying out. You’ll all have to catch up, eventually.”

      She opens her mouth, but Satyamurthy waves her silent. “Skip the vinegar, Ms. Mirwani. Anything else we need to know?”

      “She was down from the North, couch-surfing, staying with pals in Stepney. Came out to have a good time and mainly did, till she didn’t. The last place she remembers being is the Five-Pointed Star—dropped her phone in the washroom, but the person she left with stepped on it, ‘by accident.’ They said they’d pay to get it fixed, then dropped it down a drain, after. She was drunk enough by the time they got here, she can’t recall exactly how it happened, which I suppose is just as well. Last clear thing in her head is a really nice kiss, then getting spun ’round and rammed into the wall, face-first.”

      “And her clothes?”

      “Like I said, she doesn’t know. I’d assume whoever did it burnt them, maybe in one of those cans over there.” Adding, as he raises a brow: “That’s what I’d do.”

      “Hm. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Behind him, Colville sighs, crossing her arms. “Don’t reckon you caught a look at the bugger’s face, after all that.”

      “Not how it works,” I tell her. “I see what they see, how they see it. You’ve watched me work before.”

      “Ah yeah, cert. ’Cause that’d be far too easy.”

      Now it’s my turn to shrug, stone-faced, even as the red ghost of Eithne’s memories hangs heavy in the air around me, refusing to dissipate just yet—a heady mixture of thwarted desire and terrible surprise, disappointment, familiarity: this was always a possibility in her life, one she’d accepted early on, same way I had to. Though I do like to think I’d fight harder at the end, if and when I find myself here. I like to think I’ve lived long enough not to walk into it with my eyes wide open anymore, glitter-encrusted and high on hope, led on like a lamb to slaughter by some toxic combination of dumb youth, drugs, and alcohol.

      “It was a woman, I know that much,” I tell Colville. “Eithne wouldn’t’ve gone with her, it hadn’t been. And not some straight woman putting on a show to pull a bit of the new, either, or a lady who goes both ways—girls don’t hang ’round the Five-Pointed Star unless they’re queer through and through, no matter their accoutrements. It’s a bi-phobic bloody dive, that one.”

      “Been there a lot, have you?”

      “Enough to know.”

      “And why does this not surprise me?”

      “Well, you do look a bit hard to surprise, Colville, sad to say. Rather a disappointing way to live, I’d think.”

      And here the banter ends, thank fuck. Satya puts his hand up, reins her in, gives me the nod; the both of them sod off, leaving me with Eithne. Not really a place to hang around much longer if I don’t want the hangover I’m courting already to last into tomorrow, but there’s still a few loose ends to clear up—you have to be polite, always, when dealing with the dead, especially those killed traumatically. They appreciate gentleness.

      Need to go now, love, I tell her, slipping my finger-rings back off again. It’s a cold place, this, and there’s nothing much left worth seeing. I’ll do my best to make sure things go right, from here on in.

      From her blood’s dimming tide, eddying ever downwards, I can still hear the last few rags of her voice issue, so small and sad. Asking me:

      But why, sis? She really did seem like she liked me.

      They all do, darling, in the moment—that’s the hard bloody fact of it. But it isn’t your fault, you have to know that. Or hers either, if you can believe it.

      . . . why not?

      I shut my eyes and take a breath before I answer, long enough to settle myself so I can be dispassionate about what I have to tell her, circumstances notwithstanding. Seeing, as I do, one more awful flash of Colville’s face seen through Eithne’s cunt-struck eyes, caught in that split micro-second of transformation: desire to calculation, lips reshaping in a wolfish sort of half-grin that doesn’t quite reach her gaze, because someone else’s has just. . . dropped over it, like a filter. Two phantom fingers hooked through her medulla and poised to twist, turn down the empathy, turn up the all-too-human atavistic urge to rip and rend and tear. That crossover point where kiss becomes bruise, becomes bite, adding a vile cannibal savour to the sauce; lustmord, that was the term, back when old Sigmund Freud was first slapping his dick-centred psychological worldview together before inflicting it on the rest of us poor sods, no matter how nature, nurture, gender, and anatomy might admix.

      Colville, completely unaware of how exactly she woke up feeling so sore this morning, but still with that tiny little bit of a shine about her, the after-trace of someone else’s magic. Hadn’t known if I was right until Eithne showed me, but here it is in all its former glory, a sigil set to flame between her brows like a tiara’s centre-stone—something roughly triangular, point down to signal malign intention, a signpost to the Left-Hand Path. And inside it, shimmering, a filigree made from lines and loops crossing over each other at odd angles, impossibly compact.

      I study it till I’ve got it down, then file it away for tracing in my memo book, once I’m done with the immediate; think I know the right person to take it to, difficult though that’ll be. But one way or the other, it’s nothing I’d ever bother Satyamurthy with, even if it didn’t point directly to the bitch who plays his backup.

      She’s just a tool, after all; innocent, at least of this. And maybe she really did find her target beautiful for those few flirtatious minutes, if only because whoever turned her on poor Eithne told her to. Maybe the something new she’s learned about herself will even keep on resonating away under the hood, albeit subconsciously, formal lack of gender identity jargon aside—I mean, I don’t ever expect apologies, or anything like that. But considering how she and Satya come linked at the hip, be nice to get through a few of these meetups without her constantly trying to point out how I should feel shite about the way I’m made, even by implication.

      Because she was used, that’s all, I tell Eithne, finally. Used and thrown away, just like you but worse, ’cause she’s forgotten all about it.

      “But worse?” I’m the one who’s dead, sis.

      I know, love. I’m sorry. But. . . you’re the one who’s free now, too, free of it all. And her, until she knows the sin she’s committed. . . she never will be.

      Does that help, though? Probably not; wouldn’t for me, if our places were reversed. Still, Eithne seems like she’s a better person—was a better person. Better than I’ll ever be, by far.

      I’ll make it right, I promise again, rage washing up over me from my deepest parts, poisoning myself from the inside-out with it, against everything my Nani ever taught me: need to be hard and sharp, from now on, considering who I’m going to be dealing with.

      Because We stay away from each other, Lakshmi-child, she always used to tell me, even back when my Mum still insisted my name was Latif. Especially those who deal with the living, not the dead. . . stay clear, let them damn themselves in their own ways, and meet their own punishments. When magic calls you take note, but do not answer. It will call you to your doom, if you let it.

      And God knows she had the right of it too, as I well know myself, from almost every time my path’s crossed another magician’s—but who else can we trust to police each other, if not ourselves? Who else is qualified?

