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      “Good morning, Mr. Reynolds.” I used my best sing-song voice. “Are you ready to die today?”

      “I don’t think we should stand so close to him,” Ally said, pulling me away from the bed. “And don’t talk with your mouth full.”

      Mr. Reynolds still didn’t respond when I turned on the bedside lamp, illuminating his bedroom in a butter-yellow glow. I nudged him. “Good morning.”

      His eyes flew open as he jolted upright and pressed his back against the wooden headboard. Crushing the comforter to his chest, he fumbled an earplug from each ear. His darting eyes searched our faces. “Who the hell are you?” he asked.

      His graying brown hair was disheveled and thinning in front. His blue eyes squinted against the onslaught of light. He was an enormous man, six feet tall and nearly three hundred pounds, according to our profile.

      I flashed Ally a look. Beside me, my personal assistant was taller by a few inches, making her five feet eight or so. We’d taken the stairs, and Reynolds’s apartment was warm. She unbuttoned her red A-line coat, revealing her off-white ruffled blouse and dress pants underneath. Her straightened blond hair, chocolate eyes and tiny diamond nose stud caught and held the soft light of Reynolds’s lamp.

      She flashed the photo attached to the front of the file folder at me, then nodded twice. We were in the right place on the right day.

      Of course, I could still have fun with this.

      “Burglars,” I said with my mouth full of muffin, chewing. “If you could just strip those pillowcases off and fill them with your valuables, we’ll be on our way.”

      His eyes fixed on the half-devoured sugar bomb in my hand. “Is that mine?”

      I slowed my chewing, thinking of how best to answer this inquiry. “Could be. It was on your kitchen counter.”

      “So you took it?” He pushed the comforter off his chest. The disorientation of sleep was wearing off.

      “Mr. Reynolds.” Ally leaned toward him, pushing her hair behind her ear as it fell forward. Her tone was professional and kind. She was good at dealing with clients. Me? Not so much. “We’re here about your death replacement.”

      His face remained pinched. One of the problems with letting hospitals orchestrate death replacements was that clients didn’t meet their agents until their actual death-day.

      “At the hospital, remember? Your physician helped you schedule a replacement last April,” Ally continued. “This is Ms. Jesse Sullivan. She’ll be your agent today.”

      He turned his narrowing eyes to me. “She’s the zombie?”

      Was it my job to remind him “zombie” was a derogatory term? No, but I did it anyway.

      “Necronite,” I corrected. I tossed the muffin wrapper into the bedside trashcan. “I’m the necronite here to die so you can keep on a-livin’.”

      I said that last part in the twangy, country music tone our fair city of Nashville was known for. He looked me over head to toe. What did he expect a necronite to look like? Probably not this young or wearing nothing more than jeans and a T-shirt beneath my hoodie.

      “How did you get in?”

      “Doorman,” I answered. “Look⁠—”

      Ally cut in, afraid to let my snark go unchecked. “It’s important Jesse stays close to you until the incident occurs. As the doctor probably explained during your consultation, she needs to shadow you for the entire day.”

      Mr. Reynolds turned to the bedside clock. “It’s only midnight.”

      “That’s generally when the day starts,” I said, stretching my cramped neck to one side. “Your death-day is September eighteenth, and that’s today, right?”

      “Yes.” He didn’t sound so sure.

      “Ta-da,” I said, throwing my arms wide. “Here I am.”

      Startled, he leaned out of my reach.

      Ally elbowed me and I jerked my arms in to protect my ribs. She forced another smile at Reynolds. “We called you earlier, but you didn’t answer. We rang the doorbell and knocked, but you still didn’t answer.”

      I folded my arms over my chest, tired of standing over him. “We thought you already died.”

      He uncurled a beefy fist to show his earplugs. “I wear these when I sleep. I guess I didn’t hear you.”

      “We were concerned, that’s all. It’s our job to keep you safe,” Ally added. Oh, her smile was really shining now. “We apologize for entering your home without permission.”

      She nudged me with her elbow again. “Yeah, sorry,” I grumbled.

      His shoulders slumped, and he seemed more relaxed the longer Ally smiled at him. It was her gift, I guess, the ability to put people at ease.

      It certainly wasn’t a trait I possessed.

      “Sir, if you can just act normal today, follow your usual routine, we’ll be here and ready for anything.” Ally grinned. Her weight shifted. She was tired of standing, too. “Please, go back to sleep. We’ll remain close in case you need us.”

      I gave him credit. He did try to go back to sleep, though he left the earplugs out, probably suspicious of us. I guess I wouldn’t be able to sleep with two weirdos leaning against my bedroom wall watching me, especially one as fidgety as myself.

      Thirty minutes into this babysitting guard duty from which I derived an income, I was so bored. But waiting for death to show up was a normal part of the replacement process.

      At 7:45 a.m. Reynolds was finally dressed and ready for work. He swore he usually walked, so walk we did. Franklin Street was busy, the honking horns conveying that not everyone was happy to be alive on this fine Monday. The morning air held a characteristically September chill to it, so I zipped my dark hoodie up to my chin and warmed my cold hands in my back pockets.

      Ally could look as professional as she liked, but my clothes would be destroyed by the end of the day—one way or another. Sure, I had nicer clothes at home, but when I worked a replacement job, I couldn’t wear those. Doctors really liked to cut my clothes off. I mean, they saw my dead body and it was like, “Nurse! The scissors, please.”

      The time I was hit and killed by a bus, they cut my clothes off and I was wearing my favorite Three Stiffs with Picks T-shirt. The local band’s members were necronites like me—which meant we had the same neurological disorder—but they weren’t death-replacement agents and had no government employment contract like I did.

      Man, every time I think about that shirt, I get pissed all over again. They’d signed it, for goodness’ sake. The hospital ruined it more than the bus did. I could’ve kept it, damn them. Blood on a  rock ’n’ roll T-shirt is cool.

      Anyway, that was the last straw, so now I only own a plethora of dark jeans and hoodies. Sometimes Ally was able to intervene and save my clothes, but most body fluids stain, so I still went through an entire wardrobe quickly—shoes too. I didn’t know how I lost my shoes when I died.

      At home, I have a whole basket of shoes I only have one of and I refuse to buy more. They work. Like today, I was wearing one red Nike sneaker and one blue Reebok sneaker, each one tied with floppy laces. Maybe that’s why Reynolds kept staring at my feet as we walked.

      We’d only made it two blocks down the road, pushing through the swarming crowds, past opening shops and businesses, and then the conversation took an inevitable turn.

      Mr. Reynolds turned to Ally and flashed what I suspected was a well-rehearsed smile. His voice shifted to a carefully inflected tone. “Are you a zombie too?”

      “Necronite,” I said, correcting him again. If I wanted to playfully call myself a zombie, that was one thing. I was trying to reclaim the word. But people can’t just go equating my lifestyle to mindless, brain-eating corpses.

      “Necronite, got it,” he blurted, embarrassed by the fact that I was speaking at full volume. His eyes nervously scanned the passing crowd. He turned to Ally again. “Do you…reanimate also?”

      “Ooo, reanimate. Breaking out the big words,” I said. “No, Ally doesn’t die. She is one hundred percent mortal.”

      I’ve seen the ‘Let’s get to know the cute assistant’ bit. I don’t blame him. Ally is gorgeous. I’ve made a play for her myself because gorgeous is gorgeous. I’m just lucky that Ally likes women or I probably would have looked as ridiculous as Mr. Reynolds here.

      “I’m just the hired help,” Ally said with a polite smile, which was a permanent fixture when mediating between me and my clients. Maybe it was her round cheeks or tiny, cute nose that made people like her. She just looked like a nice person—unless you pissed her off, of course. “Jesse’s schedule is hectic, and it’s my job to keep her sane.”

      “You must have your work cut out for you,” he said.

      Did he just insult me?

      I could play. “Give it up. You’re not her type.”

      His jaw set tight. “Is she always this…charming?”

      I opened my mouth to show him how charming I could be. Ally shot me a pleading look behind his back. Brinkley, my government-assigned handler, popped into my head. One more bad review, Jesse, and I’ll kill you. A couple of times. If Mr. Reynolds thought I was a challenge, he should try dealing with Brinkley.

      I rolled my eyes at Ally and gave my rehearsed speech.

      “Dear Sir or Madam, I am sorry for this inconvenience. In the light of your impending death, this must be a stressful time for you. Please accept my apologies for this situation and let me offer my reassurance that no matter what happens, you can count on me to save your ass.”

      Brinkley made me memorize this verbatim, and to be spiteful, I haven’t changed a word. Not even the “Sir or Madam” part. Okay, maybe I changed “save you” to “save your ass,” but what’s the difference really?

      Reynolds blinked twice and stared. Appearing to reach some conclusion, he opened the door to his building and entered without saying another word.

      The South Tower was huge, stretching far up into the overcast sky. The building looked like a cat to me, with a pointy radio antenna on each side of its roof. We followed him and his swinging briefcase through the revolving glass doors into the building, which smelled like women’s perfume and floor polish. Once we had our plastic visitor badges attached, we took the elevator up to Reynolds’s office on the fifteenth floor. His office was the coolest, strangest thing I’d ever seen.

      It was laid out like a bi-level, encased in glass. The entrance was two glass doors that pushed open. The outer wall was a full window overlooking downtown Nashville. The floor was pale hardwood, shining in the slanted autumn light. A spiraling staircase with see-through steps coiled off to the right, very modern. The lower level held only his secretary’s desk and a clear view of the city. Reynolds’s desk was located on the upper, loft-like part suspended in the air.

      Good thing he wasn’t into dresses or the poor secretary would’ve had more than a downtown view through the clear floor suspended above her desk. Of course, it went both ways. I was sure that he spent his workdays enjoying all the sunshine with a side of cleavage.

      His desk and bookcase were as transparent as the window behind him. I gave Ally a weary look. She got it.

      “We need your blood type,” she said as Reynolds put his briefcase on his desk.

      “O-positive, why?”

      “This is a lot of glass.” I leaned over the metal rail encircling the loft area to see the secretary’s desk and floor below. I know people dig the sleek, modern look, but all I saw was an accident waiting to happen. “We might have a problem.”

      Reynolds looked confused. “The doctor told me any type of death was replaceable.”

      No reputable doctor would tell him that. I can only do so much for a body. Most of my clients require post-replacement medical care. Point-blank gunshot wounds to the head, for example, are not replaceable. What did he expect me to do? Pick up his brain chunks and stuff his skull?

      Ally sat her purse in one of the four bright red chairs opposite Reynolds’s desk, the only splash of color in the whole place apart from the hanging fern with its greedy outstretched tendrils.

      “Jesse can die for you, but she can’t heal your body. If you get cut, you’ll need blood.”

      I surveyed the titles on his bookcase and found not an ounce of pleasure reading—a real bore, this guy. I was looking for a personality, common interests, anything that would make me want to save Reynolds. Nada.

      Oh well. I am a professional.

      Ally pulled a survey packet and clipboard from her oversized purse, before fishing for a pen. Then she extended the ballpoint with a click and settled into the chair. “While you set up your computer, I wonder if I can ask you a few questions about your replacement experience?”

      Unraveling his laptop cord, Reynolds paused in his unpacking. “She hasn’t done anything.”

      “No, not yet,” Ally said, flashing her work-with-me grin. “You’ll receive your post-replacement survey in the mail in a week or two. Hopefully, you’ll fill it out and return it in the postage-paid envelope. These questions pertain to the enrollment process.”

      Reynolds bent down and plugged the cord into the surge protector under his desk. “All right, Ms. Gallagher, if it makes your job easier.”

      She tucked her hair behind her ear and tried to look sweet. “It does, thank you.”

      Ally might be a lesbian, but she knew how to charm the pants off any man. I rolled my eyes. The two were making me nauseous. She readied her pen. “Did you intentionally plan your death-screening or did your physician recommend it?”

      He settled into his seat and turned on the computer. “I went to get my blood pressure checked and the doctor recommended it. He explained my insurance rates would drop if I pre-screened.”

      “How much time passed between the physician’s referral and your meeting with the AMP?”

      “AMP?”

      “Analyst of necro-Magnetic Phenomenon.”

      “Oh, the psychic,” he said, his eyes lighting with recognition. “I met her two days later.”

      “‘Psychic’ is another derogatory term, Mr. Reynolds,” I said. Not to mention an inaccurate way to describe the ex-military, medically altered analysts. My favorite AMP was Gloria. She hated the term “psychic,” and you’ve got to defend your friends when they aren’t around to defend themselves. “We talked about derogatory terms, didn’t we?”

      The public wasn’t supposed to think of them as psychics anyway. Somehow that dirty little secret leaked. PR tried to push AMPs as nothing more than gifted statisticians, brainiacs who could take all the factors of a person’s life and guess when they’d die within a twenty-four-hour window, up to one year in advance. Use the word “psychic,” or “guess” for that matter, and no one would have invested in the replacement industry because the modern mind only believes in science and money. Of course, Lane, my sometimes beau, argued that telling people AMPs were guinea pig soldiers tortured into becoming drug-dependent psychics wouldn’t incite much faith either. He had a point.

      The death-management industry, including the whole screening through replacement process, had a 95 percent success rate. That’s almost as good as birth control. No one wanted to be surprised by death, and now they didn’t have to be. People liked the security. The federal government liked the fact that every aspect of the process was taxable. Hello, revenue. And the military liked that they were putting a positive spin on their greatest screw-up of this decade.

      Mainstreaming the death-management industry created jobs, fattened pockets, and basically pulled all our heads above the waters of a recession. Hell, even China and Japan have launched their own industries in the last few months. Death-screening commercials now outnumbered breast cancer commercials two to one. However, not everyone accepted the industry.

      The Church launched their anti-death-management campaign not long after the industry was established. But it wasn’t until lately, when the conservative party took office, that their power was really felt. Fewer people were screening. Those fat pockets were thinning. I was looking at the possibility of unemployment in a year or two. Frankly, I was okay with that—but for other reasons.

      “Your AMP’s name and how long it took for them to complete your evaluation?” Ally asked.

      “Gildroy, Godfrey, or…” His voice trailed off. He glanced down, his eyes unfocused. “I can’t remember. The doctor called early the following week and asked me to come back in to discuss my options.”

      “How did you feel when you first learned the news?”

      He leaned back in his chair, running his thick fingers through his hair. “You mean, when the doctor told me some psychic—sorry, AMP—said I was going to die? It’s not the conversation one professional has with another. I didn’t believe it at first.”

      Ally kept scrawling on the page, nodding. “When the doctor informed you of the analyst’s results, did he make your options clear?”

      He scratched his chin. “Either I took my chances and hoped the day passed without incident or I took precautions.”

      “Was it a difficult decision?” Ally asked, looking up from the page.

      “Not really,” he answered. “I get the money back if nothing happens. I’d say my life is worth more than a mere fifty grand.”

      “That’s right,” Ally said.

      I’d also have to return the fee if I screwed up and he died. I could die myself and wouldn’t even get to keep my 20 percent cut. Since he’d be dead, I guess that didn’t matter to him.

      “Last question. Would you recommend death replacement to a family member or friend?”

      “Ask me that one at the end of the day,” he said. “Once I see what happens.”

      Behind one of the books I found a little panda, the kind you squeeze and its eyes bulge out of its head and it squeaks. I pointed it at Reynolds and gave it a squeeze. “What do you do here?”

      He came around the desk and took the panda from me the way one might seize their mother’s urn from a child’s grubby and unreliable fingers.

      “I’m a marketing and media consultant,” he said. “We do advertising for local businesses, night clubs, and popular consumer products.”

      I’d bet he was one of our very own PR guys. Otherwise, I wasn’t quite sure why Brinkley put his file in my bin. Not that Brinkley would tell me if I asked. Boss Brinkley was pretty tight-lipped unless he was giving direct orders.

      The secretary went home at 5:00 p.m., and I’d been working seventeen hours straight, so I decided to dig through her desk to ward off sleepiness.

      In addition to an impressive array of writing utensils, her desk had several pictures of her kids and a coffee cup that said Procrastinate and you tempt fate! A real go-getter. I played with her label maker, placing labels that read Zombie touched this. Eek! on everything: her chair, her cup, her computer. I spared the kids’ pictures.

      Ready to surf the internet, I pressed the power button and was startled by a loud pop. Deep inside the computer tower something fizzled, and a wisp of smoke wafted through the vent holes.

      Shit.

      I thunked my forehead against the desktop. Second computer this week. It was like I short-circuited electronics by my touch alone.

      I didn’t even have time to come up with an excuse for exploding the secretary’s computer before a familiar sinking sensation washed over me. My grip tightened on the edge of the desk.

      “Ally,” I said, calling her name as loud as I could manage as my throat tightened around the words.

      Mr. Reynolds froze in mid-motion. Ally spoke to him, but too softly for me to hear.

      Reynolds hesitated. Clients often freeze up when I start to react. No one wants to die. To the clients, in this moment before it happens, it seems as if any movement could be the wrong one. He stared at me through the glass floor.

      Sensing death was like a panic attack. I tried to breathe against the pressure in my chest. Nothing was actually wrong with me, except that some part of me knew what was coming, and that part of me panicked. My body flooded with adrenaline and was ready for anything. Here in this bright office, it seemed unlikely I was going to get hit by a bus, stabbed, crushed, or shot, right?

      Wrong.

      I closed my eyes and tried to quell this sick feeling. Before I opened them again, something heavy came crashing right through the desk, knocking me backward out of the chair. I hit the back of my head on the window wall with a thump and my ears rang on impact. Shards of glass from the secretary’s desk sprayed my face like water. I tried to shield myself with my open hand and swore like crazy.

      “Who designs this shit.” I pulled a large sliver of glass out of my left forearm. It had gone straight through. Blood spurted out of the wound, ruining my jeans. Again.

      Ally came down the stairs, taking the steps one at a time, carefully holding on to the rail. Good girl. Death replacement was a one-on-one exchange. I couldn’t die for two people at once.

      “Mr. Reynolds?” It was his body that had fallen on top of me, lying now in the mess of the secretary’s shattered desk. I kicked a chunk of desk off of me and pulled myself out from under him, dragging my burning arm through broken glass.

      “Mr. Reynolds, can you hear me?” I checked his pulse, and it was faint, slowing.

      I opened his suit jacket and pressed my hands to his chest as Ally’s voice echoed through the room. She gave the address and situation to the emergency operators on the phone. The tiny glass chunks in my arms and legs burned like hell as they worked their way deeper into my skin. I saved the freaking out until after she hung up.

      “What the hell did you say to him? We don’t do suicides.” I was talking too fast. Okay, so having a body drop on me unexpectedly caught me off guard. At least I couldn’t be blamed for the broken computer now. “And what the hell is it with men falling on me? That’s two this week.”

      It became a race to see who could speak the fastest with the widest eyes.

      “I didn’t make him jump, thank you. I told him when you get pale like this it means it’s about to happen. So instead of paying attention to his own two feet, he watched you. He tripped on the laptop cord and rolled right over that damn rail.” She pointed up, looking freaked too.

      “You have to stop telling them they’re about to die,” I said. I leaned close to his ear and shouted, “And you have to get wooden desks.”

      As if reacting to the thunder of my own voice, my vision gave over completely, switching from dizzying spottiness to full-blown waves of color.

      The room was a shifting aurora borealis of heat and light. Even weird shit can be comforting when you expect it.

      I really wished Ally could see it.

      “Jesse, he isn’t looking so good.”

      I focused on the man still partially in my lap. Reynolds was no longer a warm red-orange tinged with yellow like Ally. He was green, edging his way into the dormant blue-gray of the floor, the desk, and the walls. It was my job to keep the blue from overtaking him.

      I couldn’t explain what I do exactly.

      Death was the transformation of energy. I admit I was guessing. When someone was about to die, a tiny black hole was created inside them. Like a black hole in space, it looked like an empty swirling vortex. This vortex was what sucked all the warm, living colors out of a person, leaving nothing behind that could survive.

      My job as a replacement agent was to convince the fleeting red of Mr. Reynolds, so ready to burn up its little flame and become a dormant blue, it really didn’t want to go into that swirling drain after all. Somehow I did this by willing it.

      My colors have never matched Ally’s, Brinkley’s, or anyone who’d accompanied me in the room during a replacement. Lane too, I imagine, would be a more vibrant hue if I ever got a good look at him. The point was I seemed a welcome home for blue flame since I was always blue flame. Not the cold blue of furniture or buildings, more like a sparkly blue. Electric blue.

      With Reynolds’s flame drawn into my own, it gave his red-warm fire room enough to burn. But there was a special spark I was looking for, and I had to find it inside him and keep it from being washed away.

      The elevator opening and Ally shouting to the paramedics seemed like sounds underwater as I focused harder on Reynolds.

      “Hurry, Jesse,” she whispered.

      A hot-cold chill settled into the muscles in my back and coiled around my navel like an invisible snake as I pushed my own flame further into Reynolds.

      There—a spark where our flames danced around each other. Reynolds’s chest rose suddenly, jerking as he gasped, like gasoline thrown on the blaze.

      But even though I scooped Reynolds’s precious spark out of danger’s way, the vortex didn’t simply close. Somebody had to go through that death drain. Unfortunately, that somebody had to be me.

      So I exhaled one last breath and gave myself completely to the waiting darkness.
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      The ornate tile above Kirk’s head came into focus. Soft, creamy swirls and the smell of carnations welcomed me to the land of the living. I tried to sit up, but stiff pain shot through my shoulders and back.

      “Be still,” Kirk commanded, pushing me back down. It was the warning tone a grandfather gives his unruly grandchild.

      My mortician loomed over me. He was well over six feet tall, bald, and dark-skinned. His square frame cast a long shadow as I lay stretched out on his worktable.

      It wasn’t his fault, but I hated everything.

      The color of the walls, those damn stinky flowers, Kirk’s face. I was sore and wanted to walk it off, not lie here in pain.

      Kirk’s face was a mask of concentration, a thin applicator brush jutted at my eye from one hand. Who was I to interrupt? He was an artist with a canvas.

      “Smells good,” I said, trying to say something nice. It was a tip from Ally. If you feel hateful, just say something nice about the person.

      “Organic Rosemary Tint,” he said.

      Real dead people don’t care about their cosmetics. However, with developing necronite–mortician relationships, a whole line of organic cosmetics for customers like me had spawned. No amount of Maybelline would make me look okay after a replacement. I have a super-fast metabolism and some regenerative healing skills, but I need help putting parts of me back together. Which is why I needed Kirk.

      Morticians were used to working with stiffs, so I could trust him to fix me up at any stage of decomposition. The hospital was responsible for making sure all my organs and appendages were accounted for, and Kirk made sure I didn’t scare small children when I ambled home.

      “Did you notice anything strange?” I asked.

      He paused, the brush hovering over my bottom lip. “Your heart beating in my hands is strange.”

      “No, I mean anything unusual,” I said. “Anything you don’t usually see?”

      He considered my question. Then he returned to painting my face. “No. Why?”

      I thought about the strange electrical problems I’d had lately: coffee makers, light bulbs, and the secretary’s computer, all exploding on their own. That wasn’t normal for me, and it scared me a little—the way missing my period or losing a wallet scared me—not the mishap itself so much as the possibility of greater mayhem.

      Kirk grinned and pulled off his glove with a snap. “All finished.”

      He packed up his black case, arranging the box of gloves, varied brushes, and cosmetics. He pulled off the other glove with a second snap and threw it in the waste bin. The fact that I could turn my head at all said I wasn’t “zombie-shuffle” sore.

      “When did I reboot?” I asked.

      He turned his wrist over and read his watch. “Four hours ago.”

      That explained why the rigor mortis wasn’t so bad. My cells would’ve had time to push some of the calcium out and lessen the muscle contraction, but the only cure for rigor mortis was a hot bath, massage, lots of gentle stretching, and most importantly, time.

      “What was my DT?” I meant “down-time” or “death-time.” Necronites stay dead—no heartbeats, no breathing, actual decomposition, and all that—until our brains reboot. Then we experience the coma state, in this case, the four-hour stint Kirk mentioned, while our bodies heal enough to support themselves and regain consciousness. Scientific minds are politely calling this whole process NRD, or Necronitic Regenerative Disorder. No hocus pocus here, folks.

      Kirk looked at the ceiling as if calculating in his head. “About fifteen hours. We’re coming up on nine a.m.”

      “Tuesday?”

      “That’s the one.”

      I loved it when I slept through the night and woke up at a normal hour. It made the death–life transition easier.

      “Where’s Ally?”

      He wiped the bristles of a dirty makeup brush clean with a towel. “Gone since she delivered your body last night. Brinkley’s here to take you home.”

      On cue, Kirk reached over and touched a sensor, letting Brinkley know he could come into the room now.

      As soon as I saw my boss, I fell against the bed and faked a coma.

      “That shit won’t work on me,” a familiar voice said, and I didn’t feel the least bit compelled to quit playing dead. I’d rather be dead than deal with Brinkley any day.

      “Get up,” he said, hands on his hips.

      I groaned and dragged myself from Kirk’s table. My legs instantly stiffened as my feet connected with the floor. I stretched each limb before rolling my eyes up to meet Brinkley’s.

      “Have I ever told you how much fun you are?” I asked.

      “More than once.”

      Brinkley was a tad shorter than Kirk, with the same wide shoulders and early signs of a beer gut. I thought they knew each other from the past. I knew Brinkley was in the military at some point before joining the FBRD, the Federal Bureau of Regenerative Deaths. Maybe he knew Kirk back then, and that’s why Brinkley set him up as my mortician when we relocated from St. Louis.

      Whatever his past, Brinkley was more like a cop than a soldier now, given his work with FBRD. But his graying hair and sour face said it all. He’d seen some things in the world that he hadn’t liked, and he’d been dealing with them ever since.

      I often felt like I was one of those things.

      “I got another batch of your reviews,” Brinkley said.

      He waved a thin stack of post-replacement survey cards at me before tossing them for me to catch. They were held together by a rubber band. Each sported a different color ink and handwriting.

      I groaned. I could already feel the lecture coming.

      “My personal favorite, and I quote,” he said through tight lips, “Ms. Sullivan is like a human Chihuahua who barks at anything that moves.”

      “I don’t bark.” I flipped through the cards.

      “I believe it’s a comment on your constant sarcasm,” Brinkley said. He slipped his hands into his pockets. “Not that any of us have had the pleasure of experiencing it.”

      “My commentary is not constant,” I argued. I flicked the card. “That woman was mad because I called her a hoarder. She had, like, two million creepy dolls.”

      Kirk grunted, suppressing a laugh. “What kind?”

      “Porcelain—and some of them were clowns,” I answered, stretching my neck long, left then right. My muscles ached like I’d spent the night head-banging. “If I really was a mean person, I would’ve teased you about that stain on your pants.”

      All of our eyes went to Brinkley’s crotch and the dark stain about four inches below his gun.

      I arched an eyebrow. “I could say⁠—”

      Brinkley stopped me, ears bright red. “That”—he refused to look at his crotch, which resulted in his pointing at it—“is your fault.”

      “I’d remember making you piss blood.”

      His tone turned dangerously even. “The doctors missed a piece of glass. When I pulled it out, you squirted on me,” he said, jaw tight. “It would seem even your corpse is a sarcastic little shit.”

      Kirk, whose eyes had merely gone back and forth between us as we argued, gave a polite cough.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” he said, squeezing my shoulder. Kirk and Brinkley did the male-nod thing. Brinkley and I were left standing in the back room.

