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For Garrett, an alleged mortal without whom my existence would be bleak; For my mother, who assured me that this book is not blasphemy;
And for you, for being here, when so many Otherworlds are calling.









PRELUDE
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Even after centuries of practice, it never grew less unsettling when it happened this way—sloppily. Gorily. Murder had never been his favorite method of disposal.


“What’s this?” he asked impatiently, staring down at the bloodied mess on the floor.


“Oh good,” remarked a figure concealed by shadows, a familiar glint of malice appearing from the darkness of the room. “You’re here. Finally, I might add.”


Worrying. Very worrying.


“This,” he remarked in lieu of jumping to hysterical conclusions, “is quite an escalation. Are you responsible for this?”


“Depends on how you look at it, doesn’t it?” replied the figure, with the faint suggestion of a shrug. “You could very well be responsible, couldn’t you? If that’s the verbiage you’re going with.”


Sequentially speaking that wasn’t untrue, and he supposed he had played fast and loose with the literal.


Still—“I’m not the one holding the knife,” he placidly observed.


“Fair enough.” An arm sluiced through shadow as the figure tossed the blade, still gruesomely slick, onto the floor between them. “Though that doesn’t really matter, does it? Now that we have you here, I mean.”


That flickering, primeval sense of concern flared again, unhelpfully. Best to stick to the assets, like what was or wasn’t true. “Have me? I assure you,” he said, “you don’t have me.”


“Well, then,” a second figure suggested, stepping pointedly into the light. “Try to escape.”


No.


No, no, no.


This was all wrong. Very wrong.


“But you’re not—?”


“But I am,” the second figure confirmed, nodding once.


“But surely the two of you aren’t—?”


“Oh, only by necessity, of course,” the first figure said, another beam of motion splitting the shadows as the two figures exchanged a complicit nod. The effect of it was uncanny, as if shared between two separate planes of existence.


The prick of danger—of the past catching up with him at last—finally set in.


“Don’t worry, you’ll understand soon,” the first figure assured him.


Two thoughts flashed epiphanically before him like a promise fulfilled: A face. A memory.


No, three thoughts. The dizzying lightness of being irrevocably fucked.


No, four thoughts. “Is this supposed to be a game?”


In unison—like a slithering ouroboros, darkness consuming light—the two figures laughed.


“Everything’s a game if you play it right,” the second figure said.


“But strictly speaking, this is no longer a game,” said the first figure. “Now it’s a war.”


And then everything went dark.









I
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TALES OF OLD


Hello, children. It’s time for Death.


Oh, you didn’t think I spoke? I do. I’m fantastically verbose, and transcendently literate, and quite frankly, I’m disappointed you would think otherwise. I’ve seen all the greats, you know, and learned from them—taken bits and pieces here and there—and everything that humanity has known, I have known, too. In fact, I’m responsible for most of history’s adoration—nothing defines a career quite like an untimely visit from me. You’d think I’d be more widely beloved for my part in humanity’s reverence, but again, you’d be mistaken. I’m rather an unpopular party guest.


Popularity aside, though, I have to confess that humanity’s fixation with me is astonishing. Flattering, to be sure, but alarming, and relentless, and generally diabolical, and if it did not manifest so often in spectacular failure I would make more of an effort to combat it—but, as it is, people spend the duration of their time on earth trying to skirt me only to end up chasing me instead.


The funny thing is how simple it all actually is. Do you know what it really takes to make someone immortal? Rid them of fear. If they no longer fear pain, they no longer fear death, and before long they fear nothing, and in their minds they live eternal—but I’m told my philosophizing does little to ease the mind.


Not many who meet me are given the privilege to tell about it. There are some exceptions, of course, yourself included—though this is an anomaly. In general, as your kind would have it, there are two things a person can be: human (and thus, susceptible to the pitfalls of my profession), or deity (and thus, a thorn in my side).


This is, however, not entirely accurate, as there are actually three things a person can be, as far as I’m concerned.


There are those I can take (the mortals);


Those I can’t take (the immortals);


And those who cheat (everyone else).


Let me explain.


The job is fairly straightforward. In essence, I’m like a bike messenger without a bicycle. There’s a time and a place for pickup and delivery, but the route I take to get there is deliciously up to me. (I suppose I could employ a bicycle if I wanted, and I certainly have in the past, but let’s not dip our toes into the swampy details of my variants of execution quite yet, shall we?)


First of all, it is important to grasp that there is such a thing as to be not dead, but not alive; an in-between. (Requisite terminology takes countless incarnations, all of which may vary as widely from culture to culture as do colors of eyes and hair and skin, but the term un-dead seems to serve as an acceptable catchall.) These are the cheaters, the ones with shoddy timing, who cling to life so ferociously that I—by some sliver of an initial flaw that widens like the birth of the universe itself to a gaping, logic-defying chasm of supernatural mutation—simply commune with them. I exist beside them, but I can neither aid nor destroy them.


In truth, I find they often destroy themselves; but that story, like many others, is not the story at hand.


Before you say anything, I should be certain we’re both clear that this is not a vanity project. Are we in agreement? This is not my story. This is a story, and a worthy one, but it doesn’t belong to me.


For one thing, you should know that this all starts with another story entirely, and one that people tell about me. It’s stupid (and quite frankly libelous), but it’s important—so here it is, with as little disdain as I can manage.


Once upon a time, there was a couple in poor health, cursed by poverty, who were fool enough to have a child. Now, knowing that neither husband nor wife had much time on earth left to spare—and rather than simply enjoy it—whatever enjoyment is to be taken from mortality, that is—I’ve never been totally clear on the details—the husband took the baby from his ailing wife’s arms and began to travel the nearby path through the woods, searching for someone who might care for his child.


A boy, by the way. A total snot of one, too, but we’ll get to that later.


After walking several miles, the man encountered an angel. He thought at first to ask her to care for his child, but upon remembering that she, as a messenger of God, condoned the poverty with which the poor man and his wife had been stricken, he ultimately declined.


Then he encountered a reaper, a foot soldier of Lucifer, and considered it again, but found himself discouraged by the knowledge that the devil might lead his son astray—


(—which he most certainly would have, by the way, and he’d have laughed doing it. Frankly, I could go on at length about God, too, but I won’t, as it’s quite rude to gossip.)


(Where was I?)


(Ah, yes.)


(Me.)


So then the man found me, or so the stories say. That’s actually not at all what happened, and it also makes it sound like I have the sort of freedom with which to wander about being found, which I don’t have and don’t appreciate. In reality, the situation was this: The man was dying, so for obvious reasons and no paternal motivations, there I was, unexpectedly burdened with a baby. They say the man asked me to be the child’s godfather; more accurately, he gargled up some incoherent nonsense (dehydration, it’s murder on the vocal cords) and then, before I knew it, I was holding a baby, and when I went to take it back home (as any responsible courier would do), the mother had died, too.


Okay, again, I was there to take her, but let’s not get caught up in semantics.


This is the story mortals tell about a man who was the godson of Death, who they say eventually learned my secrets and came to control me, and who still walks the earth today, eternally youthful, as he keeps Death close at his side, a golden lasso tied around my neck with which to prevent me, cunningly and valiantly, from taking ownership of his soul.


Which is so very rude, and I’m still deeply unhappy with Fox for not putting a stop to it (“never complain, never explain” he chants to me in the voice of someone I presume to be the queen). Fond as I am of him, he does chronically suffer from a touch of motherfucker—a general loucheness, or rakery, if you will—so I suppose I’ll just have all of eternity to deal with it.


And anyway, this is my point, isn’t it? That this isn’t my story—not at all, really.


It’s Fox’s story. I just happen to be the one who raised him.


