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  Company Ink by TA Moore

Tinsel and Tentacles 3.0


Don’t get him wrong, Davy hadn’t been thrilled to end up face-down in a shallow grave…but he’d not been surprised either. With the life he’d lived, and the work he did, it had always been a possibility. So he’d not been bothering to hold his breath–metaphorically speaking, being dead–for a chance to get his own back on his killer. 

On the other hand, death was kind of boring…even for a mercenary who wore the stigmata of his sins as occasionally too-independent tentacles. So when 
someone opened a door to the living world for him he wasn’t going to say no. He figured he could knock out the revenge in a couple of hours and 
then spend the rest of his time on this side of the Veil getting take-out, getting laid, and getting into fights. …the order didn’t matter.

Unfortunately, it turned out to be a bit more complicated  than that. If Davy didn’t know better, he’d have thought this whole set–up was the universe trying to get him to learn something.

All Hill had learned was that death wasn't what he'd expected. When he had opened the door to the afterlife he’d been prepared for winding sheets and bones, maybe a few chains. Not for the vengeful ghost to be a hot, dead man who’d mug him for his skin and bones. The tentacles had been a surprise too.

But then necromancy didn’t come with an instruction booklet, or a restart button.

The deal had been struck, and the two of them would just have to make it work.
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 Chapter One

Dec 21, 11pm


It was almost Solstice, and as the sun started to set there were bad men at the gates of every cemetery in Dudley. 
Most people put their faith in good works and solid church-forged padlocks. They weren’t the ones who had to worry in the first place, though. It was only the people with enemies who needed to worry about the dead. 
Enemies and secrets.
Hill Rosen paused on the street opposite St. Januarius Church and watched the thugs and mercs take up their stations along the boundary lines of consecrated ground. Most of them wore guns in shoulder holsters under their parkas, pointedly visible to passersby. Some just depended on their fists and the promise of red-faced, spittle-flecked rage to keep the bereaved back from the walls.
It had been over a century since the last confirmed invocation of the dead. That was according to the Church, of course, whose current doctrine told congregations to seek redress for their wrongs through temporal authorities.
What was the verse Father Thomas had used this morning? Hill narrowed his eyes as he tried to remember the content of the solemn drone of the sermon at his family church.
Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar's, that was it.
Unofficially, based on Hill’s two-year-long deep dive into the subject, it had been fifteen years ago in Idaho. A factory fire that corporate lawyers had successfully passed the buck on, leaving the bereaved families to shoulder the medical and personal costs…including a local priest who’d either forgotten to lock the gates or handed over the keys to bitter parishioners. Either way, he wasn’t a priest anymore.
What the summoned dead had thought was a fit response to that wrong was up in the air, but by New Year’s, the company had reversed its decision and the families had been made whole…financially at least. A few True Haunting enthusiasts speculated that—based on the high suicide rates in the upper echelons of the company around this time of year—the dead hadn’t been satisfied with money.
Hill could see why fifteen years wouldn’t be long enough for anyone with a guilty conscience and money for muscle.
On the other side of the road, one of the mercs noticed Hill. The man scowled and dropped his hand pointedly to the gun holstered on his hip. A sharp jerk of his chin to one of the other men sent a wiry fair-haired man who looked uncomfortable in his jeans and sweater loping over the road.
“You lost?” the man asked as he stepped onto the sidewalk in front of Hill. A quick once-over—from messily cropped brown curls to cheap sneakers—made him visibly untense as he dismissed Hill as a threat.
Hill shook his head.
“Late,” he said. He nodded toward the padlocked gates. “I wanted to stop by my dad’s grave while he’s close.”
The man narrowed his eyes. “He die bad?” he asked.
“It was a heart attack,” Hill said. That was what he’d told them at school, a lie so old it almost felt like the truth. The next bit just was. “I just miss him.”
Despite the professional detachment, the merc briefly softened. 
“That’s a shit one,” he said. “And when my dad goes, I’ll wanna talk to him. But not tonight.”
