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​Chapter One - Everything Costs More Than It Did Yesterday
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The GPS said turn left in four hundred feet. Rook turned left in two hundred because she could smell the traffic backup on the other side of the light and the dumplings were going cold and someone on the thirty-second floor of the Hargrove Tower was going to have feelings about cold dumplings and those feelings were going to end up in a one-star review that would tank her weekly average, and she could not afford to tank her weekly average right now. Or ever. But especially right now.

She cut through the service alley behind the Meridian Hotel, ignored the honk from a town car whose driver did not understand the physics of a cargo bike, and came out on Calder Street moving fast enough that the wind knocked the smell of the alley out of her sinuses. She sorted the new input automatically: exhaust, overpriced soap from the hotel's ventilation stack, someone's cigarette, the distant sweetness of a food cart shutting down for the night. Under all of it, the city's constant low-grade output of stress and money and the specific chemical signature of people who had a lot of one and were afraid of losing it.

She had been doing this long enough that the sorting happened without her thinking about it. Four years of delivery shifts had trained her hindbrain to process the city as data. She navigated by smell and sound more than the GPS now, which she kept running mostly because the app required it and also because there was something privately funny about a piece of software confidently giving her directions she had already taken.

Her phone buzzed against her wrist. She checked it at the next light.

Mateo: hey so the renewal notice came

She texted back one-handed: and?

Mateo: and it's a lot

She put the phone away and ran the light. Technically. The yellow was extremely recent.

He called when she was locking her bike to the rack outside the Hargrove Tower. She answered with the helmet still on, which meant her voice came out slightly echoey and muffled, which she figured was fine because nothing she was about to say was going to sound better with clarity.

"How much," she said.

"Three hundred more a month." A pause. "Starting in sixty days."

She did the math. She did it fast, the way she always did, because slow math gave bad news time to settle in and she preferred to process at speed and keep moving. "Can you cover it?"

"I don't know. Probably not with my current hours. I'd have to pick up another shift." Another pause, longer. He had a tell, Mateo, a specific kind of quiet he went into when he was trying to figure out how to say something so she wouldn't worry. She had known it since he was eleven years old. "I might have to look at other options."

"Don't do anything yet. I'll look at the numbers this week."

"Rook. You don't have to fix this."

"I'm not fixing it, I'm looking at it. Those are different."

"They're not, though. For you they're not." She could hear him smile, which was the most annoying part, because he was right and he knew she knew it and neither of them was going to say so. "You can't keep fixing everything."

"Watch me," she said, and went inside before he could respond.

The Hargrove Tower lobby smelled like cold marble and the particular brand of air freshener that rich buildings used to smell like nothing at all, which Rook had always found philosophically interesting. The security desk waved her through without making eye contact. She had learned, in four years of deliveries, that invisible was efficient. She did not complain about it. She took the service elevator to thirty-two.

The main elevators were faster but the service elevator was fine. Quieter. She used the time to take off the helmet, shake her hair out, run a hand over the back of her neck where she'd been sweating. Thirty-two floors. She had done worse. She had delivered to the penthouse of the Aldgate Building once, forty-eight floors, in August, and the guy had tipped her two dollars and a compliment about her bike.

The service elevator opened onto a carpeted corridor that smelled like money had been spent on it recently. New paint, new carpet, the chemical ghost of recently installed something underneath it all. The Hargrove Tower was about three years into a renovation that had been ongoing since it was sold to a new management company. Rook passed three apartments with note cards slid under the doors and one with a small potted plant that had been pushed into the hallway, probably by accident, and had not been retrieved.

She delivered the dumplings to a man in a very good sweater who did not tip and did not say thank you and closed the door before she had fully turned away. She stood in the hallway for a moment, breathing through the reflex to feel something about it, and then did not feel something about it, which was a skill she had developed.

She took the main elevator down.

The man was already inside it when the doors opened on thirty-two. She registered him before she registered anything specific about him: tall, late fifties in presentation, a suit that was good enough to be invisible about it. He was looking at his phone with the absorbed attention of someone reviewing something important. He did not look up when she got in. He did not look up when she pressed the lobby button. The elevator descended in the specific silence of people who have decided not to acknowledge each other.

Rook stood slightly to the left of center and let her senses do what they did.