Why did I name him Fox? Well, I’m slightly out of touch with popular culture, but I’ve always liked a good fairy tale, and out of all the things he might have been (like dutiful or attentive, or polite or principled or even the slightest bit punctual), like an idiot I merely wanted him to be clever. Foxes are clever, after all, and he had the tiniest nose; and so he was Fox, and just as clever as I’d hoped, though not nearly as industrious as I ought to have requested. He’s spent the last two hundred years or so doing . . . well, again, that’s not my story, so I’ll not go into detail, but suffice it to say Fox is . . .


Well, he’s a mortal, put it that way. And not one I would recommend as a friend, or a counselor, or a lover, or basically anything of consequence unless you wish to rob a bank, or commit a heist.


I love him, but he’s a right little shit, and unfortunately, this is the story of how he bested me.


The real story.


Unfortunately.









II
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COMMUNION


The sign outside the little rented space on Damen Street reads, simply, medium. The building is old, but the street is trustworthy and near the Blue Line stop, meaning that although this is an odd part of town, it’s safe enough to travel freely, and finicky mothers mostly worry about imaginary dangers, like tattoos and the ghosts of old Ukrainians. The street is populated with taco stands and trendy doughnuts (yes, doughnuts) and thrift shops, all which contain old eighties fringe and leather boots; and then, scarcely noticeable amid the others, there is a building above one such shop, and if you took the time to look up at its peeling, black-framed windows, you would see the sign.


medium.


The label on the building’s buzzer system is peeling slightly from use, but the intercom works well enough, and were you to buzz the unit marked d’mora, you would likely hear his voice, oddly soothing, as it stretches through the air between you.


“Hello?” he’d say. “This is Fox.”


“Hello,” you’d reply, or perhaps “good afternoon,” were you in a mood to be both friendly and cognizant of Time’s relentless clutches; and then you’d pause, as many do.


“I’m looking to commune with the dead,” you would eventually confess.


And you wouldn’t see it, but upstairs, Fox D’Mora would smile a rather cutting smile, and then he would adjust the tarnished silver signet ring on his right pinky, coughing delicately to clear the mirth from his throat.


“Excellent,” he’d say over the intercom, and then he’d promptly buzz you up.


Fox D’Mora isn’t the only spiritual medium in Bucktown, and certainly not in all of Chicago, but he is the best one, largely because he is a master of disguise. You, apprehensive—as no doubt you are—might enter the unit from which he provides his services expecting to see dusty curtains, flickering tapered candles, perhaps even a glowing crystal ball; but Fox has none of those things, and thus, upon entering the mediumship of a strange man with a strange name and even stranger reputation, you might feel something you’d eventually come to realize is relief.


Because what Fox does have, surprisingly enough, is a state-of-the-art kitchen, and cold brew on tap, and being quite the genial host, he’d likely offer you a glass before leading you to an empty seat in his living room, whereupon he would gracefully place himself across from you, peering at you through unreadable hazel eyes. (Gray around the edges, amber in the center, a sunburst through a hazy wash of sepia. Reminiscent of pressed leaves in autumn, love letters rounding at the corners, other such things of the past.)


“Okay,” Fox would begin. “So. Who is it?”


If you still had doubts before coming here, they would likely have begun to dissipate by now. For one thing, Fox is quite well-dressed, though not so well-dressed as to arouse suspicion. His hands, in particular—expressive, and in constant service to hospitality, pulling out chairs and fetching drinks, adjusting the blinds to your liking—are welcoming, the nails trimmed and clean. His watch is old and slightly battered, but it has a rather nice leather band and looks like it might have been worth something, once. You might consider it an heirloom.


Continuing your perusal of the man before you—this man, with such an odd name, and such an incongruous image, who can (so they say) so easily bridge worlds—you would notice that Fox himself, tall and lean but not too tall, nor too lean, sports a recently trimmed head of dark waves worn fashionably parted to one side, and that in general, he is given to smiling.


Fox is a man who smiles, and undoubtedly, this would relax you.


When he asks with whom you’ve come to speak, you might say your grandmother or your father, or perhaps you are even less fortunate and have lost someone very close to you too soon, like your husband or your child. Fox, hearing this, would gladly sympathize. He would sympathize with a softened look in his sepia-toned eyes, a gentle curving of his mouth, and you would feel that he understands you.


And he does, really. Fox has lost many people in his life and has felt the sting of it sharply enough; and anyway, perhaps it wouldn’t matter to you in the moment that Fox D’Mora has not grown close to another human being in the last two hundred years or so, because whoever he is, and whomever his loyalty belongs to, he sympathizes so deeply, so humanly with your loss.


And more importantly, he is present, and he is here to help.


“Let me call him,” Fox says—or her, or them, or whatever the identity may be of whomsoever it is that you have requested—and then his eyes close, and his hand slips ever so carefully to the silver signet ring adorning his right pinky finger.


“Now,” he murmurs. “What would you like to say?”


The words, once buried in your soul, dance temptingly on your tongue.


You lean forward.


This is communion.


— Ω —


This particular instance of summoning belonged to an unremarkable day of an inauspicious week amid an unimpressive year, no thanks to the economy. The studio—or well-camouflaged den of iniquity, such as it was—was in its usual state of hastily obscured bachelordom (the take-out containers successfully masked with ambrosial Febreze, laundry sitting patiently for the third straight week below the bed, which was itself concealed cleverly behind two bookcases, one stolen, and a decorative tapestry currently unaccounted for by the Metropolitan Museum of Art) when Death materialized with an inaudible pop to stand beside Fox’s covetable Eames chair, which was not stolen. (Having been purchased at an estate sale for which no other buyers had arrived, it was, however, a steal.)


Across from Fox’s usual chair—his long legs crossed, right over left, in irritating service to Fox’s sockless fetish and the loafers he had no doubt plundered from some unsuspecting professorial type—was the usual love seat; vintage, tufted upholstery, exquisitely selected, curated no doubt to set off the subtle undertones of green in Fox’s eyes, because he was many things, vain occasionally among them, but never careless, never unintentional. Never dull.


And on the love seat, of course, was a woman. Very much to Fox’s taste, which as far as Death could tell began and ended with a pulse. Well, that wasn’t entirely true—the odds of an undead paramour given Fox’s proclivities were low, but never zero. So perhaps instead it was the element of wrongdoing that was so unmissably Fox upon Death’s arrival to the scene.


“Well,” Death sighed, surveying the placement of his godson, the woman on his godson’s love seat, and the hovering spirit lowing mournfully between them. One glance was all it took to determine the whole thing to be—what was the word? Dickery. “I see it’s more of the same.”


“Hush,” Fox sighed under his breath, cracking one eye to smile cheekily, as one might do to a favorite spinster aunt. “Is he here, then?”


“Yes, yes,” Death muttered, tutting softly as he inspected the supplicant on Fox’s sofa (pretty, certainly, very pretty for those who enjoyed such things, and of a variety that Death, certainly not an enjoyer, could only describe as fusion, like the sushi burritos from the truck nearby on which Fox so profligately overspent) before sparing a glance at the spirit still hovering between them. The supplicant, the woman, was frozen temporarily, unable to see or sense Death aside from a stray shiver, perhaps a tingle of déjà vu like a half-remembered dream, or the fleeting sense of having forgotten to turn off the oven. Always best, in Death’s opinion, to remain politely outside the realm of observation. “Let me guess. This is her husband?”


“Fiancé,” Fox corrected in a blandly guiltless tone. “He passed just before they could be wed.”


“How fucking convenient,” Death remarked with a sensation he often experienced but had not felt prior to Fox’s guardianship. It was a mix of things. Not anger, exactly. More like disappointment.


“Papa,” Fox warned, arching a brow in expectation. “What did we say about the cursing?”


