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         The dream always begins the same way.

         
         I’m in the slaughterhouse again, deep beneath the killing floors and blood-slickened porcelain, in the belly of the beast.
            Thick maroon strings of congealing gore drip from the rusty pipes overhead. My boots cling to the floor with every step, bricks
            tacky with rancid spillage and rat urine.
         

         
         The only thing I hear is the blood pounding against my eardrums, the hollow, deafening reverberation of my own heartbeat.
            I move forward, stiffly, abruptly, like the jostle of a steer in the killing chute.
         

         
         Katz follows closely behind me, stalking as silently as his namesake. He doesn’t speak, but I can sense his looming presence,
            as familiar as the spicy smoke of his cigars and the sandpaper-rough scrape of his stubble against my skin. There’s a weight
            to it, always has been.
         

         
         I don’t look behind me, because that will end our hunt. But I know that he’s there, and I know that at any step, he’ll reach
            out, dig his fingers into my nape as though I’m an insolent hound, then steer me around to face him. So I keep walking, and
            the corridor never ends.
         

         
         I know it’s a dream, but I can’t stop it.

         
         This time, just when Katz’s fingers close around the back of my neck and begin to knead, a low creak tears me from his clammy embrace. I break my concentration. Turn.
         

         
         Can’t help myself. I’m dreaming. I know I’m dreaming. But that hardly prevents my breath from seizing in my lungs.
         

         
         Katz is close enough now, his face eclipses my vision—sharklike eyes so dark, I can’t see the pupil, unfathomable wells of
            blackness; a face of harsh angles and burdening planes; the languid, sensual twist of a mouth that glistens slickly in the
            palpitating lantern light as he leans forward, lips puckering, opening, a prolapse.
         

         
         In the cavern of his mouth, his tongue gleams wet and bloated, the color of contusions. It twitches like some deep-sea creature
            in the throes of death, struggling to form the shapes of words.
         

         
         I try to back away. Can’t. My legs are numb as though severed at the kneecaps.

         
         Frozen. I’m never frozen. I thought I moved past this.

         
         Rancid blood splatters the floor at our feet, gurgling like ink from his lips and streaming down his chin in twin streams.

         
         The waxy white skin at his throat begins to tear. Past the buff-yellow layer of fat, past the black tapeworm of his torn jugular,
            the wound widens to expose his bisected trachea and severed vocal cords.
         

         
         He cannot speak. He tries to—gnashing his teeth; purple, tumid tongue writhing. But all that escapes his cavernous mouth is
            a thick choking.
         

         
         I veer back. No good, unable to move. My shoe heels are fused to the ground as though the rubberized soles have melted in
            some unfathomable heat, the furnace of Moloch himself.
         

         
         Katz, I think he’s going to bite me. But what he does is worse. He kisses me, instead.

         
         His tongue fills my mouth, thick and convulsive. I can’t breathe, I can’t—

         
         “Frankie,” Alter murmurs, and I jerk away from his light, tentative touch on my shoulder.

         
         Head reeling, the office’s weathered oak floorboards and blistering green wallpaper flow into the edges of my vision. The
            light here is clean, hard, and white, stropped by Chicago’s winter chill—it exposes every corner of our one-room enterprise,
            scalping even the shadows nesting by the beat-up leather chesterfield and the barrister shelves with their cracked leaded-glass
            panes.
         

         
         You’re safe.

         
         I grab on to the edge of the desk. Straighten up in my chair, take a swipe at eyes bleary and gritted by sleep. A rancid taste
            lingers in my mouth. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it’s still some trace of the night terror.
         

         
         It’s frigid in the office, much colder than usual, and it takes me a sluggish moment or two to realize the window’s partway
            open.
         

         
         Snow gathers on the blistered wood sill, and a small puddle melts into the frayed Turkish kilim I bought months ago from a
            Syrian pushcart salesman down in the South Side.
         

         
         Alter steps back, and his shoe strikes glass, creating a fine chime. His gaze falls and mine follows.

         
         A cut-crystal decanter lies on the rug. I lean forward to pick it up.

         
         A mouthful or two of honeyed bourbon sloshes against the bottle’s heavy square base. Not much, but enough. I drain the rest in two swallows, don’t remember whose company I’m in until I knock the decanter back down on the desk with a satisfying, leaden thunk.
         

         
         Alter doesn’t comment, but the way he looks at me makes my skin prickle. I wait for a reproach. Swear the hairs even rise
            on the nape of my neck, hackles raised.
         

         
         He’s silent, instead.

         
         Taking off his newsboy cap, he brushes the snow from its brim. The sunlight catches in the melting flakes trapped in his wavy
            chestnut locks, glistening like diamonds in his long lashes.
         

         
         His eyes are the most mesmerizing shade of green. Not moss or forest, but something grayer, misty, more solemn. Every time
            I look at them, I find myself lost in them.
         

         
         “Bad dream?” he asks, and I shake my head.

         
         “Never a bad one when you’re in it, Bubbeleh,” I say, fall back on a teasing smile. Can tell from his faint, wry frown he
            doesn’t believe a word I’m saying.
         

         
         He must be able to smell the taint of liquor on my breath—or worse yet, he saw how I cringed away from his touch, and recognized
            it from so many fraught, pitch-black nights I spent under his bedcovers and that man, that bastard, that swine engulfed the space between us.
         

         
         Just a week shy of six months dead, and Katz is still there.
         

         
         I take a slow, deep breath, tracing my fingers over the carved maple arms of the wingback chair. Already, the tension in my
            back and shoulders is beginning to dissipate, but it’ll be hours before I begin feeling like myself again.
         

         
         Dreams always have a way of clinging to you.

         
         Even before Alter comes to my side, I can tell something is troubling him.

         
         His gaze is stormy. Absently, he traces his fingers over his yarmulke—stitched in dark velvet, it takes me a moment to realize it’s a shade or two lighter than his usual one, blue so dark it’s evening blackness, laced around the edges in neat, precise stitching. 

         
         One of his mother’s Hannukah gifts, no doubt. Or perhaps for his eighteenth birthday, late by two months. She stitched presents
            for him while he was away, enough to fill a third of a trunk. His knit socks are new, too.
         

         
         I need to get him better socks, I think, staring at the embroidered hems sticking nearly past his boots. They’re lovely, but
            with a rural knit. Something floral.
         

         
         “Nice socks,” I say.

         
         Alter’s mouth twitches in annoyance. “What’s wrong with my socks?”

         
         “They look like you just walked from Castle Garden.”

         
         “They’re warm.” He casts a dubious glance down at my feet. “Yours, on the other hand, look thin and unpleasant. Are you going
            to a funeral?”
         

         
         I look down. They’re mourning black, I suppose, but so are half the socks of Chicago. It hides the dirt better.

         
         “They’re a wool-silk blend,” I say.

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “I can take them off, if you’d prefer. Stoke the fire. This place doesn’t have to be cold.”

         
         I’m already crossing the room to stir up the dying embers, already thinking of other pieces of clothing I’d fancy taking off
            him and myself.
         

         
         “What’s on your mind?” I ask.

         
         “I think Rivka doesn’t remember me.”

         
         “Why do you say that?”

         
         “She doesn’t smile at me like she used to. Last night, she just seemed quiet and scared.”

         
         “The twins are only six, right?”

         
         He nods.

         
         “It can be hard adjusting to a new place,” I say as he joins me by the fire. “Especially as a child.”

         
         “Maybe you’re right,” he says, and sighs.

         
         “How about Gittel?”

         
         He chuckles. “She at least calls me brother.”

         
         “You just need to give them time to settle,” I say, and reach out. Cradle his shoulder in my palm, trace the graceful, delicate
            ridge of his collarbone. “You know what it’s like. America isn’t Romania.”
         

         
         “I know,” Alter murmurs, closing his eyes and leaning into my hand.

         
         He’s spoken often of Piatra Neamţ and the beauty of the Carpathians. Chicago doesn’t suit him. He possesses a gentle, pastoral
            grace that is sullied here. But I don’t mind it. I want to see what he becomes, the longer he stays here. Even the wildflowers
            that grow behind the sidewalk’s stained oak slats during summer have a unique charm and beauty.
         

         
         I step around the side of the desk, and he draws closer. The space between us dissolves like a mirage.

         
         The sharp tang of coal smoke clings to his freckle-spangled skin, carried in from the street beyond, but underneath that harsh,
            acrid edge there’s an aroma uniquely his. I don’t know how to put it into words, except that the scent soothes me, as much
            a balm to my spirit as the nips of bourbon I steal between jobs.
         

         
         Well, what few jobs we have these days.

         
         I sit on the edge of the desk, pushing the inkstand across the blotter to keep from knocking over its crystal wells. Slip
            an arm around the small of his back and draw him closer, until his hips rest against my knees, and I am gazing up at him from
            an angle I seldom have the opportunity to appraise.
         

         
         I trace my fingers over his cheek, shift my hand to cup his chin. My thumb strokes his plump lower lip. It’s a beautiful,
            deep shade of salmon, the vibrant tones of the richest lox.
         

         
         His breath hitches, warm on my skin.

         
         “May I kiss you?” I murmur.

         
         Alter blushes in that way I find irresistible, a rosy hue that complements his ivory complexion perfectly and reaches even
            the freckles dusted high across his cheekbones. His gaze lowers bashfully, green eyes as dark as lagoons, and so deep, I swear
            I might drown myself in them.
         

         
         “Please,” he whispers, his thick lashes fluttering against his lower lids as he releases a soft, pent-up sigh.

         
         We’ve been together for months now, and it still hasn’t gotten old to hear him say that word. He knows that I need this, and
            if not some verbal reassurance, then he must be the one to initiate contact.
         

         
         Cradling his face in my hand, I lean forward and kiss him full on the lips. He tastes of sugar and cinnamon, however it isn’t
            until he chuckles and breaks away, retrieving a small newspaper-wrapped bundle from his coat pocket, that I pair the taste
            with a memory.
         

         
         I arch an eyebrow. “Is that what I think it is?”

         
         “Mrs. Brenner’s babka.” He hands it to me. “She insisted that I bring you a slice and said you should come to the party tonight.”

         
         I roll my eyes. “Of course she wants me to go. It’ll mean a good bounty.”

         
         “I think she has her eyes on Elkie Strauss,” Alter admits, chuckling.

         
         “Should’ve guessed.”

         
         Along with being Alter’s former next-door neighbor, Mrs. Brenner is also the local shadchante over on Maxwell Street. She
            is too talkative for my taste, and I don’t much care for the way she scrutinizes me whenever we bump into each other in the
            corridor or at Alter’s shul, her dark eyes gleaming like those of a magpie.
         

         
         I know from my experience this last summer, she possesses a gift of foresight that’d rival the Witch of Endor. It disturbs
            me enough to imagine what she might see in me. But there are worse things in the world than busybodies, and how can I not
            appreciate being lauded with home-baked food?
         

         
         Scooting over so that I’m actually sitting on the desk instead of merely perched at its edge, I rest the bundle on one hip
            and unwrap it.
         

         
         The cake became somewhat squished on the grip car ride over here, but it’s warm from the heat of his body. A luscious ribbon
            of cinnamon spirals across the slab, and the top is dusted with crackly brown sugar.
         

         
         I break pieces off, licking my fingers between bites to catch the crumbs.

         
         Delicious.

         
         “You eat like a child,” Alter says, rolling his eyes.

         
         “Only when I’m in good company.” I hold out a chunk to him, and with a sigh of resignation, he leans forward and opens his mouth. It gives me a small thrill when his lips stroke against my fingertips, soft as velvet, met by the briefest thrilling heat and wetness of his tongue. 

         
         Something stirs deep within me. I must shift to hide the influence of it—I can imagine that same warm, teasing mouth closing
            around more intimate parts, lower.
         

         
         We’ve taken things slowly, still limited to chaste kissing and gentle embraces. The occasional unseen, frantic fumbling in
            the dead of the night. It’s slower than others I’ve known, but there’s something rather tantalizing about that. I’ve had more
            time to learn him and his body. And I’ve told him this before—I want him to set the pace and boundaries.
         

         
         The difficulty comes in knowing I was trained and entuned for something different, something lower. And there are times I
            cannot tell whether it is some distortion of that man’s causing, or if I am guided by natural—indifferent or loving, even—instinct.
            If I am capable of love, deep down.
         

         
         “So, what do we have on the books today?” I ask.

         
         “You look into the stolen racehorse already?”

         
         I nod. “The crew is on it. Not much yet, unfortunately, but they’ve been talking to the stable hands down at the tracks, and
            we’ll be broadening our search to the railways and ferries if we exhaust leads there.”
         

         
         “And still nothing about those diamonds?”

         
         I shake my head, wiping a crumb from my lip with a thumb. That’s one of our top jobs, and we’ll be paid well for it, except that hasn’t done much good in helping us find the culprits. I’ve told Alter this before: More likely than not, the jewelry thief has already removed the stones and sold them unmounted, the gold melted for scrap. Whoever stole them has been damned clever—he’s left not a trace for the constables to find. 

         
         The rest of the jobs are standard information gathering. Boring affairs like domestic disputes, lost property, gambling tips,
            and so on. Mostly just an excuse to spend afternoons with Alter venturing through the markets and tenements of Maxwell Street,
            reacquainting myself with the kind of lively bustle and chatter I knew growing up in Vilne, then Manhattan.
         

         
         Less exciting than my former employment, but at least it means Alter doesn’t have to return to his job typesetting for a Yiddish
            newspaper. More importantly, it’s a way to bridge the gaps between us and our different ideas of morality.
         

         
         “I think you should,” he says, as I take another bite of the babka.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Come tonight, to Mrs. Brenner’s party.” He hesitates. “It’s New Year’s Eve.”

         
         “A new year in America,” I say, with a touch of sardonic humor. There’s a bitterness in my voice I don’t immediately recognize,
            but I know it’s from everything that happened this summer.
         

         
         “You can stay over,” he murmurs, and just the thought makes me lower my gaze to his waist, the way his tzitzis spill over
            his dark wool slacks, the braided white tassels framing his slim hips.
         

         
         “Yeah, sure.” I stuff more cake into my mouth, trying to cram some down before my nausea begins rearing. Distract the fact
            I want to kiss him again, and I can’t, because I’m supposed to be professional now, and that isn’t even half of it.
         

         
         With sunset coming as early as four o’clock in the evening, we use our morning to plan the coming week’s tasks and responsibilities. A restless irritation eats away at me as I survey the ledger. Not enough jobs. Never enough. 

         
         For a late lunch, Alter and I walk to the nearby deli and split a pail of chicken soup chockful of carrots, celery, and matzoh
            balls. Pastrami sandwiches, deliciously rich and greasy, their buns imprinted with the ink from the newspapers they come wrapped
            in.
         

         
         When I take out my coin purse to pay, it doesn’t surprise me how light it is, but it feels like a punch to the stomach just
            the same. Been a long, cold winter.
         

         
         As we reach the dilapidated brick building that houses the crew’s old hideaway and our office, the soft chime of a handbell lures my gaze into the alleyway that flanks it. Sunbathing atop a haphazard stack of crates, a black cat stretches
            out in the late-afternoon sun. The brassy light glints against a silver bell hanging from its red silk collar.
         

         
         “Frankie?” Alter asks as I take a step into the alley.

         
         Settling onto its haunches, the cat begins licking one paw.

         
         “I know that cat.” Venturing deeper in, I find slow, confident footing atop the patches of ice littering the brick pavers.
            Just as I reach the stack of crates, the cat jumps to the fire escape eight feet above, graceful as a hinde.
         

         
         “That cat’s worth ten bucks,” I tell Alter as I drag a crate over to the escape ladder. “I saw a poster.”

         
         He shakes his head. “Are you sure it’s the same one?”

         
         “It’s got the same ear tufts.” Taking a steady breath, I leap for the ladder, snare a rung with ease. Even through my shearling-lined
            gloves, the bar is so frigid my palm feels fused to it.
         

         
         Been months since I jumped rooftops or climbed a fire escape. But I did it for so long, the skill’s buried in my muscles, something phantom and thoughtless. 

         
         Delicate icicles break against my back as I ascend the ladder. Gaze straight ahead, but my senses still awash with the roar
            and bustle of Chicago that stalks my peripheries and echoes in my eardrums, even as I leave the city below me.
         

         
         From the shadows above, the bell chimes faintly.

         
         “You’re going to break your neck, Frankie,” Alter calls, and I glance over my shoulder. Down below, he paces the sidewalk
            in short, harried steps, somehow managing in his lithe grace to avoid the scuds of filthy snow grouting the maroon bricks.
         

         
         “Only if I’m lucky,” I call down, and he rolls his eyes and huffs, his breath fogging the air. His cheeks and nose are rosy
            from the cold, and it makes me smirk, seeing what six months can do to a person.
         

         
         Now that he’s mine, I’ve been sure to keep him well-dressed. Well-fed, too—a hearty flush in his cheeks, handsome in his doe-brown
            hunting coat and fox-fur cap.
         

         
         He isn’t an American yet, something European in the stitch of his cap, foreign rather than Yankee rural, rather than American,
            but I want him to be. And I know he can be.
         

         
         He blows into his hands to warm them and scuffs a bootheel through the snow, frowning.

         
         Turning back ahead, I continue climbing. Through the rusty crossbars overhead, I catch a glimpse of my quarry watching me—crouched
            in the corner and amber eyes flaring.
         

         
         “Easy now,” I murmur, lifting a hand as I find a sturdy perch on the balcony.

         
         Dark and sinuous as a shadow, the cat slinks back along the railing, ears flattening.

         
         As soon as I get a good look at her, I grin. Black ear tufts, and eyes so orange their color rivals any of the pumpkins of
            the pushcart sellers down on Maxwell Street. The silver bell adorning her collar winks in the ashen light.
         

         
         It’s the same cat as the one on the “Missing” poster, I’m certain of it—they mentioned the bell, tufts, and collar. Their
            hired staff put up posters all the way into the Levee, promising an enticing reward of ten dollars for her safe return.
         

         
         Figure maybe they think someone stole her, because nobody likes the idea of a loved one losing their way.

         
         “You’re safe,” I murmur, lowering my hand.

         
         Slowly, the cat’s ears raise. Her tail twitches in slow, curious jerks as she settles onto her haunches, studying me.

         
         For the matter of stray dogs, I keep a few sticks of bull jerky wrapped in newspaper on my person. Slipping the bundle from
            my pocket, I tear open the top with my teeth and bite off a small shred. Set it on the railing.
         

         
         As the cat sniffs at the meat and eats it, I place another chunk on the railing, closer. Isn’t until she prowls forward that
            I see it—she’s more than just lost, she’s a mother as well, or one soon to be.
         

         
         Beneath the soft, velvety rolls of fur, the cat’s stomach is plump. A whole litter.

         
         A family, nestled there, dreaming.

         
         Two more shreds, and I entice the cat within arm’s reach. Gently stroke my palm over her head.

         
         She arches her back, purring.

         
         I’m good with animals, always have been. Most people in this city, they have no respect for strays and will drown kittens as nonchalantly as they’ll poison rats. It’s always good to have a cat around, but the moment one outgrows its purpose, it’s deemed disposable. I can relate to that. 

         
         The fact her owners put up posters all across the waterfront makes me think they care about her. Ten-dollar reward. That’ll
            take care of our rent and coal for the rest of the winter. And the only thing more satisfying than finding a stray is returning
            one to a good home. Even if they’re filthy-rich bastards.
         

         
         Once I’m sure she trusts me, I free the first two buttons of my coat. Slip the cat down the front.

         
         I make my way down the ladder slowly and cautiously, gaze turned skyward to avoid the chance swipe of the mamele’s wayward
            claws. And by luck or simple animal gratitude, reach the ground, and the cat huddles in the folds of wool and linen, her nails
            simply pinpricks, a presence.
         

         
         “Where was the flyer you saw?” Alter asks, cradling the cat to his chest when I hand her to him. Purring, she buries herself
            against the lapels of his coat like a puddle of soot come alive.
         

         
         “Down by Hyde Park,” I say as we make our way from the alley.

         
         His mouth twitches, a faint, nervous tic he tries to hide by clearing his throat. Turning his gaze ahead.

         
         “What were you doing all the way over there?” he asks, falling into step beside me.

         
         I shrug. “Following a lead about those missing diamonds.”

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me?”

         
         “Because it was a waste of a grip car fare.”

         
         As we pass beneath the oily greenish glow of the streetlight, Alter pauses to slip a hand into his coat. He withdraws the dingy silver pocket watch from his vest, trails the coil of simple silver chain between his fingers. My Hanukkah gift, the latter. I fancied to buy him something better, but he’s always been one to prefer muted, somber expressions. 

         
         “We’re going to be late to the party,” he says.

         
         “You don’t sound too disappointed,” I point out, and he chuckles.

         
         “Something tells me Mrs. Brenner is going to have an entire roster lined up tonight.”

         
         Past the ramshackle brick-and-clapboard labyrinth that engulfs us, the sky is a dark, muddled red.

         
         Storm’s coming.

         
         “Besides, it’s a mitzvah,” Alter says, stroking the cat’s back as we wait at the corner. She nestles into his arms, purring
            with all the vigor of a tiny steam engine. “Her owners will be so glad we found her.”
         

         
         “I’ll bet,” I say, already thinking about that ten-dollar reward.

         
         Through the fine grit of snow, a hansom cab appears. Its spokes and slats are streaked with mud and manure, and the coachman
            perches atop a seat that looks almost handmade. But I can tell just from the paint wear and the way our driver grips the reins,
            he’ll be faster than any spit-shined carriage down in Hyde Park or any of Chicago Greater.
         

         
         We scrape our shoes off on the cast-iron step. Sidle through the narrow door.

         
         Inside, the hansom’s lined in maroon leather, scratched and worn with age. A greasy scrap of crepe hangs over the window, the thicker hemp-cloth curtain rolled up and fastened to its rod by scraps of twine. 

         
         Alter sits beside me, holding the cat on his lap. No space between us on the narrow seat. The moment we begin rolling, I outstretch
            my leg and lightly nudge him in the foot.
         

         
         He nudges me back, smiles as I draw the toe of my boot alongside his. He responds by trying to stomp me, but I’m much too
            quick. I pin his foot beneath my heel.
         

         
         “Too slow,” I say, and bask in his annoyance long enough to let my guard down. The cat pounces on my lap from her perch, sinking
            her claws into my thigh on landing, by sheer luck avoiding a more unfortunate target.
         

         
         I hiss. Grab at the mazik.

         
         “Serves you right,” he says as I manage to free the cat’s claws from my pant leg and plop the wretched beast down on the floor.
            “You got mud on my shoe.”
         

         
         “Best wait outside once we get there then,” I say as he scavenges a page from the newspaper one of the coach’s previous inhabitants
            left abandoned on the floor and wipes off the schmutz. “Wouldn’t want to offend their good sensibilities.”
         

         
         He chuckles at that. “As though I’ll be the one.”

         
         It’s these little, needling comments he means no harm by, but they pierce me just the same. See, because he is from a good,
            frum family. And I am a rasha deep down, and a part of me loves the violence and wickedness just as nearly as I love Bubbeleh
            himself.
         

         
         “Why don’t you really want to go?” he asks. “Don’t tell me you’re truly afraid of Mrs. Brenner marrying you off? She knows
            you’ll come up with some excuse or another, the way you always do.”
         

         
         “Sure,” I say.

         
         “She just wants you to have a good meal.”

         
         “Instead of whatever slop I’m eating down in the Levee, you mean,” I say.

         
         “Can you blame her? You’ll die of dysentery one of these days, if you keep going to saloons.”

         
         “Have another match tonight,” I say at last, and he doesn’t answer. Just looks down at my hands.

         
         Black kidskin hides the scars, but I know he’s seeing them. Or perhaps just imagining these fingers drenched in blood, the
            way they are in my dreams and nightmares.
         

         
         “Last one of the year,” I say. “This night always draws a huge crowd. I hear it’ll be something special.”

         
         “I hope it pays well,” he says.

         
         “Better than stealing,” I say, which is the truth. And triple more than our new venture, which I neglect to add.

         
         It takes a good hour to reach Hyde Park in this weather. There’s no sense in risking losing the cat on the elevated railway,
            and besides, I enjoy the dark, long ride beside Alter, watching the setting sun filter through the crepe curtain’s fine weave
            and play shadow and fire over his face.
         

         
         “Is it really ten dollars?” he asks, his jade-green eyes sweeping up to me. In the shade of the rag-cloth curtain, they are
            the color of the forest’s depths.
         

         
         “That’s what the poster said,” I say.

         
         Sighing, he takes out his watch once more. A part of me hates the timepiece for what it is, but I’ll never let him know it.

         
         When the hansom cab rattles to a stop over an hour later, and the coachman stomps down on the rooftop hatch to let us know we’ve reached our final destination, climbing down from the carriage feels like staggering from a boxing pit. 

         
         Through coils of mist and snow, the mansion appears—an Italianate structure of white gesso and marble. It’s a much older,
            more enduring structure than any of the Fair’s forecourt, but as we approach the wrought iron scrollwork gates, I can’t help
            but draw a comparison in my mind.
         

         
         “Just as I thought,” I say. “Ugly as a steaming pile of horse manure.”

         
         “It looks like the World’s Fair,” Alter says. “I wonder if it was designed by the same person.”

         
         I take the cat from him as he pauses to check that his coat is buttoned. The gesture is subtle, buried by the way he flattens
            his hand down the coat front as though smoothing down wrinkles.
         

         
         “Your tzitzis aren’t showing,” I say.

         
         “I know,” he mutters under his breath, reaching to untie the suede ribbon trussing up the flaps of his cap. The fox-fur panels
            fall to frame the sides of his face. More importantly, they hide his payos. He’ll pass for a gentile, long as he keeps his
            mouth shut.
         

         
         The gate opens nearly silently, save for the light tinkle of falling snow disrupted by my hand.

         
         Carefully tended rows of juniper and holly line a cobblestone drive. The rose garden is sere, long stripped by the merciless
            winter chill that sweeps from Lake Michigan like a razor down a strop. Beyond the thorned bushes are the hedges—walls of evergreens
            on either side of us, ten feet tall and planted perfectly uniform.
         

         
         “A maze?” Alter muses, studying them.

         
         “Rich people have strange hobbies here,” I say, turning back ahead. “I’ll do the talking. Now, let’s hurry up and get out
            of this cold.”
         

         
         He chuckles. As I knock on the door, he takes the cat back to warm his gloved hands. A bit envious; the little runaway makes a damned good muff. 

         
         “Just admit it then,” he says, with a touch of wryness, his breath fogging the air between us in a haze the wind swiftly disperses.
            “Your tutoring isn’t working.”
         

         
         “It’s working just fine.”

         
         “It’s working fine,” he echoes back in stilted English, and I grin. There’s a Galitsianer accent there, undeniably, but it
            isn’t as bad as he thinks. Besides, the longer he spends in the Levee, he’ll pick up the American walk and bearing as much
            as the vernacular.
         

         
         Over the doorway, there’s a half-moon window in stained glass. A white tower against a sere brown landscape, backlit by shards
            of glass in amethyst and indigo, slivered with gold foil.
         

         
         The door opens, revealing an expansive foyer tiled in black-and-white marble, with a sweeping, curved staircase lifting to
            the second floor, bordering the stained-glass oculus in the domed ceiling.
         

         
         On the other side, the butler surveys us with eyes as pale and tepid blue as those of a hare, his thinning white hair brushed
            back over a pink scalp.
         

         
         “Ah, you found it,” he says, taking the cat from the cradle of Alter’s arm without prompting. Rather than allow her to find
            a secure, warm perch against his chest, the man holds her by the scruff and seat.
         

         
         “There was a reward,” I say, putting a foot in the doorway.

         
         “A reward?” the butler repeats.

         
         “Ten dollars,” I say, and the man blinks. “It was on the poster.”

         
         A small, condescending smile twitches upon his lips as he surveys us. Even before he speaks, I can already tell, he’s imagining how he’ll bilk us. 

         
         “I’ll need to verify this with Mr. Hightower,” he says, and my smile hardens.

         
         “Lead the way then,” I say, stepping over the threshold before the man can decide to slam the door in our faces and bar us
            out in the cold. I don’t trust rich folk. That includes their live-in servantry.
         

         
         “Please wipe off your boots,” the butler says as I’m already in the process of doing so, and I fancy him even less. In fact,
            as he turns away from us, I have to resist the impulse to use said boots to kick his tuxedoed ass across the foyer.
         

         
         I have a slight problem with my temper.

         
         As we pass beneath the oculus, I glance up at it. Snow gathers on the other side of the window, darkening the scene depicted
            in cut glass and solder.
         

         
         Not a tower this time but a well of dark water.

         
         It’s familiar in a way I can’t quite place. Not the subject matter, I think—I’ve never been here before—but something about
            the style and design, the way each shard appears to almost flow into the other like the feathering of wings.
         

         
         Probably seen a similar window down at the racetrack or gambling hall.

         
         Alter lingers a step or two behind me as we walk down the hall. From the corner of my eye, I catch the way his emerald eyes
            flit over the oil paintings and overbearing portraits in Baroque gilt-wood frames, gaze as swift and restless as a dragonfly
            hovering over still waters.
         

         
         I’m not going to steal a penny from this place, but I can’t help the way my own attention shifts across the various routes of exit and, more importantly, the valuables displayed. A carved alabaster bust on a half-moon table, the gleaming golden heads of the canes in their brass holder by the hall tree. 

         
         Men of a certain degree of wealth, you can tell from their estates alone, they didn’t earn a dollar of that money themselves.
            It’s inherited, old bred. It comes with a kind of frivolous, lackadaisical display and expenditure. I knew it the moment I
            saw the “lost pet” poster, offering the kind of dollar only the kind of person who has no concern of money could provide.
            Sentiment is no part of it; in Chicago, there are men and women so starving, they’ll boil up the family pet to feed the family.
         

         
         “You think they’re going to pay us?” Alter whispers as we follow the butler upstairs.

         
         “They’d better,” I mutter back, too low for the man to hear, but he glances back at me anyway, mouth tensed in a dour line.

         
         Mr. Hightower. That’s the kind of name you hear around the tracks, a makher name. A name like that, you want to knock the
            man down a few pegs, just hearing it.
         

         
         From the second-floor landing, we follow the sweeping balcony along, through a door, down a winding corridor. There is a quality
            to the house that is, inexplicably, disorienting—something to do with the checkerboard floors and lurid red walls. It bothers
            and annoys me; I can’t find my bearing.
         

         
         At the third or fourth door, we stop, and the man tucks the cat under his arm to twist the engraved brass knob.

         
         It’s a study, lined from floor to ceiling with walls of books. Most of the volumes are antiques, gilt lettering running down their ribbed leather spines. As we enter, I give them a cursory glance. Volumes in French, German, Italian. I doubt their owner has read any of them. They’re no greater than set dressing, no different than the dusty antiquities arranged between them: a Roman glass bottle turned iridescent with time, a bronze artifact colored with verdigris, the green of Alter’s eyes, part of a carved marble column base. 

         
         Across the room, a man sits by the window, smoking, holding in his palm a crude pottery bowl traced with concentric circles
            of faded black ink. Pungent tendrils of cigar smoke waft around him as he traces his thumb over the worn clay, thoughtful.
         

         
         I know that look and touch. It’s the same way other men fondly stroke their gold cigarette cases and pocket watches.

         
         “I told you not to disturb me during my morning meditations,” the man says, glancing up. Striking, with his thick brown hair
            and navy-blue eyes.
         

         
         “It isn’t morning,” Alter whispers, still in English.

         
         “Tell him that,” I whisper back, and the butler casts us a reproachful look. I can’t tell whether he thinks we’re casing the
            joint, or if he simply resents us for bothering his boss.
         

         
         A warm, beaming smile spreads across the man’s full lips the moment his gaze lands on the cat. “Oh, wonderful. I see you found
            her.”
         

         
         “These young men did, sir,” the butler says, and goes to hand the cat to her owner.

         
         Whatever that bowl is, it’s one of his prized possessions. There’s even a pedestal to rest it on.

         
         The man rises to his feet and regards us. “Where did she end up?”

         
         “The Levee,” Alter says.

         
         “Is that so?” he says, and chuckles. “She traveled far.”

         
         “There was a reward,” I remind him, and he turns to me, still smiling. Amused. I must look like an organ grinder’s monkey, dancing to a useless, repetitive song. I bare my teeth in a smile back to him. “We have a long way to go in the cold, and we need to be going home.” 

         
         “Of course,” he says, and retrieves a cowhide coin purse from the top drawer of the desk.

         
         The pouch is simple and rustic at first glance, but its edges are adorned with rose-gold studs and a steer’s head cast from
            the same precious metal, its eyes set with rubies. He’s a makher if I’ve ever seen one.
         

         
         “What was it now?” the man asks, turning to Alter.

         
         “Ten dollars,” he says quietly, and the man’s lips rise in amusement. At first glance, it might seem genial, but I know better.

         
         “Is that so?”

         
         His gaze passes over Bubbeleh, and I can’t tell from those dark blue eyes what the fellow is thinking, only that the smile
            puts me on edge. I know men like him, and I know the way that number came out sounding more like tsen, even though my love tried his hardest.
         

         
         The hairs rise on my nape, muscles tense. These kinds of men, I know them. And I know what that smile means, that it isn’t
            amusement that gleams in the man’s eyes but contempt.
         

         
         “You must have misread it,” the man says, and lays three silver dollars into Bubbeleh’s palm. “This is more than generous.”

         
         I release my breath through gritted teeth, force my fingers to loosen, free those nails from where they’re digging deep into
            my palms.
         

         
         “It was ten,” I say. “It was ten, and it’s rotten you don’t stand by your word.”

         
         “It’s okay,” Alter says, and gives me that look, the kind I know is a signal to clamp my mouth shut and bite back that anger and indignation worrying at the back of my throat like a hunt-ing dog. 

         
         So, when Mr. Hightower turns back to Bubbeleh, my nimble fingers find and pocket the very bowl the man was admiring mere moments
            before. It’s been nearly six months since I pilfered. There’s nothing compared to the rush, and knowing I’m doing it to spite
            the bastard is even better.
         

         
         I immediately slip my hand from my pocket, resisting the urge to keep holding the bowl. Stolen enough things to know, just
            by the feel of its weight and age-eroded surface, there’s something special about it.
         

         
         “This is plenty, thank you,” Alter says, always the gentleman. He’ll go far down on Maxwell Street, but he’ll never gain a
            foothold on the social ladder, with a manner like that.
         

         
         Sometimes, I wonder if his father molded him the way mine did, but it’s not the same. Because I’ve seen his mother and sisters
            now. More importantly, I’ve heard the way he’s spoken of his father, heard it more than once. And I know we’re not the same
            deep down.
         

         
         We turn to leave, when the man says, “Wait,” and I look back.

         
         He’s staring at me, and I can sense the cogs between his ears working. I can’t tell what he’s thinking. More importantly,
            I don’t like the way he’s eyeing me down.
         

         
         “Do I know you?” he asks.

         
         “I don’t think so,” I say with a sneer. “I don’t know any rich bastard like you, who doesn’t keep to his promises.”

         
         His butler’s the first one to clear his throat.

         
         “I think it’s time you boys depart,” he says, ushering us to the door. When I stride from the room, I still sense that man staring. 

         
         The butler follows us downstairs and through the pair of double doors, lingering on the front step as we make our way to the
            gate. Reaching the street, Alter and I soon lose ourselves in the snowfall and darkness that descends over Chicago.
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         Our walk down Maxwell Street is lit by gas light. It’s cold out, but not bitter. But the black sky has a muddy reddish tint
            to it, so I know it’ll snow. If not for the match tonight, it’d mean another excuse to spend the night with Bubbeleh.
         

         
         We stop before an old country manor divided into individual tenements, the walls cracked around new doorways crudely cut into
            the plaster on all three floors. Go into the dim lobby, and up two narrow flights of stairs.
         

         
         He’s traded the cramped garret room he shared with two other boys for a corner tenement down the hall. As I follow him into
            the apartment, the sounds of voices and laughter reach my ears, joined by the clatter of silverware and clink of wineglasses.
         

         
         It’s small as any tenement here, but the bay windows offer a view of the snow-laced rooftops of the tenements beyond, making
            it seem more spacious than it truly is.
         

         
         Guests fill the parlor, crammed shoulder to shoulder. Some in clusters and others trying desperately to join in on multiple conversations, raising their voices above the din. I recognize some faces from shul, but many more are strangers to me. 

         
         On the walk over, I put a yarmulke on so that I could blend in and look nice for Alter’s mother, but under the neighbors’
            scrutinizing gazes, it feels like a shoddy costume, no different than the faux stone facades of the World’s Fair’s forecourt.
         

         
         It’s all just appearances in the end. Simple as that.

         
         The moment we step into the parlor, Mrs. Brenner gravitates toward us. “Frankie, I’m so glad you could make it.”

         
         Sure, she is. I imagine she’s already assigned a dollar value to my bachelorhood status.

         
         “I want you to meet Mr. and Mrs. Strauss,” she says, and beside me, Alter struggles not to laugh.

         
         “Your loss if she marries me off,” I whisper to him, before allowing her to guide me. Bubbeleh follows, the corners of his
            lips still twitching in amusement.
         

         
         The shadchante leads me to a dark-haired man and woman, but it takes me a moment to notice Elkie. She’s sitting at the bay
            window, nearly vanished beneath the curtain. She lives on the first floor, but I’ve only seen her at shul before—a small girl
            in tznuit dress, her black hair tucked under a white handkerchief. Dark, owlish eyes.
         

         
         We haven’t spoken, but I smile anyway, keep it polite.

         
         She offers me a vague, distracted smile in return before lowering her gaze to her plate. A small yellow puddle of grease has
            formed beneath her latke.
         

         
         A few moments ago, the aroma of hot schmaltz and frying potatoes awoke a craving in me. Now, it smells rancid. Curdled.

         
         My gaze shifts to the door. It’s New Year’s Eve. I know I’m here for Alter, and to help him and his family celebrate their first American New Year. But, still. 

         
         “I’d like you all to meet Frankie Portnoy,” Mrs. Brenner announces, as though I’m a menu item. “As you can see, he’s well-cultured
            and handsome, and not only that. A yeshiva student as well!”
         

         
         “Not anymore,” I say. “Not for a long time.”

         
         Her smile strains just a little wider, to show the edges of her teeth. She looks at me desperately. “But I imagine you’re
            still quite well-versed—”
         

         
         “Actually, I’ve forgotten it all,” I say, and Alter rolls his eyes. He doesn’t know half of it.

         
         I might still have a yeshivish cadence, but the boy who frequented study halls is gone, and what few memories I have of him
            are scattered like torn blatts. I used to be able to read the Talmud just a few years ago, it feels like, but I’ve forgotten
            everything I learned of Aramaic. And those same study hall evenings I once found comfort in, their lessons have been sullied
            now. Because the only wealth and justice in this world, we have to claw out ourselves.
         

         
         Rather than fight a losing battle, Mrs. Brenner decides to cut me loose and turns back to Mr. and Mrs. Strauss. “How about
            another plate of latkes?”
         

         
         Across the room, our friend Raizel waits until the shadchante has guided the Strausses away before coming over. I don’t blame
            her for being cautious. Mrs. Brenner has no shame or subtlety.
         

         
         “How’s the business going?” Raizel asks, dipping her latke in the puddle of applesauce on her plate. She doesn’t have the
            mannerisms of a frum girl, so it’s always made me feel closer to her. We’re all bucking against our restraints.
         

         
         “No work,” I say.

         
         “We completed a job today,” Alter says.

         
         I roll my eyes. “We found a lost cat.”

         
         “Better than nothing,” he says, and I wonder why he doesn’t mention the slight, the three silver dollars. But I know him.
            And I know because, by this point in our lives, it’s to be expected and standard.
         

         
         Three silver dollars, thirty bits of silver. 

         
         That Hightower man, he was too subtle to say, you’re a Jew and this is all you deserve.

         
         “Alter, have you thought about returning to work at the Arbeiter Zeitung?” Raizel asks, and I can’t help but draw in a short breath.
         

         
         She put him to work there months ago. It was supposed to be a temporary job, but then our business ended up picking up, and
            we began getting clients. I just didn’t expect the flow to be so meager, or the offerings for our services so slim.
         

         
         What I hate about it most, I think, is it’s slow work. It’s boring. It’s exceedingly boring!

         
         Across the room, I catch Mrs. Brenner watching us, even as she tries to orchestrate an impromptu meeting between Elkie Strauss
            and one of Alter’s former roommates, a curly-haired bokher with a rather pathetic attempt at a mustache.
         

         
         The third or fourth time she glances my way, I realize I’m the focus of her attention. The way she looks at me makes my skin
            crawl, long enough. Along with being the local shadchante, she’s a devoted palmist and fortune-teller. I’d like to think she’s
            a charlatan, but I know better. She’s proven her gift before.
         

         
         Occasionally, I’ll still find her glancing at Alter, chin dipping in a brief show pity and sadness. I can’t explain it, but
            I know she can still see the trail of salt water he leaves in his wake, that or else some soot and cinders that remains of
            the dybbuk’s presence.
         

         
         I don’t particularly care to ponder what she sees in me. I just know she won’t touch my hands, though that’s standard of any frum woman. But I have to wonder if it’s because she can see the same glistening blood and black streaks of filth I sometimes glimpse my hands still sheathed in, often at the edge of sleep or alone at night, lost in dark brooding. 

         
         “Oh, Raizel,” Mrs. Brenner calls, the Strausses already having escaped her clutches. “That reminds me, there’s something I
            need to discuss with you.”
         

         
         Ah, so that explains it then. That gleam in her eyes—it was greedy ambition.

         
         Raizel sighs and turns to us. “Alter, mind fetching me a drink?”

         
         “Let me guess, steaming tea, hot as I can make it?”

         
         She chuckles. “Didn’t you hear? I’m more civil now. Wine will do. Lots of it.”

         
         “Amen,” I say, and we go into the kitchen.

         
         Chasya leans over the steaming skillet, flipping latkes fried golden-brown. I don’t know why, but I can hardly stand the scent
            of burning schmaltz—it is all too heavy and stifling in the apartment’s confines.
         

         
         This is why I hate holiday dinners. We should have something American tonight. A nice roast or leg of mutton, with cakes or
            pies.
         

         
         “Chag sameach,” I say.

         
         She doesn’t answer.

         
         “I don’t think she heard you,” Alter whispers to me. He’s only doing this for her benefit. Either that, or he truly believes
            it. But I know better.
         

         
         I don’t repeat the greeting. Go to the emerald-green bottles arranged on the ironing board placed over the sink basin and
            pour cups for the three of us.
         

         
         Alter doesn’t complain when I hand him one of the pressed-glass goblets, but he’s still looking at me, displeased. I know he’s counting me, recording each drink in his head as uniformly as the typing of Linotype keys. 

         
         Every day, he likes to cast my shortcomings in lead and does small, needling things to remind me—leaving mostly empty bottles
            he’s scrounged from my hiding places arranged in neat rows atop the desk blotter, or counting up my old pharmacy scripts and
            adding them to the ledger, under his private “Frankie” tab.
         

         
         He’s worried about me. I know that’s all that’s the matter. But it’s more troublesome than a splinter in the paw.

         
         The wine is a lovely bluish purple. I sample it, then take a deeper swallow. Blackberry. Delicious, but I need something stronger
            if I’m to make it even halfway through this night.
         

         
         “Who brought this?” I ask.

         
         “Mrs. Brenner,” Alter says. “It’s her specialty.”

         
         “Let’s hope it’s better than her matchmaking.”

         
         “You should come here more often.”

         
         At the skillet, his mother, Chasya, shifts subtly.

         
         “Not a big fan of dinners,” I say.

         
         He leans against me briefly.

         
         In the corner of her eye, Chasya is watching. I don’t think Bubbeleh realizes how much she watches him, her gaze always raptor-sharp
            and alert when his back is turned. She looks at me as though she thinks I’ll be the one who’s going to steal him from this
            small tenement on Maxwell Street one day, and I am. I already have.
         

         
         “That reminds me,” I say. “I forgot my book, last time I was here. Can you get it?”

         
         “Now?” He suppresses a smile. “Wouldn’t you rather enjoy the party a bit longer?”

         
         “Match is at midnight.”

         
         Turning from me, he hands the third glass of wine to Dvosye. “Dvosye, can you bring this to Raizel for me?”

         
         “Sure!” The six-year-old drops the small blade she uses to peel potatoes and comes to his side.

         
         Her and her sister are wearing calico dresses in the same green clover print, with matching crocheted lace collars. How Alter
            can tell the two apart, I’ll never know.
         

         
         “I’m surprised Mrs. Brenner still manages to find matches for her,” I say, as Alter and I step into the short, narrow hallway
            leading to his room.
         

         
         “Raizel?” he asks, and I chuckle.

         
         “What’s her head count now?”

         
         “Fifteen, I think. Last week at the SPA meeting she was telling me how, during her last date, Mrs. Brenner decided to serve
            borscht and—”
         

         
         “I still can’t believe you’re attending those meetings,” I say.

         
         “Not all of it is bad.”

         
         “No,” I agree, “but it’s all pointless.”

         
         We’ve debated this before, the merits of socialism. And what it ultimately comes down to is, he thinks there’s enough kindness
            and decency in people to make that kind of system work. And I know there isn’t.
         

         
         “So, where did it end up this time?” I ask.

         
         “Raizel offered to help clear the table, after the dinner was over. Then, as the boy turned to leave—” Cupping his hand as
            though gripping an invisible bowl, Alter demonstrates the splash. “Right down his chest.”
         

         
         “Vicious,” I say, impressed by her dedication.

         
         In the narrow hall, the first door leads to the bedroom that his mother and sisters share. The second is Alter’s. First chance
            we get, we find refuge in there.
         

         
         What Chasya doesn’t know is that my secret monthly tzedakah is the sole reason she and her son can afford a flat large enough
            for two bedrooms. That I bring so much into his life.
         

         
         Neatly bound bolts of fabric are stacked in the corner, still twined with coarse brown burlap that smells of the shipyard.
            It’ll be his mother’s seamstress studio during the day, but at night there is a cot in a cozy nook behind a hand-painted screen
            that Alter tells me is French, from the last century. One of those few relics of brief and newfound wealth that remain of
            his childhood, lost to the waters of the Bistriţa.
         

         
         “May I kiss you?” I ask, and he nods.

         
         As we embrace, he reaches back. Grasps hold of the heavy, carved edge of the divider. Through the gloom, I catch a glimpse
            of his face chiseled in moonlight, thin silvery sheets like mica.
         

         
         In full sun, his eyes are sometimes an enchanting forest green, but more often than not, muddled by the coal smoke to a dull
            serpentine. In the dark, they’re nearly black, languid and mysterious.
         

         
         Through the door, the domestic sounds of laughter and the clatter of silverware against porcelain reach my ears. Yet the noises
            come to me as though from a distance, and I can almost believe that on the other side of that carved wooden pane, it isn’t
            a tenement hallway that will greet us, but the foul maw-black expanse of a slaughterhouse chute.
         

         
         As Alter comes to me, I reach around him to grasp the base of his skull in my palm, sink my fingers into those thick chestnut locks, and lean in. Kiss him on the lips, not tenderly this time, not kindly, but with a kind of force and urgency that even here, in the safety of darkness, feels distant from me. 

         
         My body is no different than a kidskin glove, and I’m slipping free. It’s as though I’m watching myself from a perch above
            my shoulder. Watching as I draw him against myself, fumble with the gleaming nacre buttons of his dress shirt, drunken.
         

         
         “You’re beautiful,” I say, and kiss him on the lips. “You’re so beautiful.”

         
         The first time he laughs, but the second time, his shoulders stiffen beneath me.

         
         “They’ll hear us,” he says, and I chuckle. Lay my forehead against his shoulder, draw in the scent of coal smoke. We cannot
            escape it, not behind brick walls, not behind a closed door. Chicago, in all her beauty and squalor, finds a way to sneak
            in behind us, past every doorstep and hearth.
         

         
         “Does it matter?” I ask, and confront him. His green eyes are ebonized by the darkness, and there’s a kind of vulnerability
            in knowing that no one else can see us past the shut door. Even the lace curtains are drawn tightly.
         

         
         “What are you so afraid of?” I repeat, and he gives a faint, unsettled chuckle.

         
         I hate that he has to live here. Someday, we’ll make enough so I can take him from this place.

         
         “You know what I’m afraid of,” he says.

         
         “It’s like leaping across rooftops,” I say. “Once you grow accustomed to it. It’s that same feeling.”

         
         “I thought you never . . .” He trails off, and something closed and guarded slips over his features. It’s the same look he gets when I drag myself into the office in the stark daylight, addled from a night at the gambling dens and dance halls, or else other, darker places. 

         
         “Not women,” I say.

         
         “Who?” he asks.

         
         I shrug. “It doesn’t matter. There were only a few, none of any particular merit or importance. Harmless fun, as I told you
            long ago.”
         

         
         He looks at me, and he’s still on the other side of that wall. Or perhaps it’s my imagination; perhaps I’m the one who’s raised
            my defenses.
         

         
         “Don’t tell me you’re jealous,” I tease, and lean in to kiss him.

         
         He sighs, loosens beneath my touch. All the tension of the day, unwinding. I love seeing the way I can do this to him. Every
            man is clockwork, and he’s no different. But it’s one thing I cherish each day, trying to find what makes him tick. Falls
            silent but for the smallest groan that escapes his lips as I reach down and begin to caress him through the wool of his trousers.
         

         
         I know him. I know him so well. But I want to know more. 

         
         “I love you,” I say, and this time when I kiss him, he opens his mouth to let me in. My tongue slowly begins to learn the
            shape of him. He snares my tongue playfully between his teeth, sucks and teases at it. 
         

         
         I know, he’s beginning to sense it. That shift, from fear to excitement to pleasure. 

         
         It’s like rooftops. Like jumping off rooftops. I told him so. I’d know. 

         
         I would never do anything to betray him. 

         
         You just need to learn how to enjoy the rise before the fall. I’m pondering whether to propose another more daring venture,
            when a key scrapes in the hasp of the bedroom door.
         

         
         “Someone’s coming,” I whisper.

         
         We scarcely have time to separate ourselves—Alter ducking behind the divider, pale with mortification—when the door opens.

         
         It’s Chasya, as I expected. She takes two steps in; the room’s small, scarcely large enough to hold the three of us, and her
            presence is already displacing the air. She’s smiling—the same tense, fixed expression that taxidermied her face the first
            day we met, when she looked over Alter’s shoulder as he introduced me, and all the maternal affection emptied from her features
            like slop from a chamber pot.
         

         
         That’s how she always looks at me, as though I’m no more than shit her son scraped off the bottom of his bootheel, shit that
            somehow, baruch HaShem, managed to animate itself.
         

         
         “Where’s Alter?” she asks, and I don’t allow my gaze to shift behind the divider. Keep it on her and smile back, warm and
            easy.
         