      (No one can say, Lala; no one knows, or ever has. Not even me, or you.)

      Exactly, granny. And since I’m gonna die either way, just like everyone else. . .

      Eithne gives one last sigh and leaves me. I stand there alone in the dark, trying not to shiver; above me, there’s a skittering from the rooftop, the unseen rafters. Birds, or rats, or bats.

      You do what you must, my Nani whispers inside my skull, the curl where ear meets cartilage meets bone, making my jawbone thrum in sympathy. Only be careful, Lala, when you do. There are so few of us now, and you. . . you are one of the last.

      “Not dead as yet, though,” I say out loud, like I’m making another promise. And turn to go.
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        * * *

      

      When you’re born something people don’t expect, you learn to value being valued, and pretty damn quickly. That’s the core of what attracted me to Caelia Asperdyne, in the first place—I mean, beside her being beautiful, and sexy, and posh. Besides her being at least as outstanding in her chosen field as I ever was in mine, if not more so.

      There’s a tradition of hijra in my family, spoken or not; if you’re born to the blood, no one much cares how your bits dangle or don’t, unless there’s literally no one left to breed more little necromancers. But there’s not a lot of women, cis or otherwise, who choose the path of Haute Magie; plain truth is, the High Hermetic Arts appeal mostly to detail-obsessed system junkies who get off on getting all the bells, whistles, flourishes and correspondences right for their own sake, and that almost always means blokes. The women I’ve met who took up a Path did it either ’cause they wanted something right away, too badly to bother with a learning curve, or ’cause the magic wanted them too badly to leave them alone.

      I never asked Caelia what made her different, that way—that’s just etiquette. A worker wants to tell you their story, they will; they don’t, you don’t ask. We had plenty of stuff to do with each other in the meantime, anyway.

      Caelia and I met when her lawyer, who works for one of these five-name third-generation family firms whose hourly rates start at three digits, approached me on behalf of his client—he’d found me through Satyamurthy, pursuant to some questions Caelia needed answered. About what? I asked. Blood, he said, unsurprisingly. Turned out, she needed to know whether a particular sample had come from an honest-to-God virgin or not (it hadn’t), and whether the donor was still alive when it was taken (she was and still is). And since there’s basically no one who’d want to know this sort of detail aside from someone else working the magical side of the street. . . well, I got interested. All the more so, once I actually met her.

      Not that the alive-or-not part had anything to do with scruples, mind you, as Caelia herself later told me, I can use it either way, she’d murmured in my ear, trapping me between her black steel wine cabinet and her tall, lush body. Just need its correspondences, so I can know how to use it. That’s all.

      Really don’t think that matters as much as you think it does, I remember gasping.

      It does, to me. Those are the rules we play by.

      You play by.

      Exactly so.

      Which is magic in a nutshell, right there. Doesn’t matter why it works, or how, so long as it does. It’s surprising how far you can get, in fact, without asking those sort of questions at all. Certainly explains why Caelia and I got on as well as we did, for as long as we did.

      For people, though, the why of it very much does matter. Which is why we don’t get on anymore, her and me.

      Still, I can’t pretend I don’t like having an excuse to see her again, no matter poor Eithne had to die to make it happen. Can’t pretend I haven’t missed brushing up against Caelia’s whole world, really. . . that lovely place where bills were a joke, the fridge was always full, and you could say fuck you to anyone who looked at you sideways. Can barely keep from jumping her, in fact, when the doors to her condo’s private lift roll open for the first time in two years just to show her already standing there waiting for me, arms folded over a red satin dressing robe with nothing much on underneath, and smiling her old familiar half-smile as she watches my eyes widen at the sight.

      “Lala Mirwani,” she says, upper-class drawl touched with just a hint of Welsh music you could feel against your skin, like being stroked with fur. “Fancy a drink? Or is this just business?”

      Only Caelia could make a word as dry as “business” sound that dirty. Have to make myself look down where her shadow meets the imported marble tile, to remind myself what dangers lie hid inside that gorgeous package of hers.

      Because yeah, there it is—harder to spot when she isn’t moving, but if you squint just the right way it becomes obvious, even when you don’t know exactly what you’re looking at: a second layer of darkness fitted almost-but-not-quite over the first, lapping it less like water than like flame. Her angel’s black halo, edged in corner-of-the-eye UV flares like static, telling you whatever you’d just caught a sidelong glimpse of was inherently. . . wrong, neither good nor evil, simply far too much and definitely not right. Nothing that should exist, at least not here, not now, not yet.

      I mean, we’re all a bit more than baseline normal, those like Caelia and me. . . but the thing that distinguishes Haute Magie from almost every other type of working lies in its practitioners’ willingness to call on pretty much anything that’ll get the job done, no matter what that entails. Some stick themselves inside circles or stick what they called down/up inside there; some ink wards on themselves and conjure spirits into objects or other people (dead, alive, whatever), assured they’re far too well-protected to worry about possession if the item in use suddenly goes boom.

      What Caelia’s done, though. . . that was the opposite, basically. She’s invited something in and let it live there rent-free; didn’t even ward herself after, to keep it from leaving. And by allying herself with this thing, she’s made herself over into something almost as powerful, as improbable; by taking it inside herself, she’s signed a bargain whose after-effects shed contagion, a radiance no one but her could live alongside, without starting to change in ways they might find troubling.

      Never did figure out whether it was an actual big-A angel or just some poor elemental brainwashed John Dee-style to think it was, but either way, being with Caelia was always a package deal. I think I was just the first one she’d ever stayed with long enough for that to get to be a problem.

      So: “Business,” I force out. Then adding, not quite too low for her to hear, “Business first, anyway.” Which gets me an even wider smile and a step forwards, till I hold up my memo book: “No, not yet—safe room, then we’ll discuss it. Please.”

      That shuts the charm off. “Of course,” she replies, coolly. And leads the way.

      Caelia’s safe room used to be her penthouse’s smallest guest bedroom, before she remodelled it into a hermetic workspace: long tables along all three back walls, floor retiled in slate that would take chalk markings easily, oil lamps to back up the ceiling fixtures, extra ventilation ducts laid in, and—most importantly—the door remounted with hinges on the outside, plus an extra layer of warding runes round it. So, if worse comes to worst, I can seal whatever I can’t deal with in behind me with one slam, she’d explained. Until someone opens the door, anyway, but by then I’ll be at least three cities away, living under a completely new identity.

      It wasn’t a joke, so I hadn’t laughed, and she’d noticed. That might’ve been the moment things started to change between us, now I come to think.