Death lifted a hand, dutifully snapping the rubber band he wore on his wrist for the reward (if such a thing could be said) of Fox’s indulgent smirk. “I still don’t see why this is necessary,” Death growled under his breath. “What does it matter what I say when nobody aside from you can hear me?”


“You’re the one who insisted on a New Year’s resolution,” Fox reminded him with—for fuck’s sake—a twinkle in his eye.


“I meant for that to inconvenience you, not me,” said Death gruffly. “And when is the resolution supposed to end? It’s been at least a century.”


“Nonsense, you’ve just lost track of time,” said Fox, who was almost certainly lying despite the essence of beatitude that graced the fine features of his face. “And anyway, all that cursing is bad for your health. Didn’t you read that mindfulness book I gave you?”


Death, being a creature of near omniscience and mostly unquestioned venerability, surmised that he was being mocked, which was itself the branch of a more perennial suspicion that he’d erred somewhat critically during the formative years of his recalcitrant ward. In lieu of pressing the issue, however, Death turned again to the woman who sat curled in around herself on the love seat, waiting patiently for Fox to have called upon her Bradley.


“Well,” Death sighed, “what does she want to know?”


In the same moment that Death was experiencing the usual blow of agonized fondness (and its eternal counterpart where it came to Fox—forbearing remorse), Fox was having two simultaneous thoughts. One was what could best be described as a lurid sort of daydream. The other, critically, was the faint recollection that he had yet to pay the electric bill. So he cleared his throat, leaning forward to address the woman who’d sought his counsel.


“Eva,” he murmured, and at the sound of her name, that afternoon’s supplicant looked up, blinking herself free of his godfather’s usual chill. Fox, who had a very keen sense of when a client’s love language was touch, offered his hands, summoning a smile when she placed hers delicately in his. “What would you like to tell Brad?”


“Bradley,” Death corrected from Fox’s right shoulder, smothering a yawn.


“Bradley,” Fox dutifully amended, kicking himself as a moment of doubt flickered across Eva’s face. “Apologies. I know he dislikes the diminutive.”


The present tense was very purposeful, though Fox, of course, could not see Bradley where he hovered in the room. (The comparison would not have helped Fox’s already troubling ego.)


“He does,” Eva whispered, and blinked, moisture suddenly drawing to the corners of her eyes. “You can see him?”


“I can,” Fox confirmed with a nod, glancing into a random distant corner of the flat. He ignored the rude gesture from his godfather in his periphery, presumably intended to indicate his showmanship was incorrect. “Band,” murmured Fox before adding to Eva, “What would you like to say to Bradley?”


She bit her lip, considering it. (Death gave his wrist a perfunctory thwap, then flicked the back of Fox’s head.)


“Tell him,” she began at a murmur, and then swallowed, overcome by emotion in much the way supplicants usually were. Which, Fox reminded himself, was very much the purpose at hand, along with paying the electricity and come to think of it the Wi-Fi (his neighbors had recently changed their password; disappointingly, Death was not so helpful there), more so than the looks she’d been holding overlong. (His imagination, surely, except Fox’s imagination was not so much overactive as it was aspirational. The difference, one might suppose, between an artist envisioning an underpainting and the more common sin of pure delusion.) “Tell him that I love him, and I miss him,” said Eva to what Fox could have sworn was his mouth, “and that I hope everything is going well—”


“It isn’t,” Death cut in sharply, looking sour. “Bradley committed several different kinds of tax fraud and is currently floating around in the Styx. Oh,” he added flippantly, “and he cheated on her.” A pause. “Twice. Though, to be fair—and these are his words, not mine—he was torn up about it.” The last bit Death delivered with a mostly straight face before adding privately to Fox, “Not torn enough to pull out, one assumes—”


“He misses you, too,” Fox assured Eva, running his thumb comfortingly across her knuckles as she bowed her head, fighting tears. “He wishes you all the sweetness life has to offer—”


“Nope, wrong,” Death said. “Relatedly, do mortals still gym, tan, laundry?”


“—not in those words, of course,” Fox corrected smoothly when Eva looked up, a crease of confusion between her manicured brows. “But Bradley never did find the words to tell you how much he loved you,” he added on a whim, increasingly certain her posture had shifted in quite a promising way, “and he’s asked me to give you the poetry he always thought you deserved.”


“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Death muttered as Eva’s full lips parted in earnest. The love seat was ever so slightly higher than the chair in which Fox presently sat, a shift in elevation that afforded a rousing sense of escalating stakes when Eva uncrossed her legs, leaning forward to close what little space remained between them.


“What else does he say?” Eva asked, fascinatingly breathless. (Fox’s two thoughts had by then suffered a slight rearrangement of priorities. Passwords were guessable, and even if not, the internet was mostly the newest rendition of grand-scale collective shame.)


“What does who say? Bradley? Nothing,” Death helpfully supplied. “He says ‘Eva who’?”


“He says,” Fox began, matching Eva inch for inch, “that you were the only woman who ever understood him. Who could read him with a look, and who could fill him with joy in the same breath, and who made of him someone of consequence—of worth,” he murmured, squeezing lightly against her hands. “He says he would look into your eyes and know the value of his own soul, and that he is grateful to you for that; and he tells me that because you were in his life in his final moments, he can rest eternally in peace, knowing that you—” and here, a slight moistening of one poet’s lips “—will go on to be . . . happy.”


Eva’s gaze softened, her pupils dilating slightly.


“Happy?” she echoed, her breath suspended.


“Happy,” Fox repeated. “And he says that he knows you will go on to make someone else as happy as he was with you, and that although it’s time for him to move on and find rest, he wishes you all the blessings of heaven and earth.”


“Oh,” Eva whispered, letting out a breath, as beside Fox, Death announced, “Oh, FUCK.”


“Hush,” Fox muttered out of the side of his mouth, flicking a glance admonishingly to where his godfather stood. “That’s a rubber band for sure, Papa.”


“Oh, fuck you,” Death said with a theatrical snap of the band, and then another, presumably as a form of preemptive strike. “You’re going to sleep with her now, aren’t you?”


Fox, who did not believe in pointing out the obvious, ignored him, turning Eva’s hands over in his to draw his fingers gently over the creases in her palm. “You know, you have such a beautiful heart line,” he told her, tracing it as it ran across the top of her palm and danced off, disappearing between her fingers. “There’s so much love you have yet to give, Eva.”


“You think?” she asked him, and he smiled.


“I know,” he said softly, and she gazed at him with wonder.


“Do you think that I was meant to find you?” she asked. She wore a beguiling perfume, something botanical but not too nauseating. A bit like a walk in the woods, branches snapping underfoot. The call of a bird on the wind somewhere, like the thrill of a promise kept.


“I genuinely hope,” Death sniffed, breaking Fox’s momentary reverie, “that she gives you a terrible Yelp review.”


He doubted it. As a practitioner, even a fraudulent one, Fox had something of a satisfaction guarantee, though not always so mutually beneficial.


“I believe Bradley guided you to me,” Fox confirmed for Eva, and Death let out a groan.


“I’m leaving,” he announced. “Wear a condom, you twat.”


“Band,” Fox muttered to him, and Death gave a long-suffering scowl before once again giving Fox the finger, enigmatically (and with, quite frankly, the usual unnecessary theatrics) disappearing into time and space.


“Bradley’s gone now,” Fox offered comfortingly to Eva with a rehearsed look of regret. “He’s passed into the next stage of existence, but he’s happy, and y—”


He broke off as Eva leaned forward, catching his lips with hers.


