
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Vale is used to death—but usually, the people he kills don’t come back to life.

	 

	 

	Vale’s job is to kill people, so when his last two targets get reanimated after he killed them, he takes it personally.

	Cyril’s job is to reanimate people. His ability as a necromancer means he lives a lonely life, but he’s used to it. He’s not looking for a relationship, and he’s certainly not looking for a confrontation with a professional assassin.

	Vale isn’t the only person interested in talking to Cyril. When Vale finds goons from a local crime family intimidating the necromancer, he steps in, only for Cyril to freak out when he asks him why he keeps reanimating his targets.

	Cyril needs protection, no matter how much he insists he doesn’t. It’s not Vale’s job to provide it, but he finds himself wanting to shield Cyril from the people who want to force him into something he’s not willing to do. 

	He just wishes that Cyril’s weird skeleton octopus pet didn’t like him so much.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Vale watched the man he was about to kill.

	He looked pretty normal. He had neatly cut brown hair and was wearing a suit, like a lot of normal people. Vale didn’t know why he was killing the guy, and he didn’t care. This was what he was paid to do, just like he’d been paid to kill so many others before.

	The man walked into what Vale would call a seedy motel. The sign out front was only lit on the right, and the paint was peeling from the wall by the door. There would only be a few reasons the guy was here, and Vale was ready to bet money it was to cheat on his wife. Either that or drugs, but there was no way a man like this didn’t have a wife at home and probably a couple of kids, too. 

	Vale didn’t care that the man was probably cheating on his wife. He was making things easy for Vale, which didn’t always happen. Vale smiled and called Artemis.

	“Already done, Roux?” she asked when she answered.

	“He’s getting a room. Can you find the number?”

	He could hear her fingers flying over her keyboard as he gave the name of the motel and where they were. She knew what he was up to. She was his handler, which meant she’d talked to the person who’d hired him to kill the guy he was following. Vale trusted her, which was why he hadn’t asked her why. She knew his limits, and she’d never broken them.

	“Two-oh-five,” she eventually said.

	“Thank you.”

	“Let me know when you’re done.”

	“Always.”

	Now that he had a room number, he waited for a few more minutes and walked into the motel as if he knew where he was going. They were all similar, anyway. He went straight for the stairs, and no one tried to stop him. The man behind the counter was too busy playing what sounded like porn on his phone, while the two guys in the corner were probably doing something illegal, from the way they kept glancing around. They weren’t being discreet.

	The low ceiling had stains that Vale didn’t want to examine too closely. The carpet on the stairs was threadbare, and the air smelled of dust, mildew, and cigarette smoke. Vale wasn’t a delicate flower, but he still wrinkled his nose and wondered if he could catch something just by breathing the air. He’d been in much worse places, but that didn’t mean he enjoyed it.

	Vale climbed the stairs two by two until he reached the second floor. He didn’t have to go far to find room 205. It was only a few doors down, and before knocking, he took out his gun, complete with a silencer. He held it loosely and knocked. He heard creaking behind the door and readied himself.

	It took the man a moment to answer. When he did, he frowned, probably because he didn’t recognize Vale.

	“Who are you?” he asked. 

	His suit jacket was gone, and he’d rolled the sleeves of his shirt up to his elbows. He’d also taken off his shoes and socks, and in the few seconds Vale had left, he cringed at the thought. Didn’t the man know how dirty motel carpets were? And these were visibly stained, for fuck’s sake.

	Vale didn’t answer the man’s question. He raised his gun and fired it, putting a hole between the man’s eyes. The man’s shocked expression stayed on his face as he fell back.

	Vale quickly put his gun away before stepping into the room. He grabbed the man’s arms and dragged him deeper inside, leaving him just inside the room. He closed the door behind himself. It would take a while for anyone to find his target, and by then, Vale would be far away.

	He left the motel as easily as he’d walked in. He hummed as he walked down the street toward his car, smiling at the thought of the money that would soon hit his account. He waited until he was inside the vehicle to call Artemis back.

	“All done,” he told her.

	“Great. What will you do now?”

	“I’m headed home.”

	“I’ll make sure the money is all there by the time you land.”

	She would. She always did, and they’d been working together long enough that Vale trusted her with his life—and with his money.

	She knew he was putting away as much as possible so he could retire. He didn’t have anything against the life he lived, but he was getting older. He wasn’t quite old yet, although some days, he felt like he was. He supposed that for some people, thirty-nine years old was old, and for others, it wasn’t. His body certainly reflected the way he’d lived his life until now, and he wanted to stop working before the job became harder to deal with.

	Today’s job was one more step toward retirement. It would take him several more, but he was almost there, and he could already imagine his life.