Hill glanced over at the well-guarded church and swallowed hard. “Not tonight,” he agreed.
“Get home,” the merc told him, not unkindly. “You don’t want your dad to look down and worry.”
Hill nodded and left. The soles of his feet scuffed along the road as he walked away. He could feel the merc’s eyes on the back of his neck, but he didn’t look back.
Albie Rosen had been a nice guy. Funny. He gave great piggy-back rides and was good at explaining why people did what they did. His hands had never been sweaty.
He’d also been weak. He let people walk all over him rather than stand up for himself. 
Even dead, Hill couldn’t imagine he’d be much good at being a vengeful spirit. He’d probably be more disappointed than angry. It would be nice to see him again, but it wouldn’t fix anything.
But that was OK. The only reason he was here was so his stepdad’s thugs, whoever they were, could report back that he’d given up.
Hill zipped his hoodie up as he reached the end of the block. He hunched down into it as he rounded the corner. His bus, the 229, was already at the stop, and he broke into a jog to get there before it pulled away.
Fraser had always kept a few degrees of separation between himself and any dirty work he needed done. These days he used money. That wouldn’t have worked on Hill’s dad, so maybe back then it had been threats. Either way, it kept Fraser’s hands clean.
There was just one problem with that.
If you didn’t know where the bodies had been buried, it was difficult to put a guard on them.


      [image: ]Two transfers later and the 447 bus pulled in to the curb. The driver looked dubious as she leaned over to peer through the open doors at the Player and King stop as if she’d not seen it before.
“Here?” she said. “You sure, kid? It’s not the best area. Especially not at this time of night.”
Hill ignored her concern, and the “kid.” People always thought he was younger than twenty-four. He didn’t know why, but apparently one day he’d be grateful for it. The “when” on it was unclear too. It definitely wasn’t today, when he’d rather avoid any unnecessary attention.
“I’m meeting a friend,” he said. “Thanks.”
The driver turned her mouth down in an unhappy grimace, but didn’t try and argue the point. Hill stepped down onto the pavement, and the cold pinched at his ears. He pulled his hood up, hunched his shoulders, and stuck his hands in his pockets as he walked away.
He closed his left hand around the key he had in there and squeezed until the edges of it bit into his skin. It hurt, but he was used to it. Hill had carried the same key around for the last five years. It had taken him that long to work out where the lock it went with was situated.
145 Player Street.
Hill stopped on the sidewalk and looked up at the house.
There had been tenants there until a few days ago. Somehow the house still looked run-down and unloved. Maybe it was the lack of Christmas lights on the eaves. It was the only house in the street that wasn’t lit up.
The last tenants hadn’t wanted to leave this close to Christmas, but it had been unavoidable. Hill needed access to the basement and didn’t have the wherewithal to fake a gas leak.
He climbed the worn stone steps to the front door and tried the key in the lock.
It wasn’t his first visit, so he knew it would fit. Something in his chest still tightened, ready for the tumblers to lock or the mechanism to jam. It just turned smoothly, and when he turned the handle, the door swung open.
He stepped in, over the handful of pizza flyers and spam mail on the rug, and closed the door behind him. It didn’t feel any warmer inside than out. If anything, it might have even been colder, with wisps of Hill’s breath visible as he cleared his throat.
One theory had it that unconsecrated burials created “soft spots” between the worlds. Not weak enough to allow passage except at the right times of year and with the right invitation, but enough to allow leakage. Like a chill that lingered in the height of summer.
Or a smell in the basement like the one the Pollon family had lodged multiple complaints with the property management company about…for years before Hill ever got in touch with them.
It wouldn’t actually matter to Hill’s plans, but it did give weight to the theory.
Hill went into the kitchen. He’d turned the fridge on the last time he was here. The sound of the electricity humming through it was surprisingly loud in the otherwise silent house. He glanced at his watch to check the time—fifteen minutes until midnight—and then opened the door to lift out the double-bagged carcass he’d stashed in there. The plastic crinkled under his fingers as the bloodied beast in the bag shifted and sagged down as he moved it. He let it hang from one hand while he picked up the pot he’d left on the stove.
