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        “At some point you will meet my imperfections. Will you leave or will you stay for my redemption?”

      

      

      
        
        - Shanna Rodriguez

      

      

      

      
        
        “To forgive is to set a prisoner free and discover that the prisoner was you.”

      

      

      
        
        -Lewis B. Smedes

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      My gun. Where’s my gun?

      My right hand falls to my thigh, sliding across the denim towards my holster, looking for my pistol. As it moves, I don’t take my eyes off whoever—whatever—is in front of me… The woman—the thing… Who now looks exactly like Coco.

      My heart is in my throat. I swear I can feel it thudding against my windpipe and choking me. My head is spinning, and I want to throw up. 

      What the hell am I seeing?

      I want to believe it’s just a trick of the light, illumination from the diner and streetlights bouncing off her skin and warping her features a little—well, a lot. Logically, that’s the only explanation that makes sense. The only explanation I might be able to believe.

      But does it? Does it make sense?

      I draw my gun from its holster and plant one foot out on the street, hanging halfway inside the car. The woman in front of me—Jude or Coco, I’m not sure who at this point—gasps as I raise the gun, and point it directly at her, right between her eyes.

      “Ashley,” she whispers. Her voice sounds like Coco’s. How is that possible when I watched Jude get into this car? “Put the gun down and don’t do something stupid.”

      My hand trembles visibly as I push it against her forehead. My breath is coming out in short, almost panicked gasps. I don’t know what I’m looking at, but whatever it is, I know it doesn’t make any sense. It’s impossible.

      “Who the hell are you?” I whisper. “What happened to Jude?” I want it to sound like a demand for information, but it doesn’t. My voice trembles and comes out a good octave higher than normal, betraying just how utterly horrified I am by what I’m seeing.

      “I’m…” The woman who is now Coco (but isn’t) lets out a heavy sigh and frowns at me. “I’m Jude, Ashley.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “It’s not bullshit,” she says softly, raising her hands a little. “I’m just going to turn on the overhead, all right? I’m not reaching for anything.”

      The end of my weapon is only an inch away from her. A sheen of sweat on her olive skin glistens in the orange glow from the sodium streetlight at the end of the road. Her eyes dart between my face and the cold steel barrel I have leveled between her eyes. My hand betrays me, just as my voice had, with a tremble.

      Reaching up, she flicks on the overhead light.

      There’s no mistaking it now… Bathed in the harsh, almost blue light of the car’s interior LEDs, I can see for certain that I’m looking at Coco. Or at least… I’m looking at Coco’s features.

      Although now that I can see her face clearly, there’s something about her…something that doesn’t seem quite right. A weird prickling sensation rises up my neck again, just like the last time we met and she began ranting at me. It’s an innate knowledge somewhere deep in my gut that what I’m looking at just isn’t right.

      Uncanny valley.

      All the features of Coco’s face are where they should be. She’s got the correct dark eyes, the right sharp, almost fox like features I’ve always found so enticing. Everything is technically right.

      But at the same time, there’s something about her that’s so incredibly wrong. It’s something about the softness of her expression, the fear in her eyes. The gentle lilt of her voice as she almost whispers to me in the car. None of that is Coco.

      But how can it be Jude?

      “Don’t freak out, okay?” the woman in front of me says quietly, lowering her hands to her lap. “I get that this is going to be weird for you, but just…don’t freak out, all right?”

      “Don’t freak out about what?”

      “About what I’m about to do.” She purses her lips into a thin, mirthless smile, but nothing happens. I stare, desperate to get away but rooted to the spot by a morbid fascination. Still nothing happens.

      Wait…

      Something is happening. Her cheekbones are receding, sliding down her face and pulling inwards. The sight is grotesque. Fear rises from deep inside, erupting a stream of hot bile through my system until I can almost feel it burn the back of my throat. My free hand involuntarily covers my mouth, as if desperate to hold in the disbelief that wants to spew forth as I watch her jawline melt up toward her cheeks. The shape of the face in front of me seems to round and her eyes lighten, transforming from dark to a light. Sharply arched eyebrows soften out and straighten into a gentle curve. I blink, and in an instant, I’m no longer looking at Coco. I’m looking at Jude instead.

      “What the fuck?” My words come out as a breathless gasp, and my grip tightens around the handle of the gun. “What the fuck?” I want to pull the gun away from her so I can see all the details of her face, but I can’t. Maybe it’s fear, or maybe as curious as I am, I don’t want to see. Not really.

      “I know, I know,” she says quietly, but this time I hear Jude. “Trust me, I know exactly how you’re feeling.”

      “The fuck you do!”

      “Ashley,” Jude sighs, and turns out the overhead light again. “Listen to me, I know you’re probably⁠—”

      Whatever explanation is on her lips, I don’t care. I don’t want to hear it. There’s nothing she could say to me right now that would make this any less fucked up. My hand trembles, bringing Jude’s focus back once again to the gun.

      “Ashley, you aren’t going to shoot me,” she says slowly, keeping her voice relaxed. She’s trying to get inside my head to calm me down, but something about the way she’s talking makes my blood pump faster. How can she be so nonchalant, given what I just saw? Does she expect me to just take that in my stride like it’s an everyday occurrence?