	With a smile on his lips, he drove away from the motel and toward the airport. It was time to go home, relax for a bit, and get ready for the next job.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	As far as Cyril was concerned, there was nothing better on a rainy day than reading in his stuffy armchair while drinking tea. The only reason he wasn’t bundled up in a blanket was that it was July and too warm for that, but if it had been winter, he would’ve had on thick socks and a blanket, and he would have made himself a nest. Reading during the summer was good, too, though. Reading was always good.

	He stretched out and bumped his foot against Oscar, who was on the footrest. Oscar lazily opened one eye and whacked Cyril’s foot with a tentacle. Cyril poked him with his bare toes, then let him be. At least while Oscar was sleeping, he wasn’t getting into trouble.

	Cyril’s phone rang on the coffee table. He sighed, already knowing that his day of reading was over. Was it too much to ask to allow him to relax for once? Apparently, it was.

	He grabbed his phone, along with the notepad and pen he always kept with him, and answered. “Cyril Moreau, what can I do for you?”

	The woman on the other side of the phone sucked in a breath. Cyril gave her time. He already knew she’d lost someone recently, and it wasn’t every day that someone called a necromancer.

	“Are you a necromancer?” she asked.

	“I am.”

	“It’s my husband. He was—he was found today, dead. He was shot.” She swallowed heavily. “In the head. I don’t know if you can work with that.”

	“I sure can. He’ll always have the wound, but there are ways to deal with it.”

	“Oh. I thought you could heal it.”

	“I’m not a healer, so no. I can only bring him back, and even then, there are certain conditions.”

	“I can pay whatever you ask for.”

	Cyril’s heart hurt for her. He’d never lost anyone that he could remember. His father had died when he was a baby, and he only had his mother, who was still very much alive and planning to continue being so for decades to come. “It’s not a question of money. Why don’t you give me your name to start?”

	“Liliana. Liliana Beauford.”

	“It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Can you tell me more about what happened and about your husband? What’s his name?”

	“Francis. He’s, well, he was found shot in the head.”

	“When did it happen?”

	“Earlier today.”

	So the death was very recent. That would be helpful. “That’s a good thing. The sooner I can reach a body after they die, the easier the reanimation is. What were you thinking about? Do you want it to be temporary?”

	That was the bulk of Cyril’s job. Sometimes people died without telling their loved ones where they’d left family heirlooms or who they wanted their inheritance to go to. He’d also worked for the police force when they needed to know what happened to someone. No one had called him for this death, so it probably meant they wouldn’t. They were wary of him on the best of days and outright hated him on the worst. Besides, it wasn’t like anything the victims would say would be admissible in court. For some reason, people thought that Cyril might be able to convince the dead bodies he reanimated to say things. They didn’t understand how it worked, and while it was ridiculous, Cyril couldn’t exactly blame them for that. Necromancy was a mysterious art for the people who weren’t necromancers, and even more so, it was scary.

	“No.” Mrs. Beauford’s voice trembled. “Can you reanimate him permanently?”

	“I can certainly do that. He died recently enough, but I have to warn you that he might be different. He was shot in the head, and those are always the trickiest wounds and the trickiest deaths to reanimate.”

	“That’s fine.” She sobbed just once before making a muffled sound as if she were pressing a tissue against her lips. “I just want him back. Our kids deserve to have a father.”

	Cyril grimaced, but he didn’t try to change her mind. He’d tried that in the past when he could see that the person he’d been called to reanimate wouldn’t be the same person their family had known before. That was especially true when it came to head wounds. He couldn’t heal wounds. He could only reanimate the dead, and when he did, they were in the same state as they had been after dying, except that they weren’t dead anymore. If Mrs. Beauford wanted her husband to be like he’d been before, she would have to find a good healer, and there weren’t many around.

	Thankfully, Cyril had friends and people that he regularly worked with. “I can give you the names of a few healers I work with. They should be able to help you once your husband is reanimated.”

	“Really? I don’t know how to thank you.”

	“You don’t have to.” After all, Cyril wasn’t doing this out of the goodness of his heart. He was doing it because he’d be paid handsomely for it. Any permanent reanimation was very costly because of the amount of power he had to put into it. “Why don’t you tell me where I’m supposed to go?”

	He wrote down all the details he could remember from the conversation and the address where she’d be waiting for him. He wasn’t surprised to recognize it. Her husband had been brought to the morgue. When he went, he’d probably encounter a detective working on the man’s death. He might be lucky and not have to deal with Detective Anderson, but what would be the odds? Detective Anderson always seemed to catch the deaths Cyril was called to reanimate.

	“When can you be here? I’d like to take my husband home tonight,” Mrs. Beauford said.

	Cyril looked at the sky outside his window. It was still raining, but while he wished he could stay home and continue reading his book, time was of the essence when it came to reanimations. “I can be there in an hour if that’s all right with you.”

