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​Chapter 1 — The Smallest Possible Life
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The bar was called The Anchor, which Remy had always thought was either a promise or a threat depending on your relationship with the sea. She'd been working there for eleven years, which in bar-years was either a long time or a life sentence, and she'd stopped being able to tell the difference somewhere around year four.

It was a Tuesday, which meant quiet. The after-work crowd had thinned to a few committed regulars and one man in a fleece vest who had been nursing the same whiskey for two hours with the look of someone settling a private argument with himself. The televisions were muted. The jukebox was playing something Remy didn't recognize and hadn't chosen.

She was restocking the well liquor when the door opened.

She didn't look up. She knew the footfall — a particular rhythm, unhurried and slightly too light for the body producing it — and she had a second glass out and a pour of bourbon started before the stool scraped.

"You could at least pretend to be surprised," Bastian said.

"Why."

"Social convention. The illusion of spontaneity." He settled onto the stool with the easy comfort of a man who considered this particular barstool his birthright. He was wearing something that cost more than her monthly rent and looked, as always, like it had been put on in the dark and happened to be perfect. "You look exactly the same as the last time I saw you."

"So do you."

"That's a biological reality for me. For you it's a philosophical choice." He picked up the bourbon, considered it, set it down. "How long have you been at this bar now?"

"Eleven years."

"And before that?"

"Different bar."

"And before that?"

"Bastian."

He smiled. It was the smile of someone who had learned that persistence, deployed with enough warmth, eventually worked on almost everyone. He had been deploying it on Remy for the better part of four decades, and his success rate was roughly thirty percent, which he considered acceptable. "I'm just making conversation."

"Make it about something else."

He made it about something else. He told her about a gallery opening he'd attended the previous weekend, a sculptor whose work he'd genuinely liked despite himself, the specific social theater of standing in a white room pretending to understand negative space. He was a good talker — not the kind that needed an audience so much as the kind that treated talking as a form of thinking out loud, and expected to be interrupted if he was wrong about something. Remy interrupted him twice. He corrected himself once and defended himself the second time, which was the right call.

The bar settled around them. The man with the whiskey paid his tab and left. The jukebox cycled through to something older, something with a walking bass line that suited the room better.

"There's been some movement," Bastian said. He said it the same way he'd said everything else, with the same ambient warmth, which was how Remy knew it was the real reason he'd come.

She refilled his bourbon without being asked. "Not interested."

"I know you're not interested. I'm not asking you to be interested. I'm telling you." He turned the glass in his hands. "Calder Motte."

The name sat on the bar between them. Remy kept her face easy, her hands still, and said nothing, because saying nothing was usually the most accurate thing.

"He's been buying up properties on the east side," Bastian said. "Commercial leases, residential. Mixed-use spaces. Very quiet, very systematic." He paused. "The kind of spaces that would be useful if you were trying to establish a presence."

"Lots of people buy property."

"Lots of people do." He looked at her. "He's not doing it for the rent."

Remy set the bottle down. Through the front window she could see the street — the particular amber of streetlights on wet pavement, two people sharing an umbrella badly, a delivery driver double-parked and already leaving. The city at this hour was domestic and indifferent and she had always found this comforting in a way she didn't need to explain to anyone.

"Not my business," she said.

"No," Bastian agreed, with a mildness that meant he disagreed completely. "Probably not."

They talked about other things. He stayed for another hour, which was his usual, and she walked him out at closing and stood in the doorway while he flagged a cab. He paused before he got in.

"You're good at this," he said.

"Closing a bar."

"Being small." He said it without cruelty, which was somehow worse. "You're very good at it. I just want you to remember that it's a choice, not a default."

The cab pulled away. Remy stood in the doorway for a moment, the city breathing its wet autumn breath around her, and then she went back inside.

She locked up alone, which was how she always locked up. She turned off the televisions and the jukebox and the neon in the window. She wiped down the bar in long even strokes, the same motion she'd made a thousand times, ten thousand, the particular comfort of a task with a clear beginning and a clear end.

She didn't look out the window at the street again. She made a point of it.

The city spread out beyond the glass, enormous and indifferent and full of the kind of trouble she had spent three hundred years learning not to notice, and Remy Vaccaro turned off the last light and went upstairs to sleep.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2 — Three Hundred Years of Minding Your Business
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Gideon's shop had no sign. This was either an oversight or a philosophy, and Remy had never asked which. It occupied the ground floor of a narrow building on a street that the city seemed to have forgotten to develop, sandwiched between a dry cleaner that had been operating since the eighties and a vacant lot that had been vacant since before that. The window display was a single lamp and a stack of books arranged with no apparent regard for aesthetics or commerce. It had been this way for as long as Remy had been coming here, which was going on sixty years.

She had a key. She let herself in.

The interior smelled the way it always smelled — paper and dust and the specific mustiness of things that had been kept rather than used. The shelves went up to the ceiling and were full past capacity, books shelved horizontally atop the vertical ones, stacked on the floor in columns that had developed their own structural integrity over time. There were four chairs in the small reading area near the back, which was three more than the shop's daily foot traffic required. Remy had always noticed this and never mentioned it.

Gideon was behind the counter, reading. He did not look up when she came in.

"Shut the door," he said. "It's cold."