“Eva,” he gasped, feigning breathless astonishment. “I mean—Miss—”


“Fox,” she whimpered into his mouth, half-clambering onto his lap in a fit of epiphany, or possibly acceptance, akin to running the five stages of grief in one fell swoop. (Fox D’Mora, a credit to his vocation!) “This,” Eva murmured, speaking between kisses as she slid his top buttons undone with an admirable dexterity, “this is—this has to mean something—”


“I’m—” Fox paused, glancing down as she ripped the remainder of his shirt from his torso “—quite sure it does,” he continued, casting about for something that a moderately . . . What was the word? Moral, ethical, something implying a modicum of restraint? Memory, as ever, failed him—man would say, “but still, you’re vulnerable, and you’ve suffered a loss, and so perhaps we shouldn’t—”


“Oh, but we should,” she very reasonably insisted, grinding her hips against his and tossing her head back as Fox, finding her argument logically sound, brought his mouth to the bit of skin beneath the parted neckline of her blouse. “Bradley, he—he would have wanted me to—”


There was a soft pop from somewhere over Fox’s right shoulder.


“I forgot to mention,” Death announced, and then promptly covered his eyes, making a face. “Oh, Fox. Fox.”


“What?” Fox mumbled impatiently as Eva, effervescing with brilliance, shoved his hands under her skirt. “I’m busy, you know,” he pointed out, gesturing to the grieving (albeit faultlessly sensible!) woman in his lap, and Death rolled his eyes.


“You know what? Never mind,” Death told him. “I’m sure you’ll find out soon enough.”


“Find out what?” Fox asked, and then grunted incoherently as Eva’s fingers (nimble! inventive! worthy of—and he could not stress this enough—great and profound celebration!) made their way to the clasp of his trousers. “Fuck, just—” Fox groaned. “Tell me later, Papa, would you?”


“Band,” Death said with prodigious smuggery (begging the question of where, indeed, Fox had learned it) before disappearing, leaving Eva to slide between Fox’s legs, positioning herself between Fox’s parted knees.


“Shall we?” she asked, teasing her hand under the lip of his boxers.


Fox D’Mora, man of prizeworthy restraint and probable feminist hero, slithered down the chair’s leather upholstery, hoisting her up to fit his shoulders snugly between the curves of her enviable thighs.


“One second,” he whispered to the satin-softness of her skin, shifting to snap the rubber band on his left wrist (in service, of course, to the New Year’s resolution some epochs ago that had bought him one or two alternative sins). “Okay,” Fox permitted, nuzzling what he was delighted to find was silk, “now we shall.”


And when, eventually, Eva What’s-Her-Name’s luxuriant heart line—and the rest of her palm—closed virtuosically around him, Fox closed his eyes with a sense of philanthropic satisfaction, reminding himself to give her a 10 percent discount for his services.









III
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MANAGEMENT


Viola Marek was a very normal person.


Very normal.


Almost aggressively normal, really, minus a few things here and there. One thing in particular, but there’s no need to rush into that.


After all, you’ve only just met.


— Ω —


“I’m back,” Vi called into the expanse of the Parker mansion’s foyer. She set one of two cheery reusable bags (filled with exquisitely curated charcutier selections, a fresh rustic loaf from Streeterville’s best Italian market, and whatever god-awful bubbly water was on sale at Whole Foods) onto the cool marble floor before reaching the tip of one finger toward the ornate mahogany banister. “Have you been behaving yourself?” she asked, satisfied to come away without a speck of dust.


“Never,” replied Thomas Edward Parker IV, his voice echoing throughout the foyer from the nearest sitting room. “I’m insulted you’d even ask.”


Vi, abandoning the second bag of groceries for the moment, poked her head into the parlor to see him sitting stiffly atop one of the parlor’s Victorian chairs. The walls were an intoxicating Gilded Age shade of emerald, augmented by ribbons of Parisian satin prints. Light streamed in from the stained-glass window beside the hearth, touching the gleaming mahogany paneling with the tenderness of Adam’s hand to God’s and falling gently on the room’s only occupant, crowning his equally glowing waves of immaculately styled hair.


“Tom,” Vi lamented, shaking her head as she leaned against the doorframe. “Have you tried doing any of the things I suggested?”


“What? Reflecting on my life? Sure,” he sniffed (an annoying but forgettable affectation) before rising to his feet and swatting gracelessly at a large, intricate vase that sat atop a sculpted Neoclassical column.


A perilous strike, or would have been had circumstances been different. As it was, Tom’s hand passed through the crystal, and he scowled.


“Not like there’s much damage I can actually cause,” he said, pointedly flicking at it.


Vi, who’d been through worse than being unable to destroy a vase currently valued at three times the cost of her annual rent, concealed a sigh of irritation. Technically, Tom Parker was not the most difficult client she’d ever had to work with, as he did not have access to her phone or email and thus could not harangue her outside of work hours or try to send her memes. He was not technically a client at all, and in fact by some definitions he was also not even a person. He was, however, a problem.


Thus, any attempt at sarcasm, while undoubtedly more satisfying, would inevitably be futile.


“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” she reminded him, for perhaps the tenth time that week. “I’m sure you could cause quite a bit of damage if you put your mind to it, you know.”


“You liberals,” Tom muttered, letting out a frustrated sigh that resonated through the room, disturbing the static in the air. “You and your incurable optimism. Fucking unbearable.”


(How sincere he was in needling her progressivism was unclear. It was her fault, probably, for goading him with her eat-the-rich T-shirts and her collection of bodice rippers she made a point of leaving behind; he had also been undesirably clear about his many reservations about estate taxes. Sartorially, though, he had no interest in hats, red or otherwise, so overall it was a wash. Regardless—)


“Yes,” Vi reminded him, “we know.”


“Honestly, how do you live with yourself?” Tom demanded, aiming a useless kick at a centuries-old tapestry as Vi, remembering her disinterest in the conversation, decided to simply leave, returning instead to the foyer for her buyer-luring bags of tasteful meats.


Tom, unfortunately, wafted after her on a breeze of recently updated air conditioning (exorbitant, absolutely ungodly to maintain, but who that could afford this house would not desire the decadence of a crisp, autumnal sixty-eight?) and malaise. “Waltzing around all day, making money off my family—all that money,” Tom wailed in Vi’s wake, throwing his hands up before walking through a wall to follow her into the kitchen. “TOTALLY WASTED—”


“How do I live with myself?” Vi echoed, arching a brow as she refreshed the white tulips (unseasonal, frankly obscene, by god this house was eating her budget alive, but what aside from white tulips whispered so sensually of both opulence and taste?) in the kitchen vase. “In my body,” she reminded him, “fully alive.”


Unwise, she knew, to indulge a sardonic comment at his expense, but fortunately (or rather, unfortunately), he did not appear to suffer the intended slight.


“Oh please,” he scoffed instead. “Fully alive?”


She froze, bristling.


“Yes,” she replied, turning to the fridge with an armful of LaCroix. From the mirrored surface of the brand-new state-of-the-art appliance she could see the signs that Tom had found the afternoon’s source of entertainment, so she hastily reached for the door at a conspicuously selected angle, pulling it open to obscure the look of condescension she knew was imminent on his face.


“I’ve seen what you keep in your purse,” he reminded her darkly. “The juice boxes are clever, I’ll give you that, but don’t think I haven’t noticed that you don’t eat. You’ve had how many open houses now?—and somehow never touched your precious cheese plates,” he pointed out, swooping over to stand beside her as she began stockpiling cans into the fridge. “And you don’t go into the room with my grandmother’s rosary,” he said with an air of impending victory, “and you never look at your reflection—”


“That,” she cut in pointedly, “is because I hate my hair.”


“Oh bullshit, Viola,” he said, delighting in her discomfort. “If that wasn’t obvious enough, there’s still the fact that you’re the only person who can see me,” he concluded with a triumphant flourish. “Doesn’t that seem like a bit of a warning sign to you?”


She arranged the sea of Pamplemousses neatly, aligning the labels with care.