He didn’t actually know why he’d put it there. It could have been set anywhere. It had just seemed out of place anywhere else. 
Everything else he’d left downstairs already.
He propped the pot on one hip as he opened the basement door. The smell that the Pollons had talked about wafted up to him. It was dank and vaguely green, like standing water…even though the property manager’s plumbers had never been able to find any issues with damp. Hill flicked the lights on and hesitated, one foot on the top step.
All he had to do was stop.
Hill tightened his grip on the edge of the pot as he stared down the narrow stairwell into the disorientingly mundane basement. There was a dryer and washing machine shoved into one corner, a cracked basketball backboard propped against a wall, and a stack of stained, crumpled groundsheets that the Pollons hadn’t wanted to take with them.
It wasn’t too late to go back. Not yet. It would be soon, though. 
That was one thing that the Church, folklore, and all the forums on Reddit and the dark web agreed on. Knock at Death’s door, and you had to complete the rite. No one knew exactly what happened if you tried to ding, dong, dash it, but the consensus was it wouldn’t stop just because you died.
So this was Hill’s last chance to change his mind.
This wasn’t what his dad would have wanted. Hill knew that; it was for the same reasons that Dad would have been a bad vengeful ghost. And up until three years ago  he’d been happy enough. He’d never liked Greg, and Greg had never understood him, but mutual disinterest could work a lot like tolerance under the right conditions.
If he’d not found out…
Except he had, and he couldn’t unknow it. He’d never been good at pretending or playing along. The truth was…it just was.
Hill took a deep breath, regretted it as the smell hit the back of his throat with an afternote of boiled cabbage, and started down the stairs. The wood creaked under his weight, and the cold bag of murdered animal bumped against his leg with each step.
Ten years ago Greg had murdered Hill’s dad, and then he married the widow to keep her onside. Except there was no proof, nothing but an overheard conversation and the man’s general character. Take that and everything else Greg had ever been suspected of to court and see how far the case would go.
No.
Hill reached the bottom of the stairs and started to prepare the space. He unfolded one of the ground sheets and spread it out on the floor, anchored at the corners with old cans of paint. Then he got a pocket knife out of his back pocket and sliced the bag open so he could empty the contents into the pot.
The bloodied jackrabbit slid out of the plastic in a limp tangle of limbs and ears. Hill had caught it himself, out in the woods with a snare that Greg had shown him how to make.
Back when he was still Uncle Greg and he brought his Christmas presents to Thanksgiving, and Hill hadn’t understood why he made Dad nervous.
The original ritual requested a hare, but outside of Europe records showed this substitution was close enough.
He checked his watch again. Two minutes. He waited somewhat patiently for them to tick over into the next day. As it turned midnight, he got to work. 
Hill had thought the butchery would be easier. The animal’s skin was tougher to carve through than he’d expected, his wrists sore and palms blistered by the time he finished. He was sweating under his hoodie despite the chill that seeped out of the walls. 
Hopefully the next part would be easier.
He put the remnants of the carcass, hide and bone, into the plastic bag, bundled it up, and set it to the side. Once it was out of the way, he swallowed hard and then leaned over the pot of thick blood and organs.
The smell of it had a similar base to the basement reek.
For some reason that thought sent a chill through him. It wasn’t like he didn’t know, or to be accurate, strongly suspect, the source of that smell. Both chemically and metaphysically. The meaty reality of it, though, was somehow still daunting.
You don’t have to do this.
Hill knew that. He was still going to do it.
He spat into the pot. It landed on top of…something dark and clotted…and floated there.
“Listen to my prayer,” Hill said. He had learned the words by heart, until he could have said them in his sleep if he wanted to. Somehow, tonight when it mattered, they tried to slide away from him. He had to strain to find the word that fit the shape his mouth wanted to make. “Hear me. Answer me. The threats of the wicked bring suffering on me, set violence and strife on the streets of the City.”
