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Customer Disservice

by Catherine Butzen

It was the longest day of the year, and it sure felt that way. Lying on the couch that did double 

duty as his bed when he couldn't be arsed to find clean sheets, John Sawyer kept his eyes closed and 

hoped to fall asleep. 

Shingles. It was such an innocent name, wasn't it? You heard shingles, you thought roofs. Or 

maybe you were drunk and misheard it, and now you were thinking of jingles or that ring cake you 

could buy in the Danish bakeries. What was it? Kringle. That was it. But shingles just meant roof tiles. 

And, apparently, death.

John had been sick for four days now. Headaches and night sweats were old friends, considering

the amount of coffee he drank just to function on a daily basis, but the horrifying rashes, all-over pain 

and bubonic plague impersonation were a little much. A couple of his coworkers had offered to come 

stay with him and help out (that was Abby for you, she'd mother a pet rock given half a chance) but 

John would pull his own teeth out before letting anyone else see him like this. He'd spent the bulk of 

the last week on the couch, occasionally crawling to the bathroom for another painful but blessedly 

relieving shower. His closest contact with the outside world had been sending a string of bored text 

messages to his more easily-riled coworkers.

Now, on a sticky Friday evening on the shortest night of the year, the sun was finally going 

down and John was sprawled in front of two fans wearing nothing but a pair of Chicago Bulls 

sweatpants. His eyelids were heavy and his body was beginning to relax; sleep was finally imminent.

At which point, the phone rang.

“Fuck,” John said to the world at large. Rolling over, he groped in the mess of wrappers, cans, 

and discarded clothes that had accumulated by the side of the couch. The phone rang three more times 

before he unearthed it. The caller ID showed a blocked number.

Which meant it was either telemarketers, bill collectors, or … 

“Sawyer.” The voice on the other end was probably male, but it was hard to tell through the 

layers of masking software. It sounded like it was coming from underwater. “I have an assignment for 

you.”

“Gonna have to wait, sir,” John told him as he rolled back onto the couch, tucking the phone 

between his cheek and shoulder. “I'm still sick.”
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“Like hell you are.” Thus the words of the Director, their little Society's overlord and the man 

who paid the bills. “A client wants to meet in forty minutes, and you're the only one available. Get 

yourself cleaned up and go. I'm texting you the address.”

“Can't do it,” John told him. “I look like fuckin' Quasimodo and I'm shit for client meetings. Get

Mal.”

“Agent Marotte is currently indisposed. All we have is you.”

“I've got shingles!”

“And I've got no time for arguments. This has to be done, and you're the only one we have.”

John opened his mouth to object, but the Director's hollow electronic voice was talking over 

him. “The client's name is John Shoney. He's peripherally connected to that selkie mess over New 

Year's, and he contacted us about some concerns that he'll pay us to address. I trust him to be straight 

with us. Now get off your ass and get over there.”

“But—“

“And Sawyer? Cover up those damn tattoos.”

“It's not—“ John began, but the Director had already hung up.

He put down the phone. The tattooed letters on his knuckles were old now, and had turned blue-

gray as they faded. The defiant ACAB—“All Coppers Are Bastards”—had crossed the Atlantic not 

long ago and become fashionable; a bartender with purple hair and skinny jeans had praised his “cool 

ink” last month. Said they looked “totally authentic.” 

Every day, John felt a little older and less patient. The urge to belt the hipster in the teeth had 

passed, but he'd found himself covering up his tattoos more since then.

For the Director to tell him to do it, though? That wasn't usual. 

In fact, this whole thing stunk. The Director was not what you'd call the diplomatic sort: the 

man would run a background check on his own mother, and probably turn her in for the bounty if it was

high enough. He'd funded the agency ever since its founder passed away, and having him and his 

money on their side had meant a lot when the last batch of dead started walking, but their many 

conversations had not given John the feeling that the man was playing the same game they were. The 

Director was not, as Mum would have put it, “our sort of people.”