He smelled like old copper. That was the first thing, immediate and clear. Not blood, not the ambient iron of a human body, but something older and more mineral, like the inside of a very old building or the residue left on coins. Under it: the sharp synthetic note of very good cologne trying to cover something it couldn't quite cover. Under that, faint as a memory, something she couldn't name. Not human, not the specific animal warmth of her own kind. Something else. Something that had been around long enough that the original scent had compressed into something denser.

His heartbeat was wrong. Slow. Slower than it should be for a man standing in an elevator at rest, and with a specific, even quality that was not the slowness of a calm human heart. Different rhythm. She had only heard it a few times before. She filed it and kept her face neutral.

He put his phone in his pocket. For one second, she felt him notice her, the way old things noticed things, with a flatness and a totality that was nothing like the way humans looked at people. Then his eyes went back to the elevator doors. He had dismissed her before he finished looking.

The lobby. The doors opened. He went left, toward the private parking entrance. She went right, toward the bike rack and the city and the rest of her shift.

She did not look back. She remembered the smell.

Her phone went off three more times before she reached her bike. Two were dispatch notifications and one was Bram: you alive, with no punctuation, which was how he texted when he was bored and not how he texted when he was actually worried, so she sent back barely and left it at that.

The building was on Crescent Street, a forty-minute ride from the Hargrove Tower through the part of the city that had not yet been renovated and might not be, depending on who bought what in the next eighteen months. It was a six-story walk-up with a courtyard and a building manager who was present in the sense that his name was on the lease agreements and absent in every other practical sense. The intercom had been broken for two years. Mrs. Okafor on the fourth floor had zip-tied a handwritten directory to the front door, laminated, because of course she had.

Rook smelled it before she saw it. Paper and adhesive, new, the sharp edge of something official.

There was a notice taped to the front door.

She read it standing on the front step with her helmet still under her arm. It was a single page on official property management letterhead, dense with formal language that she read through quickly because she had learned to do this the way she had learned most useful things, out of necessity. The relevant sentence was in the second paragraph: Effective sixty days from the date of this notice, monthly rent for units in the above-referenced property will be adjusted to reflect current market conditions. Below that, a number. Below the number, a line that said Questions may be directed to the property management office and a phone number with an area code that was not local.

She looked at the notice for a moment. Then she looked at the door. She pulled the notice off. There were six more behind it, one for every other apartment in the building. She stood on the step and collected all seven of them, folded them together, and went inside.

The hallway smelled like Mrs. Okafor's cooking, which it usually did at this hour, and underneath that the particular building smell that Rook had stopped consciously noticing years ago and which she would have been able to identify in the dark at fifty feet: old wood, settled dust, the accumulated domestic exhaust of a building that was actually lived in. She had lived here for three years. She knew which stairs creaked and which light in the fourth-floor hallway had been out for six months and where the draft came from in the third-floor corridor in winter.

She took the notices upstairs.

Her apartment was on the third floor, apartment 3B, a two-bedroom that she had been renting as a one-bedroom since her last roommate moved out two months ago because the extra room had made it possible to breathe and she had been paying for that possibility with money she did not strictly have. The math on that had been unpleasant before tonight and was worse now. She put the notices on the kitchen table and sat down and did the math anyway.

The numbers did not improve with calculation. The rent increase meant she needed another three-fifty a month. She was already working six delivery shifts a week and pulling in enough to cover current rent and not much else. Three-fifty more meant either a seventh shift, which was technically possible and practically unsustainable, or a roommate.

She looked at the folded notices on her kitchen table. She thought about Mateo.

She opened her laptop and started a roommate listing.

It was midnight by the time she finished the listing and sent it live. She sat back and looked at it for a moment. It said what she needed it to say: one bedroom, shared kitchen and bathroom, building had good bones and decent neighbors and she was serious about quiet hours. She had considered and removed the line about her work schedule. She had considered and kept the line about no overnight guests without notice. She had considered and removed the line about being a light sleeper, which was an understatement so profound it was almost funny.

She closed the laptop. She sat in the kitchen for another minute and listened to the building: Mrs. Okafor's television on four, the nursing students on six who kept unpredictable hours, Pavel's intercom clicking twice on its own, which it did sometimes, which everyone understood and no one discussed. The building at midnight, breathing.