The blood in the pot stirred, greasy bubbles roiling the surface. It made the smell worse.
“They—”
Was that right? It felt like there was a gap, something that had slipped away. Fear grabbed at Hill’s tongue. That would not be good. That would be—
Hill talked over the swell of panic that tried to choke him, the words forced out through stiff lips. Getting the invocation wrong would be a problem; not finishing would be worse. He tightened his grip on his pocketknife.
He gritted his teeth, steeled himself as best he could, and stabbed the knife through the palm of his hand. The blade carved through his skin easier than through the jackrabbit’s hide. Hot red reaction washed over him as the pain separated itself into distinct layers: the cut, the bruise, the scrape of metal on bone.
That was the most disorienting bit, Hill thought with unexpected clarity. Nothing was meant to go around touching bone.
“Let death take my enemies by surprise. Bring their dead up to the living,” he choked out. “Call them from decay, from the chains of sin.”
He shoved his bloody hand down into the pot. There was more blood in it than made any sense, considering the size of a jackrabbit. His arm sank into it until it was above his elbow. It was so cold it scalded him as it soaked through his sleeve. He gasped in shock and then squeezed his eyes shut tight as he used that breath to force the rest of the words out.
“But as for me, I trust in you,” he said. “Davy Jones.”
And something, down in that cold boiled stew of blood and lung and liver, grabbed his arm. 
It didn’t feel like a hand. Too wet and long and…wriggly.
Hill recoiled. It was stupid, after everything he’d done and planned to get here, but he couldn’t help himself. His stifled yell and lurch backward was instinct, hard-wired into his marrow.
It just didn’t do much good.
Whatever was down there tightened its grip on him. Hill winced as he felt his wrist bones creak and ache. The cold dulled the pain, but not enough. He clenched his teeth and pulled. It felt like trying to pull a mastodon out of a tar pit. 
One-handed.
He could feel the tendons and muscles in his shoulder strain and fray as his arm took the strain. The pain crawled up his neck, through his jaw, and into his skull. It wasn’t like he had a choice, though. 
Pull it out of the grave, or he went in.
Hill dragged it out. Strings of dirty, matted hair broke through the surface of the blood first. He grimaced and braced himself for the memento mori decay of a spirit more than ten years in dirt and concrete. 
He expected rot, grease, and naked, stained bones. 
There might have been guilt.
Davy Jones broke through the barrier between the grave and the living with a gasp, clots of blood dripping from his stubbled jaw and sandy hair. His skin had gray undertones, the spray of freckles over his nose like flecks of ink, but was intact and smooth over the sharp bones of his face.
The only injury was a thumbprint smudge of bruising at his hairline, just off-center from his nose.
His eyes were wild and black, edge to edge.
Lust was not a reaction Hill had expected to have to worry about. Did it count as necrophilia, he wondered distractedly, or since there was no carcass involved, was it still just necromancy?
Blood splashed Hill’s face, cool and sticky thick, as something pale and boneless writhed up out of the pot. He tasted old salt and metal on his lips. Before he could spit it out, the pale…limb?…wrapped around his neck and pulled him down into a kiss.
Davy’s cold tongue darted into his mouth—it tasted like fresh blood, after all this time, and dirt—and Hill’s breath caught in his throat. He wasn’t sure if it was from attraction or the wet noose of muscle and skin wrapped around his neck. 
This wasn’t…
He tried to grab at the spirit’s hair, tangled and clotted with blood, but another pale whip of flesh snapped up out of the bloody mixture to grab his wrist. Slow, dark hunger twisted uneasily under Hill’s skin, and his focus scattered at the departure from what he’d expected. 
First-hand accounts of what happened after the rite was complete were rare. Those who survived it rarely wanted to talk about it. Those who didn’t were even more retiring on the subject. The scraps that did exist mentioned the spirit’s rage and unpredictability, not…this.
What they had all agreed on, though, Hill reminded himself grimly, was that not finishing the ritual was a bad thing.
He struggled to his feet and dragged the dead man—heavier the more of him there was in the world, all long bones and pale, tangled tentacles—with him. 