His phone chimed. A text message had arrived with the meeting place: the Golden Nugget on 

Lawrence Avenue. A 24-hour pancake place would see a lot of suspicious clientèle, so hopefully neither

he nor this Shoney character would stand out too much. Still didn't tell him a damn thing about what 
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was going on.

Reluctantly, John half-rolled, half-fell off the couch and pulled himself upright. Thirty-nine 

minutes was just enough time for fresh clothes and a cab. 

* * *

The Golden Nugget looked a lot like other places John had spent stakeouts and long nights in. 

Worn leatherette booths, tile floor, tired waitresses, shaded yellow lighting that turned his white t-shirt 

the color of butter. The sort of place that always looked the same, day or night.

The text from the Director had simply given the address, seemingly assuming that John would 

need no more details. Apparently he was meant to recognize this Shoney character by sight alone. 

Coming into the main dining room of the Golden Nugget, John spotted the group in the booth by the far

wall and understood why.

When his da said someone was a fairy, Mum would correct him. “Homosexual,” she would say 

pointedly. Da had had some corners it was hard to knock off. But when John said someone was a fairy, 

he meant someone was a fuckin' fairy.

The five men in the far corner had all the signs: the subtly mismatched features, the strange 

pupils with the oil-slick sheen, the blank expressions characteristic of the Fair Folk who never seemed 

to quite live in the real world most of the time. And the clothes: to a man, they wore bright prints and 

patterns, tartan with check under dots over paisley in nylon, velveteen, rayon, and faux fur, as if the 

world was going to end if they weren't the most noticeable people in any given room. 

The only one actually sitting in the booth had to be Shoney. He was ancient—thin and withered,

a few strands of gray teased across a spotted scalp, with the look of someone who had been mummified

while still walking. A hundred if he was a day. He wore a watered silk blue suit with some kind of 

abstract curvy pattern worked into it, making him shimmer and distort oddly as he shifted under the 

yellow lights. The shirt was gold lamé. Classy.

As John approached, hands in the pockets of his windbreaker, two of the men on either side of 

the old man straightened up. They couldn't have screamed “bodyguard” more if they'd had it tattooed 

on their faces. The oil-slick eyes watched him without wavering. John ignored them.

“You must be John Shoney,” he said to the old man in the middle. “I'm from the agency. You 

wanted to talk?”
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The old man stared, face blank. Then a white tongue darted out and licked his dry lips. “Yes,” 

he said. “You will sit down.”

“Budge up, you,” John said to the nearest fairy on the opposite side of the booth. This one was 

wrinkled and pasty-skinned, looking as if he'd just been dredged out of a river. Smelled like it, too. The 

fairy gave him a blank look, and John motioned, trying to convey that he should move his fat arse. It 

didn't seem to take, and the fairy looked across at Shoney, who nodded. Slowly, and with great 

reluctance, the fairy shifted and John was permitted to sit down.

The table looked as if they'd been having a party before he came along: there was one cup of 

coffee in front of Shoney, but eight beer glasses and half a dozen bottles were neatly lined up down the 

middle, each one half-empty. From the color in them, the group was drinking one of everything the 

restaurant had on tap. (John hadn't even known the Nugget had a liquor license. Mental note for future 

post-mission drinking: this place didn't look too judgey about its clientèle.)

 John held out his hand for a handshake. Shoney stared at it for a moment before transferring his

unblinking gaze back to John's face.

All right, then. John retracted his hand. 

“Name's Sawyer,” he said. “Our Director tells me you wanted to meet with us about some 

concerns y'all might have had.” The American accent he'd been practicing in his spare time slipped out 

a little, but Shoney didn't even blink.

“Concerns. Yes.” 

Shoney lifted a hand and gestured to one of the bodyguards. “He will drink coffee,” he said to 

the bodyguard, who nodded and sloped off. That left one mummy and three bodyguards facing John, all

with the same eerie stare.

“No, thanks,” John said. “Tryin' to cut down. 'Snot good for the heart. Listen, what's this all 

about? It's not usual for your lot to come talking to us.”

