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This one’s for Amanda—


*sings* Thank you for being a friend.
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Chapter One
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To Rosie’s mind, the word red wasn’t as cut and dried as most people would have you believe.


If you said someone’s hair was red, was it literally red? That primary-color-hanging-out-at-the-top-of-a-prism red? Or was it the kind of red that masqueraded as copper and rust? Rosie Fox’s hair was red, but it was the copper and rust kind of red, dangling in a pair of brassy plaits from beneath the wide brim of her flat hat.


Folks usually described the dry, gritty dirt of Bushong as red, the dust of which permanently clung to Rosie’s ostrich leather boots like flour on a baker’s peel. But it wasn’t red. It wasn’t even paprika. It was more like cinnamon, although the grit it left in Rosie’s mouth on a windy day didn’t taste so good.


And what about the red eyes that resulted from too much crying or too little sleep? Were they truly red? Or were the whites simply rendered pink by a body’s weariness? Those eyes weren’t red, not really.


But Rosie Fox did have red eyes, and that was no lie. Red. The color of apple skins. The color of geranium blooms on a hot summer day. The irises that hugged her black pupils against a field of white were as bright and livid as a vine-ripe tomato.


Those red eyes glinted like a pair of cut rubies as she squinted at the West Station’s portal, the befuddlingly complicated archway that was supposed to allow mortals to pass through the Mist, in and out of Tanria. Except it was on the fritz. Again.


“I’m pretty sure whatever you’re about to do is a bad idea, RoFo.”


Rosie glanced at her partner long enough to give him an insouciant shrug. “What’s the worst that could happen?”


“You could break the portal, and I’d get fired from the Tanrian Marshals because of your poor life choices, and then I’d die impoverished and alone?”


The words coming out of Penrose Duckers’s mouth were far more alarmist than his demeanor. He looked bored, slouching against the portal’s frame, his arms crossed, his FIC Tanrian Marshals Service badge glinting on his khaki uniform shirt. For a moment, Duckers’s mustache startled Rosie. He was so young when they’d partnered up that he could barely grow peach fuzz on his upper lip. Now he bore an impressive black pelt under his broad, handsome nose. When had that happened?


She shook off the creeping sensation that time was getting away from her again, and faced the portal with its cogs and pistons and pipes. “I can’t break something if it’s already broken,” she reasoned.


“Not sure I agree with that statement.”


“I’m not breaking it. I’m fixing it.” She gave the left side a solid thwack with her fist.


Louis, the engineer on duty, winced. “I wish you wouldn’t.”


“Relax, Louis. You know I have a gift.”


“Does he know that, though?” asked Duckers. “Do any of us?”


Rosie glared at him, not that her uncanny eyes had any effect on her partner. Never had. It was one of the reasons she loved the kid.


Who is not a kid anymore, she reminded herself. In a way, he was older than she was now.


“Have a little faith, Penny-D,” she told him a half second before her fist arced downward, whacking the archway from a different angle. The portal did not whir to life as she had hoped. Instead, a small metal hatch near the main switch went flying off the frame and skittered into the gravel parking lot ten feet away.


“Oh, jeez,” said Louis, chasing after it.


Duckers sucked his teeth. “Dang, Foxy, what did I just say?”


“Please. You know the Smack It Method works at least half the time.”


“Okay, but the other fifty percent lands both of us in the chief’s office. Can we not?”


She pressed her hands together. “Trust.”


“Ha! Trusting you is the road to Old Hell. I want to go home.”


“I’m not stopping you.”


“I drove this time, genius. How else do you plan to get back to Eternity?”


“One more smack, and then we’ll go.”


“Ugh.”


It was autumn, but hanging around in what was essentially a desert with no shade to speak of made Duckers doff his standard-issue flat hat to blot the sweat from his warm brown face. If Rosie took off her hat, she’d burn to a crisp in two seconds flat, even this late in the year. Red as a lobster was how people described it, another red that was actually pink. And sunburn red didn’t matter a lick to Rosie anyway, since her body would return to its usual ghostly pale existence by morning light.


It wasn’t a comforting thought, so she returned her attention to the broken portal, a technical marvel incongruously set into the Mist that shrouded the land of Tanria in a giant, foggy dome. There was a portal at each of the cardinal points of Tanria, the only means by which human beings could enter and exit the former prison of the Old Gods.


Except Rosie and Duckers had been diverted to the North Station’s portal when their shift had ended, since this one was down.


Rosie wondered if Chief Maguire would ask the portals’ inventor to take a look at it. The engineers were so good at their job these days that Adam Lee almost never came to Bushong anymore. Rosie hadn’t seen the man in a good five years, not since the last time he had been called in to fix the West Station’s portal when the engineers couldn’t figure out what ailed it. Most people found him either boring or intimidating. And yet the last time she had encountered him—


A peculiar spot inside the open hatch caught her attention.


“What is that?” she asked Louis as he positioned the hatch door onto its hinges.


“What is what?” He didn’t look at Rosie or even inside the inner mechanism of the portal. He was too busy trying to reattach the door with the smallest screwdriver under the altar of the sky.


Rosie crouched beside him to point at a dark, twisty stain within, lurking behind a pair of tubes and a cluster of wires. “That.”


“The tubes?”


“No.”


“The wires?”


“No. That.”


“There’s . . . nothing there?”


“Oh my gods, Louis, look where my finger is pointing.”


“Ugh,” Duckers moaned again. He shooed Rosie out of the way so that he could have a look.


“Well?” she asked him after he’d squinted inside the hatch for more time than was necessary.


“I see tubes and wires.”


“And the thing.”


“No thing.”


“The shadowy blotch thing in the back.”


“Nope. Tubes and wires.”


Rosie turned pleading eyes to the engineer. He shook his head and grimaced in apology.


“You guys.” She wormed her way between them and reached into the portal to move aside the wires and show them the very obvious spot.


“That’s a bad—” began Louis.


And then a jolt shot through Rosie’s entire body. She went painfully rigid and her jaw clenched so hard a few of her teeth cracked as wave after wave of pain coursed through her in a matter of seconds. She convulsed with a current so strong it reminded her forcefully of the two times in her life she had been struck by lightning. And then she was hurtling backward, as if she were an ugly rag doll thrown across a room by a petulant child. She landed on the edge of the gravel parking lot in a cloud of not-red dust. She heard and, worse, felt a couple of ribs crack before everything went blank.


Not dark, but empty.


She couldn’t hear Louis finish his sentence, uttering the word “idea” in a stunned daze. She couldn’t see Duckers rush to her side, cussing his fool head off. She couldn’t taste the blood in her mouth. She couldn’t smell the smoking mess of her singed hair. She couldn’t feel the horrid fracture at the back of her skull. All she could do was be, and that was her least favorite thing to do.


Mother of Sorrows, she was dead again.