Part of him was rattling around the inside of his brain in a panic. Whatever it wanted to say was muffled by lust and fear, but Hill figured it was probably the tentacles.
The pale, blood-smeared whips of them wrapped around Hill’s thighs and toyed with the ends of his hair. It definitely seemed like someone would have mentioned them, even if they left out the way they squeezed your cock through your jeans.
Blood dripped onto the floor as Davy planted his bare feet back into the living world. He gripped Hill’s jaw with one hand and deepened the kiss.
The taste of bones filled Hill’s mouth and seeped down into his lungs. The chill made his marrow ache and his blood feel slow and sludgy as his heart labored to move it on.
He couldn’t breathe.
Hill tried to pull away. He clawed at the spirit’s bare—broad, hard-muscled, not the time!—shoulders and yanked at handfuls of matted blond hair. Only the parts that were bloody, slick and cold, felt solid. The rest gave like smoke or candy floss under his fingers. Neither made the spirit react, except to tighten its grip and kiss him harder.
It wasn’t…
This was…
It wasn’t that bad.
Hill relaxed into the dead man’s cold embrace and kissed him back, fingers knotted through bloody hair. He just had to let go.
Of his breath. Of his anger. Of everything.
Hill staggered back a couple of steps. He stared in confusion at the back of someone’s head, a cowlick swirl of dark hair at the nape and a mole just under his ear, until he realized it was him. His back. His hair. He assumed his mole, but he’d never actually noticed it before.
If that was him, though, then who was he?
He looked down at his hands. They looked the same, felt the same. They moved the same when he clenched them into fists, bony and knuckly. His hand wasn’t bleeding anymore, but the wound was still visible. Sort of. It looked more like a bruise or a birthmark, a smudge of color against pale skin.
“Yeah, count yourself lucky,” someone said, their words thick with a Texas drawl. “That hurts like fuck.”
Hill looked up and watched with disoriented horror as his body turned around to face him.
It didn’t look like him. 
Or it did, but only if he squinted. The line of Hill’s jaw was there, Hill’s hairline, Hill’s ears, but it was overlaid with his face.
Davy Jones’s short, straight nose, sharp cheekbones, and the stern, thin mouth that Hill could still somehow taste. The smirk was nothing that Hill’s mouth had ever managed either, cocky and pleased with itself.
On impulse, Hill flung himself at his body. He didn’t have any idea what he was going to do, but if he could be ousted, so could Davy. Before he could get close, one of the tentacles that squirmed around Davy snapped out. It grabbed Hill by the throat and hauled him up off the ground.
It squeezed until Hill’s eyes bulged, and he grabbed at it, fingers dug into the dense, heavy muscle that collared him.
“You knocked on my door, kid,” Davy said, his voice amused. He lifted his hand and licked blood from the open wound. “What did you think was going to happen? I’d go yell ‘boo’ at your enemies?”
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Chapter Two

Dec 22, 12.20am


His new cock wasn’t circumcised. 
That was the second thing Davy noticed. 
He finished his first piss in nearly thirty years, surprisingly fun, to be honest, and shook his borrowed cock off before he tucked it back into the jeans. Then he turned to wash his hands, the smart sting of pain as the water hit raw meat making his eye twitch, and studied “his” reflection in the mirror.
That had been the first thing he noticed, that he’d no fucking idea who this kid was.
Dark hair hung in unstyled curls over a narrow, expressive face. Pale green eyes stared warily at the world from behind thick lashes, and his mouth…
The memory of the kiss flickered quick and vivid through Davy’s brain. Warmth and softness, that moment when the kid had leaned into it. The taste of his breath—coffee and Skittles and life. An unfamiliar heat flushed through Davy, and he felt that uncircumcised cock twitch with quick, eager response.
His hands tightened unconsciously against each other, and he flinched at the sharp ache from his injured palm. He loosened his grip and flicked the tap off, giving a quick shake to shed the water.
He glanced at the mirror again, lean cheeks now flushed and eyes darker as his pupils expanded, and licked his lips. His lips.