      Still, it’s a comfort to feel her wards go up all ’round us both, as the door closes behind us. Caelia listens, attentively, then takes my memo book and pores over the sigil I’ve drawn, her finger tracing its lines. The movement stirs memories.

      “Not your classic alchemy, I’d guess,” I note, to distract myself. “But you’re the expert, so. . . what is it, Transitus Fluvii?”

      Caelia shakes her head. “Looks to me like a recursive acrostic—you write the spell down as an acronym, laying all the letters on top of one another; maybe do it in Enochian or Hebrew and then translate it numerologically first, for extra oomph. Almost impossible to decipher, unless you already know what it’s meant to do, and why.”

      “I know the what,” I tell her. “Not sure about the why, yet. Though I have an idea.” She raises an eyebrow, waiting for me to elaborate. “This is too much effort for something that isn’t personal, and no way a sweet little girl like Eithne made this kind of enemy. So, my guess is, it’s about Colville—ruining her life, turning her into what she hates, every way you can. And timing it so she’d be the one to catch the call, after? That’s twisting it, right in the soul. Exactly what a bastard like this’d laugh about.”

      (A bastard like this, a bitch like you—or me, under the right circumstances.)

      It isn’t anything we’ve had to say to each other, not out loud. And one good thing about Caelia, even if I did, she wouldn’t be too insulted.

      Caelia nods slowly. “Given she and her partner are familiar with our community,they may well have made enemies in it, or one who at least knows who to hire.”

      “You, for example.”

      “Or you.” She gives me a meaningful look. “You do realize, the people most able to answer that question are going to be those least interested in doing so.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I mutter. “Thin blue line, etcetera.”

      “Quite. And still. . .” Caelia taps the glyph. “If your reproduction here is accurate enough, I should be able to follow its traces to its maker, for at least a little while longer.” She pauses, then takes my hand. My insides lurch. “But Lala, listen to me here, love—anyone who could do this is as good as I am, maybe better. They’d be dangerous even if all you wanted was information. If you want to make them answer for this, however. . . be aware going in, you may not be able to.”

      It rings true, or true enough—worry, on my behalf. Gets under my skin in a way I can’t guard against. But I make myself remember Eithne—how bewildered she’d looked, even at the last—and Colville, who doesn’t even know to be. This is worth the risk.

      “Never mind me,” I say. “Just do it, or don’t, whichever. Let me make my own call, after that.”

      “Lala, please. Of course, I’ll do it.” She lets go of my hand, and I sigh—then freeze as she cups my cheek. Her voice is soft; her eyes hold mine. “You know you were the only person I couldn’t say no to.”

      I clear my throat but can’t hide the rasp. “. . . that’s flattering. . .”

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “. . . but since you said we had a narrow window, we, um—ought to get started soon, I’d think.”

      She leans into me, then, and the movement of her lips against mine lights up my body from scalp to groin. Whispering: “Not that soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Oh, Lakshmi-child, my Nani’s voice groans a few hours later, the second I cross the threshold of my shitty little no-bedroom apartment. What’s this smell about you now? What’ve you done?

      I roll my eyes in the direction of my bed, where a carved wooden box sits atop a set of bookshelves made from plastic milk crates, remembering now how much I’ve always hated coming back from Caelia’s place to mine—it feels like falling from a luxury hotel room window straight into a garbage skip. “Nani, enough. This is not like before, and not your business, anyway.”

      That girl again, isn’t it? Nani replies, not at all put off. She’s no good for you, Lala.

      “Fwah. Like I don’t know that.”

      Do you, though? Ah, well. Children.

      “Just doing what I have to, like always. You were the one always told me to, remember? If it was up to Mum. . .”

      No answer. I sigh, go to the bookshelves, take down the box and open it.

      “Nani,” I repeat, addressing the object within, tone gone all conciliatory and respectful, “I made a promise, hai? To one dead, and to myself; to Her, beyond us all. Please don’t make me break it.”

      From inside, cradled on a nest of scarves, my grandmother’s shrunken, mummified head seems to squint up at me through the wrinkled slits that are all that’s left of its eyes—and though it doesn’t move, memory alone supplies the wry, toothless smile.

      Hum, I see; fair enough. But none of us ever knows as much as we think we do, and it’s what we don’t know kills us, Lala. Don’t forget.

      I swallow, nod, then shut the box back up on her and go to take a shower. The hot water’s actually working for a change. I step under the spray, close my eyes, and try to stop myself from overthinking things so much.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This’s him,” Caelia tells me a few days later, scrolling her phone to show me a snap of some semi-handsome bloke, bald and bearded, a haematite stud in either ear—pure Guy Ritchie hipster-gangster, aged about twenty years past his sell-by date. “Don’t let the smile fool you, he’s a dangerous, powerful man, and a lot older than he looks, for all he knows not to look too young. Goes by the name of Dominic Traeger, these days.”

      “Sounds like you know him.”

      “Knew him, yes; he’s. . . my type. My other type.”

      “Oh, ta.”

      Caelia shrugs, beautifully, and rolls off of me; I lie there tangled in her ridiculously high fibre count sheets, buzzing everywhere we’ve touched thus far, though my groin’s obviously got the brunt of it. Stand down now, fool, I tell myself, harshly. Fun-time’s over, back to business.

      Can’t quite keep myself from admiring as she pads glory-naked to her dresser, though, with both shadows following like a live-action blackwork tattoo designed to highlight her effortless desirability, never quite in sync. Plucks a parchment scroll from the top drawer’s secret inner compartment and unrolls it, holding it up: I recognize the calligraphy even from here, though not the glyph itself.

      “This is what tipped me off,” she says. “His style’s. . . memorable, if not that particular sigil. And no, I still don’t know what the other one says, aside from ‘find a complete stranger and fuck yourself over, Detective.’ presumably. This, though—he had it everywhere at what used to be his place, back when I went to him for a short course in hard-won life-hacks vis à vis our mutual hobby. Probably has it somewhere on his body too, just for good measure.”

      Like you don’t know, I think, but don’t say; just sit up, instead, immediately interested enough to not bother taking the sheets with me.

      “Ah. So what are they, wards?”

      “The ultimate ward, or so he thinks—an anagram designed to protect him from everything, living, dead, or otherwise. Nothing gets past it. I certainly can’t, and I was there when he wrote it.”

      “This doesn’t exactly sound promising, Caelia.”

      “Doesn’t it, darling? Ah, but think about it just a little harder, for half a mo’; a working like that only has one limitation, the same inherent weakness every magician has, by nature. And definitely, every man.”