	Mrs. Beauford sobbed again. “That would be perfect.”

	Once they’d hung up, Cyril stretched. Oscar was still lounging on the footrest, and Cyril let him sleep. He wouldn’t be taking him on this job. He didn’t want to shock Mrs. Beauford, and generally, people didn’t react well to seeing Oscar. They thought he was weird—and Cyril could admit he was—but it didn’t mean he was dangerous or evil.

	Cyril quickly dressed and headed out. He wrinkled his nose at the water coming down from the sky, then climbed into his car and headed to the morgue. He knew the drive so well that he could probably have driven his car with his eyes closed. Most of the reanimations he worked on happened at the morgue.

	Once he got there, he grabbed his bag and went inside. He smiled at Janet, who was at the front desk today. She smiled back, but it wasn’t very warm. Like everyone, she was wary of Cyril, even though she knew him and saw him at least once a week.

	“Who?” she asked.

	“Francis Beauford.”

	Janet grimaced. “Detective Anderson won’t be happy.”

	Cyril groaned. “I won’t be happy, either. I like dealing with him as much as he enjoys dealing with me.”

	Janet snickered. “That sounds about right.”

	Cyril was very much aware of the tension between him and Detective Anderson, and he didn’t need Janet to remind him. He waved at her and walked down the hallway, ready to face Detective Anderson. He didn’t even have to walk into the room where the body was kept to encounter him. Detective Anderson was in the hallway, talking to a woman wearing a dark green dress. Her blonde hair was piled up on top of her head, and she looked like she’d been crying. She was shaking her head at something Detective Anderson was saying.

	“You don’t have to autopsy him to know how he died,” she said. “It’s obvious.”

	“I know he was shot, Mrs. Beauford, but there could be something we’re missing, something we’d find only during an autopsy. We don’t know why he was at that motel, for example.”

	The woman’s expression hardened. “I’ve already called a necromancer.”

	Detective Anderson’s back went ramrod straight. He was a big man with dark blond hair cut short. He was wearing a suit, and Cyril already knew he also had a tie on. He was always very neat, even when he visited the morgue.

	“Who?” Detective Anderson asked.

	Cyril cleared his throat. “Mrs. Beauford?”

	The woman looked at him. “Are you the necromancer?”

	“I am.”

	Detective Anderson turned to look at Cyril. He was glaring so hard that Cyril wouldn’t be surprised to end up dead on one of the metal tables nearby. He was only doing what he was being paid to do, but that wouldn’t stop Detective Anderson from holding him personally responsible.

	“I should have known it was you,” Detective Anderson said with a snarl.

	Cyril kept a smile on his face. “I am the best in the city.” He turned his attention back to Mrs. Beauford. “I’m ready when you are. Shall we go inside and take a look at your husband?”

	She gave him a watery smile and nodded. When Cyril started to walk past Detective Anderson to follow Mrs. Beauford inside, Detective Anderson caught his arm.

	“You shouldn’t be allowed to do this. She didn’t agree to an autopsy because of you. We’ll lose precious evidence.”

	Cyril pulled his arm away. “I don’t have anything to do with that. She asked me if I could do this, and I can.”

	“How much is she paying you?”

	“That’s none of your business. It’s the law, Detective Anderson. I had nothing to do with how it was created or why.” Since dead people could be reanimated, there was a law in place that allowed the deceased’s family to deny an autopsy. They wouldn’t want one to have been performed if they were paying for their loved one to be reanimated.

	It was the reason a lot of the cops Cyril came into contact with disliked him, almost as if he’d been the one to create the law. He hadn’t been. He didn’t have anything to do with it, although he could admit it made his life easier.

	The rest of the cops disliked him because they thought he was weird and were afraid of him. That was something he was used to, too.

	Detective Anderson made a frustrated noise and stepped aside. Cyril didn’t look back as he followed Mrs. Beauford. This wasn’t the first time he’d had to deal with Detective Anderson’s foul mood, and it wouldn’t be the last.

	Lucky him.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	By the time Vale got home, almost twenty-four hours had passed. His first plane had been late, which meant he’d missed his connection. He’d had to wait hours in the airport, and he was exhausted, even though he’d done nothing more than sitting around and wasting time on his phone.

	He unlocked his front door, stepped inside, and dropped his bag. He was tempted to go straight to bed, but he needed a shower first. He wanted to wash the airplane and airports off his skin.

	His phone rang as he headed toward the bathroom. He took it out and answered without looking who it was since only a few people had his number. It could be either his best friend or Artemis—Rachel, when they weren’t working.

	“Hello?” he answered.

	“There’s a problem,” Artemis said.

	Vale groaned and closed his eyes. “I wasn’t paid for the hit?” That was the only thing he could think of.