She hated dying, hated the sickening nothingness inside her rib cage, the eerie silence of death, the freaky way her body stopped hurting. And there wasn’t a blessed thing she could do about it but let the burden of her immortality crush her soul while she waited for her body to return to her. Which it inevitably would.


It always did.
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The heart always recovered first, then the lungs. After that was anyone’s guess. This time, her sense of touch was next in line. She could feel a dull ache at the back of her head and a tightness—stitches, probably, with a thick pillow of gauze over them. Her hearing arrived shortly thereafter, which was unfortunate, since she was now treated to her boss’s wrath.


“Salt Sea and all the gods of death! What now?” came the voice of Chief Alma Maguire, ringing through the infirmary. At least, Rosie assumed she was in the station’s infirmary. That was usually where she woke up. Ah yes, there was the particular squeak of the infirmary’s door swinging closed in Maguire’s wake. Someone ought to oil that.


“Hi, Chief,” said Duckers.


“Don’t hi me. How is she?”


“Not dead,” muttered Dr. Levinson.


“She’s going to wish she was after I’m done with her. I’ve got a puddle of blood causing a hazmat situation in the parking lot and an engineer who’s going to need years of therapy and . . . Let me think . . . Oh, that’s right. There’s a charred hole in the West Station’s portal! What happened this time?”


Rosie’s hearing was never so acute as when she was half dead. She could actually make out the sound of Duckers’s hands nervously bending and unbending the brim of his hat, a habit he had picked up from his mentor when he first joined up twelve years ago.


“So, the portal was down,” he began.


“I am aware. Louis was fixing it.”


“Fox decided to help.”


“And then she touched wires with steam-powered current running through them and got herself killed,” Dr. Levinson finished dryly, her mouth a disapproving slash across her face as she lifted Rosie’s wrist and took her pulse. So apparently Rosie could see now.


She blinked.


“Well, look who’s alive,” said Maguire with false joviality. Alma Maguire was the best boss Rosie had ever had, but the woman laid on irony so thick you could prod it with a fork. She glared down at Rosie’s prostrate body on the exam table, her own brilliant aquamarine demigod eyes glinting with icy fury. Rosie was jealous of those eyes, so striking in Maguire’s deep brown face. Blue-green and red were simply shades on the color wheel, but stick them into a demigod’s eye sockets, and one hue became beautiful, while the other became terrifying.


Plus, rumor had it that Alma Maguire’s divine mother was nice. Some demigods had all the luck.


“What were you thinking?” Maguire barked, rousing Rosie from her sulk.


Act first, think never, because fifty years from now, no one is going to remember this anyway, Rosie thought in reply, her oft-repeated personal motto. It was probably for the best that her mouth wasn’t working yet.


“She kept saying there was something wrong inside the portal.” Duckers spoke for her.


“As if she would know.” Maguire looked down at Rosie again. “Remind me, Fox: When did you finish that graduate degree in mechanical engineering?”


“I think maybe she really did see something, Chief, something that Louis and I couldn’t see. She kept talking about a shadowy . . . blotch . . . thing.” As Duckers spoke, he slowly withered under Maguire’s fierce gaze.


“Of course, a shadowy blotch thing. Clearly a valid reason to go poking around inside a complex and extremely expensive piece of machinery.”


Duckers was mangling his hat, but he continued to stand up for Rosie, gods love him. “She was adamant. She definitely saw something in there.”


“What are you trying to say?” Maguire asked him, softening. She always showed greater mercy to Duckers than to Rosie, not that Rosie could blame her. Duckers was a human plushie.


He gestured toward Rosie with his hat. “What if this is her demigod gift?”


“I didn’t think Fox had a gift.”


Gods of creation, it was so weird to have people talking about her as if it were Rosie’s dead body in the room rather than the immortal piece of shit she’d been born with.


“Well, maybe she finally found it,” said Duckers.


“The ability to see a shadowy blotch thing?”


“The ability to see stuff no one else can see. You know, the way Hart can see souls.”


Hart Ralston had been Duckers’s mentor, and before that he had been Alma Maguire’s partner prior to her promotion to chief marshal. Like Maguire and Rosie, he was a demigod, but unlike anyone walking the earth, he could see the souls of the departed as they floated off to sail the Salt Sea.


Maguire’s demigod gift was the ability to light a fire with her bare hands. Again, she was a million times cooler than Rosie would ever be. It was so unfair.


“Whatever it was, she was trying to show Louis. She was trying to be helpful,” said Rosie’s faithful partner.


Dr. Levinson snorted at this, earning her a baleful look from the chief, a glare the marshals under her command referred to as Maguire’s Ire. The doctor cringed in apology and resumed bandaging Rosie’s head, even though her skull was likely to be completely healed by morning.


Maguire released a long, gusty breath full of irritation. “Well, I’m delighted to hear that Fox wants to help out so badly, because she is about to get her wish.”


“That doesn’t sound good,” said Duckers.


“Au contraire, Marshal, I’m sure your partner is going to be thrilled with this assignment. Since fixing the wreckage out there is way outside Louis’s pay grade, I’ve had to call in Dr. Lee, the man himself.” Alma smiled sharply at Rosie, who was powerless to respond. “You get to be his escort for the duration of his stay, Marshal Fox, so that you can answer any questions he might have as to how you managed to fry his portal so very, very, very badly.” With each very, Maguire’s face inched closer to Rosie’s. Mother of Sorrows, the woman knew how to make a marshal quail.


“Dang.” Duckers laughed under his breath.


“You, too, Marshal Duckers.”


“Me? What did I do?”


“You partnered up with a loose cannon ten years ago. That’s on you. I’m expecting Dr. Lee early next week. You?” Here, she loomed over Rosie like the ancient God of Wrath. “Rest up and be less dead. I need you on your best behavior when Dr. Lee arrives. And don’t think I don’t see those non-regulation ostrich leather boots you’re wearing. Get it together, Fox. And as for you.” She turned on Duckers, who visibly shrank. “Keep your partner in line. I’ll see you both first thing Sorrowsday morning.”


Maguire made to exit the room but paused at the door and addressed Duckers, her demeanor somber.


“Will I see you at the funeral tomorrow?”


He nodded bleakly.


“I know it wasn’t unexpected, but it’s a sad business all the same,” she said. “Till tomorrow, then.”


With that, she exited the infirmary, accompanied by the familiar squeak of the door hinge.


Rosie experienced a stab of guilt as she looked at Duckers. She had been so focused on her own problems, she had forgotten that he was dealing with his own. She wished she could offer him a hug or some words of comfort, but all she could manage was a dramatic moan, a sound so pathetic that even Dr. Levinson took pity on her.


“I’ll get you an aspirin.”
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Rosie was still moaning when Dr. Levinson finally released her from the infirmary a half hour later, mostly to cover up the stream of complaints freely flowing from the mouth of Penrose Duckers as he drove them both home.