“No. It is not.” Shoney raised one of the beer bottles and sipped from it experimentally, his 

mouth wrinkling into a puckered frown. “No flavor.”

John recognized the label. “Of course not, they've been shit since they were bought out by 

Busch. What's this about?”

Footsteps: the bodyguard had returned, carrying a cup of black coffee which he set down in 

front of John. 

“What, no cream?” John said. Blank stares again: like being faced with a roomful of wax 
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lawyers. And there's the reason we don't talk to you lot, he mentally added, but bit down on the urge to 

say it out loud. Diplomatic, Sawyer. Don't get the Director up your arse about this.

The arrival of a fresh drink on the table seemed to enliven Shoney a little. He picked up the cup 

of coffee, sipped from it, made another face, and pushed it back across the table to John. “It is not 

sufficient,” he said. “It is for you. Now. We toast.”

Already seem pretty fuckin' toasted, mate. Diplomatic. Diplomatic. John picked up the coffee 

cup and tapped it against Shoney's beer bottle, making no attempt whatsoever to actually drink the 

stuff.

“What're we toasting to, then?” he said as lightly as he could.

“Cooperation.”

Another swallow of beer put a little more life into Shoney. He leaned forward a little and folded 

his hands, looking like a boss about to deliver some bad news. 

“My men and I are acquainted with your agency. We have left you to your own devices because 

it is not profitable to police our own folk when you prefer to do it for us. Indeed, you did us a great 

service when you eliminated the upstart queen and her selkies during the winter.”

“Just tryin' to keep the peace,” John told him. “We don't care for it when people the law can't 

touch play Jack the Ripper in Ravenswood. Does a number on the property values.”

“Quite.” A touch of dry humor from the old man, to John's surprise. “Aha. And I have no doubt 

that you would do the same to me and mine, should we attempt to transgress your clearly high moral 

standards.”

John shrugged one shoulder. “Play stupid games, win stupid prizes.”

“Aha. Yes. Aha.” Shoney finished his beer and signaled another of the bodyguards, presumably 

for a refill despite the half-dozen other unfinished bottles on the table. “You must understand that we 

are not enemies, despite your agency's vendetta against the nonhuman. You have not seen us before 

because my … organization … does the same thing your people do. We solve the problems caused by 

the fae.”

“What kind of problems?”

“Lack of structure. Poor business practices. Unwillingness to cooperate.” 

So John was sitting in a pancake house with a bona fide Fairy Godfather. Bibbity-bobbity-boo, 

cement shoes for you. 

“Not sure you're in the same business at all,” John said. Be diplomatic, remember. “We just kill 
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the ones who kill people.” Fuck! “Though it sounds like you've lead a very interesting life. You should 

tell me about it some time.” Ooh, smooth save.

“My life has been very interesting, yes. But we will not talk about this. We summoned you here 

today because of your fight against the upstart queen.” The corner of the old man's mouth twitched, 

folding the papery skin into deep wrinkles. “I was pleased to see your destruction of her. You acquitted 

yourselves with efficiency and wisdom. Ever since the ancient times, the rise of a fairy queen has seen 

much bloodshed, and my people would not have known until it was too late. You saved us much 

difficulty.”

“'Zat so.” Swear to fuck-all, Shoney hadn't blinked since John sat down. There was a crawling 

feeling down the back of his neck now. 

He was gonna try to be open-minded. He was. There was no guarantee that this old fart was 

anything like the other fairies they'd met, the ones with a screw loose up top who thought humans were 

just toys with interesting squishy stuff inside. 

“It is so, indeed. And my men were highly pleased with the quality of your work. I would like to

invite you to, aha, imagine something together with me, Jonathan Moshe Sawyer. I would like you to 

imagine what more your little agency could accomplish if you had proper funding and … direction.”

Shoney's refill had arrived. Sipping at it, he looked across the table and noticed John's 

untouched coffee cooling at his elbow. “He will drink coffee,” Shoney said to another of the goon 

squad.