      As she glances southwards with a knowing smirk, I feel my brows half-raise—not sure if I’m meant to feel insulted—then pause, considering it further.

      “You’re talking about imagination,” I say finally.

      “Oh, I very much am. It’s the Achilles’ heel of all hierarchical magic, you see, a sadly heteronormative tendency to separate everything in the universe by nature and degree, even those which share qualities that make them far more inherently liminal, not to mention interstitial. Much like your own sweet self, Lala. . . you, and your little trick. The one you don’t tell most people about, unless you really, really like them.”

      And here it comes, fast and hard, a slap in the mental face made from equal parts memory and embarrassment; me and Caelia swapping stories in the dark, me all lax and happy enough to be far more post-coitally stupider than usual, while she used every charm she had to pry from me the secret even my Mum made sure to warn me should never be told out loud, ever, especially to outsiders. The most primal use of blood-based necromancy, which only we Mirwani—supposedly—have ever been able to master; that much-lauded skill which set us apart from every other dead-worker in a whole city of the same, a whole nation. The thing pilgrims would travel thousands of miles for, paying us in prayer and dread and riches untold to perform it upon their behalf, so long ago that the very fortunes we’d reaped from them had all long since crumbled to ash and dust, just as surely as the pilgrims, their justice-seeking dead and the necromantic city-state, which once gave birth to my family itself.

      So: “. . . ah yeah,” I say, at last, without much emphasis at all. “That trick.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The blood cries out, and we answer, taking on their grief, their anger, their hunger for revenge. Their blood sinks deep inside us, becoming ours. We gather it together and send it out, seeking justice. It isn’t easy; it costs, a lot. But it can be done, and—so far as we’ve been able to tell, after yea these many millennia (two, maybe three at the most)—only by us.

      Like a tulpa, or a golem? Caelia had asked me, there in the dark. Sort of, I’d replied, like the fool for her I’ve always been. Because a tulpa is a thought given flesh and sent out, half fantasy, half detritus; because people are dirt and blood is dust, you only wait long enough, and a golem is dust brought to life by magic, by the literal application of God’s own word. But no, it’s not really like that at all, like either of those things, except metaphorically.

      We call it Peccai-ji Madam, this thing only we can treat with—Queen Blood, That Lovely Red One, Justice’s Price. Her titles built around one catch-all word for many different things, but always with an affectionate diminutive applied as though it’s just one more member of our family, a female one: a sister, a cousin, an auntie. Or perhaps someone even further out, a person whose kinship is entirely more difficult to define: a good neighbour, a respected elder, someone we know we can turn to when all other avenues are blocked or lost. Something that will always answer our prayers, if no one else’s. A literal court of last resort.

      Does it come from inside you, or outside?

      Both. . . maybe.

      Do you control it, or does it control you?

      Both. Neither. I don’t know, Caelia.

      Then who does?

      Nobody, Cee. Doesn’t work like that.

      I remember her lying back, eyes on the ceiling, studying the lack of cracks. Saying, eventually: It’d drive me bloody mad, that sort of magic—no language, no control, no rules. How do you stand it?

      I shrugged. Because it’s mine, I told her.

      (Mine. Ours. Its own.)

      You accept what you’re born with, I might have said—but that’s not exactly true, is it? Or it is, but it’s complicated: I was born knowing I shouldn’t be male, after all, and eventually I was able to make everyone else accept it, without even having to resort to surgery (thank you, modern medicine). Which is a sort of magic on its own, I suppose. . . and like every other kind, you do still have to pay for it, once you’ve figured out the cost.

      That’s why Caelia’s arts and mine remain truly antithetical in the end, no matter how much we enjoy one another’s company; on some fundamental level, the Haute Magie crowd think so long as they find the right middleman, they’ll never have to pay for anything. It’s just contract work to them, everything done at a safe remove, all neat and tidy. No crossed lines, no mess. Sex magick aside, even their sacrifices usually involve something else’s precious bodily fluids.

      Not how I was raised, let alone what I’ve learned from personal experience. Because what does the price matter, so long as the right thing gets done? There has to be balance in this bloody world of ours, or nothing’s worth a good goddamn.

      You’d really think the people who made up the phrase “as above, so below” would have already figured that part out, wouldn’t you? And yet.
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        * * *

      

      So here I am now outside Mr. Calls-Himself-Traeger’s office tower, waiting. Or not me, rather: Her.

      The version of Her She lets me be, once all the necessaries have been done.

      Real me still lies at home inside a ring made from rings, corpse-posture assumed, naked.

      Covered in blood—all mine, this time, up to a very tiny yet important point. The biological grit cocooned around a single red liquid pearl of Eithne’s blood-memory, hidden away inside me somewhere. . . left resonating, one more note in an endless scale, a raga that never quite stops skittering beneath the beat of my own pulse.

      I can’t ever completely let go of any of these people, that’s the truth. Their cries keep on resounding, thin though they might dim, with time; that’s only as it should be, considering their grievances. So, we absorb their hurts, let them sink deep and scar over. . . which is why, much like the dead, the Mirwani never forget. And why, in turn, when you learn how to fuel your magic with pain, it becomes that much harder to hurt you enough to make you stop what you’re doing, once the judgement’s been agreed upon between all three of you at last—by which I mean you, the client (the corpse whose final pain you share, whose inconsolable cry you ride), and Her.

      Never let yourself believe the gods can’t be bargained with, my Lala, my Nani says, both ours or theirs, or anyone’s. But again, remember: Bargained with, only. Not cheated.

      So yeah: ’it’s a tricky dance, the blood-walk, even with all six theoretical feet going in tandem, tracing a chart that changes with each fresh client’s complaint. Summon the blood, theirs and yours, then slip it like a skin, stepping disembodied into the psychic shell held in every erythrocyte’s genetic memory; feel it rise up and swirl around you in a glinting red torrent, forming a new self only held together by will, power, grief and loss, the four hands (or so Nani always said) of Kali Herself. Thus, becoming something both real and unreal, neither ghost nor living, neither golem nor undead: indestructible, untouchable, unstoppable. . . as long as you can keep the balance.

      To walk with Peccai-ji Madam is a gift, and it bears a price. It has to. When you do it, your flesh is made of blood and fire and anguish, and it burns. Oh, you can push it down if you want, let the power numb you; have to, really, at least a little bit, or you lose your grip. Then it all falls apart and you wind up slamming back into your true flesh like some ham-fisted stunt wrestler’s clotheslined you. Not fun. But push the pain too far down, you forget you have flesh at all, and you’ll wander blissed-out and blind until your heart gives out from dehydration. Every journey with Queen Blood is a fresh test. Just how much pain can you bear, and for how long? And most importantly of all—is what you’re doing it for really worth it?