      We’ve worked together for the last seven years, yet I found being alone with him awkward. Maybe awkward wasn’t the right word—uncomfortable.

      “I’m scared to even ask how it went with Mr. Reynolds,” he said, relaxing his shoulders a little. “I hope you gave him a nice impression of necronites. We pay him to make you look good.”

      “I saved his life,” I said. “If that even counts.”

      “That’s only part of the job.”

      “The hard part,” I mumbled. “The part I don’t even get thanked for.”

      “You have to comfort them. People need to feel safe,” he said, as if he hadn’t said this a bazillion times.

      “They aren’t safe.” I thought of all the ungrateful jerks I’ve had to deal with. How many lives had I saved? Sixty-seven. Sixty-seven, yet I could count on one hand the people who’d actually thanked me for it. “If they were safe they wouldn’t need me to begin with.” I made a big show of flipping through the survey cards without actually looking at them.

      “Are you trying to get fired?” he asked.

      Yes, I thought. I dreamed about quitting my job twenty times a day, about the clever things I’d say to Brinkley at the moment of regaining my freedom.

      “It’s not like it’s raining zombies or anything.”

      “Don’t use that word.” His anger was back, unfurling as fast as mine.

      “Fine. Necronites are like two in a hundred people. You’ve managed to convince less than half of us saps to be death-replacement agents. Act like you can call up an old friend to do my job. Puh-lease.”

      Silence filled the room, amplified by the whirl of air seeping through the overhead vents. I’m not so good with silence, so I kept talking.

      “I just wish you wouldn’t work me twice as much as the other agents.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I mean that I have to do twice as many replacements as Cindy. And Cooper weasels his way out of a replacement every five minutes.”

      “I’m not their boss. I’m your boss.”

      Too late to turn back now. “The point is I work harder and I get yelled at more. That’s the definition of unfair.”

      Brinkley’s face went from white to red. “You don’t know how good you’ve got it.”

      “Clearly,” I huffed.

      “Cooper is on a military contract,” Brinkley said. “He goes where they want, when they want. He doesn’t get a say about where he eats or sleeps. You and Cindy were both hired on as personal consultants. You should appreciate that.”

      I clucked, indignant. “Why?”

      “Cindy and Cooper have clocked five times as many hours as you in community seminars, hospitals, police stations,” he continued, waving his hand. “They do that to protect you. All of you. A necronite’s rights are void upon death in Utah and Alabama. They amended their state constitutions saying that once you die the first time, you don’t deserve rights anymore. You are no longer a person. What if they do that here in Tennessee? The bill is already drafted. And I can’t even trust you to behave in a five-minute interview.”

      “Because you think I’m socially inept. I don’t know why.” I pointed at the feedback card on top. “This person gave me a three.”

      “Out of ten.”

      “Isn’t one the best?” I asked.

      “Ten is best,” he said. “And you promised me ten years.”

      The temperature shifted. An imaginary cube of ice slid down my spine and Brinkley’s eyes grew dangerously steady. When he went really still and quiet like this, it freaked me out. If he were a cat, his tail would be flicking, signaling that he was about to pounce.

      He took a step closer.

      His large body blocked the light from the hallway, making the room darker and smaller. I was trapped.

      He placed his hands on his hips, making himself look even bigger. His voice dropped. “After what I did for you, Sullivan, you owe me.”

      I looked up into his black eyes. “Do you enjoy blackmailing your slaves?”

      “Slavery is a life sentence,” he said. “Which is what you’d be serving in the Illinois State Penitentiary if it wasn’t for me.”

      He was right, of course.

      The suffocating smell of smoke and the sounds of sirens in the distance came back clear and sharp. Wooden rafters crashed down around me as the flesh of a man, charred and black, roasted in front of my very eyes. My very first death had been a barn fire—and not an accident.

      I only remembered vague bits and pieces of my life before that death. I didn’t even remember Ally, though she told me we’ve been friends since childhood. What few early memories I had were not of birthday parties or the prom.

      But I remember killing a man.

      I pushed against the memory until I was dizzy, grabbing the edge of the table.

      Brinkley knew he’d won. “And don’t talk to me about your emotional suffering. What if I added a year to your contract for every ounce of grief you give me?”

      I bit my lip until the room and Brinkley came into focus, but I couldn’t get the smell of burning flesh out of my nose.

      “I can’t help it.” I shrugged. I had to do this to lessen the horrible tightness between my shoulder blades. “It’s what I do.”

      “Here’s what else you’re going to do.” He took another step toward me, and I stepped back. So much for standing my ground. “You’re going to do your job. Smile until your lips bleed. Bend over backward to make your clients happy. Become the poster child for death replacement until every last one of those extremists believes necronites have souls. Saving lives is only a small part of what we need to accomplish here. We have to change the world.”

      “Gawd, you don’t want much, do you?”

      “I mean it, Sullivan,” he said. “You might not take your job seriously, but it is serious. This is a war between us and them, and I want you front and center. You think I make your life hard, but believe me, I know plenty of people who want to make it harder.”

      “Very motivational, Chief.”

      He turned to leave. “If your next review is anything less than a seven, I’m pulling the plug and you can spend the rest of your life wearing an orange jumper.”

      “That’s it? End of discussion?” Someone needed to teach Brinkley how to communicate.

      “Just wait until the prison inmates hear about your talents,” he added, finally moving toward the door. “They’ll enjoy discovering all the ways you can die.”
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      Greenbrook was a cute suburb of Nashville, enterable by two roads that intersected on either side. Fifty or so houses sat on six blocks. The houses weren’t uniform, which I liked, although each unit had a certain similarity. For instance, like mine, most were two stories high with an attached garage. The exteriors varied in their brick, stone, or siding combinations, but the garage doors were usually white windowless slats.

      Lots of trees and flowerbeds and a running trail wove in and out of the bordering woods to form a two-mile loop. Each house had an acre or more of grass and trees surrounding it. I walked up my driveway, past the burgundy Japanese maples with their starfish-shaped leaves. Ally planted those last year. They complemented my house’s white brick exterior and black shutters nicely.

      I padded across the tiles to the sliding glass door, throwing my jacket on a chair and my keys on the counter on my way to greet Winston. The pug was a heap of wrinkles in his doggie bed, legs spread wide, his face pressed desperately into an empty food dish.

      “I know Ally already fed you.”

      Drool oozed from the side of his mouth, and he batted his sad brown eyes at me.

      “You’re disgusting,” I said, lifting him from the bowl and snuggling him. “But I love your squish face so much.”

      “Hello,” a voice called from the living room.

      I carried Winston to the edge of the couch, where I found Lane. He was tall, but to me everyone was tall, packing a good deal of muscle in his slender frame. Lucky for him, I had one of those large sectional couches. He’d never have been able to stretch out as he was now, one arm behind his head like a makeshift pillow and the other hand lying across his stomach, if my furniture was any smaller.

      He smiled that mischievous, knee-buckling smile. He wore pressed black jeans and a short-sleeved button-up dress shirt the same ocean blue as his eyes. If he was dressed so nice, and smelling so nice, he was either here for sex or he’d come from his mother’s house. If it was from his mother’s, no doubt she’d lectured him about his dark hair being a month overdue for a cut. Though I’d never have said a word, loving the way it curled at the ends around his ears, chin, and brow.

      He also wore a smiley-face button pin above his left breast, near the collar. I’d given it to him on our first and only date, to a carnival where I’d won it. I was trying to win a goldfish, but twenty dollars and forty terrified fish later, the carney gave me the button and politely told me to go the F away.

      Okay, yes, so Lane and I went on one date. One. Why only one date? Carnival games, gut-twisting rides, and cotton candy beneath the swirl of an artificial lightshow had somehow turned into mind-blowing sex—in my bed no less. Mind-blowing anything was bad for a zombie. Let me say I reacted as any sensible person would. I promptly locked him out, leaving him on my front porch, clutching his remaining clothes. I’d tricked him by saying I’d left my phone in the car, and of course he volunteered to get it. Mean, I know, but how else could I get him to leave? He’s twice my size.

      To my credit, I’ve since learned that asking works just fine and no longer resort to such trickery. But in the beginning, I hadn’t known that.

      “And you’re here for…?” I already knew why he was here.

      “I was hoping it was one of those days.” He smiled—a small but hopeful smile.

      One of those days—a sex with no strings attached day. Because even though I didn’t want to be someone’s girlfriend, Lane and I were fan-TAS-tic, so I had a hard time keeping the boy out of my bed.

      “Perhaps,” I said, and scratched the pug behind his ears. “But I’m awfully sore.”

      “I can be gentle,” he said.

      I grinned, and Lane was on me. Poor Winston was flopped onto the couch like an unwanted remote and I was lifted up and carried to my bedroom.

      “Okay, not too gentle,” I said, and bit his neck, leaving a small crescent moon of teeth marks. “Don’t treat me like I’ve got a broken hip.”

      “Do you?” he asked with a quirk of his lips.

      “Not this time,” I said. To make my point, as soon as he set me on the bed, I started to tear off his clothes. But when it was my turn, I always thought a little too much about my autopsy scar. Lane made a point of kissing it just to prove it didn’t bother him, and while I found this gesture sweet, it didn’t completely erase that moment of panic I got when I removed my shirt in front of anyone.

      I pushed my insecurities aside and gave in.

      He stayed true to his word and was careful with me—except for where it mattered. I had to change positions a few times when a muscle seized up, but overall, it was just wham, bam, thank you, man.

      I felt a million times better when I woke up in the gray shadow of my room hours later. Brinkley’s lecture and Mr. Reynolds’s snide remarks had faded into the background as night grew thicker around us. Sunset fell in orange ribbons across the bedsheets, and through my open bedroom window, a soft breeze cooled the sweat on my skin.

      Lane was a dark lump beside me. He was stretched long, and the curve of his neck, shoulder, and chest muscles collected the pooling darkness. I watched his chest rise and fall.

      My phone vibrated on the nightstand. Ally’s name and picture showed up on the screen. “Did you make it home okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good,” she said, and then sighed. “But I think we have a problem.”

      Of course.

      “I checked the appointment book, and we have a replacement scheduled. At midnight, we’re supposed to meet”—the sound of a page flipping crackled through the phone—“Eve Hildebrand.”

      “Brinkley’s an asshole,” I grumbled, and Lane curled up to me. I threw his heavy arm off of my shoulder and pushed him away. He seemed to have forgotten that we don’t cuddle. “I haven’t even healed.”

      “That’s the thing,” Ally said. “I don’t believe Brinkley filed it.”

      “Who else could have?” Brinkley was the only one with access to my office and the only one who signed off on replacements. There was a bin on my desk, and even if Ally and I did a million consultations, I only replaced the clients whose folders were in my bin. And Brinkley was the only one who put names in that bin. He was like God in this way, deciding who deserved a second chance.

      “I don’t know, but it’s strange. The profile is for a sex worker,” Ally said.

      “Since when did you care about non-traditional occupations?” I asked, honestly surprised.

      Ally was one of those tree-hugging, I-love-everyone types. In her senior photo, she had dreadlocks and hemp jewelry, though you’d never know it for all her professionalism now.

      “I don’t care what she does for money, but she doesn’t exactly fit our typical client profile,” she said. “There’s barely any information on her, like no address, no medical history, no anything. It’s only her name and a phone number.”

      Lane stirred and I switched the phone to the other ear. “Did you ask Brinkley?”

      “I can’t get ahold of him,” she said. “Can you call him?”

      That unhappy feeling crept into my gut again. I was hoping to avoid Brinkley for a week if I could get away with it. “I think he’s tired of me questioning his methods.”

      “Yes, but something about this is wrong,” she said.

      “Does it have Brinkley’s signature?” I asked. “Is the money present and accounted for and the paperwork filed?”

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “Then we have to do it,” I said. Or run the chance of going to prison.

      Ally exhaled slowly. She didn’t like it, but she wasn’t going to fight me. “Do you want me to pick you up at eleven?”

      “Please. And can you bring me a coffee? Triple shot. I’m already exhausted.”

      “Why wouldn’t you be?” Lane purred.

      I hadn’t realized he was awake. The dead silence in the phone said Ally had certainly heard him. She hung up without even saying goodbye.

      Lane propped himself up on one elbow, watching me watch the phone.

      “I thought you told her we were dating.”

      “First of all,” I said, angry now because I half believed Lane had said something on purpose just to upset Ally, some kind of territorial-male bullshit, “you and I aren’t dating. We’re fucking, and there’s a difference. Secondly, she does know, but I don’t feel like I have to shove it in her face every five seconds.”

      He got out of bed and pulled on his pants.

      I didn’t want to be the only one naked here, so I pulled on my clothes too, shirt first.

      “You are very considerate,” he said. He ran his hand through his hair but wouldn’t look at me. I didn’t know what else to say, so I picked up a fallen pillow from the floor, tossed it onto the bed, and stormed past him.

      “I’m going to check the mail.”

      “You do that,” he fired back. “I’m leaving anyway.”

      I could be just as stubborn. “Bye.”

      If he said bye, I didn’t hear it. I ran down the steps and out the front door.

      Why were people so hard to deal with? Why did they have to be so emotional? God, my job came with so many risks, so many complications, that I wanted something easy. Something that wasn’t so serious. Hell, tomorrow I could start hallucinating big-eyed aliens come to probe my ass because my brain suddenly decides it has had enough of death-replacing and rips itself in two. It happens. My old mentor, Rachel—the ex-agent who trained me—was already locked up for losing her shit. What if I spent the rest of my life in an asylum, eating mashed bananas?

      That’s my possible future, so why the hell would I want to think beyond today?

      Why didn’t Lane understand that?

      At the end of the driveway, the first few yellow, orange, and red leaves rolled down the paved street, a flurry of them, guided by the light breeze. I tried to let the air relax the tension between my shoulders as I listened to the dried leaves scratch along the concrete. I closed my eyes and took a breath, but when I opened my eyes, I saw a bird.

      A big black crow hopped at my side and cawed loudly. I yelped in surprise, catching my hand on the mailbox’s red metal flag. After shaking the pain out and sucking at a raw gash, I retrieved the mail slowly. I was afraid the bird might peck my eyes out if I made any sudden movements. His sleek black body was such a contrast to the gray concrete that he looked wet.

      I scanned what was visible of the block. The orange-pink sunset was settling between the houses and cars, giving their edges a soft glow. The bird continued to do that side-to-side wobble of a creature unaccustomed to using its tiny legs. He defaulted to a sort of flap, hop, shuffle, like he was trying to get my attention with this little dance.

      “Go on. Shoo,” I said, irritated. “You’re creeping me out.”

      He cawed loudly, spread his black wings out on either side of him, and looked as if he would fly right at my face. Maybe I screamed once, because Lane appeared out of nowhere. He was dressed now, but hadn’t done a thing about his mess of hair.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “That crazy bird,” I said, pointing my mail in that direction, but the bird was gone. There wasn’t even a single speck of black in the sky.

      “I don’t see any bird.” He pulled his keys out of his pocket and unlocked his truck.

      “I guess you scared it off.”

      “That’s what I’m good for,” he grumbled, and got into the truck.

      “Are you really going to pout?” I grabbed his door.

      He put his keys in the ignition like he was going to leave me without even saying goodnight. He just got laid like a million times and he wanted to be mad about it? Seriously?

      “Fine. See you around, I guess.” I would, of course, since my office and his comic book store are in the same building. It was how we met. He owns the building, some inheritance from a dead family member, and I rent one of the offices. Brinkley chose the location, so it wasn’t like I chose my office space for the hottie landlord. Though that sounded like something I’d totally do.

      “Jesse, wait.” He stopped me when I was halfway to the front door.

      I slowly walked back to the truck and propped my elbows on his open window frame.

      “I’m not mad,” he said.

      “You sure seem mad.”

      “I’m not mad at you, anyway.” His voice was soft and sincere.

      “Who are you mad at?” I asked. “I hope it’s not Ally and that’s why you shove our—whatever—in her face.”

      “Relationship.”

      “Arrangement,” I corrected.

      “I can’t—” He made a gesture to imply the word he couldn’t even say.

      “Don’t I make it easy?” I asked.

      He gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles went white. “Men actually do have feelings. And if you haven’t noticed, I care about you, enough that I can’t—” He sucked air, and when he spoke again, his voice was so much softer. “I can’t just fuck you without wanting more.”

      “Then maybe we shouldn’t have sex,” I said.

      He didn’t say anything right away, and my heart skipped a beat.

      “Yeah, maybe,” he said finally, and the pounding grew louder.

      He was going to agree with me? Don’t people believe in idle threats anymore?

      “Okay.” I had no idea what else to say. I was choking on this horrible lump in my throat. That’s twice someone had said this to me. I want more.

      First Ally, now Lane.

      Lane leaned out of the window and kissed me goodbye—a very soft, very sweet brush of the lips. Then he turned the ignition over and was gone.
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      When midnight rolled around neither Eve nor Brinkley answered their phones. A very bad feeling told me to walk away from this replacement. But Brinkley’s threats just kept coming back, and the more I thought about it, the more I suspected this was some kind of test. I had to do it—no matter what. When Eve finally called us back at 6:30 a.m., I refrained from screaming, “What kind of hooker doesn’t work nights?”

      She insisted we meet her at the Vanguard Hotel downtown at 8:00 a.m. and gave us the room number. She wasn’t getting the “I have to shadow you for the full twenty-four hours. Who knows when you’ll die?” explanation. Obviously, she didn’t realize how serious this was.

      Brinkley remained MIA so I had to call Lane in to help us. I really didn’t want to, but we needed someone else to carry my body out. The paramedics would give Eve priority, so the extra muscle would help, depending on what kind of replacement this turned out to be. With surprising enthusiasm, Lane agreed, though I’d been certain I wouldn’t see him for days. Despite the freshness of our argument, I was relieved to have him. Ally, on the other hand, was not.

      In the car, Lane made me swear not to use the word “hooker.” She was to be called a “sex worker.” The clarification of the appropriate terminology did not tell me why the hell Brinkley had put a sex worker’s file in my bin.

      As a personal favor? That humored me.

      Eve entered her tenth-floor suite and threw her purse and oversized black bag on the floor with an air of irritation that suggested she regarded this whole situation as a total pain in the ass. The idea that she and Brinkley had a past seemed less likely.

      The room was gorgeous, with a view of downtown, the park, and the river below. The wind-caught river shimmered like iridescent fish scales. Opposite one wall was a floor-to-ceiling mirror. It made the room feel bigger. The king-sized mattress sat between two end tables. A desk made of dark cherry wood matched the armoire, and the drawers for clothes underneath. I’d have found the room more impressive if I hadn’t been distracted by why I was here in the first place.

      “We should put the camera here,” Lane said.

      “I don’t want to be taped,” Eve said. Her bleached hair was pulled up high in a bun and her button-up gray jacket heightened her naughty-but-nice persona.

      “This isn’t a pornographic video, it is a security camera,” Lane said. “And it wouldn’t be necessary if you’d let us stay in the room.”

      Eve removed mascara, a compact, and lipstick from her purse. “Want to watch, do you, sweetie?”

      “I need to know the second she dies so we can carry her out,” Lane said.

      Ally snorted and my back muscles tensed. Lane’s did too, his shoulders rolling up toward his ears, but he didn’t look away from Eve. As she touched up her makeup, Eve stole glances at Lane’s tattoo as if confronted by a rough-tongued rogue for the first time. But surely she’d met tougher men in her line of work.

      “No,” Eve repeated.

      Gritting his teeth, he said, “It’s for your safety.”

      “No.”

      Ally’s arms crossed. I rocked back and forth on my heels, waiting for this to get crazier, but Lane didn’t say anything. Defeated, he bent down beside the bed to pack up the camera. Legally, he couldn’t install it without her consent. But legally, Eve wasn’t even allowed to do whatever—whomever—she meant to do in this room. I crossed my fingers and called Brinkley again, only to have it go straight to his voice mail.

      This is a test, Jess. To see how high you’re willing to jump. What’ll it be? The moon or prison?

      To combat the heat of the crowded room, I opened the window. Broadway Avenue below was infected with chanting anti-necronite protesters and honking horns, none of which made me feel better. Ally hadn’t even removed her red coat. Irritated by Lane’s presence, she sighed, grumbled, and muttered under her breath as she shuffled the paperwork for the fourth or fifth time.

      Ally’s job was to make sure there weren’t any physical obstacles to prevent the swift removal of my corpse. She had put down blankets in the car so I wouldn’t dirty the seats, in case an ambulance wasn’t called. Her big brown eyes were focused, her dark lashes reflecting light from the high windows. She slipped her hair behind her ears, revealing her furrowed brow and angry mouth.

      “You’ll want to take this stairway,” Ally said to Lane, pointing at the map with her index finger. “It leads right to the parking lot.”

      “Why can’t I take these stairs to the lobby?” Lane asked.

      “Because—” Ally huffed. “Those stairs are marked off for the housekeeping staff. You don’t want to start down them just to find yourself blocked by a towel cart.”

      “We don’t know what time the replacement will happen,” Lane countered. His voice mirrored her irritation. “There might not even be a towel cart. How would they even get a towel cart into a stairwell, anyway?”

      “Look, the desk person told me this was the best way in the event of a fire.” She jabbed the map with her finger. “But even though this is your first replacement job, you’re the expert now.”

      “I don’t need practice to be good at something.”

      Ally’s face started to match the red shade of her coat. “No wonder Jesse keeps you around then.”

      “She doesn’t keep me around for my learning curve.”

      “Whoa.” I jumped in, signing time-out with my hands. “A bit of professionalism, please?”

      This was rich coming from me.

      Eve paused in applying her makeup to stare at us like we were a circus. Damn, I knew I was going to get a big fat zero on that survey card.

      “Y’all about done?” Eve asked, and arched a perfectly penciled eyebrow. “We’ve only got about five minutes until showtime.”

      The argument ended with Ally fussing over the paperwork she’d already organized and Lane huffing over the hotel map he’d already memorized.

      Oh, what fun we were having.

      At least she remembered my paperwork. It proved my occupation, in the event the authorities wanted to know what the hell we were doing up here. If someone had walked in right now, do the math: the three of us, a prostitute, one bed, and a video camera. Throw in a corpse, a.k.a. me, and the authorities might be more than curious. All of this on top of the fact that my handler was MIA, the need to defend myself felt more immediate.

      Eve forced Lane and Ally from the room at 8:25 a.m., wanting them gone before her first patron—or whatever the hell you call such a connoisseur—showed up. I was more nervous about the two of them alone together in the hallway than what the hell I might encounter once left alone with the sex worker. I watched Lane close the door behind them with a feeling of dread that left my limbs heavy and heart racing.

      “How will you explain why I’m here?” I asked Eve once we were alone. Still by the window, I glanced at the tiny people below, pulsing like blood platelets through the clotted streets.

      She had her hands in the front of her shirt again, lifting one breast and then the other. “I’ll think of something.”

      I was scared to ask what “something” might be.

      “What are they screaming about down there?” she asked, now satisfied that her breasts were inches higher on each side.

      “The Vanguard agreed to hold the first ever NRD conference next month. The Church isn’t so happy about it,” I answered. I only knew this because Ally told me.

      “I wish they’d shut up,” she said. Her cheeks flushed. “It’s worse than the abortion clinic.”

      I assumed she meant the women’s health clinic on Fourth and State. “They do more there than abortions. I’m sure people appreciate the free yearly exams and birth control too.”

      Eve smirked. “You ever even been to that place?”

      I shifted my weight. “No.”

      Let’s just say I wasn’t afraid of dying of cervical cancer.

      She shrugged. “It’s a nice place.”

      “You say it like you go there a lot.”

      “Free STD testing,” she said.

      I must have made a face. “You use protection.”

      It didn’t come out like a question.

      She folded her arms over her chest. “I do what I need to do to keep my baby in a good school.”

      I was at a loss as to what to say. Then she handed me a picture: brunette pigtails, her mother’s big eyes and pretty smile, dimples, for goodness’ sake. I muttered some sort of compliment, feeling the heat rise in my face at the realization that Eve had a beautiful little girl.

      “She goes to St. Mary’s,” she said. I recognized the name of the prestigious private elementary school on West End Avenue.

      “Don’t you have to test into that school?”

      “And my baby passed easy,” she said, returning the picture to her leather wallet. “She’s smart like her daddy.” Her face went red and her eyes wet. “She’s the reason I’m doing this,” she whispered, and I didn’t think she meant for me to hear that last part.

      I wondered if one of her patrons was her kid’s daddy. Not like it mattered. I couldn’t remember mine, and my mother’s replacement husband, Eddie—ugh.

      I turned to the protesters again. Around and around they went, marching in a circle, their signs bobbing over their heads. Given my condition, I try not to judge someone just because society says they’re different, not normal. What could I say to Eve by way of an apology?

      Someone knocked on the door before I could come up with anything good.

      “This is Charlie,” she said, escorting the young man into the room. Her face brightened with his smile. Charlie had bright orange hair and freckles. He emptied his pockets on the vanity table like a kid offering his lunch money, but in the vanity’s light, I saw at least two hundred-dollar bills.

      “Who is she?” Charlie asked. He put his shifty hands back into his pockets.

      “A voyeur, honey,” Eve said. “Just what you need.”

      I opened my mouth to protest but Eve cut me off. “Don’t be shy, sugar. Charlie likes an audience.” He blushed deeper. “Humiliation is his thing.”

      Then she smacked him. The air was static with its echo. My hand instinctively reached out, but I retracted it once I saw his face. His eyes glazed into an expression that I could only describe as calm ecstasy.

      “Ain’t that right, baby?” Eve asked him, and ruffled his hair. He smiled and gave a soft nod. She hit him again and he was in heaven.

      Turned out, all of Eve’s clients had their own thing. The few I thought most interesting:

      “It needs to be about ten inches longer. See? Like in this picture.”

      “Put on this hat. I’ll be the boat.”

      “Just take a deep breath and we’ll try to fold it the other way.”

      “Meow. Purr.” (Yes, like a cat. Repeated in accompaniment with only cat-related noises for about forty-five minutes.)

      No matter how many toys she pulled from the mysterious black bag—gels, handcuffs, nipple clamps, ball gags, collars, whips, harnesses, butt plugs, dildos, CDs for the black radio in the corner armoire—there seemed an unending reservoir of more. Like a clown car. She didn’t always have sex. Interestingly enough, it was rare. Once she did, I took to distracting myself. I’d stare out the window, use the bathroom, or try to fix the crooked bedside lamp. It wouldn’t sit right for some reason.

      Things in the hotel room got really interesting when Eve’s last client showed up. Just before 2:00 p.m., Mr. Brad Cestrum walked through the door. I have to say, Eve looked upset to see him.

      Though she’d introduced me, she didn’t make up a story this time. This was a surprise given the fact that in the last six hours I’d been presented as a voyeur, a sex worker in training, a social psychologist, and her parole officer.

      He was disturbingly average. I couldn’t identify one distinguishing feature that would make him noticeable in a crowd.

      Eve had her shirt undone and hair down, and Mr. Cestrum wasted no time in bending her over the bed. Her skirt flipped up, resting on her back. From what I’d discerned from infrequent peeks this morning, this was about as average as sex got for Eve. Vanilla as it was, I blushed when my eyes caught a glimpse of the long curve of her hip and exposed thigh.

      In the awkwardness of the situation, it occurred to me she might not even die in this room. She could get attacked on the street or hit by a car or anything, and I would’ve had to watch all this for nothing. Who has sex all day anyway? Okay, most of this wasn’t about sex, but wasn’t she hungry? Didn’t she want a cupcake or a Frappuccino? I wanted food. And I wasn’t even the one getting the workout.