      “You wanna bet?” My thumb rests on the safety of my gun, readying to pull back. “Give me one good reason I don’t put a bullet in you right now and cart you off to the fucking CDC, you freak.”

      She opens her mouth, but rather than saying anything, she just takes in a deep breath and closes her eyes for a moment. Her face is changing again, her cheeks hollowing as her jaw drops a little. It’s like her skin is liquid, as it morphs and reforms in front of me, and while every instinct in my body is telling me to shoot whatever the hell this thing is, I can’t do it. I’m frozen in horror, just watching as she takes on a new form.

      Oh my God… What the hell is going on?

      “Are you prepared to shoot me now?” she asks. Only now, she doesn’t sound like Jude, and she doesn’t have Jude’s face. She looks like me, with my face.

      “What the fuck are you?!”

      “If you shoot me, you’ll have to figure out a way to explain to people why there’s a body in the morgue that looks just like you. And more to the point, I can’t give you any answers if there’s a bullet lodged in my skull.”

      The tremor from my hand seems almost exaggerated as it flows to the Glock. Of all the things I thought I might find when I followed Coco tonight, this wasn’t it. Not even close. I’m looking into my own eyes. I’m hearing my own voice talking to me.

      This is insane.

      “Put the gun down,” I hear my own voice say, speaking gently. “I can explain everything to you.”

      I don’t want to put it down. Despite the fact that my hands are shaking, I feel safer with the gun in my hand. With my finger hovering close to the trigger, I can at least pretend I’m in control of the situation.

      But I won’t get any answers like this, and that’s what I want more than anything right now. I need to make sense of this. It’s the only way to control the terror that’s rampaging through my body.

      With a heavy sigh, I lower the gun and hesitate. I’m not quite ready to put it back in its holster yet. I feel the coolness of the metal as I lay it gently against my thigh. Jude—or me—or whoever this is—tracks the gun with their eyes.

      “Put it back in its holster,” the voice—my voice—says. “You don’t need it.”

      Without taking my eyes off her—me—shit, this is such a mind fuck—I slide my Glock into its holster. The only concession I make is to leave the clip unfastened. If this whole thing goes south, I want to be prepared. At least that’s what I’m telling myself. 

      “This isn’t possible.” My voice is low and the words come out in a mumble.

      “Trust me, I wish it wasn’t,” I hear my own voice say with a sigh. The noise sends a shudder down my spine, and I grit my teeth involuntarily, wishing I hadn’t holstered my gun so quickly.

      “Is there any way you can…not?” I ask, gesturing vaguely in her direction.

      “Can I not what?”

      Again, the sound of my own voice makes me wince. It’s so uncomfortable to hear; it’s so familiar yet so alien at the same time. “Can you not do that? Can you not look like me? Or…use my voice? It’s weird.”

      “Sorry.” She clears her throat and turns her head away, and I do the same. “Just give me a minute.” I don’t want to see whatever the hell is about to happen again. The car is silent for a few moments, and then she coughs gently. “You can turn back now.”

      That’s Jude’s voice. I look back at the driver’s seat, and there she is again, smiling nervously. Her eyes flicker to the gun in my holster before she looks back at me and raises one hand in a wave. “Hi, Ashley.”

      “Don’t ‘Hi Ashley’ me,” I snap. Jude’s hand drops back into her lap in an instant, and the small smile slips from her face as if it was never there. “Tell me what the hell is going on right now. Who are you? What are you?”

      “I’m Jude.” She shoots me a reproachful look. “I’m still human. I’m still me.”

      “The hell you are. You looked like me a few seconds ago. When I got into the car, you looked like Coco.”

      “I… I don’t know what to call it,” she admits, shifting around uncomfortably in her seat.

      “You haven’t always…been able to do that?” I’m fairly sure she hasn’t, or at least not that I knew about, but tonight I am questioning everything I thought I knew… And not just about Jude.

      “No.” She sighs again. “Something happened last year. When they held me—when they took me hostage at the lab. I’m sorry. I’m not explaining this well. I’ve never had to.” Jude pauses and pushes her hand through her hair. At least I’m not the only one feeling a little stressed out by this whole thing. “The gene therapy they were experimenting with… It seems they used me as a guinea pig.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I wish I could answer that. There are lots of questions I wish I could answer. All I remember is when I went to meet the guy who was supposed to be spilling the dirt, somebody attacked me and when I came to, days later, I had tubes everywhere. Given the bruising on my body, they’d used me as a pincushion.” A wry smile plays across her face. “But you know all that.”

      I stare at her in silence for a few moments. I remember the police report about what they found at the genetics research lab once they had rescued Jude…after Kathy’s death. I read it obsessively, and I remember Jude’s statement pretty well. The whistleblower was an anonymous contact who told her where and when to meet by leaving a note under the front door of her apartment in the hopes it would draw her in.

      “Looking back on it now,” she says, frowning, “I think it was a trap from the start. I don’t think the whistleblower ever really existed. They must have gotten wind of the article I was writing about them, and figured I’d make for the perfect test subject. Either it would be a success, and I’d never be able to write up an exposé without ending up in a CDC lab somewhere, or I’d die. Either way, I wouldn’t be telling anyone about the kind of shit they did.”