“This is the third time you’ve up and died on me!” He shouted to be heard over the powerful engine of his cherry-red muscle duck. “For most people, the average lifespan is, like, eighty years. For you? It’s three, maybe four. It’s ridiculous! You’re ridiculous! And it stresses me out! I don’t like it when you die! How many times do I have to tell you this?”


He smacked the steering wheel throughout this speech to drive home his point.


“I don’t die as often as I did when the drudges were around.”


“Exactly! There aren’t any murderous undead bodies roaming Tanria now, so you have zero excuses!”


Duckers was being generous. During the years when the drudges had terrorized the former prison of the Old Gods, her many partners had not accepted the undead as an excuse for her propensity to die in the line of duty. She would always contend that she had saved lives by putting herself in harm’s way, but she had burned through eighteen partners before she’d found Duckers, the only one who had stuck with her. Of course, the way he was laying into her now made her worry that she had tried his patience too far, too many times.


“And now you’ve got us both on babysitting duty next week,” he said. “I mean, have you met Adam Lee? The guy is boring as shit. I think he might actually be an automaton.”


“He’s not that bad.”


“Yes, he is. He is that bad. And now we’re going to have to spend quality time with him because of you. You know what that makes you? A ninnyhammer.”


“I know. You’re right. I’m a . . .” Rosie pulled up short. “What am I?”


“A ninnyhammer.”


“What’s a ninnyhammer?”


“You. Total ninny. And if anyone could be described as a hammer, it’s you, bowling through life like a tornado and whacking anything that looks like a nail. Ninny. Hammer.”


She regarded him with profound affection. “Gods, I love you.”


“It’s a great word, right?” he said with an irrepressible grin.


“So you forgive me?”


“Yes, I forgive you.”


“And you won’t leave me?”


“Nope. You’re stuck with me.” He reached across the bench of his autoduck and gave Rosie’s knee a reassuring squeeze, revealing the stoppered bottle tattooed on his arm. As a teen, he’d nearly lost his soul when his appendix burst. A temple votary had had to reattach it to his body in permanent ink.


“We’re partners, RoFo. I’m not leaving you.”


Except he would. Someday. He would leave her the way everyone left her—across the Salt Sea to the House of the Unknown God, and even that tattoo wouldn’t be able to hold his soul in this world. But that was a problem for Future Rosie. For now, she’d be contented and grateful to have him by her side.


“What time’s the funeral tomorrow?” she asked him.


His face fell. “Ten o’clock.”


“I guess Zeddie’s going to be there, huh?”


Zeddie Birdsall was Duckers’s ex-boyfriend. He’d been so upset when they broke up ten years ago that he’d left the island of Bushong to take a job at an upscale restaurant on Medora. He rarely came home, and when he did, his visits were brief, so it had been easy for Duckers to avoid him—until now.


“Yeah, he’ll be there,” Duckers said with the same grim resignation he might use to say something like So I guess I’ll stick my head in this noose now.


“Want me to go with you?”


He shot her a hopeful glance. “Would you?”


“Least I can do after croaking on you today.”


“I’d hate to put you out, though. Normally I’d beg Hart and Mercy to go with me, but that’s not going to work this time. Obviously.”


Hart and Duckers had remained friends after the former had left the Tanrian Marshals, even though Hart was married to Zeddie Birdsall’s sister, Mercy. Thanks to Duckers, Rosie was friends with Hart and Mercy, too.


“Seriously, don’t sweat it,” said Rosie. “I’ll go.”


“But you hate funerals.”


“Everyone hates funerals.”


“I know, but . . .” He weighed his words. “You hate them for your own special Rosie Reasons.”


“True, but I love you more than I hate funerals, so I’m going. End of discussion.”


“Gods, thank you.”


“That’s what friends are for, Penny-D. But to be clear, you’re not carrying a torch for this Zeddie guy, right?”


“No, of course not.”


She gave him a hard side-eye.


“I’m not! That was ten years ago, and I was the one who broke things off.”


“When’s the last time you went on a date?”


“This again?”


“This again.”


“I date.”


“Not much.”


Duckers scoffed. “Like you have room to talk. I can count on one hand the number of people you’ve dated since we partnered up. And by dated, I mean went out with one time and decided nah.”


“Fair, but I, unlike you, have all the time in the world to find my one true love.”


“Ouch. Cold.”


“I’m just worried that it’s going to suck for you to see your ex-boyfriend tomorrow.” She patted him on the shoulder.


“I’ll be fine. I’m bringing a hot date to this funeral, remember?”


“You’ll have the hottest date in the temple. I’m a total snack.”


He shook his head, smiling. “I fucking love you.”


“Aw, I love you, too, hot stuff.”


Despite the fact that Rosie had died that day and Duckers was gearing up to go to a funeral tomorrow, they drove the rest of the way home in good spirits.









Chapter Two
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Rosie dropped her rucksack on the antique wooden chair beside the front door of her apartment over Wilner’s Green Grocer—the one with the fraying cane seat—and turned on the parlor sconce to its lowest setting. Her mother used to hate it when Rosie would crank up the gaslights in their postage-stamp-sized apartment on Seventh Street in Morton City, the slapping of equimaris feet and the rumbling of carriages and the music of buskers and the leering calls of drunks playing on a constant loop outside their windows. Lamps only, darling. You’re killing the mood, Jocelyn Fox would tell her daughter, and then she would give one of Rosie’s coppery braids a playful tug.


Rosie had held on to her mother’s lamps for as long as she could, but had had to give them up decades ago when they no longer worked with modern pipe fittings. Her current parlor lamps were in the same style, though—one with a painted porcelain base, another featuring ornate iron scrollwork, both with floral silk scarves draped over the shades. She turned them on now, filling the room with a soft, gauzy light.


The dish on the altar by the front door was dry, so Rosie refilled it with salt water before dipping her fingertips into the bowl and touching her mother’s birth key. Jocelyn—who had raised Rosie to call her by her name rather than Mom or Mama or Mother—had died a hundred and twenty-two years ago last month, but Rosie still missed her. She wondered if that deep sense of loss would fade over time. She hoped not.


The honoring of the dead complete, Rosie began her post-tour routine, the first step of which was the removal of the godsawful Tanrian Marshals uniform. For twenty-seven years, the marshals had been able to wear whatever they wanted on the job. For practicality’s sake, this usually involved work shirts and dungarees and sturdy boots, but Rosie had managed to cobble together a decent look for herself while she was on tour. Her hats and neckerchiefs and boots had added style to an otherwise functional work wardrobe. But since the Assembly of the Federated Islands of Cadmus had conferred national park status on Tanria, she’d had to wear a uniform—a short-sleeved khaki shirt cut for a man’s torso, canvas pants in a drab olive hue, and a laughable flat hat. She hated it.


Hated. It.


Her friends Lu and Annie Ellis, who worked at the Tanrian Dragon Preserve, got to wear emerald-green polo shirts. Rosie was not a fan of polo shirts as a general rule, but she at least looked good in green. Sadly, the green shirts were for marshals working in the Education Division, whereas Rosie and Duckers had been grandfathered into Park Security, and marshals working in Park Security had to wear the khaki nightmare.