      I checked the clock at 2:28 p.m., my head feeling swimmy. Anxiety slid over my chest like a second skin. A draft of cold air swept the room, which to a replacement agent meant that Death, knocking the door wide, had entered and announced itself.

      I turned around to check on my charge and found Brad choking her. Her face was already a red-purple-blue color, so I had a decision to make. I tried to pull Brad off of her, but she croaked, “Don’t.”

      “You want him to do this to you?” I couldn’t believe it.

      She sort of nodded despite the hands on her throat, and reached out for my hand.

      This is a test. To see how far you’ll go.

      Every bit of training that Brinkley gave me over the years pulled itself into play. It’s important to understand that death was, by nature, precarious. Death-replacing was not the same as preventing an accident, and a good agent was required to keep this in mind.

      This is why I was forced to let Brad choke Eve instead of choking him to see how he liked it. The only choice I had, according to Brinkley’s rules, was to give Eve my hand and replace her when the time came, if this was what was going to kill her. But to jump in and change the situation changed the AMP prediction. After all, I’d never been part of Eve’s life before this. And if I changed it, I changed her reading.

      I even had an FBRD contract saying I couldn’t do anything to change the circumstances of a replacement.

      So I offered Eve my hand.

      Brad reached out as if it were myself I offered. It was not the first time today I’d had such a proposition. I told Brad—as I’d told the others—that I was here for her, not him. I slipped my hand into hers and let her squeeze the hell out of it.

      But this seemed so wrong. Being choked in a hotel room was too easy, so preventable. I’ve had to catch people falling off buildings. Wrap my arms around people as the sound of metal crunched around us in brutal car wrecks. I even had to replace a baby that would have died in childbirth while it was inside the mother. But this?

      Surely this wasn’t how Eve would die.

      It didn’t feel right. Why hadn’t my eyes changed to their weird zombie vision? Infrared, X-ray, or whatever all that sparky electric stuff that happens to me when I replace someone is—the weird shit that makes me sound much more like a freak than an unfortunate person with a neurological disorder.

      I thought of Lane and Ally. They were nice and comfy out in the hall, while I was in here struggling against the burning pain in my chest. I gagged, but no air came in or out of my lungs. At least I recognized this as sympathetic damage, something my body experienced because Eve experienced it. I was certain that if I held a mirror to my face, I’d see every little vein in it bulging at the surface. I didn’t let go of her hand, though I wanted to clutch my own throat and try to pull free from whatever was suffocating me.

      The pulse in my ears drowned out their noises, the furious slap and squish of their bodies colliding, faster now and in time with the protests of the groaning bed. The pounding in my chest was so hard that either my heart was going to smash through its bone casing or my lungs wouldn’t survive this thrashing. It’d be a toss-up as to what organ would survive.

      I was losing consciousness. The room reduced itself to spots, the usual lack-of-oxygen kind, not zombie vision, as I crumpled to the floor. When my face hit the carpet, I wasn’t sure if I still held Eve’s hand or not.

      Instead, I paid attention to the one physical sensation I associated most with death: the stomach tug. Every time I died this happened. There’d be a tug through my abdomen as if a string were tied around my waist and through my belly button.

      I focused on the tug and the growing sense of separation, fascinated and lulled by it. The ceiling above me went in and out of focus, but there was no vortex, no black hole of death, no⁠—

      Eve climbed on top of my dying body, and I was forced to accept that something was definitely wrong with this replacement, and I was in big trouble.

      Her hair was down and in disarray. Her shirt had been left unbuttoned and the white lace of her bra peeked through either side. At least her skirt was back to where it should be.

      But she settled her weight against my chest, reached under the bed, between the mattress and box spring, and pulled out a large kitchen knife—the kind Ally used to chop zucchini.

      You’ve got to be kidding me, I thought. Followed closely by, God, I hope you’re wearing your underwear.

      She pinned me to the floor with her knees as if I could actually go anywhere even if I tried. I barely kept my eyes open despite the desperate urge to see what the hell she was going to do.

      My eyes were closed when the knife first pressed to my throat, and I tried my damnedest to open them. They fluttered enough to see her crying. For a moment, her hands relaxed as if she wouldn’t do it. A deep voice spoke somewhere out of sight, in a tone used to issue a command or a threat. “If you don’t, we will kill her.”

      Eve’s resolve returned.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, and broke the skin with a burning slice. “I have to.”

      Before I could really freak out about what was happening, or even consider I couldn’t resurrect if decapitated, the tug through my abdomen gave a final jerk.

      Then I felt nothing at all.
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      I was somewhere quiet and clean. Clean because of the strong smell of antiseptics and lemons. Warm hands were on me, adjusting me, molding my body against a mound of pillowy softness. Someone kept saying my name.

      Brinkley stood in the doorway, a stark contrast to the interior of the simple room: one bed, one lamp, and a curtain-drawn window for the sake of my burning eyes. I’d woken up at the funeral home before, waiting for Brinkley to pick me up, so why did this feel different?

      “I’m cold,” I told Brinkley, feeling again the warm hands on me though he remained in the doorway, me in the bed. “I hurt everywhere.”

      “Walk with me,” he said. Just like that we were in a cemetery as old as Nashville itself. He was forced to angle his body and squeeze between the close set of the headstones. The ancient monuments leaned toward one another confidingly as we approached.

      “I worry what he’ll do to you, once he realizes what you are.”

      “Who?” I asked. I scanned the headstones and the cemetery. We were alone, and it was strange to see so much stationary space. There was always someone here, at Mount Olivet’s, black knee-length coats, flowers wrapped in cellophane or tissue paper. Now, there was only us, the headstones, and the trees, which stretched their bony branches down over us, protecting us. The landscape was too still, too silent. Except for the da dum da dum da dum pulsating—where was that coming from?

      Stone angels and hollowed trees bent easily in the wind. Everything was so cold. Da dum da dum da dum. I put my hands in my pockets. Had I been wearing this jacket before? Where did this sudden press of heavy fabric come from? The wind in my hair moved like warm hands.

      Brinkley wavered as if made of water. “Do you remember him?”

      “Who?” I asked. I watched, horrified, as his face began to melt.

      He wasn’t Brinkley anymore. Not really. “Know thy enemy. Know thyself.”

      “Who are you?” I asked, and took a step back, but I didn’t really move. I couldn’t.

      “I’m your friend,” he said, as if it was true. But he wasn’t Brinkley. Brinkley didn’t have green eyes or a wide-set, full mouth like that. Whoever this was wore Brinkley like a suit.

      Still my body refused to move. “Where is Brinkley?”

      Jesse. Can you hear me? Don’t you give up on us, damn it.

      I turned around at the sound of my name but didn’t see anyone, only the little black bird from before perched on a tombstone in the distance.

      “Listen to me.” Brinkley’s voice echoed through the cemetery. When I looked back, I didn’t see him anywhere. He’d disappeared, leaving me alone in the chilly cemetery with that bird, his voice carrying on the wind.

      “Listen, listen,” the bird said, opening and closing its beak like a crude puppet. “Listen.”

      The one bird became three. Three became nine, until a multitude of birds filled the cemetery. They screamed and flapped from narrow branches, cold stones, cawing from the wings of poised angels, to drown out the echo of Brinkley’s voice. A horde of them like black blisters bubbled on the surface of the cemetery’s dying lawn.

      “Brinkley,” I yelled, scared. “Brinkley, where are you?”

      The birds melded together into a single black wall that drew itself up, higher than the tallest oaks. It cast a shadow over the cemetery, over Nashville’s cityscape behind me, and washed out the last bit of sunlight. The skyscrapers too, with their eyes of glittering glass, watched from the distance until the shadow obscured their windowpanes, the glass filling up as if with smoke.

      For just a moment I saw a face in the black mass. Like a face from a half-recalled memory, soft around the edges.

      I stumbled backward away from the dark wall of birds, but caught my ankle on something. I tripped. The sinking sensation in my guts rose and I jerked, scared to be falling.

      “Brinkley!” I screamed, hoping he’d come to my rescue. My throat vibrated for the first time, giving weight to his name. It burned like hell. There was too much light suddenly, and the echoing da dum da dum I’d been hearing became my wailing heartbeat amplified through the monitor attached to my finger by a tiny cuff. “Brinkley?”

      “Shhh, shhh, it’s okay.” Ally squeezed my hand. “We’re at the hospital.”

      Eve—on my chest with the knife—right. The world shifted, coming into focus, yet Brinkley lingered. The smell of him, like cinnamon and aftershave, tied me to the dream. “She was crying.”

      I tried to sit up. Ally repositioned the pillows, propping me up. She spoke a mile a minute, but I was still half lost in the cemetery—trying to remember that face I saw, bubbling up in the blackness.

      “Wait. What?”

      “Lane hid the camera inside the lamp,” she repeated. “It’s a good thing too, because if he hadn’t, we wouldn’t have seen her try to cut off your head.”

      She gave some brief explanation about using the hotel’s wireless signal through his laptop, that these cameras were like the ones he’d installed at work, blah, blah, blah.

      “How long was I out?”

      “Two whole days,” she said. “The database doesn’t have any entries for decapitation, but you weren’t completely decapitated. You lost too much blood.”

      I lost blood all the time, so my AB+ type came in handy.

      Replacement agents started an online database where we can log in and input what kind of death we experienced, and how long it lasted and what sort of recovery time it took. With new entries coming in all the time, we can crosscheck a whole bunch at once, which keeps the estimations pretty accurate.

      If Eve’s replacement had been normal, asphyxiation would’ve typically cost me four hours. Decapitation or any kind of brain damage isn’t listed since necronites don’t usually survive.

      “Let me see.” I took the compact mirror Ally offered. I pulled the gauze down enough to see underneath. My skin was purple and bulging through little black stitches along my throat. Blood crusted and flaked between the black strings.

      “Damn, I’m like Frankenstein’s monster,” I said, pouting.

      She made a halfhearted gesture toward my chest. “It won’t scar like your autopsy.”

      “Why would she try to cut off my head? Who cuts off people’s heads?” I asked. What was this growing void in my mind? Shock?

      “Maybe she’ll confess,” Ally said. “Lane knocked her out with one punch. She’s in custody.”

      I was genuinely surprised. “He hit a girl?”

      “He said he believes in gender equality,” she answered, her voice cold. Clearly, they’d not become friends during their joint hall duty or in their efforts to save me.

      I tried not to picture myself bleeding to death and failed. I imagined what it might look like with my body in Lane’s arms, blood trailing all over the hotel’s cream-colored carpet. In my imagination, my head flopped all over the place, barely attached, as Lane stepped through the sparkly glass doors onto the sunny street.

      “What about the guy?” I asked.

      “He got away. It wasn’t until Lane replayed the tape that we saw him duck into the bathroom as soon as he heard us at the door. We ran right past him and he slipped out.”

      “I want to see that tape,” I said.

      “Too bad, the cops took it,” she said, wiping my sweaty bangs off my forehead. “I’m glad Lane installed the camera and stole Eve’s key card.”

      “What, why?” I took a sip of water that she offered.

      A rough knock rattled the door and a man entered with quick, purposeful steps. He wore a suit and his hair was slicked in a good-boy part across his forehead. His face was shaved. I suspected he was older than he looked, which couldn’t be more than forty. Maybe because I looked like a Girl Scout on most days, I was always suspicious of a person’s “real age.”

      “Ms. Sullivan, I need to speak with you.”

      “I’m heavily medicated.” No one had actually told me I was medicated, but I’d have guessed from the thick-paste feeling in my mouth and how my eyes felt a bit too wide and slightly off-center.

      “I’ll be brief.” He came to stand at the foot of my bed, staring at Ally with an expression that certainly said, Get the hell out of here. “Can we have a moment alone, Ms. Gallagher?”

      Ally didn’t look the least bit intimidated by this guy. She stood up from her chair, and I saw she was half a foot taller than him.

      “I’ll be outside if you need me, okay?” All the tenderness had returned to her voice. Eve’s attack must’ve really scared her if she’d already forgiven me for screwing Lane.

      The suit took Ally’s seat by the bed, scraping back the chair to a less intimate distance.

      “Agent Garrison,” he said, extending his hand. “Ms. Sullivan, if you can answer a few questions, the Bureau would appreciate it.”

      “Which Bureau?” I asked, shaking his hand.

      “Your Bureau,” he said. He said “your” as if to imply ownership, like we were in the same club. “The FBRD.”

      “Where’s Brinkley?” I asked.

      Something dark danced behind his eyes. “Let’s come back to that. Can you tell me what happened today?”

      “I just watched,” I said, heat flooding my face. Or at least I thought I was blushing. I certainly felt the heat rise. “I don’t have any fetishes, if you’re asking about that. Most of my jobs have nothing whatsoever to do with sex, only death. This is the first sex job I’ve ever taken.”

      His brow furrowed.

      “Okay, that came out wrong. I wasn’t having any kind of sex. Actually, she didn’t even have much sex—I think she was one of those dominators.”

      “A dominatrix?” he asked.

      “I was trying to do a replacement. I did not pay her for sex, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “Let me be specific.” Clearly, he wanted me to focus. “Why did Eve Hildebrand try to kill you?”

      “I don’t know why. I think I’m a pretty okay person. Will her review count? Since she tried to kill me, I don’t think her review should count.”

      He shifted in his seat. “Did anything strange happen in that room?”

      I arched my eyebrows. “Everything strange happened in that room.”

      He touched the bridge of his nose as if I were stressing him out.

      Hello? I was the one who’d been attacked here.

      “Look,” I began. “One minute I was holding her hand to replace her, the next minute she’s on my chest with a machete.”

      “An actual machete?”

      “Well, no, but a really big knife.” I made a chopping motion with my hand.

      “Have you ever met Eve before?”

      “No.”

      “Would you consider yourself suicidal?”

      “What? No.” I frowned. I didn’t see any connection between those two statements. Maybe I was higher than I thought. “Not at all.”

      In case he thought I was of low moral fiber, I added, “And I didn’t even want her to be choked, but I let it happen because that’s what I was taught.”

      “Yes, we don’t challenge fate,” he said. “But you see, you didn’t tell me anything about her being choked, only that she was having sex.”

      I backed up and told him the whole story from the beginning. I finished my statement by asking, “Why would she do that? If she wanted to kill me, couldn’t she put a bullet in my brain?”

      “Not if she wanted it to look like a replacement gone wrong,” he said.

      “It was definitely a replacement gone wrong.”

      “Ms. Sullivan, remind me how you came to be an agent,” Garrison said. He leaned his weight into the armrest.

      And I wasn’t on enough painkillers to overlook this out-of-nowhere question. The smell of smoke and burning flesh threatened to overtake me again. Why was Eddie’s death so horribly vivid for me? Thinking about it around this agent made my teeth ache. How much did Garrison know? Surely Brinkley hadn’t ratted me out, right?

      I decided a half-truth was safest. “I died in a barn fire. When I woke up two days later, Brinkley was there to recruit me. He brought me a Cherry Coke.”

      Garrison nodded like he already knew this. “And your autopsy scar?”

      “The jerk coroner freaked out and made a phone call when he realized what I was. What he should’ve done was close me up.”

      “Why did you accept Agent Brinkley’s offer to be a death-replacement agent?”

      “I love Cherry Coke.” And because I didn’t want to go to prison. “I had medical bills and no job prospects. I needed to do something with myself.” The taste of ash flooded my mouth.

      “Did he tell you why he chose you?”

      “I’m rare,” I said. Duh. “We aren’t Cabbage Patch Kids. You can’t grow us.” The military tried that with AMPs and failed horribly.

      “Didn’t you want to go home?” he asked.

      I chose another half-truth. “I thought it would’ve been too hard for my mom to look at me without thinking about what happened.”

      Garrison leaned forward. “Because her husband, Eddie, died in that fire too?”

      It wasn’t really a question. I traced the cross-stitch pattern of my blanket with my eyes.

      “Yeah, her husband died too.”

      I didn’t dare say anything else. Brinkley had taught me to keep my mouth shut. This happened to be one of the first times I’d felt the pressing need to execute that right.

      Garrison must’ve sensed my imminent shutdown.

      “I have a couple more questions, if you feel you can hold on a bit longer. Why did you leave St. Louis?”

      “What does this have to do with Eve?”

      “What happened in St. Louis?”

      When I zoned out instead of answering, he shook me.

      “Did Agent Brinkley have a reason to relocate you?” he asked.

      “A few agents died and Rachel got sick,” I said. The room looked funny and dis-proportioned. Was the morphine kicking in? “Rachel got sick and Brinkley said⁠—”

      “Said?” He was on the edge of his seat.

      “He said we needed to leave St. Louis before I got sick too.”

      “Rachel Wright?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to talk about her.” And I didn’t. Thinking about Rachel hurt.

      “You realize you’ve broken the law, don’t you? If you don’t cooperate, I can make this much harder for you,” he warned.

      “If I had a dollar for every agent who threatened to make my life miserable,” I muttered. The heat of my anger made my face hot and pushed the dulling effects of the drugs back a bit. “I was told to do a job and I did it. I can’t help it if the client was a prostitute. I didn’t break the law by being in the room with her. I didn’t pay her for sex or anything illegal.”

      “When you agreed to become a death-replacement agent, you signed a contract agreeing to abide by our laws. You broke the law when you performed an unauthorized replacement,” he said. “The rules we’ve established regarding death-replacing are specific and necessary. Disregarding them carries steep consequences.”

      “We have the paperwork, and I know my contract,” I said. “In no way did I violate it.”

      “There was no paperwork,” he said. “That’s a hundred thousand dollars and a year in jail. At least.”

      “Yeah-huh,” I said. “Brinkley wouldn’t break the rules like that. I know because he’s been shoving them down my throat for the last seven years. Eve was the one who tried to cut off my head.” I tugged at the gauze, but accidentally scratched the wound with a fingernail and cried out against the pain shooting all the way to my toes.

      “Our division is working very hard to repair our image. We can’t have any replacements that would compromise our efforts, Ms. Sullivan.”

      A hundred thousand dollars. Where would I get that money? “I told you, there is paperwork. Ask Ally. She’ll have it. And you shouldn’t doubt Brinkley.”

      “Don’t you?” he asked.

      I hesitated, which I’m sure was real convincing.

      “No.”

      “When was the last time you spoke to your handler?”

      “We tried to call him before Eve’s replacement, but he didn’t answer.” Because this was a test. This whole big mess was a test.

      “I find it interesting that you don’t doubt him,” Garrison said. He gestured at the length of me stretched in bed. “Here you lie in a hospital bed, wounded. You almost died, and yet your handler isn’t even here to check on you. Don’t you find that strange?”

      Please let this be a test. “He isn’t here?”

      “Did you think he was?” he asked, curious.

      “I thought he was in the hall.” I really did.

      Garrison pulled a business card from his back pocket and shoved it in my hand. I could barely lift my arm to take it.

      “Until we clear this up, you are suspended. You are no longer authorized to perform replacements, but you may continue your other duties. You are not to leave the area and you are strongly advised to contact us the moment you hear from Agent Brinkley.”

      “What? Why?” The heart monitor beside me wailed again. I had to talk to Brinkley if these guys were going to investigate me. We needed to get our stories straight about Eddie and Rachel.

      “If you’re telling the truth,” he began, and stood to announce his departure, “if he really gave you this replacement and he isn’t here to verify your safety, you should assume he’s the one who wants you dead.”
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      Dr. Stanley York removed the stethoscope buds from his ears. I liked Dr. York, with his snow-white hair, bright eyes, and thin smile. Unlike other doctors, he made me feel like a person, not a test subject.

      The blood pressure cuff’s Velcro made a ripping noise as he pulled it free. “The blood we’ve drawn shows no abnormalities. It’s been properly re-oxygenated and is flowing fine. The calcium in your muscles has stabilized, but you can expect the usual soreness. Your body temp and blood pressure are a little low, but they’ll come up.”

      Ally entered my ICU with one of those paper cups from the cafeteria.

      “Does that mean I can leave?” I asked. After a restless night, I was so done with this hospital. I wanted to be at home, in pajamas, remote in hand, sweet and salty snacks before me in assorted bowls. I wanted Winston too, curled up and warm in my lap.

      “Yes, you’re free to go, but you’ll need to return for the psychiatric evaluation,” he reminded me, placing a butterscotch candy in my hand. “And I am serious about getting some rest.”

      Ally helped me into some scrubs because my clothes had been destroyed in the Eve fiasco. The red Nike sneaker I’d been favoring lately was lost, so for now I had only one shoe. I fastened my black wool coat over the scrubs and eased into the wheelchair Ally offered. Ally wore her usual red A-Line coat, and pushed her hair behind her ears before taking hold of my chair.

      “I hope you’re ready for this.”

      “Ready for what?” I tried to make myself comfortable in the chair, but it wasn’t happening with the rigor mortis.

      No explanations could have prepared me for what I saw when I went through those automated doors leading to the parking lot. Camera flashes and microphones were everywhere. I mean, someone actually hit me. They thrust their device into my face.

      “Oww.” I rubbed my cheek gingerly. “Watch it.”

      “Ms. Sullivan,” a reporter interjected. “Is it true a woman by the name of Eve Hildebrand tried to murder you?” She was older, maybe fifty, with teased hair piled on top of her head and a rasp to her voice as if she smoked two packs a day.

      “Yes,” I said.

      Ally pinched my shoulders and I squeaked. “I don’t think you should answer questions until you talk to a lawyer.” Convenient since Ally’s older brother was a lawyer.

      The reporter leaned closer, followed by another round of blinking flashes. Her henchman’s camera lens zoomed open like an insectile eye beside her, inspecting me.

      “Was she working alone or did she have accomplices?” someone shouted.

      “Well, there was this guy—” I began, but Ally pinched me again. “Oww.”

      “Can you describe the man?” The reporters’ questions didn’t stop. They were shouting at me from so many directions that I had no idea who was saying what. “Were they working for an organization? Is this attack connected to the Church’s campaign against NRD?”

      “Shit,” Ally said as my wheelchair jerked to a halt. “Your wheelchair is stuck.”

      “Is this connected to the Atlanta murders?” someone shouted.

      “What Atlanta murders?” Ally asked, unable to help herself.

      I couldn’t hear the reporter’s answer over the sudden wail of police sirens. They weren’t in the distance either. They were practically on top of us. Then I glimpsed them through the shifting bodies of the crowd. Two police cars pulled up behind Ally’s and blocked her in. The press seemed unfazed by sudden police involvement, whereas I was totally freaked out by it. After Garrison’s you’ve broken the law speech I was certain they’d pulled up to arrest me.

      Worse, I wasn’t getting out of the wheelchair. Oh, I wanted to get up and run at the sight of a big cop barreling toward me, parting the crowd like a modern-day Moses, but that wasn’t going to happen. I understood this as I stared at his broad chest stretched under his tight uniform.

      “Are you here to arrest her? On what charges?” the woman with the microphone asked.

      The cop extended his massive hand toward me and pulled me from the wheelchair as if I weighed but twenty pounds.

      “Oww, oww, oww. I’m really sore,” I pleaded.

      He said nothing.

      “I can’t go to jail,” I said, now hanging over his shoulder. “I’m too cute. They’ll kill me.”

      Ass in the air, I was happy I’d traded the flimsy hospital gown for scrub pants.

      He shouldered through the mass of reporters, while Ally, hot on our heels, protested my abduction like a banshee. His partner opened the door to the cop car for him as he shoved me into the backseat.

      “You didn’t read her her rights,” Ally said. She grabbed the top of the car door with one hand and refused to let him shut it. “You haven’t produced a warrant or a badge or anything that tells me what you’re doing is legal.”

      “Get in,” he said to her. Ally didn’t hesitate.

      With Ally and me in the car, the reporters flooded the windows.

      “Jee-zus,” I muttered. Some reporters ran from the crowd toward news vans or parked sedans. “They don’t give up, do they?”

      As we pulled away, the taller officer said something into the small walkie-talkie attached to his shoulder. Ally was back to business, her authorial voice in full swing. “Gentlemen, I expect you to explain how this isn’t kidnapping.”

      The cop in the passenger seat turned around toward us. “I’m Officer Jeffers and this is Officer Gaul. We’ve been assigned to protect you.”

      “By whom?”

      “FBRD.” The officer’s lips tightened as if he wasn’t too happy about it.

      “Protect me or arrest me?” Because medicated stupor or no, I definitely remembered Garrison telling me he’d arrest me.

      “It’s okay.” Ally touched my arm lightly. “They’d have read you your rights by now.”

      “Why couldn’t you explain instead of hefting me out of the chair like a barbarian?”

      Gaul huffed under his breath. His eyes remained on the road. “It’s not my job to explain myself to you. My job is to make sure you don’t get your head blown off or chopped off or in any way damaged or severed from your body.”

      Wow. This guy was charming.

      Ally’s phone rang. “It’s Lane.” She flipped it open. “Hey. No, she’s fine. They’re escorting us home—” She huffed. “I said she’s fine. Whatever.”

      “What’d he say?” I ask.

      “Your boyfriend,” she grumbled, and I knew better than to show any emotion in the “pleased” spectrum, “said he’d come over as soon as he could.”

      “How long will you be, uh, escorting me?” I asked the police.

      “Until the second assailant is apprehended,” Jeffers said. He lifted his cap. He smiled enough to show crooked teeth and accentuate a pointy nose.

      I assumed he meant the man from the hotel room. Okay, I could deal with some official stalkers if that meant no more attempted decapitations.

      “Call Brinkley,” I told Ally. Both officers cut their eyes at each other. If Ally noticed their ears perk up, she pretended not to. “Never mind, I’ll do it.”

      I took her phone and dialed. It might’ve been a risk talking to him in front of the cops, but I wanted to know where the hell he was. But I got a recorded message repeating Brinkley’s number back to me.

      “He isn’t answering. Why? He needs to tell me what the hell is going on.” Irritated, I tossed the phone over to her.

      I realized I didn’t recognize any of these side streets.

      “Are either of you members of the Church?” I asked. Ally looked up from the digital planner she’d been rearranging with furious taps on the touch screen.

      Officer Jeffers smiled. “Don’t worry, Ms. Sullivan. The FBRD screened us for any conflicts of interest that would put your safety at risk.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question,” I said.

      “Just because the Church is united now, don’t go lumping us all in one basket, okay? We’re not fanatics.”

      “Fair enough,” Ally said on my behalf before I could bitch about being reprimanded like a child. I was pretty sure I had every right to be cautious at this point.

      Gaul caught me staring at the back of his head and glared at me through the rearview mirror. “Maybe you’d prefer I lead the press straight to your house?”

      Eventually, I did recognize the roads once we crossed Harding Place. We passed a Waffle House smelling of sweet syrup and fried goodness. My stomach growled. It hurt now to swallow my own spit. They’d given me a prescription for painkillers that I was going to need—no question.

      Just before the locked backseat and the scent of leather drove me into a claustrophobic spiral, we were home. The cops got out of the car slowly, looking around the neighborhood. Once it was deemed clear, they let us out of the backseat.

      “I’ll get the door.” Ally moved ahead of us. “Then we’ll get you into the bath.” Every moment that I wasn’t in hot water or on a massage table added to my misery.

      Ally’s keys jangled against the door as it creaked open and then our little group filed into the foyer. My one salvaged sneaker hit the floor with a thud.