Let’s just say, it was a good mouth.
Just not one that he could place, or the face around it.
Although, to be fair, Davy couldn’t think of anyone he would recognize that would want to bring him back from Beyond. Hell, he doubted anyone had even gone looking when he disappeared, just in case they found him. He’d not been a likable man, and his profession hadn’t encouraged him to try and hide that.
Still didn’t.
So? That begged the question: what did a pretty kid with green eyes want with him?
There was only one way to find out, he supposed.
Davy turned and reached for the door. His tentacle grappled with the handle, but the best he could do was rattle it before the jellyfish-translucent feeler slid through it. He stared at the door in bafflement for a beat and then remembered…
Hands.
He snapped the thin end of his tentacle to underline the realization, a pop of soft skin.
Of course. He’d forgotten how much he used to use them for… pretty much everything, really. He reached for the door. The metal was cold against his palm, almost painful, but he managed to fumble it open. 
Out in the hall, the kid was caught mid-pace as he waited for him. He turned to glare at Davy as he stepped out onto the cheap lino. 
“What took you so long?”
“You know, you could have just walked through the fucking door?” Davy asked as he jerked his thumb over his shoulder.
The kid stopped, mouth open, as he looked at the door, then back at Davy.
“I can?” he asked.
Davy snorted. “I fucking wish,” he said. “Nothing’s that easy in this life. Or the next.”
The kid looked pissed off. He started to say something, stopped himself, and took a deep breath. It wasn’t really necessary in his current situation, but Davy understood the impulse. The kid narrowed his eyes. The pretty green had faded to almost silver, pale and striking against dark lashes and sallow skin.
“Am I dead?” he asked. 
Davy held his arms out. The span felt slightly off, and he spared a breath to be mildly annoyed to realize the kid was taller than him.
“Do you look dead?” he asked. 
The kid looked down at his hands and flexed his fingers to watch the tendons move under thin, desaturated skin.
“Kind of,” he said quietly.
Fair enough, Davy supposed. He patted himself down briskly. Hoodie first, then his jeans, and then the back pockets. He found the wallet in the back left, a well-worn flap of leather roughly stitched in one corner where it had started to come apart. It was full of cash, but no cards or ID. 
At least the kid made an effort.
“Think of it as more of a…Face/Off situation,” he said absently as he pulled the cash out to count it. 
“A what?”
Davy glanced up and took in the look of utter confusion on the kid’s face. OK, so that wasn’t the easy cultural touchstone he’d expected. He weighed up the advantages of trying to prompt the way to mutual understanding, and then decided to just change tack.
“OK, like a house swap,” he said. “I get to be alive, you get to be dead. We have fun, we both learn important lessons, and then we probably go back to the status quo.”
That got him a frown and the dubious repetition of, “Probably?”
Davy shrugged. “Things happen,” he said vaguely. 
What things, he couldn’t say. There was no handbook for the dead, just the slow drip of information from the dry dead down to the wet dead. The threat of “things” had definitely been muttered about.
Davy tossed the wallet and folded the cash over to tuck it back into his jeans. He turned and headed toward the front door.
“H-hey, wait,” the kid stammered out. “What are you… Where are you going!?”
Davy paused on the threshold of the house and looked back over his shoulder.
“It’s been thirty years since I had something to eat,” Davy said. “I’m going to get a burger.”
“I’m a vegan,” the kid protested weakly.
“Going to suck to be you when you get this back,” Davy said. He waved his hand in a sweeping “after you” gesture at the door. “You coming or what?”
It took a moment, but the kid shook off his bafflement and broke into a graceless, ungainly lope to catch up with Davy. He squeezed through the propped-open door and stumbled down the step onto the path, looking around like he’d never seen the street before.
Davy stared after him and then looked down at his body, all long arms and lanky legs. Shit. If he needed to run, he better not look like that. He stepped down onto the path and let the door slam behind him.
As his foot hit the cracked pavers, he felt a brief jolt of disorientation as his brain tried to stitch his last real flesh memory and this one together. 