      That part, at least, you usually know the answer to by the end. One way or another.

      By itself the blood-shell looks exactly like you’d expect: a wet, shiny, scarlet image of its worker’s body, like you’ve stripped down, plunged into an abattoir’s catch-tank and come up streaming crimson. But it doesn’t take much practice before you can make it look like what you want, or even nothing at all if you don’t feel like being seen, though that takes effort. I’m playing it simple; I’m huddling in the mouth of an alley across from the skyscraper, unglamorously glamoured up to look like your average out-of-their-head hobo, mumbling and shivering and cursing in filthy rags. If Traeger’s the sort of person Caelia says he is, he won’t even notice me. . .

      . . . and I guess she really wasn’t lying, after all, ’cause he doesn’t; comes strutting down the street like bloody Willy Moon, swiping a bright gold keycard to let himself in without even a glance in my direction.

      Owns the top three floors, Caelia told me, with his workspace in the penthouse; means home’s at a safe remove, but it also means he has to go there regularly, after dark, to renew the wards that need that kind of working. So, he’ll be there tonight.

      Suppose his schedule changes? I’d asked.

      It won’t have. A very thin smile. It can’t.

      Don’t know why it bothered me she was so certain. Jealousy, I thought, at the time—not that I have any claim on her, really, any more than she does, over me. And not that that’s in any way what tonight’s about, either.

      If I needed to breathe, I’d take one, deep. But I don’t, so I just rise instead, hobo-guise shucked off on the instant for a no-filter selfie-image, nearly forgetting to remember to make myself walk after him rather than simply glide a half inch above the asphalt street, smooth as if I’m skating. No keycard needed on my part. With a mere flick of the will, I pass myself through the glass, reach the elevators, slip between steel doors, pop the ceiling hatch, and leap up. Spark up the cable like a charge along a fuse, right to the top, a fizzing (in)human bomb.

      Then I pour myself out through the crack those still-shut outer doors slide along and eddy back to “normal” height, following the fading heat-ghosts of Traeger’s footsteps through empty corridors till they disappear beyond a set of double doors carved from what looks like whole slabs of black oak, each rimmed with half of some mediaeval Satan’s gaping mouth: lips and teeth, concentric rings of fire spiralling inwards and downwards to those great bronze half-tongue braces in the middle, worked all over with bas-relief images of sinners in hell that’d make Hieronymus Bosch puke.

      Stuck together, both doors lock fast into one huge rune, same as the one Caelia sketched for me. Its power seems immense, blazing, threads linking out through every brick in the workshop wall, hot against my lack of face like hatches thrown open into a furnace at full roar. If she’s wrong, trying to pass through will tear me apart, so fast and hard the backlash might reach all the way to my real body. Landlord won’t like that, considering how it’ll make it nigh impossible for him to ever rent my place again. Be a good way to kill me, if she only wanted to—so I’ll just have to trust she doesn’t, as of yet. That I’m still right in that assumption, now I’m out of her lovely warm bed and back into the World Invisible, where everything I do (or don’t) brings a hundred unsung dangers, at the very least. . .

      Sod it, though; Eithne needs avenging, not just grieving. Colville too, for that matter.

      I think about closing my eyes, for all I can’t. Think about stepping forward. And⁠—

      —there I am on the other side, all of a sudden, no safer than before but none the bloody less, either. With that giant ward still quite intact behind me, and barely a flicker to mark my etheric wake. Never been quite so happy to be made to feel like I don’t exist before, I think. Not in the flesh, nor out.

      Inside is what rings like a repurposed boardroom, with three whole walls of windows facing east, west, north. Doesn’t even have the drapes closed, though I can see the gold tracks of their runners framing each bank of panes and each gold-shot red carpet-weight mass drawn back to either side of the door, heavy as a Doric column: ooh la la, look at him, quite literally.

      ’Cause there’s the man himself once more, just like I figured—Traeger, tracing his chalk from point to point of a massive pentagram on the tiled floor, kneeling stiffly down at each juncture to murmur incantations. Not sure if he’s spotted me yet, since I probably register most as a vague blur against the tiny screaming faces carved underneath his All-Ward, but I already know how things will change once I move further inside. How the air all ’round me will start to smear, colours gone prismatic and deformed, caught on the blood-shell’s aura. How Eithne’s almost-gone Kirlian signature will tangle with my own astral body’s silvery trail, both of them snagging and scattering in polluted shards around Queen Blood’s incandescent, inverted halo. Quite an effect, ’specially when it takes you off guard.

      But none of us have time for all that, really. Do we? Nah.

      I flare all the way up, therefore, glamour whipped aside fast as a shed cloak, Jean Rollin sex-vampire sudden entrance style: crackaBOOM, you naff wanker! See him jolt a bit right where he’s squatted, halfway up and halfway down, knees cracking like twigs; his voice rises, incantation pace doubling but not pausing, let alone stopping—it can’t, like Caelia said. There’s far too much at stake for him to get thrown off-course, after all, what with all those para-dimensional mind-worms and what have you nosing hungrily all along the edges of his personal defences, blindly seeking for a crack to stick their toothy tongues through. One second’s inattention, or distraction, and he’s gone—devoured. Consumed beyond recall.

      Time it right, Lala, you won’t even have to fight him, Caelia’d told me, her eyes glittering. Just. . . interfere.

      I can’t lie: ’it’s a rush, seeing that realization of helplessness shoot through him: helplessness, confusion. . . fear. Things he probably hasn’t felt for years, if ever. Even more of a rush, knowing it’s me causing it.

      I slide up to him, moving as he moves, red hand lifting to cup his throat, red fingers poised to clamp shut and choke off the binding words; his eyes bulge wide and white. Around us, the aether crackles like bacon frying, twisting as forces both mindless and sentient nuzzle hungrily at this world. I think about saying something like, This is for Eithne, but that’s pointless; he won’t know who she is. And I can’t really get angry enough about Colville to posture on her behalf. Maybe it’s the best karma of all, now I think about it, that he won’t even know why this is the moment when he ends. . . Karma.

      Shit.

      Nani’s voice comes back to me, her first lesson, and her last. We hear the dead, my girl; we help finish what they’ve left undone, to send them on. Lay them down, when they won’t rest. But one thing we don’t do? We don’t decide who’s fit to join them. We don’t pass judgement on the living, no matter how deserved it seems. That’s not what the Gift is for. Forget that, and we’ll answer for it.