      Officer Jeffers stopped me on the stairs. “I’d prefer you wait here until we search the house.”

      “I’m cold,” I said, shivering. Now that I was finally home and felt kind of safe, my adrenaline dropped.

      “Check the bathroom,” Ally told Gaul.

      “It can wait,” he said.

      “No,” Ally said flatly. “She needs hot water.”

      He stared at us as if he might refuse the request, but Officer Jeffers followed Ally, taking the lead at the top of the stairs. “Which way?”

      Ally nodded toward the master bedroom on the right. I lingered in the doorway, looking for Winston.

      “He’s at my apartment,” Ally told me. “I wasn’t sure how long you’d be unconscious, so I picked him up.”

      Jeffers reappeared in the doorway. “Go ahead,” he said. “But don’t leave her alone.”

      By the time the bathroom door closed behind me, I could barely move.

      “Do you need help getting in?” she said, rolling up her sleeves.

      I nodded.

      I had a hard time pulling the shirt over my head. My back and shoulder muscles didn’t want to flex that way. I hesitated to let Ally help me. When I didn’t move, her hands went to her hips and she tilted her head sympathetically to one side.

      “I promise I won’t look at the scar,” she said, because I’d already cradled my chest bashfully. Ally’s seen it all, sure, but seeing it in full daylight was different than seeing at night under my covers.

      I nodded, and she helped pull the shirt over my head. Then she slipped her arms under mine and helped me into the water. I slid down into it and immediately felt a hundred times better. My muscles, thirsty for the heat, drank it down.

      She flinched at the sight of my bruises. “Before you even ask, no, you’re not a freak. Yes, I think you’re beautiful. It just upsets me that she hurt you.”

      “We do this a lot, huh?” I asked.

      Her smile was patient as she checked the water temperature, trailing her fingers over the surface. She added bubble bath and let the faucet run until the bubbles foamed up, white and frothy.

      Even after each of my muscles relaxed, one by one, I couldn’t stop frowning.

      Ally put a clump of bubbles on my nose. “Don’t worry, okay. It’ll work out.”

      “Yeah, I’ll work it out. In jail. Or in an asylum.” I exhaled, and a fluff of bubbles flew up and away from my face.

      She arched an eyebrow. “Why an asylum?”

      “They use us up and throw us in the nuthouse. Isn’t that how this goes?” And with good reason because something was wrong with me. I could feel it the moment I woke up.

      She lathered up a washcloth. “I gave Garrison the paperwork we had. There’s nothing else we can do except hope that he’s smart enough to figure out what went wrong.”

      “If he doesn’t, I’ll have to pay a hundred thousand dollars. I don’t have that kind of money unless I sell the house, and if I do, where will we live? Winston is too spoiled to rough it on the street.”

      Ally found my hand under the water. “Listen to me. Everything will be okay. If the worst happens, you’ll sell your house and pay your fines. You can buy another house. You can survive jail. Neither of these cases are the end of the world or your life. And you know I’d never let anything happen to Winston.”

      I was having a hard time focusing on any subject for very long with the pulsing pain in my neck. I stared at the speckled white ceiling and heating vent. My mind wandered over the last few days without focusing on anything specific.

      “What I want to know is what is going on,” she said, and scrubbed at the dried blood from under my fingernails with a little brush. “The paperwork is real, even if we don’t know where it came from.”

      “And why is Garrison interested in Rachel?” I asked.

      “You never mentioned Rachel.”

      I let out a long, dramatic breath. I hated talking about Rachel, but since it was important to the FBRD, then it must be related to my situation, right? Ally was smarter than me. Maybe she’d make some connection I’d missed.

      “When I first paired up with Brinkley, we worked in St. Louis. Rachel was my mentor, another one of Brinkley’s charges.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “After a replacement, I went to her house to bring her this huge bag of jellybeans. I knocked on her door like fifty times and she didn’t answer, so I got worried. I went in and found her in the living room, sitting in a circle of her own blood.”

      Ally gasped. “She killed herself?”

      “No,” I said. “She’d just cut up her arms and hands. Then she used her blood to draw a circle around herself, calling it a protection circle.”

      “Did you get the knife away from her?”

      “I tried. I asked her what was wrong, tried to get her to talk to me, but she kept going on about angels telling her what to do and that she had to protect herself from the bad angels.”

      “So wait, what happened with the knife?” Ally asked, and poured shampoo onto my hair.

      “She was sitting on her living room floor and sort of mumbling all this craziness. Then she looked up at me and her eyes got really big—as if she didn’t look crazy enough already, covered in her own blood. And she started screaming, ‘It’s you. You.’”

      “What did you do?” Ally asked, her hands still in my hair.

      “I screamed too because this naked, bloody girl was waving a knife around and trying to tackle me. I was ready to get the hell out of there, but I dropped the jellybeans and the bag busted open. Now I’m slipping and sliding all over the floor like a cartoon character or something. Then Brinkley shows up and saves the day.”

      Ally let out a breath. “How did he know you were in trouble?”

      “He was in the car. He heard me scream and came running. When he pulled her off of me, she kept screaming, ‘She came from him. She came from him.’”

      “How bizarre,” Ally said.

      “They blamed the number of death replacements she’d done, saying that two hundred was bound to make her lose it. After she was institutionalized, Brinkley said we needed to leave St. Louis. The city was too dangerous. Most of my replacements were gun violence. Not like here, where choking on a fried chicken bone is more common than finding a muzzle pressed to your skull.”

      My thoughts had wandered, and Ally brought me back with a gentle squeeze. “That won’t happen to you.”

      I looked up into her face.

      “You won’t go crazy, Jess,” she said. “We’re being careful.”

      “Yeah, we’re being careful, and someone almost cut off my head.” The burning loss of Rachel intensified in my chest. I redirected the conversation so I could bear it. “We almost moved to Atlanta, actually. He’d already rented my office space and signed a lease for my apartment, but then Brinkley chose Nashville at the last minute.”

      “Did he say why?” she asked.

      “Too hot and too much traffic.” Talking about him made the burn climb higher into my throat—Brinkley where are you?

      I never thought I’d be so desperate to hear from that grumpy old jerk.

      Ally’s eyes lit up with recognition. “I looked up Atlanta in the car. Eight death-replacement agents were murdered there.”

      “What?” I asked. Eight agents killed? Why the hell didn’t Brinkley say something? Why didn’t he warn me to be careful, that we have some kind of NRD serial killer on the loose?

      “The internet says an anonymous caller was the one who broke the story to the Atlanta press,” she said. “But that’s all it says. It looks like they’re still piecing together what happened.”

      I slid farther into the tub so Ally could rinse the shampoo out of my hair and let the gauze get wet. Dried gauze stuck to a wound was hell to peel off. Once it was soaked, Ally removed it with tender fingers.

      “Why would the Bureau hide the fact that death-replacement agents are being murdered?” I asked. And why would my handler leave me alone—defenseless—if it was still happening?

      “Clearly this isn’t a random isolated event,” Ally said, and turned to throw the wad of wet pink gauze into the trash can. “Something else is going on.”
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      “How are you today, Jesse?” Herwin asked. Because of the angle of the overhead light, Herwin was nothing more than a shadow in the corner, a disembodied voice speaking from beyond.

      “In pain,” I said. I was sluggish from medication and desperate for another pill, which Ally wouldn’t let me have until after therapy. She said my appointment wouldn’t go well if I was doped up. I reminded her that Herwin had seen me in worse shape.

      I’d completed my mandatory psychiatric evaluation as soon as I had woken from death before, with a contorted, bloody body and looking like a zombie in the old-fashioned sense.

      Still, she wouldn’t budge, giving me some crap about being especially good, since I was under investigation.

      Herwin wore the only suit I’d ever seen him in, brown tweed that matched his brown office. Brown, brown, brown everything except the walls and floor, which were the same as the rest of the hospital with its cinder-block walls and speckled white floor tiles. It gave me the impression of a bomb shelter or a bunker, equally submerged and depressing.

      I settled into an overstuffed chair that made me feel tiny—another trick to get to my neglected inner child? Big chairs just made me want to cry. Not that I didn’t have plenty to cry about—one court date away from becoming somebody’s bitch, for example.

      “Is there anything I can do to make you more comfortable?” he asked.

      Yes, I thought. Make Brinkley call me. How hard is it to return a phone call?

      I let my head fall back against the cushion. “Just get on with it, please.”

      He nodded, pulling a stack of cards from his desk. “Look at these and tell me what you see.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I waved a hand to hurry him. “A black bird.”

      “And this one?”

      “A black dog,” I said.

      “And this?”

      “Two seals having sex on a rocky beach.”

      “Good,” he said.

      Only a million cards to go.

      “My dog Winston, but he’s missing a leg.”

      “And this one?”

      I didn’t see anything, but you can’t say nothing, at least not when pretending to be sane. So I went with the next best thing—feigned realism. “A puddle of oil left by a clunky old car.”

      He put the cards in an even stack by tapping them against the table.

      “How’d I do?” I asked.

      “Just fine,” he said. He motioned to the couch. “If you’ll stretch out, please.”

      I dragged my body out of the chair with much difficulty and stretched myself long on the couch. I got as comfortable as possible, despite the scratchy brown tweed upholstery and the sticky gauze clinging to my neck wound. Once I’d settled, Herwin moved his chair closer and pulled out the pointer light, shining it down into my eyes. The lights in the warm room softened, making the pointer look like a searchlight, pouring into my brain.

      “Follow the light, Jesse. I’ll count you down into the trance now. Three…two…”

      The longer I stared at the light, the more relaxed I became. I drifted off, and before I knew it, Herwin was out of his chair, exchanging the pointer light for the soft glow of the lamps. He offered me a tissue, and I had to sit up to wipe the water out of my eyes.

      “How do you feel now?” he asked.

      “Tired and sore.” I pinched my eyes shut beneath the tissue. They always watered like hell after the light test. I never really understood what the test was for. The other therapist, Jen, said it was a kind of hypnosis used to see if we remembered anything from beyond the grave. I hoped she was joking.

      “Sit tight while I check on your blood work.”

      The door clicked shut behind him. I opened my eyes and blinked, trying to focus. I felt dizzy and leaned my head against the couch, hoping it would cease its incessant pounding. No help. And when my spotty vision cleared, I knew for certain that something was terribly, terribly wrong.

      Against the opposite wall of Herwin’s office stood a man. He was tall with dark features and a wide brow. His eyes were light, intense, and his mouth larger than most men’s. And he had wings.

      He looked nonchalant, his arms folded over his chest and black feathers draped over each shoulder. He’d made a mess of feathers on the floor, a few downy strands sticking to his pressed black suit. I blinked several times, but he didn’t disappear. In fact, his big green eyes held mine with a placid expression, as if he had all the time in the world.

      “Hel-lo,” I said. My voice caught in my throat and I sort of choked on the word. I cleared my pipes and tried again. “Hello. Who are you?”

      “You can see me?” he asked.

      “Uh, yeah.” I let out a high, nervous burst of laughter. “How could I not see you?”

      “I tried to reach you before,” he said. “It would seem, however, that you agree with my current form.”

      Before I could respond, the door opened and Herwin entered. The therapist never took his eyes from the manila folder he held an inch from his button nose. “Which news do you want first?”

      “Uh,” I said, and gestured to wings over there, leaning against the wall. Herwin looked up from his file folder and blinked. I jabbed my finger at the guy again. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      Herwin looked at the wall but not at him. The angle of his gaze was all wrong. “You don’t like the painting?”

      “The painting is fine,” I said an octave too high. “What about—him?”

      Herwin’s eyes searched that side of the room for an alternative. He settled for a photograph that wasn’t really near the painting at all. “In the picture? It’s my son, Trevor.”

      “He cannot see me,” the winged guy said, inspecting his fingernails in the soft light of the lamp. “If you have not noticed.”

      And Herwin did appear completely oblivious to the guy in his office or the feathers he kicked up with his feet as he crossed the room to lift the picture from the table. How could he not see the little storm cloud of swirling feathers sticking to his pleated pants?

      Then it hit me this wasn’t just some joke, just some guy with fake wings messing with me. I was actually hallucinating. “Shit.”

      “Excuse me?” Herwin asked.

      “I—uh—” I searched for sane words, but it was hard to grab ahold of anything with the world falling away. “Your son?”

      “Yes,” he said, and set the picture down. “I have a son and a daughter.”

      Herwin shifted his weight and stared at me as if he was completely aware that I was unraveling in front of his eyes.

      “Let’s hear those test results,” I said. “Good news first, please.” I had a feeling the bad news was “you’re crazy.”

      “All your blood tests are clean and Dr. York thinks your neck will heal fine.”

      “Any brain damage?” I asked, staring at those abnormally green eyes and black wings.

      “Nothing unusual,” he said. “Do you feel ill? Headaches or nausea?”

      I stared at the wall behind Herwin, and it blurred. “Yeah, I have a hellacious headache building right behind my eyes.”

      “The pain medication has probably worn off.” Herwin closed the file and took his seat again. “The part that concerns me is the alkaloid levels in your blood. They’re above normal now.”

      My mouth felt sticky. “Will you have to commit me for that?”

      “No,” he said. He patronized me with a smile.

      “You told me that my levels were great last time.”

      “Yes, they were. Better than average for most agents.” Herwin laced his fingers and sat back in his chair. “I’m sure you’re aware the average mind folds around ninety-five deaths. Replacement agents often retire once their alkaloid levels are too high because it signifies toxicity in the blood. You’ve kept your levels low, but this last replacement must have changed something.”

      I met those green eyes. Hell yeah it changed something. And I wasn’t fooled. “Retire” was code for institutionalized. I wet my lips. “So I shouldn’t do any more replacements?”

      “It would be wise to slow down. But you’ve got another year or so at this rate.”

      “Listen to him,” he said with a twitch of his wing.

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” I said. My hands clasped my mouth in surprise.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Sullivan. You’re right. I’m not here to give you career advice. And you must be under a good deal of stress just now. Would you like to talk about what happened in the hotel room?”

      No way in hell I was going to explain to Herwin that I hadn’t been talking to him. That I was talking to a hallucination. And about what happened at the hotel room—where to start? What was more traumatic—the smorgasbord of prostitution? Partial decapitation? Being straddled by a pantyless sex worker?

      I forced a tight smile. “No, not really. I’m tired. I should go lie down, or something.”

      “It’s difficult living in a highly political climate with passionate people whose views differ from your own. That being said, you should know you deserve all the same rights to life, liberty, and happiness as everyone else.”

      I waved a disinterested hand and thought of pills. Not pain pills. What did hallucinating people take? Some kind of anti-psychotic, right? I could manage this. I needed the right pill—but how to get Herwin to prescribe an anti-psychotic without arousing his suspicion? Maybe an anti-anxiety med would hold me? I could ask for that, right?

      Later. Yeah, later.

      “I’ve got to go,” I said. “That headache is getting worse.”

      Herwin offered his apologies, but I’d already stumbled out of the office. The hallway whirled on its side. I hit something solid with my hip and saw a nurse run past me down the hall, chasing after her medication cart.

      How the hell was I going to keep a six-foot invisible guy with wings a secret? How does someone pretend not to hallucinate?

      “You start by not talking to yourself,” he said.

      I whirled on him, processing what he’d said. The dark smudge of his body against all that sterile white was startling enough. The strange expressions from the nursing staff and the man at the vending machine retrieving his Coke suggested, indeed, I had narrated my concerns aloud.

      I flashed a few tight smiles and laughed. Nothing to worry about here. But under my breath, I muttered. “Not another word.”

      I found Ally where I’d left her. Dr. Stanley York stood beside her in his lab coat. Both of them looked grave about whatever it was they were speaking about. Ally bobbed her head up and down slowly, regretfully, like she hated to agree with what Dr. York was saying. They were talking about putting me away forever.

      “Not hospitalization, no, but they are talking about you,” he said. I jumped at his voice in my ear.

      “Did they lie about me passing my exams? Did they want me to voluntarily come out to the waiting room so they could get me here?” Why was I whispering? Hell, why was I asking him?

      “They didn’t lie,” he said.

      I didn’t see any cops or staff on hand to sedate me. The only cop I saw wasn’t even dressed properly. His shirt was all wrinkled and untucked as he leaned over the station’s counter to kiss a nurse.

      “It’s his wife,” he said, as if he’d been watching the pair too.

      I whirled on him. “I thought I told you to quit talking to me.”

      “Jess?” Ally said. Great, she’d probably heard me yelling at myself.

      “Congratulations, Jesse,” Dr. York said. He extended his hands to envelop mine as I crept toward the pair. “I hear you passed your tests with flying colors.”

      “Except that I’ve got high alkaloid levels,” I said, suspicious of his well-wishing. Ally forced me into my jacket.

      I tried to pay attention to Dr. York, but wings over there made me nervous. He was eyeing Ally.

      “You’re not in a hurry, are you?” Dr. York asked. I refocused.

      “No, not necessarily.” This was it. They were going to keep me here. Ally scratched her cheek as a feather brushed it, but she never acknowledged the cause. I turned farther away, using my back as a shield against the weirdness. At the very least, I didn’t have to look at him.

      “What do you need?” I asked. Don’t turn around. Don’t turn around.

      “I heard about the FBRD suspending your replacement license, but I hope you will still do the seminar. I spoke to Special Agent Garrison, and he is perfectly fine with that.”

      The back of my neck crawled. Don’t look around. Just answer him. “I don’t feel well. Can’t someone else do it?”

      “Cindy was scheduled to, but she took one of Cooper’s replacements. I understand you are very busy. Really, your workload is already quite impressive. If only all the agents serving our community were as fine as you.”

      Flattery. My one true weakness. “When is the seminar?”

      “Friday.” He let his pleading eyes seal the deal. Damn it.

      “I don’t know why more necronites aren’t dying to become replacement agents,” I said. Because sarcasm makes everything better.

      “Exactly,” he beamed. “See you Friday. Get some rest.”

      Rest? My hallucination was picking at his under-feathers.

      The good doctor rounded the corner and called out to the nurse behind the station. “Stacy, tell your husband to wait until your break.”

      Blushing, the nurse stepped away from her cop and pulled at the hem of her scrub shirt.

      Her husband. It really was her husband. Had I known that before the hallucination told me?

      “Turn that up,” Ally said as she came to stand beside me. I turned my attention in the same direction and saw a familiar face on the television hanging above the nurse’s head.

      “Ms. Sullivan, is it true a woman by the name of Eve Hildebrand tried to kill you?”

      “Yes. Ouch,” a strung-out-looking zombie with rat-nest hair bulging from one side of her head answered with a raspy voice.

      “I look like shit,” I said. Ally took my hand to reassure me.

      I should’ve been mad. My first time on television and I looked horrible. But I wasn’t mad, because I couldn’t quit thinking about my newest problem—and what the hell I was going to do about him.

      “My name is Gabriel,” he said, as if reading my thoughts.

      “No,” I said. “No, no, no.”

      “You don’t look so bad, honest,” Ally said, misunderstanding my panic.

      No names, I thought. No names.

      After all, if hallucinations were anything like puppies, naming them meant trouble. A name meant it would stick around.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat cross-legged on my bed with two white painkillers on the comforter in front of me. Ally had given me the pills and the glass of water on the bedside table before disappearing downstairs to work in the home office. Although she’d already given our paperwork to Garrison, she wanted to get all our papers in order in the event this investigation got uglier. Clearly, she’d been talking to her brother the lawyer.

      Of course, no amount of paperwork would undo the fact that I’d murdered my stepdad. Gabriel sat in my desk chair, his massive wings stretched all over the desk itself. He’d knocked my pencil cup to the floor without as much as an apology. I couldn’t chastise him louder than a whisper because I was supposed to be asleep.

      And sane. I was also supposed to be sane.

      I pointed at the growing pile of feathers at his feet. “Do you shed like that wherever you go?” I couldn’t get the picture out of my head—his wings out the window as Ally drove, little black feathers swirling up to the sky at fifty-five miles per hour.

      “You’re the only one who sees them.” He didn’t bother to whisper like I did.

      “How do you do that?” I asked. “How can you be both real and not real? I mean, none of you is real, but—” My voice faltered. “That cup is actually on the floor.”

      He didn’t answer, only blinking those large green cat-eyes at me. I resorted to gesturing wildly. “Like in the car you were sitting in the seat, but your wings went right through the door and out the back like the car wasn’t there. But you were there enough to sit in the seat. And you’re doing it again now with my desk.”

      He shrugged. “I do not know.”

      “What do you know?” Again, he said nothing. “How am I supposed to figure out what you are if you won’t talk to me?”

      He tilted his head. “Why must you understand what I am?”

      “Because something is wrong with me.” I took a breath. “I’m trying to figure out if I’m having a psychotic episode and if I am, what I’m going to do about it. Help me out here.”

      He sat up straighter in his seat, losing that casual air for a moment. Instantly, I realized the ridiculous nature of asking my hallucination to help me distinguish itself as a spiritual being or a psychotic episode. His tie changed colors, from black to the green of his eyes.

      Dazzled, I pinched my eyes shut. “I’m under too much stress. Maybe you’re a psychological device to keep my mind from completely ripping itself in half?”

      “If you take your pain medication, your judgment will be impaired.”

      “Ah, so you’re like a voice of reason?” I bounced the two pain pills in my hand. “Does this mean I’m not having a psychotic episode? My judgment is irrelevant if I’m crazy.”

      “You must make an important decision soon. If you take those, you may make the wrong decision.”

      “Okay, you seem judgment-oriented. That’s progress,” I said. “Insanity couldn’t care less about judgment, right? Besides, have you ever tried to sleep with a neck wound? Dr. York told me Eve’s knife scratched my spinal column. Think about that for a second.”

      He watched me with quiet amusement, like I might be a puppy tumbling all over my big floppy ears.

      “And have you considered that my decision-making abilities will amount to squat if I don’t take this pill and get some sleep?” I added.

      He lifted an object from my desk and turned it in his hands. It was a snow globe that Ally sent me from London last winter while vacationing with her older brother. Gabriel kept turning it over and righting it as if he’d never seen one.

      “You can’t see the city,” he said.

      “You’re supposed to look at the snow, not the city.”

      “But it is not snow,” he said.

      “It’s not a city either.” I set the pills down again. If I held them for too long, they’d start melting in my hand and leave that disgusting taste in my mouth on the way down.

      He dropped the globe to the floor and it rolled across the carpet, stopping when it hit the leg of the desk. Tidiness meant nothing to this guy.

      What the hell was I going to do with him? He acted as if he’d follow me forever. Just picture me at the grocery store, pretending not to notice a man with black wings fondling and dropping produce like that damned snow globe.

      “You know the problem with insanity? I can’t tell anyone I’m crazy. Maybe I could work through this if I could talk to someone—but no. That’s not an option, is it? So you know what I’m left with? You. I can only talk to you. And that I’m even willing to talk to you, the hallucination in question, is proof that I’m crazy.”

      “She sees that which is unseen. She will understand.”

      “Rachel? And she was locked up.”

      “Not Rachel,” he said, and blinked those big cat-eyes of his.

      The only other person I knew who’d seen the unseen was Gloria. I didn’t even know how to begin that conversation.

      “Back to our little game of ‘What the Fuck Are You?’” I said. “If I touched you, would I feel anything?”

      He was out of his chair and across the room so quick I missed it in a blink. I gasped, face to face with a red tie. It had changed color again.

      “What are you doing?” I choked.

      He touched my cheek and my breath caught in my throat. His hand hovered for a moment, and then it moved right through me. I felt the strangest sensation, a warm tickle from head to toe, like each hair and nerve stood on its end. He returned his hand to his pocket, leaving my heart palpitating strangely. But he didn’t move away. He waited.

      “Why are you standing here?” I asked, and tried to breathe my heart into a more comfortable rhythm.

      “You want to touch me,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Touch me.”

      My hand was half raised to his face before I realized what I was doing. I jerked back, alarmed. He caught my hand. His touch was as tangible as any I’d ever felt, and equally as real as the chest he placed it against. He guided my fingertips under the soft satin-silk of his suit jacket’s lapel. But his chest was silent. No heartbeat.

      “So—” I stammered. “Am I imagining what your hand feels like or do you really have a hand?”

      My pulse had become a raging, monstrous thing in my ears. The swollen size of my heart made it difficult to get any air down my throat.

      “I am more real than this life you live.” His tie turned dark blue, the color of midnight. The look in his eyes made me shiver. They weren’t green. They matched the tie, and the longer I stared into those dark pools, the more I felt I was falling forward into water. Not just any water, nighttime waters, fathoms-deep, and holding the starry sky’s reflection from above, a perfect replica of the heavens.

      I bit my lip for focus. “I’m so totally fucked.”

      And he moved through me to the windows on the other side of my bed. His hands sought his pockets. His wings stretched and then folded against his back until they disappeared completely. He’d become a man with long dark hair staring out my windows. A strange man in my bedroom.

      “When you’re upset your heart beats much faster,” he said. He turned toward me, and as he did, his tie changed to the red shade I’d seen before.

      “Quit doing that thing with the tie, please. It’s making me nauseous.”

      “It alarms me when you are upset,” he said quietly. The seriousness of his tight-set mouth made me believe him.

      “It alarms me that I’m having conversations with a winged guy that no one else can see, that a guy I’ve trusted with my life for the last seven years might have conspired to kill me, and that I was this close to having my head chopped off. On top of all of that, I might have to go to jail and be somebody’s bitch.”

      “Explain trust,” he said. Gabriel was looking out the windows again, which were orange now with the light of the sunset closest to the earth. Long shadows stretched across the world as if to make the most of themselves before their moment was gone. He was very beautiful in this light. The whole scene, his back to me, edges of his body soft from all the light pushing past him, was like a dream.

      “I’m not the one to ask about trust,” I answered. “I’m terrible at it. What little trust I have is easily broken.” I sighed. “And it shouldn’t be.”

      “How can it be broken if it is not tangible?”

      I fell backward onto the bed with tears in my eyes. “Because it’s so fucking fragile.”

      “Fragile,” he said, as if he liked the sound of the word against his teeth.

      I placed one pillow under my head and squished the other against my chest. I curled into a ball and let the exhaustion settle into my bones. “You may not be able to touch or see trust, but you sure feel it when it’s gone.”

      “For all your questions, you never asked why I am here,” he said.

      I nuzzled into my pillows. “Because I know why you are here.”

      My thoughts went to Rachel sitting in her dark living room with bloody fingerprints on her face and a circle of smeared blood drying on the carpet around her.

      It was only a matter of time before all of this caught up to me.

      “You are stronger than that,” he whispered, as if he’d plucked those thoughts right out of my mind. I felt the soft press of a hand on my forehead. It was comforting, like something Ally would do.

      “Are you a good angel or a bad one?” I asked, remembering what Rachel had said.

      “I am here to serve you,” he said, his fingertips touching my cheek. “And I am determined not to fail.”

       

      I wasn’t sure when I fell asleep. One minute I was listening to the soft caress of Gabriel’s voice and the next I was jarred awake by the sound of something hitting my bedroom window. I came to a sitting position in one fluid movement.

      Gabriel was gone, and I had mixed feelings about that.

      I listened hard for the sound that had woken me, thinking it might be him—or God help me, some other psychological development—but I didn’t hear the noise again.

      Then I saw it. Across the room, one of my bedroom windows was partially open. I thought I had left all the windows closed, but this one was open a crack.