      “What… What did they do to you?”

      “I don’t really know.” She laughs quietly, shaking her head. “For a few weeks, I didn’t even know that I could change my appearance. I mean, when I woke up, it was during the raid. I was still hooked up to an IV drip, but when the gunfire erupted, I yanked it out of my arm and ran. I got the hell out of there as fast as I could. I didn’t hang around to ask questions.”

      “Shit…”

      “Shit indeed.” She smiles grimly. “But that’s not all.”

      “It’s not?”

      “No. I didn’t figure out the shape shifting thing for a while, but I learned about this other thing on the night they rescued me.”

      “What other thing?”

      She doesn’t answer right away. Instead, she drums on the steering wheel and looks out over the road for a few moments. “Do you believe in the soul?”

      “The soul? No, why?”

      “You might want to rethink that position, just a little.” She looks back at me and tilts her head to one side. “How do you think I found out about your relationship with Kathy?”

      My stomach turns at the mention of Kathy. Jude and I haven’t really spoken about it, not since she was in the hospital and I came to visit. “I just…always assumed she’d told you. I figured she’d wanted to…die with a clear conscience, you know, so you got the death bed confession?”

      “She didn’t,” Jude says flatly. “She didn’t tell me. I saw it through her eyes. I felt it, like it was happening to me. I felt everything, saw everything in her life. When she got shot, she didn’t die as soon as she hit the floor. She held out, not for long, but…for a little while. And as I held her, it kind of felt like she was fading away, and…”

      Jude trails off and lets out a frustrated sigh, shaking her head. “I don’t really know how to describe it. It was like her life, her memories, her feelings… They were all leaking into me. I took them on, I guess.”

      “Bullshit,” I snap. “What is this? Your attempt at guilting me over what happened between me and Kathy? I already told you I was sorry about that, so why the hell are you⁠—”

      “It’s not bullshit,” she says calmly. “Believe me or don’t, it’s your choice. But whether or not you’re ready to accept it, it’s the truth. I took on Kathy’s soul, her experiences, her memories, and all the feelings she had for you. I saw your whole relationship with her. I experienced everything she did, even her training. A couple of weeks after I got out of the hospital, I went to a shooting range, and I scored perfect hits on the target.”

      “You did what?” Back in the days when the two of us had been closer, it had been something of a joke between us that Jude couldn’t handle a gun, let alone hit a target. She didn’t even like guns and had always made it clear that she didn’t like my service weapon being anywhere near her.

      “I’ve still got the target sheet up in my apartment, if you want to see it,” she says quietly. “And it’s not the only thing I’ve learned. I know how to shoot up. I know where the best drugs in the city are, and I know which dealers cut their shit with rat poison. Oh, and I know there’s a girl who went missing in the south side of town a few months ago. Her name was Chantelle Warren, and the cops liked some guy named Viktor Belsky for it. He didn’t do it. He was with Daniel Humphreys the day she was last spotted. If the cops are still looking into him, they are wasting their time.”

      She sniffs, and wets her lips, trailing off into silence for a few moments. “Do you want me to keep going? I’ve got a lot more.”

      I feel like someone’s punched me in the stomach. They declared Chantelle Warren’s case a suspected homicide a few weeks ago and brought to our department. There was nothing to suggest any connection between her disappearance and the serial murders, so we had passed it on to another team. But I knew the case, and she’s right about Belsky but he refused to give his whereabouts that day. He’s their prime suspect. “How do you know all of that?”

      “How do you think?”

      Bile rises to my throat again. If all of this is true and she can really take on a person’s memories when they die, then she couldn’t have gotten all of that information from Kathy. She hardly knew anything about drugs, and she sure as hell was no mechanic. Besides, Chantelle Warren only went missing a few weeks ago, and there has been information released to the press. Why would Belsky tell Jude? Unless it wasn’t Jude he told…

      If this is true, then she’s taken on a lot more than just Kathy’s memories.

      There’s one explanation for all of this forming in the depths of my mind, but it’s not one I want to entertain.

      “Can you…only do that with people who are dead?” I ask, a little unsure if I want to know the answer.

      Jude nods once. “And I have to be close to them when they die.”

      “But you just kind of morphed into me? So does that…” Before I could turn my thoughts into words, Jude was answering my question.

      “No, I can’t see your thoughts or know what you’re feeling. I can only do that with people I’m close to when they die. I don’t need to be right there but close.” Jude’s eyes narrowed and again she beat me to my next question with an answer, which only unnerved me more. “Being able to look like other people, like transforming into someone else, that’s different. I’m only just starting to understand that part and control it better.” She paused. “With dead people it’s quite easy. You just focus on their soul, imagine being in their body and wham. You’re there. But living people is way harder. It’s just easier if you’re dead.”

      Suddenly, I’m acutely aware of the way my heart is pounding in my chest. That one explanation that I really don’t want to be true is the only option that makes sense. The way they were all found killed in the same way—poisoned, which is the way women are more likely to commit murder. The way the victims were all spotted wandering around days after we suspect they died. The fact that they were all showing up in the CCTV footage of seemingly unconnected crime scenes—when they were dead.