	“The client is refusing to pay because the dead guy is still alive.”

	Vale blinked. “I’m sorry?”

	“You heard me. Your target is still alive.”

	“That’s not possible. I shot him in the head. No one survives that kind of shot.”

	“I know that, and I believe you, but the client doesn’t. He’s pissed that the target is still walking around, and he’s refusing to pay. He said he was going to hire someone else.”

	“He’s certainly free to do that, but I did my job.” Vale swore because he’d counted on that money. Dammit.

	He eyed his bed. He’d left it neatly made, and after spending the past week away from it, the only thing he wanted to do was to shower and dive right in between the sheets. His eyes burned from the lack of sleep, and he was also slightly hangry.

	“He could be trying to get out of paying me,” Vale said as he started moving again.

	“I thought about that, but when I checked, the target was alive. I found recent footage of him.”

	She was a wizard when it came to hacking into security cameras all over the country, and she was one of Vale’s best friends. She would never lie to him. That meant the target was alive, even though Vale had shot him in the head.

	He put his phone down on the bathroom counter and pressed the speaker button. Artemis’s voice came out loud and clear as Vale took off his t-shirt. 

	“What do you want me to do?” she asked.

	“I don’t think there’s much we can do. I did my job, but the target is still alive, and the client won’t pay. It’s not like I can go after him.” Although it was tempting. Vale had done what he’d been paid to do. It would only be right for him to get the money, and he disliked that the client was throwing a hissy fit.

	“I’m really sorry.”

	Vale sighed. “Not your fault. I’m sure you tried everything you thought of to convince him to stop being an asshole.”

	“I did. I can find you another job. You can make up for the money you just lost.”

	Vale chewed on his lower lip as he thought. He didn’t need another job now, and he was curious.

	He’d killed that guy. He was sure of it. He knew some people could reanimate dead bodies, but he’d never encountered that kind of situation in all the years he’d been practicing. He was curious to find out what had happened, because reanimations weren’t cheap.

	“Can you book me a ticket back?” he asked as he shed his jeans.

	“Of course. Why are you heading back, though?”

	“I want to check out what happened. I’m curious.”

	“I get that, but do you really think it’s a good idea?”

	“I don’t think it’s a bad idea. I won’t try to find the client to beat the shit out of him, so don’t worry about that. It’s not worth my time.”

	She snickered. “You’re right. I’ll book you a plane ticket and continue looking into it. If you did your job, it’s only right that the client pays, whatever happens after you’re done. If he still doesn’t want to after I have proof you did what you were paid to do, I’ll just take the money from him and ensure he’s banned from the job board.”

	“See? This is why I love you. I need you to take care of me.”

	“Always.”

	“I miss seeing your face.” 

	Vale saw Russell much more often than they saw Rachel. She was on the move a lot, like Vale and Russell, but since she was their handler, she didn’t need to meet them to work with them. At least once a year, the three of them managed to be in the same city and see each other, but that was it. Vale hoped that once he retired, it would be easier for the three of them to find a way to make it work, and he was almost there, but not quite.

	“I miss seeing your face, too. It’s been too long.” There was wishfulness in Rachel’s voice.

	“We should organize something.”

	“I’m on it,” Rachel promised. She was Rachel now because they weren’t talking about work anymore. “I already booked you a plane ticket. You leave tomorrow.”

	That would give Vale time to rest for a bit and take care of a few things. “Thank you.”

	“Nothing to thank me for. You know I always have your back, and so does Russell.”

	“Yeah.”

	“Keep me updated.”

	Vale would, just like he’d call Russell after he was done with his shower and had a few hours of sleep. His best friend would find this situation hilarious, and now that Vale knew he’d get the money in some way, he felt the same. He’d killed the target, and the target was back. That didn’t happen every day.

	He hoped it would never happen to him again.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Cyril groaned when his phone rang. He needed some rest after the reanimation he’d done for Mrs. Beauford, but the people who called him didn’t always understand that. Some of them got angry when he told them he couldn’t work for them and sent them the way of one of his competitors. He was the best in the city, which meant a lot of wealthy clients flocked to him. They were never happy when he told them to fuck off—albeit in better terms.

	He had to sit up to grab his phone, which meant dislodging Oscar from his chest. Oscar opened one eye and glared at Cyril, but Cyril ignored him, knowing his pet would settle down again once he stopped moving.

	Cyril smiled when he saw that the caller wasn’t a client but his mother. He quickly answered because he did want to talk to his mom. 

	“I thought for sure you wouldn’t answer,” she said as Cyril settled back down on the couch. 

	Oscar crawled higher on his chest and flopped down, tickling one tentacle along Cyril’s neck. Cyril batted it away. “Why wouldn’t I answer your calls?”

	“Well, you might be working or dead
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