      As I crossed the room, I saw something was wedged into the corner of the sill. I opened the window enough to retrieve the small-folded paper. It was a business card for Jade Palace, the tiny Chinese food joint off of Twenty-Second Avenue. On the back of the card, scrawled in black ink, was a message.

      House bugged. Meet me off the trail.

      It didn’t have a name, but I didn’t need one. I’d spent the last seven years reading this crappy handwriting.

      I crossed to the other side of the bedroom so I could see the street. A black car was parked near the house, but I couldn’t see who was in the vehicle from here. More cops or perhaps even Garrison himself—was I really considering sneaking out to meet my fugitive handler?

      If it meant some freaking answers, hell yes.

      The creak of someone coming up the stairs made my heart leap.

      It was Ally who appeared in the doorway. “You’re awake. How do you feel?”

      “I feel groggy,” I said. I gave Ally my note from Brinkley. “I think I might want to take a walk to wake up. Do you want to come with me?”

      Ally read the card. “Sure. Are you hungry? I can make you a sandwich.”

      “Yeah, a PB and J, please.”

      I dug a green-and-yellow sneaker out of the basket in my closet. Of course, it didn’t have a match, so I paired it with a pink-and-white one. “And bring the bug spray so we don’t get beat up.”

      Ally’s eyes widened.

      “I mean eaten up. Man, see how loopy I am?” Clearly, I was not made for secret missions.

      Covered in bug spray, a PB and J in my hand, we exited out the back door. Ally had Winston on a leash, but he wasn’t acting very interested in taking a walk. I kept an eye out for Gabriel, waiting for him to pop up at any moment.

      Could it be too much to hope that my alkaloids went down and the hallucinations stopped?

      Fingers crossed.

      My backyard was lined with trees, and as I pushed past them, it was only a few feet until we hit the paved path that made a two-mile loop around the entire suburb, cutting near the road at one point further down. I opened my mouth, but Ally shook her head. It wasn’t until we’d been walking almost five minutes that she finally spoke.

      “There are zero ways this can go wrong,” she said sarcastically.

      I followed her lead and kept my voice low too. “I want answers.”

      “And hopefully that’s all we get,” she added, her jacket’s sash lightly slapping her legs as she walked.

      I had to admit that Garrison had gotten to me. What if Brinkley did mean me harm? What if he was tired of working with me, of my attitude or something?

      I glanced over my shoulder again but still didn’t see Gabriel, only the damp stretch of the narrow trail and the surrounding woods that pressed in on us. “If you really thought we might get attacked, why did you bring him?” I asked, pointing at Winston, whose belly dragged along the trail.

      “He needs more exercise,” she said. Her breath sped up from the walking. Mine too. Winston was practically wheezing.

      “Yeah, but we can’t exactly run away dragging thirty pounds of pug behind us,” I argued.

      “We’ll have to carry him,” she said. “Wait, shhhhh.”

      Ally’s hand flew up and stopped me in my tracks. She moved closer to the edge of the trees and peered into the spaces between their trunks. “Do you see it?”

      Yes. I saw them.

      The dark outlines of man-shaped bodies shifted through the trees. And not just one man, which I took as a very bad sign.

      “Can you make out their faces?” I whispered.

      “Not Brinkley,” she answered. “There’s at least two of them.”

      “Three,” I said, doing a headcount of moving shadows myself.

      Ally picked Winston up off the ground and positioned him in her arms. I took that to mean we were going to run for it. Shit. I would’ve laced my sneakers better if I’d known we’d have to run. Too late now.

      “Ready when you are,” she whispered.

      I took off, leaving Ally in the dust. I wasn’t really worried because Ally could outrun me any day, carrying thirty pounds of pug or not. Not because she was taller than me with a longer stride, but between the two of us, she was certainly healthier.

      She went to the gym. She ate vegetables. The only exercise I got was from death-replacing and sex. The only vegetables I ever ate were potato chips, french fries, and the occasional spinach dip.

      Ally passed me on the trail like I knew she would, black velvet pug ears flopping in the wind. But Ally passing me wasn’t the problem.

      The problem was the person coming up behind me. Persons, actually—sounding like a herd of rhinoceroses tearing down trees as they thrashed through the woods after us.

      “Faster,” I yelled after Ally. No point in playing it cool now.

      She increased her pace but I had a hard time catching up. Again, I made one last furtive search for Gabriel. Nada. Protect and serve, my ass.

      “Gotcha,” I heard someone say. A pair of large hands emerged from the trees and snatched Ally by the back of her red coat.

      She disappeared into the trees. I froze on the trail, stunned. A hand clasped hard over my mouth and I was pulled kicking into the surrounding darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      I fought hard. Not just for Ally and Winston but for me. I did not want to be that girl on the six o’clock news: body of a young woman found dead in Greenbrook woods today, wounds from extensive head trauma—or decapitation, or whatever my attackers decided to do to my brain to keep me dead dead. I managed a couple of decent shots: an elbow strike to the sternum, a hard bite to the forearm, and a couple of kicks to the shins—all of which elicited swears from my attacker.

      “Fuck this, Brinkley. Wrangle your own wild cat.” I was dropped like a hot iron and my knees hit the dirt. My attacker was very tall and very blond. The kind of pale that made me think he was from somewhere frigid and altogether unaccustomed to sunlight: Sweden or Finland maybe. No accent though.

      “Language,” a familiar voice said, a voice I’d know anywhere. “There are ladies present.”

      “She wasn’t behaving like a lady.”

      I pushed off the ground and turned toward the voice but didn’t see the face covered in shadow. The pale man stepped away from me, cradling his forearm where I’d bitten him. The man bringing Ally and Winston into our circle was also a stranger.

      “This one isn’t a lady either,” the second man said in a cocky accent. He was from somewhere east—Boston maybe.

      He stood five feet ten or so with hair the same color as mine. He was probably a couple of years older than me, with sharp features: a pointy jaw, hooked nose, jutting cheek bones, and pit marks from acne. He had a lean body, no fat, and was dressed in black from head to toe, cotton T-shirt to leather boots. I couldn’t tell his eye color in the shadow of the trees, but his brow was dark and bushy.

      “Are you okay?” I asked Ally.

      “I’m fine,” she mumbled, but I could tell by the blush of her cheeks she was not happy.

      Brinkley stepped from the shadow of a tree into the light. Relief washed over me. He was alive. Brinkley was alive. I hadn’t realized how worried I was about him until that moment. But my relief was quickly replaced with confusion.

      “How are you, Sullivan? Are you okay?” Brinkley asked. Concern. Actual concern. My mouth dropped open. When Brinkley saw my shocked expression, his lips twitched to one side. “You’re fine.”

      “How old is she?” Boston asked.

      “Old enough,” Brinkley said.

      “No—,” he began.

      “It’s the regeneration,” Brinkley told him.

      “She doesn’t age?” Swede asked.

      Brinkley was visibly annoyed. “I needed you to come outside because your house is bugged. I cleared it, but I may have missed one in the kitchen. It is safer to talk out here.”

      “You disappeared on me,” I said. The anger and fear rose to replace the confusion. “If you’d have answered my call to begin with, I wouldn’t be in this mess.”

      Brinkley flicked his gaze toward his companions. “Patrol the area. Make sure we’re clear.”

      The men hesitated. Then Boston spoke. “Whatever you say, boss.”

      I didn’t like the way Boston said “boss.” It seemed much more sinister than it should have.

      Brinkley watched the men go while Ally patiently stood with the pug at her feet. She might have been able to wait all day for answers, but not me. “Where the hell have you been?”

      “I didn’t disappear on you,” he began.

      “It sure—” I started, feeling the heat of my anger on my face as I pulled myself up to standing.

      “Shut up,” Brinkley said, before I could really get going. “For once.”

      I closed my mouth and watched Brinkley run a hand through his thick hair. “My superior called me in after I dropped you off and held me all night for questioning. I wasn’t released until Eve’s replacement. Conveniently.”

      “Why would they do that?” Ally asked.

      “To make me look guilty and to leave me without an alibi.” Brinkley punctuated his words with little jabs of his index finger.

      “You could have at least checked on me.” I watched the trees move around us until all the hairs on my skin stood on end. This dark little patch of woods, completely out of sight of the trail and houses beyond, was creepy to begin with, but as the sunlight faded around us and the sound of crickets and bugs rose to an overbearing cacophony, it was more than creepy.

      “You’re tough, Jesse.” Brinkley grabbed my shoulders and forced me to look at him. “But if they arrest me, we’ll never be able to prove the truth.”

      “Why do I even have to prove my innocence?” I demanded. I deflected his show of concern. “I was the one who almost got my head cut off.”

      Brinkley shuffled in place. I knew this dance. He did it when Rachel got sick.

      “Just say it,” I demanded. “What the hell is going on?”

      “The man in the hotel room with you was one of our own men. Another agent from FBRD. Replacement agents are dying,” he said.

      “Yeah, I know,” I told him, and he looked surprised. “We know about Atlanta.”

      Brinkley’s sad smile said a lot of things. “Not just Atlanta. Everywhere. Someone is setting up fake replacements and killing as many death-replacement agents as they can.”

      My knees shook but didn’t give. “Who? And why?”

      “I don’t know,” Brinkley said, and I saw his own frustration etched in his face. “At first I thought it was the Church. They aren’t exactly secret in their rejection of replacement agents and it isn’t like religion doesn’t have a habit of killing in the name of God. But our own man—that changes everything.”

      Winston snorted at our feet.

      “Tell us what you know,” Ally said. “Don’t leave us in the dark here.”

      Brinkley considered her for a moment. “FBRD has a log of all active agents and their work assignments. They have the information and means to stage these attacks. They made me unavailable at a critical time. I wasn’t supposed to be debriefed for weeks. The time change, the abruptness of the request, all of it is suspicious. And then seeing our own guy on the footage⁠—”

      “How did you see the footage?” Ally asked.

      “Busy boy,” I muttered. “No wonder you haven’t called.”

      Ally’s forehead pinched in tight furrow. “But the Bureau was established to manage the death-replacement industry. Without agents, it’ll be shut down.”

      “Not everyone wants to make death replacement a permanent fixture of American culture,” he said snidely.

      “What does that even mean?” I had a massive headache. Knowing the whole world wants you dead could do that to you.

      “The military never wanted replacement agents mainstreamed. The only reason they released them from protective custody was because the human rights activists raised hell and they felt pressure from the President come reelection time. And the military wants all of you back in custody. That’s hardly a secret.”

      “But that means FBRD and the military would have to be working together,” Ally said.

      Brinkley gave her an unkind look. “Alliance: the union of two thieves who have their hands so deeply inserted into each other’s pockets that they cannot separately plunder a third.”

      “Are you quoting someone?” I asked. I’d never heard Brinkley talk bad about the FBRD.

      Forced protective custody was before my time, thirty years back, after NRD became a noticeable condition. History speculated that cases existed as far back as ancient times, and could be responsible for vampire and Christian mythologies involving resurrection. But it wasn’t until the nineties that the numbers grew exponentially.

      People started dying, but didn’t stay dead. The public didn’t react so well. The military’s solution was to take necronites into protective custody. Only protective custody turned out to be a cross between a science experiment and a torturous detainment camp.

      “They could use these attacks as an excuse to reinstate protective custody,” Brinkley said.

      “Or?” Ally asked. She was never happy with one explanation.

      “Or the FBRD might have another motive. This is why I have to see how deep the rabbit hole goes. If the agency considers you a threat, they’ll terminate you. That’s always been protocol—if it can’t be fixed, kill it.”

      “Who are the most likely suspects?” Ally asked. I saw the questions racing in her mind. She formed her own beliefs and theories quicker than Brinkley could get the information out from between his lips. It’s one of the things I loved about her, that she was brilliant.

      I caught myself staring at the curve of her neck and the pout of her lips. She was terribly beautiful in the dim light. I wondered if I could convince her to make out with me a little. That wouldn’t be emotionally confusing, right?

      Brinkley barreled on unaware of my distraction. “The deputy director, who answers to the FBRD director, donates large sums of money to the Church. The executive assistant director of our division must know because he is the only one who issues orders unless individual agents are being paid or coerced by outside forces. Many FBRD agents are ex-military. Maybe that is where their true loyalty lies. It is also possible that our division’s EAD is taking orders from the dirty-handed deputy and not the director himself. I hope so because I thought the director was a good man. A man Hoover would be proud of.”

      I did not want Brinkley to start talking about Hoover again. Talk about hero worship. “So EAD and the agents who order our handlers around probably know. But you’re a supervisory special field agent and you didn’t know.”

      “Given how closely we work with the replacement agents, I don’t think we were ever supposed to find out. They’d expect us to become attached to our charges,” he said. Again, blood flooded my face. “The bottom line is FBRD is like a three-tiered cake—top to bottom: directors, branches, divisions. We’re on the bottom, so we don’t know anything. Most likely it’s the guys on top who know, and they’re the ones I’m going after.”

      “Is it possible that special agents like Garrison might not know either?” Ally asked.

      Brinkley shrugged. “It’s possible, but for now everyone is a suspect. There are too many connections to the Church and the military both professional and personal. We have to be on our guard until we can identify the hand in the glove.”

      “Suddenly, I feel so damn lucky to be me.” I pushed myself away from Ally and squeezed my temples.

      “Stay tough and keep your eyes open,” Brinkley said. Someone tried to kill me and I didn’t know why. All the possible explanations for “why” weren’t making me feel better. My eyes were wide open.

      “Why not just close the program?” Ally asked. “What’s to be accomplished by launching all-out genocide against NRD?”

      No one offered theories. We didn’t have any.

      “The bottom line is they failed to kill her,” Ally said. “And you know what they say about failure.”

      “Try, try again,” Brinkley answered. He turned to me and squeezed my shoulders. “You can’t give them the opportunity. They’ll bait you, manipulate you, and try to get you alone.”

      Winston snorted again, long and deep, as if these decaying leaves were fresh bouquets.

      “You need to head back,” Brinkley said, and released me. “They’re about to come looking for you.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “I’ve been following FBRD protocol since before you were born,” Brinkley said. I couldn’t see his face clearly in the darkness anymore, but I sensed that sarcastic smile and had seen it enough over the last seven years to picture it perfectly. “Off you go.”

      Ally scooped Winston out of the underbrush and turned back toward the house. We’d made it to the edge of the trees when I looked back.

      “Brinkley, hey, Brinkley,” I yelled in a hoarse whisper.

      “Don’t worry, kid. We’ll be close by.” It was Boston’s voice. So not comforting considering I couldn’t even see where the creepy bastard was hiding.

      “No, seriously, Brinkley, I need to talk to you,” I demanded.

      First there was silence. Then the silence grew so long and thick that I thought they’d slipped out of the woods like ghosts and I’d never get an answer to the question I’d meant to ask in the first place.

      “What?” Brinkley groaned.

      I jumped again. I hadn’t seen or heard him approach through the darkness of the trees. Good to know he still had some moves. We might need those.

      I clutched my chest. “Give me a freaking heart attack.”

      “What?” he asked again, this time with less patience.

      “What’s our story?” I asked him, heart racing. I panted the question. “About—the fire?”

      Brinkley was quiet for a moment. “Tell them you don’t remember.”

      “But—”

      “Listen,” Brinkley said. “You’re different, and Garrison will figure it out. He’ll be curious and he’ll poke around, but he won’t find much because I’ve made sure there isn’t much to find. No matter what they say or do, no matter how they try to intimidate you, don’t confess. As long as you don’t, they have nothing.”

      I looked down the trail to see Ally, a red outline in the distance, Winston waddling at her feet.

      “No confessions. Got it,” I said. Then I caught what he’d said. “Wait—what do you mean by different?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “How am I—” I started again, but Brinkley was already gone.
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      In all the excitement of the woods, I didn’t get a chance to tell Brinkley about Gabriel. And did I really want to tell Brinkley that another one of his agents was losing her shit?

      Not really.

      I didn’t mention it to Dr. York either when I showed up to help with the sensitivity seminar.

      I walked into the spacious white room on the main level of the hospital and sat down at a table, without any attempt at conversation. It was set up like a conference room, except instead of one long table there were several smaller, movable tables for people to cluster around in groups of four or five.

      Gloria walked in and took the chair beside me, even closer to the door, as if she too intended to flee the moment this was over. I didn’t do so well with crowds, and already two dozen people had taken their chairs. Their various uniforms suggested they’d only gotten a few hours off of work to complete this training.

      Gloria’s face washed with relief as soon as she saw me, and a small smile dimpled her cheeks. Her eyes were bright amber, lips full and hair cropped close to her head, a leftover preference from her former life as a soldier. “You’re still alive.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t see that coming,” I said.

      Gloria’s face pinched and I feared maybe she hadn’t realized I was joking. Of course she hadn’t seen Eve cutting off my head. It wasn’t her job to view me. And if it was, it wasn’t like I’d blame her for something like that.

      She opened her sketchbook and picked a page in the middle. She’d already half filled this thousand-page monstrosity since her birthday in February. Clearly, she worked too much. What she showed me was an astonishing charcoal rendering of a man. This disturbingly lifelike headshot featured long shaggy hair, prominent eyes, a wide mouth, and sharp jaw. She’d drawn Gabriel, both strikingly beautiful and with wings.

      “I’ve been drawing him for days,” she explained, and held her hand above the picture as if she could feel the heat radiating off of it. She repositioned the sketchbook turned back a few pages. “Every time I try to view you, he’s all I get. I wanted to know if the danger has passed, but he’s all around you.” She gestured toward the picture.

      It was my understanding that remote-viewing was like clairvoyance—viewers saw pictures of stuff in their heads, but remote-viewers could do more than see. Somehow they could keep “entering” into a vision or asking the question differently to get several pictures.

      Gloria used her skills to find missing kids, and sometimes she’d remote-view the same child a dozen times. Every time she’d get something new: a house, a landmark, a suggestive sound like water or trains. All of these clues were used to pinpoint a location. This was why it usually took time, sometimes a week or more, to do a full reading and get all the pieces into place.

      She kept track of the info by sketching it down in the spiral-bound pad I’d given her for her birthday. Before that, she did the creepy pictures-all-over-the-walls-like-a-psycho thing.

      “Weird,” I said, trying to steer clear of any angel talk.

      A few pages of her sketchbook fell forward, and a drawing caught my eye. I snatched the book from her to get a better look at the pines encircling a small clearing. In this picture, I stood on the clearing’s edge, half hidden in the pines as if afraid to go farther. I knew that place.

      “When did you draw this?”

      “Months ago,” she said as she reached into my lap and flipped the page. The next one was an unfinished door centered above a porch.

      So this was the future, not the past.

      I burst out laughing. Not like ha ha funny, but hysterically, like a crazy person. A few heads turned my way.

      “What is it?” Gloria asked.

      “That’s my mother’s house,” I said. “You couldn’t pay me to go back.”

      “Why don’t you want to go?” She leaned forward in her chair.

      “It’s complicated,” I muttered, and looked down at my mismatched shoes.

      Gloria’s eyes glazed again, giving them that I’m-communicating-with-the-universe-leave-a-message look. “But he⁠—”

      “You could be wrong,” I said, and hoped she’d take the hint and drop it. I didn’t like to talk about my family.

      Gloria wasn’t as good at reading necronites, especially agents. I guess because the flow of time was choppier around us given the die-rise-die cycle we operate on. It makes it harder for her to follow the “threads,” as she calls them, because we’re always upsetting the magnetic fields.

      “He’s all I see.” She pointed at Gabriel’s picture again, but there was something else in her expression that I couldn’t quite peg. Insecurity, maybe, though I’ve never known Gloria to be insecure about anything. She was an amazing AMP, so she had no reason to doubt her abilities—even if I was a hard read.

      Dr. York clapped his hands to get our attention and then slipped them into the front pockets of his lab coat. “I want to welcome everyone. I know most of you are here because your employer requires it. Regardless, I hope you find the information interesting and helpful. Our program is divided into two parts: a short orientation video about twenty minutes long, followed by a Q&A with an actual death-replacement agent and an Analyst of necro-Magnetic Phenomenon.”

      Everyone sat up in their seats, glancing eagerly around. It was like a game of Who’s the Zombie? Slowly, all eyes settled on me. Me. I started to panic. How did they know it was me? No one ever guessed me—then I remembered. The freaking newscast following Eve’s attack. One partial decapitation and suddenly everyone knew who I was.

      Dr. York killed half of the lights, ending the painful staring contest. Slowly, the eyes turned toward the video flashing an opening montage of healthcare professionals, law enforcement, and schoolteachers before moving into the testimonies.

      Ally rushed into the room, mouthing ‘Sorry’ to Dr. York and handing me a Starbucks cup. Dr. York graced her with a patient smile and motioned for her to sit. I pulled out the chair on the opposite side of me, furthest from the door.

      “Death replacement is the greatest scientific discovery of the twenty-first century,” a doctor with Coke-bottle glasses said as the video rolled on. His eyes were magnified by those thick lenses and looked twice the average size. He had this habit of flicking his tongue over his lips between words. “NRD opened a Pandora’s box for neurologists.”

      I huffed. “Yes, please equate us with the legend of how all suffering entered the world.”

      The announcer continued, “Not all of those with NRD choose to be death-replacement agents. Most fear announcing their condition to their communities because of discrimination, possible violence…”

      I was dozing off. Ally nudged me. I reluctantly sat up straighter and focused my attention on the TV. A pretty blond schoolteacher appeared. The camera panned over her classroom, zooming in on her as she wrote on the board, explaining the lesson. The children sat rapt in their seats, hands neatly folded. Clearly, this was staged.

      The following clip was her again, postmortem and racked with rigor mortis. She moved with the shuffle-step most replacement agents have before a good rubdown and steam.

      “I know this might be frightening,” the teacher said. Her neck was twisted oddly to the side, looking pale and bloody. “But I’m perfectly harmless.”

      “Oh, come on, she just needs a bath.” That woman didn’t have to look like that, which was why her pulling the sympathy card irritated me.

      Ally pinched my leg as several people glanced my way. Dr. York was one of them.

      A social worker spoke now. A child stood beside him. “Most of their families turn them away. They can’t handle the adjustment of raising a disabled child.”

      Ally leaned toward me, keeping her voice low. “How are necronite children disabled? As long as you don’t kill them, they’re no different.”

      I smiled at her, but my mind had begun to wander at the idea of necronite children and their families.

      “And sometimes the children must be removed from the home for safety reasons. A child who can be tortured to death and then resurrect attracts the wrong kind of foster parent.”

      The video gave a parting shot of a mother who’d discovered her six-year-old daughter, thought dead after drowning in a river, was NRD-positive. “I’m just so happy she’s alive,” she cried. “It’s a miracle.”

      That’s not how my mother took the news, let me tell you. Yes, when I woke up from my very first death to find Brinkley, recruiter extraordinaire, I did make one last call to my mother. I’m not sure why. I think a part of me wished that, since her child-molester husband was dead, maybe I could repair my relationship with her. Maybe she’d even thank me for rescuing her from a perverted husband, because maybe she’d been too scared to kick him to the curb herself. I was willing to forgive her for everything, if only I could come home to her and Danny.

      My daughter is dead.

      I even thought maybe she was confused, grief-stricken, and thought I was some jerk pranking her. So I laid it all out for her: NRD, my regeneration, and that I didn’t have to become an agent right away. I could come home and finish school if I wanted. Brinkley threatened to expose me as an arsonist and murderer if I didn’t work for him soon, but I had time.

      My mother wasn’t confused.

      “Don’t call here again, Jesse.”

      The lights came on as the film’s credits rolled on the black screen. A few people clapped, so I did too, to get Ally to quit elbowing me in the ribs. Dr. York resumed his position in front. My stomach flopped, knowing it’d be my time to talk soon. I shifted in my seat, suddenly unable to get comfortable.

      Dr. York broke the silence. “Before we turn it over to our guests, does anyone have any questions about the video?” Dr. York capitalized on this pause. “If not then allow me to introduce Ms. Jesse Sullivan and Captain Gloria Jackson.” Dr. York gestured for us to join him at the front of the room.

      Ally had to push me from my seat. I walked as smoothly as possible to Dr. York’s side, careful to not look like one of those shuffling weirdos on that horrible video despite the fact I was sore. I couldn’t do anything about my gauze-wrapped neck though. I was sure that gave them ideas.

      “Ms. Sullivan is a resident here in Nashville and one of the three death-replacement agents serving the Davidson County area.” People clapped. I think Ally started it. “Captain Gloria Jackson also works in Nashville. She collaborates with several federal bureaus, as well as with the local authorities to solve cases.”

      I said the line Dr. York taught me to say. I tried not to sound too robotic. “We’re here to answer any questions you might have about replacement agents or death management in general.”

      Almost every hand shot up. Just great. Gloria looked like she was pulling herself together, so I took the initiative. “Uh, you.” I’d pointed at the person closest to me, a woman with beautiful coiled braids piled on top of her head but scary neon-green nails, curling like freakish talons.

      “How do you decide who lives and dies?”

      “I don’t,” I said. “I get told who to save. The FBRD issues us handlers to ensure all our replacements are federally compliant. I show up for work like everyone else.”

      I picked another hand. “What about people in a burning building? Wouldn’t you save them?”

      “I don’t randomly walk past burning buildings,” I said. Ally made a face suggesting I’d missed the point, so I tried to answer him again. “If I came across someone who happened to be dying, yes, I would save them, if that’s what you meant.”

      A man with glasses resting on the end of his nose went next. “My wife is sick with cancer, and I was told she can’t be saved. Why can’t you save her?”

      I tried to avoid the personalization of the question. If I didn’t, this could get ugly real quick.

      “Unfortunately, replacement agents can’t heal people. If I were to sit with your wife until she died and replace her, it’d keep her from going—wherever—but she’d still be stuck in a body that’ll kill her. She’ll die again almost as soon as she’s replaced.”

      He wet his lips. “I understand it would only buy more time, but⁠—”

      “Which is why health replacements aren’t allowed,” I said. “It’s a waste of time.”

      That came out wrong. I knew it as soon as I said it. The air burned hot around my face.

      “I mean, because I lose a day or two also, you know, being dead. In that time, I could miss the opportunity to save someone else.” I wet my lips and chose the woman who’d cried during the video. I was counting on her to be nice. “Yes?”

      “I don’t understand how AMPs work,” she said.

      Several hands went down, suggesting this was a hot topic, though not an easy one to explain.

      I gestured to Gloria, whose first reaction was to force an awkward smile. “Once the government ruled out NRD as a contagious disease, or biological warfare, those with NRD were taken into protective custody. While in custody, military scientists conducted numerous tests, and death replacement is one of the talents they discovered. Some researchers believe an electrical transference between the magnetic fields surrounding humans occurs. Their magnetic fields reverse, and it prevents the clients from dying but takes the life of the death-replacement agent instead.”

      Everyone leaned forward now, and I felt like we should have flashlights and toasty marshmallows for this story. “In the light of this discovery, the government saw limitless possibilities in military development, but with so few cases of NRD, they sought to replicate the phenomenon. This is how AMPs were made.”

      I turned to Gloria and tried to remember all the things she’d told me about her experience as a soldier turned AMP—which wasn’t much, only enough to suggest how horrific the ordeal had been. Of course, if you’d asked me, anything with needles and medical testing was torture.

      Gloria hadn’t quite erased the pained expression on her face, so Dr. York decided to step in and help with the medical aspect. “The most significant difference in a brain with NRD and a brain without is magnetite. They have a significant quantity of magnetite in their cerebral cortexes.”

      “What is magnetite?” a man asked.