         
         “Just finding the book Frankie lent me,” Alter calls to her, and the panicked pitch in his voice would be endearing, if I
            didn’t see the way Chasya grips at her own hands, skin flushed and tight from the heat of the stovetop. Or how her smile drops,
            finally, and she merely stares at me.
         

         
         She doesn’t glare, doesn’t need to. Just looks at me the way I’ve seen in the eyes of men down in the Levee, as if she’s contemplating
            the cleanest method to eviscerate and dismember me.
         

         
         “Alter,” she says, “your presence is needed in the kitchen.”

         
         “In a moment,” he says. “Let me just find the book.”

         
         She turns and steps from the room, leaving the door open behind her. I don’t know how she could’ve known what we were doing
            in here, unless she’s been peeping through the keyhole like a lecher.
         

         
         Beside me, Alter sighs, holding a worn paper copy of The New York Detective Library over his unfortunate predicament.
         

         
         “Might want to get yourself sorted before you go out,” I say.

         
         Scoffing, he hurls the dime novel at me. “You didn’t make that easy.”

         
         Grinning, I catch it. “Bubbeleh, you’ve seen nothing yet.”

         
         He isn’t the only one. I spare a moment or two alone in the bedroom, once he’s left, not simply to cool my head, but also
            to prepare myself for going back out there. I’m not a shy person; this place uniquely has a tendency to wear on me.
         

         
         In the hall, I fold the book and slip it in my coat pocket. We’ve been tutoring him on English over some of my favorites,
            but my best lessons have come in the Levee, with help from its inhabitants. I’ll have him talking like a Yankee in good time
            yet.
         

         
         In the kitchen, I expect to find Alter leaning over the griddle or grating endless potatoes. He’s standing at the table instead,
            staring fixedly at the window. Raizel sits across from him, cupping a glass of wine in her hands.
         

         
         They both look so shocked and pale, all I can think is, Who died?

         
         Except Raizel’s mother is there, too. And Chasya stands with her back to the stovetop, the corners of her mouth lifted in
            smug satisfaction.
         

         
         “This shabbat would be lovely,” Mrs. Ackermann says, laying a hand on her daughter’s shoulder.

         
         “I have a SLP meeting that day,” Raizel whispers.

         
         “Which you won’t be attending.”

         
         Alter swallows hard, gaze darting to me. Doesn’t even need to fill me in on those thirty seconds or so of missed context.

         
         “The two have been friends for so long, we might as well sign the ketubah already,” Mrs. Brenner says with a chuckle, voice strained in false cheerfulness. As she catches me glaring, she blinks twice rapidly, smile twitching only for a moment, before coming back full force. 

         
         “Frankie, wait—” Alter says as I step from the room.

         
         He catches up to me in the corridor outside. The door swings shut behind him, blocking the noises of the party like a hand
            over the throat.
         

         
         “She just doesn’t stop, does she?” I say, and laugh. And I try to hide the anger, keep it from flooding into my voice, but
            every syllable is strained under the weight of it. “Anything for a dollar. She’ll auction you off like a—like a calf to slaughter.”
         

         
         “It’s just one date,” he says. “And my mother was the one who recommended it.”

         
         “Of course,” I say viciously.

         
         “Raizel will find a way out of it, the way she always does.”

         
         “And if she doesn’t?”

         
         “She will.”

         
         Scoffing, I shake my head and turn to continue on my way.

         
         “Come back to the party,” Alter says, grabbing my sleeve.

         
         I yank away. “I’d hate to give Chasya the pleasure.”

         
         “You know, she only wants what’s best—”

         
         “She wants to tear us apart,” I snarl.

         
         “Tear us apart?” Alter chuckles, baffled. “She doesn’t even know.”

         
         “That doesn’t matter. It’s not that. It’s me.”

         
         He blinks. “Why would it be you?”

         
         I shake my head. He doesn’t understand.

         
         “Frankie, you’ve been nothing but polite to her,” he says softly, trying to be soothing, but it only comes across as condescending. “You’re overthinking things.” 

         
         “I have a match to go to,” I say, and smile coldly at him as though this means nothing to me at all. “Enjoy your date.”

         
         This time, when I turn, he doesn’t stop me.

         
         Outside, I take my flask from my breast pocket. Unscrew the cap. I raise it to my lips and pitch my head back to drain the
            contents, but only a drop lands on my tongue.
         

         
         Right. I already drank it.

         
         I reach into my coat pocket, fingers craving the stroke of smooth cobalt glass. But instead of the small hexagonal bottle
            of laudanum I usually keep there, I find the earthen bowl and take it out.
         

         
         Letters spiral around the inside of the bowl, dark ink faded to sepia in places. It’s Hebrew script, but absolute gibberish.
            And I can’t help but laugh. Out of all the items I could’ve stolen, I had to grab a worthless tchotchke from the World’s Fair.
         

         
         First time I’ve stolen in months. And for this. Just a cheap souvenir.

         
         I think about going back upstairs and giving it to Alter. Wonder if he’ll recognize it. Wonder what he’ll say.

         
         But instead, my fingers are already curling tight.

         
         I crush the bowl. Clench down until I feel it fissure. Clench down, and grind my teeth to hold back the anger that sometimes
            feels as though it’s going to devour me, and curl my fingers tighter until the vessel is reduced to a pile of jagged shards
            in my palm. And I drop the broken pieces into the snow.
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         The fury of gas lights burns overhead, glass orbs contained in wooden candles, refracted against a hundred shards of crystal.
            The chandelier casts down a stark, unforgiving glow against the fighting pit’s sawdust-strewn brick floor. As I step into
            the pit, my manager—a shrewd, decrepit Brit I don’t trust, not ever since this last summer, leans forward, lips poised inches
            from my ear.
         

         
         “The audience, they think he’s going to win tonight. That’s how they’ve bet.”

         
         I don’t answer. I’m not the kind of schmuck to take a paid beatdown, and he knows it.

         
         “I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors that have gone around since your”—his fingers trace over the scar marring my naked shoulder—“unfortunate
            accident last July.”
         

         
         I don’t know whether he knows the truth or not, but talk’s flown around the Masthead’s boxers and patrons that I’m a Jew. I can feel it every time the men look at me. Underneath their eyes, beneath the lowly bemusement and mild, strained humor, I catch that same look in their gaze—that vein of distaste, disgust even. Latent anger. Whether in Vilne, Manhattan, or Chicago, you grow accustomed to it. 

         
         “Christmas has come and passed. Patrons here tonight, they’re expecting a good show. They see the scars on your chest and
            back. But they don’t see the ones on your knuckles. I like you, Portnoy. I hear your opponent’s asking for a rough-and-tumble.”
         

         
         “For what?” I ask.

         
         “You’ll have to ask him that, should you decide to agree to it.” My manager pauses, bushy white brows furrowing in a shrewd
            but oddly sheepish look. “It’ll be fifty extra dollars in it for you, if you win.”
         

         
         Then he’s rising to his fight and stepping from the edge of the ring, and I stare up at him still, until the oval of his face
            is dissolved into the sallow glow amid the scatter of other white faces.
         

         
         I only saw a rough-and-tumble once before, between a pair of street urchins the men somehow cajoled in off the streets, already
            a grudge formed between them. Don’t know who in this fine establishment tonight got it in their mind to commodify the Appalachian
            fighting method. But there’s usually a reason.
         

         
         My opponent tonight’s a boy I don’t recognize. Nothing remarkable about his six-foot frame or wiry build. Small blue eyes
            set in a face that’s rural and oddly proportioned, some backwater American come up the river or down from the cornfields.
         

         
         “You want a rough-and-tumble?” I ask. “What’s the offense?”

         
         “You’re a Hebrew.” He grins. His lips are dry, chapped from the cold. “Far as I’m concerned, your offense is being born.”

         
         His teeth have been filed, in a way I’ve only seen once or twice on old Southern boxers. So, someone from out of town. He
            won’t be missed. Do they expect him to win?
         

         
         “Try saying that with a few missing teeth,” I say, and he sneers. I don’t think he realizes it. He’s no different than a dog in this pit, and I’m the same. 

         
         But what he doesn’t know is that I’m not one of Maxwell Street’s downtrodden Yidden. I’ve been bred to be vicious.

         
         “One of the men, they’ll get me ten dollars if I tear an eye out,” he says. “Twenty, for both.”

         
         “If I win, my manager’s giving me a hundred.”

         
         He sneers again, scoffs. “You’re a liar.”

         
         “No. You’re just disposable.”

         
         He’s someone they brought in off the streets or downriver. What the management is doing here, they just want some entertainment
            tonight. And in twelve days, it’ll be six months since Mr. Whitby’s death, so I think someone here wants to punish me.
         

         
         “So, you’ll do it then?” the boy asks.

         
         “I’ll do it.”

         
         A rough-and-tumble wasn’t what I was expecting tonight, but that familiar hot-flash of rage has crept over me again. And it’s
            as though I’m still in the dirt-floored Vilne hut, humbled in my father’s shadow. Only this time, I’m not going to be beaten.
         

         
         The moment the bell rings, the boxer’s already lunging forward. I lure him back toward the brick wall with a few practiced
            steps—I’ve fought enough nights in this pit, I know its perimeters as intimately as the landscape of my own body.
         

         
         He thinks I’m gun-shy. He thinks I’m crippled. Rumors have swarmed around this establishment like flies in the months since Mr. Whitby’s death, and yet, I can’t help but keep coming back. I’ve fought my good share of matches since, fought them a bit more brutally than I ought to, but there have been moments when the muscle weakness and pain of the old gunshot wound is resurrected. 

         
         The first blow the goy manages to land on me, it’s a glancing punch off my shoulder, and my left arm’s swinging in an uppercut
            before I even fully realize it. I catch him across the cheek, am greeted by the cherry-red spray of blood that fans in the
            air. It awakens the mazik inside of me, that lowly, brutal part of me that grows excited by others’ fear and suffering like
            a bitch in heat.
         

         
         It isn’t simply this boy’s coarse, hateful looks, his slur of “dirty Hebrew” that drives me—it’s the knowledge, deep down,
            that he has a place in this society, a gentile and a person outside of this place. I’ll never tell Bubbeleh this, but only
            in Alter’s arms do I ever feel human. The rest is simply theater. Beneath my skin, there is a monster that was born in that
            man’s bedchamber, and that curled in incubation in the years before.
         

         
         And it is that very presence that, awoken by the glancing, throbbing pain in my shoulder, or that same barbed-wire ache knit
            down my spine, sutured in scar tissue, that drives me forward even as the other boxer reels back, stunned by my initial punch.
         

         
         A no-holds-barred fight.

         
         I don’t trust my manager, the way I don’t trust most men. But when you get down to it, I think he has respect for me. I think
            what he said was true; he likes me, enough to give me a little insight into what the crowd thinks.
         

         
         The audience, they were expecting a tiny taste of a personalized pogrom tonight—I’ll give them one. I’ll show them what I
            can do to another man’s body. I’ve done it before.
         

         
         My opponent, he has two or three inches on me, and he thinks that makes him stronger. But I learned early on how to face opponents much larger, and they’re all the same deep down. Just bone and connective tissue. 

         
         When I’m with Alter, it’s easy to forget all that we’re made of. I can cherish the way his breath hangs in the air in the
            morning chill, the flush of his cheeks. But even when I touch him, and especially during those quiet, peaceful moments in
            the nights that always follow, sometimes I forget he’s different. I can only start seeing him as disconnected white parts.
         

         
         When I get like this, people seem less human; they fade into the smog of coal smoke and oil lamp sputter, the hiss of gaslights
            against uranium glass. And the Southern boxer, I barely feel the blow he glances across the side of my jaw—all I can focus
            on is how I’m going to break down those separate parts like a shochet. I don’t even need a chalaf to do it.
         

         
         The crowd cheers as he slams me against the brick wall, and from above, a spatter of warm beer lands on my head and shoulders.
            Someone spits on me; the gob lands on my cheek. I ignore it. I’m retreating into something low and savage.
         

         
         Men’s laughter and boos muddle in my ears, senseless. This place makes English sound ugly. Bleating, like cattle. And the
            next time the boy tries punching me, I duck to the side, and his fist slams into the bricks.
         

         
         I grin at the crack of breaking bone. He’s skilled enough, he must’ve boxed before, but probably in a back-alley ring strung
            with ropes. And in the smog of cigar smoke and the dark, it’s easy to lose sight of your perimeters.
         

         
         I don’t give him a chance to recover before lunging at him. Even as he reaches out his left hand, I’m already clinching that wrist, forcing that arm away and using it as leverage as I bring my other fist forward. 

         
         My knuckles drive against his throat. His features blanch with shock and pain as much as sheer panic as he staggers back.
            Breaks free of my cinch. His right hand is useless, swelling and bloodied. He clutches his left one over his throat. I don’t
            give him a chance to recover. Get in close to him, ram my fist into the side of his head, brutal.
         

         
         He goes down hard, and I kick him, landing two hard stomps on his stomach before his left hand jerks forward. A shard of glass
            glints between his fingers, and I barely catch sight of the crystalline fragment before a searing pain splits across the back
            of my calf. I reel back, and he grabs me, drags me to the ground.
         

         
         “Fucking cheater!” I snarl, kicking the back of his hand with enough force, the glass skitters across the bricks and lands
            against the opposite wall. But by then, he’s already upon me.
         

         
         Hands going to my throat, he slams my head against the ground. Those filed teeth gleam in the tobacco-brown glow of the gas
            lights. My leg feels cold and drenched; there’s no pain there at all now.
         

         
         He didn’t cut an artery. There’s not enough blood. I try reassuring myself of that, mind slumping into a distant panic. I’m
            simply away from myself again. I need to let it happen.
         

         
         His fingers gouge at the space over my head, dirty, overgrown nails clawing for purchase. I block my eyes with my left forearm.
            Grab his right hand by three of the broken fingers and wrench them back hard enough the joints make a gristly pop.
         

         
         He screams and tries pulling back. By then, I’m already seizing his left wrist, jerking my head forward. My teeth close around his nose—I might not file them down, but I bite down as hard as I’m able, dig my molars in. Even growl, though the noise comes from somewhere distant and internal, a place far in the back of my head. 

         
         There’s too much blood soaking through my pant leg, plastering the cotton against my skin. My head feels as though it’s connected
            to my neck by a taut thread—I’m already floating free, watching the two men ensnared on the ground. Even my body looks like
            a stranger, face splattered in wild streaks of blood, jaws clenched so tight that the tendons in his neck bulge.
         

         
         I wrap a leg over his waist, imagine myself a boa strangling its prey. Using my other leg as leverage, I manage to get him
            on the ground, roll over on top of him.
         

         
         I’ve never understood in these moments how I can see myself. I am two at once—the feral one on the ground, and the specter
            watching him mount the screaming boxer, teeth still sunken into gristle.
         

         
         My fingers loosen from around his swollen, broken fingers, while my grip on his left wrist draws even tighter.

         
         He wrenches free of my teeth’s hold. Head butts me hard enough a flash of red blasts across the front of my skull like a mortar’s
            exploded in my brainpan.
         

         
         I close my own eyes to protect from the boy’s gnashing teeth, their filed edges too close for comfort. My hand splays over
            his eye, fingers gouge into the socket.
         

         
         No puppeteer strings me, only a lifetime of instincts, and I seize hold of that glistening orb embedded in his hateful socket,
            that embodiment of impotent gentile rage and hatred. I’ve seen eyes like his all my life.
         

         
         The boy’s shrieking wildly, and I push away from him and rise to my feet. Out of reach of those flailing hands, which seem so small and harmless now. And even his screams are small and unimportant. 

         
         I look at him writhe on the sawdust, the vermilion brick beneath him darkening beneath a scatter of burgundy darkness. One
            eye gone, and the other moving wildly. I don’t know what he’s looking at. I don’t think he sees me.
         

         
         I drop the gelatinous orb. It feels, in a way, like a matzoh ball, overcooked; something slimy and firm in the center. Don’t
            look down, but I know I’ve crushed it, the same way I crushed the bowl.
         

         
         Around me forms a gauntlet of men, dead silent. On the ground beneath me, the boxer writhes, despondent.

         
         “I’ll kill you,” he screams, flailing, fish belly–white limbs writhing. “You fucking kike. You kike. I’ll kill you.”

         
         “I’m already dead,” I say.

         
         My manager is dead quiet when I reach him. But then he smiles in genuine appreciation.

         
         “What a wonderful surprise. You truly surpassed yourself tonight.”

         
         He leans forward to clap me on the back. And it’s with his fingers gripping my shoulder firmly and his bristle-fringed mouth
            inches from my ear—I can’t help but imagine those same tombstone teeth closing around my lobe or cheek—that he says:
         

         
         “Don’t come back here, Portnoy. This summer, a lot of good men lost their gambling funds in an ill-begotten real estate venture.
            As much as I enjoyed the show, what you did tonight just pours salt into the wound. You’re lucky you didn’t come to the match
            on Christmas; some men here had something worse than that planned.”
         

         
         I pull back, and he smiles at me, shrewd blue eyes as merry and knowing as the day my old fence introduced me to him.

         
         “Besides, you’re meant for something more than boxing.” My manager’s gaze returns to the Southerner writhing in the ring,
            under the squalid glow of rancid oil and cut crystal. “I know a hatchet man when I see one. You’re going to go far, lad.”
         

         
         You’re wrong about me, I want to say as he’s ushering me through the viper-eyed crowd, up the rickety wooden steps leading to the floor above.
         

         
         It strikes me like a low blow, nearly drives me to a stop, the moment, halfway up those stairs, in the corner of my eye, I
            glimpse a familiar face in the throng of gentlemen below.
         

         
         Green eyes, unreadable in the dim. Constellations of freckles, so much like blood splatter now—the darkness that envelops
            my vision and turns everything leaden around the edges isn’t simply a product of the cellar’s dank atmosphere, but a fear
            so wild and wordless, it feels almost generational.
         

         
         Bubbeleh shouldn’t be here. He must have followed me from his tenement. He—he saw me. He saw me do that. He shouldn’t have
            followed me here again.
         

         
         He doesn’t know it, but he’s walked into the lion’s den.

         
         “A hundred dollars,” I remind my manager, keeping my gaze straight ahead.

         
         The man chuckles. “In due time. Allow me to escort you to a cab.”

         
         A strange, wild intuition seizes me. Pushing away from the man, I turn and run. Shoulder past the drunk, blustering gentleman
            leaning in the stairwell—he’s cursing his ill luck on the match, he’s so far gone he doesn’t even see me.
         

         
         I don’t know why I run. I think I don’t want to follow my manager into the parlor. And the back door and entryway feel unsafe tonight. 

         
         Sure as clockwork, Alter breaks into a run behind me. Sometimes, I think we’re bound to each other.

         
         It’s like six months ago. It feels like a breath of fresh air, or that first gasping exhalation that breaks from my lips the
            moment my feet land on the snowy rooftop beyond the narrow stairwell.
         

         
         “Fly, Bubbeleh,” I call as I reach the edge of the stone wall separating the balcony from the night beyond, and laugh at the
            sight of the two older patrons pushing through the stairwell door behind us.
         

         
         They stagger after us in drunken, sluggish fury. But one has a mother-of-pearl gentleman’s revolver in his hand, and the other’s
            fumbling at his coat buttons in a way I don’t much care for. He’s grasping for a knife, at least.
         

         
         I’ll never come back here again. Reaching the edge of the rooftop, I kick off from the stone balcony edge and take flight,
            blind to the long, dark plummet to the filthy alleyway cobbles twenty feet below.
         

         
         I land atop a rickety board stretched across the rooftops. I’ve looked down on more than one occasion—it’s like a portal,
            a snow-veined looking glass—but tonight I keep my eyes on the path ahead, and listen only to the creak of Bubbeleh’s pursuit
            behind me.
         

         
         He kicks the ladder out behind us, nearly sentencing one of the men to an early grave. The fellow has the sense to clamber
            back, and grasps onto the building’s ledge, screaming, struggling to heave himself up.
         

         
         I don’t look back, not once, but I can hear Alter, and imagine him in his proximity to me—and somehow in this state, that
            allows me to see him in the back of my mind, as though suspended in the gloom.
         

         
         This night isn’t like all other nights. It never was. I think I knew that the moment I stepped into the pit.

         
         Spend long enough in the Masthead, you know the kind of energy they get in a dog fight.

         
         Past the first rooftop, it’s another one ahead, moored in the darkness. The stone beneath my feet is deathly slippery with
            frost, and running across it feels almost like flying, too, but all I know is we need to get away from those who mean to do
            us harm below. And there are many. And I’ve never felt so alive in this cold, wearing only the thin boxer pants and the linen
            wrappings around my feet.
         

         
         The cold—it feels like the night carving an absence around me. Beneath me, there is nothing but the fall. And only when gunshots
            ring out behind us do I look back, but Alter’s still airborne. And lands solidly, smiling in spite of the danger—I think we’ve
            always both sensed this summer would catch up to us.
         

         
         “You’re a shmuck,” he says as we hide behind a water tower. In this weather, it’s only inevitable if we keep going across
            rooftops, we’ll take a fall.
         

         
         “I won the fight,” I say, and lean forward to kiss him. I don’t know why. I’m feeling daring tonight, and somewhere behind
            us, other men are yelling. He doesn’t move beneath me, and I hold him against me to shield him from them and reduce our shadow.
            I don’t realize it until he shudders against me, and the hot rush of his breath warms my chest, but he’s weeping silently.
         

         
         “Why do you do this to yourself?” he asks. “Why do you hurt yourself like this?”

         
         “Because tonight’s the last night,” I say, and only the wind and raging snow answer.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            4

         
         By the time we reach the hideaway’s doorstep, we’re still exhilarated, alive in the sulfuric glow of the streetlamps. It’s
            one flight up to the office and another two to the attic, but we only get as far as the first-floor stairwell before he stops.
         

         
         The gaslight on the wall beside us is screened by a molded jadeite-glass shade shaped like a fan. I bought it to replace an
            old, ugly, broken one. We need to keep up appearances for our clients now. During daytime, it’s pretty, but at night, the
            glow is the color of pus.
         

         
         My leg aches, but I checked the wound several blocks back, and it’s only a minor cut I can sew up on my own.

         
         “There’s still blood on you,” he murmurs, taking his handkerchief from his pocket. It’s like his yarmulke; new, tenderly stitched.

         
         He wipes a droplet from my cheek, or perhaps it’s a wild streak—I haven’t seen myself. The fight feels like a dream, already
            fading from sight. I don’t look down at the square of linen held between those slim ivory fingers, nearly delicate in their
            grace.
         

         
         Tonight, he merely feels like a compilation of parts, too—restless hands, those luminous green eyes, or the soft ginger thatch that cradles other more intimate parts. When he leans into me, the weight and warmth of his body reminds me he’s here, that I’m here, right now. 

         
         Normally, I’d ask. But I don’t feel like myself tonight, and our closeness is already distancing me in a way I don’t care
            for. As he takes my hand to clean it, I lean forward and kiss him, the splinter in my palm aching like a brand.
         

         
         Without our usual prelude, the act feels as crude as it does passionate, and a part of me expects him to recoil, to sense
            the beast and wrongness that lives within me. But he kisses me back instead, and the feeling rolls over us simultaneously—I
            know it, in the way he grasps onto me almost desperately, handkerchief fallen to the floor, forgotten, fingers clinging to
            my shoulders with the franticness of a drowning sailor. But it’s not the desperate need for oxygen that leaves us clawing
            at each other, fumbling, but something more primal, something purely physical.
         

         
         Nacre buttons bounce down the stairs as my fingers find his shirt and rip at them senselessly; his own hands are roving down
            my waist.
         

         
         “I love you,” I say, kissing him on the lips, the neck, the delicate line of his throat, then downward still.

         
         The sullen rooms below are rented to a rag-and-bone man and a couple other of the Levee’s denizens, but I glanced in search
            of a glow beneath the locked doors when we came on the walk up, and those rooms were unlit, and besides, this all means nothing.
            This all means nothing down here in the Levee, because there is no sin here and we all are damned.
         

         
         I am a killer and a maimer, and deep down, I delight in it, I think. But what I delight in even more is feeling Alter squirm
            against me in pleasure, groaning as I guide my lips down his bare chest.
         

         
         Drop to my knees before him, fumble at the pewter buttons affixing his fly.

         
         “Not—not here,” he whispers, and laughs, mortified. But he doesn’t ask me to stop, and he doesn’t reach to still me.

         
         “No one can hear,” I say, “and if they can, they don’t care here, Bubbeleh. You know this place. You’ve seen it. Do you think
            anyone cares?”
         

         
         “The man next door—”

         
         “He’s pissed out drunk by now, and he’s a lightweight. If he says a word about us to the authorities, he knows I’ll beat him
            half to death, and I mean it. So, let me do this for you.”
         

         
         “All right,” he murmurs, and groans softly as I free him from his fly, already stiffening like clay in my palm.

         
         It’s simple to lean forward, take him in my mouth, and lose myself in the motions. I’ve never done this to him before, and
            there’s something intoxicating knowing we might be walked in on. It’s a different kind of fighting pit.
         

         
         He finishes far more quickly than our usual forays. He tastes of the sea. I can tell by the chuckle that follows his subdued
            groan and breathless sigh, his swiftness embarrasses him, but I cherish it. Everything about him, I cherish.
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” I say with a grin, rising to my feet. “I have that effect on people.”

         
         We climb the stairs, him lagging a step or two behind to button his trousers. Halfway up, I glance down at him, and it really
            does strike me how beautiful he is, whether cradled in gaslight, or the flicker of candles, or full dark.
         

         
         But he doesn’t always realize it, and I think he still measures himself up against the wrongs of the past. His inability to save his father from sickness. His own decision to pull the trigger. To stand by and watch as a paper-winged dragon strangled itself on the weight of its sins. 

         
         He still tends to corpses—I don’t know whether it’s out of righteousness or repentance, but I want to find and understand
            him.
         

         
         By the time we reach the landing, I’m already thinking about the old boat of a leather chesterfield, or just the desk, how
            I feel risky and dangerous tonight, and I want to show him this side of me he’s only caught glimpses of.
         

         
         I barely have time to unlock the office door before we’re already tangled against each other again, my hands roving down his
            back as he fumbles to free my boxing belt’s clasp. I want to do something else to him than what he’s used to. It’s the last
            night. I think it’s been long enough.
         

         
         “Get on over the desk now,” I say. “I want to show you something.”

         
         But he doesn’t make it a step before movement flickers in the corner of my eye, and I turn.

         
         A man sits on the chesterfield. He has a newspaper splayed across his lap, but he isn’t reading it. In the dark, his eyes
            are as black as inkwells, but far more deep.
         

         
         We locked the door before we left this evening, and it was a good lock. I installed it myself the day we signed the lease
            for this office. The kind that’s loud to pick, and difficult, too.
         

         
         “Apologies,” the man says as Alter lurches away from me, already drawing his hands over his prediction and stuttering for
            a response. “It seems I’ve interrupted something.”
         

         
         A smile plays across the man’s lips as he folds the newspaper and places it on the chesterfield’s distressed cushion.

         
         He’s a tall man, whose lean, willowy figure is deceiving. A man whose dark auburn hair is brushed into a short braid as thick and glossy as a show horse’s fetlock. Can’t see it in the dark, but in sunlight, his eyes are a peculiar chartreuse, rimmed with slate circles. Striking. 

         
         “What are you doing here, Mr. Fox?” I ask.

         
         “I heard you had a fight at the Masthead tonight,” he says. “I wanted to see if you won.”

         
         Beside me, already righting himself, Alter flinches. I know he can still hear that boy screaming.

         
         “Do you have so little faith in me?” I ask.

         
         I don’t go around the desk; that’d be disrespectful somehow, and I’m no hired schmuck, never have been. But Mr. Fox and me,
            we’re friends, and he’s one of the few men in Chicago I trust with my life.
         

         
         “How did you bet?” I ask, settling into the chair across from him, that faces the tiled hearth. 

         
         “You know how,” he says.

         
         Taking a match from my sterling vesta, I strike it across the chipped porcelain.

         
         A flash of sulfur flares in my nostrils, and as I lean forward to scrounge a scrap of newspaper from between the half-burned
            logs, I finally feel that first delayed wave of pain and terror, remnants of the fight.
         

         
         It hits me so hard, it weakens me in the legs, and I have to grit my teeth and hold my chin close against my chest, steadying
            myself.
         

         
         That splinter of pottery in my hand aches like a buried ember. That tchotchke must’ve been painted with something cheap and
            bad. Lead or arsenic.
         

         
         I’ll have to dig it out later, but all I could use now is a drink. Two, preferably. Once I get the fire burning.

         
         “Frankie, who is this?” Alter asks, strained. I know he’s eyeing the top drawer of my desk, where I keep a second gun, that Mr. Fox has already got an iron sight on him, and Bubbeleh doesn’t even see it. 

         
         “This is my fence. Or used to be.” I go to the decanter atop the sidebar. “What are you taking?”

         
         “Gin, if you have it,” Mr. Fox says, before Bubbeleh can answer, and there’s something almost mocking in his assumption I
            was talking to him. Aggravating, too. It feels territorial.
         

         
         “Whiskey or vodka,” I say.

         
         “Vodka,” he says. “Isn’t that how you two intended to drink?”

         
         “Frankie, I don’t think you should drink now,” Alter says.

         
         “Hush,” I murmur, and slide three tumblers from the others across the marble counter. “We’ll all have a round, to steady the
            nerves. Mr. Fox, some men might be after us.”
         

         
         “So, you won then,” he says, as I hand him a glass. “As expected.”

         
         I down my round in two swift gulps, not tasting. I’ve found I can block out some senses easily—sometimes even a boxer’s blows
            feel hollow and weightless.
         

         
         Alter doesn’t drink immediately, but holds the tumbler loosely, watching the light refract off the crystal and clear liquor.
            He’s thinking. He always becomes like this when he’s thinking.
         

         
         “How much do you stand to make tonight?” I ask.

         
         “Just a petty trifle.” Mr. Fox’s absinthe eyes study me over the delicate crystal rim of the tumbler as he goes to take a
            sip.
         

         
         “You hear it was gonna be a rough-and-tumble?” I ask, and he chuckles.

         
         “Only the possibility.” His gaze passes over me slowly, as though appraising me like a gem. But I know I’m not like that to him. I don’t think he’s capable of human affections. “In any case, it appears as though you didn’t suffer.” 

         
         “Afraid not.”

         
         “Did you take an eye?”

         
         “Would you like that?”

         
         “It’s an extra two hundred from the betting pool, if you did. Five hundred, if you blinded him.”

         
         He says it so flippantly, I know he’s telling the truth. And I can’t help it, it makes my chest flush with pride just the
            same, that he bet so much on me. And I won.
         

         
         “Which brings me to my next point,” Mr. Fox says. “How much did you get paid for that little rough-and-tumble tonight?”

         
         “Manager stiffed me.”

         
         “Would you like to make some real money?”

         
         “We’re not thieves anymore,” Alter says.

         
         “Is that so?” Mr. Fox says, not even looking at him.

         
         “Alter—” I begin.

         
         “Frankie doesn’t need to steal anymore.” Bubbeleh steps forward, resolution steeling his gaze. “So, whatever you meant to
            do coming here, you should just leave.”
         

         
         “Oh, you’re mistaken. I’m here for you as well, Mr. Rosen.” Mr. Fox finishes his vodka neatly and gestures for me to pour
            him more. “I’d like to hire you two.”
         

         
         I add another splash to my glass and place the decanter on the side table. He can pour it himself if he so damn well pleases.

         
         “I’d like you two to find someone,” he says.

         
         “Who?” I ask.

         
         “A week ago, one of my boys failed to arrive for his weekly meetup. His name is Pickpocket Joe.”

         
         Alter and I exchange a look.

         
         “He used to be in my crew.” I swear under my breath, anger already squeezing down like a fist around my lungs.

         
         “He never mentioned you.”

         
         “I told him not to go looking for you.”

         
         “Three months ago, I caught him with his hand down my pocket. I was on a delivery. He’s fortunate I didn’t have my entourage
            with me, otherwise he’d have lost it.”
         

         
         “Where was he working?” I ask.

         
         Knowing him, he’ll have chosen a place far away from here, somewhere discreet, where he knew I wouldn’t catch him stealing
            and wring his sorry neck.
         

         
         “The Yards.” Mr. Fox hasn’t taken another sip of his drink, but he’s looking at mine, contemplating perhaps how the tumbler
            has already seemingly emptied on its own. I can’t recall taking that first sip. “He’s staying at a boardinghouse on Forty-Fifth.
            I’ll give you the address.”
         

         
         “Surprised he’s not on the streets,” I say dully, half-resentful.

         
         “You’d be amazed. That district bleeds well, even during winter. Plenty of money changing pockets.”

         
         He finishes his vodka neatly, and places the glass on the side table, brim down. Draws a cigar from his vest pocket. Cuts
            it with the gold clipper hanging from his Byzantine chain.
         

         
         “Whoever he stole from might’ve known who he answered to,” Mr. Fox says, and the way he says it makes my cheeks burn as though
            held to a candle.
         

         
         I’m not like that. He can phrase it however he pleases, but it doesn’t change the fact we don’t belong to him. I’m no one’s
            suka. I’m no one’s but my own.
         

         
         “This may have been targeted against me.” Lighting the cigar with a match from his vesta, he draws in a few brief, thoughtful puffs. “I have many enemies in Chicago.” 

         
         Drawing his doeskin billfold from his breast pocket, he counts ten crisp twenty-dollar bills and lays them on the table, by
            his tumbler.
         

         
         “That rough-and-tumble, how much were they going to pay you?”

         
         “A hundred,” I say huskily, and all of a sudden that amount feels so small and significant, weighted up against that frantic
            scramble in the killing pit. And I didn’t even get anything for it.
         

         
         “Two hundred if you find Joe dead. Three hundred if you find him alive. If you find the man responsible for his abduction,
            that’ll be another one hundred if you bring him to me dead, three hundred if you bring him to me alive. If there were others
            responsible, another fifty dollars per head, provided they are the main conspirators. Thirty, if they are men within the fellow’s
            network. I don’t appreciate losing my assets.”
         

         
         Beside me, Alter’s staring. The candle’s tapering down; his eyes are pools of darkness now. This isn’t the kind of work I
            wanted to expose him to.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t argue if you brutalized his abductor, but please leave the eyes and mouth intact.”

         
         “That’s not the kind of work we do,” Alter says.

         
         “If I’m not mistaken, in July, there were two peculiar deaths among Chicago’s elite.” Mr. Fox is still smiling at me; even
            in the dim, his eyes have the queerest way of catching the simpering light, rounding that glow the way cut-crystal does. “From
            what I’ve heard, many gentlemen in our shared circles had their money hinging on some real estate venture.”
         

         
         Mr. Fox is a high roller at the Masthead. He’s come to watch me box before. He’s the one who supplies the bait dogs for the ring and has bred his fair share of killers. 

         
         “I thought it was ridiculous,” he murmurs.

         
         “And you didn’t think to warn us?” Alter asks sharply, rising from his seat. “People could’ve died!”

         
         He steps forward and looks down on the man, and I don’t think he realizes it, it’s like glowering down a pit-dog while chin-deep
            in the muzzle.
         

         
         Mr. Fox smiles pleasantly, tipping his chin to light his cigar. He’s every representation of Chicago’s elite, but he’s outcasted
            among his German landsman by the cadence of his Rotwelsch that lingers even in English. I can relate to that.
         

         
         “I make a habit of not interfering in deals that don’t involve me,” he says, which is a lie if I’ve ever heard one. “And I
            didn’t think they’d ever truly act on it. After long enough, you grow desensitized to drunken, bloated rants, as I’m sure
            you well know, Portnoy.”
         

         
         He seldom calls me by my first name, but he uses my surname intimately. He’s told me before, names have meaning, only mine
            is meaningless, and no longer feels as though it belongs to me.
         

         
         He takes my fountain pen and writes an address across the top of the open ledger. His gaze passes over the few jobs jotted
            down the lines. Lips curl with the faintest derision, and I know he must be adding the numbers in his head.
         

         
         “I’ll allow you two to think about it. Consider this your retainer.” He nods toward the neat stack of bills. “If you choose
            to decline the case, I’ll have my footman come by in three days to collect the sum. I know you’ll not take advantage of me.”
         

         
         He takes his coat from the rack and leaves before either of us can think of an answer.

         
         Alter turns to me. Nothing to say. The silence looms between us. This is what death feels like, before you confirm it with the touch of a finger. It’s the wait before the stillness of the pulse. 

         
         Downstairs, the door swings shut—its thud and rattle reverberating through the thin floor. It isn’t Mr. Fox—he’s too subtle
            for that. Footsteps come up the stairs. Fast, but not frantic.
         

         
         “Frankie, are you back to stealing?” Bailey asks, bursting into the room. She’s dressed in her usual boy’s clothes, form shapeless
            under her secondhand frock coat, blond hair peeking out from under her mariner’s cap.
         

         
         “No,” I say, and her smile drops like a shattered glass.

         
         The shard in my palm throbs as though in mocking, silent laughter. I know I shouldn’t be thinking about becoming a thief again,
            but God, I miss it.
         

         
         “It’s Pickpocket Joe,” I say. “You know he was selling to Mr. Fox?”

         
         She shakes her head rapidly, her mariner’s cap unable to hide the crimson flush rising in her cheeks. She’s the only one in
            the crew who stayed behind after I stopped stealing, but I know she still goes out to drink with at least a few of the others.
         

         
         “I don’t appreciate a liar living under my roof, Bailey.”

         
         “I swear, I didn’t know anything. All he told me before he left was he’s going back to stealing. And I said you’d beat him
            bloody if you caught him stealing down in the Levee, and he said he’d go someplace even you wouldn’t think to look.”
         

         
         “He picked a good location,” Alter says quietly.
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         Chicago’s meandering to dawn, and as Bailey sleeps on her cot in the attic below, Alter joins me on the rooftop.

         
         I’ve cleared several of the flat pavers along the roof’s low wall, blotted the snow and icicles from the rim before finding
            a seat there. Down below, the Levee’s denizens move like sluggish water—the ragman back from his nightly rounds, and a beggar
            I’ve seen around the block a few times, another frock-coated gentleman who’s a stranger and pays me no mind—not that he’s
            even seen me—but I heed them all just the same.
         

         
         “Can’t sleep?” Alter asks.

         
         “Can you?”

         
         He doesn’t answer. His gaze sweeps over the twinkling of ice and darkness surrounding us.

         
         “I don’t like this,” he says. “It feels like . . . what happened with Yakov.”

         
         “It’s too soon to jump to conclusions,” I say, still thinking of the wild bloodlust in the men’s spirit-rimed eyes. The Masthead’s
            patrons, they wanted to see me die tonight.
         

         
         “You’re right.” He sighs. “Perhaps he left town.”

         
         Talking about Pickpocket Joe puts me on edge. I can’t resist scanning the rooftops around us. Every gathering shadow and shudder
            of sheet-draped clotheslines is transformed into lurking killers.
         

         
         “Why did you follow me?” I ask.

         
         “I wanted to make sure you made it to your match.”

         
         “I’m not like that.” I can’t tell by his face, whether he believes me or not. “That isn’t the kind of person I am.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         “It was a rough-and-tumble,” I say, but I know that’s only part of it. And there’s something in me that revels in the violence,
            a part I don’t want him to see.
         

         
         He sighs heavily. “Let’s go back to bed.”

         
         “If I said no, they would’ve taken me out back and beaten me to death, you know it.”

         
         “Bed,” he repeats, drawing his arm around my shoulder. And I don’t realize until he touches me how cold I am, or how I’m shivering.

         
         As I follow him across the roof, something in the corner of my vision catches my eye and I stop to peer across the ivory-crested
            rooftops.
         

         
         “What is it?” Alter asks as I stare into the shadow of a water tower. For a moment, I almost thought I saw a figure there.

         
         “It’s been a long day.” I wait another few seconds before turning back to him. “Just one long day.”

         
         It’s against his body I fall asleep, curled around him to provide cover. But that night, I dream only of disembodied white
            hands, grasping at my limbs, dragging down every footstep, insistent, imploring. I try to outrun them, but I can’t, not when
            they’re tearing at me like this, and I feel them all over me.
         

         
         When I wake, I’m gasping, leveling myself up on stiff arms. My whole body aches, and as the flannel blanket falls down, across my stomach, I discern a constellation of bruises and welts. 

         
         Beside me, Alter still slumbers. I trace my hand gently over the side of his face, brushing his hair back from his closed
            eyes. They flicker restlessly beneath long, ginger lashes.
         

         
         “Bad dream, Portnoy,” I whisper to myself. It’s easy to mimic Mr. Fox’s voice; even his Khokhmer Loshn feels like an odd cousin
            of Yiddish. I think that’s why he has such sympathy and camaraderie for us. Because we are all strangers in this land.
         

         
         Beside me, Alter slumbers, and I allow my gaze to trace its way down his body. The crooks and shadows in the four-point blanket
            hint at the shape of him. Someday, I want to admire him in full moonlight, stripped of his layers. But we’re not ready for
            that. He’s not ready for that. He’s much too humble.
         

         
         “I love you,” I murmur, and beside me, he shifts, chuckles. Rests his head against my hip and opens his eyes to regard me.
            Their hue is brilliant in the frosty midwinter light. Wherever he walks, there is aviv.
         

         
         “I love you, too,” he says, and sometimes that is all that is enough.
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         We turn the hand-painted sign on the door to “Closed” and lock it behind us, not that it’ll keep out a skilled pickpocket,
            or even a well-placed kick.
         

         
         The Levee is host to its fair share of dangers and always has been. But this morning, I feel particularly threatened. Adrift.

         
         “Packingtown,” Alter says, as we make our way in the direction of the train station.

         
         It’s a crisp day, cold as any. But I think the reason neither of us raises the possibility of taking a cab is because we know
            what waits for us back there. And we won’t have much clean air soon.
         

         
         Alter clears his throat. “You’ve been there since . . . ?”

         
         “No.” I curl my fingers against my palm, tracing that aching wound. It’s getting worse, I think. I never should have stolen
            that bowl, but I can’t help myself sometimes. It’s like second nature; it’s so muscle memory now, it isn’t me.
         

         
         A low, brooding restlessness overtakes me on the ride over, from the moment the train doors clunk shut and, with a rumble and the piercing whistle of a steam engine, the car rolls over the elevated track. 

         
         It’s too late for the morning shift, but the train’s still crammed to the casing. No seats left.

         
         We manage to make our way to the back of the car, pushed chest to chest—I bar an arm over the door, gazing out through the
            frost-etched window at the cobble of rooftops and clotheslines. Play it casual.
         

         
         Morning this frigid, most men are stooped over their tin cups and canteens, buried in layers of wool and rag-cloth. I’m not
            concerned, but Alter glances past me, frowning.
         

         
         I crack open the small window above the door to spare us from the accumulating stench of burned hair, rendered fat, and the
            ammonia of the fertilizer mills, ingrained in the workers’ clothes and on their skin.
         

         
         “You haven’t spoken of him much,” Alter says. “Your fence.”

         
         “Never needed to.”

         
         “He’s . . . peculiar.”

         
         I chuckle. “He’d consider that a compliment.”

         
         “He seemed to know you.”

         
         “I stayed with him a while, a few years ago. He’s the one who got me into boxing at the Masthead. He supplies their dogs.”
            I pause. “He’s not like the others, Alter. He’s not like those bastards.”
         

         
         “How?”

         
         “He’s just different, is all.”

         
         We cease talking for the rest of the ride.

         
         At this early hour, a bleak smog has already entrenched itself past the Stockyard’s limestone gate. From the platform, it’s
            easy to tell Packingtown is a city of crematoriums.
         

         
         But past that steer-headed gate and into the street, it’s a chaotic, frantic bustle of men herding swine and cattle, and more workers rushing late for work. And once Alter and I together plunge into the crowd, it’s hard to forget where we’re going to. I feel rushed along by the movement of the men, guided. A steer in a descending chute. 

         
         This kind of liveliness, it’s like the Levee after dark, but infinitely worse. Stifling. The Levee feels like open sky; all
            of Packingtown is a brood cage.
         

         
         “Do you have the address?” Alter asks, turning to me.

         
         Already, snowflakes have caught in his hair and lashes. I want to kiss him in this full sunlight; the urge nearly overwhelms
            me. And I have to take his hand in mine instead, only briefly, only a quick squeeze—it’s too risky here, to be seen.
         

         
         “Already memorized it,” I say, and take him by the arm. “Follow me.”

         
         Down on the stained oak slats flanking the muddy, snowy street, we plunge past workmen and slaughterers going about their
            business. Past icemen hoisting glistening blocks from a wagon drawn by two liver roan horses.
         

         
         There is a different energy here than the Levee. These men pay us little notice. They don’t shift their gazes over us in suspicion
            or unabated lust and interest—you know from experience, neither is no less threatening or viperous than the other—but instead
            sum me and Bubbeleh up all at once, in dumb disinterest, as though we and every other passerby are nothing more than cuts
            of meat on the scale.
         

         
         I’ve always hated it here. I will always hate it here. Katz is nearly six months dead, and I will always hate it here.

         
         “You think someone saw us?” he murmurs as we cross the street, following a rapidly changing route through the bustling wagons and laborers. 

         
         “That day?” I ask, then chuckle, turning ahead. “No one misses him, Alter. He wasn’t well liked, even among the other bosses.”

         
         “You don’t know that.”

         
         “He was a Jew.”

         
         Taking the flask from my pocket, I unscrew the cap. Take a shorter nip of whiskey than I care for, self-conscious of Alter’s
            gaze.
         

         
         “Can I have a sip?” he asks, and I grin. Pass it over.

         
         “Here. To help with the cold.”

         
         “The cold,” he echoes with a sardonic chuckle, and something in his tone makes my smile harshen.

         
         “Is there something you want to say to me?”

         
         “No, I just—”

         
         “It’s written all over your face. Say it.” I take the flask back from him and upturn it to my lips. Drain half of it in several
            swallows then shove it back into his hands. “I know you don’t want me to drink so much. Are you afraid it’ll offend Chasya?”
         

         
         “Why do you always call her that?”

         
         “That’s her name.”

         
         “You never call her what she is.”

         
         “I just did,” I say, and continue down the street at a harried pace. “Let’s just go and get out of this damned cold.”

         
         “Why do you dislike her?” he asks, falling into stride beside me.

         
         My hands tighten into fists at my sides. It always comes to this moment, some part in mundane, innocent arguments when my
            anger bubbles over suddenly.
         

         
         I turn ahead, force myself to keep walking. I can’t outrun my rage, but at least I can put a little distance between me and it, as though it is a shadow clinging to my bootheels. I can almost feel it. 

         
         We continue the rest of the way in silence.

         
         The cobblestones at our feet are glazed in discolored ice that sticks unpleasantly to our boots, gutta-percha soles tacky
            with manure and pigeon guano. Chicken feathers and hog bristles clog the drainage grates set between the wood-slat sidewalks.
         

         
         “What happened to your hand?” he asks.

         
         “Just scratched it in the boxing match.” I curl my fingers against my palm, trace the frayed edge of the linen bandage. Turn
            my hand over. The wrapping’s already soiled with dirt and droplets of blood dulled to maroon brown. It was only a minor cut,
            but I was too drunk to attempt freeing the shard last night, and this morning I woke to a tarry scab grown over wound and
            splinter alike.
         

         
         I’ll need to go to an apothecary today. The small blue bottle of laudanum I have tucked away in my pocket is nearly empty,
            and it’s the last one left.
         

         
         The address Mr. Fox gave us leads to a sullen clapboard building crammed down a muddy road lined with saloons and boardinghouses.
            A low anger brews in the pit of my stomach at the sight of the building—several windows broken and boarded over, the paint
            stained to a disgusting brown under decades’ worth of coal smoke, mud, and the greasy soot of the slaughtered.
         

         
         Joe should’ve stayed with us. He shouldn’t have gone off on his own. And the fact he went to my fence, that’s the kind of offense—I’ll beat him bloody once I find him. I’ll—
         

         
         My mind goes blank for an instant, the way a gramophone record skips a beat. For a moment, all I can think of is Pickpocket
            Joe the last time I saw him.
         

         
         It was after I returned from the hospital, and Alter and I were fitting the dusty second-floor room to be our office. He came
            in, dressed in the broadcloth coat he wore in autumn, his satchel hung over his shoulder and beat-up cardboard case in one
            hand.
         

         
         “I’m leaving,” he said.

         
         “I know.” I didn’t look at him. I was too busy oiling the desk, looking at Alter. Admiring him, really.

         
         And deep down, I didn’t care.

         
         Pickpocket Joe was nothing special. Just a thief like all the rest; you can find them at any corner.

         
         “Don’t come back,” I said. “You’ve made your choice, and I’ve made mine. You’re eighteen. It’s time you become a man, Joe.
            Now get out of my sight.”
         

         
         He didn’t answer, but I could see the way his mouth stitched shut, he was hurt. And he tried to sneer, but it was weak, the
            way he’d always been.
         

         
         “Fuck you, Portnoy,” he muttered under his breath, and turned, and sulked out, tail between his legs. I let the air escape
            through my teeth. He was a pity case. I took him in because I felt bad for him. I don’t need him, or the crew, or anyone’s
            approval.
         

         
         And the way I see it, this was a lesson. It was a lesson to the few boys in my crew who’d already gone, and one to Bailey,
            skulking in the corner and pretending to dust off the fireplace mantel, all the while eyeing us with interest.
         

         
         I should’ve stopped him. Went down the hall and told him I didn’t mind if he kept stealing, he could stay in the hideaway
            still.
         

         
         The door of the boardinghouse is unlocked, busted. In the parlor, an elderly woman mops the floor. The oak boards are so begrimed with black filth, she only succeeds in smearing the stains in lethargic, widening circles. 

         
         She doesn’t look up as we enter, or as we approach. Only when we stop before her does she lift her gaze with slow impatience.

         
         “Need a bed?” she asks.

         
         “We’re looking for a friend of ours,” Alter says, in his stiff English. “Josef Shapiro.”

         
         “A friend, huh?” She scoffs, plunging the mop into the scud-caked bucket. “Your friend owes rent for this month. Are you going
            to pay it?”
         

         
         “When we find him, we’ll make sure he pays it,” I say.

         
         “Best of luck with that.” She spits into the bucket. “He hasn’t been here in a week. If he doesn’t pay by the end of the month,
            I’ll burn his things.”
         

         
         “You know where we might find him?”

         
         “He works at a tannery down by Bubbly Creek. Assuming he hasn’t gotten sacked yet.”

         
         “How about we pay his rent, and you give me his things?” I suggest, and she eyes me suspiciously.

         
         “It’s three dollars.”

         
         I reach into my pocket and count the coins out into her hand.

         
         Pocketing them, she smacks her lips and drops the mop into the bucket. “Wait here.”