She went to bed. She did not sleep for a while, which was normal.

In the morning, there were forty-three responses to the listing.

She was on her second coffee, reading through them, when Bram knocked twice and let himself in with the key she had given him eighteen months ago for emergencies and which he used approximately whenever he felt like it, which she had also known would happen.

"You look," he said, sitting down across from her, "like someone who has been reading bad news for several hours."

"I've been reading roommate applications."

"Those are the same thing." He leaned over to look at the screen. He was still in pajamas, which meant he had come straight from his apartment on five, which meant he had smelled the coffee through the floor, which was a thing he could do and pretended not to. "This one is a ghost."

"Which one."

He pointed. The listing said: Non-confrontational entity seeking quiet co-existence. No dietary needs, minimal spatial requirements, committed to harmonious shared environment.

"That could be anyone," Rook said.

"Rook. It says entity."

"It could be a person who thinks of themselves as an entity."

"Is that the kind of person you want living with you?"

She considered this. "I've had worse."

He continued scrolling. He had the particular focus of someone who found other people's disasters genuinely entertaining, which Rook found useful in a best friend because it meant he would stay for the duration of a crisis and not require her to perform distress at a specific level. He had known her for three years, since he moved into 5A, and he was the person she called first and the person she lied to least, which was not nothing.

"There's a vampire on three," he said, without looking up.

"I know there's a vampire on three."

"She might be looking."

"She's a recluse." Rook turned a page. "She's been here six months and I've spoken to her twice."

"Mrs. Okafor says she's in a bad situation."

Rook looked up. Mrs. Okafor's information on this building was, in her experience, comprehensive and reliable. "What kind of bad situation."

"Financial." He shrugged. "Don't know the details. But she's been in that studio for six months and Mrs. Okafor says she doesn't leave much and when she does she looks like a person who is managing something."

Rook thought about the studio on three. She had passed it. She had heard almost nothing from it, which for a studio apartment occupied by a person required a certain degree of effort to achieve. She had registered, in the way she registered most things, that the vampire who lived there was precise and private and very still in a way that suggested intention rather than personality.

"She hasn't responded to the listing," Rook said.

"Maybe she hasn't seen it yet." Bram found one more response and read it aloud. The person described themselves as a "reformed incubus in ongoing recovery" who was, quote, "mostly reliable regarding boundaries." He put the laptop down. "So. The ghost or the vampire."

"Neither, obviously."

"I'm going to check back in forty-eight hours," he said cheerfully, and got up and poured himself coffee.

Outside, the city was doing what it always did, which was continue without asking anyone's permission. Rook had forty-three responses, none of them workable, and a rent increase she could not cover alone, and six notices she had taken off a door, and a brother whose voice on the phone had sounded like he was trying not to be tired.

She picked up her phone. She called Mateo back.

"Hey," he said.

"Hey." She looked at the notices on the table. "Don't sign anything yet. Give me a week."

"Rook."

"One week. I mean it."

A pause. She could hear him deciding not to say the thing again, which was the version of love they had developed between them: him not saying she couldn't fix everything, her not agreeing. It had gotten them this far.

"Okay," he said. "One week."

She hung up. She went back to the listings. She did not feel the fear that was sitting just below her sternum, quiet and patient, because feeling it would not help anything, and things that did not help anything had a very low priority in Rook Vásquez's operational framework. She had built the framework on purpose. She was aware of what it was.

She kept reading.
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​Chapter Two - The Roommate App Has No Filter for This
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Rook's previous roommate had been named Dani, and she had been, by every measurable standard, a good roommate. She paid rent on the first of the month. She kept her dishes in her own section of the cabinet. She did not leave wet towels on the bathroom floor and she did not invite people over without notice and she had never once commented on the fact that Rook sometimes came home from a night shift and sat in the kitchen for an hour before she could make herself go to bed.

She had also left with three days' notice and a Post-it on the kitchen counter that said sorry, the job's in Portland, you'll be fine, you're always fine. Rook had read the Post-it twice and then put it in the recycling, which had felt like the correct response, and then retrieved it from the recycling at eleven pm and read it again, which she was less proud of.

That had been two months ago. She had been covering the full rent since then by picking up extra shifts and making calculations that only worked if nothing broke or got sick or needed replacing, which meant the calculations existed in a permanent state of theoretical correctness that had no relationship to actual life.