      I hear Caelia laugh, short and sharp. The way she’s always laughed when this sort of talk comes up. Childishness, she called it, in the last and bitterest of our fights. There’s what you want, and what you don’t want. If you don’t know the difference, Lala, you’ve got no business with the Art.

      There’s a different anger in me, now.

      I ease my hand back from Traeger’s throat. Not all the way—close enough to still be dangerous—but enough to make it clear what I’ve decided. His fear recedes; the panicked babble slows, his voice firms. The queasy-making shimmer in the air subsides. When at last he finishes, standing from the pentagram’s final point, he turns and looks at me. Sigils of poisonous violet light ripple through his skin, jellyfish current-eddying.

      When he speaks, his voice is hoarse enough an accent leaks through, more like mine than I’d’ve guessed; one he worked a long time to lose, I’ll bet.

      “Dunno which t’ask first: how the hell you did this, or why.”

      “Haven’t done anything just yet, have I?”

      I’ve blurred my face and form to vagueness, made my voice a sexless croak. But his eyes narrow nonetheless as he looks me over, all too sharp.

      “You spent power to get here; more’n a little, I’d say. Means you want something.” He takes a breath, forces his tones back into learned poshness. “Want it bad enough to need me at your mercy, but not enough to kill me—not right away. Which means you need to know something only I can answer or need me to do something you can’t.” He smiles, the sort of thing a foolish, hopeful little snip like Eithne would’ve probably found charming. “Either way, I’m perfectly willing to talk terms.”

      I don’t move but flick my red right hand into claws and thrust them to prick his throat, five scab-black scalpels cupping his larynx, freezing him where he stands. The smile collapses; he holds very still. I shudder in a breath.

      “Fuck your terms,” I growl. “Just tell me why.”

      “Care t’ be more specific, luv?”

      The words are insouciant; the look in his eyes isn’t. I like—She—likes that.

      “Blood cries out,” I tell him. “From the ground, where Eithne Morden fell. And off of Colville’s hands, after.”

      He swallows. “Still. . . not quite getting the reference, darlin’. I mean, I’d like to be helpful, but⁠—”

      “Petra. . . Colville,” I say, very clear. “Detective Inspector. Same one as you geased into murder, so I fucking know you know the name. And workers like you don’t believe in karma, mate, but right now? Only thing between you and permanent payback is whether or not I buy your reasons, so spill it.”

      His eyes narrow. “‘Workers like me,’” he repeats, softly. “Meaning—you’re not, or you couldn’t have gotten in here. But you know someone who is, someone who had to untangle this spell for you, this geas you say I laid. . .” His mouth twitches like he’s about to smile again, before he visibly stifles it; so earnest, I almost want to laugh. “Now I think on it, p’raps you’re right. It is about reasons. Just not mine.”

      “What—” I cut myself off an instant too late; he’s heard it, and the doubt behind it. He relaxes, as I kick myself.

      “Just think it through,” he says, and I still want to gut him, just for the condescension in his voice. “Eithne Whassername, this cop who killed ’er—catspaws, all the way down. And now you, playing judge-jury-hangman on a stranger, just on someone else’s word? You telling me it never occurred to you, even once, how maybe I’m not the mage you’re lookin’ for?”

      I want to scream, but I don’t. Just point out: “The sigil, though. It’s yours.”

      “I’m hardly the only bloke in my craft who uses sigils, for all we’re mostly blokes; Magick-with-a-K 101, that is. But there’s at least one who isn’t, so ask yourself⁠—”

      I want to tear off Traeger’s head and wallow in the gush. I want to smash this pentagram and let in every invisible horror it’s keeping out. But however good that rage tastes, I know—She knows—its target isn’t here. Which sets Madam and me all a-tremble, both: called Her up for retribution, so that’s what I owe her; the punishments for abusing our links to Her made for some of Nani’s most horrific bedtime stories, back when. But if I’m wrong and he’s right, the mistake I’ve made, not to mention why I’ve made it. . . oh, hell.

      “—who was it identified that particular work as mine, exactly?”

      The dead don’t lie, though it’s not like they can’t, more like they don’t want to. Why would they? People lie. Bloody people, like Traeger, though he’s not lying now—not when I can see inside him, through Madam’s eyes.

      No, he’s not the liar here. Neither of us are. The liar. . .

      . . . she’s somewhere else, entirely; in her own studio, probably, bent over a bloody black mirror, eagerly scrying to see what I do next. While already having metaphorically washed even the faintest trace of the blood she sent me to shed from her beautiful, long-fingered white hands.

      And meanwhile, Traeger, too blithe now to be anything but innocent—of this, at least. He keeps nattering on, obliviously.

      “Don’t think I’m not grateful, mind. Never averse to knowing about a gap in my work, even if you’re likely to be the only one I ever heard of could fit through it—” He brightens, suddenly. “Wait a bit: Bloody karma, yeah, which makes you that Paki corpse-fiddler Caelia’s taken up with. Venus over Mars, Scorpio rising. . . the last Mirwani in London, as I live and breathe.” His grin is wide and malicious. “Thought I smelled curry.”

      All that steadies us is Eithne’s soundless whisper, somewhere deep within: Not finished yet. So, I master the blood-golem with a final tremor of will, letting myself float backwards, towards the door.

      “Got my eye on you, arsehole,” I tell him, no longer bothering to cloak my voice. “Remember that.”

      He shrugs. “You and a hundred others, luv.”

      Bastard.

      Peccai-ji Madam allows me one tiny indulgence, for the disrespect. I spit at him. The blood sizzles on his cheek like eggs hitting a smoking pan; he bellows in shock and fury, and I take with me the immensely satisfying sight of him slapping at his face and dancing like a circus monkey, before I snap back out to the street in a flickering whirlwind of power.

      I almost lose my shape in the process, spiralling over the city in a crimson cloud, but rage is still holding me together. I know where I have to go.

      The Five-Pointed Star is still open, and I barely need to wait at all—like magic (ha)—before I see who it is I’m here to find, stumbling out, piss-drunk: Colville, alone this time, looking torn between laughter and nausea. I swirl ’round her, nudging her into an alley mouth, where she finally gives in to the latter. Only when the spasms are finished does she realize there’s a figure standing over her. Give her credit, though; once she knows she’s not alone, her gun comes out and up with amazing speed.