“No, really, I'm not—“ John began. Too late: the goon had trotted off, presumably to fetch him 

another cup of unwanted coffee. Some part of him really hoped Shoney wasn't planning on sticking 

him with the bill.

The rest of him, however, was too busy looking for possible exits. The way Shoney was looking

at him made him think of spiders and flies. Proper direction. The kind you would like to provide, I'm 

guessing?

“We've got proper direction, thanks,” he said aloud. “And we get along fine financially.”

“Aha. Your director tells me otherwise. He was very anxious that we should speak, in fact. I was

interested to receive his call.”

Which was incredibly fucking interesting, considering that the Director said Shoney called him. 

“Look.” John leaned forward a little, ignoring the goon returning with the second coffee. “I 

think you've got the wrong idea about us. It sounds to me like you're makin' us an offer, and we're not 
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for hire.”

Shoney tasted the new cup of coffee and then pushed it across to John. The table was starting to 

look crowded. “You are not for hire,” he said. “Aha. I think this is not so. If you were not for hire, then 

you would not engage in such behaviors as fighting fairy queens. And you would be wiser than to 

speak so to someone who knows your name and the balance of your deeds. Such information has its 

way of coming to the human authorities.”

“Is that a threat?” John said sharply.

“Yes.”

Well. At least he was honest. 

John stood up. A hand the size of an oven mitt clamped down on his shoulder. He sat back down

hard, and the goon leaned over him, throwing him into shadow. 

“That's not gonna work for us,” John told him, trying very hard not to snarl. His whole body 

ached, and the pressure of the goon's hand was making it worse. “We've been here a long time and 

we're not gonna fold now just because the unseelie underworld decides they wanna pull some strings.”

“Unseelie—no. Aha. Me and mine are far better and higher than those crawling shadow 

children. We are longer-lived and far more practical than them.”

“Practical,” John repeated sourly. His stomach was twisting like a politician caught red-handed, 

and he had the overwhelming urge to grab Shoney by his gold shirtfront and introduce him face-first to 

the tabletop. “All right, I'll play. What exactly did you have in mind by offering us direction?”

Shoney had finished another of his beers. He gestured, and off the goon waiter went again.

“You will be given better targets,” he said. “You will carry on with your previous work, but you 

will learn to choose your enemies wisely. In this, you will learn from us.”

Translation: we'll tell you who to go after.

John Sawyer was not a well-adjusted person. It sort of went with the gig, like falling asleep at 

your desk or being entirely too familiar with how to carve and joint a seven-foot ghoul for body 

disposal. He was a bit of a mess. 

But he wasn't enough of a mess to be all right with having this creepy fuck, with his unblinking 

eyes and fairy bodyguards and genteel threats, steer them in any direction at all. 

The agency didn't know much about the fairy underworld. It was known that the fae organized, 

because there were fairy rings that had been broken up and fairy species that sided with one against the 

other. But their agency wasn't plugged into that world; the existence of some kind of fae crime network 
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had been theorized but never proven. Now they had a fairy godfather wanting to use them as part of his

goon squad, and holding the information he had on them over John's head.

And the Director had wanted John to meet this one? What had he been thinking? The Director 

ought to have known better.

A nasty, creeping feeling was coming over John now. The Director was a canny fucker who 

would know better'n setting up a meeting like this, though Shoney claimed the Director had called him. 

And Shoney was clearly someone with a network of some kind, and dirt on them. Had he got to their 

boss?

“'Snot gonna happen,” he told Shoney, struggling to focus his thoughts. The goon still had a 

hand on his shoulder and was exerting a gentle but insistent pressure, keeping John squashed into the 

worn-out leatherette of the booth. 

His t-shirt was sticking to his skin. Between the nerves, the anger and the motherfucking 

shingles, John was sweating like a pig. If the son of a bitch currently keeping him half pinned didn't 

want to catch a nasty case of the skin rot, he'd better get the fuck away from him.

Actually, that wasn't a bad idea. Half of 'em were wearing nylon and shit anyway; he'd pay good

money to see 'em itch and squirm and suffer for two weeks. Did fairies ever get their vaccines? How 

did those work if you weren't human?