      And, of course, Jude was always one of the first reporters on the crime scene. It was always strange to me how she knew exactly when and where to show up, not to mention the speed she wrote up her articles and had them published. There were times I’d seen an alert for one of her full-length articles on my phone less than an hour after she walked away from a crime scene.

      “Are you… Have you been killing those people?” I ask. My voice trembles. “All the people I’ve been going to, all the crimes I’m investigating… Are you the serial killer?”

      “That depends.” She cocks her head to one side. “Are we on the record right now?”

      “Jesus Christ, Jude.”

      “What?”

      “You’re—” I glance around the street for a moment, checking to see if there’s anyone nearby who might hear us. “You’re the serial killer? You’re the one who’s been doing all of this? Do you have any idea how much shit my team and I are in right now?”

      “That’s what you’re worried about?” She raises an eyebrow.

      “Of course that’s what I’m worried about! I’m supposed to be tracking a serial killer who, as it fucking turns out, can shape shift to look like a different person. No wonder none of the DNA matched the footage we were finding.”

      She doesn’t seem to share my concern. Why would she? It’s not like her job is the one in jeopardy here.

      “You have to admit, all of this is pretty clever though, right?”

      “Shut up, Jude.” I groan, burying my head in my hands. This is why we’ve made no progress in any of our cases, the reason nothing ever made sense to us. It wasn’t supposed to. She was covering her tracks in a way no normal human being should be able to do. We were chasing someone who was always three steps ahead. And then two thoughts strike me in quick and horrifying succession. My ex is a serial killer and⁠—

      Coco…

      I lift my head slowly and look up at Jude. There’s something else that’s starting to make sense now. “Why did you choose to look like her?”

      “Like who?”

      “Coco.” I can feel myself cling to the tiniest glimmer of hope that she just looked like Coco. Like she did with me. That she didn’t—I can’t even bring myself to form the thought, but I need to know. Suddenly Coco’s strange behavior, her distance, her reluctance to work on the list, the one thing that would have kept her safe. “Did you—” I can’t even bring myself to say the words, and they die in my throat. “What did you do?”

      “That’s what you’re worried about, huh? Your job, and Coco…” She clicks her tongue and shakes her head slowly. “Jesus, Ashley. Do you know what kind of person she is? The kind of things she’s done? I mean, I know you must know about some of it, given what you did for her. You know about the drugs and I’m guessing you know about the guns. But do you have any idea how many people’s lives she ruined? How many people walked away from her broken and destroyed, in ways that neither one of us can probably ever imagine?”

      “You are fucking serial killer, Jude.” A wave of guilt pushes aside the surreal absurdity of the situation. I’m no better. I would have done anything…the things I did for Coco… But I push it aside. That’s not my concern right now. “Tell me. Where is she?”

      “I don’t know.” Jude turns away from me, pursing her lips. “Probably buried somewhere in the desert. I used her fixer to take care of it.”

      “She’s dead?” The words come out as a faint whisper.

      “Of course she’s dead, Ashley,” Jude’s voice turns cold. “Of the people I dealt with, you think I would have left a woman like that alive? You’re smarter than that.”

      It feels like a punch to my gut. Of course, it shouldn’t really be a surprise, given what I’ve just seen happen, but I can’t wrap my head around it. Coco is one of the most terrifying women I’ve ever known, one of the most well connected and powerful. It seemed like she was invincible, and anyone who even tried to get in her way would swiftly end up with a bullet in their head. I should know, I helped to make that a reality more than once.

      And yet, Jude managed it. Jude, the reporter who’d never even held a gun before, who’d never been in a fight in her life, or so I’d thought. Jude Abrahams did what rival gang leaders and cops couldn’t.

      “How did you—” I begin, but before I can finish my question, her phone buzzes in her pocket. She pauses to look at it for a few moments and then looks up at the clock on the dash quickly.

      “How did I what?” she prompts, dropping the phone again.

      “How did you do it? Do you know how many people have tried to do that in the past and failed?”

      “I have a pretty good idea now, yeah,” she says drily, as if it’s the most normal thing in the world to admit to.

      “When did you do it? How long have you been…” I gesture to her wordlessly. “You know…”

      “A couple of months. I got to Coco when she came back into town from a business meeting.”

       “Why?” I hiss. “Why would you—I mean, what would make you kill her? You didn’t know her.”

      “You’re shitting me, right?” She laughs and shakes her head in disbelief. “Are we talking about the same woman here? Ashley, come on. The woman was⁠—”

      “Don’t,” I snap, swallowing around the hard lump in my throat. “Whatever you’re about to say about her, Jude, just don’t, okay? I don’t want to hear it.”

      Jude sighs, glancing at the clock on the dash again before leaning back in her seat. “All right, suit yourself.”

      My hands are balling into fists that are so tight I can feel my nails cutting into my palms. Of course, it’s easy for her to judge when she’s just sitting there. She never actually knew Coco. She never experienced all the ups and downs of our relationship.

      It’s easy to judge when you don’t know what’s going on.