         
         As she shuffles upstairs, Alter turns to me.

         
         “Why would he be working at a tannery?” he asks quietly.

         
         “Lots of workers pass through those gates,” I say. “Worn down, numb from the cold. Paychecks come on scheduled days, so it’s the same logic as in the Levee—the nights after are the best for business. And having a job on paper, it provides a good alibi and cover.” 

         
         The woman returns several minutes later, carrying a cardboard suitcase and burlap sack.

         
         “Everything’s still in there,” she says.

         
         “Thank you,” Alter says, and she grunts in response.

         
         Going to the bench in the corner, I open the suitcase and riffle through its contents. Mostly clothing. At the bottom, I find
            a small velvet sack containing tefillin and a tallis.
         

         
         “I never saw him daven before,” Alter says, turning to me. “Did you?”

         
         I shake my head. “Keepsake, maybe.”

         
         The burlap sack contains clothes as well, although reeking of sweat, mildew, and eau de Yards. As I stuff them back into the
            bag, a slip of paper falls from an overall’s breast pocket.
         

         
         Alter leans down to pick it up.

         
         “What is it?” I ask.

         
         He turns it around in his hand. “A prescription. The ink’s run. I can’t tell what he ordered.”

         
         “You’d better hope it’s laudanum,” I say. “He’ll need it for when I find him.”

         
         I keep my voice light and humorous, but I can’t shake the sense of disquiet that falls over me as I look down at the velvet
            bag.
         

         
         Whether he’d been davening in secret or holding on to a precious heirloom, he wouldn’t have left this.
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         The tannery is located in a four-story brick building with a gabled roof, along a particularly noxious section of Bubbly Creek.
            The creek is barely visible past the buildings; I only catch a glimpse of it briefly, through the peephole of an alleyway—a
            snaking, crimson flow of rotten animal intestines, feces, and the chemicals of industry, surface scuffed with opaque islands
            of hardened fat and ice.
         

         
         The creek’s bank consists of a thick, discolored crust of lime, half-dissolved hairs, and congealed gore. Even in winter,
            the stench curdles my stomach, and I close my eyes for a long moment, swallowing hard, not breathing. Once the urge to vomit
            passes, I continue walking.
         

         
         “Too much to drink?” Alter asks sarcastically.

         
         “How can you stand it?”

         
         He shrugs, gaze straying ahead. “We sometimes receive bodies we have to prepare as best we’re able. Human rot smells . . .
            different. You can’t become desensitized to it.”
         

         
         For me, it’s different. I have to remind myself of that. Sometimes I wake to this same stench lingering in my nostrils.

         
         People won’t remember Chicago for its deaths, and stenches, and tragedies. They’ll remember her for the beauty of the World’s Fair on the postcards and stereoviews. Few of the city’s visitors ever go past the Stockyard’s white stone gate, only pause to take it in and peek into the slaughterhouse district’s contained chaos. 

         
         “What an awful place to work,” Alter says.

         
         “I imagine Joe couldn’t keep up with the competition,” I muse. “Needed another source of income.”

         
         To the right of the tannery’s main entrance, adorned with a small Roman pediment and columns of Illinois limestone, there’s
            a dirt loading bay. Wider set of heavy wooden doors.
         

         
         Not many deliveries or orders, or perhaps they’ve already left. A black Clydesdale paws the dirt into a muddy slush. In the
            wagon back is a fresh delivery of untanned hides; pig hides—they glisten, pink and slick in the morning light, layers of them.
            Alter stops for a moment, and I know what he’s thinking—that they look nearly human. Like the skins of flayed humans.
         

         
         I begin to turn away, then jerk my chin back again, sharply. Blink and stare.

         
         “What’s the matter?” Alter asks.

         
         “Saw one move . . .”

         
         “Don’t tease me like that,” he says, and goes to the pediment. I look at the horse and wagon for a moment or two longer, waiting.

         
         It could’ve been my imagination, or perhaps some natural shifting and wrinkling of the hog skins, but I lied to Alter. I didn’t
            simply see one move, I thought I glimpsed a human face among them.
         

         
         “Coming?” Alter asks, holding the door open.

         
         I come to his side and enter a small white antechamber with an arched ceiling; at the center, an electrified milk-glass chandelier sprouts like a toadstool, casting a dull graying light upon us. 

         
         Dyed boot marks and wheelbarrow paths marble the white porcelain tiles at our feet in red, brown, and black; a wan youth in
            the corner mops at the floor, the bucket water already dark and polluted.
         

         
         “May I help you?” he asks in German, and Alter steps forward to speak to him.

         
         The boy, he’s exceptionally pretty, in the way of a wilted hothouse flower. Hair the color of stout, and pale-gray eyes.

         
         As Alter and the mop boy talk, I look down the halls on either side of me, each flanked by wooden doors with marbled glass
            windows.
         

         
         “Schweins- und Rindsleder,” the boy is saying, something about the different leathers they work in and the different areas
            to treat them, the rest of his words lost sometime before they reach my ears. I’m distracted, feel that same serrated drag
            along my spine that I’ve caught more than once in the Levee.
         

         
         It’s my intuition, speaking to me as though reading braille. A faint shudder racks me, and I close my eyes and exhale slowly.
            Breathe in, breathe out.
         

         
         I want more of the whiskey in my handsome silver flask, but drinking will have to wait. I need my senses about me, even though
            all I want is to silence and tranquilize them.
         

         
         Alter turns to me.

         
         “We have work skill?” he says in English.

         
         I nod. “Experience. Yes.”

         
         The boy smiles at us, seeming slightly uncertain. He’s fresh off the boat, but it’s more than that. He’s young, too, younger
            than I thought at first glance. Not a man yet, at least not according to our traditions.
         

         
         It isn’t uncommon for businesses here to hire immigrants or child workers. But the worker’s a certain kind of pretty that I don’t like, not in the Yards anyway. It reminds me too much of the boy I once was, of Feivel. 

         
         Normally, boys this age, they get sent to do the worst jobs, the most dangerous ones. The reason he’s out here, it’s probably
            because he’s pleasant to look at, and he’s small, and he’ll go unnoticed. And nobody questions when the mop boy goes to clean
            his boss’s office. Right. 
         

         
         I wish I kept the chalaf I used to kill Katz. Can already tell, it could use another neck. First, the boy takes us to a tiny
            office off the main hallway, only large enough to contain a davenport desk and a chair. The man at work is a lesser foreman—some
            sallow-faced bastard smoking a cigarette, features so oily and creased, he appears partially embalmed.
         

         
         Two dollars a day. Bring your lunch pails. No wandering off alone, stay on the floor, piss breaks restricted. The man reels
            off the rules and instructions to us in English, in a series of staccato barks. He’s like every petty overseer I’ve ever known.
         

         
         “Name,” the foreman barks at me.

         
         “Jake Schwartz,” I say.

         
         “You didn’t come off the boat, did you?”

         
         Something about his ignorance sparks a small flicker of pride in my heart. I’ve worried deep down that all this time I’ve
            spent on Maxwell Street is starting to show in my voice when I speak English.
         

         
         “Chicago, born and bred,” I say.

         
         Beside me, Alter crosses his arms, rolling his lower lip between his teeth. From the way he shifts away, I can tell he’s trying
            not to chuckle.
         

         
         “Two dollars,” the man reminds, wagging a finger in my face as though he thinks I’m inept. “No more, no less.”

         
         “No more, no less,” I repeat, and the makher foreman smiles.

         
         “And clock in on time, or you’ll get forty cents cut.”

         
         He has a long, pink face that gleams under the electrical pendant lights. Cured, I think, and smile.
         

         
         Beside me, Alter stiffens, and I know something must be shining through my voice or features. Nothing like an accent. Just
            a glimpse of the ugliness inside me.
         

         
         It’d be easy to allow the rage to take over, but I don’t, because I’m better than that. This place might feel like Katz’s
            slaughterhouse, in every sound, stench, and basic aspect, but he’s dead. That’s what it comes down to. He’s dead, he’s been
            dead six months, this is different, I’m not back there again, it’ll only be a few hours, and I’m so much better than this.
         

         
         Once he’s done, the boy takes us to another room on the first floor, with a sunken floor tiled in blue circles of porcelain.
            A bank of metal lockers faces the brick wall.
         

         
         He nods to them and says something to Alter.

         
         “It’s arranged by alphabet,” Alter tells me in English. “We’ll share with the others.”

         
         The locker is only a formality; the doors are unpadlocked. Mine’s dented in. As I open it, a nauseating reek uncoils from
            the opening—some miasma of unwashed linen, rotten meat and vegetation, rancid grease. There’s a pile of clothes within. Wool
            turned to graying, moldy rags.
         

         
         I root through the mess, thankful for my brown leather gloves. They’re old and beat-in, and tonight I’ll burn them in the hideaway’s potbelly stove with my secondhand clothing. If we come back here, if we have to again, I’ll buy another set from one of the pushcart sellers next time I walk Alter down Maxwell Street. 

         
         “How’d you know?” he asks softly, in English, as I reach the bottom. Nothing of use here. If Josef left any belongings, they’ve
            been stolen by now.
         

         
         “Know what?” I ask, brushing the rags aside. There’s some gray grit on them, and I rub the powder between two fingers, puzzling
            over it.
         

         
         “That they’d be organized by names.”

         
         “That’s how it was in Manhattan. These kinds of places, they’re industrial.”

         
         “Come on,” the mop boy says from the doorway, and gestures for us to follow.

         
         “Do you know Josef?” I ask as he strides on ahead, and he freezes for a moment. Turns to face me.

         
         “Which one?” he asks, something wry and barbed in the question. He’s on the lowest rung of the ladder here, but I recognize
            that look in his eyes. He’s the kind of boy trying to climb his way up, except he hasn’t learned yet those rungs are cracked
            and weakened.
         

         
         “You know which one,” I say. “Josef Shapiro.”

         
         His eyes narrow, face doesn’t move a muscle. But he’s sweating even in this dim, cold corridor, unease so open, you know he
            doesn’t need any pain for convincing.
         

         
         “Been a week since he vanished,” I say, and step forward, assert myself into his space. Until now, I allowed myself to fall
            back, tucked my shoulders in to seem unassuming. But I know how to maneuver my body to be intimidating, trained at confrontation.
         

         
         “I don’t know anything about that.”

         
         He steps back, and with another fluid step forward, I have him up against the wall. We’re in the middle of shift; everyone’s on the work floor. He’s too busy staring into my eyes, trying to read me, he doesn’t notice me slip my hand into his pocket. 

         
         His key ring’s stowed in my coat by the time I decide to take a step back and end my ominous silence.

         
         “What did everyone here think of him?” I ask.

         
         “He just kept to himself, and only came in once or twice a week. Why do you two care? You aren’t with the union, are you?”

         
         “What’d he do?”

         
         “Dye,” the boy says, and Alter flinches involuntarily. I’m unsure whether he knows the word in English, only that if this
            place weren’t so much like that Manhattan sweatshop, I might’ve mistaken it for the same.
         

         
         The mop boy chuckles at once, a nervous titter, eyes darting from Alter’s shocked grimace to my own stoic composition. Sometimes
            I think my face is a mask. One I’ve learned to use well.
         

         
         “You two don’t think he . . .” He trails off. “He’d come into money, you know.”

         
         “What do you mean?” Alter asks.

         
         “Started wearing nicer clothes. Got a new watch. Said he won it down at the races.”

         
         More like Joe’s a filthy little thief. But if he’s stealing from this pool of workers, he wouldn’t be flaunting around new
            possessions. So, his hunting ground is elsewhere, or he pilfers from the workers he passes during the evening and morning
            rushes.
         

         
         “So, you’re not here to work?” the boy asks.

         
         “You couldn’t pay me,” I say.

         
         I know Alter’s cursing me silently for breaking our cover within minutes of our arrival here, but I’m not ready to work a full shift, and I’ve always been one to trust my judgment. 

         
         “Where’s the dye baths?” I ask.

         
         “You can find them on your own,” the boy says, clearing his throat. He lifts his chin, has gotten that stubborn, prideful
            look I’ve become used to seeing down in the fighting pits. It’s the way an amateur boxer looks, before the first time he’s
            truly struck. “I need to get back to work.”
         

         
         “Tell us, or I’ll shove that mop up your ass,” I say.

         
         His eyes glaze over with a dim look, all that stubbornness snuffed out in an instant.

         
         “Turn the corner,” he says. “They’re at the end of the hall.”

         
         “Get back to your mopping then,” I say, and for a level minute the boy stares me down, or tries to. I don’t think he realizes
            how easy it would be for me to rough him up a bit.
         

         
         He’s let his guard down now that we’re talking casually, when just a minute ago, I was ready to hit him if I had to. And a
            part of me still wants to. In his refusal to lead us to the dyeing room, he’s already given me the excuse. But I know him.
            He’s a little like Feivel. It’s easy to think of the two of them that way. Weak. Easily influenced. Afraid.
         

         
         The boy goes back the way we came.

         
         “You really don’t want to spend the day here, do you?” Alter teases, turning to me. “Not for two dollars?”

         
         “I’d rather eviscerate myself.”

         
         “Two dollars isn’t that bad,” he says thoughtfully, as we begin walking.

         
         “Tell me that after a week dyeing clothing,” I say. “In Manhattan, it was in a basement.”

         
         Though we’re alone in the hallway and I would hear if there was anyone coming up behind me, I can’t help but look over my shoulder back the way we came. Then over Alter’s shoulder. In my holster, the old service revolver is itching to be drawn. It’s more than just my first gun or a lucky prize; I swear this gun saved me the night I was shot at the Wild West Show. 

         
         The seconds before I realized Mr. Whitby knew I was eavesdropping in the Cossack tent’s shadow, my gun had grown heavy in
            its holster. Heavier than I’ve ever felt it. I thought it was a premonition of the blood I planned to spill that night, but
            I was wrong. The revolver was trying to warn me. They already knew I was there.
         

         
         Now, I swear I feel that same sudden weight along my left side, a heaviness that presses down on my heart. The hairs on the
            nape of my neck prickle.
         

         
         We’re alone, but it doesn’t feel that way.

         
         “You think it’s in a basement?” Alter asks, something leaden in his voice. And I don’t answer. Because I don’t want to think
            so, but I know places like this, and the way the boy was leading us, it’s to the stairwell.
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         On the second floor, the cutting and oiling will take place. The most lowly functions are performed on the ground and lower
            floors—the cleaning and scraping of the hide free of blood, bits of flesh, and shattered bone; the chemical baths used to
            scald off the hair and soften the leather. The oak-slat stairs bear inevitable signs of this, leading down below—a permanent,
            blackish patina.
         

         
         It’s not exceptional here in the Stockyards or down in the Levee. The entryway of every slaughterhouse is stained with blood
            and sawdust, and the river outside runs red with the refuse of slaughter. It shouldn’t bother me as much as it does, except
            the way the mix of dye, chemicals, and mud stains the wood leading down, stains it almost black, reminds me so much of the
            floor of the sweatshop.
         

         
         It’s been so long, I don’t know why I’m thinking of that now. I spent only a handful of years in Manhattan, and those years
            don’t feel as though they belong to me now.
         

         
         “Wait up here,” I say. “Tell me if you hear anyone coming.”

         
         There’s no light at the bottom of those stairs, and I’m guessing it’s because this boss is short on staff. People have a tendency to slow down during the winter here. They get sick or die, and some workers decide they’re weary and spiteful of Chicago’s bitter wind, and take the train down South for milder climates. 

         
         I used to think about it. I still do, although I know it’s beyond us, now that Alter’s family is here.

         
         At the bottom of the stairs, there’s a wooden door with a wired-glass window. The layout, it’s not open like Katz’s slaughterhouse;
            it doesn’t stretch into the darkness.
         

         
         I open the door, already preparing for the flare of gaslight or oil lamps, the faces of young workers, but the room’s unlit.
            Pale sunlight enters through narrow windows at ground level; I can already tell from here, they’re painted shut.
         

         
         The lights are electrical down here; all they take is a simple switch. Naked bulbs in wire cages flicker on down the ceiling.

         
         To my right, the majority of the room, a good two-thirds, is occupied by animal skins flayed and hung, tethered by hooks and
            chains to a series of taut metal cords that run along the walls and ceiling, evenly interspaced, with only inches between
            them.
         

         
         At the other end, vats sit filled with stagnant black water. Black is the most suitable color for leather; it is used in everything
            from coach upholstery, to shoes, to collars and harnesses.
         

         
         From behind me comes a soft click, and I turn. The door’s closed, and I know even before I rattle the knob, it’s locked—I’ve
            picked enough to know the sound of shifting tumblers.
         

         
         “Alter?” I try the knob again. Bang my fist against the window. “Alter?”

         
         Silence from the stairwell above. He hasn’t realized I can’t get out. Probably doesn’t even hear me.

         
         I glance at the keyhole and scoff.

         
         This’ll be an easy fix.

         
         Reaching into my coat, I draw the small leather pouch from its inner pocket. Wrapped in folds of black lambskin are my pickpocketing
            tools—delicate instruments of finely wrought steel, tarnished to a sleek, dark luster.
         

         
         But just getting the right pick into the keyhole is an effort. The opening’s caked with grease and filth.

         
         My pick snaps off in the hole. I curse under my breath, try to pry the tip free with the jagged end of what remains.

         
         “Frankie,” Alter says from the other side, voice muffled.

         
         His face appears in the wired glass—it’s so filthy and scudded with frost and congealed oils, he’s scarcely more than a smear
            of color and the pale exhalation of breath.
         

         
         “Unlock it,” he says.

         
         “I tried.”

         
         Perhaps it’s simply my imagination, but by the second, it seems to grow colder in this room. Frost creeps up the pane, feathering
            it in crystalline white etchings like veins. I can barely discern him.
         

         
         “I’ll get help,” he says.

         
         “I’m going to see if there’s another way out,” I call, returning the broken pick to the leather case. Stow it in my pocket.

         
         Sunlight’s fading beyond the high wired-glass windows. Snowflakes rime the panes, something dirty and yellow about the layer,
            like the greasy specks that surface on a simmering stew.
         

         
         Within a minute or two, the fumes of the dye baths begin getting to me. There are different chemicals here, but the vats’
            scent reminds me so much of the Manhattan sweatshop that all the muscles in my back tense reflexively, hands balled into fists
            at my sides.
         

         
         Turning, I stare at the rows of pig hides hung to dry, hooked at the corners and stretched taut.

         
         The pale, glistening drapes of skin shudder, strangely organic and efflorescent in the stark white light that sheathes in
            through the rows of pebbled-glass panels overhead. Stark electric lights.
         

         
         I draw in a shallow breath, lungs seizing. It doesn’t smell like a slaughterhouse here. It smells like embalming fluid and
            chemicals, and underneath it is a scent too rancid, a scent of rot itself, that conjures to mind stringy blackened flesh and
            teaming maggots.
         

         
         The curtains of milky stretched skin glisten in the pallid light. And a nude youth shifts among them, back to me. Retreats.

         
         My mouth’s so dry, I can barely swallow. Weight crashes down on my chest as I step forward.

         
         I only caught a glimpse. He wasn’t an older man, no boss, but someone my age or close to it. A worker. Can’t see much more
            of him than that glimpse of brown hair and blanched skin.
         

         
         “Hey,” I say, following him between the dripping flayed hides. “Hey, are you all right?”

         
         He doesn’t stop, but there’s something odd and swaying in those motions I glimpse through the hides. Something familiar.

         
         I pass between the final rows, only to find a brick wall waiting for me. Stained buckets, rags, and brushes litter the metal
            shelves to my right. A vat of black dye is to my left, deep enough to drown in, but the young man wouldn’t have waded in there
            of his own accord.
         

         
         From behind me comes a hollow bang, and I swivel around.

         
         The hanging skins shudder as a draft passes between them.

         
         “Hello?” I say.

         
         “Frankie?” Alter calls, and I exhale slowly. The young man, he’d only been my imagination and the stir of a draft. This room’s freezing me to the bone. I think I’m becoming slightly deluded from the liquor, and the curdling nausea and vertigo of last night’s indulgences. 

         
         I find my way back to the front of the room. The door’s open, and Alter’s standing on the other side with the mop boy from
            before. No resolution. Not even a clue here.
         

         
         Did you think that bokher . . . did you think he actually existed?

         
         I shove the thoughts from my mind. Look at Alter. Smile. They each know me differently. Alter knows me for who I am, but he
            doesn’t know me for my violence. And this boy has barely caught a glimpse of it, but it’s been more than enough to make him
            wary of me.
         

         
         “Lock was budged,” the mop boy says.

         
         “Right,” I say.

         
         “The fumes can get to you in here.”

         
         “I know.” It’s my own voice, but I don’t know who’s speaking anymore. This place reminds me so much of the Manhattan sweatshop,
            the Manhattan tenement, my father’s raging, unpredictable presence filling the single room, smothering like coal smoke.
         

         
         I slept on a cot a few paces from them, and I knew the way he hurt her, and I wanted to kill him, I couldn’t do anything of it. I still can’t do anything of it. He’s followed me, clinging as tightly as any dybbuk, because that’s what family is. And we’ll always carry the outskirts of Vilne within us, we’ll always carry the shtetl and the zal, and this bond I feel for my tati, even now, is more than just a bloodline. I can trace my own rage and violence—and the willingness, the eagerness, even—to engage in it, to his aimless, resentful outings as part of our community’s self-defense league; to his bar fights; to his bellowing, terrifying tangents in our one-room hut and tenement; to the very blackest rages, that leads me back to the Masthead, that leads me to the alleyways behind the Levee’s taverns and dance halls. I want to hurt people. I want to make them pay for my father’s petty, innate cruelties, for over half a lifetime of such cruelties. I’m a hypocrite, because I’m just like him. And I’m terrified of this rage within myself. I’m terrified I will hurt people. 

         
         “You two should go,” the mop boy says, and leads us back down the hall. “As I told you, there was nothing in there.”

         
         “What’s your boss like?” I ask.

         
         He stops. “I don’t know him.”

         
         “He doesn’t come around here?”

         
         “No. Not often. He has a family. He avoids this place.” The boy’s gaze shifts, distracted. “Why are you asking about this?”

         
         “I’m simply curious,” I say. “So, no foreman, then.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Some men have an appetite.”

         
         “I don’t know what you’re going on about.”

         
         The boy, he’s looking at me in pure confusion. I misinterpreted him when I first came in. Workers are all simply clay to be
            shaped by the hands of the wealthy, but some of Chicago’s elite stray down different paths than its more simple men. Some
            of its makhers here thirst simply for the glistening white mansion, the office along the endless blue shore. Others find themselves
            dissatisfied, still craving something different, darker.
         

         
         “Pretty boy like yourself,” I say. “Some men get a desire.”

         
         His confusion drops—he looks at me with blatant disgust. His upper lip curls in derision, a half attempt at a smirk, but there must be something in my face or gaze. Unease comes over him. 

         
         “You hear about that man Katz?” I ask. “He got his throat slit like livestock, you know. That’s what I heard. I heard anarchists
            did it.”
         

         
         Beside me, Alter’s frozen, dead-white. I don’t know why I’m saying this. It’s not like me, but it’s who I am. And I think
            last night proved to me I’m so incredibly tired of putting on this masquerade again.
         

         
         “I heard he had an interest in boys like that,” I say. “Pretty boys. You hear about that?”

         
         “What’s that got to do with any of this?”

         
         “Men like that, men like your boss, they’re like wolves. They run in circles. Here in Packingtown, I hear there’s a few men
            like that.”
         

         
         “I don’t know anything of that.”

         
         “What are you talking about?” Alter murmurs under his breath, so softly I can barely hear him. He’s speaking in Yiddish again,
            but it’ll mean nothing to the boy, if he can even discern it.
         

         
         “What happened to Josef?” I ask, and shove the boy against the wall. I don’t know why. I didn’t mean to become violent, but
            it’s simply muscle memory at this point.
         

         
         By now, I’ve already come to know the kind of person the boy is, from every minute gesture and movement as much as his words
            alone. Every man and woman I encounter outside the boxing pit has always been an opponent in the back of my head. So, I learn
            to vivisect them.
         

         
         “I don’t know—”

         
         “You hear rumors,” I say. “You’re just a cleaning boy. People pay you no mind.”

         
         “I never met the boss. He’s old. Infirm. This company’s been passed down the family.” Shaking his head, the boy looks around us. There’s something dull and mystified in his expression. “Josef just left. I don’t know to hell what you’re driving at. You’re feebleminded.” 

         
         As he tries to push past me, I shove him back, hard. He strikes against the wall. But I don’t give him the comfort of distance—before
            he has a chance to recover, I’m up against him, left forearm angled across his throat. From his angle, the open switchblade
            that’s appeared in my right hand might seem as though it’s been conjured from thin air, but he won’t realize I’ve been anticipating
            my best course of action well before this conversation even began.
         

         
         “You know, I’ll bet if we were to gut you, flay you, your skin, it’d look no different than a hog’s hide hanging out there
            in the room, you think? You imagine someone might upholster their chair in you? Make a nice pair of shoes? A real good football?”
         

         
         My knife’s hovering less than a half inch from his stomach, and I’ll assure you, I’m aware of the distance. I know how easy
            it’d be to cut him without intending to, how any fool motion on his part might lead to a severed artery.
         

         
         “We won’t be back,” I say. “Tell the foreman we ran a good shift.”

         
         Piss piddles down the boy’s leg. I step back to avoid the puddle, snap the blade closed.

         
         I go into the locker room again, Alter trailing. Don’t look back, but I know by the silence, the mop boy’s still standing
            there, watching us leave. 
         

         
         We’re not anarchists, but I’d make a damned good one. The only thing stopping me is that my rage is much more potent. It’s not aimless like the schmucks at the Arbeiter Zeitung or any of Chicago’s anarchist groups—it’s focused, direct.
         

         
         I thought with Katz’s death, it would abate, but it hasn’t. Truth is, I don’t think it will. I think it’s bred into me, the
            way certain strains of viciousness and distemper find their way down any pedigree. I’m no mutt. I’m simply the result of several
            generations of viciousness, distilled, repeated, ignored, justified. Now that I can’t go back to the Masthead, something inside
            me’s itching to pay it out elsewhere.
         

         
         “Wait,” I say as Alter heads for the door, and pause beside the locker.

         
         “Didn’t you already look in there?” he asks as I push the mound of dirty linens to the floor.

         
         “There was some schmutz.”

         
         But it’s not dirt or dandruff, now that I run my finger through the scatter of white powder and rub it. It’s slightly gritty
            to the touch.
         

         
         Not sand. Mortar.

         
         Drawing the switchblade from my pocket, I free the stiletto with a press of the silver button inlaid in its tortoiseshell
            handle.
         

         
         The light’s squalid here, but I can tell now at closer glance, one of the bricks has been chipped away at. There’s a groove,
            an incision around it. I wedge the knife between the bricks and use it as a lever, methodically working the loose brick free.
         

         
         In the hollow, there’s a small pile of jewelry, a silver oval case, and two tiny uranium glass vials meant for perfume, but
            filled with fine white powder.
         

         
         “Knew it.” Chuckling, I pocket everything and turn to him. “Let’s go.”

         
         We trace our way back to the entry hall, then outside into the scathing cold. 

         
         “What now?” Alter asks as we go down the sidewalk back in the direction of the gate.

         
         “I want to go to Mr. Fox,” I say.

         
         He hesitates. “My mother will be expecting me home tonight. I only left a note.”

         
         “It’s not Shabbos.”

         
         “She worries.”

         
         “She didn’t know where you were when she was still in Romania,” I point out. “She trusted you to take care of yourself.”

         
         “This is different,” he says.

         
         “She’s infantilizing you.”

         
         “She’s just a good mother,” he says defensively, leveling his chin. “I don’t like you talking about her this way.”

         
         “What way?”

         
         “You seem to disdain her.” He hesitates, and I catch him studying me with those brilliant bottle-green eyes. I think he’s
            one of the few men in Chicago who can see through me. Some days, I don’t much care for it.
         

         
         “I don’t,” I say. “I don’t feel anything toward her.”

         
         “You change around her.”

         
         I shake my head. “I just don’t like dinners down on Maxwell Street, Alter.”

         
         We retrace our steps to the main road and linger at the corner, waiting for a hansom cab.

         
         “What got into you back there?” He’s more subtle now, but he’s still examining me. I can tell by the way his gaze lingers;
            it feels as intimate as any touch against bare skin. Normally, I’d welcome him—his overt attention, his closeness—but today
            it feels unpleasant and grotesque somehow, like a dissection every time he looks at me.
         

         
         “Didn’t want to dye leather all day,” I say. “I spared us some unpleasant work.”

         
         “You haven’t gotten over Katz, have you?”

         
         I swallow, hear a soft click in the back of my throat. It’s only me, but it sounds like a gun being cocked. I’d know. Sometimes,
            I wake to that noise, and am unsure whether I’m sleeping or awake.
         

         
         “He’s dead,” I say.

         
         “Maybe Joe left town,” Alter says thoughtfully, turning back ahead. This change in direction is, too, a rapidly closed door.
            “It happens.”
         

         
         “Like Yakov,” I say. “Like Moshe.”

         
         “It’s not like this summer. You said so yourself.”

         
         “Maybe I was wrong.”

         
         “Besides,” he says, dropping his voice, “Katz is dead.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         “Whitby too.”

         
         “What if there were others?” I ask, and he says nothing. “You know what happened last night. And this—this feels . . .”

         
         I trail off. I’m not willing to admit it, but it feels the same as this summer. More missing boys, and let’s be honest here,
            Pickpocket Joe is either dead or gone by now. No resolution. No answer. The lake is deep and endless.
         

         
         “Let’s just go,” I say brusquely, before Alter can decide how to respond.

         
         “Feels what?”

         
         “Nothing,” I say, and step into the street to wave down a passing hansom cab. “Are you coming?”

         
         He sighs, surrendering. “All right.”
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         A chessboard of white and black marble tiles stretches into the darkness, illuminated by the fickle glow of candles housed
            in ormolu sconces; delicate fleurs and twists of gilded metal, shaped like the stalks of lilies. Milk-glass petals housing
            beeswax and firelight against walls painted a glossy red, the color of blood splatter.
         

         
         I follow Katz. I don’t speak. He has taught me how to heel, before I even knew the word.

         
         There are rituals we perform, both in public and in the privacy of his estate. I will run his bath for him and help him dress,
            kneel with the buttonhook to fasten his leather shoes, lose myself in the steady, sweeping movements of the ivory-handled
            razor and the creamy puff of shaving cream upon his broad, inviting chin and throat.
         

         
         I wonder if he knows how often I’ve thought about murdering him. I have a variety of scenarios keenly considered. His morning
            shave is tempting, but something about confronting him alone in his bath makes me feel small.
         

         
         I’ve been with him over a year. It’s so cold now. I feel like an animal. I don’t think I’m ready to leave.

         
         “A beautiful house, isn’t it?” he muses, leaning in to grasp my shoulder and draw me closer to him as he walks. “But such a droll affair.” 

         
         His hand strays to my nape. He massages it. He’s still wearing his gloves. It doesn’t feel like a human hand. I can’t describe
            it. But sometimes, when he touches me, he feels insubstantial, filled with excelsior or horsehair. The kidskin appendages
            of a doll.
         

         
         “The soiree will be over soon,” he says. “Our host has invited us to spend the night.”

         
         I don’t want to. Except I know better than to tell him that, so I stare into those jet eyes. In the sun, they’re a flat, toneless
            brown. But in candlelight, they’re the matte black of mourning jewelry—discs of bog oak or gutta-percha, and hollow somehow.
         

         
         I used to think he was a handsome man. And he is, for now, in his muscularity and fine proportions, but someday I’m going
            to tear him open when he least expects it. I won’t kill him, not unless he makes me, but I’ll cut him up, deep enough so that
            all the world can see who he is. Or I’ll beat his skull in. I hate him. I despise him.
         

         
         I want to hurt him, the way he has always hurt me.

         
         I smile.

         
         “It’s Hannukah. I thought we could go home, spend the night . . .”

         
         “You know I detest all that,” he says. “Superstition. It’s meaningless. There is no Hannukah. You should’ve left that behind
            back in the old country, dear Feivel. This is Chicago. This is 1890. There is no light here. There are no miracles. There
            is simply industry. Innovation.”
         

         
         “I understand,” I say.

         
         “Innovation,” he repeats. “Say it.”

         
         “Innovation.”

         
         “Now, get down on your knees.”

         
         From deeper into that stretch of chessboard-tiled corridor and lurid crimson walls comes a scream of shock or pain. Men’s
            laughter. The creaky lull of a gramophone winding down.
         

         
         I don’t think we’re in Chicago anymore. I think this must be Gehinnom.

         
         “I want to show you industry,” he says.

         
         “I know,” I say.

         
         “You are a part of me.”

         
         “I am beholden to you.” It’s my mouth, my voice, but the words are his, ingrown. And behind him in the gilt Rococo mirror,
            the poised face that confronts me is that of a stranger, or the closest thing to it.
         

         
         The boy’s eyes are glistening, awed. The mouth is smiling, senseless; I stretch my lips to show my teeth. I know Katz is looking
            at me, thinks I must be admiring him, but it’s the boy Feivel that I’m fixating on.
         

         
         I can see him breathing. Can see the sheen the spiced wine left on his lips, the flush of blood in those cheeks. And yet,
            I think Feivel must be dead already. That I must be dead already. We just don’t know it yet.
         

         
         Katz is going to murder me one day. That is the truth. I am not separate from the man; I am a part of him. And I love it.
            And I despise it.
         

         
         I sink to my knees, and open my eyes and mouth, and the floor’s rolling beneath me. I groan, level myself from where I’ve
            slipped against the door of the hansom cab.
         

         
         Beside me, Alter watches, owl-eyed and silent.

         
         “Were you having a nightmare?” he asks.

         
         “No,” I say. Swallow, hear that same click. In my holster, the revolver feels heavier than ever, as though the gun-metal’s
            saturated with all the blood I’ve spilled over the years.
         

         
         And the blood yet to come.

         
         “What were you dreaming about?”

         
         “Just something meaningless, Bubbeleh.” The response feels guarded, even to me. I clear my throat. “A party. Some silly party.”

         
         “Katz,” Alter says. “You said his name.”

         
         I don’t answer.

         
         “You sounded . . .” He trails off.

         
         “What?”

         
         “No. It’s not important.”

         
         I lean over and part the velvet drape.

         
         Overhead, sunset’s setting the horizon ablaze.

         
         “First night of the year,” I say.

         
         “1894,” Alter says, and smiles.

         
         The coach jolts over the cobblestones, begins to slow.

         
         Even in the padded interior, the faint clatter of hoofbeats spurs my heart into an anxious rhythm. Briefly, I part the window
            drape to expose the frost-etched pane, peer out into the foggy afternoon.
         

         
         On my associate’s calling card there is no name or address, simply the fox’s den cradles the edge of the night embossed in gilded script across the rectangle of creamy white paper. Three years ago, it was enough to send me wandering
            along Lake Michigan’s shore until, by chance or fate, the baying of hounds drew my gaze toward a cluster of yellow lights
            that shone like a beached ship against the lakeside.
         

         
         But in daylight, even fading, the limestone mansion stands out like an eyesore. A contusion jutting from dunes the color of
            dead skin.
         

         
         The hansom cab comes to a full stop. I drop the square of velvet and open the door.

         
         As we step onto the curb, the fog wraps around us like a woolen blanket, so thick it even chills my breath.

         
         “Don’t dawdle long, you two,” the coachman hollers, perched atop his seat. His grizzled beard and the lank strands of hair
            escaping his stovepipe hat are already rimed with frost. “You’ll catch your death out here in this cold.”
         

         
         We step aside as the coach lumbers down the road, gray mare straining against her lead. Then turn back ahead and cut a path
            through the snow.
         

         
         There’s a paved walkway, but the stones glisten beneath a coating of fresh ice, and I don’t trust my balance the way I used
            to.
         

         
         Across the snowy lawn, the ivory-white antebellum mansion materializes from the fogbank. Ice serrates the Doric frieze; I
            know I shouldn’t think this way anymore, but the dripping icicles look too much like teeth for my comfort.
         

         
         Firelight glints through the half-moon transom window over the door. Grasping onto the brass knocker, I strike it twice against
            the carved oak panel.
         

         
         Furious barking explodes from the depths of the house, and in the basement, the whelps howl from their kennels.

         
         “Dogs?” Alter wonders.

         
         “Lots of them,” I say.

         
         I linger on the front step, twisting my rings slowly, methodically as I wait for flickers of movement to materialize through
            the petals of colored glass. Poppies in the deepest crimson, slender stems twisting like the bars of a cage. A fox slips nimbly
            among the branches—not for the first time, I wonder what it’s running from.
         

         
         “Quiet!” Mr. Fox roars from within, and the barking dies down to a few agitated whimpers and the padding of many paws. Scritch of nails across waxed floorboards. 

         
         A dark flicker sweeps over the stained-glass window. I step back, try to loosen my shoulders. Relax.

         
         A series of heavy clunks filters through the ornately carved pane. The rattle of a security chain being unbolted. Slowly, the door eases open, and
            a noxious puff of cigar smoke rolls out, laced with an undercurrent of scorched applewood.
         

         
         Dressed in a paisley silk robe and deerskin mocassins, Mr. Fox smiles. He’s a handsome man, tall and well-proportioned, with
            a thick plait of hair as brilliant copper as his namesake. It isn’t his real name, but he’s gone by it for longer than I’ve
            known him. And we both know: the names we give ourselves often spread their roots even deeper than those we receive.
         

         
         His personal entourage, three black pinschers he imported from Thuringia several years ago, slip from around him and come
            to my side, betraying their training just for an instant.
         

         
         The corner of his mouth tics in disapproval. He’s an extraordinary handler, but I’ve always been good with animals.

         
         After sniffing me eagerly and accepting rubs behind the ears, the hounds turn their attention to Alter. Ears pricking, they
            stream around him, eagerly prodding and rubbing against his pant legs with their pointed snouts.
         

         
         “What a pleasant surprise.” Mr. Fox’s eyes are a peculiar shade of green, reminiscent of absinthe or grass vodka, along with
            certain poisons. They’re framed by surprisingly thick copper lashes, much like his hair. “Please, come in.”
         

         
         In his silk robe and moccasins, he looks delicate. But he isn’t one to be trifled with.

         
         We step into the vaulted foyer, tiled in glistening white marble veined with gold streaks.

         
         I watch from the corner of my eye as Mr. Fox shuts the door and bolts it. Along with the heavy iron security chain there are
            two locks, and the door’s hinges could easily grace the gates of a castle.
         

         
         He isn’t a fearful man, but he’s cautious. He’s told me before, there are many men within Chicago proper who wish him harm.
            And yet more buried in potter’s fields or else strewn into ashes, who’ve tried to visit death upon him in the past.
         

         
         “I’ve been enjoying an early dinner,” he says, turning away. There’s an unspoken expectation to follow.

         
         In the dining room, the table has been set for his usual evening rituals. Next to the silver carafe I know will contain hot
            black coffee, there’s a spread of sliced cold cuts and smoked meats with an assortment of crackers, cheeses, and dried fruits.
            Fresh pastries and hams. Several Baccarat crystal decanters of wines and liqueurs in a Georgian burlwood tantalus in the center,
            and a beautifully stocked bar against the other wall.
         

         
         By the fireplace, there are five or six whelps in an articulated pen, a delicate affair of cast iron on locking brass casters.
            They begin barking as we pass, snarling and throwing themselves against the bars with such force, the pen shifts across the
            gold-veined black marble tiles.
         

         
         “Quiet,” Mr. Fox says in his calm, monotonous voice, and the dogs go dead silent.

         
         My jaw locks in place before I can stop myself. Turning to the table, I grind my teeth restlessly.

         
         “What peculiar scents have you carried in on you?” he asks, cocking his chin toward us.

         
         “Eau de Slaughterhouse,” I say, examining the array of cold cuts.

         
         He takes his place at the head of the table. I sink into the seat beside him, my seat, and Alter rests at my side.
         

         
         Reaching into my pocket, I take the items I found in the hollow behind the brick and set them on the linen placemat.

         
         “Joe was working a few days a week at a tannery,” I say. “But it doesn’t look like he was stealing from them.”

         
         “Why do you say that?”

         
         “These are women’s things. Don’t seem like something he’d take from a canning girl. And besides—”

         
         “It’s unprofessional to steal from your employer.”

         
         “Right. I taught him better than to shit where he eats.”

         
         Mr. Fox considers them thoughtfully, sifting through the pieces with one finger.

         
         “Mostly pinchbeck and silverplate. Paste gems.” His gaze lifts to me. “But I imagine you already knew that.”

         
         “What was he bringing to you?”

         
         “Coins, rings, the occasional pocket watch.”

         
         The fence picks up the compact and opens it. A few greasy streaks of rouge are left at the bottom. He closes it again, sets
            it down with the rest.
         

         
         Mr. Fox opens one of the tiny glass bottles and pours half its contents into his palm. Considers it.

         
         “Cocaine?” I presume.

         
         “No.” He smears it across his palm in a ghostly streak. Rubs a finger through it and sniffs at the powder curiously. “Talc, scented with lavender . . .” 

         
         In the pile of silver, he unearths a small repoussé tin I didn’t notice before. At first glance, it looks like a pocket watch
            case or match safe. When he opens it, it’s filled with small circular wafers.
         

         
         “What are those?” Alter asks.

         
         “Arsenic,” the fence says, and chuckles. “If I’m not mistaken, you can walk into any apothecary and buy these. For the complexion.
            But I suppose neither of you care for such things.”
         

         
         “Do you think he was planning to poison someone?” Alter asks.

         
         “Now, this symbol . . .” He considers the rose stamped into the case. “I know this.”

         
         Alter blinks. “From where?”

         
         “Have you ever been to a brothel, Mr. Rosen?”

         
         Bubbeleh sputters for an answer.

         
         “There is one on Maxwell Street, if I recall, that caters to young gentlemen like yourself—what is the word? Bokherim? Beautiful
            froyen.” Mr. Fox chuckles once more, taking another sip of his coffee. Normally, it’d irritate me seeing another man talk
            to Bubbeleh like this, but Alter’s reaction is entertaining. And I’m curious how he reacts to Yiddish.
         

         
         “I’m not attracted to women,” Alter says, more frankly than I expected, than I’ve ever heard him, actually.

         
         “In the Levee, there are also one or two fine establishments, molly houses as the British call them, for men of your persuasion.”

         
         “I have no desire to go to such places. What does this have to do with the case?”

         
         “You never answered my question,” Mr. Fox points out.

         
         “No!” Alter says.

         
         “Mmm.” Mr. Fox contemplates the matter for a moment, then chuckles to himself, gaze shifting to me. “Rather unusual for Joe
            to have hidden these items—where?”
         

         
         “In the locker he shared with other boys,” I say. “Behind a brick.”

         
         “Did you ever go to Redstone’s block?” Mr. Fox asks me. “Down in the Levee?”

         
         “I’ve heard of it, but like Alter, I have no interest.”

         
         Mr. Fox smiles. He’s always been one to understand me, in a way I can’t explain to Alter. I can’t put it into words; I don’t
            possess the vocabulary, in any of my known languages.
         

         
         “Wise choice,” he says. “It’s a molly house, but it’s also a panel house.”

         
         Alter looks at me curiously. There is no comparable word in Yiddish.

         
         “The madam has a tendency to recruit from the young and desperate,” Mr. Fox says. “Runaways, orphans, pickpockets, and the
            like. She keeps a few men lingering around the gate to Packingtown. Our businesses intersect, as you can imagine. You should
            look there. At the very least, it’ll be a bonding experience.”
         

         
         “I can’t,” Alter says, and I keep my face still as a funeral mask as he turns to me. “Frankie, my mother needs me home tonight.
            She needs help.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” I say. “This is more my kind of work.”

         
         He isn’t meant for this manner of business, never has been. I’ve always preferred to keep him out of the dirt that seems to cling to my way of life. I don’t want him to become like me. 

         
         “Well, I imagine you’ll enjoy yourself, at least, Portnoy.” Mr. Fox chuckles, rising from the chair.

         
         I know him well enough, I rise as well. Our visit here has come to an end.
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         Mr. Fox insists on delivering us to Maxwell Street himself, not in his dog cart or hunting wagon, but in the unassuming black
            four-wheeler he keeps for inconspicuous errands.
         

         
         To any pedestrian or constable, it’d look no different than any ordinary brougham, but the carriage was built by the finest
            craftsmen. The Rottaler horse that pulls it is worth a small fortune alone.
         

         
         Even over ice and grit, the carriage moves fluidly and nearly silent. The wind howls against the carriage’s wooden walls.
            Outside, for Mr. Fox, it must feel as though being lost in a tempest. But he’s always been one to favor the cold and dark,
            and from the way he drives—as though on a hunt—I know he must find this night exhilarating.
         

         
         Beside me, Alter sits, turning his father’s pocket watch around in his palm. I love him for his small quirks and behaviors,
            but a part of me hates that timepiece simply for what it represents.
         

         
         My father never owned a pocket watch. If he had, I would’ve stolen it before I left.

         
         “How did you meet him?” Bubbeleh asks, and I glance over.

         
         He’s stopped turning the smooth silver case around in his palm, ceased watching the steady rotation of the gunmetal-blue second hand. His eyes are on me now. 

         
         “Your fence,” he says.

         
         “I tried stealing from him.”

         
         Alter chuckles. “Why am I not surprised? Did he catch you?”

         
         “He didn’t.” I slip the golden pocket watch from my pocket. “Pretty nice for a first meeting, huh?”

         
         “So, how did you find him? Or did he find you?”

         
         “It’s a long story, and I don’t feel like talking about it tonight.”

         
         We reach Maxwell Street sooner than I would prefer. As the carriage rolls to a stop and Alter reaches for the door, I take
            hold of his wrist.
         

         
         What I want to do is tell him I know the truth—it isn’t about his mother at all. It’s about him and his mitzvot, and how he
            might view people like Joe and me with understanding, but deep down, he’s no different. Because he can’t understand it. He’s
            never gone through it.
         

         
         So, I kiss him instead, ending the prelude that sat between us on the entire ride over.

         
         “I know your family needs you,” I tell him. “I don’t mean to steal you away.”

         
         He kisses me back. “I want you to.”

         
         I smile, but I don’t believe it. Because if it were true, he would’ve left Maxwell Street months ago. We wouldn’t be separated
            like this, divided into two worlds.
         

         
         His fingers loosen around the door. It eases shut, blanketing us in the quiet, colluding darkness—I’ve always felt bound to
            the night—and as he settles heavily onto the seat, I lean forward to kiss him again. Cradle his cheek in my palm, cup the
            smooth line of his jawbone.
         

         
         With my other hand, I reach up and rap on the trapdoor leading to the roof. Twice rapidly, with my knuckles, then one hard
            thud.
         

         
         It’s a sign, for those who know how to read it. The language of sounds was one of the first things Mr. Fox taught me—the way footsteps sound as they’re retreating or approaching, the scraping of a pick in a keyhole, or the leaden click of a gun hammer being cocked. 

         
         In this case, the series of knocks means Wait, as does the mimicked call of a crow, as does the raised-palm hand sign he uses with his hounds.
         

         
         Mr. Fox is a generous man, and one of the few in Chicago who I still think has my best interests at heart. But Alter has always
            been one to judge me in his small, unintentional ways. From the first night I met him, that little, thoughtless slur—I’d hate to catch syphilis—still burrows in the back of my mind like a splinter.
         

         
         Tangling my fingers in his hair, I kiss him roughly on the lips. Learn the shape of him through his heavy wool coat, learn
            the way he rubs his body against me, groaning.
         

         
         It feels so private here, compared to the dilapidated building in the Levee, or the sewing room, or even the room I rent.
            And I taught Alter all the signs, so he knows no one will disturb us.
         

         
         But all too soon he pulls away, breathing heavily. His green eyes are soft and distant, the way they usually become after
            moments like this. And I love him so much, the desire within me aches nearly as sharply as the old bullet wounds on cold winter
            nights. Sometimes, I feel bound to him like scar tissue.
         

         
         It’s going to get cold tonight, and a storm is rolling in. You can’t see it yet, but I’ve lived in Chicago long enough, I
            know how to read the city’s winds.
         

         
         “You’re beautiful,” I murmur as he turns to open the door, righting his cap.

         
         “As are you.” He hesitates, fingers curled around the brass handle. “Frankie?”

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         “Promise me something.” He won’t look me in the eye. “Promise me you won’t do anything tonight.”

         
         “Might have to break a few arms, but I’ll try not to get too violent.” I smile as I say it.

         
         “I don’t mean that. I meant, don’t . . . Please don’t court anyone.”

         
         My smile dies in an instant, and I stare him in the eye until he looks down again. And then I wait. Allow the silence to broaden
            the distance between us, until I swear we can both feel it.
         

         
         “Why would you ask that of me?”

         
         I’ve never betrayed him. I’ve never been unfaithful.

         
         He rolls his lower lip between his teeth, in that same way that usually drives me mad with desire, but now irritates me to
            the core. “It’s just, when you become drunk sometimes, you . . .”
         

         
         “What?” I ask.

         
         “You change.”

         
         “What does ‘alter’ mean in English?” I ask, and chuckle to hide the burn of his words.

         
         He smiles wryly, doesn’t speak.

         
         To change, I want him to say, but I don’t know if he remembers our encounter at the World’s Fair the way I do.
         

         
         I know he still dreams of sunflowers and Yakov. He whispers in his sleep sometimes. If I tell him, it’ll embarrass him, so
            I don’t. And besides, it’s a little secret I keep. I don’t know why, but it bothers me endlessly.
         

         
         “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he says, and opens the door.

         
         “Tomorrow,” I promise, but as he steps down from the carriage and crosses the sidewalk’s ice-slickened slats, merely the storm
            responds in echo to my answer.
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         Night slips over the Stockyards like a killing blow.

         
         Going down the district’s snow-caked streets, I try not to linger on the thought. I stop for a moment under the pumpkin-orange
            sputtering halo of a streetlight, close my eyes, and summon the memory of the kiss we shared in the carriage. His sweet, natural
            taste, the hesitant hitch to his breath.
         

         
         Dangerous places. He isn’t meant for these kinds of places.

         
         Redstone Block is a three-story brick building located across the street from a saloon and next door to a mortuary. While
            nothing I’ve heard suggests that the madam chose this location out of intention, if the rumors are true, those two small conveniences
            have served her well in the years since setting up shop here.
         

         
         The building is redbrick stained dark with age, its black-slate roof punctuated with portholed dormer windows like staring
            eyes. An ornate gothic limestone arch forms its facade, the gray rock chiseled into the ivy-entwined visages of snarling ram-horned
            demons and women or estries whose lips are quirked in secretive smiles.
         

         
         I stop under the archway. If Joe isn’t here, he’s probably ashes or drowned remains now. This city is unforgiving, and it does not shelter its patrons. 