Her one fashionable comfort—when she wasn’t trying to sneak non-embarrassing footwear into Tanria—was the fact that no one could control her undergarments. And Rosie Fox excelled at lingerie, as her mother had before her. She could picture Jocelyn sitting sideways in the old armchair in their cramped parlor as she read reviews in the newspaper, her legs hanging over the side, her floral dressing gown riding up, revealing the lace hem of her slip and a peek at her nylons and garter clips. A cigarette would dangle from her lips with a ring of plummy lipstick around the paper wrapper. If she wore her violet satin T-strap pumps, Rosie knew she’d be heading to the theater soon. If she wore her marabou slippers with the kitten heels, she’d be staying in for the evening, probably expecting a gentleman caller.


Take pride in your intimates, Jocelyn had told her regularly. If you give your buds the best, my darling rose, the rest of you will accept nothing less. To this day, Rosie was not entirely certain what that meant—especially since Jocelyn had seemed to accept the worst when it came to her paramours—but thanks to her mother’s tutelage, Rosie had always taken great pleasure in quality undergarments.


She stripped off the horrid uniform—noting the bloodstain on the collar—as she made her way to her bedroom, where she switched on the kitschy mermaid lamp that sat on her bedside table in a froth of porcelain sea-foam—a lamp she loved from the depths of her soul. She stuffed the hated clothing out of sight in her laundry hamper and, after slipping on a floral silk robe over her pretty pink brassiere with lace cups shaped like seashells and matching panties, she ran a bath. As the tub filled, she put a record full of bittersweet torch songs on the gramophone in the parlor so that the music would filter gently into the bathroom. She lit the two candles she kept on top of the toilet tank and turned down the gas sconce to low. The mood set, she retrieved a bottle of red wine, the expensive kind—gods in the Void, she loved having all the money in the world—and a crystal wineglass from the cupboard. She hung her robe from the hook on the bathroom door, then removed her undergarments and placed them in her mesh lingerie bag to wash by hand later. Wearing nothing but her birth key on a gold chain around her neck, she submerged herself in the tub at last and let the lavender-scented bath salts lift the Bushong dust from her pores while expunging the experience of dying yet again from her heart.


Brigitte Porcel’s smoky alto sang to Rosie from the parlor. Decades after her death, the singer’s voice lived on in this glorious, tinny recording.




It was just another love song


Like a holiday in spring


A nothing-much, a fling . . .





She had seen Brigitte Porcel perform at the Midtown Folly forty years ago. At the time, Rosie had been stuck in an illusionist’s show, and even that had been better than working in the traveling circus, the grim fate from which the Tanrian Marshals had saved her.




There was no right or wrong


We thought we were so clever


But songs don’t last forever





Brigitte Porcel had sung her heart out when gramophones were a new invention, so her recordings had a scratchy patina that could never capture the depth of the woman’s talent in life. People today would never know what Brigitte Porcel truly sounded like, which seemed like a tragedy to Rosie as she let her fingers prune.


The thought of Brigitte Porcel moldering in her funeral boat weighed down Rosie’s already heavy heart as she sipped her wine—not that her body would let her get drunk—so she turned her thoughts instead to Adam Lee’s impending arrival.


A memory resurfaced, as it had when she had spied the strange spot inside the portal’s frame—like a bucket being pulled out of a dark well, that single moment in time when Adam Lee had stood in the same spot beside the portal with a bottomless anguish in his eyes.


For some reason, dread squeezed her at the thought of seeing him again, as if her skin were too tight to hold her body in place. She had accidentally walked off with his handkerchief five years ago—a mix-up that involved her bandaging a cut on his hand with her own linen hankie—and his silk pocket square remained in her possession to this day. She ought to return it to him, but she wondered if she would come across as a creeper if she did. Like Hey, I stole your hankie and kept it all this time. Here it is. I haven’t put it on my Adam Lee shrine and lit candles in your honor or anything.


Side A of the Brigitte Porcel record came to the end and made that irritating bumping, scratching sound that could be remedied only by getting her ass out of the tub and taking the needle off it. The water had gone cold anyway. Rosie toweled off and padded into her bedroom for her simple yet elegant slip panties in forest-green silk and a negligee covered in a vine pattern, the leaves of which matched the panties to a T. She slipped her dressing gown over top of it, stepped into her embroidered silk slippers, and after putting the gramophone needle out of its misery, set about making pasta to go with what was left of the wine.


As garlic softened in a skillet of butter, she scrounged up a can of tuna from the kitchen cupboards and threw up the window sash over the sink, despite the cruciferous smell from the grocer’s dumpster wafting over the faucet. The second she pulled open the utensil drawer where she kept the can opener, she heard the demanding yowl of a rangy black-and-gray-striped tabby.


“Using me for my food again, I see,” she told the cat as she set the can on the windowsill and watched him tuck in. At least he had the decency to purr like the oversized engine of Duckers’s muscle duck when she stroked the surprisingly soft fur along his spine.


“ ‘Feed me and give me love, hooman, as is my due,’ ” she said on the cat’s behalf.


Rosie had barely removed the pan from the burner when a knock sounded at the door. She considered pretending that she wasn’t at home, but whoever was out there on the landing could probably see the lights on in her place and had likely heard her doing her awesome cat voice. She got up to peer through the peephole to find a man she had never seen before waving at her.


Rosie knew who it was, though.


She rolled her eyes and opened the door, and her father waltzed into her apartment in the guise of a clean-cut, wholesome dad type in his midfifties wearing khaki pants and a navy sports jacket.


“Hey, kiddo!” he said, leaning in to kiss her on the cheek, which made her cringe.


“Hey,” she said unenthusiastically.


Rosie didn’t call him the Trickster, because that would be weird, and she definitely didn’t call him Dad, so she simply didn’t call him anything. She frowned as he took a tour of her parlor, imagining how it must look from his perspective, a room cluttered with over a century and a half of memories: dusty black-and-white photographs of her mother in various stage costumes, paintings and vases and sculptures she had fallen in love with over the years, a clay finger pot she had made when she was seven, a hodgepodge of knickknacks that reminded her of the people who had come and gone from her life, souvenirs from all the places she had been.


“You know what this place needs?” said her father. “More shit. Not enough shit in here.”


As if in proof of this assertion, he stumbled over the cat, who had come to rub against his shins.


Rowr, the tabby groused at him in a way that said, How dare you fail to greet me. But also, don’t touch me, or I will kill you. Unless I want you to pet me, in which case, pet me, or I will kill you.


“Hello there, uh . . .” The god shifted his gaze from the stray to his offspring. “Does this one have a name?”


“Blammo Tinky Fartface,” Rosie answered flatly.


“What do you call it for short?”


“Blammo Tinky Fartface.”