Shoney was finishing another of his beers as more was brought to the table. Maybe that 

explained his looks: he'd gone and pickled himself from the inside out. John silently wished shingles 

and cirrhosis on him. Hrm. Alliterative.

“Well,” Shoney said. “You have had some time to consider this, and I think, aha, that you will 

see the wisdom of my propositions. With my people behind you, you will have a great deal more 

money and freedom than you have had before. And you will even be able to continue to eliminate the 

fae who cross your path. You will simply answer to a different director and confine your predations to 

those targets whom my people will identify for you.”

“Get fucked,” John said.

Not even a twitch from the mummy across the table. “He will drink coffee,” he said to another 

of the rotating goon cast.

“No, I fucking won't!” John said, but the lackey was already off. Shoney smiled.

“You will,” he told him simply. “My people eat and drink well. You will take the ritual cup, and 

so will I, and so will all of your fellow agents, and make a covenant in it. And you will find a new 
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purpose when you do.” Leaning across the table, he placed his hand on John's—

And suddenly, the rage surged. John sprang to his feet, flinging off the touch of the old man and

sending the fairy who'd been holding his shoulder staggering back. A wordless snarl of anger ripped 

from between his teeth, and the table rocked as his legs slammed into the edge, knocking the discarded 

cups and bottles over and sending a wave of mingled beer and coffee splashing over the scarred plastic.

The goon grabbed for him, but John caught the man's hand first. One ragged nail jabbed into the

soft webbing between two fingers, making the fairy yelp in pain. John jerked sideways, the fairy's hand

bent back at an ugly angle now, blood trickling from the gashed skin. His opponent groped awkwardly 

at himself with his other hand, but he was a right-hander, and his left couldn't reach whatever weapon 

he had stashed in his right-hand pocket.

Fuckin' amateurs. You don't pocket guns for the same reason that you don't keep razor blades in 

your knickers. No good when you can't get to 'em, and you're just gonna end up getting yourself hurt. 

He'd learned that the hard way.

People were staring now. Or rather, they were doing the Chicago version of staring, which was 

more like subtle side-eyeing. A couple had their phones out and were filming. 

“You gonna let me pass?” he said to Shoney, who had risen. One of the other goons was 

mopping the spilled beer and coffee off the front of Shoney's trousers. “Or do you want to be on the 

news? How many unlicensed pieces is your lot carrying right now?”

Shoney held up his hands. “This is not necessary,” he said. “Bringing attention will benefit 

nobody. Let us be reasonable.”

“Yah. Right. We gonna test that?” John took another sideways step, dragging the half-pinioned 

goon with him. “You went and threatened me an' my friends, and now you want to be reasonable. 

S'funny, that.”

“You will not succeed,” Shoney said softly. “This is fruitless.”

“Prob'ly right. Don't care.” 

John looked around. Aside from the bodyguard he had control of, there were three others. Two 

very obviously had their hands on their concealed weapons; a third had just returned with Shoney's 

latest beer. John jerked his head at that one.

“Hey. You. Come over here.”

Startled, the goon looked at Shoney. Shoney raised an eyebrow, and the goon moved a little 

closer to John. 
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“He will drink beer,” John said, nodding to Shoney. He shoved his weight against the arm that 

had his captive's arm pinioned, and there was a little creak—a crack, really—of bone in the fairy's joint.

The fairy stumbled and half-sat, half-fell onto the seat, holding his arm, while John took the beer from 

the other one.

John toasted Shoney and the whole assembly, taking a generous mouthful of beer (fuck, he 

didn't know Old Style had a generic knockoff) before putting the beer down in front of Shoney. 

“There,” he said. “There's your fuckin' ritual cup. Drink up. But there's not gonna be a deal or a ritual 

or a new direction or any of that shite, and if I hear a hint or a whisper or anything that you or your 

people have been telling on my people, you're done. 'Sat simple.”