         
         When I step inside, the gaslights are dimmed to a sultry crimson cast, and the air is fragrant with the aromas of burnt hickory
            wood, crushed rose petals, and the characteristic metallic underbelly of the Chicago River.
         

         
         In keeping with the atmosphere Madam Redstone has worked hard to cultivate, the furniture is mostly French of the last century,
            ornate fleurs and carved grotesques in gilt wood, upholstery in dark brocade and wine-red leather.
         

         
         The doorman is of my age and so pretty he’s practically an advertisement. Soft ash-brown curls and cheeks flushed by the cold.
            But there’s something yeshivish about his lucid brown eyes and subdued demeanor that strikes my senses like the rap of knuckles
            against my breastbone. Because I can tell just from looking at him, he doesn’t belong here.
         

         
         When I slip him a nickel for opening the door for me and thank him, he’s so quick in stammering a reply in stilted English,
            he doesn’t think to ask for my coat or hat.
         

         
         I go to the bar. What I really want is to slam back a tumbler of bourbon, lose myself in the hot rush of spirits. I pour myself
            a glass of water from the same carafe I saw the bartender drink from. He’s twenty or so years my senior, but handsome. He
            watches me with a small, quirked half smile.
         

         
         “No beverages?”

         
         “The night’s still young,” I say. “And I had a few before I came.”

         
         The five girls that lounge about the room are in various stages of drunkenness, and there are only a handful of men.

         
         The décor is supposed to make the place feel warm and inviting, insulated from the chaos and violence of the Stockyards. It’s a well-funded establishment compared to the public houses I’ve been to. There are parts of myself I want to keep insulated from Alter; I won’t tell him this. 

         
         He thinks he knows me, but it is more complicated than that. I am a zoetrope. He merely knows the parts of me he glimpses
            through the cuts. And even those are ill lit.
         

         
         As I take another longer, deeper swallow of the water, holding the tumbler close to my chest out of reach of the bartender,
            I allow my gaze to wander.
         

         
         Three of the girls have dark hair, but two are blond. Wigs. Matted wigs probably cut from the lice-ridden scalps of the harlots
            across the street.
         

         
         The second blonde sits on a tufted velvet loveseat across the room. Not Joe, simply another young man masquerading behind
            makeup and crimped tresses.
         

         
         Molly house. Mr. Fox called it a molly house, but it doesn’t feel like one, when you get down to it. None of these places
            do. They feel like a killing pit.
         

         
         I even get that same chill down the nape of my neck, that primal shiver twisting down my spinal column. The same way I do
            in the Masthead’s cellar, the moment my wrapped feet touch down on the sawdust-strewn floor and the reek of animal urine and
            disemboweled parts floods my nostrils.
         

         
         “These all you’ve got?” I ask the bartender as he wipes down a glass.

         
         He sets it down. He’s older than I first thought, now that I see him under the poppy-red glow of the parlor lamp.

         
         “What exactly are you looking for?” he asks.

         
         “Someone who’s a bit of a fight,” I say, because for all my calling Joe weak, I know the kind of person he is.

         
         He smiles, quirking his brows. I wonder how I look to him. If he can see the violence inside me, and if so, does he misinterpret
            it as a kindred desire? The kind of desire that brings a man to a place like this.
         

         
         A part of me wonders if it is one.

         
         I’m glad Alter decided not to come. Redstone’s block is one of the worst in the Levee, and you can see it in the girls’ eyes
            the moment you step through the door.
         

         
         And in my years in the Levee, I’ve seen children mutilated, children with their toes cut off, their hamstrings severed so
            they couldn’t run. And once they age out and begin breaking down, you see those same boys and girls, now specters, begging
            at the street corners.
         

         
         “A Hebrew,” I add, “if possible.”

         
         “That’s difficult to find around here,” he says.

         
         “I’ve heard this establishment is known for its fine variety.”

         
         “Wait a while,” the bartender says, and winks at me. “I have a good one in mind. She should be down shortly. Just started
            mingling with the customers.”
         

         
         Something cold and ugly tightens in my stomach.

         
         I loathe coming to places like this. It makes me feel unclean sitting at the bar, but that’s only part of it. What I hate
            most is how, deep down, I feel no different than any of the whores here. Beneath the rouge and powder and false tresses and
            all the petticoats, we even have the same parts. The only difference between us is that Mr. Fox gave me a reason to save myself.
            He saw something in me.
         

         
         True to the bartender’s word, within ten minutes, the door at the top of the stairs opens, and a girl descends carrying a half-filled wineglass, her hair spilling over her shoulders in waves the color of oak. From my angle, I can only see the edges of her profile. 

         
         “That’s her,” the man says.

         
         “Thank you. May I have a glass of champagne for myself and one for the lady?”

         
         I watch as he splashes rose-tinted fizzes of champagne into a pair of crystal goblets, don’t lift my eyes from those glistening
            brims until the glasses are in my hand and I’m turning away.
         

         
         I’ve never gone to a panel house before, but I know the place.

         
         Taking another glance around the room, I allow my gaze to linger on the other whores only long enough to suggest aimless,
            drunken admiration, but it’s the men I’m keeping an eye on. The way their clothes fit, the characteristic bumps and creases
            caused by concealed weapons or ill-fitted holsters.
         

         
         Dropping a few more coins on the black marble counter, I make my way over to where she’s settled in a velvet loveseat at the
            far end of the room.
         

         
         The gas jets are dimmed in her corner, her form banked in shadows. Relief loosens my shoulders as I catch a glimpse of freckles
            and open features, and for a moment I think the search is over.
         

         
         “Good evening,” she says as I sit next to her, and as she lifts her gaze to me, the illusion is broken.

         
         She’s close to my age, snub-nosed, with eyes such an intense shade of jet that I can’t tell for certain whether their darkness
            is natural or a product of the room’s dimness and her own inebriation.
         

         
         “Evening,” I say.

         
         “Looking for something special tonight?”

         
         Her voice is sweet and raspy, like merlot mixed with broken crystal. She might be new here, but I can tell from the look in
            her eye she isn’t new to this kind of business. Something callous about her half smile.
         

         
         She isn’t chained or mutilated. But she wouldn’t make it far if she ran.

         
         “You seem nervous.” Her dark eyes pass slowly over my body, as calm and lethargic as those of a reptile, with the same cold-blooded
            cunning. “Would you like something stronger? It might help mellow you out.”
         

         
         Alter would take her words to heart, tense up, and curl over himself like a cat on edge, hairs raised and ears flattened back.
            But I let her comment pass over me, taking silent inventory of my posture, my expression, the way I meet and confront her
            gaze. Show nothing.
         

         
         I don’t feel nervous, despite what she has to say. I’m not acting nervous either. But she wants me to believe I am.

         
         It helps to have a client on edge, evens the playing field when you’ve spent your entire life as prey.

         
         One of the first things I learned in Chicago is that there is a difference between intelligence and the kind of cold, callous
            knowledge that comes from living in the Levee long enough. Alter thinks he has both traits, but he doesn’t, because deep down
            in his heart, despite everything that’s happened to him, he still believes that most people are sincere, with good intentions.
         

         
         So, if he ever comes to these places, he’ll politely take the water offered to him, congratulate himself on not drinking the beer or spirits, and not think for an instant the liquid might be tainted. At best, with raw sewage. But knowing this kind of establishment, any drink I accept, that I haven’t seen poured myself, will be laced with something that’ll hit harder and faster than cholera. 

         
         What’s worse is Alter takes what people say at face value. More than once I’ve seen him robbed of his spare change by the
            beggars loitering at the street corners, nodding along to every tear-laden word, not realizing for an instant that people
            will say whatever they want to get whatever they want.
         

         
         And the worst part is that I can’t change him—because that would mean breaking him. It would mean ruining the last shred of
            innocence and faith that this beautiful, terrible city hasn’t yet managed to sully.
         

         
         I want to treasure that part of him, cradle it against myself the way I would a fledgling dove fallen from its nest too soon.
            Shield it, protect it. Give it a chance to grow wings.
         

         
         But the more time I spend with him and see the way he interacts with his community, see this close, inexplicable bond he has
            with his mother and sisters—so vastly different from those strained, forced blood ties that kept me loyal to my parents for
            far too long—the more it troubles me. Because I know in my heart that I am making him filthy.
         

         
         The girl across from me, someone sullied her too once, maybe more than once. You don’t grow up like this naturally—it’s a
            product of forced confines and restrictions, of being cut down over and over and over again, until you learn to grow small.
            Until you become accustomed to your cage.
         

         
         “If you bring me a drink, you’ll rob me blind,” I say, and her smile goes flat in an instant. Her dark, heavy-lidded eyes regard me, nothing indifferent about them now. She’s trying not to show it—doesn’t in her face anyway—but she’s angry and afraid, because I know the game. And I’m not willing to play it. 

         
         “Well,” she says curtly, takes another sip of her drink. Sharper this time, and her eyes dart past me. Only for a split second,
            but long enough for me to follow.
         

         
         There’s a man sitting on the green leather chesterfield at the other end of the room, one girl on either side of him. With
            his houndstooth suit and gold pocket chain, another visitor might mistake him for a wealthy patron. He wants that.
         

         
         “I think I might be at the wrong house,” I say as she looks down at her drink again.

         
         She doesn’t answer.

         
         “The girl I was told about, she’s a Jew. Name’s Joe, but I imagine she goes by a different one here. If you can introduce
            me to her, there’ll be two dollars in it for you.”
         

         
         Another might mistake her silence as fear, but there’s a stubbornness there. That same distaste.

         
         Something about the look in her eyes, it reminds me of myself. The way my face used to look in every fly-spotted mirror and
            scummy puddle, until I learned how to become someone else.
         

         
         “Do you want another drink?” I ask, because I know I can’t save her, but I want to.

         
         “You should leave,” she says, not looking up.

         
         That look she gave the man across the room, it’s a signal. If you aren’t familiar with this kind of establishment, you might
            think that the reason he’s rising to his feet is because he’s reacting to her shift in demeanor, that he’s actually concerned
            about her.
         

         
         But he isn’t. He’s worried about his boss’s property. But not too worried, I imagine, seeing as he’s already three drinks in, probably four by the way he swaggers, brushing heavily past one of the girls at the counter. 

         
         Her companion, a freier who looks like he waltzed in from one of the dancing halls—probably did—shifts away, eyeing the hired
            muscle. First-timer. Nervous.
         

         
         “We got a problem here?” the man in the houndstooth suit asks, coming up to me.

         
         “No, but you’ve got one,” I say, and he blinks.

         
         From the way his hand strays up, he’s itching to unholster the revolvers he has in a pair of leather holsters beneath his
            frockcoat. One on either side of him. We’ve got ourselves a cowboy.
         

         
         I snag his wrist before he can go for the Colt. Hold it firmly.

         
         This breed of men, they grow up on lowly violence. It’s all they know. They grow up on it, they learn to appreciate it. Respect
            it.
         

         
         I smile.

         
         “You need a new tailor,” I say.

         
         He tries to yank away. I don’t let go. He’s unsettled now. He knows I’ve got a strong grip. What he doesn’t know is that if
            I see him cocking that other hand back or get one single inkling he’s going to reach for that revolver or the bowie knife
            he’s got in that brand-new sheath on his belt, I am going to break his wrist.
         

         
         It’s rather easy, if you know how to do it.

         
         He gives another yank. Feeble.

         
         “You need to go,” he says, and his voice warbles. He’s afraid now. I have that effect on people.

         
         “Your sleeves are too short.” I take my other hand and trace it over his wrist bone. Measure it. He has fragile wrists. I
            don’t think he realizes how fragile his wrists are. “And the lining is uneven.”
         

         
         He doesn’t answer. He’s stopped trying to pull away.

         
         The man behind the bar is watching us. I smile at him. Most likely, he has a sawed-off shotgun beneath the counter. Most establishments
            in the Levee do. I can see it in his eyes—it’s one he doesn’t want to use.
         

         
         “My father was a tailor,” I say.

         
         That’s a lie. My father was a rebbe’s grandson turned fisherman, an ignorant and feebleminded man who had no understanding
            of scripture but liked to pretend he did. When he came to his promised land, his goldene medina, he worked in a sweatshop
            in Manhattan, and didn’t have the skill, patience, or concentration to become a tailor.
         

         
         His hands weren’t built for that. They were built for beating his wife and child.

         
         I know how this works. If I stay here any longer, another man is going to come from the door by the bar. Likely two. They’re
            going to take me out back to the alley and knock me around, the way they do with unruly clients or people who come around
            asking too many questions. Stomp my skull in. Perhaps use me for target practice, if they’re feeling particularly bold and
            vicious.
         

         
         The girls might watch, but they won’t try to stop it. Some might even enjoy it. When you grow up in this kind of place, you
            learn to cut off parts of yourself before someone else can do it for you. And when you bleed, you develop a taste for blood
            in the process.
         

         
         I know that. I have respect for it. Everyone here is in a cage. When they outgrow the ones they’re born in, people—usually
            men but sometimes women—step forward and herd them into other, larger ones. It’s easy to go docilely when it’s all you’ve
            ever known.
         

         
         “Here,” I say, taking a crisply folded five from my vest pocket. “For a new suit.”

         
         He accepts the bill numbly, doesn’t say a thing. When I let go of his other wrist, he takes a step back. No smile.

         
         I’m too tense, and it’s hard to contain this anger. Because I want to hurt him. I want to fracture his wrist, his jaw. I want
            to kill him.
         

         
         You need to control yourself.

         
         I smile. It’s better to be polite and likable.

         
         “I’m sorry, I’ve had too much to drink tonight,” I say, then turn and head for the exit.

         
         I listen for the creak of floorboards behind me. Hushed voices. He and the girl with the oak-colored waves and dark, pitiless
            eyes are talking. So, he isn’t following.
         

         
         He can shoot me.

         
         No, bad for business. The night is still young, and this fine establishment is going to begin filling up soon. And blood is
            a pain to clean off wood and Persian carpets.
         

         
         Outside, the air is so crisp and cold, it feels cleansing. Maroon sky overhead—could almost convince myself it’s bleeding.

         
         There are other molly houses in Chicago, but it’s too dangerous to go from door to door like this. I need to come up with
            a better strategy. This is a large city, and I feel as though I’m blundering.
         

         
         “Hey!” a man shouts behind me as I go down the street.

         
         I don’t look back. Just ignore him and continue walking.

         
         “Hey, don’t I know you?”

         
         I turn. It’s the bartender, and he’s brought the man in the poorly tailored suit as his muscle. The way they’re looking at me, they’re itching to spill blood. No different than hounds who’ve caught the scent of their quarry. At least the bartender didn’t bring a longarm, and judging by the equally ill fit of his clothes, he isn’t packing a handgun or knife on his scrawny figure. 

         
         “I don’t think so,” I say as they come in closer.

         
         “No, I know you.” His lips twist in a sneer. “You don’t remember me? You don’t remember, you little whore?”

         
         His words strike me like an open hand. All I can think of is, no, I’ve never been here before. But there were other places
            I went to, soirees at indistinct mansions along the shore. And they’re all no different to me; they’ve blurred together in
            my memory, and the liquor and laudanum has done good to make my sojourn with that man dreamlike and meaningless.
         

         
         As they get in close, muscle memory takes over. My mind goes blank, falls back on something brutal and primal.

         
         The bartender’s barely cocked back a fist when I drive my knee into his groin. First time, he bows over—second time, he’s
            on the ground, and I kick him in the jaw hard enough to earn a gratifying crack. Blood fans across the snow in an ink-black
            bouquet.
         

         
         A part of me loves this. It loves knowing that I’m old enough now, I can hurt others. That I can make them fear me.

         
         Before I can get it in my mind to see how far I can drive my boot down his throat, movement flickers in the corner of my eye.
            I turn into the punch—a blow against my cheek so hard, sparks dance across the back of my vision.
         

         
         No time to sidestep, but I don’t want to. The second time Cowboy tries punching me, I duck my chin, move into the blow.

         
         His fist connects with my forehead, and just from the crunch, I know he’s broken a finger or two. He tucked his thumb in. Rookie mistake. First thing you learn when you’re thrown into a boxing ring is how easy it is to crush the fine bones in the hands. You don’t even need your opponent to do it for you. 

         
         Swearing, the man reels back. I lunge at him before he can think to reach for a holster, twist back the arm of his unbroken
            hand and drive him to the icy cobblestones. Land on top of him, anchor him down with a knee to the small of the back. Ride
            out his bucks with ease. Even gain some cold, bitter satisfaction from it.
         

         
         I’m stronger than him. I want him to know that.

         
         When he tries reaching for the revolver in his left shoulder holster, I grab his fingers. Pull them back just enough so that
            he thinks better than to attempt it a second time.
         

         
         “Don’t even think about it, you Buffalo Bill reject,” I say, and he goes still, heaving beneath me, panting. Swear the bastard’s
            even crying.
         

         
         “Who are you?” he asks, trying one more time to throw me off him.

         
         To dissuade another attempt, I grip his thumb and jerk it back. The bone breaks with a brittle snap.

         
         “Oh fuck!” Screaming, he writhes under my grasp. “Why’d you do that?”

         
         This is the difference between Alter and me. I’m not averse to violence. Violence has a place in our world. It has a purpose;
            it’s a persuasive device no different than debating. The most important thing is to know when to use it.
         

         
         “You little—”

         
         His index finger goes next. Even before I yank it back, he thrashes beneath me and starts kicking.

         
         I glance back toward the brothel. There’s a freier on the third-floor balcony, backlit by the palpitating golden glow of candlelight. Watching us. 

         
         To dissuade any more foolish notions, I relieve Buffalo Bill of his revolvers. The first, I slip into my coat pocket. I’ve
            always liked taking souvenirs. By the time I pull the second Colt from its holster, he’s ceased fighting. Doesn’t react when
            I let go of his arm, just lies beneath me, sniveling and panting.
         

         
         I free the second revolver’s cylinder and empty the cartridges into the snow. Throw the gun across the alley.

         
         He snorts back mucus. Draws in a shuddery gasp. “What do you want?”

         
         Slipping his bowie knife from its sheath, I hold it to the shallow moonlight. Just like I thought. Not a nick in the blade,
            not even a scratch. It’s never tasted blood.
         

         
         “I’m guessing you’re the one who breaks them in,” I say, and he goes still beneath me. Dead silent. “A professional rapist.”

         
         “No,” he whispers.

         
         “This is a nice knife,” I say. “For your sake, I hope it’s sharp. I’m starting to think perhaps I should deprive you of the
            ability to do your job.”
         

         
         I wait for him to respond, but he doesn’t. Merely lies under my knee and weeps into the snow and filth-encrusted cobblestones.
            The urge begins to fade, replaced with a sickening emptiness and sense of displacement, laced by the faintest undercurrent
            of shame.
         

         
         This isn’t the kind of man I want to be. A part of me hates this desire, and something small and wounded in me loves it because it feels powerful. But I know in my heart if I give in to this rage, I’ll be sullying myself to Alter. 

         
         A few feet away, the bartender stirs, beginning to regain consciousness. Thick, heaving gasps wrench from his chest. He twists
            his head to the side and vomits—a thin ooze of blood and brown liquor.
         

         
         I don’t like this. I don’t like feeling this way.

         
         There’s a divide forming. It’s been widening all these months, and it doesn’t feel like me anymore. I don’t feel like Frankie;
            I’m afraid I’m losing sight of him, of who I want to be.
         

         
         “Open your eyes.”

         
         He doesn’t look up.

         
         “I said, open them!”

         
         Reluctantly, he lifts his head from the cobblestones. Cracks open one eye.

         
         “Is a boy named Josef Shapiro here?”

         
         “N-no.”

         
         “Have you seen him in any of the other houses?”

         
         “No. I swear.” His voice leaves him in a thin wheeze. “I’ve never heard of him in my life.”

         
         I plunge the bowie knife into the snow, too far back for the man to reach for it, then draw my own revolver from beneath my
            coat. Cock the hammer. Press the muzzle to the back of the man’s head, that greasy patch of white scalp. Tell myself I won’t
            shoot, but the truth is, a part of me wants to. Might, even. Because this stranger is a manifestation of all my monsters.
         

         
         “I swear!” he screams.

         
         If Alter was here, he’d hesitate. He’d feel bad for the man. Some modicum of sympathy. But I’m too far down to feel such mercy.

         
         A flicker of movement in my periphery deflects my attention.

         
         On the third-floor balcony, the freier, the man, he’s climbed onto the delicate cast-iron railing. The gaslight refracts against
            the spun-sugar icicles garlanding the metal fleurs, but fails to illuminate his features. Cedes his form to the darkness of
            the night.
         

         
         I stare, stunned. If he jumps from there, he has a greater chance of snapping his spine than killing himself outright.

         
         “Wait—” I begin, but he’s already falling.

         
         All too soon, he strikes the ground, flesh against cobblestone, in a crouch. Rises slowly, fluidly onto his feet.

         
         Impossible. I’ve seen people plummet from lesser heights before. One doesn’t simply recover from that and begin walking—wait,
            he’s coming directly toward me.
         

         
         An uncontrollable shiver racks my body as the man crosses the span of mud and ice, his form obscured by the trails of steam
            snaking from the sewer grates and the flurry of snow that whips around us.
         

         
         Beneath me, Cowboy begins struggling once more.

         
         “I already told you all I know!” he shouts. “Just let me go. If you keep me here any longer, Madam Redstone will come out,
            and then you’ll really be in for trouble!”
         

         
         “Shut up,” I hiss, but my attention is no longer on him.

         
         As the figure nears, a slow, sluggish horror descends over me. Still dressed in the linen summer suit he died in, Katz strides
            toward us.
         

         
         I slit his throat so deep, I nearly severed his spinal column. His head cranes backward grotesquely, displaying his trachea’s
            dark maw. Rancid black blood oozes from his torn throat in thick strands, dripping to the gravel. More gore bubbles from the
            snapped reed of his windpipe.
         

         
         No, this can’t be real.

         
         A low groan escapes my lips. Scooting off Cowboy, I reach for the revolver nestled against my right side.

         
         “Don’t come any closer.” My voice leaves me in an uncontrollable tremor as Katz draws in. With another wet, thick gurgle,
            his head jerks down, turning that gaping maw to a bloody smile. His dark eyes fixate on me, unblinking. I feel like a child
            again, a child who found himself in a strange city, in a strange house, in a strange bed, and died there.
         

         
         As he reaches the bartender, the man turns onto his side, still hacking for breath. Katz leans down and tangles his spidery
            fingers in the man’s hair, gives a violent wrench of the neck. I flinch at the crack of snapping bone.
         

         
         Cowboy groans, struggling to hoist himself onto his hands and knees. If he sees the apparition, too, I can’t tell. Can hardly
            reason beyond the fog of panic that blurs my thoughts into a screaming, wordless silence.
         

         
         I feel like we’re alone again, Katz and me. It’s just the two of us here, the way it’s always been. Ever since the day I met
            him. Even after I left.
         

         
         “S-stay back,” I croak, pointing the revolver at him. My arms tremble, and the gun refuses to stay on target. 

         
         The world seems to quiver and darken around the edges, sharpened not by the adrenaline I’m accustomed to, but a stranger,
            older terror.
         

         
         Cowboy staggers to his feet. “Who—”

         
         Before he can answer, Katz is upon him, drawing him into an embrace that makes me shiver in recollection. My body jerks reflexively, shoulders spasming as though still under that man’s domineering, confident grasp. 

         
         Cowboy’s arms flail wildly, gouging uselessly at the folds of tan linen. The tailored coat is filthy—stained with dirt and
            worse—and as Katz sinks his face against the man’s neck as if he means to kiss him, a tar-black spray of blood fans across
            the natty lapels and nacre buttons.
         

         
         Bones crack and pop, and the man’s screams are cut off by a guttural gurgling. A steaming slop of gore sloshes to the pavers.

         
         My body trembles furiously in the grasp of terror, arms trembling like saplings caught in a tempest, but I pull the trigger.
            Barely feel the recoil, and somehow manage to keep my hands steady, looking down the iron sight.
         

         
         The first round slams into Katz’s shoulder, and the second and third hit him in the chest. He drops the man’s limp body and
            staggers. The two remaining rounds zip past his shoulder as he swivels around to face me.
         

         
         Blood drenches his front. His shark-black eyes catch the moonlight, filmed with cataracts and a filthy scud of dirt and animal
            fat. He chews, swallows thickly—he didn’t just bite Cowboy, fuck, he took a chunk out of him.
         

         
         My ears are ringing so bad, I can hardly hear him come forward. He takes slow, heavy steps, and the holes slowly mend. But
            the cut throat remains, as glaring as a hangman’s brand; I swear I even glimpse the white-skinned chunk of meat disappear
            down the gullet, pressing against the wound’s edges.
         

         
         This can’t be happening to me. This can’t be happening.

         
         He stops before me. Panting, I pull the trigger one more time, but it falls on an empty chamber.

         
         I lower the gun. Then slip it back into its holster. It’s no use now.

         
         He crouches down before me. Reaches out to stroke my cheek. His skin is warm to the touch, shockingly warm. And I hate myself
            for this, but a part of me almost wants him to lean forward and lap the blood from my face the same way he once gently kissed
            away my tears.
         

         
         Reaching down into my coat pocket, my fingers find the dead man’s revolver.

         
         “Why are you afraid?” Katz murmurs. “You loved him, didn’t you?”

         
         It’s that bastard’s voice and phrasing, but it isn’t stilted, accented English that leaves his lips, but Hebrew, in a dialect
            so old, it’s almost archaic.
         

         
         As he begins to lean in closer, I cinch my arm around his neck and draw his face against my chest. Yank out the revolver and
            thrust the barrel into the soft pad of skin beneath his jaw.
         

         
         My mind feels suspended in the winter mist that coils around us, but my body has always known exactly how and when to act
            in its best interest.
         

         
         The first two shots are at point-blank range, close enough a thick black spatter hits my face. Chunks of rotting brain or
            worse land in my hair. If not for the fact I’m still watching this happen, hanging suspended above my body, I would gag at
            the stench.
         

         
         Instead, I empty the rest of the cylinder into Katz as he writhes against me and claws—needle-pricks of pain that tear through my coat’s thick woolen layers.
         

         
         When I look down on the third pull, his face is coming apart. His lower jaw hangs askew, disfigured by a craterous exit wound. Already, the features are losing their definition, but not in any way I could’ve anticipated—those lips full and pleasant, eyes paling several shades to a richer, familiar brown, features like a mirror. 

         
         The boy staring up at me, it takes me a moment to recognize him. I burned all his pictures in my childhood stove the night
            I left that tenement room. I was bar mitzvah. I thought I was so grown. I thought that’s what goodbyes meant.
         

         
         Closing my eyes, I try not to smell the slaughterhouse again. It’s just blood. These are not tears. These are not tears.

         
         I just want to get home to Alter.

         
         Just as the hammer falls on the cartridge in the fifth chamber, the doppelganger sags inward as if taking a final, deep exhalation.
            The shape and weight of him dissolves from beneath his wool coat, and suddenly a sharp, terrible blow drives into my stomach
            with enough force to cast me across the frosty pavestones.
         

         
         Wood cracks beneath me as I slam into the crates heaped along one wall. The back of my head raps against the boards hard enough
            that sparks swarm across my eyes. As I clamber onto my hands and knees, the world swims in nauseating loops.
         

         
         I swivel around in a tight, frantic circle.

         
         Alone.

         
         I’m alone.

         
         Alarmed shouts echo from the street beyond. As lights flare up beyond the brothel windows, I run.
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         At the edge of Maxwell Street, Yiddish begins appearing on the hand-painted signs. By the time I make it to the stone step
            of Alter’s tenement, I’m surrounded by our alphabet—every letter and nikud a jarring reminder of the boy I once was.
         

         
         Some things never change. In the dead of winter, Chicago feels very much like Manhattan. Vilne, even. Every city is simply
            a shadow of another, when you get down to it.
         

         
         In the second-story window of Alter’s flat, the antique brass menorah sits on the sill, containing old unlit stubs. For a
            moment, I pause under the building’s eaves, grasping onto a light post to regain my balance. Catch my breath.
         

         
         An hour previously, I stopped at the office to wash the grime and congealed blood from my body and change into clean clothes.
            Standing under the brass showerhead and watching as veins of rancid black fluid ran down my legs and streamed down the white
            porcelain, I couldn’t be certain whether it was simply the product of the Levee’s filthy streets, or if what happened back
            there was truly real.
         

         
         The harried walk over didn’t help. Even now, I can’t shake the feeling it was a nightmare conjured into reality. Wouldn’t be the first time. 

         
         My shoulders tremble under the strain of the bloodshed—I’m gritting my teeth so hard, the pain radiates deep into my jaw.

         
         It killed those men.

         
         Or you did.

         
         Alter’s lobby is dark and cramped, lit by a single naked bulb and the threads of moonlight that manage to find their way through
            the dusty leaded-glass pane above the double doors.
         

         
         Every time I come here, I think about how easy it would be to break into the brass letter boxes, and it always surprises me
            a bit to find them undamaged. Someone has even left a package waiting on the floor. This is what community means. I know that.
            And a part of me wishes deeply, bitterly, I could share in it. That I could become a part of this place.
         

         
         But there’s something else in me, something harsh and hateful—a darkness that taints even this simple observation, and whispers
            in the back of my mind, What rubes.

         
         What naïve, inane rubes.

         
         A few years ago, I would’ve taken the tidily wrapped package simply out of principle. But, no, I suppose that’s not really
            true. Looking back, I know now it’s merely because I’d have wanted to hurt the rightful owner just an ounce as much as I was
            breaking inside.
         

         
         I’m older now. I’m more intelligent. I need to keep telling myself I’ve outgrown this.

         
         But, fuck, I hate places like this.

         
         I wait until I’m in the second-floor hallway to slip my secondhand yarmulke from my vest pocket and smooth the wrinkles from the circle of velvet. It’s not a hat, but somehow, it’s worse than one. 

         
         But I want Alter’s mother to think I’m a mensch. Not a particularly good or frum one—I don’t think I can hide that—but just
            a mensch will suffice. I may not be a Landsman, but I need that.
         

         
         I slip on the yarmulke. Flex my fingers.

         
         My hands look strange and bare without my rings. I’d forgotten to put them back on at the office. Forgot my watch, too.

         
         Stopping at his door, I roll my shoulders, take in calm, deep breaths. A draft blusters down the hall from some hidden cranny,
            but already the drink has stoked a pleasant warmth in my face and chest.
         

         
         I drank everything in the office, even the dusty bottle of rotgut one of the crew tucked into a nook under his cot, probably
            a good year or two before, and forgot there. Wasn’t enough. Isn’t even enough still to silence the shaking in my hands, much
            less calm the other, deeper tremors that rack me.
         

         
         The door opens. Across the threshold, Chasya looks at me for a long moment, then contorts her lips in a strained, false smile.

         
         “You’re very late,” she murmurs, and steps aside to allow me to enter, just when I believe she may bar my way.

         
         “Where’s Alter?” I ask, unlacing my boots. Rather than leave them with the battered leather shoes by the hall tree, I carry
            them in.
         

         
         “Asleep. It’s been a long day.” She hesitates and makes a show of sniffing in my presence and wrinkling her nose. “You should
            go.”
         

         
         “I need to talk to him.” My throat hurts, scoured by the harsh winds of the winter storm. “It’s concerning work.”

         
         “Can’t it wait until tomorrow?”

         
         “Afraid not,” I say, and continue down the hall.

         
         Her reproachful gaze burns into the nape of my neck, but I don’t care. I’m the best thing that has ever happened to her son,
            and she’s too intelligent to try denying it.
         

         
         The scent of burned candlewax and schmaltz-fried potato latkes hangs in the air. There’s something so tranquilizing about
            the fragrances, my shoulders loosen on their own.
         

         
         For the first time since leaving Redstone’s brothel, I can actually breathe.

         
         Alter’s room is unlocked. Of course. Because he’s safe here, and can sleep soundly even on the other side of unbarred doors.

         
         The room is dark when I enter. On the sewing table by the cot, a beeswax candle offers a weak, sputtering light from its puddle
            of wax.
         

         
         I set my shoes down and lock the door. Would brace it, too, but I don’t want to wake Alter. And besides, somehow the horrors
            of this night feel distant here, now that I’m at his side.
         

         
         The steam radiator rumbles softly in the corner. Frost etches the bay window, where several embroidered pillows cushion a
            seat.
         

         
         I trail my hand along the decorative screen to orient myself—herons and gulls lost amidst a haze of bluish water. Sharp, rapid
            strokes form broken weeds, eddies, ripples, shadows.
         

         
         In the darkness, it’s easy to lose myself. My breathing turns shaky, and as I take a step toward the bed, I feel as though
            I’m going to slip from my body again.
         

         
         “Frankie?” Alter’s voice is faint, wine-muddled.

         
         “Coming, Bubbeleh,” I murmur, and slip my coat off. Hang it from the bedpost.

         
         Slipping beneath the covers, I wiggle closer to him.

         
         “Sorry I’m late,” I say, considering the way the moonlight cascades over his body, casting his delicate form in shades of gray and gunmetal. 

         
         Alter gazes back at me through the dim, eyes at half-mast, as though he still has one foot in a dream.

         
         “You smell drunk,” he mumbles, snuggling against me. His cheek presses into my chest, and some great tension within me begins
            to loosen its bonds.
         

         
         “You, too,” I say, and he chuckles.

         
         Even through my shirt, it surprises me how warm he is, almost deliriously so. But every nerve feels raw tonight, and I know
            come morning, my jaw will ache from the strain of clenching my teeth through the night and I’ll wake feeling as though I ran
            across the entirety of Chicago.
         

         
         I shift down beneath him so he can rest against me.

         
         “Did you find anything?” he asks.

         
         “He wasn’t there,” I say. “Never was.”

         
         Alter takes so long to answer, just as I’m beginning to think he might’ve drifted off again, he whispers, “Are you all right?”

         
         “I’m fine.” I close my eyes, press my forehead to his shoulder.

         
         He smells like the city street—coal smoke and burnt wood, tinged by a damp, cold scent like a winter forest. It’s something
            primal and alive, and all I can think is, This is it—this is Chicago.

         
         “Let’s talk,” he says, rolling around to face me. “Please. You haven’t been acting like yourself.”

         
         I cannot find a way to put it into words he’ll understand, other than that this representation of myself, this idea he has of who I am and my value, is a mere construct. An elaborate costume I’ve sewn together bit by bit, starting with my name and history, then my outfit and abodes. 

         
         “He’s always there,” I murmur, and as I sit up, Alter does the same. Not comprehending.

         
         “Who?”

         
         I shake my head, try to smile. My mouth is trembling so violently, I have to stop.

         
         “Katz. Whenever I’m just walking, he’s there, right behind me.” I bring Alter’s hand to my mouth, kiss his soft, unmarred
            knuckles. The first time we’d met, the softness of his hands shocked me. “And when I’m with you, when we’re like this—”
         

         
         I can’t bring myself to look at him, unable to shake the conviction in my heart that if I do, Katz will be sitting there,
            close enough for his lean, hairy flank to brush against mine. For his breath to fan across my face, hot and meaty, like a
            hound in heat.
         

         
         Some days, I swear I can still smell the reek of his Cuban cigars and his own bodily, masculine odor, his presence sidling
            between every kiss and embrace. And when I wake from the nightmares, it’s as though he’s holding me. Holding me so tightly,
            he’s crushing me.
         

         
         I thought I was strong enough to ignore it, that he’d depart in time, but he hasn’t. He is still there. It has been six months
            since I killed him, and he is still smothering me.
         

         
         “He’s between us.”

         
         The words leave me through gritted teeth. I press my hand over my face, ashamed by the hot tears that flood my eyes.

         
         The worst part is I can’t tell Alter, not really. Every time I think I’ve found the courage to lend a voice to the memories, my throat contracts around the words as though they’re thorns. They’ll cut me to the bone before I can ever manage to force them out. 

         
         “It can’t be a dybbuk, Frankie,” Alter says softly as I twist away from him, swinging my legs off the edge of the bed. “It’s
            been too long for that.”
         

         
         I don’t answer. He’s trying to be helpful. I know that.

         
         Across the room, the painted birds are splayed against the carved French divider, frozen in flight as though dissected.

         
         “You’re just tired,” he says, and I laugh. I can’t help it. Because I don’t think he realizes how exhausted I am, how it wears
            you down to fight a battle your whole life. Every day, I wake up punching, just trying to hold that bastard back. To keep
            everything at bay.
         

         
         “Don’t you get it?” I drive my heel into the floor, kick down hard enough, the boards groan as if splintered. “He’s always
            between us.”
         

         
         I hope the floorboards are broken. I hope they’re fissuring beneath our feet. I need to cut a seam in myself, let loose some
            of this pain and pressure, or I’m going to hurt somebody. I am going to kill somebody one day. And the worst part is, tonight
            I’m scared I actually did.
         

         
         “You just need to get a good night’s sleep, Frankie,” Alter says, nearly pleading. “You’ve been working so hard. You need
            some rest.”
         

         
         He’s blinking so rapidly. He’s trying not to cry, and if I keep talking about this, I am going to make him cry.

         
         I know it. I can feel it, even now—no, especially now, in this close candlelit space between us—I’m going to make him dirty. I’m going to make him filthy. I am going to make him
            just like me.
         

         
         I pull away from him, and when he tries grabbing my wrist, I shove him back. I don’t mean to. By the time my arms are flying
            out, I try to stop it. But it’s too late.
         

         
         It’s only a light shove, I don’t think it even hurt him, but it’s enough. I take a step back, then another.

         
         I want to stammer for an apology, the way I did as a child, but I can see from the way his eyes widen and how his arm withdraws
            against his chest—he’s startled. Afraid even. Afraid of me.
         

         
         “I can’t do this.” My voice leaves me in a gruff, monotone mutter. Doesn’t feel like my own anymore, as though scratching
            from the waxed disc of the gramophone poised in the corner.
         

         
         I wipe at my eyes with the back of my hand, keep my other arm close against my side, shoulders rolled and arms tucked. My
            body always betrays me in these small ways; a part of it thinks it’s still in the powder keg of a Vilne cottage, or worse
            still, that man’s suffocating bedchamber, while he’s crushing me. Drawing in a shaky breath, I try again: “I-I just—”
         

         
         “Frankie,” Alter whispers, and the way he’s staring at me, it feels as though he’s taken a blade to my chest.

         
         “I can’t do this. I can’t stand being here.”

         
         “Don’t say that,” he says, and tries to smile but can’t. “W-why would you even—”

         
         “I hate it. I hate coming here and pretending to be someone I’m not. I hate wearing this fucking thing—” I tear the yarmulke
            from my head and hurl it onto the bed, rake a hand through my hair.
         

         
         Alter looks down at the perfect circle of black velvet as though concerned it might veer back and bite, and it’s so frustrating
            and sad seeing all our differences rear their ugly heads between us.
         

         
         “And your family—” A rough, raw laugh escapes my throat, independent of myself. “Your family actually loves you. Your mom, your sisters, they love you and—and I don’t think there’s room for me here.” 

         
         “Don’t be ridiculous.” He finally manages to wrench his lips in a smile, and it hurts me more than he’ll ever know. Because
            I’m hurting him again—I can see it in his eyes.
         

         
         I’ll never do right by him. I’m not meant for him. I will only sully him.

         
         “Frankie, I— Please, don’t go. You’re having a bad night.”

         
         I shake my head, take a step back as he takes one toward me.

         
         “You’re just having a bad night,” he says again, desperately. “Please, stay here. Stay with me. We can sit and talk it over.”

         
         “No. I’m sorry, but we can’t,” I say, going to the door.

         
         The floorboards creak behind me as I’m opening it, and I know Alter is going to grab my wrist or shoulder at any moment. And
            I’m dead terrified that if he does, something is going to snap in me. Because his touch is going to be excruciating, and my
            body will do what it needs to do in order to protect me. The way it has always done.
         

         
         I turn, and something in my face or pose sends Alter to a halt a few steps away, his arm already extended to breach the space
            between us.
         

         
         Slowly, his hand falls to his side.

         
         Tears overflow from his jade-green eyes and trace their way down his cheeks. The droplets glisten in the moonlight. He looks
            beautiful in his devastation; sorrow and solemnity complement his classical features the same way anger and hatred suit mine.
         

         
         I take another step back. He has begun weeping, and it’s as though the sight of those tears amputates that part of myself
            that can accurately interpret human emotions. I’m good at reading people, but I can’t read him. I just can’t read him.
         

         
         “I need to go,” I say, and he doesn’t answer this time, just sinks heavily to the floor, curling over himself and cradling his face in his hands. When he weeps, it almost looks as though he’s shuckling in prayer, rocking softly like a tentative flame. 

         
         His mother and sisters are coming down the hall. His mother lingers by the kitchen door, but the shorter twin, Chava, brushes
            past me and runs to Alter’s side. The other sister turns and glares at me as though I’m a monster, some sheyd that crawled
            from the shadows beneath her brother’s bed on ragged vestigial wings and clawed feet.
         

         
         To reach the front door, I need to cross the kitchen. I expect his mother to corner me there, but instead she steps aside
            to allow me to pass.
         

         
         I go down the hall. Descend the two sets of stairs swiftly, mechanically. Muscle memory is no different than cog work.

         
         The moment I’m outside, the tension drains from my shoulders. The harsh winter air fills my lungs, so cold it’s exhilarating.
            
         

         
         “Frankie,” Chasya calls as I step onto the sidewalk.

         
         I turn, and she’s standing in the tenement house’s doorway. Followed me down, and I didn’t even hear her.

         
         She offers me a wry smile that deepens the seams in her cheeks. She’s holding a small bundle wrapped in a handkerchief. Potato
            kugel, likely. Patches of oil turn the cotton transparent beneath her grip.
         

         
         “For your journey home,” she says, holding it out to me.

         
         I’m not hungry. I don’t want to take it, but I don’t have a choice. I need to remind myself who I am here, what my place is
            in this world and which mask I have decided to wear.
         

         
         When I take the bundle, she shifts her hand to my wrist—a jolting defiance to negiah, though not done in absentmindedness or affection. I know better than that from the moment she digs her nails in. 

         
         “You are not welcome back here,” she murmurs, her green eyes searching mine. There is nothing kind and motherly behind them
            now.
         

         
         She has dropped her own mask. All the buried distaste and suspicion I’ve sensed over the last few months is showing freely,
            like a she-wolf baring her teeth.
         

         
         She lets go of me, and I allow my hand to ease to my side. The slab of kugel is hopelessly crushed; I can tell just from feeling
            it. But I’ll keep the offering out of politeness and professionalism, because that’s what both Feivel and Frankie would do,
            and I don’t know who I am anymore.
         

         
         “You don’t think I wouldn’t hear the stories about you?” she asks. “About what you do?”

         
         I smile. Can’t blame her for feeling this way about me. It is natural. It is how mothers are supposed to feel around the men
            who might hurt their children.
         

         
         She narrows her eyes. “What are you smiling about?”

         
         “You’re a good mother.”

         
         “You’re not healthy for him,” she says. “There is something deeply wrong with you.”

         
         I nod and smile, the way I’ve been taught. It makes you less of a target to be passive and compliant. Feivel knew that, and
            he—and I still do.
         

         
         “You’re right,” I say.

         
         “Just leave,” she says, and I turn.

         
         I make it two steps before a frigid, dripping spatter lands on my back and the nape of my neck—she’s snatched a handful of snow from the railing and hurled it at me. 

         
         When I look back, her face is distorted in rage and grief. The tendons bulge in her brow and neck as she screams at me: “Leave!
            I want you out, now!”
         

         
         But I’ve already left.

         
         I don’t think to say it until I’m halfway down the block. I wait until I hear the tenement door bang shut behind her to fish
            the delicate blue apothecary bottle from my vest pocket, and ignore the nippled gutta-percha dripper to upturn the bottle
            and swallow the scanty droplet or two of laudanum that remains.
         

         
         “Happy new year,” I say to the night, and pitch the bottle across the street. It lands in a mound of snow with barely more
            than a whisper.
         

         
         With a wary glance, I scan the night. No specter emerges from the shadows; the only thing to stalk the alleyway is a scrawny
            ginger tom that yowls and convulses as I approach. The cat’s sick; it’ll be dead by dawn.
         

         
         As a hansom cab rolls by, I drop the neatly wrapped bundle of potato kugel onto the ground and hail the coachman down. Sometimes
            there’s nothing you can do for a creature.
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         “Back so soon?” Mr. Fox asks as I tear off my wool coat and fling it over the fireplace fender to dry. “Have you found anything?”

         
         “Afraid not.”

         
         “You know,” he says, “you aren’t really suited for that line of work. You know that, don’t you?”

         
         I don’t answer. Like always, he’s somehow managed to see me. The real me.

         
         “You’re not like him,” Mr. Fox says quietly.

         
         “I know,” I say.

         
         “You’re better.”

         
         It’s not true. I know it’s not true. Because he doesn’t know the kind of person Bubbeleh is. But it feels good to hear the
            fence say it.
         

         
         “I can give you a better cut,” Mr. Fox says. “Now that you’re older.”

         
         “I don’t do that kind of work anymore.”

         
         Sinking into the Chippendale sofa’s leather cushions, I thrust my feet out to warm by the crackling fire. Susie, the last dam left of his short bloodhound habit, drowses on the rug. She lifts her head and whines. 

         
         As I reach out to pet her, her muzzle wrinkles, exposing white teeth. A low warning growl mounts in her throat even as I lower
            my hand.
         

         
         “Come now, Susie,” I murmur. “You know me.”

         
         Rising to her feet, she backs away, still growling.

         
         “Susie, Susie, easy there,” Mr. Fox chastises, and seizes her collar. He wrenches her around the couch and through the door
            to the hall, kicking her hard on the flank on her way out.
         

         
         My fingers dig into the couch cushion at the sound of shoe leather striking flesh. I keep my gaze on the fire, watching as
            another log gives way, dissolving into a spray of sparks that lick at the ornate brass fender.
         

         
         He does this all the time, and I hate it. I hate it. Except I can’t show it, because I don’t want him to know my distaste,
            and more importantly, because it is necessary to maintain my role as a guest here. If I speak out, he will take great offense.
         

         
         I know Mr. Fox. I know how he sees his property. And I know what it feels like to be treated that way.

         
         “Not like her to growl like that,” Mr. Fox says. “I guess the old girl still has a bit of fight left in her, eh?”

         
         His eyes crinkle up in the corners as he smiles, and my heart beats a little faster.

         
         But it’s just him. I sink my nails into my palm to remind myself of that, squeeze twice to send the message home. It’s just Mr. Fox. I know him. I know the way men like him act, and the needs and hungers that drive him. I need to keep telling myself—he’s a puzzle within a puzzle, and one with only a few missing pieces I still need to find and slip into place. 

         
         He’s a dangerous man, but that in itself is mundane. Most men are dangerous, or have the potential to be.

         
         During my tenure in boxing, I learned the ways in which the human body is constructed, how to break bones and tear ligaments.
            The physical body is the outer puzzle, and the simplest to understand and dismantle. All humans are made the same, but each
            person has their quirks.
         

         
         For instance, Mr. Fox tends to favor his left leg. He was bitten badly by one of his hounds three years ago. I know this because
            I watched him beat it to death afterward. I didn’t stop him then because I was young and afraid, and my father’s beatings
            had taught me how to keep still, silent, and stay in line.
         

         
         If Mr. Fox once again takes a fire poker to one of his new whelps, I likely won’t stop him—not because I am still afraid,
            but because intervening won’t solve a damn thing. Men like him don’t change. They can’t be fixed. He shouldn’t be allowed
            to keep dogs, but men of his breed and birthright are well-respected in this city, and no one will take them away from him.
         

         
         The only chance at justice is if one of these days, his hounds turn on him and rip his throat out.

         
         Alter still doesn’t understand the way the system works here. He truly believes in justice and goodness, that those who hurt
            others will get what they deserve. But most don’t, and when you realize that you’re bucking up against a system that won’t
            change—one that barely even sees you as human—it’s easy to callous yourself and become cold.
         

         
         I don’t want that for Alter. Not him.

         
         That’s why I can’t be with him.

         
         “What have you gotten into tonight to get the dogs so worked up?” Mr. Fox asks as Susie scratches at the door and barks.

         
         “I fell into a puddle outside Redstone’s place, so your guess is as good as mine.”

         
         Just from the frantic scratch of claws against the wood, I can tell the old bloodhound is afraid. Terrified even. But pain
            and scraps of meat and fat have bound her to her master, the same way I flipped belly up for every morsel of kindness that
            bastard Katz fed to me, until I realized he would kill me one day if I stayed.
         

         
         “Quiet!” Mr. Fox shouts, rapping his cane against the floorboards. “I swear, Susie, you stop barking now!”

         
         “She’s a loyal dog,” I say, and he shakes his head with a wheezy rattle of a laugh.

         
         “She’s a waste of space. With her as old she is, I’m beginning to think she’s exhausted her purpose. I’ve been contemplating
            using her to bait the others, but, ah, I don’t have the heart.”
         

         
         Already this talk is beginning to wear me down. The rush of adrenaline that seized me in the heart of the violence has slipped
            away, eroded by sheer exhaustion over anything else.
         

         
         What it ultimately comes down to is: I don’t trust myself to be alone tonight. And this is the safest place for me in Chicago.

         
         “Is there still that cot in the kennels?” I ask.

         
         “The guest room is already made up.”

         
         “I’m feeling nostalgic.”

         
         Snagging a few crackers from the tray, I cram them into my mouth and wash them down with a finger of brown spirits neglected in one of the faceted crystal tumblers. When I turn to leave, Mr. Fox is studying me, his grass-green eyes as bright in the fireplace’s glow as they are in daylight. 

         
         “What happened tonight?” he asks, and my throat tightens around the hot flash of liquor.

         
         “Just need a good night’s sleep.”

         
         The kennels are located in the basement, down a spiral staircase. Moonlight filters through a pair of leaded-glass doors leading
            out to the sloping lawn, which descends to the shoreline beyond.
         

         
         In the early months of my tutelage under Mr. Fox, the guest room was not a given, but a privilege to be earned. He is a fence,
            but he is also a collector of debts and a lender of favors, and from the day I first entered his house, he expected the same
            of me as he did of his hounds—unquestioning loyalty and obedience, and a willingness, if not eagerness, to bite on command.
         

         
         Alter doesn’t know these things. I abhor lying, even by omission, but it has its benefits.

         
         Cages line either wall, stacked two high. At the far end of the room, there’s a narrow cot cushioned with a down mattress.
            Not a wrinkle in the blanket or a dent in the pillow, but when I sit down, I catch a sour whiff of another boy’s sweat. And
            there are crumbs on the sheet, which I swat away with a scowl, still on edge.
         