In fact, most of the time, she called the cat Tinky, or occasionally Fart, but she wanted to make a bona fide god who had witnessed the creation of the world and the birth of humanity say Blammo Tinky Fartface. That was true power.


The Trickster smiled benevolently at the ratty-looking cat and said, “Hello, Blammo Tinky Fartface.”


True power, Rosie thought smugly, a smugness that evaporated when her father made himself at home on her vintage sofa with its worn blue velvet upholstery. He squinted critically at the hokey painting of the Briar Thief that hung on the wall. Rosie loved the story of the great tragic hero who had tried to steal immortality from the garden of the Old Gods, only to be caught by the God of Wrath and impaled on the Thorn of Eternal Life. In her little heart of hearts, she imagined a world in which he had succeeded, where everyone lived and lived and could not die, like Rosie. In the painting, even in agony, the Briar Thief was handsome with his flowing chestnut hair and his brawny frame and his stoic suffering on behalf of all mortals, a hero’s hero.


“I have never understood your obsession with that guy,” said the god with infuriating scorn. “He was a loser. And that doesn’t look a thing like him, by the way. He was a pip-squeak. And the plant is all wrong. I should know. I was the one who created it.”


Do not let him goad you, Rosie told herself, even as she folded her arms and glowered at him. “I haven’t seen you in four years. Why are you here now?”


“I heard you died today,” he said as he fiddled with a half-finished puzzle on the coffee table, knocking a few pieces onto the rug in the process.


“Yep.”


“I know it’s hard, this immortality gig. Believe me; I know.”


In a single sentence her father deftly turned a conversation about her into a conversation about himself. Same shit, different day.


“I’m fine,” she told him.


“Aren’t you going to offer me some snacks?”


“Don’t have any.”


“Well, something sure smells good,” he said with a wink. Did this honestly charm people? It made Rosie want to beat her head against a wall.


“That’s my dinner, which I would like to eat now. So can you . . . leave? Please?”


“Is that any way to treat your dear old dad?”


“I’m sorry that I’m not rolling out the red carpet, ‘dear old Dad,’ but I just got off work, and I’m tired. I would like to eat my dinner and go to bed. I may be immortal, but I’m still human, okay?”


“Fine. Okay. I get it.”


The Trickster stood, bumping into the coffee table and scattering more puzzle pieces onto the floor.


“Good night,” Rosie told him as he headed for the door.


When his hand landed on the doorknob, she was foolish enough to think that she was in the clear. But of course, that’s when he declared, “Actually, no, it’s not fine. It’s not okay. I don’t get it.”


He turned to face her, cloaked in tragedy and grievance, and it was all Rosie could do not to throw back her head and yowl like Blammo Tinky Fartface.


“The God of War was responsible for millions of deaths, and yet people worshipped the guy,” whined the Trickster, a speech Rosie knew so well by now she could recite it along with him if she wanted to (which she didn’t). “Me? I get nothing. I gave the world humor. I gave the world laughter. I gave the world a little fucking joy.”


“And also deception,” said Rosie, but the Trickster was on a roll and would not be waylaid.


“I’m the reason the human soul exists. You’re welcome, but you know, don’t mind me. And this twerp.” The Trickster gestured at the painting of the Briar Thief. “Don’t even get me started.”


“I won’t,” said Rosie, much good it did her.


“He gets statues and paintings and altars in temples all over the world, people heaping praise upon him, and for what? He tried to steal immortality for humanity. Big deal. He fucking failed. He’s a failure. You know what we call that where I come from? Losing. Meanwhile, I’m over here trying to give immortality to people—for free, I might add. And everyone’s all, ‘That god tried to give us eternal life. What a dick!’ Where’s my shrine, huh? Where’s my altar? Even my own daughter doesn’t appreciate me.”


“I’m not building a shrine to you in my apartment. Or anywhere else for that matter.”


“What about your altar? You honor your mother on your altar.”


“Because she’s dead.”


“Well, I can’t die.”


“That’s not my problem.” Except it was. It was Rosie’s exact problem.


“Would it be too much to ask for a hug?” her father said with wounded exasperation.


Rosie did not want to hug him, this god in a skin suit she’d never seen before and would never see again. But since it seemed like the most expedient way to get him out of her apartment, she bit her tongue and wrapped her arms around him.


As he held her, he grew several inches so that he was the one holding rather than the one being held. It was so rare for Rosie to feel small in someone’s arms. “I was worried about you. That’s all,” he said softly into her no-longer-singed hair before releasing her abruptly and letting himself out.


And now Rosie felt like a grade A equimaris’s ass for booting him out.


Blammo Tinky Fartface had returned to his perch at the kitchen window, and he chirped contentedly as he attacked the can of tuna once more. Rosie wanted to pick him up and bury her face in his floofy tummy and let all that warmth and softness wash over her. But she knew, from personal experience, that Tinky would rather die than be cuddled, and if she were a normal human being, she’d have the scars to show for it. She burst into tears instead and respectfully petted the purring monster on her windowsill and told him what a sweet little dickhead he was. She cried as she shoveled cold spaghetti into her mouth, and she cried while she brushed her teeth, and then she cried until she was exhausted and her body—her traitorous body—let her conk out at last.









Chapter Three


[image: ]


It was raining when Duckers came to pick Rosie up the following morning, but since All Gods Temple was only a few blocks away, they decided to walk, both of them huddled under Rosie’s dramatically oversized yellow umbrella.


“Thanks again for coming with me. It would have sucked to face this on my own.”


“It’s no problem.”


This was not entirely true. Funerals made Rosie’s skin crawl. And she was not a rah-rah-gods! gal in the first place. But Penrose Duckers had been there for her through all her nonsense over the past ten years, so she did not hesitate when he needed her.


Besides, she got to wear her filmy teal dress with periwinkle flowers on it for this occasion and a fresh pair of nylons, her seams straight as pins. Her shoes were brand spanking new, specially ordered from a store on Lyona since she could never find cute shoes her size in regular shops. They were pale blue leather pumps with three-inch heels. She figured that if the gods of creation had seen fit to make her a giant, what was three more inches?


When they arrived at temple, Rosie shook out her umbrella and set it with all the others in the foyer. Both she and Duckers signed the guest book on the podium in the entryway before they walked arm in arm along the main aisle. Gray dreariness trickled through the skylight of the Unknown God overhead, so the gas sconces on the walls had been turned up. They passed by the smaller alcoves for minor gods and made their way toward the larger alcoves for the gods of life and death. A small statue of the Briar Thief sat on a table outside the alcove of the Salt Sea with a few offerings of fruit at its base.


It didn’t take long to find the mourners, dressed in the soft blues and greens of the Salt Sea, milling about the alcove of Grandfather Bones, a fitting place for the funeral of an undertaker. The altar had been pushed against the mosaic depiction of the god that covered the far wall to make room for the funeral boat. It was a beautiful wooden sailboat, scaled down in size to contain the body within it.