      “It’s a ferromagnetic mineral that some animals have in their bodies. It helps them sense magnetic fields. Birds have it in their beaks and use it to fly between the north and south magnetic poles in the winter. It’s basically a natural magnet.”

      The military got the bright idea to shove a huge wad of magnetite into their soldiers’ brains. Mostly it killed people or left them severely brain-damaged. Survivors became AMPs. They can’t resurrect or anything because they don’t really have NRD, but the magnetic material helps them read magnetic fields and make predictions. This skill is further enhanced with a little trick called remote-viewing. This seems to be the only real outcome of the experiments, their ability to read patterns in the world and know what will happen based on where things are going.

      Dr. York gestured with his hands. “We believe AMPs read the Earth’s magnetic field and the magnetic fields surrounding people, and that’s how they help the replacement agents target deaths. Death is a measurable disturbance in the magnetic field.”

      “But how do you read the fields?” a woman insisted, smacking the gum in her mouth like a cow with a wad of grass.

      Gloria didn’t look up from her polished shoes. Oh, G. Why does she agree to do this if she hates it so much? “In the nineties, the military conducted ESP research to see if they could develop psychic warfare. AMPs like myself were taught to use remote-viewing, a skill established during that research. I personally use drawing as a medium to transfer the images.”

      Dr. York said my name softly as if to steer the attention away from Gloria. “Can you explain to them how your NRD wakes you up?”

      “Sure.” I inhaled, trying to shift the growing pain out of my muscles. I hated standing in one place. “Have any of you ever jerked awake when you were almost asleep? You know, like you’re dreaming that you miss a step, and then you jerk and wake up?”

      Several heads bobbed in unison with the soft murmurs.

      “That’s called a myoclonic jerk. Your body jerks because your brain, mistaking your slowed breathing for dying, sends an electro-impulse through your body to cause your muscles, including your heart, to contract. That jolt is meant to wake you up. With NRD it’s like that. Once we’ve died, our brain starts sending a bombardment of electro-impulses through the body to wake us up. It’s why we need our brains to resurrect. No brain equals no pulsing. Neurologists aren’t sure why our brains do this, but that didn’t stop them from naming it Necronitic Regenerative Disorder.”

      “How long do you stay dead?” the green-nailed woman asked.

      “It depends. The amount of damage the body suffered during death determines how long we’ll stay dead before our systems—circulatory, respiratory, and so on—respond to the pulses.”

      “Why does the Church hate you?” someone asked.

      Off-topic, much?

      I grinned. “I think they’re jealous Jesus isn’t the only one coming back from the dead these days.”

      This got some laughs. Too bad it didn’t last.

      A man in the back reclined in his chair, arms resting on his lap. He had the puffed-up chest of a cop. “Last night, two kids were gunned down near Eleventh and Vine. Three days before that, a woman was raped and stabbed to death over on Chester Ave. I find it hard to believe that replacement agents are doing the world such a service. Incidents like this keep happening.”

      “There are only three of us,” I said. “And I can’t be everywhere at once. Not to mention that when I die, I lose a few days of my life. So even if I stayed dead every possible moment, I could only make about a hundred replacements a year and I’d be completely fried out of my mind.”

      The cop looked like he couldn’t care less about my mental stability. He grabbed the edge of his table. “You make up two percent of the world population. That figures out to like a hundred and twenty million people. Together, you could save millions, maybe a billion people a year.”

      “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “Why?” he said. “Because you don’t feel like being a stiff for a few days?”

      My voice got louder. “No, because your math is shitty.”

      His mouth opened to say another dumb thing, but I cut him off.

      “I don’t have two percent of the population backing me, giving me this valiant life purpose. It’s not like some glorious police force where we trade battle-scar stories. I’ve had conversations with maybe six replacement agents in my whole seven years of death-replacing. You’re basing your numbers on the world population, but that’s inaccurate. In most Middle Eastern and African countries, your head is cut off as soon as they find out you’ve got NRD.”

      I took a breath.

      “Japan and China are the only other countries that have a death-replacement system comparable to ours. So you need to cut your numbers down to just those populations. Then cut your number smaller because most NRD-positives don’t know they have NRD, and of the ones that do, even fewer of them become agents. You want to know why?”

      I’d define “rhetorical question” for him later.

      “Jesse.” Dr. York raised his hands toward me as if to calm a crazed animal. Okay, maybe I was foaming at the mouth a little, but I wasn’t about to pull my punches now.

      “Do you even know what sacrifice is?” I asked him. “You’re a white American guy. I bet no one has ever treated you like you’re different.”

      “I’ve been shot protecting someone.”

      “Whoopty fucking doo, how noble of you. I got shot because someone thought I was a freak, and I was trying to save his life.”

      I stormed out of the room. Good thing too because the air around me had become static. Like really static. I felt like if I didn’t leave, I was going to blow up.

      I was in the hall pacing back and forth, trying to slow my breathing, when Ally caught up to me. Gabriel appeared.

      “Not now,” I yelled at him.

      Ally stopped mid-stride.

      “No, not you,” I said, and realized what I’d done.

      “Are you okay?” Ally asked. “What was that?”

      “An asshole stepping out of line,” I said. Gabriel’s tie was red. What did red mean?

      “No, I mean, you got mad, the room sort of crackled—” She shook her head. “You want to go back and jump him? With Gloria, I bet we can take him.”

      I gave her a warning look. “Don’t tempt me.”

      Again I caught myself looking at her. I wanted to pull her into my arms. I wanted to bury my face in her neck, let her kiss my cheeks and tell me everything was going to be okay. I felt myself leaning toward her, knowing she’d accept me if I tried, but the damn door burst open.

      Dr. York came trotting out. “Jesse, I’m sorry, but⁠—”

      “Don’t lecture me,” I told him. “That guy was being a jerk. Sensitivity training my ass.”

      “I can ask him to leave, give the others a chance to ask more questions,” he said. He looked willing to do anything I asked. He also looked terrified to get very close to me. Why? Had I really been that scary in there?

      I looked through the little window to see that Gloria was taking questions again. “She’s got this,” I said, pointing at her.

      Ally’s purse vibrated and played a silly little tune. I recognized my ringtone.

      She rummaged for my phone while Dr. York continued to beg. I thought about it but couldn’t bring myself to go back in. Call it pride, but I couldn’t. Ally finally managed to get the phone out. I didn’t recognize the number, but the area code was familiar. I didn’t care who it was. I’d take any call if it ended this horrible seminar duty.

      “You better go check on her,” I said, gesturing to Gloria. “She gets a little weird around people.” Before he could object, I took the call. “Hello?”

      “Jesse?” a small, sheepish voice asked.

      “This is she,” I said, wondering what the hell a kid was doing calling me.

      “Um,” he said, stuttering. “Um, I⁠—”

      “Oh, Jesus, kid,” I said, hot with irritation. “Start with your name.”

      “My name is Danny Phelps.” He choked on the words. “Daniel, actually. Do you remember me?”

      My heart sputtered in my chest. All the heat of my anger left me.

      “Yeah, Danny, of course. Of course I remember you,” I said, gently this time.

      And it was the truth because not even I could forget my little brother.
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      “Your mother is dead?” Lane asked, and sat down on the steps beside me.

      “Word travels fast,” I said. I’d been sitting on my porch steps ever since the seminar, watching Winston play in the grass beneath the Japanese maple.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked, and bumped his knees against mine.

      “Daniel said she died in a car wreck yesterday and that the funeral is the day after tomorrow. End of story.”

      “How did he know how to get ahold of you?”

      “My mother had my number,” I said. “Not that she’d ever used it.”

      Why bother tracking me through the years—city to city—if she never intended to call.

      “Are you going to go?” He nudged the pug with his foot until he offered up his soft belly.

      “I’m not allowed to leave town,” I said. “Garrison will hang me.”

      “I’m sure you can petition for special circumstances. Your mother did die.”

      “Showing up with a police escort might send the wrong message.”

      And that wasn’t all, of course. How much did Daniel know? How much did any of the family or her friends know? My mom might have told everyone about what happened. The last thing I needed was Garrison hearing some grief-stricken friend or family member yelling, “Did you kill Eddie? Did you really kill the poor bastard?”

      No. I couldn’t risk that if I intended to stay out of prison. Then again, I did want to go to my mother’s funeral. I wanted to see that Danny was okay. How could I possibly explain to a tween that he’s an orphan because his father was a sick rapist? Even if I could somehow make it up there to Danny without Garrison knowing, someone still wanted me dead.

      A brilliant image of my mother sprang to mind. She was in our backyard, dress sparkling in the sunlight as she looked out over the pond behind our house. The barn was up—the barn my father built, his last remaining relic and the one I’d sacrificed in order to take out Eddie. I didn’t remember why we were standing there, how old I was, or even what we’d been doing, but I remembered her face awash in sunlight.

      Tears stung the corners of my eyes and spilled over when I squeezed them shut.

      “Are you okay?” Lane’s warm hand clasped my shoulder.

      I don’t know why I didn’t want to share the memory with him, but I curled around it like a closed fist.

      “My pain pill is wearing off,” I lied. I brushed the gauze for show.

      I remained quiet, contemplating the amazing sensation of seeing my mother alight in watery sunshine, until Lane spoke again. “Do you want me to leave?”

      My chest clenched and the memory faded. “Isn’t that what we decided?” I asked.

      “I could make dinner,” he said.

      “I don’t need you to. I’m perfectly capable of whipping up something snazzy,” I said, a little angry. I didn’t understand the change in his stance, and it was irritating.

      He grinned. “Not gingersnaps, I hope?”

      Okay, so maybe I’d remodeled the kitchen because I set a batch of cookies on fire. So I have a short attention span. Sue me. “Sweet potato soufflé, thank you very much.”

      “Do you even know what that is?” he asked.

      I considered lying. I’d gotten quite a bit of practice today, after all. “Sweet potatoes…souffléed.”

      “Do you even know what a sweet potato looks like? Could you describe it to me?”

      “Hey, I can cook.”

      His smile tucked itself into a corner of his mouth. “Let me make dinner.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks.”

      He wet his lips. “If you turn me down, you’ll be alone.”

      “I should get used to being alone,” I said. “Isn’t that what you were saying?”

      He didn’t take my bait. “But you just got bad news on top of bad news.”

      “Why do you care? I could die tomorrow and you’d probably think I had it coming,” I said. I felt a twinge in my gut as if I were inviting fate to step in and annihilate me. I glanced nervously at the sky and added, “Though I hope that doesn’t happen.”

      “I do care,” he said. “That’s the point. I’m not here for sex.”

      His cheeks were smooth from a fresh shave and a line of dark hair made his neck and ears look kissable. It was enough to make me pause.

      “I thought you needed time to think?” I asked.

      “I know how I feel about you,” he said. He leaned so close I could feel the heat of his lips radiating against my face. “I only need to think about how to—not⁠—”

      He wrapped his hand over mine and everything in the lower half of my body tightened.

      “Yeah?” I said, and my voice was definitely higher.

      But instead of kissing me, he grinned and walked into my house.

      I clamored after him, Winston at my heels. “Tease.”

      The deadbolt clanked shut as I flipped the foyer’s main light switch and all five bulbs it controlled blew simultaneously. I gasped as the sparks rained down on us and grabbed my hair, running it through my hand, hoping it wasn’t singed.

      “Got it,” Lane offered. “Where do you keep the spares?”

      “Laundry room,” I said. “First I break a computer. Now I explode light bulbs. This is becoming a problem.”

      “You’re challenged,” he said. “It’s why you can’t match a pair of shoes.”

      “I’m a tightwad. That’s why I can’t match a pair of shoes,” I said, feeling a tad insulted. My mind was doing the math—all the appliances I’d wrecked in the last week or so. I couldn’t connect the dots—but something was wrong with me. Gabriel. The electronics.

      Lane ducked into the kitchen with the stepladder in one hand and a collection of busted bulbs in the other as I gave up and went upstairs. He found me in the bathroom, pill bottle in hand as I manipulated the childproof lid and dug out two honking horse pills. They were white with a deep crease dividing each. I stacked them together on the sink and filled an old glass with tap water.

      “You planning on sleeping through the whole night?”

      “If I take these now I should,” I said. “And that’ll certainly help you figure out how to—not—” I impersonated his dramatic pauses from earlier.

      The doorbell rang.

      “No. Whatever it is, no.” My voice echoed inside the glass. “Who is it?”

      Lane went to the window and looked down to the front porch. “The cops are getting out of their car.”

      “That can’t be good.” I finished off the water and left the empty glass on the sink.

      The doorbell rang twice.

      “I’m coming,” I yelled as loud as possible with my sore throat. I glanced back to make sure Lane was close.

      He insisted on opening the door. If he wanted to be some sword-wielding knight, whatever. I tapped my foot impatiently, waving for him to hurry up as he inspected the guests through the glass panel beside the door. He looked confused. Once he opened the door, I was alarmed by the number of people crowded on my porch, four altogether.

      “Are you cops?” I said, and pointed at the strangers.

      “Ms. Sullivan, do you know this woman?” the tall maybe-cop asked.

      “Yes. This is Cindy, another death-replacement agent. Friend, not foe.”

      The one who held Cindy under her upper arm like a naughty child released her. I didn’t bother to introduce the other woman. They probably knew Gloria if they were local cops. She worked with them often enough on various cases. And neither of them had been stupid enough to grab her. Once both Gloria and Cindy were beyond the threshold, I gave the cops a polite nod and shut the door in their faces.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Cindy’s face was bright red. No doubt she’d been crying for hours. “I need to talk to you.” Her eyes cut to Lane, her voice thick with snot. “Alone—if that’s okay.”

      “Of course,” he said. “I’m going to put some food together.”

      “Thanks,” I told him. I squeezed his arm and he softened.

      “I’ll help you,” Gloria said, and followed Lane into the kitchen. Winston was also interested. He’d always been particularly fond of the sound of clanking pots and pans.

      I led Cindy into my office. I offered her my desk chair with a gesture. She shook her head, seemingly happier to pace. So I slid into the chair myself and watched her march back and forth in my office, her arms crossed over her chest, hands tucked under her armpits.

      Cindy’s hair was blonder than Ally’s, more of a white blond than a honey, but not full-on platinum like Eve’s. It was also shorter, cut near her chin, and her big blue eyes were like glass marbles. Cindy had a little mole on her cheek and pretty white teeth to match her pretty French-tipped nails. How often did she have to redo those nails? They must get trashed during replacements. With her knee-high boots, thigh-length coat, and overlapping necklaces, she looked like she had walked right out of a fashion magazine. She looked like an exotic bird in the neutral landscape of my office, amongst the beige walls and white furniture. And here I was in torn jeans, a zippered hoodie, and my dirty, mismatched sneakers propped on a wreck of a desk.

      “I need a minute,” she said.

      “Let’s try to make this a quick minute,” I said. “I took some pain pills, so before they kick in would be good. Not sure what kind of sympathetic ear I’ll be once I am high out of my mind.”

      “I had a problem and Gloria told me to come and see you.”

      I was surprised that Gloria would refer Cindy to me for anything. There was nothing I could do that Cindy couldn’t. She was a necronite too, after all.

      “She thought if I talked to you, I’d feel better. Or that if I talked to you, we might be able to figure this out, and that would make me feel better.”

      Eve popped into my head. “Did someone attack you?”

      She shook her head. “No, not exactly.”

      I thought she’d elaborate, but she sort of paused, falling into a neutral pose. I wanted to shake her. “What? Just tell me.”

      “Would you think I was crazy if I told you—” She swallowed. “If I told you I’d seen something really, really, really weird.”

      “Clown porn weird or Ripley’s Believe-It-or-Not weird?”

      “Like a guy with wings weird,” she said.

      My throat twitched as if my larynx might have a seizure. I took a deep breath. “You’ve seen him, too?”

      She exhaled as if she’d held all the air in the room in her lungs. “Thank God. I thought I was losing my mind. Not that I feel any better, of course.”

      “When was your last death?” I asked. I didn’t want this to turn into another Rachel incident. Then I remembered all the strange questions Garrison had asked me about Rachel and wondered if this was connected somehow.

      “Nine days ago,” she said. “But I’ve got one tomorrow.”

      “Why did Gloria bring you here?” I asked.

      “Maybe she wants us to think we aren’t crazy,” she said. “But we totally are.”

      “Definitely. And shocked,” I said, thinking of the first time I saw Gabriel against the wall. “I mean, who sees—Gabriel, right?” I bit off the words “the archangel,” suddenly feeling weird about giving Gabriel such a formal title.

      Cindy’s ecstatic relief vanished. “Gabriel?”

      “Tall guy, black hair and wings, crazy green eyes, stupidly gorgeous⁠—”

      Cindy’s fear crept into her eyes. “But that’s not who I see.”

      “Who do you see?” I asked. I couldn’t get Rachel out of my head, the sight of her covered in her own blood. I tried to imagine finding Cindy the same way and my skin turned cold.

      “Tall guy, red hair, brown eyes. He’s got white wings and says his name’s Raphael.”

      “You’re seeing someone else?” I desperately tried to remember exactly what Rachel had said about the angels, but that was years ago. All I could recall was the good angels and bad angels part. “But—” I kicked up proverbial gravel, the wheels were spinning so fast. “What’d he say to you?”

      “He wants me to go to church,” she said. “He wants me to go confess all of my sins.”

      I bit my lip, but that didn’t work. I couldn’t contain my laughter. “You’re kidding.”

      “No.” Cindy’s face flushed bright red as sobs burst from her lips. “He told me I’d be dead within the week and I’d better do it while I had the chance.”

      My brow furrowed, pinching together. “Raphael sounds like an ass.”

      “I don’t want to die,” she said. “I’m single.”

      Lord, I wasn’t about to go into romance with her. Like my life was any less of a mess in that department. “Have you talked to the cops yet?”

      “Why, are they cute?”

      “I didn’t mean for a date,” I said, shaking my head.

      “If we mention this, you know they’ll lock us up quicker than honey sticks to a bee’s ass.”

      I had no idea what that meant. “That…sounds disgusting, but true, yes.”

      Brinkley told me that Rachel lost it because she died too much. Too many deaths scar the brain irreparably until one day it pops. But Cindy and I had far fewer deaths than Rachel, and the fact that we had seen similar hallucinations didn’t make sense. Each mind is individual. Each of us would “lose our shit,” as Cindy put it, in our own way. One thing was for sure, we couldn’t tell anyone this was going on. I had no intention of being locked up and fed mashed bananas for the rest of my life.

      “Can you drive?” I asked. We needed to get out of this house so we could really talk.

      “Sure,” she said.

      I had my shoes and jacket on when Lane caught us at the door. “Wait. Where are you going?”

      “We have to run to the hospital,” I told him. “I don’t have much time before I’m loopy from the meds, so I need to go now.”

      Gloria appeared with a packed dinner. I had no idea what it was, but it was warm and smelled fantastic, like sweet tomatoes and basil—the last taste of summer.

      “I’ll be here when you get back,” she said.

      “Thanks.” I accepted the food.

      Lane wasn’t letting me go so easy. The scowl said so. I don’t know what came over me, the drugs maybe, but I was up on my tiptoes kissing him before I even realized that’s what I’d meant to do. His mouth was hot on mine. He tensed, probably as surprised as I was because I’d never kissed him in front of anyone before.

      I broke the kiss.

      “I’ll be right here, too,” he whispered. But I pretended not to hear.
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      Dr. York entered the small examination room and barely glanced away from the file in his hands. He did reach down and help me up from the floor where I’d collapsed in part boredom, part pain pill high. He hit the lights, throwing us all into darkness. A heartbeat later a small light box fixed to the wall flickered and hummed to life. He tacked several see-through pictures up side by side on the box, the light beneath illuminating its shadows.

      “This is yours, and this is yours,” he said. He pointed to Cindy and me, respectively.

      I looked at my fuzzy brain picture on the right. I blinked several times, trying to clear my head enough to comprehend what was being said.

      “You see all this scarring,” he said to Cindy. “Jesse’s scarring has reduced somehow. By almost twenty percent.”

      He pulled another photograph from the file. “This was her picture from a year ago.”

      “I have no idea what this means,” I said. Apparently, I’d been leaning backward, because the good doctor pulled me upright by the shoulder.

      “It’s not entirely healed, showing some small areas of damage here as we typically see in death-replacement agents, but it’s certainly improved since the last scan. The damage is reversing itself, particularly in relation to the temporal lobe and cerebral cortex. You see here.” He pointed from my scan to Cindy’s. “Every time an agent dies, they get a little tick mark like this on the brain.”

      “I thought we healed almost anything,” I said.

      “Your brain fixes your body, but the oxygen loss the brain experiences during each death can only be partially repaired. Small scarring occurs from the oxygen deprivation.

      “And this scarring affects memory?” I asked, to be clear.

      “Yes,” the doctor said.

      “They sure didn’t mention that in the Become-an-Agent brochure,” I told him. These so-called repairs might explain my sudden memory of my mom. It might also mean that more memories would come back to me sooner or later—for better or worse.

      Cindy bit her lip. “It’s also why we go crazy, right?”

      “I do not see anything on the scans that indicate you girls are mentally unstable,” he said. Then the doctor’s eyes narrowed. “What exactly are you looking for?”

      “We told you,” I said. I rocked back on my heels, and it was Cindy’s turn to push me upright. “I’ve been having these terrible headaches.”

      “And you?” he asked Cindy.

      “Just thought we’d use my brain, my completely normal, average, and not-insane brain, as a comparison for Jesse’s test,” she said, her tone an octave too high.

      “How accommodating.” He clicked his pen several times as if trying to decide who was more full of crap. “Well, to answer your question, no. There is scarring, but it is typical given your occupation. I see no abnormalities. Physically, you’re both fine.”

      He didn’t smile. He studied us as if expecting us to confess the real reason for our visit. Finally, he asked, “Anything else?”

      “Nope, nothing else,” Cindy said.

      “Nothing at all,” I added.

      The doctor removed the X-rays and turned off the light box, leaving little spots to dance in front of my eyes. “If you don’t have anything else for me, I need to go check on Cooper.”

      Cindy placed a hand over her heart. Her accent thickened. “What happened to Cooper?”

      The doctor pushed his reading glasses up and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Bullet to the throat just under the mandible. The first five vertebrae of his spine disintegrated.”

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Cindy said. “How did this happen?”

      “We aren’t sure,” he said. “We don’t know if it was part of his replacement or if he was attacked like Jesse.”

      That explained why I hadn’t heard from the charming Agent Garrison. Apparently, he had his hands full, as if chasing Brinkley or threatening me wasn’t enough.

      “I was shot like that once,” I said. “You need a bone donor.”

      “Are you volunteering?” he asked. “Because we do need a donor for that procedure.”

      “Uh, I can’t regrow that much bone.” In truth, I didn’t like Cooper enough to give him a single hair from my head.

      “We won’t take up any more of your time,” Cindy said, motioning to the door. “Go save Cooper.”

      After depositing a fresh piece of butterscotch in each of our palms, he disappeared. My eyes had drooped closed again. Cindy swore and plopped me into a chair.

      “When you suggested coming to the hospital, I thought you’d stay lucid enough to get through the visit.”

      “Don’t judge me,” I said. “I was in pain. I needed those pills.”

      “I’m not judging you. Half of America is on pills,” she said. “But it’s difficult to talk to someone seriously when they’re falling all over the place.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was trying to help you.”

      Cindy sighed. “You did. At least we know there isn’t anything physically wrong.”

      “We know that?” I asked. I’d heard the words “brain damage.”

      “He said my scan is normal,” she said.

      “We could be physically fine and crazy,” I said. “But at least we ruled out tumors, yes.”

      She folded her arms over her chest. “You don’t believe in angels?”

      “No.” I knew something was up with my brain. Stuff in there was changing, but I couldn’t help but be excited. Maybe I’d remember my dad next. Or maybe I’d spontaneously combust.

      “Raphael isn’t some hallucination,” Cindy said, challenging me.

      I didn’t want to debate. “They might not be hallucinations, but that doesn’t mean they’re real.”

      She tilted her head. “Let’s get you to bed. You’re not making any sense.”

      “I am too,” I said. I was high, but I knew what I was saying. Kind of.

      “I’m listening,” she said. Her lips puckered as if she had a mouthful of sour candy.

      “Sometimes Gloria sees stuff, and it’s not real,” I said. “She calls them cues.”

      Mentioning Gloria’s name seemed to give legitimacy to my ramblings. Her face lost its sourness and softened.

      “She’ll see an image that, of course, looks completely real, but really it’s more like a hint.” I searched for the right phrase. “Like information we’re sensing in the universe but don’t necessarily understand.”

      “How can we sense things in the universe?”

      “Like spiders,” I said. “They take down their webs before there’s ever a cloud in the sky. You know. They sense the pressure change or whatever and know it’s going to rain. Animals know storms are coming, right?”

      She was having difficulties deciphering my slurred words, so I had to repeat myself twice until she got what I meant.

      “So we’re spiders,” she repeated. “But what are we ‘sensing’?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “But it’s probably got to do with the replacement agents dying.”

      Cindy shifted her weight. “Cooper has been going on for months about how we’re special. Replacement agents being natural evolutions of⁠—”

      “Cooper is an asshole and an X-Men freak.” I went on to explain what Brinkley had said to me about the agent attacks. By the time I finished, I wasn’t sure if Cindy was in shock or if she was pissed at me for not making any sense in my drug-induced state.

      “Come on,” she said. “We’re leaving.”

      The transition of scenery was instant. One minute Cindy was pulling me out of the chair in the examination room, and the next minute Gloria was laying me down on my bed at home. My bed was super soft and cool against my face. I squished a pillow against me and listened to them talk, while Gloria removed my shoes and tucked me under the covers. My eyes fluttered closed and their soft voices became disembodied sound waves, vibrating overhead.

      “Where’s Lane?” I asked into the pillow.

      “I sent him home,” Gloria said.

      I pouted my lips out to show my disapproval.

      Cindy didn’t give a shit about my boy troubles. “She said there’ve been killings.”

      “You think it’s connected to Raphael and Gabriel?” Gloria asked. There, she’d said it. Just put it all out there. No turning back now.

      “Jesse thinks we’re picking up, uh, a disturbance in the force or whatever.”

      “It’s possible,” Gloria said. “I’ve long since believed that my visions weren’t supernatural. I’m sensitive to the world around me. I sense the natural order and can predict how it will play out based on the present course. Humans are habitual. Every single one of us is traveling on a trajectory created by our own habits whether we realize it or not.”

      Cindy kept talking, probably happy to speak to someone with comprehensible speech. “Why are Gabriel and Raphael so different if they’re illusions? Wouldn’t they reflect the same information if they’re both signals?”

      “These metaphorical angels could be different aspects of the same situation, or they’re somehow different based on your personalities⁠—”

      “Or?” Poor Cindy turned downright frantic.

      “Or they’re really spirits with goals and intentions, manipulating you for a particular aim.”

      “That’s real comforting,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to be a puppet.”

      “Do you think they’re spirits?” Cindy asked her.

      “No,” I said. Gloria didn’t answer.

      I peeked my eyes open in time to see Cindy sink into the chair in the corner. “If they are angels, let me add that I’d buy it if they were. I’m Christian, so it comes with the package. But if they are angels, why are they different? Wouldn’t they want the same thing? Wouldn’t they both follow God’s will?”

      “Did Raphael have a tie that changed colors like a mood ring?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Jesse, honey, what’s your point?” Gloria asked, pulling the cover down to see my face.