         
         After another minute or two, the hounds quiet down. I place my gun beneath the pillow, as I’ve always done since the night
            I won the battered service revolver in a poker match. But when I reach over to pull back the covers, it almost surprises me
            when my hand brushes against Cowboy’s revolver, wedged sloppily between my belt and waistband.
         

         
         I can’t remember putting it there, and already my blind, animal sprint down the Levee’s cluttered, winding alleyways feels numb and distant, as if the wind itself eroded the memory in such a short time. And all too soon, the same din carries me down into the silent blackness of a deep, undreaming sleep. 
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         It is still dark when I wake to the shriek of whelps, but out the beveled lead-glass doors, a thin sliver of yellow light
            cradles the eastern horizon and crests the lake’s endless, dark expanse with a golden filigree. In their crates, the dogs
            are convulsing, cowering, throwing themselves against the bars until the cages shudder. Some foam at the mouth in rage or
            terror.
         

         
         Up above, Mr. Fox is shouting, but I can’t hear his words over the drum of blood in my ears and the dogs’ howling. Eyes rolling
            blindly, gun in hand before I even realize I’ve reached for it, I search the darkness for a sign of the intruder.
         

         
         The French doors are open, rattling in the wind. Already, melting snow dampens the parquetry flooring, and a small white mound
            has formed before the frame.
         

         
         A sudden fierce gust sends a flurry of snow sweeping through the air. For a brief moment, in the haze of fine grit that laces
            the mouth of the door, a man’s figure appears—not in presence, but in absence. The snow bounces off his head and shoulders,
            and gathers for the briefest moment in the crook of his elbow and the shelf of his brow.
         

         
         And just when I think I can almost see him, the door swings open at the top of the stairs and several hounds flood down the winding staircase with all their breeding’s grace and fury. Their rageful barks echo through the basement, reduced to a deafening roar, and I swear, above them I discern the beat of wings, though I know it must only be the flapping linen curtains and a product of the storm itself. 

         
         Mr. Fox lunges down the stairs, spry as his namesake, shrill as his namesake. Shotgun in hand, he clears the room with practiced
            ease—I’ve seen him rehearse such maneuvers before, but never so tensely.
         

         
         The basement’s a single room, except for another smaller cranny where the boiler is. Nowhere for a grown man to hide, except
            within one of the cages.
         

         
         Mr. Fox is saying something. Shouting it. His lips move incessantly, viciously, meaninglessly. Something within me cringes
            back at the way the force of his voice contorts his features, but even as the wind dies down. I struggle to understand his
            words.
         

         
         The hounds’ howls fade to uncertain whines, tempered by a command I cannot hear.

         
         He turns to me and lowers the shotgun. Against my better instinct, I allow my arms to fall. Because to do otherwise would
            show him I don’t trust his judgment.
         

         
         “Just the wind,” he says, but I don’t miss the way he restlessly traces his fingers over his gun’s polished walnut stock.

         
         My gaze strays back to the pair of French doors that open to the rolling slope of snow and the inky, tumultuous vista of the
            lake beyond.
         

         
         One of the doors shudders, caught in another gale, and creaks on bent hinges, bumping into the wall. Softly, over and over.
            A monotonous rhythm.
         

         
         “The wind,” Mr. Fox repeats quietly to himself.

         
         I go to the door outside before he can ask me to close it, and though I keep my pistol lowered at my side, I expect at any moment for that bloodless, hatchet-like face to swoop down at me from above. Even look up, expecting Katz to be clinging to the eave overhead. 

         
         Nothing. No one.

         
         I even take a step into the cold night, just to be certain that man isn’t waiting for me on either side. But still, the hairs
            stand on the nape of my neck, and still, there is something within me that is calibrated to his exact measurements, to the
            air his body and spirit displace, and it sends off a silent bell whenever he is nearby. I swear, to you, there is.
         

         
         When I turn to go back inside, my gaze catches on several long, deep grooves in the wood where door meets door, perhaps half
            a foot above the Rococo brass knobs. Perhaps just a scratch from the claws of a dog—one of many such gouges and nicks that
            disfigure the white paint. But all I can think is, Those look like they were made by fingers.
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         It’s scarcely dawn, and I haven’t slept. Can’t, not with the horse-drawn hunting coach lurching beneath me, open to the cold.
            It’s a three-seated Brewster break. In the summer and fall, Mr. Fox fancies taking it out past Chicago’s outskirts, where
            isolated homesteads become swamp and forest.
         

         
         “If you see anything, shoot,” he says as we follow the winding gravel road deeper into the wilderness, through tangled outcroppings
            of swamp white oak and shellbark hickory. The snowfall is sparser here, blocked by the branches that form a scraggly lattice
            overhead.
         

         
         This late in the year, the wetlands are frozen over—bleak, inky pools etched with frost and snow.

         
         Resting the hunting rifle across my knees, I scan the woods for a white-tailed deer or goose, or at least that’s what I tell
            myself.
         

         
         “Not often you go out this way,” Mr. Fox says, after a long stretch of silence punctuated only by the hoofbeats of his twin
            Rottalers. “Your . . . friend, I’ve always been curious about him.”
         

         
         “He doesn’t like guests,” I say.

         
         “Is that so?” he answers absently, his gaze straying along the tree line.

         
         The real reason I think Mr. Fox decided to accompany me on my errand is because something spooked him back at his manor. I
            know it’s not just in my head. This isn’t just another night terror, or one of those fleeting, paranoid compulsions that every
            fortnight or so sends me groping for a gun or knife in my unlit chamber, certain Katz looms suspended somewhere in the darkness
            above my bed.
         

         
         “Pays well,” Mr. Fox says, then adds almost thoughtfully, “for a Hebrew.”

         
         I don’t answer. It’s not intentional with him; not toxic, in any case. His particular breed of bigotry is laced by an undercurrent
            of appreciation, in a sense. Admiration, I suppose. Not for us as a people, as a faith, but for the masks foisted upon us.
         

         
         He thinks we’re clever and stingy, and in my case, has always been both amused and mildly perturbed by my capacity for violence.
            He likes to think of us Yidden as a harmless people, or perhaps he’s simply concerned that one of these days, I’ll bite.
         

         
         “Deer,” he says, and jerks his chin to our right.

         
         I follow his gaze, track the brown blur of fur between the dark trees. Shifting the rifle butt snug against my shoulder, I
            aim above the deer and fire.
         

         
         The bullet passes harmlessly over its shoulder, and strikes a tree with a low thunk. Icicles rain to the ground and pierce the snow cover.
         

         
         Mr. Fox swears under his breath.

         
         “The wind,” I say.

         
         For the next half mile, we continue in silence. If any more animals occupy this part of the woods this morning, they don’t
            make themselves known to us.
         

         
         At last, Mr. Fox tugs on the reins and clucks lightly, drawing the horses to a halt. Past us, the dirt road ends at a haphazard pile of logs and branches. 

         
         “Don’t be long,” he says.

         
         “I don’t plan to linger,” I assure him, laying the rifle in his outstretched hand, and step down from the Brewster.

         
         I wait until I’m out of sight past the trees to draw my gun from its holster. Sun’s almost past the branches now, but shadows
            still linger in the forest’s depths.
         

         
         Reb Meir’s ugly, squattish cabin appears past the trees. A dark line of smoke curls from the tin-pipe chimney.

         
         When I knock on the door, I’m greeted with a shotgun to the face. It’s all bravado from him—doubt the damn thing even works—but
            still, today his usual routine makes my heart beat faster than I care for. And a part of me wants to wrench the gun from his
            hands and knock some sense into him with it.
         

         
         “Been a while since you visited,” Reb Meir says, lowering his gun. He ushers me through the door, into the warm, cave-like
            chamber of his single-room cottage.
         

         
         A fire licks the soot-stained hearth, climbing up the cast-iron pot resting atop the copper tripod balanced over the embers.
            The savory aroma of chicken stew permeates through the room.
         

         
         “Sit,” Meir says, gesturing to the table.

         
         “So.” I settle into the chair by the fireplace, stomping the snow and mud off my boots. I wax them weekly and the clumps of
            snow slide off the fresh coat and leave a satiny sheen behind. “Glad to see you’re still alive.”
         

         
         “You said that last time you visited.”

         
         “Consider it a compliment. There are far more people I’d rather see dead.”

         
         Alter would snort in an attempt to bridle his laughter, likely feeling a bit bad at himself for finding it humorous in the
            first place. But Meir’s features remain as cold and expressionless as those of a golem, something carved rather than shaped
            by human emotion.
         

         
         “Did you bring something for me?”

         
         Back when I ran the crew, I’d bring Meir anything strange or kabbalistic we came across. It always struck me as a bit ironic
            that a rabbi would readily purchase stolen goods, but considering he was exiled from his court and left disgraced, it shouldn’t
            have surprised me. And even if Meir were still an established and well-esteemed member of society, well, I was quick to learn
            my so-called superiors’ reputations seldom held up under close examination.
         

         
         Even my own father let his mask slip in public more than once, and the moment we were concealed behind closed doors and barred
            shutters, that was when he proved himself to be a man of truly monstrous demeanor.
         

         
         Near the end, when living with my father became unbearable and I was certain he would kill my mother and me during one of
            his drunken rages, I slowly ceased to see him as human. Just a configuration of bones and muscle, knuckles scraped from bar-house
            brawls and from beating his own wife and child, his limbs and torso scoured with a cartographer’s sketch of scars, relics
            of the abuses of the Manhattan sweatshop and Vilne’s own fish yards.
         

         
         “Nothing interesting, however . . .” I take a bundle wrapped in newspaper and lay it on the table between us. “Tobacco and
            rolling paper. And opium for your back. How is your pantry?”
         

         
         “Rather barren,” he admits, with a hint of wry annoyance, as if I’m to blame. His mouth firms in the same scowl he uses whenever I help myself to his food or drink without first asking, despite being the one to pay for the goods in the first place. 

         
         “If you write me a list, I’ll pick you up some things,” I say.

         
         “Why the sudden generosity?”

         
         “This is my usual generosity.”

         
         “You usually don’t even ask. I find you snooping through my cabinets, and then the next time you come, they’re restocked of
            their own accord.”
         

         
         I chuckle, catching the faintest strain in the sound. “You’re one ungrateful alter cocker. Without me, you would’ve starved
            to death years ago, face down in one of your moldy books.”
         

         
         I’m talking too much. He knows that I am talking too much. I wait for him to say something, so that I can challenge his silence
            with some of my own.
         

         
         When he doesn’t speak, I clear my throat.

         
         “I saw something last night.” I fiddle with the silver ring on my index finger, rotating it in slow circles. It makes me feel
            better being in constant motion. “Something I can’t explain.”
         

         
         “Go on.”

         
         “I killed a man last summer. Someone who hurt me in the past, who deserved whatever came to him.” I flex my fingers, curl
            them. I still remember how hot his blood was, spilling over the chalaf’s honed blade and streaming down my hand and wrist.
         

         
         Meir keeps his gaze on the table, immersed in the task of rolling a cigarette. If not for the brief nod he gives me, I would
            think he isn’t listening.
         

         
         I allow my own gaze to wander. By the fireplace, there’s a low heap of burlap sacks. Could almost mistake the pile’s contours for a still body, a face, a gaping mouth. 

         
         “The thing, it looked like him,” I say. “How he looked after I killed him.”

         
         I take a deep breath, fingers still in motion. Turning that ring around and around before moving on to the next one.

         
         “What I want to know is, could it be a dybbuk?” I ask.

         
         “After all this time? No.”

         
         “But what if it is one?”

         
         “If it was a dybbuk, it would have possessed you during shiva week. Not months later. Did you touch his body?”

         
         “Excuse me?” I snarl, pushing to my feet. “You asking for a beating, old man?”

         
         “The corpse,” Meir grumbles. “I meant the corpse, Feivel.”

         
         From the way his brows furrow, I can tell I’ve worried him. In my misunderstanding, I let more spill out than I wanted to
            share.
         

         
         “Of course I did,” I say. “I killed him.”

         
         “What did you think I meant?” he murmurs, propping the cigarette between his lips. He searches for matches, but the cast-iron
            holder on the wall is empty.
         

         
         “None of your damned business,” I say, then toss him my vesta case.

         
         He turns it around in his hand. It’s a new sterling silver one I won at cards, handsome with its repoussé hunting scene.

         
         “Keep it,” I say.

         
         “Generous,” he said wryly. “Who’d you steal it from?”

         
         “A man undeserving of such luxuries.” Resting against the table, I retrieve my cigarette case from my vest pocket.

         
         “Are you sure you weren’t simply imagining things?” Meir asks as I light up.

         
         “Reb. I know what I saw.”

         
         He rubs one cheek. “After my daughter died, I saw her everywhere. For years.”

         
         “This is different.”

         
         “How can you be certain of that?”

         
         “I just am.”

         
         But I can already tell he’s not listening. He simply doesn’t understand. How could he?

         
         “Forget it,” I mutter under my breath, and head to the door.

         
         “My daughter,” Reb Meir says as I free the latch. I look over my shoulder. He isn’t looking at me anymore, but gazing at his
            own hand, his creased face softening into a pensive expression.
         

         
         “I would wake in the night”—he upturns his palm on the table, curls his fingers as if cupping something—“and I would feel
            the weight of her head in my palm. Not as she was when she died, but back when she was an infant with colic, and I would have
            to rock her back to sleep. I can still envision the weight of her.”
         

         
         I don’t answer.

         
         “Sometimes people just stay with us, Feivel.” Obscured behind veils of smoke, his features darken with sorrow. “People we
            love, but also sometimes people we hate, because we can’t bring ourselves to let go of the pain they caused us. The fact that
            you thought you saw him, that you can’t seem to forget him, that maybe even you still feel him, it doesn’t mean there’s a supernatural origin. It’s simply what it means to be human.”
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         Snow gathers underfoot, pristinely white compared to the grayish slush that liquifies Chicago’s streets, welling up between
            the oak sidewalk slats in a nauseating miasma of human waste and horse manure.
         

         
         I pause for a moment under the forest’s ice-laced canopy to collect myself. When I glance over my shoulder, the door is still
            closed, the shutters still tightly bolted. He has never been one for showy farewells or shows of affection.
         

         
         Meir would have no trouble diagnosing this malady if it were a dybbuk, but because he never experienced or witnessed such
            a thing, or because he didn’t truly know me, he thought I was lying.
         

         
         I don’t need him.

         
         Far as I’m concerned, the old man’s been nothing but trouble since I met him, kvetching nonstop, bitter as coffee dregs. I
            should’ve known I can’t rely on him.
         

         
         In the aftermath of the Brewster ride, Mr. Fox proposes I spend the day. A cold front’s rolling in off the lake; he can feel
            it in the air. The heaviness.
         

         
         I think the old man is just bored and lonely, with only his dogs and waitstaff for company.

         
         Weak-kneed and ass bruised and cold from the Brewster’s wooden slats, I want nothing more than to indulge in his well-stocked
            larder of imported chocolates and confectionaries over steaming cups of rich black coffee. But the day’s young, and even after
            last night, I know Alter will be at the office, waiting for me.
         

         
         “I want to continue my search.”

         
         “I do hope you find him,” Mr. Fox says. “I’ll continue pursuing leads on my end. I suppose there’s a possibility he left town . . .”

         
         “Nowhere to go,” I say. Except, when I think about it, that also means he’d have no reason to stay here. Nothing holding him
            down to Chicago.
         

         
         As I turn to leave, Mr. Fox clears his throat.

         
         “I have a proposition for you,” he says. “If you wish to make some money in the meanwhile.”

         
         I look back.

         
         “Katz’s estate,” he says. “It’s going up for auction soon, so everything is at the house, boxed and inventoried. And his wife
            is away, visiting relatives for the holiday.”
         

         
         As we climb the steps, from within his home Susie begins her howling and whining once more, scratching at the door. Mr. Fox
            grimaces.
         

         
         “Damned dog,” he mutters under his breath.

         
         “What you said before, about her having exhausted her purpose,” I say. “What if I gave her a new one?”

         
         

         “Frankie!” Bailey shrieks, squirming on the floor as Susie licks her face. “I can’t believe it. I thought you hated dogs.”

         
         “I don’t hate dogs.” I slacken my grip on the rope lead. “I’ve just never owned one.”

         
         At the other end of the line, Susie flops belly up and pants, brown eyes staring at Bailey in adoration. A red bloodhound
            with a black saddle-like patch. She’s barely seven years old, she still has plenty of life in her. I’ll never understand why
            Mr. Fox and men like him can’t see that.
         

         
         “Where did you get him?” she asks, rubbing the dog’s belly.

         
         “Her, and from a man who didn’t deserve her.” I lean against the sill, watching as Bailey scratches Susie’s sagging jowls
            and long ears. “We’ll leave it at that.”
         

         
         “Are we going to keep her?”

         
         “If you want to, but you’ll have to take care of her.”

         
         A few hours in, and I’m already growing affectionate toward the hound. But it scares me, the thought of caring for her. I
            don’t trust myself to be a good owner.
         

         
         Deep down, I’m afraid I’ll turn out like all the men who’ve shaped me, that they imprinted something in me—some violent, malformed
            trait resting inside my bones—and it’ll be lured out on a bad day or frustrating moment, and I won’t be able to stop it. And
            I’ll hurt people.
         

         
         “Can I name her?” Bailey asks.

         
         “Her name is Susie,” I say, before an argument can break out. “And I’ll be the one renaming her, if I so please. Although
            I’ll entertain suggestions.”
         

         
         “This is a democracy, not a dictatorship!” Bailey declares. “We should put it up to a vote.”

         
         “Actually, it’s a monarchy, and I’m king.” I roll my eyes. “Any other asinine comments?”

         
         A strain of annoyance enters my voice. For a moment, she simply stares at me, the first hint of worry darkening her gaze. Then Susie barks and pounces on her, and that puts the discussion to rest for the time being. 

         
         As she plays with the dog, I stray to the small ventilation window at the rear of the attic. The shutter is drawn tight to
            keep out the wind, but I part it a crack to peer across the Levee’s rooftops.
         

         
         The putrid yellow streak of sunlight welling low on the horizon scarcely manages to filter through the labyrinth of smokestacks
            and telephone wires. Within the net of crossed wires and coal smoke–stained rooftops, there are more shadows than I care for.
         

         
         I drum my fingers against the sill. Smoke wafts from a multitude of chimneys. My gaze lingers on a nearby water tower. Is
            it just my imagination, or is something lurking along the tank’s rusty metal curve?
         

         
         “Alter came by earlier, looking for you,” Bailey says, and I can tell from the hitch in her voice she’s loath to bring it
            up.
         

         
         “What’d you tell him?”

         
         “That I hadn’t seen you since yesterday.” She hesitates. “What happened last night?”

         
         “It’s not your concern,” I say.

         
         “Alter said you were talking about Katz. That you were acting as though you were having some kind of fit.”

         
         “None of these matters concern you, Bailey,” I say, cutting off the sentence harsh and clipped. “You do what you’re told,
            and you don’t question it.”
         

         
         Bailey stares at me, her mouth disappearing into a thin, pressed line.

         
         Her hand slips from Susie’s back, and she rises to her feet, her gaze darting to the skylight. She’s always looking for exits, just like me. Today, it feels personal somehow. 

         
         “D-don’t talk to me like that,” she says, but she’s shaken. “Like I’m a—a—”

         
         “A child,” I finish for her. “You don’t—”

         
         “Understand the matters of love?” she asks, and scoffs with such bitter disbelief, my cheeks heat at my misstep. Like always,
            she starts yelling at me, but this time I deserve it. “Don’t say that to me. Don’t talk to me that way, when you—when last
            night, you went to that place, and— What happened last night, Frankie?”
         

         
         “What’d you hear?” I ask as she pauses to catch her breath. She doesn’t always lose her temper, but when she does, she gets
            straight to the point.
         

         
         “That two men were killed outside Redstone’s place,” she mutters.

         
         I don’t answer.

         
         “That you tore them apart,” she adds, and this time it’s not anger in her gaze, it’s pride. As though she thinks that’s who
            I am.
         

         
         “But only you connected me to it, right? They still don’t know who—?”

         
         She shakes her head, and I slowly exhale.

         
         But it wasn’t me.

         
         You don’t know that.

         
         No, it couldn’t have been. There’ve been times when I’ve lost my temper and fallen into a kind of muddled haze, watching my body move from afar, but only twice before have I ever blacked out entirely—the night I nearly beat Katz to death, and that broiling day last July, when fate brought me to his slaughterhouse for what I thought would be the last time, to kill him for what I thought would be the last time. 

         
         “It wasn’t me,” I say at last, to cement the idea as reality. “And don’t speak a word of this to anyone. Redstone’s brothel,
            I wasn’t there.”
         

         
         “Where are you going?” she asks as I slip my coat back on and pick up the dog’s lead.

         
         Susie rests her head against my leg. I run my hand through her thick fur. Something soothing about her warmth and presence.

         
         “There’s something I need to do,” I say, then leave the room.

         
         Halfway down the stairs, the door at the bottom opens, and I draw in a sharp breath. Alter smiles wryly at me, hair and lashes
            dusted with snow.
         

         
         “You weren’t here earlier,” he says.

         
         “I know.”

         
         “Didn’t spend the night in the attic.”

         
         “You ask Bailey?”

         
         He nods.

         
         I don’t want to tell him I spent the night at Mr. Fox’s place. Don’t want him to think that used to be a kind of home for
            me. He wouldn’t understand, might even take it the wrong way.
         

         
         “I heard what you did,” he says, and I almost want to turn on my heel and barrel back into the office to scream at Bailey
            until my voice gives out.
         

         
         But I know she only has my best interests at heart, that she told him because she thought I could trust him with that information.
            But I don’t. I can’t. Because I’m afraid he doesn’t know the man I am. I’m afraid I don’t know the kind of man I am.
         

         
         “It wasn’t me,” I say.

         
         “If you did something—you were just defending yourself.”

         
         “Wasn’t me,” I repeat.

         
         “Last night, you were talking about Katz.”

         
         I don’t want to say it. Because I can’t trust myself that what I saw was truly there. If there were a second set of footprints
            in the slush, they’ll be gone now, erased by the falling snow. Mine, too. And my memory of the event isn’t good enough, not
            when I still have blood encrusted under my nails, that even hot water and a scrub brush wasn’t able to wash away.
         

         
         “You got a dog,” he says, when I don’t answer.

         
         “Her name is Susie.”

         
         “Mr. Fox?” he asks, and I nod.

         
         “He didn’t want her anymore.”

         
         I know the cogs in his head must be turning as smoothly as those within his precious timepiece, that already he has put together
            some pieces in the enigma of me. And I want to think he’ll understand, but I saw the way he looked at me that summer day six
            months ago, in the moments after I cut Katz’s throat. That, before the relief flooded his features, there was something wild
            in his eyes. That there was fear.
         

         
         “I want to go back there,” I say.

         
         “Where?”

         
         “The slaughterhouse.”
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         Even on Shabbos, there is never rest at the Union Stockyards. Over a span of a square mile, it is a well-oiled machine consisting
            of innumerable slaughterhouses, tanneries, saloons, brothels, and the assortment of other illicit businesses and unsavory
            dealings that go along with such labor.
         

         
         Compared to the Levee, though, it just stinks like an outhouse in the dead of summer.

         
         In the months since Katz’s corpse was dredged from Bubbly Creek, the drainage ditch that collects the Yards’ refuse, his slaughterhouse
            has passed through several owners. It’s the first time I’ve been back here since the day I slit his throat.
         

         
         Only the risk of a saboteur or anarchist might cross the watchman’s mind, but when Alter and I walk through the iron gate
            of the slaughterhouse, he doesn’t acknowledge us beyond a perfunctory glance and tip of his chin.
         

         
         As I approach, he turns to open one of the double doors. Wide enough to admit cattle and built of wood secured with iron studs
            and straps, it resembles the door to a fortress.
         

         
         “Checking the pipes,” I say in English, keen to suppress my accent.

         
         “Cold day out,” he mumbles, only the top half of his face visible between folds of wool and fur. The man, he’s frum. Wiry
            ash-blond payos and eyes the color of chert. I don’t think he recognizes me. I don’t remember seeing him before.
         

         
         “Cold day,” Alter agrees.

         
         “Why the dog?” he asks, glancing down at to where Susie sits patiently, ears pricked.

         
         “She can smell gas leaks,” I say.

         
         The man nods grimly. “Good.”

         
         “Keep yourself warm out here,” Alter says as we enter, and the guard chuckles.

         
         “You as well.”

         
         Inside, steam radiators rumble along the walls, but it’s scarcely a few degrees warmer. The gaslights glisten over the white
            porcelain tiles on the walls and floors, coating everything with a yellowed, greasy glow.
         

         
         Most workers are gone for Shabbos, but from the few men loitering around, I figure there’s a skeleton crew taking care of
            other general duties and upkeep that don’t involve slaughter. None I recognize.They’re too busy attending to their duties
            to notice us. I know how to walk and act, and speaking to either of us is below their paygrade, as far as they are concerned.
            And besides, all the bosses have gone home and taken their money.
         

         
         Even though Katz worked in an office above the killing floor, he still somehow managed to reek of blood and offal, always.
            And despite his meticulous hand-washing and incessant scraping beneath the nails, somehow the district’s grime still ingrained
            under his cuticles and skin.
         

         
         I don’t want to believe he might still be here on this earth in some shape or form. I saw him die. I saw him suffer. I made sure of it. 

         
         For him to somehow manage to persist, despite everything, is intolerable.

         
         The pipe room is in the basement, the place where the blood and guts are expelled from the levels above—a warren of rusty
            pipes and brick chutes. On the landing, a shelf contains a dusty lantern and spare wicks.
         

         
         As we descend the stairs from the first-floor landing, the pain in my back slows my hurrying gait to a more cautious walk.

         
         In the summer, the evening I killed him—the air below was hot, stifling. Stench of rot so thick in my lungs that I felt myself
            swim with nausea, nearly delirious.
         

         
         In winter, it’s clammy and unpleasant. So cold our breath fogs the air, mingling with the steam escaping from gaps in the
            pipes. And though the stenches of the slaughterhouse are subdued by the icy chill, the dampness draws out the earthy odors
            of damp brick and mildew. Tomb-like.
         

         
         I draw my gun from its holster.

         
         Alter looks at me, unease darkening his gaze. But doesn’t ask me why.

         
         Silence reigns down below.

         
         Susie sniffs curiously, tail jerking in slow motions.

         
         I always assumed I’d end up in a place like this. That one day, Katz would kill me, and I’d become like all those other unfortunate
            boys he spoke of, boys I thought were just bubbe meises at the time. And I’d deserve it.
         

         
         I used to think that was true. Then, for a long time, I didn’t. I’m not so sure anymore.

         
         After ten steps, the concrete steps blacken, as though saturated by the blood spilled here.

         
         Alter sweeps the lantern over the walls, following the rippling tongues of dark soot that climb the brick walls and darken
            even the ceiling.
         

         
         “What do you think happened here?” he asks.

         
         I shrug. “Maybe the strikers tried burning the place to the ground.”

         
         Deeper into the room, I reach the collection tanks that are used to gather the various wastes. Six months ago, after killing
            Katz, I disposed of his body in one of the tanks. It was found weeks later, dredged from the creek that washed all of the
            Stockyard’s waste into the Chicago River.
         

         
         Yanking open the hatch, I bare my gun into the darkness.

         
         Streaks of dried gore cling to the brick walls. The cistern is nearly to capacity—eight or ten feet deep. A stew of blood
            and offal glistens nearly to the brim, frozen into a blackish slush seeded with rat droppings and maggot casings.
         

         
         Susie gives a low whine, her soft brown eyes regarding me. She isn’t alarmed; there isn’t anything here. 

         
         Easing shut the hatch, I cast another wary look around the room. We’re alone, but my skin prickles with the sense that Katz
            still lurks among the pipes and cisterns, scraping by on all fours, with a filigree hatpin bobbing from one bicep and his
            fawn-brown suit collecting dirt, seeping throat wound like a dog’s panting maw.
         

         
         “Frankie,” Alter says, as I rise to my feet. “You’ve been under so much stress, I think what happened last night—”

         
         “I know I saw something.” I swallow. My throat feels tight, tender from the restless anger already beginning to tighten like
            a vise around my lungs.
         

         
         “Perhaps you—”

         
         “I didn’t imagine it!” I snap, and he flinches, barely. Drawing in a deep breath, I force a smile. “Let’s go, Bubbeleh.”

         
         Outside, the guard hasn’t moved from his position. As I approach, he studies me from under the brim of his cap. “Quick job.”

         
         “Just checking the pipes,” I say. “Going on to Armour’s next.”

         
         He grunts in response.

         
         I start to turn away, until something else occurs to me.

         
         “It looks like there was a fire down there,” I say.

         
         “Yeah. Back in September, a new boy on the crew got spooked.”

         
         “Spooked how?”

         
         He shrugs. “Well, you know, these kids. Fresh on the job, and these newcomers, they’re a superstitious lot.”

         
         “Right.”

         
         “Dropped the lantern and damn near set himself on fire. Thought he saw something down there.”

         
         “You stay warm out here,” I say, and he smiles, this time with a hint of genuine warmth.

         
         “You, too. Best watch yourself. It’s going to be a cold night.”
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         As we wait for the train, Alter watches me in silence. Studying me. He always does this, even when he knows I’m aware of him.
            A stir of annoyance sinks in my chest.
         

         
         “Admiring me?” I ask dully.

         
         “Is there anything wrong with that?” he asks, and I can’t help but chuckle.

         
         “Hardly.” I stroke the dog’s head as she sits at my side, trail her lead between my fingers. “Please, continue to stroke my
            ego.”
         

         
         “The prescription,” Alter murmurs under his breath, and I turn to him.

         
         His slender fingers grasp a crumpled slip of paper. He traces his thumb over the precise cursive inked across the paper.

         
         “It’s dated last week,” he says. “Joe could’ve gone there right before he disappeared.”

         
         “Doubt they’ll remember him.”

         
         “It’s worth a shot, right?”

         
         I sigh. “I suppose.”

         
         

         By the time we reach the pharmacy, the sky is turning gray and shallow, with a sporadic but incising wind. The bell tied above the door jangles as we step inside. A faint, unpleasant odor hangs in the air—something cold and medical, astringent to the nostrils. 

         
         Antique apothecary jars and brass pestles are displayed on the wall behind the pharmacist—a mustached man with shrewd eyes
            and heavy jowls. He leans over the counter, rolling pills using a wood-and-brass contraption.
         

         
         When we stop before him, he doesn’t look up, immersed in his task of counting. He has long fingers, neatly maintained like
            most men of medicine, but they seem ill-suited for his features somehow, as if they were transplanted at the wrists.
         

         
         “Good afternoon,” I say.

         
         His fingers move ceaselessly, gaze cast downward. “One moment, please.”

         
         I take a step back and watch him. The white powder he’s rolling out, it could be anything really, but my back is killing me.

         
         “Do you prescribe?” Alter asks, and the pharmacist chuckles, glancing up with blue eyes so pale, I find myself briefly pinned
            by them.
         

         
         He is of that uncomfortable age where he is older than is quite proper for me to be attracted to him, and there is something
            unlikable and arrogant about his soft-jawed face, full lips, and stoniness, but still—those eyes.
         

         
         “What are you in need of?” he asks, laying the pestle down. His gaze flicks briefly to the dog, and a corner of his mouth
            twitches in distaste, but he doesn’t complain.
         

         
         “Our friend came here last week.” Alter takes the slip from his pocket and passes it over to the pharmacist.

         
         “Did he send you for a refill?” the man asks.

         
         “No. We haven’t seen him since.”

         
         He chuckles. “Didn’t seem to me the sort to stay in one place. I’m sure he’ll turn up.”

         
         “You didn’t ask what he looks like,” Alter says.

         
         “No, but he’s been here before. Running errands.”

         
         “More like skulking around behind my back,” I mutter, and turn to leave. Then something else occurs to me. “Actually, I’d
            like a nickel’s worth of laudanum.”
         

         
         Alter stares at me.

         
         “I was injured this summer, and the pain’s never gone away,” I say.

         
         “Certainly.” As the man turns to consult the rows of brown apothecary bottles, the floorboards creak behind me.

         
         I turn quickly, startled to find the front door still wedged in place.

         
         Just my imagination. I haven’t been getting much sleep.

         
         “Two Allcock’s Plasters as well,” I say, handing him a nickel for the small blue vial of laudanum he sets on the counter.

         
         “Two cents, please.”

         
         Scrounging two pennies from the bottom of my pocket, I pass them over to him.

         
         Back on the street, Alter says, “What did you mean by that?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Skulking.”

         
         “The only reason Joe would be passing by here is because we’re not far from Mr. Fox’s house.”

         
         “Why are you so bitter?” Alter asks, and I scoff in disbelief at his accusation.

         
         “That he was selling behind my back? I’m not bitter. Once I find him, I’m going to wring his scrawny little neck.”

         
         “You’re bitter,” he decides.

         
         I shoot him a withering look. “Keep saying that, and I’ll strangle you, too.”

         
         “Very funny,” he says dryly. “After this summer, I’ve had enough of that to last a lifetime.”

         
         “You know, we’re not far from there.”

         
         Alter looks at me.

         
         “The Fair. You want to go?”

         
         “Why?”

         
         I shrug. “It’s been six months.”

         
         “I haven’t been back there since.”

         
         I say nothing. Truth is, I’ve been back several times since I was shot. First the Wild West Show, then to the World’s Fair
            itself. I’ve always been this way. Eager to return to the places I don’t belong. The places that have hurt me. Circling back
            through my old wounds and haunting grounds.
         

         
         I don’t know why.

         
         Alter sighs reluctantly.

         
         I know the Fair holds different significance to him than it ever has to me. He’s become jaded to what America represents.
            But the land still holds promise to me, like a pearl nestled in the calloused, grimy shell of a river oyster.
         

         
         “It’s changed,” I say, and shrug. “It’s interesting to watch it transform.”

         
         Perhaps this is a test of our relationship. I still feel that I haven’t truly seen the kind of person Bubbeleh is, deep down.
            He contains multitudes. But so do I.
         

         
         From the pharmacy, it’s only a short walk. Being out in the cold rejuvenates me.

         
         “Do you think Pickpocket Joe left town?” Alter asks.

         
         I shrug.

         
         “Mr. Fox has always been paranoid of his business interests. He has a lot of enemies in Chicago.”

         
         “Why would a fence have so many enemies? Are there others in Chicago?”

         
         “Plenty,” I say. “They mainly keep to their own territory, steal from and sell to their own.”

         
         The Italians steal from the Italians, and the Irish from the Irish, and the Jews from the Jews, typically. But I’ve seldom
            been one to target my own, loath to return to the domestic, antiquated confines of Maxwell Street.
         

         
         “Being a fence is more than just bartering in stolen goods. He finds things for people.”

         
         “What sort of things?” Alter asks.

         
         I shrug.

         
         “You know the Haymarket Affair?”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “He worked with the collaborators. Helped them secure the proper materials and plans.”

         
         Alter stares.

         
         “Thieving and anarchy are both sides of the same coin,” I say. “Half the world is. It’s all a con game in the end.”

         
         Mr. Fox, he isn’t like the other rich makhers whose estates serrate the lake’s shore. He came to America with nothing but
            the clothes on his back, and his pickpocketing tools in his pocket, and a single well-trained hound. Always been one to travel
            lightly.
         

         
         “I’m glad you don’t work for him anymore,” Alter says, and I smile and swallow down the bitterness that curdles in the back
            of my throat.
         

         
         Thinking of the half-empty ledger that sits on our partner’s desk. The lightness of my coin purse in my coat pocket. And all the cold, lean days yawning ahead. 

         
         As much as I want to, I can’t tell him how I feel. Because it’ll prove to Alter I haven’t changed at all. Boxing was my way
            to vent out some of the steam. Release the pressure mounting inside me. But it hasn’t been enough for months now, and that
            same pressure is building. And I know deep in my heart, finding Pickpocket Joe is perhaps the only way I will be able to preserve
            this precious masquerade for Bubbeleh and myself. And convince myself that this life for me, this life with him, is enough.
         

         
         That he is enough.

         
         In due time, we reach Hyde Park, and the gates to the World’s Fair. Past the wrought iron panels, the Exposition’s white buildings
            glisten in the late-afternoon sun, veneered in frost and snow. Icicles hang from the grand structures’ eaves, and despite
            the months of neglect and abandonment, the array of buildings resembles something out of a dream.
         

         
         I think of Vilne and the Gate of Dawn, and the castles and shul. It’s odd, how so many places, despite being years and leagues
            apart, can remind me so much of the homes that came before this one.
         

         
         The gate itself is easy to surpass, with the elegant filigree of wrought iron offering many footholds. Sturdy and unmoving
            beneath my weight. Before climbing it, I tie Susie’s lead to the bars. 
         

         
         “You sure we should leave her here?” he asks.

         
         “Just ten minutes,” I say. “You haven’t seen the place like this yet.”

         
         I give Alter a hand up, though he doesn’t need it. Simply wanting the opportunity to do something nice for him.

         
         Once over, we make our way to the Fair’s forecourt. Coils of fog hang in the air. In the water, the Statue of the Republic sits amidst the iced-over basin, gilded form draped in a pall of snow. 

         
         The statue used to amaze and delight me, and remind me of the Statue of Liberty that greeted me when I arrived at America’s
            shore. But in the dampening light, she resembles not a symbol of progress, but a widow in mourning.
         

         
         “You know,” Alter says, “I think I know what happened last night.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Mr. Whitby,” he says, and hesitates. “When I shot him, it wasn’t the dybbuk, but it wasn’t me either. It felt as though I
            wasn’t in control of my body. I simply acted.”
         

         
         “This is different.”

         
         “It was like watching myself,” he says. “Like there was someone else doing it. It was me, but—”

         
         “I know what I saw,” I say tightly. “I’m not some superstitious schmuck, Alter. I know what I saw, and if it wasn’t a dybbuk,
            it’s—it’s something else.”
         

         
         “There was nothing at the slaughterhouse.”

         
         I want to scream in frustration. He won’t listen, and it doesn’t matter, no matter what I tell him or what I’ve experienced,
            because I accepted the presence of the dybbuk without question. I accepted him from the beginning, and I would’ve, even if
            I didn’t see the signs for myself.
         

         
         Just the thought he isn’t willing to extend me the same grace makes me resent him.

         
         “I didn’t kill those men last night,” I say. “And the fact you don’t even believe me, and no matter what I say, it isn’t good
            enough for you—”
         

         
         I shake my head, bare my teeth at him.

         
         “I thought better of you,” I say. “You know that. Of all the people I know, I thought you’d understand.”

         
         “I do,” he says, and I chuckle.

         
         “Clearly not.”

         
         “I just don’t understand what it could’ve—” He shakes his head. “Forget it. I don’t even know why I came here with you, if
            you’re just going to attack me like this.”
         

         
         “I’m standing up for myself.”

         
         “No. You’re taking it out on me.”

         
         I thought coming here would help me put last summer behind us. But it was a mistake as much as any. I should’ve known it’d
            only deepen the divide between us. All these bitter, constrained feelings seething beneath the surface.
         

         
         “Let’s go,” I say. “Tour’s over.”

         
         I turn to leave. Start walking without waiting for him to follow. And when I don’t hear his footsteps, I don’t look back.

         
         I barely reach the Agriculture Building before the sudden, deep cascade of harried steps cracks the ice behind me. I swivel
            around. Down the pathway, shadows gather under the frost-stripped trees and buildings’ forms. Alter still stands on the cobbles,
            back to me. I know he’s not waiting for me to come back. He simply doesn’t want to follow anymore, and I can understand that.
         

         
         The breath escapes my teeth.

         
         From my right, snow snaps. I swivel. Icicles plonk to the alley floor.

         
         “Frankie,” a voice murmurs from deeper in.

         
         My stomach locks. It’s been months since I’ve seen Pickpocket Joe, but I’d recognize his voice anywhere.

         
         “Joe,” I say. Voice comes out small, hesitant. I step forward, hairs prickling on the nape of my neck.

         
         It’s getting darker by the moment. In the shade of the alleyway, the air seems even colder. Shadows loom deep.

         
         It dawns on me suddenly, perhaps Alter is right. That there is something deeply, innately wrong with me. And perhaps it’s this summer, or the rough-and-tumble, or Joe’s absence, that didn’t cause it, but simply spurred the defect into motion. Like the tip of a boulder down a long, steep hill. 

         
         “Joe, is that you?”

         
         A figure moves. Turns from me.

         
         “Hey, come back!”

         
         Abandoning all reason, I plunge after him. Crates and stacks of building materials litter the path. The black ice on the pavestones
            proves deadly slippery. It isn’t rationality that drives me, but an impulse that is strange and deeper.
         

         
         If I can simply catch up to him and take him by the shoulder, steer him around to face me, it’ll be the answer to all my questions.
            All the mysteries that still engulf me.
         

         
         Down the alleyway, I emerge into another boulevard. A figure darts around the corner. I follow, the thought spurring me on:
            I need to get him. I need to catch up. I need to—I need to save him.

         
         “Joe!” I shout, and follow.

         
         As I turn the corner, a deserted street beyond confronts me. I stop, befuddled. Look around me. No sign of him. It’s as though
            he never existed in the first place.
         

         
         An abrupt chuckle escapes my throat. My mouth trembles uncontrollably. I press my lips together tighter, choked.

         
         As I turn back the way I came, lines scoured in the snow catch my eye. There are no footprints, not even the half-moons of
            bootheels. But a series of strange, jagged depressions carve the snow deeply enough to expose the stone beneath.
         

         
         “The hell?” I murmur, and lean down to examine them.

         
         They’re fresh. Can’t say how long though.

         
         Gouges in series of threes, like the blades of a trowel.

         
         They’re vaguely familiar. Something in the shape and pattern. I can’t trace it.

         
         Then, abruptly, a sudden cry floods my senses like a dark clap. Alter.

         
         I turn.

         
         “Frankie!” he shouts, and my mind goes blank.

         
         He isn’t here. I left him behind.

         
         “Alter!” Swiveling toward the sound of his voice, I break into a run. In the aftermath of that cry comes a terrible silence.

         
         I break into a sprint. Fall on a slick patch. Crash to the ground so hard, a jolt of pain rips up my tailbone and spine. My
            teeth clack shut, tongue snared between their edges. The coppery tang of blood floods my mouth.
         

         
         I scramble onto my hands and knees. Keep going.

         
         The buildings amplify the sound of his cry, transform it into an echo that seems to come from all around me. He wouldn’t have
            gone far. Knowing him, he’d have started tracing his path back to the place we entered.
         

         
         In the distance, a dog barks. Susie. It was foolish leaving her tied to the gate. Foolish even coming here.

         
         As I reach the main boulevard, the sight of a limp figure sprawled against the fence to the basin sends my heartbeat into
            a fever pitch.
         

         
         “Alter!” I rush up to him.

         
         He groans. Around his throat, a garish series of red marks mar his skin. Fingerprints.

         
         Slowly, Alter opens his eyes.

         
         My breath escapes me in a sigh of relief.

         
         “What happened?” I ask. “Are you—”

         
         With a cry, he shoves me away. Skids back urgently. One hand raised to ward me off, the other lifting to his throat.

         
         “Get away from me!” he shouts.

         
         I stare. “What are you—”

         
         “I said, get away. Don’t come any closer.” He swallows hard. “There’s something wrong with you, Frankie. There’s something
            very wrong with you.”
         

         
         “I don’t—”

         
         “Don’t touch me. Don’t come anywhere near me. I want you to leave now!”

         
         “I—”

         
         “Don’t—”

         
         “I’m sorry,” I whisper, and back away.

         
         “You tried to strangle me.”

         
         “No, that— Before, what I said, it was just a—”

         
         His gaze is wide and unblinking, accusatory. No warmth. “It was you. You said I was going to die here.”

         
         “I didn’t. I—”

         
         “You need to go to Dunning, or somewhere,” he says. “You need help. There’s something wrong with you.”

         
         The same raw panic that drove me to his side shifts directions and takes grasp of my limbs again, to drive me to turn and
            run. At the gate, Susie is snarling, leash cut as though by a blade. She’s in such a frenzy, she barely allows me to scale
            the fence.
         

         
         I don’t reach down to grab her torn leash, terrified that I am the monster. I don’t want to touch her. But when I cross the
            street, she follows, leash whipping through the snow.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            19

         
         I don’t know why I’m back here. I don’t know why I’m always back here again.

         
         This time, as I enter Mr. Fox’s manor, the dogs only stir in vague interest and regard me and Susie from a distance. As we
            pass, one brindle male sniffs her flank curiously, then backs away with a low growl, hackles raised.
         

         
         “I’m going back to stealing,” I say, before he can ask me why I’ve returned.

         
         “Splendid,” he says, and looks truly pleased. I imagine he’s already adding numbers to the ledger in his head.

         
         “You said before, Katz’s estate is going up for auction.”

         
         “Yes, but before that, there’s something I have to ask you. As you know, I do business with many people across Chicago. I’m
            a bit of a finder myself. Now, yesterday, a client of mine put out a notice about a stolen artifact.”
         

         
         The hairs begin to rise on the nape of my neck, and a cold, unpleasant sense of anticipation wells on my tongue like copper
            in water.
         

         
         “What kind of artifact?” I ask.

         
         “A bowl,” Mr. Fox says. “A clay bowl. You see, that man is a procurer of ancient artifacts, and through my network, I’ve assisted
            him in finding clientele with mutual interests.”
         

         
         “I see.”

         
         “He said that two young men came by the estate shortly before the bowl went missing.”

         
         “So, you automatically assume that I had something to do with it,” I say flatly.

         
         “He recognized you, Portnoy. Not by name, but enough.”

         
         “I—I don’t know—” I sigh. “I only took the bowl because he bilked me. We found his missing cat, and the poster offered ten
            dollars. But he didn’t pay up. If you were in my shoes, Mr. Fox, you would’ve done so yourself.”
         

         
         “You’re not wrong. Nonetheless, seeing as we’ve resumed our business relationship, I’d like that bowl. And in recompensation,
            I’ll give you the rest of the sum my client owes you. It’ll come out on his end.”
         

         
         “There’s an issue with that.”

         
         “And what might that be?”

         
         “Well, I can’t give you the bowl. Because I broke it.”

         
         “I see.”

         
         “Shattered it, really, to be exact.”

         
         “That’s a shame. You wouldn’t happen to still have the pieces?”

         
         “I threw them out. Except for the one still stuck in my hand.” I chuckle, fingers tracing over the bandaged wound absently.
            “How much was it worth, anyway?”
         

         
         “Of minor value, I presume. Ah, such is the life of a thief. Best be more careful how you transport things.”

         
         “I didn’t drop it or anything,” I say. “I’m no klutz. I just broke it. It was all nonsense anyway. There was Hebrew written on it, but it was nothing I know.” 

         
         “I see.” He clears his throat, and I know him well enough, he’s lost interest in the topic. Wants to move on. “Seeing as you’re
            older now, I’d like to negotiate a better contract with you. We’ll adjust the consignment percentage from thirty percent to
            thirty-five percent.”
         

         
         “Forty,” I say, “on items over a certain value. There needs to be that incentive.”

         
         “Very well. I suppose that’s only fair.” He studies me. “If you don’t mind me asking, what made you change your mind? Did
            the hunt begin to bore you?”
         

         
         “Pickpocket Joe’s always been one to talk about running off. My guess is he skipped town and is halfway to Boston by now.
            And it’s not about that. See, the thing is, Alter and I, we’re just not similar enough to make it work.”
         

         
         “I sensed that about you two.”

         
         “I thought it’d work once I all got better and I wasn’t stuck in that damn hospital, and we could just keep spending all day
            together. And I wouldn’t have to steal because, the thing about Alter is, he isn’t like that. He hated it. And I’m—I’m so
            different.”
         

         
         “You’re bred differently,” Mr. Fox says. “It’s human nature. It’s no different than siring dogs. You’re like your father,
            and he’s like his. And you aren’t going to change that.”
         

         
         “Except humans aren’t dogs. And I’m not like my father,” I say. “Except for the violence. He never stole a damned thing from anyone. Outside of the home, everybody thought he was a good, decent, frum person, but then he’d come inside, and you could see a change take over him. See, that’s what makes us different. There’s two sides to him, and that mazik inside, he could hide it. He could hide it like he did with his drinking, and his beatings, and nobody in our town seemed to ever see the difference. But I’m different, Mr. Fox. Everywhere I go, there’s something about me that—people can sense there’s something off about me, and it’s not just the way I dress, or my accent, or my face. It’s like they could see him. I always get the feeling, it’s exactly like that. They can see him. And he’ll always be following me, and clinging to me, and I killed him. I killed him, and that should’ve been enough, but it isn’t. Because I’d do it again if I could. I’d murder that bastard dead.” 

         
         The words leave me in a rushed, angry stream. I can’t help it. Can’t stop it. I need to get them out.

         
         “No, men aren’t dogs,” Mr. Fox agrees. “Dogs are far more noble creatures. And yet, they too have the urge to spill blood.
            The way you are, it’s nothing to be ashamed of, or despair over. The world needs men like us. It’s why we have cock fights
            and horse races, and meanwhile, children starve. It’s the way of the world. And there will always be a need for good thieves
            in the world. Now, we have a house to rob.”
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         The last time I visited Katz’s estate was the night before I killed him—a crisp autumn dusk where the air hung heavy and humid,
            sky purplish-black with thunderheads. Tonight, it’s a blizzard, real shutter-barring weather.
         

         
         On the other side of Mr. Fox’s coach, the wind scrapes against the tarred wood like a pair of clawing hands. This isn’t the
            sporting Brewster, but a high-class mimicry of your common hansom cab. Insulated by a strip of black rubber, the wheels move
            along nearly silently over the snow, betrayed only by the liver studs’ hoofbeats and the crunch of ice beneath our spokes.
         

         
         “Don’t dawdle,” Mr. Fox says, coming to a stop under the outstretched bough of the willow, whose tendrils barely reach past
            the sidewalk.
         

         
         The fence’s wrought iron spires are icy beneath my gloves. By the time I scale the barrier, my palms are numb, fingers stiff
            and slow to move. Suede fused to metal, ripped free with the faintest scritch.
         

         
         The pain in my lower back returns, but I grit my teeth, bite it back as I cross the snowy lawn at a harried gait.

         
         A single pallid candle sputters in the detached carriage house’s upper window, yet the manor itself is dark. Not a single window illuminated. With their mistress away, the hounds will be sequestered in the carriage house, tended to by the maid or stable boy. 

         
         Katz is six months dead, yet the idea sends a brief shiver squirming down my back, a chill distinct from Chicago’s wintry
            atmosphere. The idea of anyone in that house, anyone serving or tending to him or his widow, it’s intolerable. It’s an echo
            of my own deepest nightmares and reveries.
         

         
         I circle around to the back of the house, to the study window I used to gaze out through at the line of trees beyond. It’s
            warped, like I remember, and the rot has spread through the frame. When I free the lock’s bolt with my pocketknife, the blade
            takes out a chunk of damp, blackened wood as well.
         