      She only saw Coco as a criminal, like most other people. They saw the headlines; they heard the rumors, and they bought into all of it. They demonized her, making her the evil thing that lurked in the shadows. They didn’t see the woman I saw. The woman that loved me.

      Jude is no different. She’s judging Coco based on a few things she heard in passing from other people, when there’s so much more to who Coco really was. She was complex. She was fickle. There were times when she lived up to her reputation of being cold and cruel, but there were other times when she took me completely by surprise. She’d be kind, thoughtful, almost sweet even.

      But Jude doesn’t see that. No one does.

      She’s staring straight ahead now, her eyes a little unfocused. She almost looks bored, like this is something that she could have predicted would come up sooner or later, somewhere down the line. One hand rests on the steering wheel, and while we sit in silence, she drums out a slow, rhythmic beat.

      She glances at the clock on the dashboard again. It’s the third time she’s done that since I got into the car with her, and it’s getting on my nerves. “What are you doing?”

      “Hm?”

      “You keep looking at the clock,” I snap. “Have you got plans? Am I keeping you from something?”

      “No, it’s just…” She trails off and shakes her head. “Don’t worry.”

      “No, clearly it’s important to you.” I jab a finger at the clock on the dash again. “What is it? What’s so important at this time of night? Have you somebody to poison?”

      “I just… I had plans for this evening.” She shrugs, looking away from me for a few moments. Her tongue flicks out to wet her lower lip in a quick, nervous motion. Her fingers speed up against the steering wheel, drumming a little faster.

      “Who the hell would you have plans with this late?”

      Jude doesn’t answer right away. She twists around uncomfortably in the seat, still not able to meet my gaze.

      “With…Mariana,” she says finally.

      “With Mariana? As in…Coco’s Mariana?” Finally, things are falling into place. Mariana had said that Coco had been behaving strangely over the past few months, becoming more attentive and kinder towards her. But it wasn’t Coco, it was… Holy shit, this is warped.

      “You know another Mariana?” she asks, a little defensively. “I made plans with her, and I’m already late.”

      “Who gives a shit?” I bite. “Unless your plans involve telling her everything that’s been going on, I think this conversation is a little more important, Jude. Don’t you?”

      She doesn’t look convinced. Or perhaps she doesn’t want to be convinced by my argument. “I just… I should keep up appearances, shouldn’t I? I could blow my cover if I⁠—”

      “Blow your cover? What are you, an FBI agent?” I snort out a bitter laugh. “If you wanted to keep up appearances, you wouldn’t be meeting Mariana for little late-night dates. You’d be ignoring her, just like Coco did. She’s already suspicious, wondering what the hell has gotten into her wife because of how nice she’s suddenly being. So, congratulations, Jude. If you were hoping to blend in as Coco, you’ve already fucked it up.”

      She bristles at that, meeting my gaze quickly. “How do you know that? Have you spoken to her?”

      “To whom?”

      “To Mariana. Have you spoken to her about me?”

      “Well, you were doing a piss-poor job of acting like Coco. You were acting insane, calling off deals, killing associates, treating me like a stranger. Of course I was going to ask questions. I was worried.”

      “Well, I’m so sorry to have worried you,” she mutters, folding her arms. “What, were you trying to find out if your girlfriend was about to break up with you? Was that why you went to her wife?”

      “Coco never gave a shit about Mariana, then suddenly there’s a complete 180 in her personality. None of it added up. What was I supposed to think, huh?”

      This isn’t the point, and I know that. I know this isn’t what I should focus on, given what I just saw. I’ve got so many questions for her, burning up inside me, but now my chance to ask them has slipped through my fingers. Because rather than answering them, she’s going to go play house with Mariana.

      “What the fuck is there to stop me from arresting you right now? Then there’ll be no running back to Mariana. You’d have to keep talking.” The words fire out of my mouth, but Jude deflects them with a smile.

      “Seriously? I might have killed a few bad guys, but you? You stepped way over the line, Ashley. You killed your own. Make one accusation against me and I’ll tell them everything they want to know about the night Lieutenant Ashton was gunned down.” A small, disdainful laugh fills the car. “Besides, who the hell would believe you? They’d have you locked up in psych before they ever came near me.”

      She’s right, and she knows it. “Fine,” I mutter. “But we need to talk about this, and soon, Jude.”

      “I know.” She sounds defensive, almost like a little kid who’s been scolded for having their hand in the cookie jar. “I’ll call you, all right?”

      “You’d better,” I scowl, unable to control my anger. “This isn’t over, you understand? I need to know everything you’ve been doing, Jude. I mean everything. I need to know what you’ve been doing while you’ve been looking like Coco, I need to know who you’ve met, what you’ve said, what⁠—”

      “Why?” She cocks an eyebrow. “What are you worried about?”

      “Do you have any idea how dangerous it is to mess around in Coco’s world? The kind of people she did business with, the people she works with… Jude, if you pissed off the wrong person then you’ve got no idea of what might happen to you.”

      Jude snorts and rests her elbow against the door of the car. “I think I have a pretty good idea. I know what I’m doing here, don’t worry.”

      “I hope you do.” I push my door open and step back out into the street. “Call me. If you don’t, I’ll find you. You understand?”