She shut the door. She took her usual chair — the one with the cracked leather that she'd meant to fix for twenty years and kept not getting around to — and waited while he finished his page. He read slowly, which was not a reflection of his comprehension. He read the way he did most things: as though there were no particular reason to hurry, and no one with the authority to tell him otherwise.

He closed the book. He looked at her over his reading glasses, which were an affectation — his vision had been perfect for five centuries — and said: "You've been working."

"Bar shift."

"Mm." He set the book aside. "Bourbon?"

"I was just at a bar."

"I didn't ask what you'd already had." He produced a bottle from somewhere under the counter with the ease of long practice and poured two glasses without waiting for her answer. She accepted hers.

This was the shape of their evenings together: Gideon's slow elliptical conversation, his reading glasses, the bourbon that appeared without ceremony, the specific ease of two people who had known each other long enough that silence between them was simply silence, not a negotiation. He'd found her in 1963, or she'd found him — the distinction had blurred over decades — and they'd arrived at this arrangement through the gradual accumulation of evenings like this one, which required nothing of either of them and somehow managed to be exactly enough.

"How's the neighborhood," she said.

"Unchanged." He tilted his glass, watching the bourbon move. "I had a customer last week who wanted to sell me a first edition. Claimed it was a first edition. It was not."

"What was it?"

"A second edition with the original dust jacket swapped in. Someone had done it carefully, too. It was almost interesting." He considered. "I told him the price I'd give for a second edition. He left in moderate offense."

"Did you want it?"

"I already have one." His eyes moved to the shelves. "I already have most things."

The lamp threw a warm circle in the corner. Outside, a car passed, headlights sliding across the ceiling. Remy finished her bourbon and he refilled it without being asked, which she only noticed because she'd stopped noticing it.

"The elite are restless," Gideon said. He said it the way he said most things that mattered — sideways, at a slight remove, as though the observation belonged to some third party he was simply relaying.

"They're always restless."

"This is a different quality of restlessness." He turned his glass. "There's been reorganization. Several properties changing hands. Arrangements that had been stable for some years suddenly renegotiated." A pause. "The kind of movement that suggests someone has decided the existing structure is inefficient."

Remy looked at her bourbon. The same name Bastian had mentioned two days ago was sitting just below the surface of this conversation, and she let it stay there.

"Not my concern," she said.

"No." Gideon removed his glasses and cleaned them on his shirt, which was also an affectation, since they didn't get dirty. "I'm not suggesting it should be."

A comfortable silence settled. From somewhere in the back of the shop came the sound of a window that wasn't quite latched, tapping against its frame in the draft. Remy had been intending to look at that latch for three visits.

"Isolde Crăciun," Gideon said. He placed the name in the room with the same careful deliberateness as a man setting something fragile on a surface he wasn't sure would hold it.

Remy didn't react. She was good at not reacting.

Gideon noticed that she didn't react, which was a different thing, and she knew he noticed, and neither of them addressed this.

"She's currently in negotiation," he said, "with parties I would not wish to be in a room with."

"What kind of negotiation."

"The kind that requires a fixer of her particular caliber." He put his glasses back on. "Which suggests the parties in question either don't understand what that caliber costs, or understand perfectly and have decided they can afford it."

"Either way, not my problem."

"Either way," Gideon agreed.

She looked at the four chairs. She had asked about them once, seven or eight years ago, obliquely, the way you asked Gideon about anything you actually wanted to know. He'd given her a very slight pause before answering, and the answer had been about something else entirely, which was also an answer.

The window latch tapped against its frame. The lamp burned. Gideon picked up his book again without any particular sense of dismissal — he simply read when he had something to read — and Remy sat in her cracked chair with her second bourbon and let the evening do what evenings here always did, which was nothing, and which she was consistently unable to explain the value of to anyone who hadn't been here to feel it.

She stayed another hour. When she left, she stood on the pavement for a moment in the cold, the shop window behind her with its single lamp, and she thought about the name Gideon had said and the name Bastian had said and the way the restlessness of the elite was, in her experience, never the kind of restlessness that stayed contained.

Then she turned her collar up and walked home, keeping to the streets she knew.
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​Chapter 3 — The Wrong Alley at the Right Time
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The alley was a shortcut she didn't usually take.

She'd been cutting home from Gideon's, later than usual, and the rain had picked up from a nuisance to an argument, and the alley shaved four minutes off the walk to her building. She'd taken it without thinking about it, which she would reflect on afterward. After three centuries, she had stopped being surprised by the cost of not thinking.

She heard it before she saw it. Two heartbeats running fast, one running faster than the others, and a sound she recognized — the specific quality of a confrontation being kept quiet on purpose. Not a mugging. Muggers didn't coordinate like this. She came around the corner into the alley doing the math automatically, the way she'd been doing the math for three hundred years: size of the problem, her options, the particular geometry of bad decisions.

Three against one. The three were spread into a loose triangle, cutting off exits, which was practiced. Vampire, all three — she could smell it before she saw the markings. The one they'd cornered had her back to the brick and was doing nothing Remy could see to indicate she needed help, which slowed her assessment by exactly half a second.

Then she looked at the markings.

The sigil on the nearest one's collar — small, dark, worn like a guild mark — was specific. She filed it in the back of her mind the way she filed things she'd think about later.

She moved.

It was not
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