         
         I ease open the window and slip inside. Shut the window behind me to quiet the howling wind.

         
         When I was younger, I would already be searching through the lead-crystal display cases for valuables. Instead, I take my
            revolver from its holster. I don’t intend to linger, but I want to make sure I’m alone.
         

         
         From the study, I step into the hall. It’s nearly pitch-black, but my eyes adjusted to the inky gloom on the stagecoach ride
            over, and I know I’ll be able to find my way by touch if I have to. I wandered this manor in my dreams long before I ever
            stepped foot in the slaughterhouse.
         

         
         Room to room, I tread carefully and lightly. Persian carpets soften my footsteps, and the storm raging outside drowns out
            any other disparate sounds.
         

         
         In the parlor and hall, the mirrors are draped in black folds of crepe. I rip them down. Can’t help myself. Damn the fact his widow has been sitting shiva this long, too long by any custom or tradition, for that bastard. For that monster. And it’s not yet his yahrzeit. 

         
         In the mercury glass, my own reflection confronts me. Wide-eyed, the way cows get at slaughter. 

         
         I don’t recognize my face.

         
         Beginning to realize, maybe something happened this summer, either in the moment I was shot or in the slaughterhouse that
            preceded it. Maybe something changed me. 
         

         
         I don’t break the mirror, but I want to. 

         
         I reach the foot of the stairs, and though I continue with steady footing, I’m loath to farther ascend them. At the second-floor
            landing, my heart begins stammering. More so than the slaughterhouse basement, this is a place of terror.
         

         
         Clench the gun tight at my side. Reach the second floor. No one down the dark hallway, no wraith looming overhead.

         
         Rather than check the smoking room or library, I find myself stepping down the damask-papered corridor, toward his bedchamber,
            as though guided by muscle memory.
         

         
         My thoughts are so muddled, my stomach rearing with fear, I abandon my caution and stride forward. Yank open the door and
            step inside before I even realize there’s a fire burning in the hearth, and a person beneath the bedcovers.
         

         
         Not Katz. A woman in an Irish lace gown and paisley robe, her dark hair framing a pinched, pale face.

         
         As these things register, a dark flash of movement shifts in the corner of my eye. Rising from its bed of cushions, a large
            hound begins snarling.
         

         
         “Who are you?!” the widow shouts. “What are you doing in my house?!”

         
         Her dog joins her with a chorus of barks and growls. But the moment I step into the lantern light, it stops snarling. Broad
            angular ears and dark chestnut-shaped eyes, a haze of gray around its muzzle. It’s one of Mr. Fox’s hounds. One I know well.
         

         
         “Muck auf,” I murmur, and the dog’s ears prick. Its eyes shine, black and mirrorlike in the gloom, as it twists onto its owner. Bares
            its teeth and begins to growl, low in its throat.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” she asks in disbelief, the blood draining from her face. She steps forward, raises a hand as though
            to strike the dog, and it snarls, lunging at her.
         

         
         After Mr. Fox teaches his whelps their basic commands, he instills in them a series of words he denotes as fail-safes, in
            a Khokhmer Loshn that betrays his Prussian upbringing. His paranoia has always extended to his customers, and he isn’t one
            to underestimate the viciousness of his hounds.
         

         
         As the dog lands atop her, I say clearly and calmly, “Bleff.”
         

         
         It backs away, retreats to my side. Growling, eyes like black pebbles. I’ve never been afraid of dogs the way I’ve been afraid
            of men, but my heart can’t help but beat a little faster at the sight of the dog’s trained aggression.
         

         
         It’s that show of white teeth really, and the way the muzzle wrinkles up. Can’t quite put it into words, but it reminds me
            of the way that thing outside Redstone’s place quaked its skin, as though it wore Katz’s flayed face.
         

         
         “Did you know?” I ask as she scoots against the wainscoting, baring her arms in front of her. Several scratches mar her ivory wrists, courtesy of the dog’s neglected claws. Her blouse is garlanded in strings of saliva flung from the dog’s muzzle, propelled by the ferociousness of its barks. 

         
         “I-I don’t know what you’re—”

         
         “What he liked to do?”

         
         Her mouth quivers. She’s staring at the dog. I want to see her face, her eyes.

         
         “Did you know?” I scream, and I’m grateful to God that Alter isn’t here, because I never want him to see me like this. “Look
            me in the eye. Tell me you didn’t know.”
         

         
         Her gaze lifts to me at last, and her hands fall away from her face and land loosely in her lap, upturned, unfurled like calla
            lilies.
         

         
         “You knew,” I whisper, and she breaks down sobbing.

         
         “What do you want from me?” she screams back, and even the dog seems befuddled. “What was I supposed to do? I was married
            to him!”
         

         
         You could have told someone, I think to say, but those words feel too light. What I’d really like to do is give the command Mr. Fox has used against
            the worst of his rivals and quarries: acheln. Eat.
         

         
         But I helped train this dog myself, and the reason Mr. Fox sold her to them is because, fierce as she might seem, she’s no
            killer.
         

         
         “And who were you anyway?” she snarls. “He told me, all you boys, you were just whores.”

         
         I shake my head and turn to the dog. “Fasse.”
         

         
         It settles onto its haunches to guard her.

         
         I’ve got a house to rob.

         
         

         It takes three trips and two steamer trunks’ worth of stolen goods to drain the rest of the widow’s inheritance.

         
         I’d fancy snatching the dog, too, but there’s no room in the cab. And besides, if what Mr. Fox says is true, it doesn’t have much time left in this world and would only sicken Susie. 

         
         Instead, once my job is complete, I return to the bedroom, and relieve the hound of its guard duty, leave the back door open
            if it so chooses to leave.
         

         
         You can’t tell from here, but the forest’s only a short strand. On the other side, the city reemerges, and the warren of alleys
            will yield enough scraps and rats for the hound to survive. And it’s a handsome dog. Someone will find it a home.
         

         
         But instead of padding through the door, it yawns and stretches, bows toward its weeping owner, then settles back on the Aubusson
            tapestry pillows.
         

         
         The woman is huddled in the corner, hands over her face. Something pouty and resentful in the way she refuses to acknowledge
            me as I pass her to empty the safe of what remains.
         

         
         “Next time you sleep in that bed, I want you to think about all the things he did there,” I say. “Before you, during you.
            You must have heard it through that door.”
         

         
         I can’t help but look at it even now, the narrow door to the adjoining bedroom. When I turn back to her, a small jolt of surprise
            ripples through me. She is staring at it too now—her features blank, mouth carved in a flat line, eyes as dull as weathered
            faience.
         

         
         “I hope this place never feels like a home to you again,” I say, and leave her with those words.
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         Moonlight glistens on the stretch of gravel and snow bridging Mr. Fox’s manor to the shoreline below. I stand staring at the
            waves, the ice floes already head high in places. In the dark, their glistening faces appear to reflect strange motion.
         

         
         At my side, Susie sniffs at the snow and grunts. 

         
         Mr. Fox’s money weighs heavily in my pocket. The memory of Katz’s widow’s face looms still in my mind. I told myself I wasn’t
            the kind of person to become like this. That I wouldn’t let my rage consume me like this. Except the truth is, maybe Alter’s
            been right all along. And there’s something wrong with me, and this is just who I am, deep down, and who I’ll always be.
         

         
         I think I used to be different as a child, but I don’t remember it. It’s all been swamped out by that terrible, familiar horror
            that lingers in the back of my mind still. A horror that feels endless.
         

         
         I don’t think he really existed in the first place, that child. Little Feivel.

         
         I trace my thumb over the shard embedded in my hand, gauze blackened by the city soot already. That splinter, it’s going to aggravate me until I dig the damn thing out. 

         
         Not much I can do about it.

         
         I leave a note for Mr. Fox in the study on the Meiji partner’s carved rosewood desk, lush with the serpentine forms of dragons.
            Feel rather bad for abandoning him, since he lost his new lackey, but his dogs will keep him company. And besides, I need
            to stop thinking about this place like a home again.
         

         
         He’s left all his valuables out. The gold watch and chain, flung carelessly atop the buffet. His billfold overflowing, open
            and inviting. It’s not out of carelessness. It’s because one of the first things he told me was if I ever stole from him,
            he’d cut my hands off. I believed him then and still do. He’s never been one to make bloated threats.
         

         
         The money from the Katz job will pay for rent and staples for a while. And I’ll talk to my landlord tomorrow about vacating
            the office lease. We never signed a contract; it was monthly.
         

         
         Soon as I get some sleep, I’ll start. In the morning, I’ll round up the street kids I’ve seen moving into my old turf. Either
            offer them a more secure company or firmly escort them from the area.
         

         
         I’m already getting that nervous, excited craving in my gut. The compulsive desire that drives my gaze to every unattended
            valuable. It’s a hunger, and perhaps Bubbeleh is right, it’s a bitterness, too.
         

         
         Because it doesn’t matter whether they’re poor or rich. Everyone in Chicago feels the same as Chasya, the same as Reb Meir,
            and Alter, and all of them, all the sort. Because everyone in this city feels somehow so distant from me, and somehow so intrinsically,
            indescribably more human.
         

         
         Some days, I think I’m dead inside. I’m not a dybbuk, not yet. I’m becoming one.

         
         It’s nearly dawn by the time Susie and I make it to the office. In the attic, there’ll be a fire burning in the little potbelly
            stove, and plenty of extra blankets. But the thought of being around Bailey right now is intolerable. I feel unstable and
            dangerous.
         

         
         “Go, Susie,” I say, pausing at the second-floor landing. Drop her leash and give her a gentle pat to urge her upstairs. “Go
            to Bailey.”
         

         
         I don’t want the dog around. I just want to be alone right now.

         
         There are a few candles atop the barrister shelf. I light them all.

         
         When I turn to go to the couch, my eyes are drawn to the shadows at the far end of the room. A figure stands behind the desk,
            eroded by the gloom. I reach for my revolver, nearly draw it just as he turns to me, and the tension drains from my shoulders.
         

         
         Don’t need to ask him what he’s doing here. He has his own key.

         
         “Alter, what happened at the Fair, I—”

         
         “Katz,” he murmurs. “You didn’t leave him, did you?”

         
         I scoff, pressing my palm against my eyes. If I avert my gaze for long, he’ll know how deeply his words pierced me, so I force
            myself to lower my hand. Look at him head-on. “Why do you think that, Bubbeleh?”
         

         
         “It’s always bothered me . . .” He trails off, tracing his fingertips over the desk’s nicked rim.

         
         A flurry of snow and mist breaks against the window, and I swear, it’s not just the wind. That someone is trying to claw their
            way in. When Alter turns to me, his smile is so sad and pitiful, I feel reduced to a speck of dirt, no, of shit, beneath his
            damned sympathies.
         

         
         “We both know how sweltering and humid a Chicago summer can be,” he murmurs. “And we both saw his estate’s walls and gardens. For you, as a child, to flee from that place and survive, alone, in a city where you cannot speak the tongue, without money, papers, or the proper clothes . . .” He chuckles, yet there is nothing mirthful about the sound or the smile paired with it, merely infinite sorrow. “An orphan becoming the prince of thieves. . . . It’s a bubbe meise.” 

         
         He crosses the room, dipping into the shadows. When he passes his palm over the candles, the tentative flames extinguish as
            if from the sheer chill of his skin. As if he’s welcomed in the cold.
         

         
         Alter pauses before me. A pale cone of moonlight filters through the window, shining across his shoulder and arm. But he lingers
            back, his face as murky as the entities that plague my dreams—men in tailored suits and top hats, always taller and stronger
            than me, ever-moving in predatory circles.
         

         
         “You didn’t leave,” he murmurs.

         
         I struggle to answer. Can’t. Grit my teeth to strangle the sob threatening to break free from deep inside me. I shake my head,
            no.
         

         
         “I left.” A thin, mirthless smile surfaces on my lips. “But I went back.”

         
         He cocks his head. “How far did you make it?”

         
         “The street. What I told you was true—I tried to survive. I didn’t know a word of English, and you know how chaotic and frightening
            the city can be. A night. I lasted a night before I went back in the morning, and he had breakfast waiting for me. He told
            me that he knew I’d return, that it was bashert we met.”
         

         
         I laugh sardonically, unable to believe how, by the time I reached my first month of employment, I actually believed him.
            That we met for a reason.
         

         
         “What you need to understand is he was gentle the first time, or tried to be.” I roll my lower lip between my teeth, allowing my gaze to shift to my scarred hands. “I didn’t think it hurt that bad.” 

         
         “And he took care of you,” Alter says, and he sounds so sympathetic and understanding, I want to sob. Because I didn’t realize
            it until now, but I re-created a similar role with the squad, forcing dependency over bowls of steaming porridge and nips
            of stolen alcohol.
         

         
         “You know me, I’ve always been good with pain.”

         
         My voice dies down into a hushed whisper. I can’t stop it. Stooping over myself against the couch, I feel small and cowering,
            a child again.
         

         
         “So, when he began escalating, it felt normal.”

         
         My father did the same with his beatings, increasing in brutality and frequency as I grew older. Katz wanted different things
            and hurt me in different ways. But in a way, it was no different than coming home. In the end, it was all the same.
         

         
         “I didn’t know what to do. I just knew that for once in my life, I was in a room that wasn’t sweltering hot in the summer
            or freezing cold in the winter, in a bed that was clean, and soft, and warm.”
         

         
         In the attic, Susie begins to howl.

         
         “Oh, Frankie,” he murmurs, shaking his head. “So, you debased yourself for but a mouthful of wine, a cut of meat, and a warm
            bed.”
         

         
         I freeze.

         
         Alter laughs, stepping forward into the moonlight. A sneer of disgust curls his upper lip. “Disgraceful.”

         
         “No,” I say.

         
         “You’re no different than one of Mr. Fox’s hounds,” he says in quiet condemnation, a hushed stage whisper that echoes back to all those breathless, powder-keg nights in my childhood home. 

         
         My father’s voice would grow so soft in the moments before he began screaming—a hollow, reverberating shout there was never
            enough room to escape from.
         

         
         “A brute animal,” Alter murmurs as Susie barks and claws at the door, on the other side.

         
         He would always drop his voice, too, before he reached for the leather strop he kept hanging on a hook by the washbasin. Just
            the sight of that strop made me sick to my stomach, every muscle cringing away. I feel the same way now, lightheaded with
            my heart palpitating in my throat.
         

         
         I shift my hand to my side, conscious of the distance from my fingers to my revolver.

         
         “You’re not Alter,” I say.

         
         His mouth twitches, sneer trembling and eyes squinting, as if he’s lost control of his ability to formulate expressions. More
            than once, I’ve seen a boxer’s face spasm the same way, usually before the man collapses into unconsciousness or convulsions.
            Typically, such a reaction would send me running to his side, prepared to catch him before he falls, except this isn’t a fit.
         

         
         It isn’t a possession either.

         
         Its mask is slipping. The thought comes to me, nonsensical and so paradoxically humorous, I want to laugh. I catch myself at the last minute,
            snag my tongue between my molars. Because if I laugh, I’m afraid something is going to break in me, perhaps the skeletal,
            eroded remains of the boy Feivel I’ve sheltered under my skin this whole time, and I’m going to begin screaming. And I won’t
            be able to stop.
         

         
         “Of course it’s me,” he says, his mouth ticking into a smile. He’s smiling so hard, his eyes crinkle up in the corners, and I swear I catch the edges of those whites trembling like aspic. 

         
         “Alter would never say that.”

         
         No sooner do I pull my revolver from its leather holster than he disappears in a dark blur and a harsh gale that sends dust
            scouring against my front.
         

         
         Panting, I sweep the revolver from hollow to hollow, hammer already cocked back in muscle memory.

         
         “I’m going to kill you!” I shout, searching the rotten wood beams. No sign.

         
         Warm moisture drips on my cheek. I swat it away.

         
         Blood.

         
         I jerk back and raise the revolver.

         
         “You already have,” Katz says with a gurgled laugh, clinging to the exposed rafters above like a bat come to roost. Bright
            crimson blood bubbles from his lips, gargling each word and reducing his laughter to grotesque, thick choking.
         

         
         I pull the trigger twice, cocking back the hammer each time. But my hands are trembling so violently, the recall hits like
            a donkey kick to my wrist, and my aim jerks off balance. One bullet grazes his arm, and the other blows a chunk from the crossbeam
            over his head.
         

         
         As rotting splinters scatter to my feet, a thick ooze descends stringlike from his torn throat.

         
         I take a step back. Steady, I need to keep my grip steady. My left arm is shaking again, threatening to betray me.

         
         “Isn’t this what you wanted?” he whispers, and then swoops down atop me.
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         Sunlight traces through the snow-glazed window. Overhead, the brown water stain in the aged plaster has begun to leak again,
            sending slow, aimless droplets dripping on my cheek as I slowly come to.
         

         
         My head aches. As I manage to crawl onto my hands and knees, the world spins in sporadic circles. Groaning, I close my eyes,
            bile scalding the back of my throat.
         

         
         A nightmare. Not nearly the first time I’ve drunk too much and been possessed by strange dreams.

         
         The doorknob jangles, and light footsteps enter the room.

         
         “Frankie, you’ve really outdone yourself,” Bailey says, looking around at the disarray. She carries a white box under her
            arm, its red silk ribbon unfurling down the side.
         

         
         I glance at the gift.

         
         “Is that for me?” I ask as Susie trots into the room, tail wagging.

         
         She shrugs. “Maybe Alter left it.”

         
         “Doubt it.”

         
         Taking my switchblade from my pocket, I cut the ribbon in one smooth sweep and open the box. The object inside is wrapped in silk crepe, and a faint, unpleasant odor intrudes my nostrils. 

         
         Something sweet and charred.

         
         As I unwrap it, a low horror dawns on me before I fully perceive what I’m holding in my hands. I turn it around, and Bailey
            gasps.
         

         
         The human skull has been meticulously cleaned and bleached. I can’t tell from the size how old the person it belonged to was,
            or whether they were a man or woman. But the glint of silver teeth catches my eye, and I know immediately, from their placement,
            who the skull belongs to.
         

         
         Pickpocket Joe. I stare at those minute bits of silver, thinking of the way they’d catch the sunlight when he smiled.

         
         “Is that . . . ?” Bailey hesitates.

         
         “Did you see who dropped this off?”

         
         She shakes her head.

         
         I turn the box over in my hands. No stamps or address. It was hand-delivered, but by whom?

         
         Going out to the window, I peer out through the louvered blinds.

         
         No sign.

         
         “It was there when I came in,” she says. “How could they have known we were looking for him?”

         
         “Because it wasn’t just anyone who grabbed him. This is all connected to what happened this summer, I’ll bet you anything.”

         
         I am beginning to understand it now, the mechanisms in play around us.

         
         “This is a continuation,” I say. “Everything that happened last summer, this is all a part of it. And what’s happening now, what happened to Pickpocket Joe, it’s just payback.” 

         
         “But who could be responsible?”

         
         “For all I know, they all could be. All those rotten bastards at the Masthead. The rough-and-tumble was just the beginning.”
            A blackest rage courses through me, a feeling familiar and almost righteous, as though the very emotion could scour me clean.
         

         
         “Should we tell Alter?” Bailey asks, and I scoff.

         
         “We’re no longer working on the case together.” I return the skull to the box. “Bring this to the chevra kadisha. Give it
            to him. He can do what he does best.”
         

         
         “What about you?”

         
         “I need to think. Alone.” I look down at the dog. “And take Susie with you.”

         
         The strange presence that’s haunted me these last few days still lingers in the back of my mind. But I don’t know anymore
            whether it’s some wraith or simply a manifestation of my own stress and fear. But it seems unimportant, secondary to the contents
            of the box that lay before me, and the promise that the skull conveys.
         

         
         Katz shaved off my payos when he grew bored of them, but kept the pair of chestnut locks braided into a watch chain that he
            wore on special occasions, strands capped with repoussé gold.
         

         
         If what Alter told me of Tugarin was true, he had a small box filled with his own memories of the kill.

         
         As Bailey leaves, I sink against my desk.

         
         No tahara will be performed for Joe. No service, and no shiva. He’ll be given a Jewish burial, but he’ll be interred in a
            pauper’s grave on Maxwell Street, alongside the rest of our landslayt who came to America for a better future, and found a
            shallow hole instead.
         

         
         I tap my palm methodically, persistently against the edge of the desk. I need a drink. I need to focus. I wish there was some remedy that could both clear my mind of the negative brew of anger and hatred and fear and despair, and yet also hone my senses as sharply as a barber’s straight edges. 

         
         There has to be something connecting all of this together. If Alter was here, he’d have the answer. But the more I think about
            it, the more it seems to elude me. Though I feel on the grasp of a realization, as I continue mulling over it, the vague notion
            only slips further out of grasp.
         

         
         Just as I am about to slam my head against the desk in frustration, there comes a knock on the door, quick and abrupt.

         
         I take my revolver from where I’d left it on the floor and cross the room. A shadow looms in the frosted-glass window, and
            I have to restrict the impulse to fire through. Unable to shake the conviction it isn’t Alter or Bailey on the other side,
            but Pickpocket Joe, blood drenching the lapels of his old duster coat. Hands reaching blindly, in the hope of finding his
            missing head.
         

         
         Instead, on the other side, there’s a boy whose features at first glance are so uncannily familiar, it takes me aback.

         
         “I thought I’d find you here,” he says.

         
         “Have we met before?”

         
         “You don’t remember? From two nights ago?” His voice rises in an amused lilt, but the raspy undertone remains. Like a flash,
            I see a parallel beside him—the girl from Redstone’s place.
         

         
         “Glad I’m not dead?” I ask, and glance past him.

         
         The hall’s empty, but that doesn’t mean others don’t lurk in the stairwell below.

         
         “You come alone?”

         
         “What do you think? I nearly caught my death sneaking out of Redstone’s place.”

         
         “Good thing you didn’t,” I say, and shut the door behind him. “Why’d you come here?”

         
         “I want to talk about that night.”

         
         “About what?”

         
         “You killed two men with your bare hands,” he says, and it’s almost in a hushed murmur. He’s looking at me as though he isn’t
            quite sure if he can trust me. No different than a beast let out of its cage.
         

         
         “I repeat, why did you come here?”

         
         “I knew Josef,” he says, and the air escapes my teeth in a thin hiss.

         
         “Suppose he was working there after all?” I ask.

         
         He hesitates. “No, actually, but I’ll explain. Josef and I go back. He worked at another house, several years ago. Here in
            the Levee, only a few streets down from here, actually.”
         

         
         The cogs in my head begin grinding again, continuing that fixated, driven process of trying to unwind this mystery.

         
         “Got shut down, right?” I ask.

         
         He blinks.

         
         “How did you know?”

         
         “Upstairs, that’s how we got the beds,” I mutter under my breath, more to myself than my audience.

         
         It’s beginning to come back to me again. See, Alter wasn’t the first member of my crew. That was Joe.

         
         I met him only a few streets from here. He loitered along the curb in an ill-fitting summer coat not suitable for the autumn chill, tugging at his lapels and glancing at passersby with a kind of unbridled, flighty hunger I recognized in an instant. 

         
         I didn’t approach him. He caught me watching, and swaggered over, arrogant, too arrogant. Sunlight dancing across his silver
            teeth.
         

         
         “What are you looking at?” he asked, peering me up and down. His English was sloppy, too much a mimicry of the bruisers who’ve
            grown up here.
         

         
         “No one will get within arm’s length of you, if you keep up that act,” I said in Yiddish, and his eyes narrowed.

         
         “What are you talking about?” he asked, switching to our shared tongue.

         
         “You haven’t done much pickpocketing, have you?”

         
         He glared at me, trying to turn his eyes to blades. But before he ever approached me, I already read him.

         
         “Didn’t need to,” he muttered under his breath.

         
         “What’d you do before?”

         
         “None of your business,” he snapped, almost defensively. Another tell.

         
         “Doesn’t matter anyway,” I said. “But here’s the thing, I’m looking for some enterprising bokhers. You’ve got nowhere else
            to go, and I bet you’re hungry, and it’s starting to get cold. I have an attic a few streets down, there’s no beds yet, but
            there’s a warm stove, and I’ll buy you dinner. Get you a better jacket, huh?”
         

         
         He narrowed his eyes. “Are you some kind of simcha?”

         
         It took me a moment to separate the word from its context, pair it with the slang I picked up from the Eastland gang who hung
            around Corlears Hook, before I left Manhattan and became acquainted with words like mack and pimp.
         

         
         “Depends,” I said flatly, “are you a kelev?”

         
         He drew in a sharp breath, and I exhaled slowly, cheeks already heating up.

         
         “I didn’t mean it like that,” I said. “That’s not what I do.”

         
         “I think I can find my way on my own,” he said, and turned to leave.

         
         “What you did in the past, none of that matters,” I said. “This isn’t the alte heym, and I’m nothing like the kind of men
            hanging around the railroad, who’ll loop you into sweatshop work the first chance they get. Or any other. I’m simply looking
            for a gonif.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Chicago’s a big city,” I said. “It’s more effective to work in a group. Less dangerous. You set your own hours, you lead
            your own life. No quota. All I expect is, you pay rent on time every week, and whatever you steal, it goes through me. Do
            you understand? You’ll get a fair share, but it goes through me. That makes it safer for you; I’m assuming all the risks.”
         

         
         He didn’t immediately answer, and I stared him down, measured up his size and age and confidence, and all the differences
            between us.
         

         
         “And if I find out you’re selling behind my back, I’ll kill you,” I said, because it was about more than laying down the rules
            now. Whether he took the position or not, I wanted him to know who this street belonged to.
         

         
         “How long have you been stealing here for?” he asked.

         
         “Long enough.”

         
         “Must not be long enough, if I’m one of your first,” he said.

         
         “Why you think that?”

         
         “No beds. Why you doing it?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Putting together a crew?”

         
         I shrugged. “Always worked better in numbers. And I’m not about to stay in your position. I’ve got connections.”

         
         “Connections?”

         
         “I know who to sell to.”

         
         The memory muddles in my mind. I slowly exhale, face my gaze on the young man standing across from me now, in the brisk white
            light of the first week of January, first week of a new year.
         

         
         “Never patronized there,” I say to the Redstone boy, “but I’ve six beds in the attic, and I bought them for a steal from the
            old mack.”
         

         
         “He got killed, you know?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “The old mackerel. I heard Redstone gutted him like a fish. Getting rid of competition.”

         
         “Right,” I say, and the boy shifts uneasily, gaze glancing toward the doorway. If all my reads of his voice and body language
            are true, the madam and her men aren’t waiting in the hall or stairwell. But still. Something isn’t right.
         

         
         “Joe and I were friends. Just good friends.” He hesitates. Sighs. “But you know how it can become more than that.”

         
         I don’t answer, thinking of Alter.

         
         “I ran into Joe in the Yards a few months ago. Said he should come work for Redstone.”

         
         “He told me he’d never go back to that work,” I say under my breath, and I don’t know why, but the anger grows tight in my
            core. “It’s not even stealing, it’s—”
         

         
         “It’s a panel house,” the boy says, “and it’s always simpler to do it when the man’s drunk or out. So, what makes you think you’re better than me? Because you dress better?” 

         
         He looks me over and scoffs.

         
         “Everyone can tell, you know, that you’re scum,” he says. “You think you’re any different than us? You know how I found you?
            It’s because I used to work at the Masthead, serving drinks, and I’d watch your fights. You have this look in your eyes, you
            get. You know what’s interesting?”
         

         
         He chuckles dryly.

         
         “You had that same look the night you came to the brothel.” His gaze searches mine, hardened, wary. “And you have that same
            look now. But, see, Joe wasn’t working there. He was just running errands.”
         

         
         “For Madam Redstone?” I ask, mystified.

         
         “I don’t know. All I know is, he had tea with her once a week. I think they were doing business transactions. But you should
            know, he isn’t the only one who’s disappeared recently.”
         

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “My friend, Lily, she used to work for Redstone. On Christmas, she was picked up with a few other girls, supposed to go to
            some soiree. She never came home.”
         

         
         “Do you know who hired her?”

         
         He shakes his head.

         
         “No, only that the man’s been doing this for years, and from what I’ve heard, she hasn’t been the first to disappear from
            Redstone’s place after going to one of his parties.”
         

         
         “What about any of the other girls? Have they mentioned him?”

         
         “It was so long ago . . .”

         
         I sigh. So much for another lead.

         
         “Wait, there was one thing,” the boy says. “This wasn’t the first time she went to one of his parties. It was the second.
            I remember, first night, her clothes were covered in cat hair when she came back. It got on mine, too. We had a violent row
            for that.” He chuckles. “She told me there were cats everywhere.”
         

         
         “Cats everywhere?” I muse, a thought nagging at the back of my mind. “You know if she walked or rode there?”

         
         “A carriage picked up her and several of the other girls. There were also women there. Actual women, I mean.” He sighs. “It’s
            only costume for me, but Lily was different. The way she looked. The way she positively glowed. She didn’t even take them
            off outside, and not a stranger knew a damned thing . . . I miss her.”
         

         
         Somehow, it’s all connected. It almost feels as if by fate Alter and I found that cat, as though it was a silent messenger.
            We’re doing a mitzvah. No. I’m doing a mitzvah.
         

         
         He can follow his own leads as much as he fucking pleases, and it’ll lead him nowhere, and I’m grateful for that. Because
            we’ve always been different, and after what happened last night, I don’t want to involve him in my kind of business anymore.
         

         
         Mr. Fox didn’t come to the office for him, he came there for me. And the generous bonus, the offer that I kill or maim those
            responsible, that was for me.
         

         
         “When’s the next soiree?” I ask.

         
         “It was supposed to be last night, but something happened.”

         
         “I’m surprised Madam Redstone let the deaths of a couple scumbags affect her night’s profits.”

         
         “That’s not it. The client canceled. He rescheduled for tonight.” His gaze hardens. “But, here’s the thing—I’m on the list. I wasn’t before, but I’m on it now. Because of you.” 

         
         “That’s not my fault.”

         
         “Of course it’s your fault!”

         
         “Those men came after me because you tipped them off. You did exactly what you were told.”

         
         “Well, I’m leaving,” he says.

         
         “Do you have your girl clothes in there?” I ask.

         
         “Of course I do.” He hesitates. “I need them.”

         
         “But the madam still has your papers, I’m guessing,” I say.

         
         He nods. “Most of the money I’ve made, too. But I squirreled some away.”

         
         “There’ll be her men at the train stations. Dockyard, too.”

         
         “I know how to change my appearance. I’ve done it before. And before I left, I stole their clothes. They won’t recognize me.”

         
         Even if he mixed up the stolen wigs and dresses or hacked the wigs short, her men were well-trained. They’d know the girls’
            different outfits by memory.
         

         
         “What if I give you ten dollars for that suitcase?” I smile. “And a job offer.”

         
         He narrows his eyes. “Don’t tell me, you’re—”

         
         “I want you to steal. You already have experience working in a panel house, so I probably won’t have to teach you how to pickpocket.
            I can get you a cheap bed. You won’t be working in Packingtown anymore, you’ll be working in the Levee. And drunkards are
            a lot easier to pickpocket when they’re staggering home, numb from the cold, and wearing too many layers.”
         

         
         “Ten dollars?” he says.

         
         “Ten dollars. Should you decline my offer, you can keep the clothes you plan to leave in.” As I count the bills from my wallet, he looks around the office once more. 

         
         “So, this is what then?” he asks. “Your front?”

         
         “No. It was a legitimate business. Or an attempt at one. But we’re closed now.”

         
         “Sorry to hear that.”

         
         I shrug, trying to ignore the sudden, unexpected regret that stabs my heart. Love can be like a shiv sometimes. It hits you
            when you least expect it, even when you don’t want it.
         

         
         “For the best.” I think to say more. I can deride Alter if I want to, tell this boy what a schmuck he is, a frum schmuck who’d
            be content working the Linotype machine at low-rate papers for the rest of his life, long as it’s honest work. But the truth
            is, I love that about him, want to preserve that about him, so this is for the best. For multiple reasons. That’s all it is.
         

         
         The boy doesn’t answer, and only lifts a quizzical brow when I pick up his suitcase and open it on my desk to sift through
            the contents.
         

         
         “The carriage that’ll be picking you up tonight, you know which direction it comes from?”

         
         He shakes his head. “But Madam Redstone sends us down the alley for pickups. She doesn’t like crowding the entrance.”

         
         “What time?”

         
         “Eight.” He narrows his eyes. “What exactly are you planning?”

         
         “Din rodef.”
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         Down in the Levee, if you follow the twists and turns of the river past the wharfs and shipyards, there is a small bathhouse
            that caters to those of a certain male persuasion. The building’s facade is modeled after the French, with its forest-green
            cast iron and swooping windows paneled in iridescent glass.
         

         
         It isn’t far enough from the city to escape the rest of the filth though. The snow is slurried into a cold, stinking mess
            of coal dust and shit, while the river carries with it the pungent reek of the fish markets and slaughterhouses upstream.
         

         
         When I step into the green-marble lobby, the attendant looks at me as though I’m no more superior than the stenches of the
            Levee I carried in with me.
         

         
         “May I help you?” he asks, gaze shifting over me. He’s a handsome man in his early twenties, and I can tell from the arrogant
            gleam in his eyes he knows it too.
         

         
         “I’m here to see a Miss Lenore Duron.”

         
         He takes so long to answer, I begin to wonder if she even still works here. Then at last he sighs and offers me a patently
            false smile.
         

         
         “Do you have an appointment?” he asks.

         
         I slip a silver dollar from my pocket and pass it over. “I’m an old friend. Name’s Frankie Portnoy.”

         
         He looks down at the coin. Clearing his throat, turns his attention to the ledger. “I’m afraid Miss Duron is currently with
            another client. However, her next slot is free.”
         

         
         “That’ll do.”

         
         He flashes me a smile. “Payment up front. It’s fifty cents for the hour.”

         
         “How much for the night?”

         
         “Three dollars.”

         
         I hand him the money. He takes his time counting the coins slowly, as if to remind me I’m nothing here. Or maybe it’s simply
            been so long since I stepped foot through these doors, I still feel the way I did the first time—lingering close at that man’s
            side as he guided me down that long green porcelain-tiled hall like a lamb to slaughter.
         

         
         I don’t know if you can call Miss Duron and myself friends. We are just the cadavers he left behind.

         
         “Changing rooms are to the left,” the attendant says, handing me a towel.

         
         I fold it over my hand and walk down the hall, counting the tiles beneath my feet. Something about repetition calms and steadies
            me. I used to do the same during my tenure at the Masthead, as I took the cellar’s stairs to the gaslit glow of the boxer’s
            ring.
         

         
         It’s no different, really—every muscle taut and on edge, anticipation nesting like a burning ember in my chest. I need to
            relax, I know that. I know that. But something in me still expects violence.
         

         
         In the next room, a row of wooden booths painted a deep turquoise confronts me. Soft, subdued sounds filter through the slats—the rustling of suits being unbuttoned; a man’s low groan, the slap of flesh hitting flesh. 

         
         I pinch my nails into my wrist and stare at the tiles. Don’t take my gaze off the floor until I slip through an empty booth’s
            door and close it behind me, thumb the deadbolt into place. Breathing heavily, I rest my forehead against the wooden door
            and close my eyes, reeling with a lightheaded nausea.
         

         
         “Come on, you’re better than this,” I whisper, gritting my teeth and squeezing my eyes shut even tighter still. A low, violent
            throb mounts in the back of my head, over that same place a kippah used to rest. “You’re not a child anymore. You are not
            a fucking child. Stop acting like a fucking, spineless child.”
         

         
         To remind myself, I drive my fist against my stomach. The ache is swift and satisfying, but not good enough, not nearly. I
            do it a second time, rewarded with a violent, throbbing pain that spreads through my torso like a corona, then pinch my thigh
            hard enough I know the skin will bruise.
         

         
         I made a promise to Bailey years ago, not to do this to myself anymore. But I need this pain, and I can’t help it.

         
         Taking another deep breath, I slip out of my coat and hang it from the hook on the wall. Unbutton my vest.

         
         By the second, the air within the booth grows heavier, humid with the aromas of pine oil and rosemary until it is nearly overbearing.

         
         Snagging my flask from my coat’s inner pocket, I unscrew the lid and drain the rest of the sweet liqueur within. There’s a wicker basket on the seat. As I undress, I take the time to fold my clothes, slip the pistol in my shoulder holster and Cowboy’s revolver between the folds of fabric, and put the handkerchief-wrapped chalaf on the bottom. 

         
         With the towel tied around my waist and the basket tucked under my arm, I leave the booth. The air is slowly growing lighter.
            Already I can feel the nervous anticipation slipping somewhere deep and quiet, dissolved by those last sips of honeyed spirits.
         

         
         Another young man in a three-piece suit comes to me and smiles. I don’t like the way he’s looking at me. I know I should appreciate
            it, but all I can focus on is his weak spots. When I glance down at his hands, at those fingers another person might call
            elegant, what I envision is those loosely curled fingers gouging out my eyes.
         

         
         “May I take your basket for you, sir?” he asks.

         
         “No, thank you. I have an appointment soon.”

         
         He nods in understanding. Even in this establishment, the Levee is still the Levee.

         
         “The saunas and baths are down the hall,” he says, but I’m already on my way.

         
         Steam wafts through the sauna in sinuous white coils. Obscured figures drift within the haze. Something about the sight of
            those dim, distorted silhouettes serrates my temper and scours my nerves raw. Watching them in the edge of my vision, I can
            almost pretend the men are manifestations from the nightmares that haunt me, specters raised from the waste and slaughter
            of the Chicago River.
         

         
         Crossing the room, I venture toward the deep baths at the farther chamber. Even without meeting the strangers’ wandering gazes,
            their eyes burn into me.
         

         
         There are innocent men here. I know they’re not all bastards, that I’m likely a greater threat to their physical well-being, in my current state of mind, than they are to me. But I don’t feel safe here. 

         
         Even though I’ve accompanied Alter to the schvitz before Shabbos, I don’t think I’ll ever have the courage to bring him to
            a place like this without feeling as though I’m corrupting him and adopting the same role which Katz took with me.
         

         
         It takes me a moment to realize that I won’t have to worry about that anymore, and it’s for the best. When you get down to
            it, I’m so incredibly tired of this. Six months of pretending to be someone I’m not, and what difference did it make in the
            end? His mother saw right through me, the way I always knew she would.
         

         
         Placing my linen basket on the ledge, I fold my towel and ease into the bath’s hot water. A low, helpless groan of content
            escapes my lips as the steaming liquid envelops my waist.
         

         
         There’s a seat along the bath’s wall. Resting against the smooth porcelain, I close my eyes and lose myself in the soothing
            heat. The warmth spirits away all the aches and bruises of the day, dissolves them until I can almost imagine the water is
            eroding my very body.
         

         
         When I was younger, I used to go places. I don’t remember it very clearly—everything before Chicago is just a blur. But I’d
            find every dusty nook or linen-shrouded rooftop where I could be alone, away from my father’s rageful, drunken screams. And
            even on the rare occasions he was sober, or cold and bitter and reeling from the spirits’ distemper, I steered clear of him.
            Escaped.
         

         
         With Katz, there was no escape. Not really. Not at first. However, if you spend a long enough time in a place like that, the
            mind has ways to walk away from itself.
         

         
         I thought I truly got away when I met Mr. Fox, but the wound was still fresh. It festered. Killing the bastard should’ve been enough. I thought it’d heal me, make me right again. That all this filth, it wouldn’t just keep welling up inside me. 

         
         But now I’m beginning to realize, perhaps it’s not filth. Perhaps it’s just me. And here’s the thing, I thought being with
            Alter would purify me, that it’d make me a better person, but it didn’t. It hasn’t. And when you get down to it, I still don’t
            feel human.
         

         
         A melodic series of chimes filters through the steam-filled room, marking the hour. Rising from the bath, I wrap the towel
            around myself. Glance over my shoulder to make sure no one is coming at me from a blind spot—even in such a place, I can’t
            help myself.
         

         
         Movement flickers in the corner of my eye. Across the room, I meet the gaze of an older gentleman, much too old. His hand
            moves beneath the water once he realizes I’m watching.
         

         
         From the way he looks at me, I don’t think he’s realized yet, he’s infirm, wasted. Pallid circles of light wink against his
            round spectacles. The long, shrunken nose and weak-lipped mouth beneath his glasses are sheathed in a yellowed-white beard
            and wilted mustache.
         

         
         Even in places like this, which discriminate solely on the basis of how much money one possesses in their pocketbook, I take
            fine care in the way I move and what I show. He doesn’t know I’m a Jew. Doesn’t know I’m one snapped matchstick away from
            beating the living shit out of him either way, if he makes a move on me.
         

         
         Alter would avert his gaze in shock and horror at that spidery hand’s lewd, provocative motions, but I don’t. I look the man
            dead in the eye. At first, he seems to fancy it, but after a moment or two, his hand falls still beneath the water. And I
            don’t look away.
         

         
         Then he ducks his chin just right, so that the light slides off his spectacles, and behind their botfly-green glass lenses, those eyes are no different than any of the cows down in Packingtown. It’s the same fear there. 

         
         Bastard.

         
         I wait for him to turn sheepishly, before I break eye contact. No reason to linger; I hate being in places like this. It’s
            worse than shul. But I need to clean up, and more importantly, I need my appointment with Lenore.
         

         
         Past the baths, there’s another tiled vestibule, with a saloon and café. Lavatory and changing rooms down one hall, and up
            the other, private rooms available for use at the gentlemen’s leisure.
         

         
         A spiral staircase with a curling cast-iron railing leads to the second floor, and a similar hallway of rooms, although these
            are adorned with brass name plates. When I reach Lenore’s door, I knock and step back.
         

         
         One thing I appreciate about this place is the walls are thick. It’s a nice building, too, and the nature of the business
            means the establishment respects their clientele’s privacy. In any case, the walls are so thick, I don’t hear Lenore come
            up, only the click of a well-oiled lock, and the whisper of hinges before she opens the door.
         

         
         I have to lift my chin to meet her gaze. She’s grown a good several inches since I saw her last, and her height is elevated
            by her heeled boots, black lambskin with rows of jet buttons glistening like the eyes of ravens.
         

         
         Lenore isn’t her real name, but it’s befitting her appearance—pale as a dybbuk, with striking irises such a pale gray, they
            hold a depthless quality.
         

         
         She doesn’t say anything, simply steps aside to allow me to enter, her features wooden.

         
         When the door’s shut behind us and she’s sitting in the red crushed-velvet chair with the clawed feet, only then does she
            say, “Can’t be anything good if you’re here.”
         

         
         “Don’t sound so unenthused,” I answer, resting my basket on the carved rosewood vanity. “I rented you for the night. You have
            the next seventeen hours to do, well, whatever you do to relieve the wretched boredom.”
         

         
         Sighing, she reaches under her chair for a book. Flips it to a page and starts to read as I change back into my clothes. It
            feels good having my gun on me again. Knife, too.
         

         
         “I’m sick of being your alibi,” she says. “I mean it. Who are you going to steal from this time?”

         
         “You know I can’t tell you that,” I say.

         
         She rolls her eyes. “Fine, but at least bring me a souvenir.”

         
         “I’ll see what I can do.” I turn to leave. Hesitate. “Hey, you know Katz?”

         
         “What about him?”

         
         “Just want to know, has he come by here lately?”

         
         She doesn’t look up from her book, but I can tell from the way her gaze is fixed on the page, she’s stopped reading. Isn’t
            looking at anything.
         

         
         “Not in almost a year now,” she says finally. “Why?”

         
         “Just wondering.”

         
         “I thought you . . .”

         
         “Left. Yeah.” Crossing the room, I open the window. Four feet down, there’s a ledge. From there, it’s an easy climb to the
            alleyway below.
         

         
         “He show up again?” she asks, and though she keeps her voice casual, I don’t miss the shadow of worry that darkens her gaze.

         
         “Something like that.”

         
         “You shouldn’t go back to him,” she says, her gray eyes boring into me. “If you’re thinking of it.”

         
         I want to tell her that I won’t, I can’t, because he’s dead now, and the ground’s frozen over, so he couldn’t have climbed
            from his grave, even if he wanted to. What I saw outside Redstone’s place, it wasn’t him. Couldn’t be. But I’m not so sure.
         

         
         “I outgrew him a few years ago,” I say, which isn’t really the truth, just half of it. “Got too old for him.”

         
         Near the end of my time with him, I saw the way his gaze drifted to young workers and street urchins, and didn’t know what
            to think of it. I was fourteen, a bar mitzvah, a grown man, and he treated me like one.
         

         
         And when you got down to it, the last time I felt like a child was when my age numbered in the single digits. It took me until
            long after I left him to realize what he searched for in other, younger boys was innocence and fragility, because something
            within him craved to destroy, corrupt, and deform those traits.
         

         
         I think the reason I survived him is because by the time he found me, I wasn’t innocent. I just thought I was. And my father
            already broke me a dozen times before—not in the same way Katz did, but nonetheless, Katz became a continuation of that. Because
            that dynamic was familiar. It was homegrown.
         

         
         Lenore doesn’t respond. Her gaze has fallen to her book again, but her eyes are static, fixed above the page number.

         
         There’s more I want to say, except I don’t quite know how to put it into words. Lenore has proven to be a useful alibi in the past, but I don’t know her, I don’t trust her, and when you get down to it fully—I don’t feel human next to her. 

         
         She has managed to carry each of her wounds with grace, in the limited capacity I’ve seen her, but I feel ruined by them.
            Distorted. 
         

         
         “Is that all you came to ask me?” she asks.

         
         “It’s all I needed to know.”

         
         “If he came back here.” The way she says it, I can tell she doesn’t believe me. And the truth is, I think the reason I came
            here tonight is because of where I plan to go afterward.
         

         
         “Lenore?” I say.

         
         Her lucid gray eyes lift to me, luminescent in the glow of the oil lamp, but imperceivable in terms of their thought and emotion.
            I’ve never been able to read her.
         

         
         “You ever think about leaving this place?” I ask. “Finding work somewhere else, different work?”

         
         “So, you suppose I should live in squalor, with the rest of your ragtag team of scoundrels?” she asks, and though her voice
            is rich with amusement, I can’t help but discern an edge of disdain in her words. “What kind of life are you living?”
         

         
         “I’m getting better,” I say. “The only reason I’m doing this job tonight is to keep the lights on.”

         
         I don’t believe it. The truth is, this is the only life I know.

         
         My memories of Vilne, Manhattan even, feel as though they belong to someone else—Feivel, not Frankie, because that scared,
            pathetic, weak child, he’s dead now. He’s been dead for years.
         

         
         And I don’t know if I’m the only one who feels this way, but Lenore, in her icy beauty and untouchable grace, her pride that even Katz failed to tarnish, if she harbors the same deep fissures or anguish inside, she doesn’t show it. And I love her and despise her for it. 

         
         “You’re like me, Portnoy,” she says, and leans forward to lay a kiss on my cheek. Her lips are cool and smooth as those of
            any corpse. “One more job, one more night. You’re never going to get tired of this life, are you?”
         

         
         I grin to show her words didn’t get through to me, clench my teeth tight to keep back what I want to say, already spiraling
            into indignation inside—You’re living like an animal in a cage, Lenore, how can you let them keep doing this to you, I can save you—but when you get down to it, I can’t save anyone. Least of all myself. And the only reason I collect strays is because I’m
            one as well, and the foulest and meanest of the bunch.
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         In the flea-spotted mirror over the lavatory sink, a young woman confronts me, sharp features softened by oak-brown tresses.
            I avoid staring too long into my eyes as I apply rouge and powder.
         

         
         Don’t much care for the way I look. Not simply the lace and wig, but there’s a dullness to my gaze that mildly disturbs me.
            I think it must be the look I get in the boxing ring sometimes, that I’ve only caught glimpses of before.
         

         
         You’re a real hatchet man, my manager told me the night of the last match, and I know he’s right.
         

         
         Behind me, a sudden bang comes from the other side of the door. The knob rattles.

         
         “Anyone in there?” a man hollers, slurring his words so heavily, he must be at the bottom of a bottle. “I have to go.”

         
         “Piss outside then!” I snap, and kick the door with the back of my heel.

         
         “Just let me in. I’ll be quick.”

         
         He tries to open the door again, knocking incessantly. Just as I start getting it into my mind to find whatever he’s drinking and shove the rest down his throat, bottle and all, he gives up. 

         
         Through the pane, I listen to him swear feebly and plod off; back to the counter, no doubt. I settle against the door for
            a moment, not realizing how tense I am until my nails dig into my palms.
         

         
         I loosen my hands. Stare at the vibrant streaks of rouge smeared across my palm, as though a portent of the violence to come.

         
         Take a deep breath. Turn back to my reflection.

         
         “It’s all right,” I murmur to myself. “You’re going to be all right.”

         
         The face, it’s becoming more of a stranger to me by the moment. And even when I finish buttoning the shirtwaist and adjusting
            the long, pleated skirt and petticoat, the movements of my hands and fingers seem similarly separate.
         

         
         I smile at my reflection.

         
         I feel like a Mechanical Turk, moving limbs by use of pulleys and levers. Underneath my skirt, fastened in place with a roll
            of gauze, is my lifeline. The old service revolver. Six bullets. And my switchblade wrapped beside it.
         

         
         If I knew any better, I’d let this go. Close this chapter on my life, accept that Pickpocket Joe made his bed when he decided
            to keep stealing.
         

         
         Except that’s not right, and to run now with my tail between my legs, it’d be worse than cowardly. It’d be weak.

         
         I leave the lavatory, relieved to find the ill-lit corridor deserted. Few saw me go in, and knowing this establishment’s clientele,
            I doubt any care about my transformation, if they register it at all. I’d been careful not to attract attention, and Madam
            Redstone favors simple elegance in her clothes and cuts.
         

         
         She’s next.

         
         The thought throws me off guard. It rings as clear as a bell in the dark behind my eyes.

         
         No. That wouldn’t be din rodef.

         
         But she participated.

         
         I’m arguing with myself again. Why do I always argue with myself? I can’t function like this. Katz never made me wear girls’
            clothes before, so it’s not the clothes, but it’s the way they make me feel. I feel like prey again, and it raises my hackles,
            makes me scan the saloon as I walk out.
         

         
         Every man here’s likely hiding a weapon in his boot or on his belt, and simply knowing what street we’re on, a good percentage
            of them harbor darker, cruder desires in their hearts. They’re bosses and their workers, and they work in blood here.
         

         
         When nobody stops me, and the few glances thrown my way are dim and cursory, my unease only deepens. I can’t explain, but
            something’s wrong tonight.
         

         
         The drunkard’s pissing in the alley outside. I wait until he’s finished buttoning his fly.

         
         “Hey, asshole.”

         
         He turns, and I drive my knee into his crotch. He’s the freier from the other night, so that makes it worth it.