The family stood in a line to the side of the boat, greeting people in hushed tones as friends and neighbors shuffled forward to pay their respects. Obviously, Rosie knew Mercy Birdsall and Hart Ralston, and she was acquainted with Mercy’s sister and brother-in-law, so she could only assume that the tall golden-haired paean to masculine beauty in human form standing to Mercy’s left was her brother Zeddie.


“Is that him?” she whispered to Duckers.


“Yeah.”


“Fuck me, Grandmother Wisdom. You dumped that?”


Duckers turned his head to hide his face from his ex. “RoFo, we’re at temple.”


“So?”


“So watch your language. There are temple-going old ladies all over the place here.”


“They’re old. They’re not dead. I’m sure they’re thinking the same thing I am.”


“Rosie.” He gave her a warning look, the sort of look her mother would have given her if Jocelyn had been a normal sort of parent.


“Okay, Mom, but good on you, because that is one fine-looking man.”


“Yeah, got the memo.”


It occurred to Rosie that she was being an insensitive asshole, at a funeral no less. “Sorry. Are we going up to give our condolences?”


“I guess we should.” Duckers positioned himself so that he had his back to the Birdsall family. Rosie could tell that he didn’t want to face his ex-boyfriend at his ex-boyfriend’s father’s funeral, and she couldn’t fault him for it.


“You know, it’s perfectly acceptable to skulk in the back. You’ve signed the guest book, so they’ll know you came. They’ll know you care.”


“That’s weak.”


“No, it isn’t. Death is weird. You’re here, and that’s what counts. Come on.”


She took him by the arm and led him as far from the altar as they could get.


“Pen, Rosie, over here.” Lu Ellis waved to them from the second-to-last row. He was sitting with his sister, Annie, and their dad, Frank. They squeezed together with the Banneker family to make room for two more.


“Thanks,” said Duckers as he and Rosie crammed themselves into the end of the pew. Most of the town of Eternity had turned out for Roy Birdsall’s funeral, so it was a crush for everyone, but Rosie couldn’t help but think that this was yet another reason why funerals sucked.


“How are you doing, sweetie?” Twyla Banneker asked Duckers with a face full of maternal sympathy. She and Frank had briefly worked with him before they opened the Tanrian Dragon Preserve, and they frequently invited him and Rosie over for cookouts.


“I’m all right,” Duckers lied.


“Come over for a beer later if you want,” Frank offered. “You, too, Fox.”


“Thanks, Ellis,” said Rosie, after which everyone settled into respectful silence. Duckers kept his head bowed, both out of respect and to hide his face from Zeddie. Rosie was tempted to follow suit, but the sad truth was that she stood out in a crowd, no matter what she did. There were enough demigods working in and around Tanria to render her appearance generally unremarkable in the border towns, but in such close quarters with normal people, she felt like a giraffe at a bunny convention.


She gazed up at the mosaic of the god that expanded across the far wall of the alcove in pearlescent tiles. As in all depictions, Grandfather Bones was so old that his face appeared skeletal, his cheekbones flaring, his eyes so sunken they were black hollows. And yet there was a gentleness to him, a sort of smile hidden in the billows of his beard, a softness in the waves of his long white hair. He held out a lantern, calling to the souls of the dead. Behind him, a boat waited at his dock, ready to carry souls over the Salt Sea to the House of the Unknown God, where the Warden would open the door and welcome them home.


Several candles sat on the altar with flames dancing on their wicks. There were offerings of Roy Birdsall’s favorite foods—croissants, snickerdoodles, a three-tiered cake, and a beautifully plated chicken piccata with haricots verts and polenta. Rosie had been to many funerals over the years, but she had never seen a spread this stunning. And then she remembered that Zeddie Birdsall had spent nearly a decade cooking at one of the fanciest restaurants in the Federated Islands of Cadmus.


At the center of the altar sat Roy Birdsall’s birth key on a blue velvet cloth and a series of photographs of the man himself—grinning on his wedding day, beaming in a family portrait with his wife and children surrounding him, dancing with his daughter Lilian at her wedding, playfully scrubbing a much-younger Zeddie’s curls with a work-hardened hand, building a funeral boat beside Mercy in the boatworks at Mercy’s Undertakings (formerly Birdsall & Son, Undertakers), reading a picture book with his two oldest grandkids in his lap, giving a bath to his two youngest grandbabies in the kitchen sink—a handful of good memories in a life filled with many.


An uncomfortable bitterness squeezed Rosie’s chest as she regarded Roy Birdsall’s kind face smiling benevolently on all who came to grieve him. No one would ever grieve Rosie. It was like that saying about always being a bridesmaid and never a bride, except she was always the mourner, never the mourned.


She heard Duckers sniff beside her, and she took his hand in hers. Her eyes welled up, not for Roy, but for the friend who was sad today, who had loved Roy Birdsall like a father, the friend who would sail the Salt Sea himself at the end of his life and gouge another hole in Rosie’s already-bruised heart.


She really did hate funerals.


Once the pews were packed tight, with more people standing along the sides, the family took their seats in the front, and Votary Asebedo began the ceremony.


“On behalf of the Birdsall family, I’d like to thank you all for coming today,” she said, holding The Book of the New Gods reverently in her arthritic hands. “Mercy tells me that Roy asked to keep these proceedings short and sweet so we can get to the cheesy potatoes—his words, not mine.”


Soft laughter rippled through the crowd, those who knew the man well thinking fondly to themselves, Isn’t that just like Roy.


“As always, we’ll begin with a reading from The Book of the New Gods. It’s the story we share every time we must say goodbye to someone we have loved and cherished. I find there is a comfort in the repetition. The story of the Salt Sea and how our souls came into being reminds us that we will all return to the Unknown God one day. We all return to where we came from.”


Not all of us, Rosie thought. Not me.


“Roy’s daughter Lilian will honor her father by reading the story today. Lilian?”


Roy’s second daughter rose from the pew and took the tome from the votary with a nod. She walked it to the podium, opened it to the place marked by a satin ribbon, and began to read.




Here is the story of the Salt Sea’s Loss and the Gift of the Soul.





This schlock was always read aloud at funerals, and with each telling, the old-timey language grated more and more on Rosie’s nerves. It was the story of a lake god who fell in love with a mortal fisherman and longed to keep the man beside him forever.




There was a time when gods could create gods, but that time had long passed. The New Gods were too weak to make immortals, and so the god of the lake could do nothing to keep his love beside him.





No disrespect to you, Mr. Birdsall, but this story makes me want to barf in my mouth, Rosie thought at Roy’s photograph on the altar. And then her father entered the story, because of course he did. She couldn’t get away from him, not even at a funeral.




One day, the Trickster came to visit the god of the lake. He should have known better than to trust the Old God, but he was as innocent as his mortal lover and did not understand things like deception and deceit.