      She isn’t even looking at me anymore. Now she’s just staring out at the street in front of her, white knuckling the steering wheel. Her jaw is set into a tight, sharp line and her brows furrow. She’s pissed at me, but I don’t really care.

       I’m just as pissed at her.
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      Ashley’s reflection in the rear-view gets smaller as she heads back to her car. Pain sears through my fingers, my knuckles white as my grip tightens on the wheel. Her shadow disappears into the front seat, the headlights go on, and tires squeal as she pulls away from the sidewalk. Tearing down the street, the car makes a hard left at the end, vanishing into the night.

      She’s gone.

      I let out the breath I hadn’t even been aware I was holding and sink back in my seat. It’s only now, as the immediate danger has passed, that I realize how tightly I’m holding everything in. Every muscle is rigid. The fire of adrenalin has my nerves on high alert, but as it subsides, a tired nausea sets in. The danger has passed, though, at least for the time being. I don’t know what’s going through Ashley’s head right now, but whatever it is, I doubt it’s good. She’s angry, confused, and more than that—more dangerous than any of that—she’s hurt.

      She loved Coco. I could see it in her eyes when I told her what had happened. The pain of losing Coco was clear, yet another wound from losing a person she cared about. If it wasn’t for the fact that Coco was a shitty human being who deserved what she got, I’d almost feel sorry for Ashley.

      Almost.

      I let out another low breath and glance at the clock on the dash. I’m late for my date with Mariana. She’d planned a date night for the two of us, something special. Something romantic. Ironically, it was me that was due to be surprised tonight.

      But even that isn’t accurate. Mariana was surprising Coco. Not me.

      I frown at my reflection in the wing mirror for a few seconds, shaking my head. Mariana didn’t plan a date night for the two of us. She planned a date for herself and her wife, whose body I happen to be using.

      That realization doesn’t sit well with me. It sinks to the pit of my stomach like a stone, feeling cold and heavy and unnatural. It comes with an uneasiness, an uncertainty.

      I swallow past it and reach for the key, twisting it a little more roughly than I’d meant to. The engine comes to life beneath me, settling into a low hum within seconds. As I pull away from the sidewalk, I can’t help but glance at the seat next to mine, where Ashley sat only a few moments ago.

      Ashley knowing changes everything. Fuck. I had everything under control. If only I’d known about Coco’s relationship with Ashley before I killed her, I could have avoided all of this. I need to figure out what the hell I’m going to do.

      I pass through the neighborhood, stopping at a red light to let a group of teenagers cross the street, and while they meander across to the other side, I chew on my lower lip, tugging at the flesh until it hurts.

      Ashley has always been a hard woman to pin down. Unpredictability used to be part of her charm when I first met her. I used to find it exciting, enticing.

      The light goes green, and I step on the gas, taking off down the street with a lurch. It was probably that unpredictability that led to her having an affair with Kathy. Hell, even the affair with Coco. Who knows what else could come from it?

      She pointed a gun at me.

      The sudden memory of the barrel of the gun being leveled at my face catches my breath. I try to relax my hands, loosening my grip and stretching out my fingers. My palms, the wheel, everything, is slick with sweat. I lean forward an inch or so, peeling the silk of my shirt from between the leather of the seat and my back. It’s so moist, the cold air instantly sends a shiver down my spine.

      The car slows a little as I hit the incline in the road, the sign that I’m heading out of the city and up towards the hills. The jolt of the engine underneath me cuts my internal autopilot, and when I blink, I’m suddenly aware of where I am. I can see the hillside, the distant lights of the mansions that are tucked away in gated communities.

      I can see Coco’s mansion.

      Mariana is waiting for me there, probably pissed as hell that I’m late, and I don’t have a good excuse for her. What am I supposed to tell her?

      Sorry honey, sorry I’m late, but the cop who I’m having an affair with pulled a gun on me when she realized I’m not actually who I said I was. Oh, and by the way, I’m not your wife. I’m just some random journalist. I’ve been fucking with you for the past few months, so I hope there are no hard feelings.

      I can see that conversation ending well. Not.

      Except for a few houses that are dotted around on the outskirts, the main body of the city is behind me now. I’m not far from the mansion.

      I don’t want to go back there.

      My death grip on the steering wheel has made my muscles ache to the point they’re almost shaking. Sweat is beading on my brow and at the back of my neck, and my skin feels like it’s prickling all over. Jesus, I want to be sick. I can’t go back there, not yet. I’m not ready. I need to pull up somewhere private. I need time to myself, time to calm down.

      But where?

      There’s a turn up ahead that leads off to one of the little dirt paths that hikers use. They’re dangerous, winding little tracks with hardly any traffic, cut into the hillside with nothing but a little wooden fence and a sheer drop to keep you on the road. They look like the places the Zodiac killer would have stalked in the seventies, but at this time of night, they’re usually deserted.

      I jerk the steering wheel to the right and swerve off onto the narrow path, turning away from the glowing lights of the gated mansions at the top of the hill. The headlights bounce over rocks and dirt as I drive, far enough that I can’t see the proper road in my rear-view. I glance up into the mirror again, and when all I see behind me is the red haze of my tail lights, I slam my foot on the brakes.