Shoney met his gaze, unblinking, for a long time. Then he picked up the beer John had drunk 

from and, maintaining unblinking eye contact, opened his jaw wide enough to swallow a loaf of bread 

and poured the entire thing down his gullet in one go. 

“The ritual cup is drunk,” he said. “We will see you soon.”

“Better hope you don't,” John told him. He turned his back and stalked out of the restaurant. He 

could feel eyes on him as he went.

* * *

He made it almost a block before the shakes got too bad. His hands trembled, sweat slicked his 

face and shoulders and a horde of ants seemed to be crawling under his skin. Hissing, he raked his nails

across his right forearm, scratching furiously. A few droplets of blood rose to the surface, but the 

itching came back with a vengeance only seconds later.

Formication, his coworker Mal had called it. Misfiring nerves. There weren't any actual bugs—

never had been, just John's own head and nervous system lying to him. With the shingles, it had only 

gotten worse, because now he couldn't tell the fake itches from the real ones.

It seemed to be centered on his right hand, though. The one Shoney had touched.

Night had finally fallen, but the shops were still open, and John examined his hand in the light 

flooding from the door of the Mariano's grocery store. No visible marks, aside from the one he'd just 

left. Shoney hadn't done any juju on him.

But he'd had to bring up that fucking fairy queen. 

New Year's. That's when it had all gone wrong. They'd hunted the would-be queen to her lair, 
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and she had caught them, and she had turned John's mind inside-out and nearly made him do things he 

would never have been able to forgive himself for. She'd planned to puppeteer him until he killed 

everyone he cared about, and then … fix him, and let him realize what he'd done. All so he'd end 

himself and complete her fucked-up magic ritual thing. 

John had it under control. He did. No harm had been done, except when Abby had brained his 

zombie self with the toolbox to keep him from doing a bad thing, and she'd said sorry afterwards so it 

was all good. But John was never going to let it happen, ever again, and every second he spent with 

Shoney only reminded him of the last time a fairy got its claws into him.

He was still standing in the doorway of the grocery store. The shoppers were doing the Chicago 

side-eye too as they walked past with their reusable bags of hideously expensive organic produce and 

artisan tofu. One passed him carrying a pumpkin. The shopper studiously avoided the crazy man's stare,

but the pumpkin was definitely looking judgey. John quickly retreated back to the sidewalk.

They were fucked. The agency. Maybe. If Shoney had a quarter of the information he said he 

did—and he knew John's full name, for a start—then he might very well be able to alert the authorities 

to their existence. Which would be a problem, because once those authorities found the bodies in the 

basement and the massive stash of unlicensed weapons … Well, “it was already dead when I killed it” 

probably wasn't going to be an acceptable explanation.

Muttering, John yanked out his cell phone and dialed a familiar number with shaking fingers. 

He strode down the street, free hand clenched to stop the worst of the tremors, and waited impatiently 

for the Director to pick up.

A click. “Done already?” the Director's voice said, sounding faintly bemused despite the 

electronic distortion.

“Fuck you,” John told him. “What the fuck were you thinking? He didn't want to deal—he 

wants us, he wants the agency—make us his own personal hit team or some shit, or even just use our 

files and resources, I wouldn't fuckin' put it past him. He's some kind of fuckin' Fairy Godfather! All he

was missing was the fuckin' midget!”

“Wrong film,” the Director said. “The midget belonged to Dr. Moreau, not the Godfather. And 

calm down. I have it under control.”

“How?” John spat. “How, exactly, is this fucking mess under control? I've half a mind—“

The Director cut him off. “I said calm down. Did you drink the ritual cup?”

“What the fuck do you think I did?”
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“Sawyer—“ And the voice suddenly lost all humor, as flat and cold as an ex-wife “—shut up. 

Did. You. Drink. The. Ritual. Cup?”

“Yes and no,” John told him through clenched teeth. “Drank half his beer and made sure to spit 

in it 'fore it went to him.”

“And his men manhandled you?”

“There may have been some inappropriate touching.”

The phone line buzzed as the Director breathed out, sighing. “Good,” he said. “Good. That's the 

end of that, then.”