“My friend, I can help you,” the Trickster told the god of the lake. “You are too young to create immortal life, but I am old and wise. I will plant a tree beside your waters. That tree will give your love comfort and shade, and one day, it will bear blossoms. If your beloved picks one of these blooms, he will live a thousand thousand years with you.”





Even in the stuffy language of a religious text, Rosie’s father sounded like a snake oil salesman. Accurate.


And then came the moment when the mortal schmuck picked the flower without knowing how screwed he was.




He plucked the blossom, but there was a thorn hidden beneath the petals, a barb that drew blood. This was in the time before the Old Gods put pain and misery in the world, and the man did not have a word for what he felt. Nothing had ever hurt him before. But the god of the lake was so happy that he did not see his lover’s pain. All he could see was his own joy.





At first, the fisherman was thrilled, but when he watched everyone he had ever known and loved die one by one as the Old Gods filled the world with war and disease and misery, he figured out that the “gift” from his lover sucked ass. Who could have predicted that? asked Rosie’s inner snark. She jiggled her leg with impatience while the story went on and on.




As the long days gnawed at him like a dog on a bone, the tree bent and twisted and became a gnarled, hideous thing, as ugly as the resentment in the man’s heart.


“You never asked me if I wanted to live a thousand thousand years,” the fisherman cried at the god.


“But you were happy!” the god replied.


“And now I am wretched,” said the man.





You’ve got that right, brother, Rosie thought. The god didn’t even give the guy a choice. Such grapshit.


And then the story got barftastically melodramatic.




Because the god could not bear to see his love suffer, he took hold of the thousand thousand years living inside him, and he pulled and pulled until the long years released their hold on the man’s heart and came tumbling out.


The fisherman was grateful, but the god howled in anguish, knowing that his love was doomed to die and leave him. He filled the distance between the earth and the Void Beyond the Sky with his tears, an entire ocean containing his love and his sorrow, the Salt Sea that separates the world of the living from the land of the dead.


The Unknown God, the eternal one, the first and greatest of all the gods, took pity on the lovers. They bound a piece of theirself to the fisherman’s life, a piece that would live in tranquility, even when his body died, so that the Salt Sea would know that his love lived on, even after they parted.


As his earthly life drew to a close, the fisherman found it in his heart to be happy once more and to love the god again.





Fuck that, thought Rosie.


At least the story was finally coming to an end.


The fisherman eventually reached the end of his life, so Grandfather Bones lit a lantern and called to the guy’s brand-new soul and built a boat so that his spirit could sail away. And then the lake god, who had become the Salt Sea, billowed him along the waves of death until his lover arrived at the House of the Unknown God, where the Warden let him in.




And so the immortal world was separated from the land of mortals by the Salt Sea, and the human soul came into being, the piece of the Unknown God that resides in each of us and lives in peace long after we are gone. To this day, we remember the sweet-smelling blossom that hid a thorn, a reminder that while everlasting life may appear tempting, it comes with pain and tribulation. And that is why death is as precious as life.





Lilian closed the book and returned to her seat, where her husband put his arm around her and drew her in close.


Votary Asebedo stepped forward once more. “Roy’s daughter Mercy will now give the eulogy.”


Rosie was a big fan of Eternity’s undertaker. For one thing, Mercy’s fashion sense was always on point. Even today, she looked sharp in a sea-green fit-and-flare dress and matching pumps. For another thing, she was tall. It was a ludicrous reason to like someone, but when you were a big girl navigating a world in which the Old Gods’ notions of femininity lingered like Man Smell in a locker room, you tended to like your fellow women of a certain size. Also, Mercy was smart and nice, and that combination wasn’t always easy to find.


At this moment, Rosie felt a keen sympathy for her friend. She had barely uttered a few words at Jocelyn’s memorial service before she lost it, and that was a small gathering among friends. She had no idea how a person managed to get through a eulogy for a beloved parent in front of a crowd, but if anyone could pull it off, it was Mercy Birdsall.


Mercy cleared her throat, adjusted her glasses, and began.


“It’s amazing how death is always a surprise. Even these past few months, when Pop wasn’t doing so hot, his steady presence remained the quiet bulwark of our lives. I don’t know how to be in the world without my father. I’ve never had to try. But that’s what life is, isn’t it? Trying every single day, even if it might be your last.


“And that is how Roy Birdsall lived. When my mother died, he was there for me and Lilian and Zeddie. He had to swallow his own loss to help us handle ours, and to this day, I don’t know how he did it without breaking.


“When he suffered a heart attack thirteen years ago, he demonstrated the grace of acceptance, of how to let someone else carry your burdens when you need help. Although he never did let up on the coffee and doughnuts, much to the dismay of Dr. Galdamez.”


A smile tugged on Mercy’s mouth as a low hum of appreciative laughter filled the alcove.


“When his grandkids came along, he was all in. I’m so glad that Emma Jane, Tony, Bea, and Lottie got to have their grandpa in their lives, however briefly. What a loss to have Roy Birdsall leave us like this, but what a gift to have had his life in ours in the first place.


“My father taught me how to build boats, how to sing the incantations over the dead, how to care for the precious body Grandfather Bones leaves behind, and how to send a life sailing over the Salt Sea with dignity and respect. Like Pop, I have always taken pride in comforting the living with my care for the dead. And so it has been an incredible comfort to me, the living, to build this boat for the man who loved me without limit and made me who I am.”


She took a long pause, busying herself with the shuffling of her note cards until she could speak again.


“As you can see, he chose to be buried in a simple sailboat. You’d think an undertaker who loved to build sloops and schooners and cutters would have chosen a more exciting vessel for his final voyage, but last year, he told me, ‘I don’t want anything fancy, Muffin. Grandfather Bones knows where to find me.’ I can’t tell you what an honor it has been to make my father the boat he wanted in the end.


“As many of you know, Roy Birdsall was an avid fan of the Bushong Giant Squids.”


There was some light clapping and chortling here, and Mercy gave a tearful laugh in response.


“Professional sea polo was as much a religion to the man as his faith in the New Gods. Well, Pop, you have played your last match. The final chukka has run out and the bell has sounded. You have had many a good neck shot in this game, and hardly any fouls to speak of. You have played well—so well—and you deserve to hang up your mallet and rest in the House of the Unknown God. You have had to get by without Mom at your side for the past twenty-five years, so I know you must be happy to go home to her at last. Thank you for the beautiful life you have shared with us. We’ll miss you until the Unknown God calls us home to you.”


As Mercy returned to her seat, Rosie realized that she was crying. She had barely known Roy Birdsall, and here she was, weeping like a baby at his funeral. And Duckers was crying even harder. Gods, funerals sucked. Except this one was also heartfelt and wonderful. She dabbed her eyes resentfully on one of her sleeve cuffs, leaving a smear of mascara on the pretty fabric.


Once again, the votary stepped forward.