      The tires squeal on the dirt beneath me, and I wince as pebbles rattle against the underside of the R8. There is little clearance under the steel chassis, and while it makes for a smooth ride around the city, they didn’t build it for these roads.

      I come to a stop, and the engine dulls into a low, almost soothing hum. My fingers tremble as I lift them from the steering wheel. Flicking on my high beams illuminates the track in front of me in garish, harsh light. There’s nothing around, barring a few startled rabbits that freeze, stare, and then, when they think it’s safe, scurry into the safety of thick bushes. I know how they feel. 

      I need some fresh air and silence.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket as I step out of the car. I wince, pulling it out as I walk towards the fence that marks the edge of the road from the vertical drop below. It’s a text from Mariana asking where I am. When am I coming home? She says she misses me.

      I miss you too, I muse, but I can’t bring myself to answer her. I want to go back to her, but not like this, not with everything that’s going through my head. I walk further from the car, further from the steady pinging of the alarm that tells me I left the door open and the engine running. I lean against the gnarled wooden fence and curl my fingers around it, letting out a shaky, high-pitched sigh that doesn’t sound like it belongs to me.

      It’s a good thing I got off the road when I did; I can feel my chest tightening, I can hear the blood rushing in my ears. My breath is coming out in short pants and my vision is blurring, tunneling away and closing off the rest of the world. My muscles lock together, taut under my clothes, and the hairs on the back of my neck are standing on end.

      Shit, it’s happening again. The panic. The fear.

      My chest hurts, and I lift one hand, placing it on my chest, massaging at my sternum even though I know it isn’t going to help. My shirt is damp against my skin and I know it should feel cold, but I don’t feel anything. Nothing at all. A tingling numbness is spreading through my body like a cancer. 

      It’s not just my vision that’s going dark now. I can’t hear anything besides my sharp gasps for air, not even the distant ding from my car.

      My gasps turn to sobs, and all I can do is clutch at the fabric of my shirt with my right hand, and the rough wood of the old fence post with the other. That fence is my reality. The only thing in the world that exists right now. The only thing other than my fear. 

      I’m dying. A weight crushes my chest, suffocating my lungs, and I can’t stop it. The pull of my body being dragged under is all-consuming and just when I think I’m gone, lost to all that eats away at me, I hear that tiny voice. It’s faint, but I’m sure I hear it. Pushing the panic back, I listen, I focus, and there it is—the faint sound of my voice throwing me a rope.

      Pull yourself together.

      This isn’t my first panic attack. You’ve been here before, I hear myself say sternly, without the breath of a single word. You are not dying. The world is not spinning. Just breathe and count. Count back from ten. Ten, nine, eight…

      Breathe in through your nose—slowly. And hold it… Breathe out through your mouth—slowly… No, slower than that… Slower… Perfect.

      In and out, out and in, over and over again. It gets a little easier each time, until my breathing is almost back to normal. I’m tired, so damned tired. Slumping down onto my knees in the dirt, I let my chin fall against my chest. Long, low sobs escape, breaking through my defenses until I fear they may never stop.

      The look of horror on Ashley’s face, my terror of having a gun pointed straight in my face—it’s all too much. I can’t really blame Ashley for pointing a gun at me; if I were in her position, I’d probably have done the same. Even so, I really, really wish she hadn’t done that.

      I really, really wish a lot of things hadn’t happened tonight. I wish she hadn’t started following me. I wish she hadn’t come into the car. I wish she hadn’t figured out everything.

      I wish I’d stuck around to make sure she won’t do anything stupid now that she knows…

      The Ashley I used to know wouldn’t do anything. She’d sit on this for a few days. She’d spend some time pacing her apartment, taking some late night walks around the park near her place. She’d do nothing but think for a few days, and eventually she’d probably doubt if she saw what she thought she saw.

      But the Ashley I used to know wouldn’t have gotten into business—and into bed—with someone who trafficks guns, drugs and unwilling prostitutes across the border. She definitely wouldn’t have murdered a cop just for being good at his job. One bullet is all it took and all because he’d found dirt on Coco.

      So, I have no way of knowing what she’ll do now that she knows my secret. For all I know, she’s going to the station to tell her boss everything. She could requisition CCTV footage from the diner, from my apartment building, from traffic cameras around the city to track where my path crosses with ‘Coco.’

      Perhaps she’s talking to someone about that lab, asking around about the experiments they were doing. Maybe she knows someone who knows someone who works in a government facility who is eagerly looking for their next human lab rat. Or worse, perhaps she’s heading up to the mansion right now, ready to tell Mariana everything.

      It wasn’t supposed to turn out like this.

      I don’t know how it was supposed to turn out. I didn’t have a plan, or an endgame, or a goal, or anything, but I know this isn’t what I want. What am I supposed to do now?

      I stare into the blinding white beam of my headlights, narrowing my eyes against their glare. For the first time since I started all of this, I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing.
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      I don’t know how long I spent out on the hillside, but by the time I got back into the car, my fingers were stiff from the chill of the wind. I’ve finally made it back to the house, a few hours and a dozen missed calls after I said I would be here.