John gripped the phone a little tighter. “You have a plan?” he said. His free hand still shook, but 

he jammed it into the pocket of his windbreaker to hide the twitches. His meds were back at the flat—

not far to go, if he found a cab. He didn't trust those fucks at Uber, and him getting on the el right now 

would probably count as bioterrorism. 

“I had a plan,” the Director clarified. “You were it.”

“Bad plan.”

“On the contrary. Did you or did you not go in there and act angry, unsubtle, violent, and 

unhygienic?”

John grunted. “I had clean clothes on.”

“And did you or did you not make physical contact with John Shoney's inner circle while still a 

carrier for the shingles virus?”

John stopped. “You're fuckin' kidding me.”

A horn honked, and John jumped. Someone in a Subaru was gesturing for him to get the fuck 

out of the crosswalk. Downright polite by city standards. John scrambled to the curb, gave the hollerer 

a good ol' American one-finger salute, and got the phone back to his ear just in time to hear the rest. 

“ … been active in one form or another since 1847. Always sharing drinks; my analysts think 

it's a holdover from a previous life, when he was worshiped as a minor sea god and received gifts of 

ale. Poison was out of the question, not with his inner circle on guard, but an opportunity to form a 

binding contract with the sharing of a ritual cup seemed more likely. And his breed are known to have 

low tolerance to human diseases.”

“You sneaky fuck,” John murmured. He wasn't sure if it was a compliment or an insult. “You 

couldn't've just said it? Oi, we've got this lad we want dead, go cough on him?”

“You've never been that subtle,” the Director told him bluntly. “You'd have tipped your hand in 

13



no time. This way, you were angry enough to come up with it yourself.”

“You sneaky fuck,” John repeated. Then: “Wait a minute. What about the ritual cup?”

The Director made a dry little noise that might have been a chuckle. “There is a geas on you 

now. You'll be bound to his service until he dies … So don't go anywhere for about forty-eight hours.”

Amazing. Every time I think I've met the biggest bastard in the world … 

The phone call unceremoniously ended. Not a one for long goodbyes, the Director. John shoved

the phone back into his pocket.

The shakes were easing a little. John squeezed his eyes shut for a split second, taking a deep 

breath, calming his ragged nerves.

He went home. He called the office to check in on the other agents: everything seemed fine 

there, just a spot of walking dead again, nothing the others couldn't handle. When Abby phoned after 

midnight, he put on a smile and made her laugh with his descriptions of their fellow agents chasing 

recalcitrant zombie pieces. She said there was some trouble; she rang off. Called back an hour later, 

sounding breathless, saying it was all sorted and she was glad they had this job, you see the awful 

things in the world but you see the good stuff too, don't you?

Settling onto the couch, John tucked one arm behind his head and cradled the phone in the 

other. “Hey, Abby,” he said. “Ever wanted to meet the Director?”

“What?” She sounded taken aback. “I … no, not really. I mean, I've been curious, but you're 

always the one who talks to him. I didn't think it was important.”

“Good. Let's keep it that way.” Sleep was finally creeping over him, and his eyelids were heavy.

The shakes were almost completely gone. “Every time I think I've met the biggest bastard … He just 

has to one-up 'em.”

She was silent for a moment. “I guess he's doing what he has to,” she said finally. “To save 

lives.”

“Sure. Get some sleep, Abby.”

“You too.”

He slept. For the first time since New Year's, he didn't dream.
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Notes and Acknowledgements

Customer Disservice is the second of five stories in the City Spirits series, set during the 

summer solstice in Chicago, Illinois. Characters are solely the invention of the author, Catherine 

Butzen; any resemblance to persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

While the characters and creatures are invented, the settings are chiefly real. John's opinion of 

the Golden Nugget restaurant should not be considered representative of the real establishment! Neither

are the pumpkins available at Mariano's any more judgmental than other pumpkins.

Editorial assistance for this project was graciously provided by Richard Butzen, Frederick 

Butzen, and Ivan Butzen. Any remaining errors are the author's own. 
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