         
         And down the way I came, disjointed lines of red-glass lanterns cast ghoulish puddles in the snow.

         
         “Don’t you dare touch me!” I shout, loudly enough to catch the attention of Redstone’s men. They take in the sight of my borrowed
            wig and clothes, and one waves me over.
         

         
         “Where were you?” he growls as I cross the street.

         
         “Pissing,” I mutter, keep my chin lowered as I duck into the open carriage. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

         
         There’s one of Redstone’s girls in the cab, who I recognize from last night, and two women. As I sit, the one closest to me—a redhead in her late teens, with deep brown eyes and a spray of freckles—offers me a smile and lingering gaze. 

         
         In the corner of my eye, I catch the one from Redstone’s place eyeing me over.

         
         She knows I’m not who I pretend to be. But it’s too late now, and she won’t stop the carriage to alert the drivers to my presence.
            If that place is anything like I imagine, it must swirl with more rumors than livestock in Packingtown.
         

         
         Another stop later, and the carriage is packed to capacity. The cab quickly heats up with our shared body heat, and underneath
            the pall of floral perfumes that hangs over us like the stench of funereal flowers, the odor of sweat and damp wool laces
            the air.
         

         
         Knowing this won’t involve Alter comes as a deep relief. By the time I return tonight, this will all be over, and he’ll be
            safe and content to resume his mundane, peaceful, frum life. The way he should.
         

         
         The carriage comes to a stop, and I follow the other women into the candlelit manor. Leaving behind the chill for the immediate
            warmth of radiant heaters and the healthy burning of many fires.
         

         
         I never played this role at a party, but I allowed myself to slip into it. It’s surprisingly easy, and the men who turn to
            regard me, I feel nothing for. Not even hatred.
         

         
         I might be moving in an inviting sway, but all I can think about is how many men there are. And how I might have to kill each
            and every one of them tonight, depending on what tonight is.
         

         
         But for now, I allow myself to sink back and watch the others as I help myself to a goblet of wine from an unopened bottle. Wanting to still the nerves, but no more. I need to focus. 

         
         The others are mingling. Most of the guests are in their twenties or thirties. I watch them interact. I see men like this
            all the time at the races and boxing rings, the sons of bosses and old American families, people who’ve been in this country
            several generations.
         

         
         They treat us like we’re different. Like by virtue of arriving earlier, in a place that never originally belonged to them,
            makes them better than us.
         

         
         I hate these men. And I hate that there is a part of me inexplicably drawn to them. It’s not attraction really, not of any
            real sort—my emotions feel increasingly muted, and even the drunken, discordant voices and warmth of the fire come down to
            me as though through a screen of dark water.
         

         
         It’s something else, something deep-sea and hungry.

         
         That part of me, it wants to become like them. Excise my accent, my upbringing, my past. With each year, I grow both physically
            and mentally away from the boy I used to be. I used to look forward to that. But I’m not sure anymore who I’ll become.
         

         
         “Are you enjoying yourself, mademoiselle?” a man asks, and I look over.

         
         He’s too old to be dressed in such a flamboyant dinner coat, the piping reminiscent of the previous century.

         
         “Not in your presence, sir,” I say, and a couple of the other men chuckle.

         
         “Ah, such venom,” one says. “Be gentle on him. His poor heart, you see.”

         
         It’s all entertainment and fun here, and the drinks are already flowing readily. But these men have planned a murder tonight. I just need to figure out who’s involved. Best route in mind is to go straight to the source. It’ll be the host. He must be around here somewhere. 

         
         Unswayed by the other gentlemen’s playful jeers and calls after me, I make my way deeper into the house. Behind me, one says,
            “Give her a few drinks and she’ll sweeten up.”
         

         
         I can’t help but smile, thinking how handsome my knife would look planted in his throat. This anger feels greater than usual,
            near uncontrollable. But I don’t push it away. Welcome it. Allow it to invigorate me.
         

         
         These aren’t good people. Some men, they don’t deserve to be in the world. I’ve never considered myself one to make such judgments,
            but now that I think about it, it was the same with Katz. I should have killed him that night Alter and I broke into his house.
            I could’ve ended it right there and saved lives. But I let Bubbeleh’s good senses get the better of me, and I know I’m not
            wrong here.
         

         
         These men are evil.

         
         These men are evil.

         
         I repeat the words to myself silently.

         
         It wasn’t simply Pickpocket Joe’s death that brought me here, but the sheer luck of finding that cat in the first place. Whatever
            precious curio I stole and broke, I’m glad. It couldn’t have happened to a better person.
         

         
         I retrace my steps through the halls, which prove even more disorienting by candlelight as they did the visit before. Though
            the path remains straight, I can’t shake the impression that with each step, I’m moving deeper and deeper into the earth,
            at a downward slant.
         

         
         At the end of the hall, I enter the library. Unlit at this hour, but there’s a candelabra on the shelf and a box of safety matches. 

         
         Once the three branches are lit, I go to the desk. The drawers are locked. I kneel down to take the pair of lockpicks I smuggled
            in my boot.
         

         
         As I free the first button, a shrill cry pierces through the manor’s walls. A scream of pain and terror, so abrupt and unconcealed,
            the hairs rise on the nape of my neck. In its wake, an icy, queasy numbness fills my stomach, lungs drawing in air but feeling
            uninflated.
         

         
         From deeper into the house comes a violent crash.

         
         Slowly, I rise to my feet. Glass breaks, somewhere on the level above. Harried footsteps.

         
         Foreboding hangs over me.

         
         It’s been years since I cowered and hid. I’m not going to become that person again.

         
         Fumbling with the nacre buttons of my skirt and bustle, I free myself from the garments, yank down the overflow of tulle petticoats.
            Underneath, I wear a thin pair of boxing pants.
         

         
         Freed of the corset, the shirtwaist is loose and comfortable. I slip my holster from the layers of gauze wrapped around my
            upper leg. Check the weapon’s cylinder out of care and habit.
         

         
         Another scream echoes from the hall.

         
         The sight of gleaming brass in all six holes fails to restore my confidence.

         
         More cries join in, deafening, disorienting. I can’t shake the impression once I step through the door into the hallway behind,
            I’ll find everyone waiting there—guests and servants alike—mouths open, screaming unending.
         

         
         But the only thing that greets me, when I step into the hall, is a garish streak of blood puddling on the Persian runner.

         
         A man lies against the wall, sitting atop a broken oil portrait. He stirs as I approach, cataracts of blood filming his eyes
            and solid streams dribbling from each ear, skull malformed by a terrible blow.
         

         
         He watches as I yank off my wig and drop it, tries to speak. His words come out in a thick, meaningless jumble. He wants water,
            I think. Or help.
         

         
         “What happened?” I ask, bending down next to him.

         
         His mouth moves senselessly, ruddy saliva bubbling from between his teeth. A faint convulsion contorts his body, and his eyes
            roll back to expose the whites.
         

         
         “Hey, I need you to stay awake.” I grab his shoulder and shake it. “Come on. Open your eyes. You need to tell me—”

         
         His body slumps forward and begins a slow descent to the floor.

         
         Just minutes ago, I wished death upon all these men. But to see it manifest feels as though my legs have been cut off beneath
            me. Just a fall now.
         

         
         I know I should run. There are many windows. I can break one, and I’ll be out before anyone notices.

         
         Whatever’s happening here, it didn’t involve me. This isn’t about Pickpocket Joe. It’s something else. But I’m no coward,
            never have been.
         

         
         As the screams continue, I run down the hall, trying to find my way back to the ballroom. The world comes down to me through
            a fog. I feel like a moth in a lantern, wings battering uselessly, barely eluding the flame.
         

         
         The old bullet wound in my shoulder stings as though tearing anew. I know it must only be some minor strain of the muscle, or else stress’s rigidity. But the pain feels like an omen. 

         
         In the dining room, the long mahogany table lies upturned. China and crystal scattered across the floor in a path of broken
            shards.
         

         
         There are two people in the corner. Men in servants’ garb. But I don’t look at them for long or kneel beside them to check
            for signs of life. This is all too much for me, all too soon.
         

         
         I blink rapidly. Look around again, trying to reorient myself. But I can’t remember the direction I came in, and even the
            hallway I just left feels like another path of a growing labyrinth.
         

         
         As I turn the corner, I nearly slam into the girl from Redstone’s place.

         
         She veers back with a cry.

         
         “Are you all right?” I ask, reaching for her.

         
         She pushes me away so violently, I nearly pull off a round in reflex.

         
         “What are you—”

         
         “Get away from me!” Turning, she rushes down the hall.

         
         She makes it no more than five steps before an invisible force throws her against the opposite wall. She lands with a sickening
            crunch, and falls to the ground, twitching, in a scatter of broken plaster. Blood courses down her face in ribbons.
         

         
         Across the floor, a series of jagged claw prints appear of their own accord, executed in glistening blood.

         
         “Stay away from me!” I level my revolver, and the presence comes to a halt before me.

         
         I blink rapidly, clearing sweat from my eyes. I can’t see the creature, but every nerve in my body resounds in the wake of
            its presence. My senses feel finely attuned, drawn like lightning to a rod.
         

         
         Isn’t this what you wanted?

         
         I blink and shudder. The thought feels personal, as though it belongs to someone else, as though that person is standing within
            mere inches of me, able to reach out, able to see me, but I can’t, I can’t see—
         

         
         A firm, refractory weight presses down on my right arm, lowering my hand forcibly and pushing the aim of my iron sight to
            the room’s far corner. I strain against it, but my limb moves on its own, as though both in response to that invisible pressure
            and in conspiracy with it.
         

         
         My fingers slacken around the gun’s wood grip, and the revolver clatters to the tiles with a hollow chime. I look down at
            my hand, watching the fingers flex and curl, void of any thought or intention. Or any of my own.
         

         
         The sullen bandage stretches, shifts with the movement. That patch of dried blood like a little bit of leaked poison.

         
         What are you? I think.
         

         
         “You know,” I murmur, as something else moves my tongue and lips.

         
         Huddled against the wall, the Redstone girl groans, wig askew to reveal a thatch of dark hair. She reaches out to me, babbling
            in pain and shock, imploring.
         

         
         The presence turns. I can’t see him, but I feel the drift of air, and something deeper and more physical—a sensation like
            my own muscles flexing, my own limbs contorting. I don’t move an inch, but I feel him do it.
         

         
         “Don’t—” the girl screams, and then her neck wrenches back so violently, my stomach drops at the gruesome crack. Her skin rends on its own; that freckled stretch from chin to clavicle peeling apart to expose glistening ruby flesh. 

         
         The sudden, revolting taste of copper floods my mouth. I squeeze my eyes shut and stagger back. Get out of reach of that physical
            presence displacing the air, but my right arm is still not my own—my fingers flex and curl reflexively, nerve endings firing.
         

         
         My bravery flees me like hunted prey. A raw animal instinct takes over, twisting me around and driving me into a run.

         
         Lost in a blind panic, ears ringing, I barrel down the hall. The shock and fear are gone, thoughts swirling down the drain.
            Adrenaline mutes what isn’t important, while amplifying the rest—the warm spatter of blood on my skin; its taste in my mouth;
            faint groans and screams; the rapid footsteps that belong to me, I think, or worse yet, are pursuing me.
         

         
         Down the next hall, I arrive at an open door. Polished oak steps guide into the basement below, candles burning in Baroque
            sconces.
         

         
         I take the stairs slowly, hating the basement, hating that I’m back here again. I know I am. Though I don’t recall ever coming
            here.
         

         
         Down below, the space has been transformed. Walls draped in black silk. A simple round table sits in the center of the room,
            illuminated by a brass candelabra perched on its edge.
         

         
         I step up.

         
         The mama cat must’ve had her babies. A dead black kitten curls in a porcelain blue-and-white basin. Beside it, a small cast-iron
            wax pot hangs over an extinguished tea candle, bottom scaled in a charred fatty crud. Another smaller china dish contains
            a gray powder; I rub a pinch between two fingers. It feels satiny, not like talc but finely burned ash.
         

         
         At the other end of the room, half exposed through a gap in the silk curtains, I catch a glimpse of white tiles streaked in maroon. 

         
         Heart pounding, I push the curtains aside with my left arm, raising my right simultaneously, finger on the trigger.

         
         Even before I fully step through the portal, I’m already sweeping the gun from side to side, tracking shadows.

         
         But it’s not even a full room on the other side, simply an area of the basement grouted in clean white porcelain on the floor
            and halfway up the walls. A circular drain sits in the center, directly before an eroded limestone slab that reaches waist
            level.
         

         
         I lower the gun. I’m the only one on the other side, and the blood on the slab—an altar, it’s an altar—is old. Dried.

         
         Pairs of industrial ring bolts are drilled into the grout at the four corners of the stone. Ragged ends of knotted ropes trail
            from the iron circles.
         

         
         “What were you trying to do?” I whisper, stepping forward and placing my hand atop the altar.

         
         Worn, incised patterns adorn the edge of the stone, the cuts grimed with a dark patina. I wipe my palm on my side, chilled.

         
         “Eighth century BC,” a man says, and I turn to find Mr. Hightower leaning against the table, one hand pressed over his stomach.

         
         Just a few days ago, when he handed Alter those bits of silver, he seemed so confident. Untouchable. But here, in the sallow
            candlelight, every gesture and shuffling motion bellies his human mortality.
         

         
         He stumbles forward, smiling wretchedly. Blood coats his teeth a garish red, bubbles down the sides of his mouth.

         
         “Found in the Valley of Hinnom, with the bowl buried atop it.”

         
         “What did you do here?” I snarl, lifting the gun.

         
         He looks at the weapon indifferently, his hand slipping down to expose the soaked, tattered folds of his silk suit jacket and linen shirt. Purplish-gray coils bulge through the opening. 

         
         His other hand reaches out blindly, fumbling. Grasps onto the back of the chair as he sinks down heavily. The front chair
            legs scrape across the floor and lift, nearly upturning, but he catches himself. Takes a moment to breathe.
         

         
         “It began as a simple folly,” he says, gaze falling to where his hand curls loosely. No longer tries to hold in the contents
            of his stomach cavity, simply cradles the glistening folds of viscera. “The parties . . . The endless soirees, they grew dull.
            Routine.”
         

         
         “So, that’s all this is to you, then?” I ask incredulously, anger rising in my voice. “A folly?”

         
         He doesn’t answer.

         
         “Last summer. Tugarin. Maxwell Street. You were involved in that, weren’t you?”

         
         His gaze dulls. “Is that . . . Is that why you came here? Why you started this?”

         
         “I didn’t start this. I’m ending it.”

         
         “The demon in the bowl, it speaks, you know.” His gaze shifts past me, to the altar. “Comes out in the smoke. Drawn to the
            blood, and the burned flesh.”
         

         
         Shakily, he dips his bloodied fingers in the china bowl containing the grayish powder. Smears it over his cheeks and forehead,
            rubs it into his eyes.
         

         
         His gaze focuses on me, the dullness of his encroaching death giving way to a strange, fixated gleam.

         
         “Can you see it?” he asks, and I turn.

         
         Nothing behind me but the altar and the tiled walls. And it dawns on me: Both the grate in the floor and the porcelain-clad surfaces have been designed for simple cleanup and messy jobs. This was all intentional from the beginning. Not a simple folly, even if he says so. Just the slow, deliberate manifestation of this group’s most brutal desires. 

         
         “It looks like you,” he says.

         
         “Shut up,” I growl.

         
         “It’s staring right at you.”

         
         “I said, shut up!”

         
         “The bowl, you broke it, didn’t you?” He chuckles at my expression. “You simply must ruin everything.”

         
         Kill him, the voice within me urges, and my fingers twitch uncontrollably at my side. The sheyd, the doppelganger, its will comes
            as tremors, as the minute spasms that rake my arm. But it is not in control of me, not within me.
         

         
         I allow the sensations to wash over me, and do what I do whenever my body fails in its small ways—curl my fingers against
            my palm, attune myself to their weight and pressure. Breathe in, breathe out, and imagine the network of tendons and veins
            tethering bone to muscle, the skin enfolding them.
         

         
         The tremors still, and the intrusion of the sheyd’s thoughts in my head slowly sinks away, until I’m left with my own dark
            calm.
         

         
         “They were gifts to you,” the man says to the thin air above my left shoulder. “All of them. In respect of you. In worship.”

         
         “I guess you brought the wrong ones,” I say, and am about to add more, when through the cellar’s brick walls the faintest
            sound of wingbeats reaches my ears.
         

         
         I look up.

         
         The screams have died down in the minutes since I descended, and are now replaced entirely by that dry rustling and buffeting. Not the frenzy of a single bird, but many. 

         
         And in this weather, all the resident geese and waterfowl will be grounded.

         
         “Do you hear that?” I ask.

         
         The man’s eyes roll up lethargically. He chuckles thickly, a thicker stream of blood gurgling from the side of his mouth.

         
         “That’s the one you should be worried about,” I say.

         
         “Geese,” he mumbles.

         
         “Not in this weather,” I say.

         
         “The wind.”

         
         “The Angel of Death.”

         
         “I’m not afraid to die.”

         
         “No, you shouldn’t be.” I look into his eyes, watch the silhouettes of thrashing wings reflected in the rheumy orbs. “It’s
            what comes after you should be terrified of.”
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         Across the snowbound lawn, the manor, now a charnel house, glows like a ship adrift. I stop in the shadow of the mature oaks
            lining the lot, looking out across the snow. No movements in the windows. Silence from the estate and the carriage house beyond
            alike. Night silent as a crypt.
         

         
         If others among the guests survived, I didn’t see them when I left. Only bloodied forms.

         
         But why the others? I think. Why kill them too?

         
         The sheyd’s motives mystify and trouble me. They aren’t nonsensical, but they seem to follow a logic and drive that is utterly
            foreign to me.
         

         
         I sense that the violence the creature wreaked wasn’t out of wanton bloodlust. No, there was a different, more complex need
            at play. Something primal but intelligent.
         

         
         “A fucking sheyd,” I mutter under my breath, and chuckle breathlessly. Scan the night.

         
         I might not have intended to, but I brought the horror upon that house tonight.

         
         I think of going to Meir. Something holds me back though. A mild, gnawing resentment. Because he didn’t believe me the first time, and even in his intervention with Alter last summer, his advice seemed too rigid and traditional. 

         
         This can suit me, I think. I can gain something from this.
         

         
         The power I felt when the sheyd made contact with me, I knew that there was something special about it. And what it had to
            offer. I just wasn’t sure what it expected in return.
         

         
         “Are you there?” I ask the night. “Can you hear me?”

         
         Only the wind through the trees answers. The Angel of Death is gone now, but I sense he still lingers in anticipation.

         
         Alter has told me he feels cursed. That, as a grievously sick infant, in giving him a name that would protect him from the
            Angel of Death, his parents condemned death to follow him, pining. I didn’t at first, but I believe it after the events of
            this summer. And that doesn’t mean it’s his fault.
         

         
         The generous reward from Mr. Fox might as well be earned. From the shrubbery lining the gate to the manor, I free a burlap
            sack I secured there many hours before.
         

         
         Inside are a pair of nondescript denim pants, wool coat, and collarless shirt, the garb of a worker. I change swiftly and
            methodically, barely register it when my hand reaches out to scoop fistfuls of snow from the hedge bed and scrub the icy mash
            in my face.
         

         
         Need to get the makeup off. Need to get the blood off.

         
         As I change, I’m barely thinking. I can’t think. I’m simply moving now, wiping my face down with the burlap sack and hurling
            it on the ground. The entire world feels honed, every eave and steeple stropped to a razor’s point.
         

         
         Past the estate, a stretch of tamed woodland invites me deeper in. The wealthy landowners have built a winding path, and through the stretch of bare-stripped trees, a single gargoyle-armed lamppost casts a glow the color of jaundice. 

         
         Within the hour, this panic will come to an end. It will begin to turn slow and sluggish. And it might take days longer, but
            the memory of the violence will retreat deeper into my mind, blending with the rest of the broken bodies.
         

         
         Violence is something that lives in this world. I remind myself of that every day. So, to find the sheyd doesn’t veer from
            that truth, it comes as no surprise.
         

         
         I think the reason the sheyd didn’t depart the moment I broke its confining bowl isn’t because a stubborn shard still lingers
            beneath my skin. I think it understood me, from the first moment, to the best of its ability.
         

         
         I curl my fingers against my palm. Test that sore patch.

         
         I love Alter, but that night when we returned to the fairgrounds, I’d felt genuine resentment. Not at him, but at who he is.
            And who we’d become.
         

         
         I’d been merely teasing when I told him I’d strangle him, but perhaps the sheyd took it literally and could only judge my
            emotions from afar.
         

         
         But what about Redstone’s brothel?

         
         As I change at the outskirt of the lamppost, I turn over the encounter in my head. It came to protect me, just like this time.
            But then, why come as Katz?
         

         
         The only explanation is that the sheyd must be able to peer into my memories. That, without the context or any direct emotions
            related to the event, it manufactured its own story about who he was to me.
         

         
         Down another two streets, I lose myself in the sprawl of alleyways that gradate from houses to storefronts and tenements. By the time I reach the tram station, I can scarcely recall the route I took. Staring at the list of stations pasted on the board, I find myself equally baffled. I recognize the names, but I can’t place them. Every time I try to think, all I can recall is the house filled with lifeless bodies. And the inconsistencies. 

         
         I need to get to Alter. Being close to Bubbeleh will help me think properly. At the very least, his presence will sedate me
            as well as any ether.
         

         
         Even after I’m seated and the tram rolls forward, engine purring, well-lit and quite vacant at this hour, I find myself on
            edge.
         

         
         Everything I experienced these last few days, it’s a puzzle spreading out before me. And the pieces don’t quite mesh into
            place.
         

         
         It takes over an hour to reach Alter’s tenement. The building stands among others of similar height, most windows unlit. As
            I cross the street, I find my gaze fixed on the corner room on the second floor, the window framed by hand-crocheted lace
            curtains.
         

         
         The light’s on, though we’re past midnight now. I enter the lobby using the spare key he’s given me, climb the stairs with
            my heart throbbing in anticipation.
         

         
         I don’t know what I’ll say when the door opens. If his mother answers, I don’t think I’ll be able to keep things casual and
            win her over with a charismatic excuse. I think she’ll see it in my face—something happened tonight.
         

         
         Just him, I think, stopping before his door. Close my eyes and press my brow to the pane, thinking of him on the other side
            of those walls of thin, cracked plaster. Sound asleep beneath his mother’s knitted comforters. Safe.
         

         
         The young man with the deformed skull and blood glazing his eyes reaches for me blindly, dying, beseeching.

         
         I open my eyes, and the image remains rooted to the darkness behind my sockets. I draw in a breath, count to three, hold it,
            then release. Smile. Practice twice, to make sure I’m not trembling, before I knock.
         

         
         Silence. I wait a moment before doing it again, and though the smile remains plastered on my face, my knuckles rap against
            the door with a renewed urgency.
         

         
         My imagination already colors the thought of him in the bedroom, not asleep now, but with his limbs splayed loosely over the
            bed, a mound of torn entrails bulging from his midsection.
         

         
         “Damnit, Alter,” I mutter under my breath, and reach down to jangle the knob. As I close my hand around the brass orb, it
            turns on its own, and the door swings inward.
         

         
         Chasya stands on the other side.

         
         “I’m sorry for dropping in so late,” I say, “and I know you didn’t want me coming back here, but it’s important.”

         
         This time, it isn’t mere annoyance that darkens her features. Her eyes narrow, and lips tug back from her teeth in a snarl
            as she lunges forward.
         

         
         “Where is he?” she demands, grabbing my coat by the lapels.

         
         Chasya, she’s a solid head shorter than me, and a good fifty pounds lighter. But her grip is steel. And the look in her eyes
            is that of a mama wolf brought to the edge.
         

         
         “What did you do?”

         
         “I have no idea—”

         
         “I know that you hurt him!”

         
         She tries to claw my face or grab at it, and instead, manages to snare a fistful of hair.

         
         I push her away, more harshly than I intend, and take a few steps back to distance myself. Her being this close to me, it
            makes her a risk. She’s a danger to me, and I’m afraid of what my body might do, after the events of tonight.
         

         
         “I don’t know where Alter is,” I say, trying to suppress the panic that stirs then builds in my core. Because nothing about
            this is right. “And I don’t know what he told you, but I—I only want him to be happy. To be safe. The reason I came here tonight—”
         

         
         “He told me what you did.”

         
         “I didn’t do anything.” My voice rises on its own, and the anger comes on so suddenly, it feeds on the rest of my discordant
            emotions like fire on oil. The coldness in her eyes cuts me down. I clench my hands at my sides, resist the impulse to grab
            and shake her.
         

         
         I’m not like my father. I’m not like—I didn’t hurt him. I didn’t do anything tonight.

         
         There is so much I want to say, but I don’t trust myself anymore. Because when I scrubbed the makeup from my face with handfuls
            of snow, there was blood on my hands, and I can’t recall touching any of the bodies.
         

         
         “I’ll prove it to you,” I say, and all the fury seems to drain out of her. She leans against the door and draws in a breath.

         
         She’s still wearing her shoes and tichel. The reason the light is on in the window is because she’s waiting for him.

         
         “I’ll find him,” I say as she shuts the door. She gives no sign of having heard. Through the pane, there’s a resolute click;
            the bolt being turned.
         

         
         As I turn, the door to Mrs. Brenner’s apartment is open. She stands in the doorway, watching me.

         
         I don’t go there straightaway. I continue back the way I came, staring at the door to the stairwell.

         
         “Frankie,” she says quietly as I pass.

         
         I stop.

         
         I’m not wearing my borrowed yarmulke, or my rings and waistcoat, or any piece of clothing or attire that says anything about
            me. The work clothes, my disguise, came from a pushcart, and were worn to frays by another man’s body and labor. So, I feel
            nude instead.
         

         
         “This afternoon, Alter and Raizel ate lunch at my flat,” she says, and my smile twitches. “He was talking to Raizel. I think
            he mentioned something about a church.”
         

         
         “A church?”

         
         She nods. “A white church.”

         
         “I see,” I say.

         
         It’s late; I’m not going to knock on Raizel’s door to interrogate her. Besides, that clue is enough to send the gears in my
            head slowly grinding.
         

         
         I think I know what they were talking about, and where I need to go.

         
         As I turn to leave, something else occurs to me.

         
         “What can you see in me?” I ask.

         
         She doesn’t answer.

         
         Slowly, I turn to her.

         
         “You have a gift, don’t you?” I study her face. Her expression is fixed, rigid, but her eyes are such a preternatural black,
            they reflect my own like scrying mirrors.
         

         
         “Frankie, I—” She swallows. “I just see you.”

         
         I smile. “I don’t believe that.”

         
         “It’s just you.”

         
         “Tell me.”

         
         “You’re covered in blood.” She draws in a shuddery breath, forcing a smile. Tears dew in her jet lashes.

         
         “Is that in my past?” I ask. “Or what will come?”

         
         “It’s who you are,” she says quietly, and I nod, and I know she must’ve been the one to tell Chasya what I did for a living.
            But I don’t answer, and rather than give in and open its cage, I allow the anger to sit with me. Keep it restrained.
         

         
         “Frankie, I see so much pain in you,” she says. “You hide it well, better than most, but there’s this—”

         
         “This what?” I ask, and she shakes her head, bosom heaving in an almost mournful sigh.

         
         She’s in sorrow, but I know she’s only feigning it, I’ve never liked her, because I know she can see me.

         
         “Violence,” she murmurs, and I can’t help but chuckle.

         
         “Violence,” I echo, and bare my hands at her. Devoid of gloves and rings to hide them, the scars marring my knuckles appear
            livid against the swollen skin. “You’re right. That’s all I am.”
         

         
         She stares at me. And when I step toward her, she backs over her threshold.

         
         I don’t think either of us have noticed it until now, how much taller I am than her.

         
         “It’s in the blood,” I say. “You should’ve seen the way my father—what he’d really do, when he became angry. You want to know
            how many broken bones I had before I stepped foot on that boat to America?”
         

         
         I speak the words in cold, precise English. I want her to know: She can stew in her apartment with the relics of her dead husband, and she can spend the rest of her life as another of Maxwell Street’s Yidden, but I’m nothing like her. 

         
         I take another step, and she takes one farther.

         
         Intimidation is a tool of theft and robbery. And it’s no different here, even though this tenement on Maxwell Street has always
            felt quaintly insulated from that.
         

         
         “How much were you paid for the shadchonus?” I ask.

         
         “It wasn’t that.” The tears gathering in her lashes spill free, but it’s not out of fear. She’s crying for me, or what she
            can see in me, and I hate that even more. “It’s nothing like that, Frankie.”
         

         
         “I loved him. I loved him, and you knew that.” The words come out tight and breathless, throat like a crushed cattail. “And
            now I’ll never be with him.”
         

         
         “I was doing it for you. For there to be—to be a bridge.” She laughs, not in ridicule, but with that same pity. “You didn’t
            possibly think you’d be able to keep it this way? Oh, honey, that’s not a life. It’s a bubbe meise.”
         

         
         “You’re wrong,” I say.

         
         “It’s a bubbe meise, because Alter still wants to be a part of this community. And what that comes with is expectations. What
            I’m giving you—and not only you, but the three of you—is an alibi.”
         

         
         “I don’t need one,” I say, and turn and walk away.
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         There’s one stop you want to go in Chicago if you need to learn about a murder. Take a hansom cab down to Calhoun Place, slip
            your way between the cairns of milk crates lining a narrow alleyway, and reach a black door with a half-moon window bearing
            a skull in stained glass.
         

         
         There, you’ll have arrived at the Whitechapel Club.

         
         I make my way through the alley, and as I catch that first glint of candlelight through ruby and frosted glass, my body tenses.
            Didn’t realize it until now, but the stained-glass oculus at Mr. Hightower’s estate was executed in similar shades and form.
         

         
         It’s been a good six months since I haunted its doorstep, and the place still makes my hair stand on edge. There’re few places
            in Chicago that creep me out like this, and it doesn’t just have to do with the macabre light fixtures.
         

         
         Last July, I was invited to the club under the patronage of Mr. Whitby, a high roller and real estate venturist who turned out to have a surprisingly strong stomach for the plotting of mass murder. For reasons understandable, I haven’t been back since. Not that I find anything particularly fascinating about drinking from human skulls or listening to a bunch of bloated old men tell ghost stories. 

         
         At this hour, the place is nearly dead. The faces I glimpse are waxen, yellowed by the gas jets. I recognize none of them
            from my previous visit, nor the taverns, gambling halls, and racetracks I frequent. But the bartender is the same man—a gaunt,
            pasty fellow with slick black hair and eyes so dark they present a mirrored sheen to me as I stop at the counter.
         

         
         He pauses in his task of wiping down the marble slab and offers me a pleasant smile.

         
         “Double bourbon, straight,” I say, and he pours me the drink. Slides it across the counter. My fingers are so frozen from
            the cold, I nearly wince when I have to force them around the cut-crystal tumbler. But there’s nothing like the flash of heat
            that radiates through my face and chest the moment I swallow, draining the drink in two long, deep swallows.
         

         
         “Been a while since you’ve come,” he says. “Last time you were here, you came with others, didn’t you?”

         
         The fact he recognizes me unnerves me. I don’t show it, but his smile widens anyway. Something tells me he doesn’t have a
            sawed-off shotgun or even a revolver under the counter, that he feels insulated by this place. I think I could show him.
         

         
         “Well, I was in the area,” I say. “I’ve got some questions—”

         
         “—Ah.” He lifts a finger, clucking like an impatient teacher. “Do you recall the fare?”

         
         “Six months ago. Boss down in Packingtown, he disappeared. They dredged him out of Bubbly Creek. Thought anarchists did it.”

         
         “You have another theory?” the bartender asks, and for the first time since coming to the counter, I catch a hint of interest kindled in his gaze. 

         
         “I hear this boss liked to hire men. Boys. Didn’t last long in their position.”

         
         “That’s hardly out of the ordinary.”

         
         “Man like that—boys grow up, they hold grudges.”

         
         “Are you speaking from personal experience?” His mouth rises in a condescending smile—it isn’t sympathy in his gaze; it’s
            hardly even amusement.
         

         
         Can’t see my scarred knuckles through my gloves or make out much beyond the shapeless black folds of my wool coat. Fuck him,
            he doesn’t know the kind of life I’ve lived.
         

         
         “I killed him,” I say. “And I’d do it again.”

         
         The bartender pauses in cleaning the tumbler. Sets it down. He’s still smiling, but his eyes have turned hard and shiny, like
            flakes of knapped flint.
         

         
         “Is that so?” He looks me over again, with a slower, more scrutinizing gaze, and this time I know he’s likely thinking of
            what I have beneath my coat.
         

         
         The garment’s tailored to fit, sewn to accommodate hidden voluminous pockets and aid my shoulder holster in presenting the
            smallest profile. Only a schmuck like the poor dead Buffalo Bill reject would wear his weapons openly. You hold an ace close
            to your chest.
         

         
         But what I guess the bartender’s more concerned with is if I have a few sticks of dynamite under there. The Haymarket Affair
            is still fresh in this city’s memory, hardly even scar tissue.
         

         
         “I’m not an anarchist, and it wasn’t about the work. It was about what he did during it. What he made you do.” My voice comes out smoother than I expect. Cold, indifferent. I don’t understand why it’s so much simpler to tell this story to a stranger than come clean to Alter; almost effortless, like a long exhale. “I—I don’t expect you to understand, and I don’t give a shit about your pity, or your disgust, or your judgment. The bastard got what was coming to him. They never found the murder weapon, but it was a chalaf that did it. The knife they use for slaughter.” 

         
         The bartender mulls it over for a long moment, and just as I begin thinking he believes me, he smiles brightly.

         
         “That’s the most interesting story I’ve heard in a while.” He casts a look around at the club’s inebriated patrons slumped
            in the various armchairs and booths. Leaning over the counter, he drops his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “As you can
            see, our clientele has unfortunately suffered in recent months.”
         

         
         “Been a bad year for the whole city,” I say.

         
         “I don’t suppose you’re here simply to trade stories?”

         
         “You remember the boy I was with?”

         
         “Which one?”

         
         For a moment, I stare blankly. Takes me a moment to remember, Raizel came dressed in men’s clothes.

         
         “The one with green eyes,” I say. “The taller one.”

         
         “You missed him by a few hours.” The bartender glances at his pocket watch. “It was around five. Very early.”

         
         “What’d he ask about?”

         
         The man favors me with a smile, coal-black eyes glistening under the brim of his bowler cap. “Wouldn’t you like to know the
            story he told?”
         

         
         “Doubt it’s interesting,” I say.

         
         “Apparently, there was a killer residing in our city this summer.” The man leans across the bar to hand me my drink. “But
            he isn’t the only one.”
         

         
         His touch is brief, but only as brief as the wiggle of a maggot against bare flesh, and just as clammy. I recoil reflexively.

         
         “Cold,” he says, and waggles his fingers. Condensation dews on his palm. “Just returned from the ice cellar.”

         
         “What was he talking about?” I ask.

         
         “He stayed only briefly.”

         
         “What’d he ask?”

         
         “About our lights,” the man says, and glances around the room. I follow his gaze to the one nearest to us—a skull small enough
            to be a teen’s or small woman’s, bleached to ivory. “Where we had them made.”
         

         
         “Well?” I say.

         
         “There’s a certain gentleman down by Hyde Park who’s an amateur taxidermist. He has connections with doctors at Dunning, and
            has been a wonderful asset in our redecorating plans.” The man casts another, more appreciative look at the club’s various
            gruesome adornments. “I’ll give you his address.”
         

         
         “Thanks,” I say, watching as he uses a grease crayon to jot the street down on the back of a linen napkin.

         
         Maybe it’s a trap, but I have nothing to lose. Alter is the only decent thing in my life. And that’s why I need to make this
            right. And when I find him, I’ll apologize. And I’ll tell him everything.
         

         
         The bartender hands the napkin to me.

         
         “Normally, I would offer you a drink for your story, but I think I have something better. If you’ll excuse me—” He steps from around the bar and crosses the room, past the effigy of Jack the Ripper shrouded in a moth-eaten black coat. I didn’t notice before, but the knife fixed to its hand has changed in the months since my last visit. 

         
         My heartbeat quickens as the bartender unties the wire around the chalaf and returns behind the bar. He doesn’t give the chalaf
            to me, and I don’t reach for it, just stare at my reflection in the honed steel.
         

         
         My face doesn’t look like my own anymore.

         
         “The reason the police never found it is because a ragpicker fished it from Bubbly Creek,” the bartender says, placing the
            knife on the counter and taking my tumbler to wipe clean. “Luckily, the man had the sense to connect it to the murder and
            bring it here.”
         

         
         “I’ll pay you,” I say. I’ve never been one to accept gifts.

         
         “It’s already yours. I’m simply returning it to you.”

         
         “Thank you,” I say and wrap the knife in my handkerchief, cradle it awkwardly against my chest.

         
         “You might find this of interest, but you cut his throat so deeply, his head came detached as he was hauled from the creek.”
            The bartender keeps his voice low, casual. But from the gleam in his eyes, I can tell he’s delighted. Smiling, he leans forward.
            Drops his voice to nearly a whisper. “From one murderer to another. Use it again, and don’t just slice the throat this time.
            Take some pleasure and care in it. Draw it out. There’s nothing like the first kill, but it never gets old.”
         

         
         My face feels like a mask. I’d like another drink, but I don’t want to take anything poured by his hands.

         
         I’m no murderer, I want to say. I’m not like you.
         

         
         But I don’t know if it’s true anymore. I don’t think it is.
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         Midnight arrives with a cessation of snow. The darkness blankets the city streets, and beneath the hansom cab’s wheels, the
            snow deadens the sound of hoofbeats and creaking spokes.
         

         
         As I part the hansom cab curtain to watch Hyde Park sweep by, I feel as though I’m sinking into the night, not simply gliding
            through it, as though sealed in a submersible.
         

         
         Sighing, I uncurl my tightly clenched fingers. Trace my thumb over the crumpled napkin.

         
         It’s all on this same main street. I used to go down this street all the time while visiting Mr. Fox. I suppose I’ll start
            doing it again.
         

         
         The carriage rolls to a stop. A series of hard raps come from the trapdoor above, and I step out.

         
         The first side of the street is unremarkable, with unlit storefronts. Behind the dusty windows, mannequins mime a domestic
            scene against a dusty drape-cloth and fly-littered stage. Next door, boards blind half the shop windows, shards glistening
            between the cobblestones.
         

         
         When I turn, the other street is no different. But the corner lot attracts my attention—a pharmacy blocked in by unused units.

         
         “Same one,” I mutter, and cross the street.

         
         Pausing at the pharmacy window, I wipe a circle in the frosty glass. The back lights are on in the storeroom, but no one’s
            at the counter.
         

         
         I ease open the door, reaching up. Catch the bell before it can make more than the smallest chime. From the backroom drifts
            a man’s low muttering.
         

         
         The floorboards are worn and dull, so old that the edges have started lifting from the nails. Creaky, but I know how to move
            quickly and silently, on the balls of my feet. I reach the counter, nearly without making a sound.
         

         
         Even now, I can sense the Angel of Death circling—not physically, but a tightness in the throat, like a cinched noose. My
            old bullet wound throbs as though the skin is tearing anew.
         

         
         I step behind the counter.

         
         There’s no key on the blotter, but a couple stray ones hang on the series of hooks behind the desk. Copper tags dangle from
            them, each stamped with the same number painted above their hooks. Probably for numbered medicine cabinets in the back.
         

         
         It occurs to me, Alter might’ve come here pretending to fill a prescription. I glance at the ledger. His name isn’t on it,
            but that doesn’t surprise me. He would’ve used a fake one.
         

         
         Beneath the ledger, there’s another one, bound in green leather rather than red. I open it up to find tidy rows of dates,
            names, and numbers, much like the first. Except there are two extra columns, one labeled Cleaning and the other Pickup.
         

         
         Josef S. is written tidily near the bottom.
         

         
         I think of Pickpocket Joe’s silver-laced smile, that spark of connection I felt between us the first day we met, the moment our gazes touched. And rage coils like a zmey in my heart, steers my path around the counter. 

         
         A childhood spent shrinking away in anticipation of my father’s blows taught me how to erase my presence, and a life as a
            thief and boxer has allowed me to refine the talent. Even creaking floorboards fall silent beneath my footsteps. As I enter
            the stockroom, I do it so silently, I could already be dead.
         

         
         The pharmacist, the hotelier, he has his back to me, attention on the shelves of amber and blue bottles, the cardstock boxes
            of pills and powders. But even though I know I haven’t made a sound, he begins to turn as I come up behind him—turning his
            face right into my fist.
         

         
         He drops like a sack of potatoes, and I kick him. First in the stomach, then in the groin as he tries to rise again, full
            force.
         

         
         Kick him. Kick him until he lies still and unmoving.

         
         Taking a roll of medical gauze from the shelf, I turn the man onto his stomach and shift his arms behind him. Bind them.

         
         He groans, a line of blood inching from his lips. 

         
         I check his apron pockets. One contains a pill roller and a small fruit knife, but in the other, I find a circle of navy-blue
            velvet, the late Hannukah gift, the new yarmulke.
         

         
         “Bastard,” I growl, and give him one last kick for good measure. Fold the yarmulke and stick it in my coat pocket.

         
         I’ll deal with him later. For now, I need to find Alter.

         
         At the other end of the storeroom, past the last row of shelves, there’s a door that hangs ajar. From its darkness, I know
            where it leads.
         

         
         We’re going back there, I think.

         
         Because this might not be a slaughterhouse, but it’s a charnel house just the same. And I don’t think it’ll only be Alter I find down there. 

         
         I descend the stairs, chalaf in hand.

         
         It’s no sword of Methuselah. I’m no bokher—for all my thievery, I’ve never learned a special divine name to etch along the
            ten inches of honed steel. And if God is watching now, I don’t think he’ll protect me. Why would he? Sin is measured in the
            harm you pour out, and the truth is this—I’ve hurt many people who deserve it, but even more who were innocent of any wrongdoings.
            Tourists foolish enough to wear their pocketbooks in their outer pockets, fellow boxers who pissed me off one way or another,
            who I continued beating on well after they tapped out, to the audience’s excitement and frenzy.
         

         
         Right. I’m on my own here, and it’s the way it’s always been. I’ve never had to rely on anyone. I’m stronger than that.

         
         Reminding myself of that should make it easier to continue going down the stairs, but it doesn’t. Because three steps in,
            I already catch a sickly-sweet stench rising from the darkness below. Rotten meat.
         

         
         Bitter saliva wells in the back of my throat. I descend swiftly—the narrowness of the stairwell feels tighter by the moment,
            as though the brick walls are jostling in on me. Down below, pale threads of moonlight intrude through several narrow transom
            windows, panes caked with dust. Too small to crawl through, and painted shut.
         

         
         Heat radiates from the boiler, but beside the cast-iron machine, there’s another of similar size but boxlike. Flames lick
            the metal grate. An incinerator.
         

         
         A clawfoot tub with several plywood boards arranged over it yields a noxious stew of maroon liquid floating with filthy scuds of yellowish fat. My eyes water the moment I lift a board, and I drop it and veer back, nostrils scalded by the fumes. 

         
         Acid. And a corrugated tin basin overflows with yellowed bones, disjointed and scattered, but clearly human. On a table against
            the other wall, another skeleton is halfway articulated, joints fixed with brass pins.
         

         
         “Why did you come here?” my voice asks from behind me, and I turn.

         
         The doppelganger stands at the other end of the room, draped in a mantle of ragged black feathers. As he steps forward, the
            feathers stir. At night, they can be mistaken for a men’s frockcoat, but under the stark light, their form is unmistakable.
            And where a pair of human legs should terminate, taloned feet sink into the dirt floor.
         

         
         “What do you want?” I ask.

         
         “You to live,” he says, and his face begins to run like melting candlewax, his nose drooping into the black gaping hole of
            his mouth and eyes glugging into sunken dimples. When he smiles, or tries to, I’m rewarded with a brief flash of needle-sharp
            teeth, and then his lips smooth over into a small, shy smile that makes my stomach quiver.
         

         
         “I don’t think it’s that simple,” I say.

         
         “I can help you,” he says.

         
         “I don’t want you,” I say.

         
         “You will.”

         
         “I don’t need you.”

         
         Close enough now to reach out and touch me, if he so desires, the sheyd stops walking. Stares me down with eyes that oscillate
            between bourbon and crimson, before the incinerator’s glow catches on his pupils and, contradictorily, dilates them.
         

         
         “You will,” he repeats.

         
         Those pupils, they’re the holes of his mask. But there’s nothing on the other side—the firelight tumbles into those twin portholes
            and is engulfed by them, as I feel engulfed by them.
         

         
         “You’re going to die tonight, Frankie Portnoy. Without my help.” He says my name slowly, rounding his tongue around the syllables,
            as though tasting them. “And I don’t want to eat your nefesh. You’re too amusing for that.”
         

         
         His form dissolves like gunpowder in fog. I step forward, wave a hand through the air—it’s several degrees warmer than the
            surrounding space, but that only feels like displaced energy. Already, the atmosphere in the room is lifting.
         

         
         “So, what do you want?” I murmur.

         
         Silence. I wait for a moment longer, before going back upstairs.

         
         Already, the man is beginning to stir. Squatting beside him, I watch as his eyelids flicker, and his mouth works, tongue glistening.
            It’s an ordinary man, with an ordinary face, and the kind of slovenly gestures you see in any saloon. Then I think of his
            basement, and shiver.
         

         
         He opens his eyes and blinks, gaze cloudy. Groans and flops his head against the floor, mumbling incoherently.

         
         But underneath him, his arms are still working ceaselessly to loosen the bandages.

         
         “If I hit you again, do you think it might fix you?” I ask, nudging him lightly in the side. “Or are you going to quit the
            act?”
         

         
         His groaning and movements cease. Eyes, which moments before swept about in pain and confusion, still, and fix on me with
            a predatory intensity.
         

         
         “You came by here a few days ago,” he says.

         
         “Correct.”

         
         “There’s money in the till.”

         
         “I’m not after your money, and you know that,” I say.

         
         He doesn’t answer.

         
         “I saw what’s in your basement.”

         
         “Is this some kind of test?” he asks.

         
         I narrow my eyes.

         
         “You don’t remember me, do you?”

         
         “What are you playing at?”

         
         “The wagon. You’d bring the wagon by.”

         
         “Maybe you did hit your head too hard,” I say.

         
         “Mr. Fox,” he says. “You work for Mr. Fox.”

         
         For a moment, all I can do is stare at him. Then I slip those puzzle pieces together in my head, and realize he means the
            dog-coach Mr. Fox first taught me how to drive on. He’d have me take it down the street over. There was a cement loading bay
            by a cellar hatch. A pile of crates. And I’d hand a thick envelope to a man I never paid much mind to, more concerned with
            the moods of the horses, and already imagining the pleasant detour I’d take along the shore.
         

         
         “A man who can acquire anything,” I murmur.

         
         Mr. Fox told me once how he occasionally procures articulated skeletons for doctors and medical schools. His source is a hotelier
            and a pharmacist, and the bodies were all women.
         

         
         Last time I thought of that, it was at the Whitechapel Club a year ago. No wonder Alter went back.

         
         “The boy I was with a few days ago,” I say, “where is he?”

         
         “You weren’t told?”

         
         “Told what?” I bend down and seize him by the shirt, draw him off the floor and stare him dead in the eye. “You’d better start
            talking.”
         

         
         “He walked in on your employer and me discussing a new shipment,” the man says, leveling his chin. “The two left in his wagon.”

         
         He’s telling the truth. Worse yet, conceit gleams in his eyes now. Something haughty and superior about the curl of his lip
            and wrinkle to his nose. Far as he’s concerned, I’m nothing more than an inept henchman.
         

         
         Before I can interrogate him further, the bell chimes from the front of the shop. I release the pharmacist and rise to my
            feet.
         

         
         “Help!” the man screams, writhing suddenly. “Robbery! Robbery!”

         
         On the other side of the counter, I glimpse a tall, grizzled man moving among the shelving units. I hop over the barrier with
            ease and dart for the door.
         

         
         “Hey, stop!” the man says, the rancher sort, and nearly snags me by the coattails.

         
         I slam my elbow hard into his stomach. He grunts, grip weakening, and I break free. Burst through the doors. Outside, the
            night embraces me. The snow softens my footsteps. The darkness obscures me. And behind me, for the first two blocks, come
            the footsteps of my shadow.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            28

         
         Across the ivory lawn, lights blaze in the windows of Mr. Fox’s manor, bringing to mind an ice-locked ship on Arctic waters.

         
         I want to think there must be some misunderstanding, that I’m looking at this the wrong way. I’ve known Mr. Fox nearly my
            entire time in Chicago, and he’s always been a man I held in high regard. A man I looked up to.
         

         
         One of the first things he told me was that he could see something in me, that I was different.

         
         I never heard a man tell me that before, and I believed him. And he was right. I’m a damn good thief. And I’m important. My
            life is important.
         

         
         And I still believe that.

         
         There are a lot of things I wish I’d done differently in life, but becoming a thief isn’t one of them. And when you get down
            to it, I’m a man of my own creation.
         

         
         I made myself who I am today, and I know who I am.

         
         If I try to trespass, his hounds will tear me to pieces before I make it past his doors. When I unlock the gate, using the key he gave me years ago, I glimpse a trio in the corner of my eye—dark, sinuous forms stalking my peripheries. 

         
         They’re the first line of defense. If not for the fact the dogs know me, and recognized my scent likely half a block from
            the gate, they’d already be loping from the shadows, snarling and barking.
         

         
         The dogs inside the house, it won’t matter to them whether I raised them or not, once I raise a hand against their master.
            So, I must do it quietly, and somewhere private.
         

         
         I take the wolf-head knocker in hand, grasping the brass band held between its tarnished jaws. Knock it several times and
            step back as the dogs inside bark.
         

         
         “You must cease these sporadic late-night visits, Portnoy,” Mr. Fox says as he opens the door. The hour’s late, as he says,
            but he’s dressed in preparation for a hunt.
         

         
         “This will be the last,” I say, and he chuckles.

         
         “You always say that.”

         
         I glance up at the stained-glass window above the door. The fox pursued by hounds.

         
         “I’ve always wondered,” I say, “who designed your window?”

         
         “Oh? That ugly thing? An old client of mine, in exchange for a service.”

         
         In the foyer, his dogs are lying, ears pricked, expectant.

         
         I think they can tell. Something is different tonight.

         
         “You shouldn’t keep your dogs out in the cold,” I say.

         
         “There’s a stove in the carriage house.”

         
         His clothes are damp, and snowflakes are caught in his plait. Cheeks and nose flushed.

         
         He’s been out in the cold, too.

         
         “Were you out?” I ask.

         
         “Simply running an errand.”

         
         “In this weather?”