      Mariana’s going to be upset. I’d promised her a nice evening together, and then I just blew her off with no warning at all. Hell, if the tables were turned, I’d be pissed too. I have a good reason for skipping out on our plans, though, albeit not one I can explain to her.

      I bet Coco always felt like she had good reason for skipping out on their dates too.

      The thought catches me off guard as I make my way into the house from the garage. When I first took on all of Coco’s memories and experiences, I saw plenty of fights between her and her wife. Some of them weren’t that bad, just a little yelling and eye-rolling, a few doors slamming here and there. Others were apocalyptic. Mariana was so annoyed one night she threw a lamp, barely missing Coco before it smashed into a thousand pieces when it made contact with the wall. Those fights always followed Coco having spent time away on ‘business,’ or spending too many nights in a hotel. Mariana had felt lonely and isolated, as though she had been pushed aside. The more Coco lied to her the more Mariana became frustrated. The more frustrated Mariana became, the bigger the argument that followed. Those fights stemmed from nights like tonight.

      If I see her with a lamp in hand, I’m running in the other direction. I’m not sure I’d be able to duck fast enough.

      When I make my way into the bedroom, to my surprise, she doesn’t appear angry. Already in bed, I see the top of the black nightgown she is wearing, and there’s a book in one hand. I smile sheepishly, and she puts it to one side.

      “Hi.” I rub the back of my neck, looking down at the carpet rather than at her. I don’t know why I feel so guilty about being late; it’s not like I don’t have a good reason for missing out on our plans. I could have at least called ahead, though, I suppose. “I’m sorry.”

      “Were you busy?” she asks quietly. “With work?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do I want to know what you were doing?”

      I don’t answer her immediately, instead I hold her gaze just for a beat. Is it worse to allow Mariana to imagine some of the horrific things her wife could have done? I mean, it’s not like I was killing anyone, but maybe murder is easier than the truth…

      “Probably not.”

      She nods slowly, cocking her head to one side. “Did you have a long night?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No, not really.” I sink down onto the bed with a heavy sigh, leaning over my knees. The mattress dips under Mariana’s weight as she shuffles across the bed to join me, resting her hand on the small of my back.

      “Okay.” She presses a kiss to my shoulder. “We don’t have to talk. I’m just glad you’re home.”

      My stomach twists. Home. There’s a part of me that wants to melt into her, to be with her completely, but I know she isn’t actually glad to see me. She’s glad to see the person she thinks I am. She’s glad to see her wife.

      “I’ve been thinking about something,” Mariana whispers, pressing another kiss to my shoulder. Her hand trails down my arm slowly, and then she links her fingers with mine, squeezing them. “I want to go on vacation.”

      “Oh yeah? Where to?”

      “I was thinking…maybe Puerto Rico? It’s been a long time since we’ve been.”

      Puerto Rico… That’s where her family is from. A white, sandy beach flashes in my mind’s eye, and I glimpse an older woman with a round face and curly black hair. She has Mariana’s eyes.

      I don’t know when she and Coco last went to Puerto Rico. It’s not information that’s floating around in the back of my mind, like so much other stuff. It’s funny, the things she remembered and the things she let slip through the cracks. She knew the names of the police chief’s kids, knew all the schools they attended. I even know the name of the security company employee that installed his home security system and how much I paid him for a live feed, but I don’t know when they last went to Puerto Rico together.

      Poor Mariana.

      I have that sentiment on repeat. Poor Mariana. I seem to say that to myself repeatedly, every time I think about her relationship with Coco. This woman deserved so much more than the lonely half-life she endured with Coco.

      I turn to look at her properly. She’s kneeling on the bed beside me with a sweet, endearing smile on her face. She looks hopeful, almost desperate for me to say yes. How could I turn her down when she’s looking at me like that?

      You’re getting in too deep, Jude, I scold myself. Planning a vacation is going too far.

      I know I’m overstepping all the boundaries that I laid out for myself when I started doing this. I was just going to be nice to her to make her life a little easier; I was just going to do the bare minimum.

      That’s not what this is. I should say no. I should push her away.

      “That sounds like a great idea,” I hear myself say. “The weather should still be nice down there at this time of year, right?”

      She almost looks surprised I agreed, but she nods enthusiastically. “Yes! We can go to the beach. We can go swimming… I can wear some of those new bikinis I bought this summer.”

      Fuck.

      Where the hell is my self-control? It shouldn’t be that hard to just say ‘no’ to her, but even now, as I look at her, just seeing how happy she is makes me smile. It’s nice to see her excited.

      There’s no way I can actually go on the trip with Mariana; Ashley would kill me if she found out. I’ll have to find some way to back out of it at some point.

      But for now… How much harm can it really do to just indulge Mariana in this? Just for a little while.

      It’s been a shitty, stressful evening and while I know giving Mariana false hope isn’t fair, it feels the kindest thing to do. I lean back in bed and she curls up beside me, telling me all about the beaches she wants to take me to, the restaurants she hopes are still around.

      If only it were real. If only it was me she wanted to take there. But just for tonight, I can pretend. Just for tonight, I can fall asleep to the sound of her voice, and let her plan our great Puerto Rico vacation together.

      Just for tonight.
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