“First of all,” she informed him, having regained a momentary sense of control, “people see ghosts all the time. And maybe I’m, like, meaningful somehow. To your life, or to your death or something.” She shrugged, pulling out the set of ceramic-handled Crate and Barrel cheese knives from the nearest drawer. They, of course, had been purchased for the intended sale, back when such purchases seemed sensible and not, for example, the void into which she would ultimately pour her life and sanity for three months overlong. “Have you considered that?”


“Have you considered that maybe you can see me because you, too, are fucking dead?” Tom countered in an irritated drawl, shifting to place his hands combatively on his hips. From that angle, the gaping of his shirt—white and neatly pressed, excepting the bloody mess at the center where the knife had gone in—gave her an unsolicited view of his chest, from which she promptly turned away, busying herself with a spread of luxuriant cheeses. “Riddle me that, Vi,” Tom mocked, pursing his lips and waiting.


“I’m not dead. You’re dead,” she reminded him. “I, if anything, am undead. Big difference. And anyway,” she continued, searching for a bit of honeycomb to place beside the brie, “I’m managing my condition.”


“Managing your cond—” Tom broke off, staring at her. “Viola, you’re a fucking vampire!”


She sighed.


“Only a little,” she said. “Not in any of the important ways.”


And it was true.


It was true.


— Ω —


“How’s the ghost?” Vi’s friend Isis Bernat had asked her that morning, joining her as they bullied their way down the tourist-infested Magnificent Mile. “Still a total asshat?”


“For the most part,” Vi confirmed. Isis was a personal trainer, and since both of them worked fairly irregular hours, their friendship had blossomed mostly due to a surplus of free time. (Coincidentally, Isis was also a demon, and they’d met in a Creatures Anonymous meeting in Old Town; but these were near-insignificant details as far as Vi was concerned.)


“You want?” Isis asked, holding out a juice box, and Vi nodded, accepting it. She punctured a hole in the carton with a plastic straw and felt, for a moment, a leap in her stomach, thinking of other, more satisfying punctures; of bites, and—


“You’re getting that look,” Isis warned, and Vi shuddered, quickly bringing the tip of the straw between her lips.


“Sorry,” she murmured. “I’ve been feeling a little off lately.”


“You look a bit pale,” Isis agreed, smirking, to which Vi rolled her eyes.


Isis, unlike Vi, appeared in many ways the picture of health—she was some sort of mix of tropical things, all tanned and glowing and cool, and leanly muscled in a way that suited her profession. Of course, Isis had been dealing with her condition much longer, give or take a few centuries, so she had been the one to teach Vi how to coexist in civilization.


“Juice box,” Isis had offered the first time, handing her a waxy, palm-sized container with a disconcerting yellow smile on the label (Isis’s design, as Vi would later learn). “People think it’s a bit juvenile, I’ll admit,” Isis added before gesturing to the viscous red liquid making its ascent through the straw, “but if the only thing they’re judging you for is high fructose corn syrup, I personally call that a win.”


“Huh,” Vi had said.


It had all been very new back then.


Viola Marek had been born very normal. Brown hair, brown eyes; pretty enough to be pleasing upon close inspection, but unremarkable enough not to draw attention in a crowd. She wasn’t associated with any sort of spectrum (that she knew of), and she didn’t have any particularly distracting qualities—no major pockmarks or missing limbs, no triggered psychoses; no noticeable beauty marks, either—and she was the only daughter of two very conventional academics: her father, a Hebrew Studies professor at UC Berkeley, and her mother, a professor of journalism at Columbia.


Sure, she was a child of divorce, but wasn’t that the height of normalcy these days?


Vi had finished at the top of her class in school—but not too high—and she’d chosen a major that was neither unduly stressful nor requiring any particular sort of genius. Vi was defined by her diligence and her ability to keep her head down, and so when she rose to the top of her archaeology program and was sent (among half a dozen others) to a dig site in the Bondoc Peninsula of Luzon during the spring break of her senior year, she’d expected to do . . . well, much of the same.


What she hadn’t expected had been the bite.


“Hello,” the man had said; as normal a greeting as any. Her mother was Filipino (so was Vi, she supposed, though mostly her mother was from the suburbs of Las Vegas; not unlike the way Vi’s grandfather whom she’d never met was from Warsaw, but her dad, who conversely she knew very well, was from Brooklyn) and Vi hadn’t noticed whether he’d approached her first with English or Tagalog. Had he been pale? She hadn’t noticed that, either. Then again, she hadn’t known the undead frequented tropical climates. Let that be a lesson, really. You can never truly know a culture until you’ve been bitten by one of its myths.


“Hello,” Vi replied in a normal effort at politeness, reaching up to shade her eyes from the sun and squinting at his silhouette. Later, she would learn after extensive research on vampires in Southeast Asia that her mistake had been not looking him in the eye; evidently if she had, she would have seen her reflection upside down, and that would have been warning enough to run.


Unfortunately, she hadn’t, and she’d been alone, and though he’d seemed charming and friendly when he offered her water and food—things that seemed normal to accept at the time, owed in large part to Vi’s mistaken assumption that he was part of her cohort’s research team—he’d changed the instant the sun had gone down.


And when Vi woke up again, about a mile from her campsite, so had she.


“Good morning,” the man had said, definitely in English that time, while conspicuously licking his fingers. When Vi had looked down, discovering a rather noticeable gash where her liver should be, she deduced herself to be the delicacy at hand. “We’re to be wed, my love.”


She remembered, then, flashes of the night before—of a man who had been a wild boar, and a tusked explanation for why she’d been so unsubtly gored.


She remembered pain, too, but didn’t feel it. It seemed a sensation that no longer existed within the limitations of her reality, and instead she watched as her stomach repaired itself, the skin closing over as the sun rose anew.


“Oh,” she said, blinking. “No, thanks.”


He pursed his lips, displeased.


“Yes,” he insisted. “Marriage.”


“Why?” she asked him, and he shrugged.


“Lonely,” he told her, and though it was a normal enough reason for a normal enough institution, she still hadn’t been fully obliged to comply.


After striking him with a rock and struggling to wrap the gash across her stomach, Vi had taken off, stumbling back to her professor’s campsite and finding herself quite unable to explain why as soon as the sun went down, she saw the world through different eyes.


Specifically, cat eyes.


The first time she’d looked down and seen paws where her hands should be, it had certainly been alarming; though the initial shock of new discoveries was by then approaching the point of expected. She prowled around, sleepless and utterly starving, and by the time the sun came up, she was exhausted.


She couldn’t keep down food; meat smelled rancid, produce turned her stomach, and despite the signs, she hadn’t realized just how bad things could be until her professor had accidentally cut himself while they were the last two in the taxi line to the airport. The smell of his blood—tangy and citrusy but also musky, and rich, and with a coppery hint of something that had brought an unexpected growl of longing to her throat—had been such a shock to her waning system that resistance was instantaneously futile. When his eyes met hers, wide with concern, she wished she’d thought to warn him to check whether his reflection had been upside down.


She was really very sorry about the way things had gone, though she’d be lying through her teeth if she said the whole thing hadn’t been carnally satisfying. It had been a cruelly euphoric experience, really, and no human flavor—neither sweet nor savory, nor salty nor tangy, nor the distinctly Filipino knack for all of those at once—could ever compare to the taste of Professor Josh Barron’s heart. It hadn’t even required seasoning.


It’s a generally accepted philosophy that there’s no finishing college when one has eaten any portion of one’s research advisor, so Vi hadn’t bothered going back to Indiana. She was glad, though, that she’d chosen the Midwest for school. Despite her initial opposition, Vi found she now rejoiced in the slush of unseasonably precipitous snowfall, simply because it didn’t look or feel or taste like where she’d been before. She shivered upon arrival, freezing, and she reveled in it, in the frigidity of cold; it made her feel something akin to alive, as it were, and thus, she’d been able to take certain steps to change her life.