         
         He chuckles, eyes flicking my way. They’re green like Alter’s, but so different. I’ve always known they were the eyes of a
            predator, I just thought it was one I wanted to become.
         

         
         “Why did you come here, Portnoy?”

         
         “I just wanted to be here,” I say as we step into the parlor.

         
         “Have you and your friend made any progress on the investigation?”

         
         “We haven’t spoken these last few days. Alter decided to go off on his own.”

         
         “You should warm yourself,” Mr. Fox says, sitting by the fire.

         
         His dogs circle around me, sniffing and nudging. If I even think to reach for my holster or the chalaf that’s tucked in my
            inner coat pocket, they’ll be upon me in an instant. Rending and tearing.
         

         
         Mr. Fox doesn’t know what I know. I need to remind myself of that.

         
         He doesn’t know about what happened tonight, that I was at the soiree, or even of the bloodbath that occurred there. Doesn’t
            know I went to the pharmacy. And if he suspects I’m onto him, he doesn’t show it.
         

         
         If Alter’s here, then Mr. Fox must have him sequestered in some discreet corner of the manor.

         
         Or he’s already dead.

         
         Just the thought makes me cold inside.

         
         But that wouldn’t be like Mr. Fox, when you got down to it. His intentions might be driven by mechanisms beyond my awareness
            or understanding, needs and desires I find inhuman, but there must be a logic to them. A reason he acts the way he acts.
         

         
         A purpose to the violence he cultivated.

         
         I just need to figure out why.

         
         He wouldn’t simply set this all into play if he didn’t have some greater motive.

         
         “Take off your coat,” Mr. Fox says. “Warm yourself.”

         
         Anything but doing what I’m told will arouse his suspicions. He doesn’t simply suggest it.

         
         I slip off my coat and hang it from the rack by the fire. Unbuckle my shoulder holster and drape it over a hook. 

         
         He knows that Alter is gone, but he doesn’t know that I know.

         
         There’s no other coat but mine there. No sign anyone but me sat here recently.

         
         Where are you, Alter?

         
         I untie my boots and place them on the brass fender.

         
         “I miss it,” I say.

         
         He looks over at me.

         
         “Being here.”

         
         “You don’t have to leave.”

         
         And I know then, I’ve found him.

         
         And I don’t know why, but it’s almost tempting. This idea that I can maintain the illusion, the same thought came over me
            those first few moments after learning of Mr. Whitby’s betrayal last summer.
         

         
         It strikes me as some laughable, cruel joke, that I haven’t really changed at all since last summer. I told myself I was more
            mature, that I could handle things. That I was different. But when you got to it, really got down to it, I haven’t changed
            at all. And I was still making the same mistakes.
         

         
         “I could use someone like you,” Mr. Fox says, “and I don’t only mean stealing. You have a talent. You know how to get things
            done.”
         

         
         I can’t help but smile, because he isn’t wrong. That’s why I know I’ve come to the right place.

         
         I go to the bar. Its array of glistening decanters has always felt limitless, the drinks and beverages endlessly flowing.
            That, too, has always been a part of it. Mr. Fox’s appeal. His endless generosities. But there’s a price to everything, and
            I’m beginning to realize Mr. Fox has always expected more than our arrangement. That he’s had me trained like a hound, and
            that’s why, despite everything, I keep coming back to him.
         

         
         I snag a crystal tumbler from the shelf and fill it with more gin than I should. He’s watching me. He knows me. And I can’t
            shake the feeling he can smell it on me, my deceit.
         

         
         If Mr. Fox’s goal is to kill me, he would’ve done so long ago. There’s something else driving him. A different objective.

         
         I just need to unlock it.

         
         I force myself to take a sip. Then another. Then a longer swallow. And I turn to the crystal jars containing his other multitudes
            of enticements.
         

         
         A dog, I think, as I deposit a tiny spoonful of the powder on my finger.

         
         Scraps of meat. The carrot and the stick. And those times he’d answer small mistakes and transgressions with shows of immediate
            violence I’d, for whatever reason, accepted as a given and a part of this world, and the way men in power behave, because
            that’s all I’ve ever known.
         

         
         By the time I go to him, the spirits are already beginning to overcome me, driving the chill from my core and muddling my
            senses.
         

         
         I sit down beside him and sink into the couch cushion, regarding him.

         
         The firelight dances across his features. He truly is a handsome man.

         
         I think that’s what first drew my gaze to him at one of the parties. Not a soiree like the dead men’s, but a professional
            engagement between Stockyard bosses. More decadent, more clothed, and infinitely more boring.
         

         
         “Do you remember the night we met?” I ask.

         
         “You stole my pocket watch,” he says, and I take it from my pocket.

         
         It’s a beautiful solid-gold piece. That’s the first thing I noticed the night I met him, when he paused in the middle of a
            conversation with Katz and some shriveled old makher.
         

         
         I sidled up beside him the first opportunity I got, waited for his attention to be diverted back to my employer before I slipped
            my hand in his pocket.
         

         
         It’s a simple dog-clip, and I watched the direction the closure faced when he slipped it back in his pocket. I’d done it with
            Katz before—though I’d always been infinitely careful to return it—and I freed the pocket watch in short of a second. Took
            it from the man’s coat without him ever noticing.
         

         
         In an hour, perhaps, he’d pause to check the time and find his timepiece gone. And I’d have another valuable to add to my
            hoard in the pantry beneath the loose floorboard.
         

         
         It was my escape plan. Once I had enough money, I planned to slit that bastard’s throat. That’s why I hadn’t left yet. I just
            needed enough to ensure I could get far enough away.
         

         
         The man lingered for a few minutes longer. I watched him go to the table overladen with all manners of meat, the finest cuts
            the Stockyards could offer, and fresh enough that the uncooked carcasses still bled.
         

         
         Fingers dug into my wrist.

         
         “Don’t tell me you fancy him,” Katz murmured in my ear. His voice was teasing, but it was a dangerous kind.

         
         “Is he a boss?” I asked.

         
         “No. He buys dog food from them.”

         
         It wasn’t until we came home that night, in the privacy of the pantry, I checked my pocket. The watch was still there, but
            there was a square of paper as well. A calling card.
         

         
         “Why didn’t you steal it back?” I ask, taking a sip of my drink. It doesn’t escape me the way his gaze is drawn to my glass
            as I lift it, and how he lingers on my lips when I lick the sweet juniper droplets from them.
         

         
         “You took it fairly,” he says.

         
         “You could’ve called me out on it. Would’ve been interesting, wouldn’t it?”

         
         “I saw more in you than that.”

         
         I’ve always thought I could read him. He’s told me before, he’s no pederast. But I’m eighteen now, and I don’t think that
            would make a difference to him anyway. The reason he hasn’t killed me yet is because he isn’t finished with his game yet.
            He wants me to give him what he’s wanted all along.
         

         
         I lean forward to kiss him, my glass sloshing its contents between us. He places his hand on my chest, but doesn’t push me
            away, simply, chastising, murmurs, “No, Frankie.”
         

         
         “I’ve always fancied you,” I say, pulling back to look at him. “And I know you feel the same way, deep down. You’ve always
            done so much to protect me. To guide me. And that night we met, you saved me.”
         

         
         The words that spill from my mouth, there’s a ring of truth to them that I hate. When it comes down to it, they’re true, and that’s the worst part of this. That a part of me loved him, and I thought I could trust him, and I simply can’t understand why he is doing this or what he intends to accomplish. 

         
         “It was a mistake,” he says. “For you to leave.”

         
         “I know you’ve wanted this,” I say.

         
         Lean forward, trace my hand up his leg.

         
         “It’s all right,” I murmur. “I feel like I’ve known you forever.”

         
         As I find his belt and begin to free it, another lower, strained groan escapes his lips, and he rubs against me helplessly.
            I think of Alter.
         

         
         “Not here,” he murmurs, and guides me to my feet.

         
         He’s beginning to abandon that feigned hesitance, his way of trying to convince himself this isn’t what he wanted to do to
            me all along.
         

         
         “The bedroom,” he says, and I leave the coat and holster behind and follow.

         
         Think of the dogs who trail behind us. He won’t have them there. But unless I can do this in absolute silence, I’ll have to
            deal with them after, somehow.
         

         
         I’ve never been in his bedroom before. It dawns on me as we climb the stairs to the second floor. I haven’t even glanced inside.
            This part of the house always seemed like Mr. Fox’s domain, inaccessible for me, and somehow the thought of entering another
            man’s bedroom, after my time with Katz, felt dangerous.
         

         
         His bedchamber is painted in the same dark forest green as the rest of the home, and above the carved oak bed hangs a chandelier—several
            racks of antlers affixed to a carved woman like the masthead of a ship, and lit with electrified candles.
         

         
         “Get on the bed,” he says.

         
         The bed is made in Irish linen, folded with military fastidiousness. He’s never spoken of his childhood or his past, and there are times I look at his home and see a facade no different than that which clads the World’s Fair—a construction of a man. Because there have been times when his accent has slipped, and I heard him speak with hints of a British cadence, and he’s told me before he was a doctor in London for a time. Spoken of that time with hints of wry amusement, in fact. And he said, I recall, once when very drunk, “When I grew tired of cutting up cockney bitches, I decided to pursue a more leisurely pursuit in breeding them.” And he laughed at that. Upper lip curled in scorn. 

         
         I step into the bedroom. Step up to the white bed, so white, I can’t help but think of a freshly cleaned slaughterhouse floor.
            This place is no different. 
         

         
         And the reason Mr. Fox has never invited me in is because until now, he never saw me as prey. But he does. He does now. I
            see it in his eyes when I turn to him—that hard sheen, and distant gaze, pupils slightly unfocused, and nostrils flaring in
            steady, rhythmic breaths, they’re almost hypnotic. I know that look, because I’ve seen it before.
         

         
         Are you here right now? I think, and the shard in my hand burns, but the silence that confronts me is almost aggravating.
         

         
         I left my weapons in the study. I knew better than to bring them in. And I know how strong I am, but I don’t know if it will
            be enough tonight. Because the longer he stares at me, the more I find him utterly terrifying.
         

         
         “Take off your clothes,” he says, and I unbutton my shirt. And I scarcely make it four buttons before he’s upon me, not in a lover’s embrace, but the pounce of a fox upon prey. He’s lean but well-muscled, and drives into me at full force, slamming me into the bed with one arm barred over my throat and the other hand reaching downward, but it isn’t— 

         
         A terrible, burning pain erupts in my side. I slam my knees into his chest and buck him off me. Reach downward. Blood darkens
            my shirt. There’s an opening an inch and a half wide in my side, small but so deep, I can see the movement and glisten of
            things past the fold.
         

         
         The mere sight nearly causes me to blacken in a faint. Instead, I curl forward and vomit—reeking, burning alcohol dripping
            from my nostrils and mouth, eyes watering. The pain’s gone, vanished in the rush of adrenaline. My body moves as if possessed,
            the shard in my hand burning like fire itself.
         

         
         In the mirror, I glimpse the doppelganger watching me from across the room, from behind Mr. Fox’s shoulder, and his gaze is
            sympathetic and beseeching.
         

         
         Allow me to come into you, and I’ll save you, he says.
         

         
         The simple proposal seems obscene in this bedroom and context. Grotesque. I can’t help but chuckle and scoff and grin and
            grit my teeth at him. But there’s no time to respond or consider it further, my gaze already flashing to Mr. Fox and the lethal
            blade he holds in his hand almost daintily.
         

         
         “It’s not deep,” he says. “You won’t die right away.”

         
         I stumble toward him. “I’ll kill you.”

         
         “Is it kicking in yet?” he asks.

         
         I blink.

         
         “The powder. No. Not the stuff you sniffed. What I put in your drink. You do a good job watching it, but it’s not quite good
            enough.”
         

         
         “What’d you do?” I ask as he wipes the blade clean on a silk handkerchief he draws from his pocket.

         
         “It won’t kill you. I just need a little more time for preparations.”

         
         “Preparations?”

         
         “There’s going to be a glorious fire, to complete what you started six months ago.” Squatting down, he gently traces his fingers
            along the wound in my side. I flinch, but it’s numb to the touch, and cold, as though the winter’s seeping in.
         

         
         He lifts his fingers to his lips and licks my blood. All I can think of is the way he marked my brow after our first hunt,
            when I shot a deer in the glen. And how I glimpsed him afterward, subtly sampling the warm remnants streaked across his glove.
         

         
         “Your lover’s waiting,” he says, rising. “What I’m envisioning is a beautiful immolation. Something biblical. It’s a cold
            night after all, and I think many will come to wonder by the fire.”
         

         
         The darkness flows deeper. As I sink to the floor, he looks down at me.

         
         “You always were a good thief,” he says, and the Rotwelsch accent drops from his voice like an off-tune note, to reveal a
            soft British cadence. “But you never should’ve stolen that watch from me, lad. You would’ve lived a longer life as his whore.
            But you’ll serve a good purpose tonight.”
         

         
         “I’ll kill you,” I say again, but he merely chuckles.

         
         “I think if there’s anything left of you two after it’s over, I’ll have a few men of mine dig your corpses from the pauper’s
            field, get them to Holmes, a good friend of mine. He prepared the skull I sent. Nice man, a doctor himself.”
         

         
         “Once I kill you, I’ll kill him too,” I say.

         
         “You really just don’t know when to shut your mouth, do you?” Mr. Fox says, and leans down. “This’ll solve you.”

         
         He drives his fist into the side of my head, blotting out the world in a clap of darkness.

         
         I don’t dream. I simply submerge myself in the darkness—a liquid, tranquil, utter darkness that feels greater than sleep,
            and much more solitary. And I realize vaguely, without realizing how I know, that I am within the bowl, sealed within that
            crude clay vessel, in the ink and clay.
         

         
         Across from me, the sheyd stands still. My reflection.

         
         As I approach him, the ink around us ripples. All that we are, and all that exists around us, is soot and the glue of animal
            parts.
         

         
         “You’re going to die tonight,” the sheyd says.

         
         “You’re wrong.”

         
         “We can see all that is to come.”

         
         “Not yet,” I say. “It’s not over yet.”

         
         “Within the hour, he will have killed you both. It’ll be a slow, unseemly, painful death. And you won’t be able to stop it.
            And in the end, you will beg for me to come into you, but it will be too late.”
         

         
         “You’ll die with me,” I say. “Is that what you’re afraid of?”

         
         He chuckles. “What you contain in your hand is but a sliver of me. We shedim are born incomplete. And what is but another
            crack in our soul? I imagine, you can relate.”
         

         
         “I’m not like you,” I say.

         
         “Everything that I have done for you, it’s simply what you’ve wanted me to. And I know there is a part of you that aches to succumb to me, and that craves the power I can endow in you. You are an intriguing being, and I think there is much we can accomplish in this world, and much I can give you, if you will only accept.” 

         
         “Thanks, but I can handle one bad-shot, shitty actor on my own,” I say. “I don’t need you or HaShem or anyone. I’m strong
            enough to handle him.”
         

         
         If there’s such thing as bashert in this world, it belongs not to the sheyd, but to Bubbeleh.

         
         “So be it then,” the doppelganger says, and sinks into the ink, leaving me alone in the silent darkness. And I know it’s not
            Tehom, the sea of creation, but it feels that way.
         

         
         I come to, to the blistering cold. The grand structures of the World’s Fair loom over me, and beside my head, closer than
            I care, a horse treads the stone pavers.
         

         
         I sit up.

         
         Mr. Fox’s Brewster rests beside me, and he leans against it, watching.

         
         “What I’ll give you, Portnoy, is an honest and fair death,” Mr. Fox says, and throws the chalaf at my feet. “Your weapon.
            Your instrument of death against my own.”
         

         
         From the sheath at his side, he takes a slender blade perhaps a hand’s span in length, and deadly sharp. Regards the way the
            carriage lights gleam across the blade.
         

         
         “Do you know what this is? It’s a Liston knife. It’s a beautiful instrument that is used in amputations. I became quite adept
            in its usage during a brief sojourn in London, five years ago.”
         

         
         “You’re the president then,” I say, and he smiles.

         
         “Funny, that. The club members still haven’t quite caught on to me. Every so often, I’ll attend one of their meetings. Ridiculous little shindigs, but you know the most fascinating thing, Portnoy? A few years ago, it would just so happen that I attended the most intriguing event. It was the cremation of the club’s former secretary. A droll, unintelligent, uncreative man, but he burned beautifully. They built a bonfire along the shore not far from here. And I remember—what happened that night, what happened, was I heard something. I heard something speak to me from the fire. It was the most exquisite voice I’d ever heard. A voice that was like a woman’s voice. But not, not when she’s talking—no, no, it’s the kind of voice a woman makes when she’s dying. When she doesn’t have much time left, and barely even enough strength to speak. It’s the most exquisitely erotic voice. Wouldn’t you wonder about that? 

         
         “At first, I thought I must have simply imagined it. But the thing about something like that, it isn’t easily forgotten. It
            stays with you. And I became curious, the way all men of science and rational thought do. Such a peculiar voice. I knew I
            had to study it. At first, I tried dogs. And it was there, but it was faint. Barely a whisper. So, I began doing more research
            into the phenomenon. Do you ever wonder, Frankie, what a man sounds like when he’s burning alive? It’s a kind of music, you
            know. And the voice that the night makes, when the embers die down, and you’re left with only the silence, the memory of the
            flame? It’s poetry. It’s life itself.”
         

         
         “I thought you were just greedy,” I say, “but you’re downright mad.”

         
         “I imagine you’ll hear it soon enough. And I hope you’ll give those voices my regards.”

         
         “Not if you go first.”

         
         “I’ll give you a head start,” he says. “But you best not dawdle. I imagine, in these temperatures, your friend doesn’t have much time before he freezes to death. Assuming the fire doesn’t claim him first.” 

         
         “Your friends are dead,” I say. “I killed them.”

         
         And Mr. Fox merely chuckles.

         
         “The men at the manor. The one with the cats. They’re all dead.”

         
         “Is that so? Saved me the trouble then. You see, we pooled our funds into a real estate company. We all have equal shares.
            Once they die, I’ll simply steal their holdings and become even richer. And I think I’ll find a way to plant it on you three
            just fine. After all, in the end, you’re no more than a petty criminal of little regard. But you’ll serve a good use in the
            end.”
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         I run.

         
         The wound in my side screams, excruciating. And I feel as though with every step, the wound tears wider still. A trail of
            blood patters behind me. I cup my hand over the wound to catch the flow.
         

         
         He’ll be led straight toward me. But maybe I can outrun him.

         
         I turn. Scan the night sky for a spark, a sign of where the blaze might originate. But I can’t smell a damned thing in the
            cold.
         

         
         The Cold Storage Building is gone, and he wasn’t German, after all, so the Krupp Pavilion is an unlikely option.

         
         There are no guards about in this blasted cold, and they’d be slow to respond to the fire, if there truly was one. But something
            tells me Mr. Fox wouldn’t wish to linger long in the cold.
         

         
         “Don’t dawdle now, Portnoy,” Mr. Fox calls, from nearby but out of sight. “That’s a lot of blood you’ve lost. You must be
            feeling faint now. Tired. Best pace yourself. The hunter’s greatest enemy isn’t the beast itself, it’s fatigue. And with fatigue
            comes sloppiness. And with fatigue comes death.”
         

         
         He knows me. He’s known me for a very long time. But he doesn’t know the Fair like I do. And I’ve never spoken to him of the places here that have held quiet joy for me, nor about how I’d linger for hours, admiring the displays and imagining a future where I might possess such luxuries. 

         
         Everything he has done from the start has been a cruel, calculated job against me. From hiring us, as though to humiliate
            us for that small pipe dream we’d cultivated. And then to deliver Joe’s skull to us in a gift box, as a morbid reminder that
            Joe died a gruesome death and wouldn’t step whole into the world to come.
         

         
         And when I consider it that way, I know in an instant where I need to go.

         
         The Casino Building sits at the far end of the World’s Fair, and from it juts a pier, a thousand feet out into the lake’s
            inky depths, a pathway into the night. As for the building itself, it looms unlit, four hundred feet tall, a silent goliath
            with white columns, roof topped with Romanesque statues mantled in snow. Silent judges who watch my ascent as I run up the
            steps leading to the grand building, and enter its vast, cavernous expanse.
         

         
         I’ve come here before, more times than I can count. And once with Mr. Fox himself.

         
         It was the first and only time he took me to the Fair, and I still remember the way he looked around in vague amusement, a
            small smile perched on his lips, eyes glistening.
         

         
         “This place, it’s rather amusing, isn’t it?” he says. “How the Americans build such cheap mockeries of Europe’s history and
            grandeur. A bastard of a country.”
         

         
         He seemed almost delighted. But I suppose he’d come to America for a reason and found what he came here for—the dispirited indifference and corruption of the constables, the greed and petty violence that runs like blood through the city’s streets, and I suppose, in many ways, drives its pumping heart. 

         
         It’s a beautiful city. And, in some ways, a grotesque one. But this medina is what we make it. And I love Chicago for her
            life.
         

         
         Smoke taints the air, reducing the structure’s endless, arched ceiling and porticos into the geometry of a nightmare. The
            building grows even grander in its expanse. I think to call for Alter, but it will only expose my position. Mr. Fox knows
            where Alter is, and isn’t one to wait, like a hunter in the blind. He’ll seek me out.
         

         
         I continue deeper into the building. Waves slosh against the pier outside, fracture the ice floes. Here in the castle, the
            flames crackle.
         

         
         From above comes a low, earthen groan. Through a crack in the ceiling seethe burning embers. They land on the staircase, and
            I stomp them cold.
         

         
         Through another empty room. A salon, perhaps. Rows of square windows overlooking the lakeside, empty chairs and tables.

         
         A set of stairs winds to the floor above. Another grand room much like the first. Empty, abandoned. Roulette tables gathering
            ashes. Cards moldering into the carpet.
         

         
         The farther wall is engulfed in flames, windows already ruptured from the heat. The blaze stretches nearly to the ceiling.
            And, lying before it, form basked in the unforgiving light, is Alter.
         

         
         I rush to his side, abandoning all reason and caution. Drop to my knee before him.

         
         “Bubbeleh,” I murmur, shaking him.

         
         He’s not moving. Doesn’t respond. Eyes closed, lips parted.

         
         The smoke in here’s thick enough, I gag on it.

         
         He’s cold.

         
         “Come on. Wake up.” I shake him harder. Again. Then again. Then lean forward and breathe into his lungs, pump his chest, struggle
            to revive him.
         

         
         Above, the ceiling groans. I look up as a beam cracks and begins to sag inward, cloaked in flames.

         
         Seizing him by the coat, I yank him back. Narrowly avoid the beam as it crashes to the ground before us.

         
         Slipping the knife between the ropes binding his wrists, I saw frantically. The blade catches his palm, a dark gash. Just
            the sight spurs my heart into hysteria.
         

         
         I free his legs next, and roll him onto his side to lift him onto my shoulder.

         
         Behind you, a voice says, and I swivel around in time to see Mr. Fox lunge at me. I drop Alter and move into him as he swings his arm
            in a downward sweep. His blade catches my shoulder, but the chalaf buries deep within his stomach. Driven by the force of
            my weight. I land atop him as we crash to the ground.
         

         
         Snarling in pain and rage, he jabs the knife at me. I catch his arm with my other. I’ve been in enough street fights, the
            move is second nature, perfected.
         

         
         Gasping, Mr. Fox jerks and trembles beneath me. His feet kick the ground in small, feeble sweeps. Blood rapidly darkens his
            hunter’s coat.
         

         
         I’ve cut deeper than the wound he dealt in my side. I know he must be drowning in the filth of his insides.

         
         “Why did you do it?” I ask. “Why?”

         
         I don’t just mean Pickpocket Joe or all this. I mean, why save me? Why draw me from Gehenna, only to immerse me in—?

         
         “I wanted to see what you’d become,” he says.

         
         His gaze shifts past me. He regards the fire.

         
         “Do you hear them? They’re all around us.”

         
         I look up. Listen. But the only thing to fill my ears is the crackle of the fire and my own ragged gasps and groans.

         
         “It was a good hunt, Portnoy,” he says, and chuckles. “But I’m afraid I deceived you. You see, your precious, precious Alter
            Rosen—I strangled him shortly before you arrived. It was beautiful. You should have been there.”
         

         
         “You bastard,” I whisper, and wrench the knife deeper.

         
         Blood gushes from the opening. It should kill him. But all it does is draw a low, pained groan from his mouth before he continues
            further.
         

         
         “And I drew it out,” Mr. Fox says, and licks the blood from his lips, as though savoring the memory. “I really drew it out.
            And the moment he died, you should’ve—that look on his face. The look on his face. The way he looked into my eyes. It was
            ecstatic. I can see why you were so taken with him.”
         

         
         “Shut up, shut up,” I scream, and, ripping the chalaf from his stomach, I bring it down upon him again and again. His face,
            and his neck, and his face, until I’m shivering despite the overwhelming heat that washes over me. My face and body soaked
            in his blood.
         

         
         Dropping the knife, I crawl on my hands and knees to Alter’s side. And again try to breathe life into him, only this time
            I beg to God as well.
         

         
         But his skin is cold. And the wound my knife opened on his hand when I freed it, it hasn’t bled.

         
         “Please don’t leave me,” I sob. “Please. I beg of you. I need you.”

         
         There is nothing left. He will be buried in these clothes.

         
         But not when vengeance had already been dealt for him. And there was no reason for his dybbuk to cling onto my body, for I’d
            already avenged him.
         

         
         Weeping, I lie atop him and press my face to his cold, still chest. It’s warmer now than before, but only due to the encroaching
            flames.
         

         
         “God, please bring him back to life,” I beg, turning my gaze skyward.

         
         But only the fire confronts me. And the way it sounds, I almost think it’s laughing.

         
         “I’m sorry,” I whisper, holding him. “I’m so sorry.”

         
         If I could go back in time, I’d never meet him. I’d save him from myself.

         
         “I love you,” I say, and kiss his lips. Smooth the hair from his brow and kiss it as well. I still have his new yarmulke in
            my pocket; I forgot about it until now. I take it out and unfold it, place it upon the crown of his head.
         

         
         Whatever waits for us next, we’ll go there together. Because he bettered my life in so many ways. He saved me. And I’m not
            giving up. Not really. I’m just making sure he won’t go alone.
         

         
         “I acknowledge before You, Adonai, my God and God of my ancestors, that my recovery and my death are in Your hands. May it
            be Your will to heal me completely. And if I die, may my passing be an atonement for all the sins that I have committed, and
            grant me my portion in Gan Eden, and allow me to merit the World to Come, which has been reserved for the righteous.”
         

         
         Lifting my hand, I cover my eyes, the way I did every night as a child, when it came time to recite the Shema. It felt so
            different than grinding my palms against my face, cowering from my father’s blows.
         

         
         When I was a child, I always recited the prayer with my mother. But somewhere along the way, when I became old enough but before my bar mitzvah, she closed herself off to me and discarded motherhood, placing me between herself and my father. 

         
         I continued to seek some kind of solace in prayer, until the night I met Katz, and I decided if HaShem truly does exist, then
            He is something as cold, unknowable, and unfathomable as the depths of Lake Michigan.
         

         
         But perhaps I was wrong all along. Perhaps in giving humans free will, God forces us to pave our own way to the World to Come,
            and that in his own Gehinnom, Katz is still lying on the slaughterhouse’s filthy pavers, gurgling and twitching as he drowns
            in his own blood. In infinitum.
         

         
         I didn’t see my own Gehinnom after being shot last summer. I suppose I didn’t get close enough to death to have to face down
            that angel.
         

         
         But I know in my heart, it won’t be this cold, desolate abode or even the slaughterhouse that still plagues my dreams. It’ll
            be Katz’s house, and his bedchamber, and in the end, it’ll be as though I never left at all.
         

         
         Crawling over to Mr. Fox’s body, I search his pockets and find my revolver. Settle back on my knees and take my flask from
            my pocket. Unscrew it.
         

         
         When I raise it to my lips, not a drop comes out, and a helpless chuckle racks my body.

         
         Can’t even have one last drink. Probably for the best. I want to aim straight.

         
         I check the cylinder. Six brass cartridges gleam in the holes. When I look up, Alter is standing at the other end of the chamber, draped in moonlight. 

         
         For a moment, I stare, stunned and confused. Until I look back the way I came, and Bubbeleh’s still lying on the floor, unmoving.

         
         The sheyd steps forward, passes under the silver beams that spill in through the clerestory windows. When he emerges from
            light into shadow then back into the unforgiving radiance, closer now, I expect his face to be lifeless, discolored. But he
            is no different than he’d been alive, those same jade-green eyes, those chestnut-brown payos, that pensive smile.
         

         
         “What a waste,” he says, “to shoot yourself in the head.”

         
         “Why does it matter to you?” I ask, resting the gun against my crossed leg. The sheyd, it—he—he’s already proven to me that
            bullets are simple folly. Shooting him is useless. And if I shoot myself, I’ll simply be damaging his vessel.
         

         
         “You don’t feel it?” he asks, cocking his head so that half his face is exposed to the misty glow of moonlight, and the rest
            is lost to shadow. “That this is bashert? I knew from the moment you broke that bowl, we would arrive here.”
         

         
         The sheyd steps forward, even closer still. Closes the distance between us, still smiling with Bubbeleh’s face.

         
         A puddle of melted snow has formed by Mr. Fox’s body. It’s not enough to stanch the flames, hardly enough to cool the air
            around me, but it’s deep enough to dip my flask in. I hold it for a moment or two, then casually draw it from behind me, as
            though having taken it from my pocket.
         

         
         “At least allow me one last drink,” I say, pretending to unscrew the cap. “You could at least allow me that.”

         
         “What do we toast to?” the sheyd asks.

         
         It seems profane and a mockery now to toast to life.

         
         “Next year in the Holy Land,” I say, and the sheyd chuckles.

         
         We both know I’ll never leave this place alive. And this goldene medina is no promised land, but it was my destined one just
            the same.
         

         
         I raise the flask to my lips. It’s said that when a person dies, the Angel of Death washes his blade in nearby water, tainting
            it. If I drink it all, maybe I’ll poison the fucker.
         

         
         That should be enough, but it isn’t, and I’m never going to change. When you get down to it, I’m a vindictive bastard. I might’ve
            been the one to bring the sheyd here, but I’ll make sure he’s left with more than the passing memory of me.
         

         
         The water, I expect it to be as bitter as charosets. But it’s sweet instead, and cool, and flows down my throat in a stream
            so smooth and refreshing, I’m transported back to Vilne again. The well that serviced our street. Dunking my cupped hands
            in the pitch-lined bucket hanging from its truss and drinking of the dark, still waters below.
         

         
         The second sip carries a rancid under-taste that nearly makes me gag, but I force myself to drink the rest. Every last drop.

         
         I let the bottle fall. Look the sheyd in the eyes. It’s so dark here, I can’t see their color.

         
         I know Alter, Bubbeleh, the real one, he’s gone. But it doesn’t matter if he’s dead. We all are.

         
         You never knew him, I think, as the sheyd reaches out to cradle my cheek in his hand. I allow my hand to fall, revolver barrel pointing to the
            ground. My fingers go slack as he kisses me. His lips are cool and soft against mine. I can almost think it’s truly Bubbeleh,
            but I know he’s never coming back, so I close my eyes and open my mouth to let him in.
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         The dream always begins the same way, but my Gehinnom is not that carnal house. When I open my eyes, I am bar mitzvah, I am
            thirteen, and I am back in that lavish abode—damask curtains, waxed floorboards of the finest mahogany, and a line of blood
            inching across my gilt-trimmed porcelain, flowing from the incision I’ve opened in my filet mignon.
         

         
         Across the table, Katz regards me in thoughtful silence. I’m two cut-crystal tumblers into his bottle of Petite Sirah. The
            wine is raw and earthy in the back of my palate, reducing my nervousness to something dark and fleeting, like a nightjar that
            circles my peripheries.
         

         
         I’ve told this story to Alter before, that Katz was the one who sought me out in the train station, but here is the truth—I
            saw the man first. I saw him before he saw me, and he had no payos, he wore no tzitzis, he was more than twice my age, but
            something in him drove my gaze to him just the same.
         

         
         He was not my father. Perhaps that was enough. But I don’t believe it. I never have.

         
         By chance, our eyes met. So, he came to me. And I followed him. I followed from the station to his abode. He did not drag me unwillingly, did not chain or shackle me. 

         
         I came to him. I followed him.

         
         Ever since I killed him, I have still been following him. There is a child in my mind that is following that man from that
            train station, into that dim hansom cab, down that dark hallway, to this dining room and broad oak table. And he says:
         

         
         “You poor boy, you must be starving.” He smiles at me. To Alter, he was much too old, too hardened, but that’s only because
            Bubbeleh never saw his soft underbelly. Never saw the way the man looked at me, and how, in his kindest, most mundane moments,
            he felt like the father I never had.
         

         
         I smile and take another bite of the steak. It tastes raw in my mouth, raw as blood. I’m two tumblers in, and my facial muscles
            have decided to go their own way, smile and beam and laugh brightly, and appeal to that hard, shinier glimpse of him I’ve
            caught when he turns his head just right.
         

         
         I don’t remember what we talked about. It’s a dream, after all. It’s enough. But eventually, the filet mignon turns to a mushy
            pulp in my mouth, blood and copper, and he sighs, considers the scanty droplets of liquid left in his own goblet, and rises
            to his feet.
         

         
         Another glass. I want another glass of wine. My gaze is drawn to the carafe.

         
         I know what Katz wants—I think I knew it before he even approached me at the station, simply didn’t have a name for it, or
            a memory to pair it within, aside from the way my father would peer at my mother before he began hitting her—but here’s the
            thing, it’s new, and it’s so terribly familiar. And I’m no different to the core.
         

         
         “You must be exhausted,” he says. “I suppose you’ll want to retire to bed.”

         
         Rather than rise, as I did in the past, I take another glass of wine, the way that the real man would’ve never abided. He
            would not indulge such excess, especially when it’s simply a prelude for the act.
         

         
         “You needn’t pretend,” I say, because I’m an adult now, and I’m braver. What he wants, I want him to say it.

         
         And I see him for what he is now, when he cocks his head just right—his eyes catch the gleam of the cut-crystal chandelier
            and the innumerable beeswax candles his porters have lit, catch those pinpricks of firelight and refract them, and bathe those
            tombstone-gray irises in garish splashes of crimson.
         

         
         “Well,” he says, as I take another sip of wine. Bolder now.

         
         “I know what you want,” I say, and those gore-red eyes regard me, not with bemusement or curiosity, but stone-cold wariness
            now. Because I think he’s beginning to realize, Feivel is four years dead now, and I am the one he became to protect himself.
            And I don’t think I’m even half a person.
         

         
         “I know what you want,” I repeat, and Katz stands over me, looking down.

         
         Somewhere distant, I feel a squirming within my gut. And though I draw in a breath, my lungs remain deflated, screaming for
            air—in the back of my mind, I know that in the Casino, the sheyd must still be holding me, lips against mine, breathing in.
            Stealing everything.
         

         
         “Him, perhaps, but not me,” says Katz, and reaches out to trace his thumb down my cheek. Cradle my face in his hand. “I simply
            want to live, as do all of God’s creatures.”
         

         
         His hot, almost burning touch slides down my neck, my shoulder. He grasps me by the arms, looks into my eyes. He reeks of the charnel house, but this does not startle or disturb me. Chicago has always been a city of blood and soot. 

         
         “You’ll live gloriously,” murmurs the sheyd, and when I open my eyes, we are back in the Fair once more—basked in the glow
            of flames. “Without pain, unbroken. Your body shall harbor me, but it is my nefesh, my soul, that will uplift and invigorate
            you. You will be without weakness, without pain. Whole, and stronger than any living man. Like Samson. Like David.”
         

         
         Don’t believe him, a voice inside me whispers, only it isn’t in the yeshivish lilt of my own consciousness this time, but Bubbeleh’s warm Galitsianer
            accent.
         

         
         You’re dead, so why do you care?

         
         I stare into those deep-green eyes as the sheyd draws in another breath from my open lips, a breath I don’t believe I’ve taken
            yet, but that I feel leave me just the same. He has his arms circled around me, pressing me against him. It’s Bubbeleh’s body,
            Bubbeleh’s face, but that scent is just the same. Gore, fertilizer, offal.
         

         
         It’s not long now. I know, if I just stay here and don’t move an inch, don’t think, don’t remind myself I’m still a person,
            it’ll be easy.
         

         
         For Alter, all it took was to fall into the mikveh. To reach out to Yakov. And he was such a better person than I am now.

         
         You’re not broken, Bubbeleh says, and I squeeze my eyes shut. Try to shut him out.
         

         
         You’re dead. You’re dead, and it’s better this way.

         
         Why?

         
         Because I can’t live without you.

         
         I don’t know why I’m thinking this now. Don’t know why I’m clinging onto him, when he’s never coming back to life.

         
         If Bubbeleh would simply be quiet, cease his murmuring, fall into silence, it would be easy. Easy to stay still, exhale while the sheyd breathes in, give myself over to it, with the same indifference, the same casual refrain that led me to follow Katz, to Mr. Fox. Just take it. Just exhale and take it, because my father taught me without a word, with just his fists, this is the best I’m going to get. It’s bashert. It’s— 

         
         You’re so much more than this, Bubbeleh says, and burning tears spring to my eyes. I squeeze them shut, even tighter still. Around me, the sheyd’s arms encircle
            like poison ivy, nails digging into my skin.
         

         
         It’d be easy to ignore it, if he wouldn’t talk.

         
         It’s what I earned. This bitter life’s comeuppance. So, why won’t he be quiet?

         
         Shut up, shut up. I try to project the thoughts outward, force them from me.
         

         
         Alter laughs. You’re not the Baltic Beast, are you, Portnoy?

         
         Just be quiet.

         
         Just a child.

         
         Shut up.

         
         A terrified child.

         
         No.

         
         Then fight it, he says, and this time, I can’t help it—I draw in a sharp intake of air, and it fills my lungs uselessly, gags me.
         

         
         I choke for breath, against the sheyd’s deep, endless sucking in of my air and substance, and yet, still, from deep within,
            Alter says—Fight it.

         
         I can’t, I say back. The rest of the words cram my throat like dirt, unspoken—I’m not strong enough anymore, not willing enough.
            I want this.
         

         
         Why would I fight it?

         
         As the darkness slips over my vision, there comes a sudden buffeting like a strong wind, as though a gale has risen to tear
            at the roof slates. But I know better. The ceiling isn’t going to fly away like an untied khupe.
         

         
         The sheyd pulls away, its gaze darting to the vaulted ceiling.

         
         I chuckle. “You hear it, too, huh?”

         
         That’s not the wind. Those are the sounds of wings.

         
         “What did you do?” it whispers, and a hateful smile splits my lips. The taste of copper wells in the back of my throat with
            a flood of warm liquid.
         

         
         I wipe my hand across my lips. Gaze down at the red streak glistening on my skin. Give a scoffing laugh.

         
         “It wasn’t alcohol in my flask,” I say as the sheyd staggers back, clutching at its own throat. “It was the water the angel
            used to wash his blade.”
         

         
         Blood gurgles from the sheyd’s mouth and streaks down its chin, its gaze flitting across the span of rotten plaster.

         
         My thoughts are growing dim, the room darkening, and my limbs themselves are weighted down, reduced to bags of cement as I
            slump against the pedestal.
         

         
         “Whore,” the sheyd whispers, dropping Alter’s voice like a mask. It isn’t Yiddish this time, but Hebrew, kadesh. “You’ll serve
            me in Abaddon.”
         

         
         “Sorry, but I don’t think we’re going to the same place,” I say, and rest back against the pillar as the shadows of feathered
            wings ripple over the walls.
         

         
         The tempest seems to quake the building, and sends fine vibrations through the floor beneath me. The flames shake around us, buffet like flags. 

         
         Keening, the sheyd cowers over itself, its form quaking. The skin shudders, peels, but beneath there is nothing at all.

         
         As I watch, its features contort, veiled in the fine dark powder its flesh disintegrates into. It is not decomposition—it
            is watching a man become dust.
         

         
         I wait for the angel of death to take me. Look up, but there are only flames roosting in the rafters.

         
         “Hey, bastard. You have a sense of humor, huh? That’s why you waited until Alter was alter to murder him, you rotten bastard.
            Fucking angel.”
         

         
         I get mean and rude at the end, but I try to laugh it off as part of the joke. My eyes burn from the smoke’s harshness, and
            I want to close them, but the darkness behind the edges of my vision terrifies me.
         

         
         I know once I begin to ease my grip on my consciousness, even for an instant, it’ll be like sliding down a black chute.

         
         “You already got the satisfaction of killing him, so all you need now is his nefesh,” I say. “I think you should take mine
            instead.”
         

         
         The sound of thrashing wings diminishes, falls silent. But the weight of the angel’s presence fills the room.

         
         Alter never told me if the angel ever spoke to him—it didn’t—but I have to make an appeal.

         
         “It’s pikuach nefesh and tikkun olam,” I say, drawing in another shuddering breath. “It’s a mitzvah. He’s a mensch, a good
            mensch. He’ll help a lot of people.”
         

         
         A sudden, deafening laugh splits the air, brassy in tone but oddly human. It’s followed by silence so deep and immediate, I start to think the sound was my last shred of hope. 

         
         Pikuach nefesh, the angel echoes, and I swear it’s coming from my head itself. You revel in playing the mal’ak ha-mashḥit, and now you want machloket?

         
         I’m too weak to feel more than a stir of disquiet, because I can tell he isn’t trying to possess me. Just peering in through
            the cracks. And likely still laughing at me.
         

         
         I wonder how many names you will blot from the book of life.

         
         This time his voice is joined by the violent beating of many wings, and for a second, through the smoke, I glimpse innumerable
            eyes. Then the angel is gone, and I am alone with Alter in the inferno.
         

         
         The smoke grows heavier by the moment, my heart beats frantically in my chest, and Alter’s lies still in his.

         
         Coughing, wheezing, I embrace him, bury my face against his neck. And I don’t know why, but I pray.

         
         “Please bring him back to life,” I whisper. “It’ll be a mitzvah. It’ll— He can do so much good in this world, as he’s already
            done.”
         

         
         And I scream until my throat is raw, and I can’t breathe.

         
         “Bring him back! Please! God. I beg of you.”

         
         A soft sneeze muffles against my chest, nearly as unexpected as it is abrupt. And scarcely does the first leave him than another,
            more forceful expulsion sends me sitting up, staring as Alter leans forward, gasping and sneezing.
         

         
         Supporting him around the back with a crooked arm, I help him sit up. Sobbing. Gasping. Choking.

         
         The wound on his palm runs anew.

         
         “Bubbeleh,” I murmur, certain at any moment he’ll collapse once more, a corpse again.

         
         I hug him tightly, my weeping devolving into wrenching sobs.

         
         “You were— I thought you—”

         
         “I had a dream,” he says, and sighs softly, burying his face in my arms. “I heard you calling.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            31

         
         We stand where others have already gathered at the edge of Hyde Park, past the gates, to watch the World’s Fair burn.

         
         Fire wagon bells fill the air. They’ll be here soon, but even in this cold, the fire has spread to the great buildings lining
            the Grand Basin. Through the screen of maroon smoke, the forecourt is reduced to a veiled landscape littered with the ruins
            of vast monuments.
         

         
         I’d heard before of ibburs, positive possessions that can occur even when the possessor is still alive, to perform a mitzvah.
            Could that have been what happened, or could he have really come back to life?
         

         
         “So, what now?” Alter asks.

         
         Seeing his breath hang in the air, it’s like witnessing the burning bush. He was cold when I found him, terribly cold. But
            as I take his hand in mine, his skin is so warm, it shocks me.
         

         
         I curl my fingers around his and lift his hand to my lips, kiss his creamy white skin, the dappling of freckles across his
            knuckles.
         

         
         “Let’s watch this bastard burn.”

         
         He chuckles, but there’s strain in the sound. He’s turned his back to the inferno, but I swear I still see a flicker of fire cupped within his luminescent green eyes. 

         
         “I mean, us,” he says.

         
         I don’t answer right away. I want to gather my thoughts.

         
         Something small and cold presses against my palm. I peel off my glove, cup the object in my palm.

         
         Seeped in blood, the shard of pottery leers at me. My skin’s already chapped and dry from the cold, fingers swollen, and the
            wound split.
         

         
         The sliver, I’d expect it to burn, but it’s cold to the touch. And I can sense whatever shred of consciousness that once existed
            in it has vacated. Extinguished, perhaps, but I’m beginning to doubt it.
         

         
         The crowd’s sudden cries of awe and horror turn me away from him.

         
         The Mines and Mining Building slowly caves inward, with a deafening crash and roar, sending waves of sparks cascading into
            the air. I always thought the World’s Fair was beautiful. Who would’ve thought its destruction would be even more so.
         

         
         “It wasn’t me that night,” I say.

         
         “I know,” he murmurs. “I began seeing it too. At first it took on your appearance, but then it changed . . .”

         
         “It was a sheyd,” I say. “And I killed it.”

         
         “I know,” he says, and my smile falters.

         
         Something about his voice, it’s off. There’s an accent to it, only a trace. Something old and Eastern, from beyond the Pale.

         
         That you in there, Alter? I think, and his smile only grows.
         

         
         I bury down the flash of dread that rises in my heart. Tell myself my brain’s been pickled by the smoke, that I should just be grateful he’s alive and stop overthinking things. 

         
         “We should go home,” he says. “We’ll catch our deaths if we stay out in this cold much longer.”

         
         “Where’s home?” I ask.

         
         “Anywhere, as long as it’s with you.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            A Note from the Author

         
         I’ve found that every book I write ends up containing reflections of my own life. When I wrote The City Beautiful, I thought the dybbuk was a metaphor for Alter’s grief and trauma. It never occurred to me at the time that I would find
            within those characters metaphors for the disorder that would change my life.
         

         
         Early in 2025, I was diagnosed with dissociative identity disorder after being aware of this disorder for two years. I began
            the first draft of The City of Slaughter unaware, but over the course of writing it, the more overt the metaphor for dissociation became—as did the symptoms in my
            own life. In the final drafts, rather than leave it to subtext, I decided to turn the turmoil of what I was going through
            into ink on a page.
         

         
         I write about things that are deeply important to me, and I poured my heart and soul into this story as best I could. Being
            able to show Frankie’s growth as a character, and the way he grapples with his traumatic childhood and overcomes it, helped
            inspire me during a time when I was struggling to do the same.
         

         
         Sometimes characters just write themselves, and I really do attribute my writing career to my alters, who I consider my cowriters
            and whose voices and influence I can see across ten years of writing. They aren’t my characters, but they sound so much like
            them. The silver lining about this disorder has been that sometimes it just feels like coming home.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Acknowledgments

         
         First and foremost, I would like to thank my agent, Sam Farkas, for her support and encouragement during the writing process.
            This book was born during a very dark period of my life, when I began realizing I had a dissociative disorder. It was a very
            difficult book to write and one of the hardest to finish. Sam, thank you for helping me through such a bad time. I’m deeply
            grateful to have you as my agent.
         

         
         I would also like to thank my editor, Sara Schonfeld, at HarperKids. Her suggestions and insights were invaluable in helping
            me shape this book into what it is today—something that I’m deeply proud of and that I hope will resonate with readers. Thank
            you so much for advocating for me as well, Sara.
         

         
         I would also like to thank the entire team at HarperKids, for making this book a reality and getting it out there. It wouldn’t
            have been possible without all your help.
         

         
         As well, I’d like to extend special thanks to my critique partner, Laura Creedle, who offered wonderful feedback and advice.

         
         Lastly, I’d like to thank both the readers who’ve followed me through my previous books and the ones for whom this will be
            the first book. I hope you enjoyed reading.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            About the Author

         
         ADEN POLYDOROS is the award-winning author of The City Beautiful, which won the Sydney Taylor Book Award and was a finalist for the Lambda Literary Award, the National Jewish Book Award,
            the South Carolina Book Award, and the World Fantasy Award. Their other young adult novels include Bone Weaver and Wrath Becomes Her.
         

         
         Discover great authors, exclusive offers, and more at hc.com.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Also by Aden Polydoros

         
         
            	The City Beautiful

            	Bone Weaver

            	Wrath Becomes Her

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         Back Ad

         
            [image: Epic Reads: Join the Epic Reads Community]
         


         
         
         
         
         
         
         

         DISCOVER

         your next favorite read

         MEET

         new authors to love

         WIN

         free books

         SHARE

         infographics, playlists, quizzes, and more

         WATCH

         the latest videos

         www.epicreads.com

      
   
      
      
         
            Copyright

         
         The City of Slaughter. Copyright © 2026 by Aden Polydoros. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment
            of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book
            on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or
            introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical,
            now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins Publishers.
         

         
         Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor, or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorized use
            of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also
            exercises their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserves this publication
            from the text and data mining exception.
         

         
         
            harpercollins.com

         

         
                  First Edition

                  
         Cover art © 2026 by Nekro

         
         Cover design by Julia Feingold

         
         
            Library of Congress Control Number: 2026942240

         

         Digital Edition AUGUST 2026 ISBN: 978-0-36-976152-1

         
         Print Edition ISBN: 978-1-335-01391-0

         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
         
            About the Publisher

         
         
         Australia

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

         
         Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

         
         Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

         
         
            www.harpercollins.com.au
            
         

         
         Canada

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

         
         Harlequin Enterprises ULC

         
         
            www.harlequin.com
            
         

         
         Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

         
         22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

         
         Toronto, Ontario, M5H 4E3

         
         
            www.harpercollins.ca
            
         

         
         India

         
         HarperCollins Publishers India

         
         4th Floor, Tower A, Building No. 10, DLF Cyber City,

         
         DLF Phase II, Gurugram, Haryana – 122002

         
         www.harpercollins.co.in
            
         

         
         Ireland

         
         HarperCollins Publishers

         
         Macken House,

         
         39/40 Mayor Street Upper,

         
         Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

         
         www.harpercollins.co.uk
            
         

         
         New Zealand

         
         HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

         
         Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

         
         Rosedale 0632

         
         Auckland, New Zealand

         
         www.harpercollins.co.nz
            
         

         
         United Kingdom

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

         
         1 London Bridge Street

         
         London SE1 9GF, UK

         
         www.harpercollins.co.uk
            
         

         
         United States

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

         
         195 Broadway

         
         New York, NY 10007

         
         www.harpercollins.com
            
         

         
         
         
      
   cover.jpeg
* AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF
THE CITY BEAUTIFUL

%@ ADEN POLYDOROS G@Xé






cover.xhtml

      
         [image: Cover image: The City of Slaughter by Aden Polydoros.]

      
   

f001_9780063240858.jpg
¥ J0IN THE

I COMMUNITY

THE ULTIMATE YA DESTINATION





9780369761521_tpimage.jpg
>R

ADEN POLYDOROS

HARPER
\n Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

N ©