…boots instead of Converse, comfortable but heavier as he walked, and that low-grade but constant ache in his knee from a misstep on old stairs in a Moscow apartment block. His hair had been damp with rain, and he’d shoved a door open, palm flat against the glossy green wood, as he glanced over his shoulder to say, “You didn’t have to do this.”
“Do what?” the kid asked.
Davy tripped over his own feet as he staggered out of the memory. He caught himself against the fence and then straightened up, brushing his hands together.
“I didn’t say anything,” he lied in a rough voice. 
It wouldn’t have convinced anyone who’d ever known him, but the kid just looked confused and shrugged it off. He stuck close to Davy’s heels, unconsciously tucked into the mantle of his tentacles, as they walked down the street.
Davy had plenty of questions he needed answers to. Time was short, and the stakes might even be high. So he was a little surprised that the first one he asked was, “So, what’s your name?”
The kid looked startled too. Maybe at hearing that question from his own face.
“Hill…” the kid said, and then glanced sidelong at Davy. He added the rest reluctantly. “Hill Rosen.”
Huh.
That cleared up…fucking nothing.

      [image: ]Davy took a bite out of the cheeseburger. The heady taste of cheese, hot meat, and warm, starchy bread filled his mouth. He closed his eyes and groaned in satisfaction as he chewed. Even the sting on his tongue from not letting it cool only added to the experience.
Thank the Reaper that restaurants still did Lost Souls opening hours on Solstice.
“Albie Rosen,” Hill said. “You seriously don’t remem…”
He stopped and glanced uneasily at something that Davy couldn’t see. Something dead, presumably. Being incarnate had drawn the veil over the Beyond that the living enjoyed. All Davy could see of it was Hill, who was essentially haunting him, and his own tentacles…who’d been haunting him since Davy died.
On principle, he raised one of those and swatted whatever was taunting Hill away. Opposite, Hill unhunched a bit and rubbed a bony, elegant hand over his face.
“You really don’t remember my dad?”
Davy licked grease off his fingers. “It’s not ringing a bell,” he said. 
“He worked for Fraser since…forever. He’s the one who buried you in that house.”
“I was dead at the time,” Davy pointed out. He picked up some fries and dunked them in the curry sauce before he took a bite. The pop of starchy potato flavor was better than sex. He sucked the salt off his fingers and caught the flicker of lust in Hill’s pale, clever eyes as he watched. His body—Hill’s body, technically—tightened in reaction…and yeah, well, maybe the fries weren’t that good. “We didn’t do introductions. Besides, it’s not like he killed me. Right?”
Something bleak and angry crossed Hill’s face, tightening his jaw and twisting his lips. He gave a short, hard shake of his head.
Davy took a noisy slurp of soda.
“Don’t worry. It’s good enough as far as the powers that be are concerned,” he said. Water ran down the side of the paper cup as he set it back on the table, puddling on the scored Formica. He left a smudge of blood overlaid across the logo and frowned as he checked his hand. Blood had soaked through the rough dressing, but not enough to be a problem. It would stop soon enough. Davy blotted his hand against his leg as he went on. “Otherwise I wouldn’t be here. If you want something bad to happen to dear old Dad, I’m still your man.”
Hill gave a small, humorless twist of his mouth.
“Something bad already did,” he said. “Someone killed him.”
“Huh,” Davy said. He scratched the side of his jaw as he thought about that. “Look, I’m not trying to be precious about this—fuck, I’d do it for the fries if it was up to me—but my remit to do shit to assholes, at least on this side, is tightly regulated. I could swing ‘helped cover up my murder,’ but I need to have some skin in the game.”
So he’d been told anyhow, and he wasn’t interested in pushing his luck about it. Consequences in Beyond tended to the…unpleasant, and you’d no choice except to survive them. Davy was a shark, but still a small one in a very big ocean.
Some of the big sharks had been there for centuries.