Chicago was a natural choice. A bigger city provided a better means of camouflage, and Viola Marek found herself even more conveniently forgettable amid the millions who jostled by her every day. It wasn’t particularly close to either her father or her mother, and she retained her human voice even in cat form, so apologetic messages of “sorry, can’t come home just yet” or “sorry, too busy with work” were a simple enough matter. By then she’d already come to understand that so long as she paid both parents equal amounts of inattention, neither was especially fussed.


Lots of tenants owned cats, a very normal pet, so Vi bought a kennel and an elaborate scratching post, claiming she had an overactive tabby but in reality using it to give herself a boost to the window (with a purposefully broken latch) beside the fire escape of her Lakeview walk-up.


Vi got her salesman license in real estate, the best job she figured she could get with only three-quarters of a university degree, and established herself fairly quickly within the North Side circle of Chicago’s most exceptional brokerages. It was a job that didn’t require much collaboration, permitting her to keep her nights open, and that gave her a certain degree of freedom, so that the days that her eyes were more bloodshot than others, she might opt for phone calls rather than open houses.


She found the dilapidated building in Old Town when she was there making cold calls, sniffing out possible sales. Isis Bernat had been outside, smoking.


“Oof,” Isis said, watching Vi scope out the building’s eighteenth-century molding. “Been awhile since you’ve eaten?”


“Excuse me?” Vi asked, frowning.


“You look a little bloodless,” Isis replied. An unsettling choice of words, which by the look on her face—an intensely knowing look, less a vocational matter like a doctor or detective and more like that of a headmaster, or a parent—must have been intentional.


“Something going on in there?” Vi asked, gesturing to the building from which Isis seemed to have emerged, and Isis shrugged, putting out her cigarette beneath the heel of her new-looking cross-trainers.


“Come see,” she beckoned.


For whatever reason, Vi had obliged, following her up the narrow, creaking stairs (original floors! historical authenticity! for better or worse, the sale Vi wouldn’t ultimately make was already forming) and watching her knock three times with a deliberate interval of pauses before a slot in the door suddenly opened.


“Who’s that?” someone asked. A set of eyes behind the door, pale blue, appraised Vi from a distance.


Isis shrugged. “Vamp,” she said, and Vi blinked, startled.


“Entrance granted,” the voice confirmed, and then the door swung open, revealing a small, threadbare room with perhaps a dozen folding chairs arranged at the center and a makeshift station of beverages beside the door.


“Here,” Isis said, reaching for a small paper cup patterned bucolically with sheep and pouring some of the punch into it. “Have some. You seriously look starved.”


“Thanks,” Vi said with confusion, though she accepted the cup. She swirled it around to watch garnet tears slip down the sides of the waxy interior, like a heady glass of Cabernet. “What’s in it?”


“O negative,” Isis replied. “Don’t worry,” she added quickly. “It’s from a donor.”


“Wh—”


“Drink,” Isis said firmly, and pulled Vi’s wrist to the circle of chairs in the center of the room, yanking her into a seat. “Ever been to one of these?”


“One of what?” Vi asked, and took a sip.


Not punch. Definitely not punch.


Delicious, though. She’d later learn that O negative was, in fact, her drink of choice.


“Meetings,” Isis supplied. “There’s not a lot of them. Well,” she said, apparently reconsidering, “a couple in the South Loop, a few more up near Evanston. Maybe one or two in the Loop, but nobody really lives there, you know what I mean? You ever need a lunch fix, though.” She shrugged. “That’s your spot, man. The financiers get the best shit, you know? But they’re hard to track down.”


“Right,” Vi permitted faintly, taking another sip.


“Better,” Isis noted, glancing at Vi’s complexion and nodding. “You look much better. You not getting enough to eat?”


For some reason, Vi didn’t find it necessary to argue.


“I mostly go for mice,” she explained, and Isis groaned.


“That’s your problem,” she said. “You need humans, you know? You can do it without killing anyone.” She paused, reaching into her pocket for a piece of gum. “Unless you’re good with the killing part,” she qualified with a shrug, holding out the container. “Gum?”


“Sure,” Vi said. “To the gum, I mean. Not murder.”


“Hey, to each their own,” Isis told her. “Personally, I find it messy. You kill people, you gotta keep moving, you know? I got clients to keep track of. Eternity to endure. Can’t be moving around all the time.” She waved a hand, gesticulating wildly as she spoke. “Plus, you ever had Lou Malnati’s? Had it done right, I mean? Chicago Classic, well done. Fuck me,” she groaned, tone bordering on sensual. “Fuck. Delicious.”


“You eat pizza?” Vi asked with amusement as she sipped her “punch,” and Isis shrugged.


“Not a vamp,” she explained, gesturing to herself. “I can eat.”


“But still, isn’t it—”


“No veggies, though,” Isis said, shuddering. “Makes the whole operation soggy.”


“What?” Vi asked, confused again. “Oh, right. Pizza.”


“Pizza,” Isis breathed out happily. “Gotta treat yourself sometimes. Blood’s of course necessary,” she added, gesturing to Vi’s cup. “But hey. I’ve got a diverse palate.”


“What do you do?” Vi asked, since it felt like a normal question to ask under this or any circumstances, and Isis reached into her pocket a second time, pulling out a business card.


“Personal trainer,” she said. “Pizza’s a luxury,” she clarified, gesturing to the beautifully defined tear-shaped muscle in her upper thigh for evidence. “But like I said, gotta treat yourself.”


“And the smoking?” Vi prompted skeptically, eyeing the card. “equinox,” she read aloud, surprised. “it’s not fitness, it’s life.”


“Life,” Isis echoed with a chuckle. “Isn’t that hysterical? I fucking love it. And the smoking’s just a bad habit. We all have our vices,” she sighed, kicking her feet out and resting them in the center of the circle. “Mine just happen to be humanity and cigarettes.”


“Gonna quit?” Vi asked, an attempt at being conversational and droll, and Isis turned, scrutinizing her.


“Was that a joke?” she asked.


Not a great one, but Vi had never been known to dazzle on a first impression. “Sort of.”


Isis stared for another long moment.


“I like you,” she finally declared, and lifted her feet as someone moved to pass. “You seem chill.” She paused. “What was your stance on killing again?”


“Did it once,” Vi admitted. “Felt bad.”


“Remorse,” Isis sighed, sympathetic. “A bitch of a human impulse.”


“So you’re not human at all, then?” Vi asked her, taking another sip of not-punch, and Isis shook her head.


“I think the generic term is demon, though that seems a bit unfair,” she lamented. “I mean, hey, what happened to nature versus nurture, right?”


“I think that might be a different thing,” Vi said slowly, but by then a man—or something that looked very convincingly like a man—had cleared his throat from the top of the circle, furthest from the door.


“Phones off,” he implored. “Please.”


“Yeah,” Isis contributed. “We’re creatures, not animals.”


“Miss Bernat,” the man sighed impatiently, and Isis smirked, leaning over to whisper in Vi’s ear.


“Werewolf,” Isis explained, gesturing to him. “Named Lupo. Thinks he’s creative.” She rolled her eyes. “Isn’t.”


“Mm,” Vi agreed, as Lupo continued to speak.


“I see we have someone new among us,” he announced, turning to look at Vi. “Would you like to introduce yourself?”


“Oh,” Vi said, clearing her throat. “Um, sure. Hi, I’m—”


“Stand, please,” Lupo invited briskly, and she rose to her feet, feeling inordinately silly as the eyes in the room all swiveled to face her.


“Hello,” she said again, waving awkwardly. “I’m Viola—”


“Hi, Viola,” the others droned in unison.


“—and I’m a—” She hesitated. “Well, um. I guess you could say I’m a—”


“Say it out loud,” Isis whispered, grinning, which Vi ignored.