      “Back off, assho⁠—”

      But then her eyes rise further, meet the gaze of the Red Madam, and her jaw drops. The gun wavers in unsteady hands. Peccai-ji and I take it from her, almost gently, tossing it aside. Then we spread our arms, as if to embrace her.

      Threads of blood, fine as spider silk whip out from the Madam’s face, lash across the air between us and sink into Colville: her eyes, her nose, her lips, her temples, her ears. She tries to shriek and can’t; her head goes back in spasm, and her arms fly out and lock stiff. Memory kicks awake the buried echo within, turning over a folded layer, and we all three watch together as Colville stares slackly into the mirror of a ladies’ bog while someone reached over her shoulder from behind, traces the sigil on her forehead. Can’t really see the face under that blur of moving light Caelia’s angel’s halo makes when she’s wearing it instead of it wearing her, but it’s a mere instant’s work to substitute Traeger’s self-satisfied mug before showing Colville how the rest plays out, in full surround sound and Technicolour.

      Give anything to avert my eyes from Eithne’s suffering again, but the Queen makes me stay steady; I’m here to be a witness for Colville, this time, and pay the price for my own blind trust at the same time. Briefly, I wonder what’s more awful for a copper—the realization of what she was made to do, or just how easy it was to make her do it. By the end, Colville’s on the filthy ground hunched up, bawling like a baby, and I’m feeling sick at myself for wishing I could still hate her.

      “They will come for you,” Peccai-ji Madam tells her, with my voice. “Stay or run, as you choose. But now you see how it was done and might be done yet once more.”

      (’Cause who’s to say Traeger’s never run this game on anyone, after all? And better yet. . . now I see why Caelia sent me this way, at him. He deserves some sort of justice for the part he’s played in all this ruin, even if it’s only the kind Colville dishes out when she’s mad enough.)

      Oh Lala, Nani would sigh, disappointed, if she saw how easy it is for me to point any human being at another, like a gun. But not our Madam.

      She simply licks her teeth and laughs.

      Without warning, then, Her power disintegrates around me in a burst of blind dark. There’s a sickening plummeting sensation in my guts, horribly familiar, right before I slam back into my circle-bound body, the hot slick blood covering me gone instantly to cold, dry powder. And all the strength goes out of me at once, a blown-out candle flame, as I topple over, with barely time enough to close my eyes.

      When I wake, hours later, my hair is matted redly to the floor by that ghastly bruise-slash- scrape ’cross the back of my head, throbbing like a hangover times twenty. Even my teeth hurt.

      I failed, Nani, I think through the pounding ache. I failed Her. And you.

      (But: No, child, comes her sweet, dry voice, full of awful understanding. No, never. You were failed, is all. As so often happens, amongst humans.)

      And: Yeah, I think, lying there, beyond exhausted. True enough. Fuck if I wasn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Caelia’s waiting for me again when her penthouse lift doors roll open, but fully dressed this time, and not smiling: no surprise, there. What hurts more than I expect is that she’s carrying her walking stick with her, polished oak carved with charcoaled runes—whimsical fashion accessory to the normies, deadly weapon to anyone with the Sight to see it for what it is. I look at it, then her.

      “Bloody really?”

      “Had to be sure,” she says, without a flicker of shame. She steps back, gesturing me to the living room. Two glasses of wine are already poured, waiting. I sink down on the couch and pick up one, but only moisten my lips with it, wondering how far it’d go if thrown. Caelia sits beside me, carefully, the stick still close enough to reach. She’s studying me like she’s never seen me before, or not quite this clearly.

      And all the while her angel-shadow ripples back and forth over the carpet beneath us, a cat’s tail twitching, if that cat was made from power; turns its black outline of a head towards me now, though Caelia’s gaze has shifted to my glass instead.

      “Not in the mood for red, for once, I see,” she notes, so coolly the joke barely registers. Which makes the shadow tilt its head even further, same way some people do when they’re smiling, if it only had a mouth to smile with.

      “Not sure if you knew it was a possibility, Cee, when you first set this thing in motion,” I tell her, still looking at my wine, “but you almost got me killed last night. Very badly.”

      “That was never my intention, Lala.”

      “Yeah, well, even so.” I really do take a sip, this time, just for luck, before setting the glass down, gingerly; delicious, of course. Expensive too, probably.

      Too bad it tastes like blood.

      “Not to mention how Eithne is dead, still,” I point out, meanwhile. “Always will be.”

      “Yet Traeger’s still alive.”

      “Was when I left, yeah—still is, far as I know.” I angle myself to face her, letting the rage

      inside me show, if only just a bit; enough to sting, but only if she ever really gave a damn. Suggesting, as I do: “Maybe you should do something about that, this time, it bothers you so bloody much.”

      She doesn’t flinch, not quite. “Maybe I would, if I could.”

      “Oh, I’ll bet that would, if you asked it,” I snap back, pointing down. “But then. . . there’d be a price, yeah? One you’d have to pay, personally.”

      “Yes,” she agrees, and looks away, voice very small. “There would be.”

      “So. Better to geas some mundy into murder and set up some poor bitch to get killed; would’ve happened sooner or later, anyhow, the way they were both going. Better to lie to a. . . friend, make her almost break the only bloody law that matters, aside from gravity. . .”

      “Lala, for Christ’s sake, I never meant to hurt you. Not you.”

      “But you did hurt me, Cee, quite a lot, as it turns out. More than I expected, if I’m honest. And all that stops now.”

      I get up, and Caelia follows, stepping back. The cane’s in her hand. Around her high heels, the angel-shadow coils and puffs itself, trembling with anticipation: Use me, oh use me, let me go. Let me fly at this creature who dares to question us and teach her a lesson that will burn her to the soul.

      All it would take is a twitch of those skillful fingers, but she doesn’t do it. Just dips her head a bit and replies, without preamble:

      “Would it help if I told you what he did to me, as part of my apprenticeship? How he. . . broke me, as payment for teaching me?” Here she stops and swallows, wincing in what looks like actual pain, something I’ve never seen her register before. “I can’t remember the person I used to be, Lala—and no, I’m not overstating it; that’s just the truth, plain and simple. I’m owed vengeance for that, surely.”

      I surprise myself with my own calmness. “Absolutely. But so’s Colville, and Eithne—so’m I, for fuck’s sake. You fucked us all to collect on your debts when you could’ve just done it yourself, you’d really believed it was worth the risk.”

      “If I could have attacked him directly, don’t you think I would have? He made sure never to teach me anything he couldn’t already ward against. I’ve spent fifteen years trying to find something he didn’t know, and nothing ever worked. Until. . . until you.”