Now there was the rent increase, and the calculations had stopped working entirely, and Rook sat at her kitchen table at seven in the morning with coffee and forty-three roommate responses and the Post-it still in the recycling and did what she always did when something needed doing, which was start.

She opened a new document and began screening.

By nine she had eliminated thirty-one responses. Criteria: anything that mentioned "flexible about rent timing" (no), anyone whose listing photograph showed more than two visible violations of basic apartment physics, the reformed incubus (she had thought about it for longer than she wanted to admit, then no), the entity, and the two responses that were technically coherent but smelled wrong in a way she couldn't articulate and had learned not to need to articulate.

She had twelve left. She was reading the twelfth when Bram knocked.

He was in the same pajamas. He had, she noted, brought a plate of toast, which meant he had been awake long enough to make toast, which meant he had not come straight from bed. He was doing her the courtesy of appearing spontaneous, which was one of the things she liked about him.

"Progress," he said, looking at the document.

"Eliminations."

"Same category." He sat down and ate a piece of toast over the listings. "How's the twelve?"

She summarized. He listened with the specific quality of attention he reserved for things that were either interesting or useful, and Bram Tilley found most things interesting, which was a personality trait she had identified early and trusted completely. He had been in the building for four years, had a larger apartment on five that he maintained with the aesthetic confidence of someone who had opinions about textiles, and appeared to have no visible means of financial anxiety despite working, as far as Rook could tell, a series of part-time jobs that collectively functioned as a full-time income. She had not asked him how this worked. She suspected it was fae things.

"What about 3A," he said.

Rook looked at her document. "She hasn't responded."

"Have you looked at the listing from her perspective?"

"What does that mean?"

He tilted the laptop slightly toward himself. "Your listing says you're serious about quiet hours and that you have heightened sensory perception and that you prefer to discuss cohabitation logistics in writing rather than in person." He looked up. "You sound like a nightmare, Rook."

"I sound like someone with clear communication."

"To someone who is not used to people who communicate like that, you sound like you're going to track their biometric data and file a complaint about it."

"I'm not going to track anyone's biometric data."

"You absolutely would if it helped organize something."

This was not entirely wrong. She took the laptop back.

The studio on 3A had been occupied since October. The tenant had moved in quietly, with a removal company and no visible social network, which Rook had noted and filed and not found particularly interesting at the time. She knew the tenant's name from the building directory that Mrs. Okafor maintained: C. Molnár. She knew she was a vampire from the specific quality of her stillness and the particular flatness of her heartbeat and the fact that she had once, two months in, passed Rook in the hallway at three in the morning with the absence of reaction that suggested someone who had been operating in the world without a body clock for a very long time.

What she did not know was what Bram and Mrs. Okafor apparently knew, which was that C. Molnár was in some kind of financial difficulty. This was unusual. In Rook's experience, vampires who had been around more than a century tended to have portfolios. The ones who didn't had usually made a specific choice or a specific mistake.

She looked at the remaining responses. She looked at her rent calculation, which was still not working.

Her phone buzzed: Bram, from three feet away.

check the listings again

She refreshed the roommate app.

There was a new response. It had come in while they were talking. She read it.

I am interested. I am clean, quiet, and I will not eat the food in the refrigerator.—C. Molnár

She read it again.

Bram was watching her with the patient expression of someone who already knew the punchline.

"She responded," Rook said.

"I can see that."

"Did you tell her about the listing?"

"Mrs. Okafor mentioned it." He finished his toast. "In the way Mrs. Okafor mentions things, which is to say she told her over tea yesterday that the girl on three was looking for a roommate and that it would be a good situation and that she, Mrs. Okafor, had personally vouched for Rook's character."

Rook stared at him. "She vouched for me."

"In absentia, yes."

"Without asking."

"She knew you'd say yes."

"I haven't said yes."

Bram gave her the look that was specifically for the moments when she said things she did not mean and was aware of not meaning them.

She looked at the message again. I will not eat the food in the refrigerator. It was, as communication went, minimalist to the point of being almost aggressive. It was also, she noted, more information than the woman had voluntarily offered in six months of shared hallway.

"Set up a showing," Bram said, and took his plate back upstairs.