      “If they have tie preferences, they have taste. And if they have taste, they are different from each other, right?”

      Gloria turned to Cindy. “What makes you think they’re different?”

      “Gabriel is helping Jesse, whereas Raphael is—He’s really pessimistic and mean.” Fresh tears crowded the edge of her words. God, I didn’t want to see that. I buried my face deeper in the pillow.

      “Maybe that’s the way you perceive the situation,” Gloria said. “You’ve no reason to suspect he wants something bad to happen to you.”

      Cindy must’ve made a face, because Gloria gasped as if repulsed. “What happened?”

      “When I came to see you, I was upset,” Cindy said.

      “Yes, I thought Jesse might comfort you.”

      “No, that’s not what I mean.” I heard Cindy’s earrings jingle as she shook her head.

      “I came to you because I was afraid.”

      “Did Raphael touch you inappropriately?” I asked.

      “Jesse,” Gloria said.

      “I hear that’s what they do,” I said. “Isn’t that why they got kicked out of heaven, because they got frisky with the ladies and didn’t stop when God said no?”

      Cindy wasn’t in the mood for jokes. “Raphael told me to go to the church on Broadway. He wanted me to confess to the priest there. If the Church is responsible for these attacks, that’d be the worst place to send me, right?”

      “You don’t know that’s what he meant,” Gloria said. “I misinterpret signs all the time.”

      “Can you be both Christian and—like us?”

      “Don’t be silly,” Gloria said.

      Cindy got really quiet, whispering, “Maybe I’m damned.”

      “You are not,” Gloria said, shaking her. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “I thought it was beautiful,” she finally said. “I was six when they televised The Amalgamation. The Truce, my momma called it. Do you remember it?”

      “No,” I mumbled, and it is true that I didn’t remember the Church uniting.

      “For hours, they showed clips of all the faiths, pledging allegiance to one another. Every single one of them in countries all over the world. Hour after hour. Priests, ministers, pastors placing their hands on the Bible and pledging fellowship, then their followers. Each church would keep doing things in their own way, but now they acknowledged each other as equal. Can you even imagine it? The Church, they even referred to themselves collectively. It was everything Christ talked about. No more fighting.”

      “I bet the Muslims loved that.”

      “But that’s the point,” Cindy shrieked. “In accepting each other they accepted everyone else too. The point of The Amalgamation was to end all religious warring. It was Christianity’s attempt to end the rivalry once and for all.”

      “Because they had their new devil,” I said.

      “What I remember is martial law,” Gloria said. It was her turn to sound nostalgic. “Necronites shuffling the streets, turned out by their families. We were mobilized immediately to settle the civil unrest, but it wasn’t enough. Tanks—rolling down our own streets.”

      “Get back to your story,” I insisted. I didn’t like where this was going. “About Raphael.”

      “I went to the church,” Cindy said. She stared at the floor as if she were envisioning a scene. “I sat down in a pew and started to pray. Then one of the clergymen approached and demanded I come with him.”

      “He probably wanted to offer you counsel if you looked distraught,” Gloria offered.

      Cindy shook her head. “The way he grabbed my arm, he wasn’t trying to comfort me. He was practically dragging me away.”

      “Where would he take you?” Gloria asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Someone came in and called his name. I pulled away from him and ran.”

      “You need to tell Garrison,” Gloria said. “It may help the investigation.”

      “He didn’t really do anything wrong,” Cindy said, biting her lip. “It was just a feeling.”

      “Priests are creepy,” I muttered into my pillow.

      “Why would Raphael send me there if he knew I’d get hurt?” Cindy asked. “The church is only two blocks from where Cooper got shot. Raphael knew exactly what he was doing.”

      “Are you sure Gabriel doesn’t mean you harm?” Gloria asked me.

      I snorted. “If he were really trying to save me, you’d think he’d have said something before I almost got my head chopped off.”

      “But if they’re angels—” Cindy said.

      Gloria interrupted her. “Just because they’ve got wings doesn’t make them angels.”

      “You know,” I said, the shady blob of an idea in the back of my mind solidifying, “if we want to know what’s going on with the angels, I know who we can ask.”

      Cindy squeezed my leg. “Who?”

      “Rachel.”
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      “Do I look slutty?” I tugged at the short skirt that came way too high up my thighs. After a nice long sleep in which I lost the night and most of the next day, I woke in a much better mood. Better yet, I woke up with a plan.

      We were at Gloria’s place, a squat one-story pile of bricks. Unlike my subdivision, all of these houses were exactly the same. I imagined they all had three bedrooms, two baths, detached garages, and decent-sized yards. Ally, Gloria, and I congregated here because we knew we could talk without being overheard.

      Safe in Gloria’s bedroom, they dressed me in Ally’s heels, a black skirt, and tight shirt. The shirt did something magical to my breasts. My hair tumbled down in wild, tousled waves. Ally had glopped on a lot of eyeliner, so it looked weird to me. That was probably because the most makeup I wore on any given day was lip balm. Mascara if I felt fat.

      “You need to look the part,” Ally said. “Just a girl going out with friends.”

      “I know, I know. I have to look like I’m there to party, not skip town. I want them to think I’m using my suspension to let loose.”

      Ally handed me a shoulder bag that could be mistaken for a huge purse. “This is all you get.”

      I unzipped the top part of the dark bag to see inside. I had a wad of cash, a toothbrush, deodorant, and clean underwear. I also had a different, more respectable-looking shirt.

      “If I give you a bigger bag it’ll be too obvious,” she said. “Just make do with what you’ve got.”

      “There must be two hundred dollars here. I’ll only be gone for a night,” I said. Unless, of course, I was arrested for murder—then it would be the rest of my life.

      “I emptied your piggy bank into the Coinstar machine. It’d look too suspicious if any of us withdrew a chunk of cash right now,” she said.

      “I suggest you avoid public places with video cameras,” Gloria added.

      “You basically want me to drive straight there and back on cash only?” I asked. “And to stay out of sight.”

      “I’d go with you, but they’ll expect that,” Ally said. “Just go to the funeral and come right back.”

      Okay, so maybe I hadn’t told Ally the whole truth. Yes, I was sneaking out of town to attend my mother’s funeral. I was also planning a detour to St. Louis so that I could question Rachel. St. Louis was only an hour away from my mom’s place. I could do both.

      Gloria kept her mouth shut.

      “You guys watch too much television,” I said, trying to keep my tone casual. “I don’t think they’re monitoring my every move. I’m not on the FBI’s most-wanted or anything.”

      “Be careful,” Ally said. I didn’t like the sad expression she gave me. Ever since I’d resolved to go, she’d been giving me this same pitiful look.

      “Cheer up, would you? I’ll be back,” I said.

      “You have the night to get there and the day to spend with Danny, but try to get back by five so you’ll be home before dark. If we’re lucky, they’ll think they just lost track of you for the day. No harm, no foul.”

      I adjusted my boobs the way I’d seen Eve do it. I had to admit, it was a pretty fantastic trick. “Quit worrying. I promise I’ll be quick about it.”

      “Directions are in your bag,” Ally said with a renewed, devastated tone. She bit her lip.

      “Are you sure you want to go? That woman didn’t do a damn thing for you.”

      “I have to check on Danny,” I said, my heart aching. “I want to know who’ll be taking care of him. It’s the least I can do.”

      But what the hell I would say to him was the real question. I felt like I had to apologize for missing most of his childhood. I’d always thought my mother had told him I was dead, but it turned out he’d known all along. What excuse had she given him for my absence? What lies had she told the kid?

      I did one more turn in the mirror. “I can’t walk in these heels.” What I meant was, I couldn’t run fast in heels if something went wrong. It was bound to go wrong, right? I couldn’t skip town, evade the authorities, and visit a mental patient expecting no drama.

      After exchanging the heels for a gray sneaker and a blue one, I organized my getaway bag to make sure I had everything. Gloria walked us to the car and gave me another squeeze. She didn’t say anything, her face golden in the streetlight.

      Shivering against the chilly fall night in my scant skirt, I climbed into the car the second Ally unlocked the door. Our headlights illuminated the cop car as we pulled out. Two pairs of beady little eyes glared back at us, like raccoons in a dumpster.

      I gave Gloria a little wave as she waited in her driveway for us to leave.

      The cops did a U-turn and followed us. “Surprise, surprise.”

      Ally’s dark eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. She drove straight to the warehouse, cops on our tail. It wasn’t until she parked the car in the back lot that she spoke to me again.

      “Got your license?” she asked.

      “Of course.” I got carded for everything. I felt like I was perpetually under the you-must-be-this-tall-to-ride line. Going somewhere without ID wasn’t really an option for me.

      “Okay.” She gripped the wheel and tried to twist it in her hands as the cop car came to a stop adjacent to us in the dark lot. They stayed to the right, probably for a good, uninterrupted view of the entrance. Not the least bit discreet. Ally didn’t take her eyes off of them. She spoke again. “You don’t have to do this. Seriously, we can send your mother a huge bouquet.”

      “I want to go,” I said. And I needed to know more. “You can’t make up a funeral.”

      Waiting around to be killed or going completely insane wasn’t an option. Everything with Eve’s accomplice, Brad Cestrum, Atlanta, and the replacement agents dying was beyond my control, but I did have control over what was wrong with me. I was exploding things. I was hallucinating. And if I didn’t get proactive about these angel sightings, it was going to get worse. So I couldn’t do anything about the investigation or the murders, but I sure as hell could deal with the angels and put my energy into figuring out if I was crazy or not.

      And then there was Daniel.

      Ally pushed the hair behind my ears and leaned dangerously close. “Please don’t go. I have the worst feeling about this.”

      “I’ll be careful,” I promised, and the intimacy of the dark car pressed in on me, drawing my attention to little things that I usually didn’t notice. The soft sound of her breath. The heat of it on my cheek. The smell of her shampoo.

      Ally looked so beautiful in the shadows with only the stray orange light from streetlamps—her cute, tiny ears and her eyes turning from black to gold. I found myself leaning toward her, catching the scent of peppermint gum. I was warm and dizzy from it. I wanted to kiss her, but I stopped. Ally had told me not to confuse her, and this was exactly what she meant.

      I opened my eyes, completely unaware that I’d even closed them as I leaned in. She was right there. Her long lashes collected the orange light, and she waited for me to make my move. And despite the invitation, I knew better. I knew better than to hurt one of the most important people in my life by dangling a commitment I could never give her in front of her face like a cat toy.

      “I love you,” she said. It wasn’t the first time she’d said it.

      “I love you too,” I said. And I meant it. I pressed myself against the door, pushing myself out of the car with what little restraint I had left.

      At the entrance to The Loft, a girl with dreadlocks extended her hand. “ID, please.”

      I fished it from the top of my bag, doing my best to hide the other contents.

      She angled it in the neon light of the sign above the doorway. Satisfied, she passed it back to me between two fingers. “Five bucks.” Maybe I looked older with all this makeup.

      I gave her the cash. She pushed open the heavy metal door as if it were light as cotton candy.

      The inside of the club was all smoke, shadows, and flashing colored lights. A full spectrum of prismatic colors cut through the air in rotation, guided by the colorful balls in the ceiling that seemed to dictate the rays’ trajectories. If Ally, or anyone for that matter, said a word to me, I couldn’t hear it. Not over the chest-thumping bass and techno treble flooding the room in repetitious waves.

      Ally pulled my hand, urging me away from the door. We headed for the girls’ bathroom, the only place quiet enough to talk. Umbri and Kyra, Ally’s friends from her old job, were in the bathroom already when we walked in.

      Umbri and Ally used to work together at the same coffee shop. Once they became after-work buddies, Ally met Kyra, Umbri’s best friend. They’d been hanging out for almost a year before I came into the picture.

      I pointed at them. “How did they know to meet us in the bathroom?”

      Ally held up her phone. “I texted them.” She checked under the stalls for feet and, satisfied it was only us, slid the deadbolt into place.

      “Very cryptic like,” Kyra said.

      Umbri read her screen. “Meet us in the bathroom. Come alone.”

      Both Kyra and Umbri moved forward with wide eyes. They tenderly pulled my gauze down with “Ooh”s and “Aahh”s.

      “Girl, you are so badass,” Umbri said. She was Japanese American with short spiky hair falling forward into her eyes.

      “I saw you on television and I couldn’t believe it. Ho must’ve been off her meds,” Kyra said. She flipped her brunette ponytail off her shoulders as she leaned closer to inspect my wound. “You know, it’s not as fun calling her a whore when she’s actually a whore.”

      Ally tugged me away from them. “Worst part is we don’t know why she did it.”

      That wasn’t my “worst part” of that experience.

      “Ally says you need a car to leave town for a while,” Umbri said. She turned to the mirror and applied more glittery lipstick. As she moved in the light, I realized she was covered in glitter.

      “Yeah, the cops are watching me. They can’t know I’ve left town.”

      “Wow, I think this is the most trouble you’ve ever been in, right?” Umbri, having fixed her eyeliner, abandoned the mirror to give me her full attention.

      I nodded. “Hands down.”

      “Even more than that time the dog ate your finger and we had to wait until it⁠—”

      Ally held up her hands to intercept. “They disinfected it before it was sewn back on.”

      I wiggled my right middle finger to emphasize that it was as good as new.

      Kyra looked like she might puke, though I couldn’t imagine her doing anything as unladylike as hurling her guts up. Kyra was the tallest of us, with the long, lean body of a dancer. Her complexion actually had some color to it, whereas I was as pasty white as can be. I blamed my poor circulation.

      “You can borrow my car,” Kyra said. “I don’t even care if they arrest you and impound it.”

      Kyra was a trust fund baby, so this was probably true.

      “I’d rather not get arrested, thanks,” I said.

      “Check it. Here’s what we’ll do,” Umbri said. “Kyra will go out and get her car in an hour or so, whenever the crowd gets pretty thick. Jesse can slip through the back exit. They’ll go back to Kyra’s place, drop her off, and Jesse will be on her way.”

      “But what if someone sees Jesse get into Kyra’s car?”

      Kyra snapped her fingers. “The east door is dark and out of the way. You can’t see it from the road, and if I roll down the back window, I can pull right up against the exit and you can leap through the window into the backseat.”

      I wasn’t sure about this leaping idea. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I was capable of leaping. What was I, a lemur?

      “What if someone suspects and follows you?” Ally asked. She tugged the end of her hair.

      “If I think we’re being followed, Jesse can hide in the car until it is safe,” Kyra said. “Or if it looks like it won’t work, she’ll have to stay the night at my place. She’ll come inside with me and act like it was the plan the whole time.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Umbri said. She moved to unlock the bathroom door, but paused to wait for us.

      Ally’s brow was furrowed, signaling an intense internal processing. Finally, she agreed.

      At Ally’s approval, we left the bathroom, reintegrating ourselves into the throbbing masses.

      There were glowsticks in addition to the glitter now. I figured out the sticks were like fire—if moved real fast, I could write my name in the smoky darkness.

      Umbri was a great DJ. Honestly, I didn’t know much about DJs, but everyone else seemed impressed, which made me impressed. She looked totally at home up there on the speaker throne.

      When Ally wasn’t hovering awkwardly beside me on the dance floor, she was at the bar throwing down shots, which was a sight unto itself. Ally rarely drank anything more than an occasional glass of wine with dinner.

      At one point, she returned to the dance floor crying, and threw her arms around me. It made us look like we were slow-dancing, even though the music didn’t quite suit.

      I didn’t know why she was so sad.

      Had Garrison said something to her? Was she in trouble too and had decided not to tell me? Brinkley? I didn’t know, but did my best to comfort her, threading my fingers through her hair.

      Kyra appeared to our left and squeezed my shoulder. Remembering what I was about to do made my guts churn. With one last desperate hug from Ally, I was off, following Kyra out of the crowd to the dark and empty part of The Loft.

      The leaping wasn’t easy, even when the car was stationary. I banged my elbows and knees and scraped my shins on Kyra’s windowsill as I climbed through. I hoped no one inside the club saw my little shimmy because I think they’d have gotten a pretty good view of what was up my skirt if they had been watching. I didn’t hurt my neck though.

      “Thank you so much for doing this,” I said to Kyra as I squished myself through the narrow space between the two front seats with about as much grace as a three-legged dog.

      “What are friends for if not to help you evade the law?” She batted her big brown eyes mischievously.

      “Break laws, hide your dead body, and find missing pets. Those sorts of things, I think.”

      “Those too,” she agreed. “But Winston hadn’t gone far.”

      I lapsed into silence and Kyra nudged me. “Nervous?”

      “A little,” I admitted. “And I hope I’m not doing this for the wrong reasons.”

      Kyra shrugged, turning on her blinker with a flick of her wrist. “Your mom died and you haven’t seen your brother in years. What other reasons do you need?”

      I meant Rachel. Why was I going back to see Rachel? It wasn’t just to ask her questions, was it?

      “Chances are this won’t go well,” I said. “Hello, I’m Jesse, Danica’s zombie daughter. Remember me? If someone has a heart attack and I replace them, then I’ll be a corpse on the living room floor.” I’d already envisioned a fabricated version of some distant relative, who looked like a standardized fifties housewife, breaking a teacup and fainting just before I popped up and brushed myself off, postmortem.

      It’d be cool if I could do that.

      Kyra laughed. “Yeah, but I get why you want to go back. People have these weird ties to their families, even when their family is crazy like mine.”

      Kyra’s parents were art dealers, running a large firm with offices in New York, Philadelphia, and San Francisco. Her family’s income made my cushy suburban life look pitiful by comparison. After all, they could afford to pay for her apartment on West End Avenue, a lovely sky-rise with a great view of downtown. They were also paying for her PhD in art history.

      “Okay, I’ve got to ask,” she said, breaking the silence. “It’s killing me and Umbri.”

      I was surprised by her playful switch in tone. “Just ask me.”

      “Who do you love—Lane or Ally?”

      My jaw hinges broke, leaving a gaping hole where my mouth should’ve been.

      “Oh come on,” Kyra said, smacking the steering wheel. “Who are you in love with? I voted for Lane—is it Lane?”

      I angled all the heating vents away from my blazing face. “I’m not in love with anyone.”

      Her grin got crazy huge. “Oh my god, are you sleeping with both of them?”

      “No.”

      She frowned as if she didn’t like this answer either. “It’s obvious they’re both madly in love with you.”

      “And it’s obvious that dating either of them is the worst idea ever.”

      “But you’ve slept with Ally,” she said.

      How did she know this? Did Ally tell Umbri?

      “So if you sleep with her again, nothing will change.”

      Ally must’ve told Umbri. I was going to kill her. “Sleeping with Ally almost ruined our friendship,” I said. “And I don’t sleep with more than one person at a time anyway.”

      Not that I didn’t love the idea.

      “So you are sleeping with Lane,” she declared. “Is he amazing? I bet he is amazing. He has the hottest ass. It’s so cute I want to squeeze it every time⁠—”

      “Oh, god, Kyra, just stop.” I pretended to count the streetlights.

      “And Ally sleeps in your bed. You’ve got a hot single lesbian sleeping in your bed and you don’t do anything?”

      “We cuddle, but that’s it. Sometimes she reads to me or gives me a massage if I’m sore.”

      Kyra smirked.

      “What?” I asked.

      “That sounds so…” She pretended to search for a word. “Sapphic.”

      I remained defiant. “I’m not in a relationship with anyone. And Lane and I have decided to stop having sex.”

      “You’ve got two someones, but you’re not getting laid.” She frowned. “That’s so sad.”

      “When was the last time you got laid?”

      “Saturday, and don’t change the subject. Umbri thinks you should be with Ally and I want you with Lane,” she said. “So you’re going to have to choose one of them because we’ve got money on this.”

      I scoffed. “You make it sound so easy.”

      We pulled into her driveway. She hesitated in her seat, not getting out. “You know what?”

      I had my hand on the door handle, ready to get out and switch places with her. “What?”

      “I want to come with you. Let’s road-trip it.”

      My eyes searched the area. It didn’t look like we’d been followed, but I wasn’t any good at this sort of thing. “You could get in trouble if they catch you with me. And don’t you have work?”

      “It’s not like I can’t afford the bail,” she said. “And I’m all caught up with work. I can spare a day.”

      I must have looked doubtful.

      “I’m serious,” she said.

      Ally hadn’t come because Garrison would certainly have an eye her. Kyra was different. Our lives were separate enough that her absence might not raise any suspicions. “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely, this is a big deal. I don’t think you should go alone, and I’m in the mood for a road trip.”

      “You want to hound me about Ally and Lane.”

      “There’s that too,” she said, with a cutesy head tilt.

      “And Ally probably begged you to go,” I added.

      Her grin widened, but she neither confirmed nor denied my accusation. I relaxed, unaware that I’d even been tense. Had I really been afraid of going alone? Even if I did want the company, how was I going to get Kyra over to St. Louis to see Rachel?

      “Okay,” I said finally. I was already formulating a new plan in my mind. “I’ll drive.”
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      As we pulled away from the tiny two-pump gas station in a nameless town, a large green Interstate I-64 junction sign caught my eye. I had to make my move. Now or never.

      “Have you ever been to St. Louis?” I asked.

      “When I was a kid,” Kyra said. “I remember going up in the Arch and being terrified because of how much it sways in the wind.”

      “You want to go again?” I asked. I think my smile was too big, too urgent. “It’s only eighty miles away.”

      “Your mom’s funeral starts in four hours,” she said. “We hardly have time for sightseeing.”

      “We can bum around the city for a whole hour or so and be back in plenty of time,” I said, still smiling. I hoped I wasn’t overdoing it.

      Kyra didn’t look interested. “I don’t think we should change the plan.”

      “Here’s the truth.” I had to confess at least part of my plan. I don’t want to sight-see. “I used to live in St. Louis, and I had this best friend, Rachel. She was more of a mentor, really. Anyway, she got sick, and now she lives in a hospital. I really want to see her.”

      Kyra hesitated, so I resorted to sticking my bottom lip out a little further.

      “For an hour?” she asked.

      “Less,” I said. “We can probably even squeeze in the Arch if you want.”

      “I’d rather go to the Saint Louis Art Museum. They have the world’s largest Max Beckmann collection, but there’s no way I could be in and out of that place in an hour.”

      “But you’ll take me?” I asked. I was careful to keep my bottom-lip thing going.

      “Only if you swear not to tell Ally,” she said, taking the exit onto I-64W St. Louis. “If she knows we deviated from the plan, she’ll kill me.”

      “I’d replace you, no problem,” I said, happily bouncing in my seat. “Oh, and one more thing.”

      Kyra’s shoulders tensed.

      “When I say hospital, I mean mental hospital.”

      “Oh my god, Jesse.”

      “You don’t have to go in,” I added quickly. “And I swear I won’t be very long.”

      Kyra swore under her breath, but she didn’t turn back. I took that as a good sign.

      It wasn’t that difficult to find St. Louis Psychiatric Rehabilitation Center. Mostly because Kyra had GPS, but also because the GPS failed to tell us everything, like which entrance to use. My memory made up for the rest. I’d only been here once, on our last day in St. Louis, but it was memorable.

      I was out of the car, and Kyra hadn’t moved out of the driver’s seat. “Aren’t you coming?”

      “You said I didn’t have to!”

      My heart sped up at the idea of entering alone, but I couldn’t blame Kyra if this wasn’t her idea of a good time. Asylums are super creepy. Still, I kind of expected her to go in anyway. Ally would have.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said, and reluctantly closed the door.

      A large, sweeping entryway with columns stretched up several stories. The urge to run back to the car was unsettling and definitely ominous.

      The building itself was a square box of bricks and looked like it should be an old school or orphanage. A green-and-gold dome sat on top, pointing suggestively at the sky. Inside, the look of the last century prevailed with white cinder-block walls and bland tile that squeaked beneath my sneakers.

      I couldn’t remember where she was in the building, but I found a plaque on the wall, one with a black background and movable white letters. I refrained from moving them around to make dirty words and instead searched for the ward I needed.

      On the fourth floor I was confronted by a large reception desk, manned by a squat nurse with a beehive hairdo. I imagined her wearing her hair like this for the last five decades.

      “We don’t have visiting hours except on Wednesdays,” she explained.

      “I’m from out of state. I drove from really far away,” I pleaded. I batted my eyes. “Please.”

      “Who are you here to visit?” she asked.

      “Rachel Wright.”

      She looked at her chart again and asked for my name. I gave it to her before it even occurred to me to give a fake one.

      “You’re on the authorized list, and you do have an out-of-state address, so I’ll let it slide this once, hon,” she said with a tight smile. “Just sign this check-in sheet, please.”

      I wasn’t sure why my name was on the list unless Brinkley had put it there. I stared at the columns and hesitated. I didn’t want it to be known that I was here, but if I wanted to see her, what choice did I have? I scribbled my name as illegibly as possible. That way if anyone wanted to use this sheet in the court of law, there was no way in hell they could prove it was my signature. “Where is she?”

      “Wait here and I’ll ask her where she wants to see you,” the nurse said.

      Where she wanted? Since when did they let the mental patients decide things? I was puzzling this over when Queen Bee reappeared, holding a door open for me.

      “Down this hall, fifth door to the right, hon,” she said. “She’s in her room.”

      “You’re going to let me visit her in her room?” I asked. My shock must’ve been apparent. “Alone?”

      “We put a chair in there for you.” She shooed me down the hallway toward an open door at the end and returned to her paperwork.

      I had no idea what I expected to see in Rachel’s bedroom or what state I expected her to be in, but this wasn’t it.

      As the nurse promised, they’d brought in a chair and sat it by one of the beds. Two twin beds rested side by side, one empty, one with Rachel in it. She had her back against the wall and her knees pulled close enough to her chest to balance a pad of paper on them. Between the beds sat two end tables, one for each bed.

      “Don’t be scared,” Rachel said, dark eyes peering over the edge of her knees. “I’ve had my medication today.”

      I must have made a face, because she burst out laughing.

      “Oh, Jessup, come on. Lighten up.” She laughed so hard tears stung her eyes. “I’m kidding.” She put her pad of paper on the bed. It was a sketchbook similar to the one I’d given Gloria. With her hands free, she motioned me into the room. The fact that she was catatonic and drooling the last time I saw her made this lively Rachel more than a tad shocking.

      I stepped inside.

      “A little closer.” She motioned again. The side of her hand was black with charcoal from her drawings, but seeing charcoal all over her hands was better than blood any day. “Let me get a good look at you. You haven’t aged a bit, not that we do, of course.”

      I got a good look at her too. Her hair was the same chin-length bob, sleek and black as crow feathers. Her eyes were black marbles in her olive face, and I’d almost forgotten about the Monroe mole on her left cheek. Scrub-like pajamas and no makeup didn’t compare to the vibrant clothes and bright lipsticks that Rachel used to wear: lots of red and fuchsia, which always made her dark features stand out. She wasn’t as glamorous as I remembered, but I guess living in a mental hospital will do that to a person.

      “This is the part where you pay me a compliment,” she said, pretending to be affronted. “Have I taught you nothing?”

      “You look well,” I stammered, and tried to blink my way out of shock. “Way better than I expected.”

      “Yeahhh,” she said, drawing the word out. “I’ve come a long way in the past two years, thanks to Brinkley.”

      “Sorry.” I thought she was being sarcastic because he’d put her here.

      “For what?” She cocked her head playfully to one side. It was so old Rachel that I smiled. “I’m grateful for all he does for me.”

      I wasn’t following her. “What has he done for you?”