“I’m a vampire,” she pronounced blandly.


She looked around, waiting for a reaction.


“If you’re a vampire,” one of the young men to the left of the circle said, “why aren’t you at one of the night meetings?”


“Yeah,” a woman added from Vi’s right. “Isn’t there some sort of cardinal rule about the sun?”


Isis scoffed loudly, crossing one ankle over the other in a theatrical show of disdain. “You’re all uncultured swines,” she informed the rest of the group. “If this isn’t proof of inherent, long-standing European bias then frankly, I don’t know what is.”


“I’m not the Dracula kind of vampire,” Vi agreed, nodding to Isis and resuming her address to her audience (without, of course, any mention of the novel’s antisemitic roots, which she assumed they did not have time to cover). “I’m, um. An aswang, technically.” Her pronunciation of the word still felt off despite her ample postmortem research, like reaching back two generations for someone else’s tongue. “I was bitten in the Philippines.”


There was an indistinguishable smattering of discord; something along the lines of muttered agreement, or even commiseration.


“Southeast Asia,” Lupo lamented sympathetically, voicing what seemed to be the room’s consensus and giving Vi a look she supposed was meant to be comforting. “A bit of a landmine to navigate, even for us.”


His face was scarred, Vi noted, but kind.


Sort of puppy-looking, if she really thought about it.


“So,” Isis pressed, giving the back of Vi’s knee a nudge with her foot. “What brings you to this circle of degenerates?”


“I’m in real estate,” Vi explained. “I was just looking at the building.”


“Oh.” Isis’s expression soured as the others around the circle grunted conspiratorially in distaste. “Well,” she said, her lips pressed thin. “We’re not selling.”


“Isis,” Lupo sighed again, scrubbing at the shaggy bristles of his salty chestnut beard. “That’s my line.”


“Well, we aren’t, are we?” Isis returned, and Vi, hearing an upsurge of combativeness in her tone, hurried to placate her.


“I was just looking,” she clarified quickly. “I had no idea there was anything like . . . this,” she admitted, for lack of a better word. “I’ve just been trying to get my bearings, you know—have a ‘real job’ and all that—”


“We all have real jobs,” Isis informed her. “Lupo’s a drug counselor.”


“Had a bit of a problem with heroin for a while,” he supplied in answer to Vi’s look of surprise. “Helps to have a purpose.”


“I work in computer programming,” offered the man to their left, and Isis swiveled to face him.


“You’re a hacker,” she corrected, making a face. “And that clickbait shit you call a real job doesn’t help anyone, you know. He’s fae,” she added, pivoting her torso to mutter over her shoulder to Vi. “Don’t piss him off. He’ll haunt your dreams and spoil your hard drive.”


“Noted,” Vi agreed.


“I’m in banking,” contributed the woman on Vi’s right. “I-Banking, specifically.”


“Troll,” Isis supplied, coughing it into her fist, and the woman pursed her lips.


“Bartender,” another woman said, her voice tinged with a faint French accent. For a moment after she spoke, Vi was dazed; as if she’d been hit over the head and re-awoken, and the first thing she’d seen had been a pert set of rose-colored lips, deep blue eyes, a flash of perfect teeth—


“Siren,” Isis interrupted, giving Vi another nudge and then crossing her arms over her chest. “Keep your distance, if you know what I mean.”


“Oh, it’s fine. I’m straight,” Vi assured the siren, who grinned.


“Not for long,” she murmured, tossing her blond hair over her shoulder as if Vi had thrown a gauntlet on the ground.


“The point is,” Lupo ventured loudly, resuming his introduction, “it’s very possible to carry on a normal life, Viola. In fact, we’re all here to support each other,” he added encouragingly, “so that we don’t fall back on bad habits.”


“Bad habits,” Vi repeated slowly. “Like—?”


“Murder,” the computer-hacking fae supplied. “And/or trickery that leads to blood-letting.”


“Luring men to their deaths,” the siren agreed, checking her teeth in a tiny pearlescent compact.


“Theft,” the troll offered. “Also, hoarding. And I used to have an online gambling addiction,” she said privately to Vi, “but I really think crypto is the future.”


“Cheryl, we’ve talked about this,” said Isis just before Lupo’s timely interruption.


“We all have our individual impulses,” he assured Vi. “But we do what we can to be there for each other. Most of us will outlive any humans who enter our lives,” he added, looking slightly withered as he said it. “So it’s important to have a community. A safety net.”


“Something to keep us honest,” Isis contributed wryly, and then glanced up, pinching Vi’s elbow. “So, are you in?”


Vi blinked, considering it.


“Yeah,” she said, surprised at how normal a group full of mythical creatures could be. “Yeah, I think I am.”


— Ω —


“So,” Isis had said a few weeks later, nodding to Vi as she approached their usual meeting spot outside the building in Old Town. Isis was standing on the corner with a half-drunk latte and a spontaneously purchased bag of crew socks while Vi, who’d been having one of those days where she was five minutes late to absolutely everything, hurried breathless from the direction of the lake. “What’s new in the fast-paced world of residential real estate?” Isis prompted cheerily, toasting Vi with her Starbucks cup. “Is it a buyer’s market? Have any new cheeses been added to your spread?”


Yes and yes, not that Isis was ever really asking. All her questions had an undertone of omniscient bonhomie. “Bad news,” Vi said, huffing residually from her day of tiny crises. “I have a ghost problem.”


“Bad news indeed,” Isis replied, putting out her cigarette and gesturing for them to go inside. “Poltergeist?”


Vi frowned, thinking. “What defines a poltergeist?” she asked, and Isis, too, paused to consider it.


“Troublesome buggers,” she ruled eventually. “Means noisy ghost in German.”


“Well, he’s certainly noisy,” Vi sighed. “Incredibly mouthy.”


“Ah,” Isis said. “Unfinished business, then?”


“If he’s got it, he doesn’t know what it is,” Vi muttered. “Says he doesn’t know how he died, or who killed him, or why.”


“Who is he?” Isis asked. “Anyone important?”


“Thomas Edward Parker the fourth,” Vi answered, imitating his lofty East Coast boarding school affectations and leaning into the words the fourth. “He’s haunting the new property I told you about—you know, the mansion? The Parker house over in Gold Coast.”


“He’s a Parker?” Isis looked stunned—no, worse, Vi realized. She looked sympathetic, and not to Vi, who was obviously more aggrieved than the ghost of a white male billionaire. (“Millionaire,” as Tom would later correct her, “and leave your little wealth tax out of it.”)


“Well,” Isis said with a look of contemplation as they climbed the rickety staircase (less charming now, Vi thought), “the poor thing was fucked from birth, then. You know about the Parker curse, don’t you?”


“I wouldn’t call him a ‘poor thing,’ exactly,” Vi grumbled, thinking of how Tom had very deliberately toyed with the electricity during that morning’s inspection. Thanks to him the house had failed its various inspections three times, and the list of contractors who weren’t glorified crooks was already short enough without adding cool with the paranormal to the list of qualifications. “And I don’t think he’s cursed. Are curses even real?” Vi asked thoughtfully, as they nodded to Lupo, each pouring themselves a small cup of punch. (B positive. Not her favorite, but still refreshing at times.)


“‘Real’?” Isis echoed dubiously, giving Vi an admonishing look. “I’m surprised that phrase means anything to you anymore.”


“It doesn’t,” Vi admitted, taking a sip and letting it soak gladly into her chapped lips. “But still, a girl can dream.”


— Ω —


All of which was to say that Viola was doing very well, all things considered. Though that of course did nothing to obstruct her poltergeist’s ongoing tirade.


“You can’t,” Tom continued, “be a ‘little bit’ of a vampire, Vi. Impossible,” he proclaimed theatrically, with his usual air of someone who hadn’t been scolded enough as a child. “You’re either dead or you’re not.”