Rook wrote back: Tomorrow, 6pm. Apartment 3B.

She spent the rest of the day doing the things the day required. Two delivery shifts, a supply run, a call with Mateo that she kept to twenty minutes because he had work in the morning. She cleaned the apartment at eleven pm, not because she thought it was particularly dirty but because having her hands occupied helped her think, and she was thinking about the logistics of shared space with someone who did not require food and presumably had unusual hours and had, in six months, generated almost no ambient noise.

She had questions. She wrote them on the back of one of the rent notices, which she acknowledged was a choice, and then crossed most of them off because they were either answerable by direct observation or were the kind of questions she would have to earn the right to ask. She left three.

At midnight, Mrs. Okafor knocked.

This was not unusual. Mrs. Okafor had a relationship with the building's nighttime hours that suggested she did not entirely trust them, and she moved through the hallways in the late evening with the unhurried authority of someone who owned the place in every sense that mattered. She was sixty-seven and Nigerian and had lived in 4B for thirty years and had watched more landlords try to empty this building than Rook had been alive for. She brought, tonight, a container of rice that was heavier than it looked.

"You're making a face," Mrs. Okafor said, handing her the container.

"I'm thinking."

"Those are not different faces for you." She looked at the rent notices, still on the kitchen table. She had, Rook assumed, received her own. Her expression did not change in any way that was specific, but there was a quality to her stillness that Rook recognized as the controlled version of something that would, in a different person, look like fear. In Adaeze Okafor it looked like patience, which was different and harder to maintain. "You took the notices from the door."

"I kept copies. I was going to put them back."

"No, you weren't." Not an accusation. An observation. "You're going to do something about them."

"I'm going to look into the management company first."

"Mm." Mrs. Okafor sat down without being invited, which was one of the things Rook found most useful about her. She did not require the rituals of permission. "The one on three," she said. "She's had a hard year."

"What kind of hard year."

"The financial kind. She doesn't talk about it, but you can tell. She stopped ordering things delivered months ago. She makes tea every morning and doesn't drink it. She came back from somewhere upset in March and has been very careful since." She folded her hands on the table. "She is the kind of person who is very good at appearing to be fine."

Rook thought about the three lines in the response message. "She reached out about the listing."

"I know." A pause. "Be patient with her."

This was not a request Rook received often. She was, by temperament and training, the person other people were asked to be patient with. It landed differently in the other direction.

"I'm usually patient," she said.

Mrs. Okafor gave her a look that was full of affection and contained no agreement whatsoever.

After she left, Rook sat with the container of rice and the list of three questions and the building settling around her. She could hear, if she focused, the particular silence of each apartment: 4B quiet and warm, 5A with Bram's television on low, the nursing students on 6 doing something in their kitchen at midnight that she had decided not to investigate. And 3A, next door almost, very still in a way that required effort.

She ate the rice. She did not call Mateo again. She added a fourth question to the list and then crossed it off.

The building needed her to figure this out. The math needed her to figure this out. She was good at figuring things out. This was not a situation that would defeat her.

She went to sleep at one-thirty and was up again by six, which was normal, and started the day's first shift with the specific grounded efficiency of someone who had not fully processed a feeling yet and had decided, as a structural matter, not to.

In apartment 3A, she could hear, very faintly, the sound of someone also awake. Making tea.

The showing was at six.

She was ready.
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​Chapter Three - Four Hundred Years of Bad Decisions, One Studio Apartment
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The studio apartment on 3A was four hundred and thirty square feet, which Corvin had known before signing the lease and which she had continued to know in a way that accumulated meaning over the months she had occupied it. She had lived in smaller spaces. She had lived in spaces without heat, without light, in conditions she would not now accept under any circumstances available to her. The studio was not a hardship. It was a consequence, and consequences were something she had always been able to manage.

She was managing.

She was sitting in the center of the studio with her laptop open and the landlord's rent increase notice on the table beside it and a spreadsheet that she had not opened yet because the numbers were not going to improve by looking at them. She knew the numbers. She had been doing the accounting for her own life for four centuries, and she had never, in four centuries, been quite as precise about small amounts.

She opened the spreadsheet.