      “Then why didn’t you just ask me? I’d’ve done it for you, myself, you just asked. If you’d told me the truth.”

      At this, she gets up and starts pacing, cane still clasped, now for comfort.

      “I was afraid,” she finally says. “That you’d be angry, at first—that you’d think all I wanted you for was the trick. And then. . . then I was afraid you’d say no; tell me I’d survived, so I should be grateful, and move on. I couldn’t’ve borne that.”

      “That’s someone else you’re thinking of, Cee.”

      “Is it?” She turns on me. “You walked away! Left him upright even though he’ll come after me next, now he knows I set you on him. . .”

      “Because it would have damned my soul, I hadn’t!” The spark burns hot, but it fades fast: all I feel now is tired. Numb. “I have laws I follow, Cee, just like you; magic’s no different than the rest of the world that way. You don’t get what you want, ever, if you’re not prepared to pay. So again, if you want him dead so badly, why don’t you just run him down, like a normal bloody person? Buy a gun, a knife—buy a man with a gun, or knife?” Caelia clenches her teeth, aggravating me further. “Or is that too messy, too personal? Too up-close-and-risky?”

      “I’d end up in gaol.”

      “With that following you ’round? Seems unlikely.”

      The angel-shadow punches up even higher, fawning on her, lapping at her calves: Let me, oh, let ME. But she just shivers, eyes tight on mine, till just looking at her is enough to make me tired.

      “Okay, then,” I say, quieter. “Then I guess you’ll just have to do what the rest of us do, when somebody kicks us in the teeth for fun and pisses off, laughing. . . learn to bloody live with it.”

      For a second, I almost think I see what might be a flicker of shame cross her face, but it’s gone long before she looks away. Then her voice goes cool and light once more as she shrugs, blonde hair swinging. Asking, as she does⁠—

      “Very well. So. . . what are you going to do about it?”

      “Not much I can do, can I? I mean, take away the whole magic angle and the whole thing sounds like I lost my mind—you’re still white, still cis, still rich; my word against yours won’t mean much, ’specially when they search my flat and find my Nani’s head. I’m just a grimy little foreign fortune-teller from a long line of such, buggering idiots out of their dosh with tricks—exotic, but untrustworthy. Must’ve been what you liked about me.”

      “Oh, Lala. It was so much more than that.”

      I almost believe her.

      And: You know nothing—something—says suddenly, inside my head: a voice that’s nothing like one, plucked and tingling like a harp-strung nerve. I barely manage to control my start, glancing back at Caelia, who hasn’t moved. Can she really not hear it, even with the thing it’s coming from rising to darken her thighs, sending reversed wing-pinions up to graze her shoulder-blades and shrug themselves around her like a wrap, a not-quite-living clasp, pumping power into her through her pores?

      You who ask no questions except of raw meat, of dripping juice, opening your flesh wide to the Queen of all Decay. How dare you touch my vessel, whether or not she allows it? Half childish sneer and half echoing roar, a fleshless waterfall of contempt. At least this one knew the terms of her bargain when she made it, well enough to not make more.

      You’re welcome to her, is what I want to tell it, in return. But even now. . . even now, I don’t believe that. If Caelia ever asked me to help her shuck this awful thing from her, I would.

      But: Be grateful she has never thought to, the thing whispers back, growing even further, eclipsing Caelia’s outline till she narrows all over, an air-starved flame. You would. . . you will. . . die trying.

      And she doesn’t even seem to notice, that’s the truly terrifying thing, just leans forward, smile returning, sadder than it’s ever been. And tells me: “I know you don’t believe me, but it’s true. And I did miss you too, Lala. I still do.”

      I lean forward as well, kiss her slowly, let my tongue taste hers and suck her breath deep inside me one last time, drunk on it in an instant. But when she finally lifts her hands to pull me against her, I just back away.

      “Good,” I say. “Keep on missing me, then.”

      And turn, punch the elevator’s button, never looking back. It’s harder than I expected.

      Maybe she watches me, maybe she doesn’t. The angel-shadow stays where it is, folding around her like a cloak, humming its satisfaction at my departure. But already, inside Caelia’s mouth, the drop of blood I worried from the inside of my cheek which holds Eithne Morden’s last memory will have already vanished through the mucous membranes underneath her tongue, its transit powered by the heat of our kiss. Within days, its colonization of her cells will be too advanced to stop. It will spread and spread, reproducing as it goes, turning the insane complexity of Caelia’s microcosmic interior universe against her, slow but steady, impossible to alter.

      Because here’s what I know, the wisdom of mere meat and juice, the Fleshly mantra: How we’re all one vast intersection, a decay-bent machine that runs on balance, a series of interlocking systems, chaos theory in action; so incredibly easy to disrupt catastrophically, with so little effort. So maybe it’ll be cancer, or a thickening of the blood, an aneurysm, a heart attack; maybe her immune system will detonate in a cytokine storm. By the time she understands what’s happening, it’ll be too late; her angel will desert her, flee the sinking ship like a mutiny.

      This is the problem with a separation of magics, all drawing what must surely be the same basic power, but for very different things.

      Very, very different.
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        * * *

      

      The next text I answer from ARSEHOLE NUMBER TEN, Satya comes to get me himself, gesturing me into the passenger seat of his car. Colville isn’t with him. When I get in, he doesn’t pull the car out right away. Doesn’t seem able to look at me, either.

      “Did you know?” he asks me eventually.

      “Wasn’t her idea, mate,” I tell him, already knowing it won’t help. “I can’t prove it, but. . .”

      “Whereas forensics could prove she did it, no matter why. And did.” He sits there a second, considering whether or not to tell me the rest, as I just wait. “She wasn’t there when they came to arrest her, so they tracked her phone to some office building and found her just sitting there on the steps outside, another corpse at her feet. Some nob named Traeger—a ‘consultant,’ that’s all his cards said. I asked her why she did it, when they brought her in. ‘Didn’t like his face,’ was all she said.”

      “I’m sorry, for what it’s worth.” A pause. “Don’t guess I’ll be seeing you again, hm?”

      No reply. But—he just keeps on. Sitting there.

      Until I suggest, delicately: “Unless. . . you have something for me.”

      A long moment crawls by, before he finally meets my eyes, and I can see his answer.

      A lot of corpses in this city. A lot of dead people with no name, and no one else to ask them for it. Their blood, crying out from the ground.

      “Please,” he says. I sigh.

      “My pleasure,” I reply.
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        * * *

      

      By which I mean, my duty.
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