“Again, undead,” Vi corrected. “It’s like you’re not even listening to me—”


“Or it’s like you’re still trying to sell my house,” Tom stubbornly countered, “and I am putting my foot down!”


Her condition may have been eternal, but her patience was not. “Thomas,” Vi said, to which he grimaced, successfully registering her change in tone. “Put your foot down all you like,” she invited. “I can’t say it’ll make much of a difference.”


This, like most things, he did not take well.


“You have to disclose a ghost in the house,” Tom reminded her. “Seriously, look it up.”


“I don’t have to disclose shit,” Vi retorted, taking a page from Isis’s handbook of casual obscenity. “Not yet, anyway. And besides,” she added, her voice nearly drifting an octave in a renewed attempt at forced optimism as she returned to the foyer for her meats, “by the time this behemoth of a house is purchased, I doubt you’ll still be in it, Thomas Parker.”


“Is that so, Viola Marek?” Tom called after her with an air of retributive mockery. “I’d like to see you force me out!”


“So would I, Tom,” Vi murmured, pausing by the front door to scan for buyers she knew with a dismal certainty weren’t coming. “Believe me, so would I.”









IV
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REAPERS AND SOWERS


A person living in a city tends to learn the different kinds of knocks, and the distinct oddness of hearing them. After all, with seven grocery stores and corner markets existing within a stone’s throw, it’s hardly a common impulse to turn to one’s neighbor for a cup of sugar—particularly when one cannot help being aware, thin walls be damned, that one’s neighbor was unapologetically playing saccharine alt-pop ballads until three in the morning, and therefore probably isn’t awake at 8 a.m.


A person in a city knows the knocks of habit (the UPS delivery man, for example, who opts for three perfunctory beats) and the knocks of expectation (the ones belonging to the Thai delivery man who raps twice, hurriedly). There’s a sense of impermanence to these knocks; of I am here, and soon I will be gone, and these are the knocks that one learns to anticipate.


This knock, however, was clipped and purposeful.


Once, twice; a pregnant pause.


Ominous. The way poetic reflexes might tell you that death would knock, really.


Except that Fox, the recipient of this particular knock, knew his godfather well, and Death had never once been respectful of his boundaries.


Fox frowned, glancing preemptively out his window at the street; nobody there. An unexpected knock was an odd thing on its own, made odder still by the absence of a prerequisite buzz at the intercom. He headed to the door and glanced through the peephole for political canvassers (or worse, the new tenant next door) before chuckling to himself and pulling it open.


It wasn’t death, no; but it wasn’t nearly not, either.


“Cal,” Fox sighed, as a hooded reaper turned from where he’d apparently been reading the very interesting literature (a Ninety-five Theses–type sign expressing malcontent about the shared mail area) across the hall. “You can walk through walls, brother. You don’t have to knock.”


Calix Sanna slid the black hood from his head, his languid dark curls as unmussed as ever as he offered Fox a congenial shrug. “I try to afford you a modicum of dignity, Fox,” he replied. “Is that so wrong?”


“Well, efficiency over antiquity, I always say,” Fox returned, shifting aside in the doorway and gesturing for him to come in. “What’s got you in Chicago?”


“Bit of a lull,” Cal supplied, glancing around the apartment’s usual off-duty state of misuse with a characteristically charitable reservation of judgment. (In Fox’s defense, the boxers on the floor were clean, and so, probably, were the wine glasses.) “Boss is a bit worked up about something. See you haven’t changed much since my last visit,” he added tangentially, still scouring the room. “I’m glad.”


Fox would have guessed as much. Aside from being a soldier of Lucifer, Cal was also a creature of habit.


“Going to war again?” Fox asked him, and walked into his kitchen, sniffing a forgotten cup of coffee and determining it to be cold.


“Don’t think so,” Cal replied, shrugging in Fox’s wake. “Maybe. Hard to tell. You know how he is,” he added gravely, wandering over to Fox’s bookshelf. “It’s always about balance with him. ‘Balance is king,’ he says. ‘Without me, no one would know God was good.’ He says it ten times a day, at least.”


“Well, he’s not wrong,” Fox agreed, giving the coffee a testing sip. (It wasn’t ideal, but neither was the prospect of making a new batch.) “Want anything?” he called over his shoulder, concealing a grin at the sound of Cal’s predictable sigh.


“Fox,” he muttered. “You know perfectly well that I haven’t had anything to eat or drink in nearly a thousand years.”


“Modicum of dignity,” Fox reminded him, taking another sip (honestly, it was fine) before moving to join Cal in the living room. “So you’re just here for a visit, then?”


Cal nodded. “Not for a job, if you know what I mean,” he clarified.


“I always know what you mean,” Fox returned, and in response, Cal gave him one of his smiles, drifting from the bookcase to settle awkwardly into the love seat.


Cal Sanna was a relatively serious man—had always been, even while he’d been alive—but he was good company, and however serious he may have been, Fox had never considered him joyless. Cal had, in fact, five different smiles. One for when he was genuinely contented, which Fox had seen on perhaps a dozen different occasions; a second for when he was angry, but was patiently forcing his lips to curl around his teeth; a third for when he wished to convey humor, indulging a moment of amusement; a fourth (far more common) for when he did not wish to convey humor, but couldn’t quite prevent it (of which this particular smile was one); and, lastly—


“You haven’t seen Mayra lately, have you?” Cal asked innocently.


—a fifth, which Fox happened to know was reserved for Mayra Kaleka.


“I haven’t,” Fox said. “Though I can certainly summon her, if you’d like.”


Cal’s gaze drifted.


“No, no,” he murmured, a bit vacantly. “I don’t want to bother her.”


Fox, then, smiled one of his own many smiles, each one more alarming than the next; Cal, of course, missed it, involved as he was in the rosy horizon of his thoughts.


“Calix,” Fox admonished briskly, with another sip of cold coffee. “Must we play this game every time?”


“It’s not a game,” Cal insisted, though his fingers closed reflexively around the small wooden box in his hand. Fox glanced up, noting where the box had been removed from the top shelf of his bookcase, and sighed, shaking his head.


“You’re already holding her relic,” he pointed out. “It wouldn’t take much to call her.”


“Says you,” Cal muttered, but Fox, lacking patience, relinquished the cup of coffee that was better off forgotten and stood, snatching the box from Cal’s hand to pull out the gold bracelet that had been tucked carefully inside. “No,” Cal said hastily, “no, Fox, wait—”


“Mayra,” Fox said to the bracelet as Cal leapt to his feet, pointlessly adjusting the buttons on the military uniform beneath his hood. “Will you come and have a visit, please?”


There was a quiet popping sound; a hitch in the fabric of reality, like a lag, wherein sight and sound drifted momentarily apart and then returned, joining up with a loud burst of suction. Illumination in the room grew blinding, settling in waves, and by the time the sunspots of Fox’s vision cleared, the light had wrapped itself around the form of a woman swathed in white and gold, her wings lined with a familiar heavenly glimmer.


She was like autumn afternoons, Fox had always thought, and thought it now, again. She had that glow of late September, soft and solemn as it drifted out of reach. She was the last breath of summer—that quiet little gasp just before the end that feels somehow like sadness, like a burdensome loss, just before all the beauty and freedom dies away.


“What,” sighed Mayra, “could you possibly want now, Fox D’Mora?”


At the sight of her, he smiled.


— Ω —


Mayra Kaleka was a study in contradictions. She wore her lovely ebony hair twisted up and braided around her head like a crown, with sun-kissed bronze skin that set off unlikely eyes of jade-like green, soft and undeniably celestial. Beauty she possessed in spades; in abundance; in riches. Her voice, though, and the posture of her shoulders, were combatant, strident and harsh, and served to set her apart from other angels Fox had known.
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