Eleven weeks and four days of rent. That was the runway. That was what remained after October through March had been paid and the costs of the move had been absorbed and the few remaining assets she had not liquidated were held in accounts that were technically accessible and practically insufficient. She had one coat that was good enough to pass for expensive if you did not look closely. She had a collection of books she had carried across six countries and three different storage facilities and two instances of having to flee somewhere quickly and which she had never once seriously considered selling. She had a laptop. She had a daylight ring on the fourth finger of her left hand, a lapis lazuli set in silver that was two hundred years old and which she would also not sell, for reasons that were partly practical and partly not.

She had, she calculated, approximately eleven weeks to find a solution before the math became structural rather than manageable.

The rent increase was a problem. It was also, she understood, not yet the largest problem. The largest problem was that she had looked at her viable options three weeks ago, and two weeks ago, and again last night, and they remained the same: take on a roommate to split costs, find work that would pay in cash under the supernatural employment table, or identify some asset she had not yet located that could be liquidated without returning less than it cost to find. The work option was complicated by the fact that her skill set was primarily financial and the supernatural financial sector was, for her, a landscape of people she had either lost money to or who had been adjacent to losing money to her, none of whom she was currently able to call on without something to offer.

Which meant the roommate option was not a choice. It was the option that remained after all the others had been evaluated.

She had found the listing on the building app at nine in the evening, three days after the rent increase notice. She had read it once, closed the tab, done two other things, returned to it, read it again, done one other thing, returned. This was, she recognized, not efficient behavior. She was aware that she was delaying a decision she had already made and that the delay was not strategic, which meant it was emotional, which she found irritating.

The listing had said: Serious about quiet hours. Heightened sensory perception—if you're hiding something, live somewhere else. References required. No drama.

She had read this and had her first response, which was that this was someone who communicated like a contract negotiation, and her second response, which was that she found this oddly reassuring after months of living in a building where people communicated through expressions and implications and the specific way they said fine when they did not mean fine. She had never been good at implications. She had been told this across four centuries by a variety of people who meant it in a variety of ways, and she had concluded, eventually, that they were correct and that this was not a character flaw she intended to address.

She had written three different opening lines.

The first had been two sentences introducing herself, which she had read back and found too formal even by her own standards, which were already high.

The second had been one sentence, which she had read back and found insufficient.

The third had been: I am interested. I am clean, quiet, and I will not eat the food in the refrigerator.—C. Molnár.

She had sent it before the part of her brain that handled reconsideration could engage.

That had been two days ago. There was a showing tonight at six.

She put the spreadsheet away and looked at the apartment. She had kept it clean and organized in the way she kept everything, which was with the specific intentionality of someone who needed the environment to be predictable because the larger environment was not. The books were organized by the year she had acquired them, which was not alphabetical or topical but was, for her purposes, a more useful system. The single window faced the courtyard. The morning light, if she was up for it, came in at an angle that was not unpleasant. She had made the bed with military corners because military corners took no longer than the other kind and lasted through the day.

She had been alive for four hundred and twenty-seven years. She had occupied, in that time, a number of spaces ranging from the genuinely magnificent to the genuinely terrible, and she had carried in all of them a version of the same discipline: keep the space organized, keep the space clean, keep the things you are not willing to lose within reach. The books were within reach. The locked folder on her laptop was not, in any meaningful sense, something she could lose, but she kept it where she could see it because it was important, she had decided, not to pretend things were not what they were.

The locked folder had a name on it, which she had generated automatically and then not changed: BloodCoin—Final. She had not opened it in eight months. She did not need to open it. She knew what was in it, which was: eighteen months of statements, three rounds of conversations she had been fool enough to conduct in writing, and a loss figure that she had stopped converting to current value because current value did not help her and historical context did not either.

She had been careful for decades before BloodCoin. She had been careful in the sense that mattered, which was careful about people, about who she trusted with access to anything that could be used. The business partner, sixty years ago, had been the first warning. She had trusted him because she had known him for forty years and had evaluated him and had been wrong. She had spent the next sixty years rebuilding and being more careful and believing that the right amount of caution, applied consistently, would eventually produce a situation where she was not at risk.