Affiliation with the Company could buy you some protection, but…well…that was all about appearances. Davy had expected to be punished for his sins when he woke up dead, just—he pulled the spiritual stigmata of his tentacles in and wrapped them around his feet in a tidy knot—not by the afterlife’s equivalent of High School cliques.
“How about this?” Hill said. “The same person who killed him? They killed you.”
Davy drew back as he took that in. That was…
He should want to hear this, but suddenly he didn’t know if he did or not. It turned out he didn’t get a choice.
“My stepdad,” Hill said. “Fraser Jones.” 
Yeah. That made sense. Davy supposed it wasn’t really a surprise. He’d not known who killed him. Most didn’t. It took an hour, give or take, to write a memory from the brain to the spirit. That meant the dead only ever had their best guess about the moment of death, but Davy’s guess was pretty fucking informed.
He just wasn’t sure how he felt about being right. Emotions had never really been his thing. He had them, but other than the big two—fight or fuck—they’d always been behind a paywall. 
Luckily, being a smartass came with the free tier.
“So what you’re telling me,” Davy said as he reached for the burger, “is that my little brother got married, and I didn’t even rate an invite?”
He took a bite and chewed as he watched realization dawn on Hill’s expressive face as he put the names together and realized it wasn’t just chance and the fifth most common surname in the US.
It was OK. 
He wasn’t the first to miss the connection. He might well be the last, though. Gravestones were good for making that sort of thing clear.
“So, what,” Hill said in a shocked voice. “You’re my uncle?”
Huh.
Davy blinked as he thought about that and then put the burger down.
Gross.

      [image: ]Step-uncle.
It was, Davy decided, an important distinction. Besides, it wasn’t like Davy had been on speaking terms with Fraser before the murder. Even if he’d been alive, he’d probably not have crossed paths with Hill. And as it was, he’d been dead longer than Hill had been alive.
Davy mentally weighed the justifications up and…yeah, it was fine.
That sorted, he tuned back in to what Hill was saying.
“…they said my dad killed himself,” Hill said. “For a long time I believed them, but then I found the files Dad had hidden on his old e-reader. Files about you. About the things he’d done for Fraser.”
Davy slouched back against the cool copper-clad wall of the elevator and stared at his own reflection in the doors. Both of them, as Hill paced back and forth over the carpet anxiously. He kept having to step over Davy’s tentacles where they spooled out slack and lazy over the floor. The urge to trip him with just a twitch of one appendage swelled in Davy’s chest and was quashed again.
“And you think Fraser killed him?” Davy asked. 
“No,” Hill said. “But it made me wonder, and either way it’s Fraser’s fault, isn’t it? Either he killed my dad, or he’s the reason my dad killed himself. And he definitely killed you.”
“Fair enough.”
Davy idly hooked a finger into the collar of his T-shirt to pull it away from his neck. The long line of his own neck, all tendon and pale skin, made his mouth go dry.
I swear, the memory of his mom’s voice hissed the unwelcome interruption in the back of his head, you were hung in another life.
She’d been dead longer than him. Habit still made him knock it off.
Besides, they were nearly there.
Davy glanced at Hill, who’d stopped to stare at the slow flick of the last two floors. He didn’t slouch. With a sigh, Davy pushed himself up off the wall and straightened his hoodie. It wasn’t quite parade rest, but he managed a rough approximation of good posture as the elevator stopped.
The doors swung open, and the smell of fresh cookies wafted over Davy.
Next to him, Hill fell back a step. His mouth went slack as he glanced around whatever was on the Beyond side of the Veil in confusion.
“Where is…” he stammered. “What’s happened to my apartment?”
…
Yeah. That was a metaphysical lesson that Davy didn’t want to get into today. Mostly because of time; partially because fuck if he actually understood how it worked.
“Just stick close to me,” Davy said as he draped one long, boneless arm over Hill’s shoulder. “You’re not going to be dead that long, and you won’t remember it afterwards.”
Hill started to shrug Davy’s arm off, flinched away from something that came too close, and decided to stay where he was. 
“So this is your place?” Davy said. He followed his nose over the wooden floor to the open-plan
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