“Each one of us is given a key when we are born,” she said, “a reminder that we will always have a home in the House of the Unknown God. As you can see, Roy’s birth key is here with us today. For many years, Roy celebrated the lives of his parents and grandparents and great-grandparents and his cherished wife by taking good care of their keys. Today, Mercy and her husband, Hart, and their children, Bea and Lottie, will add Roy’s key to their altar, and they will take on the responsibility of honoring those who came before them. But for now, Roy’s family invites you to come forward and press salt water to his key. And then, of course, you are all welcome to join us in the temple basement for lunch and an assortment of Roy’s favorite desserts, lovingly prepared by his son, Zeddie. Thank you for coming and for celebrating Roy’s life with the Birdsall family.”


“May the Warden welcome him home,” the attendees answered, the traditional funeral blessing that brought the proceedings to a close.


The mourners rose, some to make their way to the temple basement, others to pay their respects to Roy Birdsall’s birth key, and many more to offer condolences to the family.


“Well, that was lovely,” said Twyla as Frank took a handkerchief from his coat pocket and handed it to her with a fond shake of his head.


“Hush,” she told him before discreetly blowing her nose.


“You do this every time.”


“I don’t need to bring a hankie. I have you.”


He put an arm over her shoulder. “That you do, darlin’.”


“Those two are adorable,” Rosie told Duckers with a jerk of her head toward the world’s cutest couple in their sixties.


“For real.”


“Hey, there’s a mob of people talking to the family. If you wanted to touch salt water to Roy’s key, I think you could pull it off without you-know-who seeing you.”


“You think?”


“Yeah, but go now.”


She shooed him toward the altar and headed for the lobby to wait for him when, to her surprise, Hart Ralston caught up to her in the main aisle of the temple.


“I thought I saw you,” he said as she hugged him.


“I’m hard to miss. Sorry for your loss.”


He nodded sadly. “I need to get back, but listen: I want to talk to you about something. Can you stop by this week, maybe Wisdomsday?”


“Sure,” she said, but there was a gravity in his words that made her add, “Everything all right?”


“It’s nothing bad.” He seemed like he might say more, but Hart had always been a man of few words and apparently decided he had said enough. “Thanks again for coming,” he told her before stalking off on impossibly long legs to return to his wife and family in the alcove.


“We’re heading downstairs. Are you coming?” Lu asked Rosie as the Ellis family passed by her.


“No, I think Duckers wants to head out.”


“Too bad. Twyla made cheesy potatoes, and they are amazing.”


Duckers was making his way toward them when Lu suddenly wrapped Rosie up in a hug, stood on tiptoes, and whispered in her ear. “Zeddie Birdsall was hired as head chef of the Dragon’s Lair. Need you to break it to Pen.”


He released her and wished her a cheery “Bye!” before escaping with his sister to the luncheon in the temple basement. Duckers waved at Lu and Annie, completely oblivious, while Rosie mouthed Chickenshits! at them.


Rosie had long suspected her partner of harboring dumper’s remorse when it came to Zeddie, so she wasn’t sure how he was going to take the news of his ex’s permanent return to the island of Bushong. But if Zeddie was working at the new restaurant overlooking the Tanrian Dragon Preserve, he’d be using the portal at the West Station to get in and out of Tanria, which meant that they’d likely run into him. Often.


She knew she ought to give Duckers a heads-up, but she was worn to a nub after dying and resurrecting and dealing with her father and then going to a funeral. She decided that she would break the news to him on Sorrowsday morning. For now, she had every intention of going home to wallow in self-pity.


Gods, I hate funerals, she thought for the thousandth time that day and the millionth time in her life. Whenever she went to one, she was reminded yet again that she was stuck—just stuck—and she had no way to unstick herself.









Chapter Four


[image: ]


On Wisdomsday evening, Rosie stood on Hart Ralston’s front doorstep on Walnut Street in Eternity. No one answered her knock, but she heard noises coming from inside, so she tried again. This time, the door swung inward, revealing seven-year-old Bea Ralston on the threshold. She was tall for her age, with a head full of brown curls and a pair of purple glasses perched on her nose.


“Hiya, Bea,” said Rosie.


The girl gave her a perfunctory “Hi” before shouting over her shoulder, “Mo-o-m! Da-a-ad! It’s Rosie-e-e!”


A moment later, all six feet and nine inches of Hart Ralston appeared in the doorway with an armful of his youngest, four-year-old Lottie, fresh from a bath and wrapped in a hooded towel. With his free hand, he cupped Bea’s head affectionately. “I’ve got it now, Buzzy Bea. You can run along.”


“Okay. Bye, Rosie!”


“Bye, Bea!”


“Hey,” said Hart as Lottie leaned her head on his shoulder and sucked her bottom lip behind her top teeth. Like her sister, she had Mercy’s dark curls, but the contours of her face were all Hart’s. Her eyes were aster blue, the color her father’s eyes might have been if he had not been a demigod. His were a striking shade of pale gray.


Normally, he would have stepped aside to let her in, but this time, he said, “Can we get a drink somewhere?”


“Sure. How does Lottie take her gin? Neat or on the rocks?”


“Let me just . . . Merciful?” he called over his shoulder.


Mercy stepped out of the kitchen, drying a pot, her face a question.


“I’m going to grab a drink with Rosie. Is that okay?”


“Of course.” She set down the pot and came to retrieve Lottie, who was now blowing spit bubbles between her front teeth.


“Hi, Mercy. Hey, sorry about your dad.”


“Thank you,” said Mercy as Lottie cuddled into her full-figured frame.


Hart leaned down to kiss her cheek. “I won’t be long.”


“Have a nice time, Sweet-Hart.”


Their eyes met for a moment, and they seemed to say all the good and right and important things to each other without having to utter a single word.


A pang of loneliness jabbed Rosie in the heart. Why him? some ugly inner troll asked. Why does he get to live his life and then die and stay dead?


She averted her gaze and berated herself for resenting a friend his happiness.


“Where to? The Salt and Key?” she asked Hart as he stepped into his boots beside the front door.


“How about Aunt Bonnie’s?”


Aunt Bonnie’s was a quiet neighborhood pub in the next town over. It was not a place where either of them was likely to run into many people they knew. He’d said that he wanted to talk to her, and that it wasn’t anything bad, but a bud of concern began to unfurl in her gut.


“Aunt Bonnie’s it is. I’ll drive.”


They bypassed Hart’s old rust bucket in the driveway, and it said something about Rosie’s worry that she didn’t tease him about it. He noticed, and she could feel him notice, but he kept the conversation light as she drove them to Mayetta in her vintage mint-green Gratton Parker series 7 coupe. Duckers liked to joke that the engine was powered by a hamster on a wheel, but it handled beautifully on land and gloriously on the sea, coasting across the waves with the aquatic grace of a seal. It was why she had bought it; she loved driving on the ocean. All that water made her feel small in a world in which she typically felt enormous. But here on the border of Tanria, they were inland and landlocked, so she steered her duck onto the highway rather than a waterway.
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