The person who had introduced BloodCoin had reminded her of no one she had trusted before, which she had thought meant it was safe. It had not meant that. It had meant she was operating on the assumption that her failure mode was pattern-recognition and she had corrected for the pattern and the correction had been exploited. She was not sure what conclusion to draw from this except that the problem was not her pattern-recognition and was not any specific category of person and was, simply, that trusting anyone was a mechanism for being hurt by them.

She had arrived at this conclusion precisely at the moment she could no longer afford to act on it, because she needed a roommate.

She closed the laptop.

There was a building app notification on her phone: New listing: Courtyard dinner, Friday. Mrs. Okafor organizing. All residents invited. Below it, a photograph of a sign Mrs. Okafor had made on actual card stock with a border drawn in blue pen. Corvin looked at the photograph for a moment. She had not attended any of the building events in six months. She had been invited to two. She had sent polite regrets and felt, both times, something she identified as the version of loneliness that people who have decided not to be lonely feel when they see evidence that other people are not.

She put the phone down.

She almost picked it up again to message someone. There was a name she still had in her contacts, someone she had known for years, someone who might, if she asked carefully, have information about options she had not yet found. She opened the contacts, found the name. Stared at it.

Cas Wren. The name sat in her phone like an open question about her own judgment. He had been adjacent to things she preferred not to think about. Not involved, she had believed. Adjacent. Whether that belief was one of her accurate assessments or one of her catastrophically inaccurate ones was something she had been avoiding determining.

She closed the contacts without sending anything.

Six o'clock. She had three hours.

She organized what she had to organize, which was not much, because she kept the studio organized. She went through the folder of references she had prepared—two letters from previous landlords, a certified financial statement, a notarized personal statement confirming her species, tenancy history, and the specific list of things she did not do that previous tenants had found problematic. She had been thorough about this because she found thoroughness clarifying. The statement ran to two pages, which she considered, briefly, might be unusual. She included it anyway.

At five-thirty she made tea. She did this every morning and sometimes in the evenings, and she did not drink it, because she could not drink it, because it was not blood and she was not going to go into a conversation about that right now. She made it because the act of making it was specific and repeatable and required her hands to do something and that was currently useful. She set it on the counter and looked at it and looked at the apartment and looked at the locked folder icon on her laptop screen.

She opened the laptop. She opened a new document. She titled it: Terms for 3B Cohabitation—Initial Considerations. She wrote for twenty-two minutes.

At six o'clock, she picked up the folder, the certified check, and the notarized statement, and went next door.

She knocked once.

The door opened.

The woman on the other side was shorter than Corvin had expected, which was a thing she noticed because she noticed everything and then filed in order of relevance. Brown skin, dark eyes with a ring of amber that she was not consciously producing, which meant she was either mildly agitated or simply ran warm, which was consistent with werewolf physiology. Hair cut close on the sides and longer on top, and she had run her hand through it sometime in the last ten minutes based on the specific way it was not quite flat. She was wearing clothes she worked in and had not changed, which meant she had just come off a shift. She smelled like the city and coffee and something beneath both of those that was the specific, layered scent of someone whose body ran at a temperature slightly higher than baseline human, with an undertone that was distinctly wolf.

She was looking at Corvin with the expression of someone taking inventory. It was an expression Corvin recognized because she was wearing the same one.

"Molnár," Corvin said.

"Vásquez," the woman said. "Come in."

The apartment was larger than Corvin's studio by approximately the floor plan she had already reviewed, which was eighty square feet. It was organized in a way that was not the same as Corvin's organization, which was to say: things were where they had been put rather than where they should be, but they had been put with intention, and the effect was less like clutter and more like evidence. There were delivery bags by the door in a specific arrangement. There were papers on the kitchen table, and she could see from where she stood that one of them was the rent increase notice, and there were seven of them, not one.

She had taken the other tenants' notices. Corvin noted this and updated her assessment of the person across from her.

Vásquez was looking at the folder.

"References," Corvin said, and handed it over.

Vásquez opened it. She read through the letters first, quickly, in the way someone read when they already knew how to read a document and were looking for the specific information rather than the whole of it. Then she got to the notarized statement. She read more slowly.

"This is thorough," she said.

"I prefer to be clear about expectations from the start."

"It's two pages."

"There were several relevant considerations."

Vásquez flipped to the second page. Corvin watched her read and identified, with some precision, the moment she reached the section on dietary requirements. Her expression did not change in any
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