      “He visits. He brings me goodies and makes sure I have the best food and doctors. Patients like me have no families to speak of, yet I have three separate volunteers who come and spend time with me. One of them, Andrew, is so cute.”

      She batted her eyes as if she truly believed she was spoiled. God, I’d never realized that I’d learned my mock modesty from her.

      “You look so surprised,” she said, laughing again.

      “Because the last time I saw you, you were practically unconscious. And the time before that—” I blurted. Immediately, I took a step back. I’d read somewhere that if patients are confronted with their afflictions, they flip out. Or at least that’s what I thought I’d read in one of those articles Brinkley made me read, hoping I’d understand my clients’ aversion to dying. That’s what I expected Rachel to do, flip out in denial and attack me.

      “I’m really sorry about that,” she said. “I didn’t have good control back then. The power was overwhelming, but I’ve learned to control it. I can only hope you’ll forgive me for the past.”

      “‘The power was overwhelming,’ huh?” I grabbed the back of the metal chair, but kept it between us. She was beginning to sound crazy again.

      “You know what power I’m talking about,” she said. “I know you came here for answers. Even if you aren’t awake yet, you know you’re different.”

      I spent most of my time as a corpse. Of course I knew I was different.

      She leaned in close and studied me. I didn’t feel particularly safe, hiding behind a chair.

      “I see,” she began. “Someone just flipped your switch. You’re still warming up.” She returned to her drawing. “I, for one, am very excited, given who you are and all.”

      “Why are you whispering?” I asked. Because she’s crazy. “And what do you mean who I am?”

      She stopped drawing and frowned. “His daughter.”

      “Whose daughter? Brinkley’s?” I asked. I wasn’t sure why Brinkley popped into my head.

      Maybe because he was the only man old enough that both Rachel and I knew.

      Rachel burst out laughing. “No.”

      Then more and more laughter until tears blurred her eyes.

      “This was a bad idea,” I said. “I don’t know why I thought coming here was the answer.”

      Rachel’s hair fell forward into her eyes and curled under her chin. “Because you want to know about the angels.”

      That stopped me. And the sing-song tone of her voice put me on edge. She was so normal five seconds ago that I’d almost forgotten she was crazy. Worse, I felt strange in Rachel’s presence, which I could only describe as electric. My skin seemed to shiver against my bones and my mouth went dry. Even though I was convinced she was obviously completely insane, her words stirred something inside me.

      “Can’t you just tell me?” I asked.

      She pointed at the drawings on her walls, the ones I’d casually overlooked when first entering. I looked more closely this time and realized I knew the people in the pictures, including Ally and Gabriel—two people Rachel had never met.

      Anger rose up fresh in my throat and threatened to consume me. I tried to focus. Seeing Gabriel’s face on the walls was enough to remind me why I was here. “Some hurt and some help. That’s what you said. Tell me about the angels.”

      She glanced at me over her sketchpad but remained silent. It took every ounce of self-restraint not to knock the pad out of her hand and demand she speak to me. Scared that I might actually lose my temper on someone who was as mentally fragile as a child, I turned to leave.

      “Wait,” Rachel called out, sounding terrified. “Don’t go.”

      “You don’t want to talk,” I said. I kept my voice tight, restrained. I couldn’t be mean to her.

      She put the book down. “Can I at least have a hug?”

      No way. I wasn’t even comfortable sitting beside the bed. How could I let a crazy person wrap her arms around me?

      Go ahead.

      The command was clear in my mind, seemingly more urgent with her outstretched hands groping the air for me.

      Do it.

      I crossed the room, one step after another. I was within her reach, but she didn’t grab for me. She only opened her arms wider and invited me in. Was she compelling me with her mind or something—no.

      You can trust her, Jesse.

      I recognized the voice, but I didn’t acknowledge it out loud. A mental asylum was the last place you’d catch me talking to my hallucination.

      Then I saw him, sitting in the empty twin bed, one ankle crossed over the other as he slouched against the wall behind it.

      “Come on, Jessup,” Rachel pressed, wiggling her fingers. “Didn’t you miss me even a little bit? We were so close.”

      The closest.

      “More than you know,” I whispered. I meant it. This was my chance to apologize for real. “I’m so sorry for what happened to you. I blame myself. If you hadn’t worked so hard to train me, replacing so many people⁠—”

      Rachel pulled me off my feet into her bed. My heart tightened in panic as her arms closed around me.

      “You were worth it,” she whispered, and pinched my ear lobes and then my cheeks, an old, comforting gesture.

      Tears welled up in my eyes. I was torn between guilt over her condition and fear that it was only a matter of time before I ended up right here beside her.

      “You will be the one to save us, Jessup. I’ve seen it.” Rachel’s arms, soft at first, coiled tighter. It was like feeling a boa constrictor slowly tighten around my neck. So slow that I didn’t realize I was in trouble until I couldn’t move. I tried to jerk away from her, but she only tightened her hold.

      Her voice was so soft that I had to quit squirming or risk losing her words in the shuffle of our clothes and the bedding. “You must listen to your angel and only your angel. He knows what you need better than you do.”

      “Wh—”

      She squeezed me hard enough to force the air out of my lungs and cut off my words. “They’re watching you, Jessup. And listening. Be careful of what you let them see. Keep your power secret until it’s strong enough to protect you. Trust only your angel.”

      My heart was a thunderous roar in my temples. Combined with her death grip, the room was reduced to spots around me. It reminded me of Eve’s attack in the worst way. Claustrophobic. Suffocating.

      I gagged on my own spit, choking. She let go of me and air rushed in like a high wave pounding the sand. How in the hell was she so strong? What were they feeding her? I stumbled to my feet, trying to breathe. Granted, I probably made it worse by struggling.

      A loud ripping sound echoed off the white walls as Rachel tore the picture she’d been working on out of her notebook and folded it up.

      She thrust it into my hand. “It’s your choice, but you’ll need her the most—in the end.”

      I wanted to open the picture, hoping it would make her words clear, but she placed a hand on mine, stopping me. “Time’s up.”

      Gabriel didn’t look relaxed. He stood, ready for anything. You must go.

      I don’t know how he did it, but I saw the men perfectly in my mind. Three goons who looked like big trouble, harassing Queen Bee at the desk. Even though the desk was down the hall and out of sight, I saw the image perfectly, as if we were standing right beside it.

      “Thanks,” I whispered to Rachel. I wasn’t sure what I was grateful for, her not choking me to death probably. Whatever the reason, I felt like she’d done me a big favor. I slipped the paper into the back pocket of my jeans.

      “It’s always good to see you,” she said, and a sudden wide grin broke across her face. “And I’ll see you again, Jess. Good luck.”

      The desk lady with the beehive squealed, “You can’t go in there.”

      I ducked across the hall into another room and found myself staring at a middle-aged man in a flower-print dress. He was sitting on the bed and a woman was squatting in front of him, putting makeup on his face. They were both patients.

      Scared they’d leap up and jump me, I blurted a compliment. “You’re beautiful.”

      “You can’t look yet,” the woman demanded in a gravelly voice. “He’s not ready.”

      “I won’t peek,” I promised, focusing half my attention out the small glass window set into the door to see two men duck into Rachel’s room. The other half of my attention remained on the two mental patients crouching behind me.

      As soon as the goons entered, the door snapped shut as if slammed from the inside and I heard the strangest sounds. I yanked my door open and darted across the hall to save her, and Rachel’s face appeared.

      She smiled through the tiny window and flashed me a thumbs-up. I dumbly stared past her grinning face at the two unconscious guys she’d piled up on the adjacent bed. I had a feeling Rachel’s gifts were not limited to mediocre drawing or speaking in riddles.

      I reentered the main room and found Queen Bee arguing with the last man. I pulled my hood up and yanked the drawstring to cover most of my face, creeping past him on my toes. I prayed the whole time that my shoes wouldn’t squeak or that Queenie wouldn’t yell at me to sign out.

      Just before I exited through the large double doors, the sole of my shoe dragged against the tile.

      I froze.

      The man arguing at the desk turned and caught sight of me. He yelled to his unconscious buddies. I ran as fast as I could, hoping he’d wait for his back-up that wouldn’t come. I cut into the corridor and ran past the elevators to the stairs.

      I’d never moved so fast in my life. I reached the bottom of the stairwell, and I felt great about this. I was brilliant, I was quick, and I was made to survive, as if NRD gave me no other choice.

      I threw open the door, cut through the last stretch of the first-floor corridor, and popped out the side exit. Kyra’s car sat in the distance, my beacon of salvation.

      Someone grabbed me from behind, two arms engulfing me.

      “I’ll cut you,” I screamed. I thrashed like a landed fish as large hands lifted me off my feet, kicking. “I’ll cut you with my mind powers.”

      “Since when do you have mind powers?” Brinkley said.

      I stopped thrashing and he dropped me. I spun around. He’d grown some scruffy jaw hair. His eyes were puffy from lack of sleep and I’d never noticed so much gray on his head before. Whatever he’d been doing to keep me safe, he’d been doing it instead of sleeping.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” he asked.

      A heavy door slammed somewhere, and Brinkley took that as his cue to drag me by the elbow toward Kyra’s car.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I screamed as we raced across the lawn to the parking lot. “You’ve been keeping secrets.”

      “I followed you. Now get in the car,” Brinkley said. He tried to tear Kyra’s door open but the car was locked. The click of it being released sounded and Brinkley tried to stuff me inside. I clung to the door, refusing to be shoved into the car, and Kyra gasped.

      “People are trying to kill me because they know things about me that I don’t. Unless you’re trying to get me killed, talk to me.”

      He yanked on the door again, but I pushed against it. “Get in.”

      “No.”

      “Stop fighting me and get in the damn car,” he demanded.

      “No, I’m not leaving until you tell me what you know. You owe me that much. If I’m going to die, I better know why.”

      “There will be no share time.” Brinkley jabbed a finger over the car at the three big men running our way. Big men, like body builder big. “They’re going to kill you if you don’t get into this fucking car.”

      With one violent push, he shoved me in and screamed at Kyra, “Drive!”

      Kyra was terrified. Having probably never been screamed at by a stranger, here she was with an angry one in her face and three others running toward her looking equally as violent. No wonder she froze up.

      “Drive or I’ll yank you out of the car and drive her myself.”

      Kyra snapped to life and started the car. I grabbed Brinkley and begged, “You have to tell me. I have to know what’s going on.”

      “Go to the funeral.”

      “You don’t understand, okay. Something is wrong with me. I see⁠—”

      “Go to the funeral and I’ll meet you there.” I must have looked doubtful. “I promise, just go,” he added.

      It was hard, but I let him go. Kyra punched the gas and backed up in a single squealing movement. She hit something which I hoped was a bad guy. I couldn’t see and Kyra didn’t care enough to check. She was already out of the parking lot and halfway to the entrance by the time I managed to turn around in the passenger seat and search the parking lot through the back window.

      I didn’t see anyone but Gabriel, his wings spread wide, menacingly, as he watched us go.
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      “No more pit stops!” Kyra screamed. Her eyes were wide, knuckles white, and hands shaking.

      “But I really have to pee,” I said.

      “Should we even go to the funeral?” she asked, her voice cracking. “I know it’s your mom and all, but there’s no point in getting yourself killed. There are other ways to say goodbye.”

      I’d given her the short version: I was visiting. Some guys busted in. Brinkley demanded I get the hell out of there because these guys weren’t necessarily nice.

      Clearly, I left a lot out.

      “Brinkley told us to meet him there,” I said. “I don’t think he’d tell me to go there if it’d put me in danger.” Not to mention that wherever the hell Brinkley was, that’s where I wanted to be. He had some questions to answer. “And if I’m not there he’ll think something happened to us.”

      Kyra maneuvered us back the way we came without any more questions. Ally blabs when she’s scared. Apparently, Kyra gets quieter than a mime.

      The closer we got to my mother’s house, the more corn I saw. We must have passed a million rows of corn lining the two-way road between the last town and her house. The faded blacktop didn’t even have a line dividing it into two lanes. Only the corn and a small, one-story house could be seen every mile or so.

      My heart pounded the second Kyra turned onto the gravel driveway. The house itself was modest, but nice. White siding with black shutters and a red door hauntingly similar to the incomplete sketch Gloria had shown me in her book. Mom hadn’t changed the house much in the years since I’d left. She’d planted more flowers, which were enjoying their last days of warmth before winter.

      A red station wagon and a beat-up truck with a toolbox and tire in the bed sat parked near the door. No dogs barked and no one came out. Kyra looked from the address on the directions, to the address by the door.

      “This is it,” she said, turning to me. “Are you sure about this?”

      No, I thought. “We’ll be fine.”

      Then we sat—neither of us eager to move. Kyra gripped the steering wheel. I stared at the house, waiting for someone to appear. Technically, the funeral wasn’t for another two hours. There weren’t many cars so maybe people hadn’t shown up for the wake yet.

      “We could stay in the car,” she said, and turned toward me. Color was returning to her cheeks, but her eyes were still a little too wide. I had a feeling she’d never road trip with me again.

      “We can’t,” I said and got out. I couldn’t go straight into the house because I was practically sick from adrenaline. I was so torn up from Rachel’s visit that I couldn’t imagine seeing my little brother yet. I leaned against the hood and surveyed the area.

      No sign of Brinkley.

      The property was really beautiful in the morning light. Water and hills framed one side of the house and what appeared to be miles of corn on the other. Lots of trees and open sky, no neighbors that I saw, though I was sure they were around. My eyes were drawn to the swarm of crows circling high above a scarecrow perched alone in a distant field.

      Kyra’s car door shut behind me and I jumped. “It’s really quiet out here,” she said.

      “We could use a bit of quiet,” I mumbled.

      “We were at a mental hospital,” Kyra said. “I guess we should’ve expected it to get crazy.” Bad joke, but we both snickered. Then we laughed so hard tears spilled from our eyes. I was pretty sure we were losing our shit.

      “I don’t even know what happened back there,” I admitted. Not just with Rachel, but who the hell were those guys? “I’m going to take a walk and try to shake some of this off. You want to come?”

      “I’ll stay here in case someone comes out,” she said. “Are you sure you should be anywhere alone right now?”

      “Look around,” I told her. “I don’t think anyone can sneak up on me way out here.”

      I walked away from the house into the woods, watching my feet kick at the fallen pine needles. The air smelled of dry cornhusks, and it was much cooler than in Nashville, though we hadn’t traveled that far north. I breathed it in deeply and my lungs chilled. Then the packed dirt trail narrowed into the dense tree-line.

      A crow cawed, loud and sudden above my head. I swore.

      “I’ve had enough excitement today. Thanks.”

      He cawed again as if in response, which only spooked me more. I moved deeper into the woods away from it. I followed the black feathers littering the path until ahead the trees thinned, opening up to a clearing. It was like the pines formed a border around this one circle between them. I recognized it immediately from Gloria’s charcoal rendering of it.

      The circle was large with a thick layer of pine needles and forest ferns hiding the ground. Black feathers were everywhere—in the straw-colored grass, in the shedding trees. In the middle a large black Labrador sat on its haunches, big brown eyes watching me, velvety ears begging to be petted. I took a step forward, hand outstretched, hoping it was friendly. And it flickered. The air shimmered as its shape changed, stretching into the shape of a person. With wings. Gabriel. His arms were folded over his chest. His mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear his voice.

      “So that creepy bird by my mailbox, that was you?” I asked, stepping closer. “Are these the ‘other forms’ you meant? Do you always choose black? Should I keep an eye out for black cats, bats, and bears…?” His tie went from black to red and my voice trailed off.

      I followed his finger, gazing up in the direction he was pointing. For a second, I stared at the sky. I didn’t see anything. No clouds or birds or planes.

      This was where I died.

      Someone had come in and cleared the collapsed barn away. The grass had healed up for the most part, but the tops of the trees had a faint outline of black charring from where the high flames licked the branches seven years ago.

      I lay down on the pine needle bed and looked up through the branches at the sky beyond them. I’d seen this same sky as I lay dying. It was lighter now, of course, being closer to dawn, yet there was no mistaking it. I measured out the lengths between the trees and thought hard about the way the scene had looked—Eddie at one end by the open door, me reclining on a pile of hay, staring at the stars through an open hatch in the roof.

      This was the exact spot. This is where it happened.

      My chest tightened and I held my breath. Tears formed in the corner of my eyes. Gabriel’s face appeared above mine.

      “Do you remember?” he asked.

      “I died here.”

      “Do you remember?” he asked again and his mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear him. “You must remember him.”

      Gabriel plunged his hand through my chest. I couldn’t breathe. I don’t think he was actually touching my lungs or anything since he wasn’t entirely here, but he might as well have. It hurt that badly. I wasn’t sure if that was because of him touching me or if I was in pain from the outpouring flood of memories.

      “Don’t fight me, Jesse.” He lowered his mouth to mine, his soft lips real and hot. “You must remember, if only a little.”

      His kiss had the desired effect, or at least, it made me let go of the pain enough to be confused.

      It all came back with the force of a broken dam. We’re talking a sensory overload, tons of repressed memories flooding back all at once.

      I remembered my mother, hair and eyes like mine, the same freckles. I remembered her cotton dresses and white lace gloves, in a tiny church that smelled of old books. I remembered my mother’s locket, the tilt of her wide-brimmed Sunday hat. All of her, down to the perfume she wore.

      I remembered how she fixed her hair for my father and how I’d sat underneath her vanity, watching her through the glass top holding her brushes, her combs. The way her face was lit in the vanity’s light as she would look down and smile.

      I remembered my father’s funeral, a closed cedar box. In life, my father had smelled of cedar and motor oil. The night after his funeral, my mother removed the cedar satchels from all our closets, the ones that kept the moths away from the clothes. For another week the house smelled of cedar, but not oil.

      I remembered my mother crying every night. She thought I was asleep, but I’d creep down the hall and watch her through the small crack in the bedroom door. Sometimes she wore his clothes. Other times she crushed them to her face, smelling them with urgent, ragged breaths, and crying into the sleeves.

      I remembered my mother remarrying in the same church, in a tiny ceremony, to a tall man named Eddie much older than her. His graying hair and narrow eyes, and the way I felt colder when he entered a room.

      I remembered my little brother being born. I remembered how my mother put him in my arms for the first time and called him Daniel.

      I remembered Danny, three-years-old, climbing into my bed because he didn’t want to sleep alone anymore. He said he didn’t like the tree outside his window and the way it would scratch at his glass to be let in.

      I remembered how Eddie made Daniel sleep in his own bed, whipping him if he didn’t.

      How Daniel had cried, never having been whipped. It was the first time I’d felt useless, without anything to offer. I might as well have been whipped too. In fact, I would have preferred it.

      How Eddie looked at me as I did my homework or tanned in the backyard, getting coconut-scented lotion all over my scattered books with sticky hands.

      I remembered the first time he came into my bedroom at night.

      I remember trying to tell my mother, but she called me a whore and a liar, words I’d never even heard her say.

      I remembered her threatening to throw me out of the house.

      I remembered a younger Ally, promising to run away with me. I waited all night with a bag packed under my bed, straining to hear beyond my window for her voice or a tapping against the glass.

      But Ally hadn’t shown. I woke that morning to the sound of his voice in the kitchen, my bag packed at my feet. I remembered the panic and the sinking desolation in realizing I was still trapped.

      I remembered slipping out at midnight with my mother’s sleeping pills, his cigarette lighter and a whole bottle of Jack Daniels. I’d already drank down all the pills with the Jack when he found me. He demanded his usual price for his house, his food, his generosity. That night I hit him in the skull with that bottle and the lighter from my pocket did the rest. It’s amazing how flammable a barn can be, full of dry hay and splashed with alcohol.

      The smell of burning flesh. The guttural animalistic howl of a man burning to death, or the way flames furled up in sharp spikes as they eat a man—or the rush of power I felt knowing he’d die—even if it took me with him.

      But I’d forgotten that I’d wanted to die. I’d forgotten how much my mother had hurt me.

      I’d forgotten how close Ally and I were. I’d forgotten that my decision to abandon Danny was made long before I woke up to Brinkley’s offer and the knowledge that I could never go back to that life. It was made when I took those pills, never intending to come back.

      There was one other memory.

      And the way Gabriel slowed it down made me think it was important, as if this was what he was looking for.

      I was little and lying under a car with my father who was telling me what different parts of the car were. The harder I tried to see his face, the more it disappeared in the shadows of the car above us. But his laughter, like a good-natured rogue in one of those swash-buckling movies, his laughter I remembered. And the way I blamed him for dying too soon. If he hadn’t gotten his stupid ass crushed, Eddie would have never married my mother, never entered her house, and never tortured me.

      More memories existed, surely, because I felt the pressure of them trying to spill in, but Gabriel must have decided this was enough. It was like he reached in and shut off the valve, ending the flood drowning me.

      I jerked straight up to my feet. My face was so wet with tears I couldn’t see. I paced the circle screaming like a caged animal. The crows flew up from the trees at the sound of it, their feathers raining down slow like black ash around me.

      A twig snapped and I whirled to find Brinkley at the opposite edge of the clearing, about where Eddie died.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. He slowed down as he approached, the way you would approach an animal you suddenly saw in the woods.

      I screamed out everything I remembered.

      “Is that why you chose me?” I demanded to know. I wiped my runny nose and tears on my sleeve. “You knew I was a cold-blooded killer. That I’m a heartless, coward who’ll do any kind of depraved work for enough money. Fucked up beyond all repair, right? Why not die for a living? I wanted to die anyway. That’s why you won’t let me out of my contract early because you know I deserve this. I deserve to die over and over and⁠—”

      “Stop,” Brinkley said. He was much closer to me.

      “That’s all I am,” I yelled.

      “That’s what happened but that’s not who you are,” he said. “I chose you for who you are.”

      “A masochist? Someone willing to kill herself even when she didn’t know she’d survive.” I was wild and burning on the inside.

      Brinkley grabbed me by the arm and yanked me into a hug. It was beyond awkward and stiff and he swore under his breath the whole time but he didn’t let go of me.

      “If Eddie was a rapist, was my father some terrible criminal too?” I pulled away, nearing the full height of my hysteria. “A homicidal maniac? Serial murderer, terrorist or what? God only knows what he did before the car crushed him. Did you watch me since childhood waiting for me to prove I was evil?”

      “Jesse, stop,” Brinkley said. He held me out at arm’s length and shook me a little bit. “None of that is true. Your father was a good man before he died. He had a wonderful daughter who is a good person too. I didn’t know you existed until I got the call from one terrified mortician claiming that he thought he had one of those people on his table.”

      I wiped tears out of my eyes and swallowed some snot. “Rachel said you chose me because of who my father is. Then why did Rachel say that? What did she mean?”

      “Your father died when you were eight years old,” Brinkley said again, letting go of me. “But that doesn’t mean he stayed dead.”
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      The house was filling up fast, and it wasn’t that large to begin with. Mrs. Danica Phelps was stretched long in a dark box with velvet lining in the corner of the living room. Having seen plenty of coffins on display at Kirk’s funeral home, I could tell this particular one wasn’t top of the line, but it was well made and chosen with love, which is to say, it wasn’t cheap either. Danica must’ve had good insurance, had saved some money, or come into money since I’d left home.

      I felt claustrophobic in the squat one-story house, rubbing shoulders with people I didn’t recognize as I squeezed through the front door, kitchen, and hallway leading into the living room—still dizzy from what Brinkley had told me.

      My father was a necronite.

      It wasn’t out of the question, given that NRD had genetic markers. Because of when my father died, he would have been one of those swept up by the military in the tail end of the “protective custody” campaign. Brinkley claimed Eric Sullivan broke out of his military internment camp years before rights activists demanded their release and had been under the radar ever since. His current whereabouts and identity were unknown, and though I accepted this as truth, I also believed Brinkley had theories he wasn’t sharing.

      He’d made sure the house was secure before leaving me alone in it, but I didn’t like Brinkley leaving at all. He couldn’t tell me much about my father or even about the guys that had chased me at Rachel’s asylum. At this rate, I was going to die an idiot.

      “Go straight home after this,” Brinkley said, and disappeared out the back door. I stood by the coffin and looked down into the face of the woman lying in it. The smell was overwhelming, artificially fragrant with hints of musk and, beneath that, chemicals. I searched her face, her waxy skin, closed eyes and thin lips.

      Her hair was chestnut brown like mine and her skin relatively smooth. I found myself wondering what Kirk would think of her body: Had the mortician done a good job? Were her hair and clothes done right? What would he think of this coffin? An at-home viewing?

      I also wondered why my mother never considered death-replacing. Was she worried about the price? There were financing programs. Or she could have called me. But maybe that’s the very reason she never considered it.

      She didn’t look real. At least, I didn’t look at her and think, This is my mother. I saw a wax statue stretched out in a box. I touched the top of her hand, the one folded over the other on her stomach, and shuddered at how cold it was. I searched my new index of memories for anything labeled Mom. The thing I noticed was my memory of two separate mothers—no, not anything creepy like a body-snatcher mom or anything. But there was definitely a stark difference between how my mother was before my father died and after. The before mom was happy, beautiful and young. After, she seemed to age too quickly, worry too much, and become annoyed at every little thing.

      I was bothered by other reasons too. I’d seen a lot of death. Hell, I’d been a lot of dead. Yet this was really weird for me. The idea that life did actually end for some people, specifically, for someone I knew. That she wouldn’t just wake up.

      “Strange, isn’t it?” a man asked as if reading my thoughts.

      The sudden deep voice in my ear made me jump. “W-what?” I stammered. I was suddenly very self-conscious of how long I’d been standing at the coffin, staring into it.

      “It’s strange seeing death after you spend so much time overcoming it,” he said.

      He slid into the conversation with the ease of a man who held appearances. He was handsome. Maybe ten years older than me, he couldn’t be more than thirty-five. His clothes were clean and pressed, his hair pushed back out of his eyes. This man was so clean that I was embarrassed that my unkempt appearance was such a sharp contrast to his togetherness. I felt like the sloppiest of slobs, even if it was because I’d been wearing the same clothes for two days and had only just escaped a mental hospital.

      “Forgive me, but you are Jesse Sullivan, correct? Danica’s daughter?”

      “In the flesh,” I managed to say.

      “And are you not a death-replacement agent?” he asked.

      I nodded and glanced around the room self-consciously, wondering if anyone else here knew who I was. There were no pictures of me in the house—I’d checked—and I didn’t recognize any of these people. I had kept an eye out for Danny but hadn’t seen him yet, or any children for that matter. Maybe funerals weren’t an event you brought children to. Maybe Danny was locked in another room, being fed cookies.

      “Oh, don’t worry. I don’t think anyone knows about you. I’m the oldest friend here.” The stranger offered his hand. “I’m Mr. Reeves. I knew your parents.”

      I shook his hand. “Eddie wasn’t my father.”

      “I didn’t mean Mr. Phelps,” Mr. Reeves said with a smile. “I know your father, Eric Sullivan. And that you’re beautiful like your mother.”

      I found this compliment hard to digest. “Thank you.”

      “Except in some of your facial features, which are more like Eric’s. I see him quite a bit in your face, actually.”

      “How did you know my parents?” I asked.

      “You couldn’t know Danica and not know Eric. They were inseparable, once upon a time.” His voice trailed away wistfully. “Pity that I can’t remember a thing about him. I do love to reminisce. But it’s been over fifteen years.”

      I really didn’t want to talk to him if he had nothing useful to say, but I was sort of pinned between the wall and my mother’s coffin.

      “I can see I’ve made you uncomfortable.” He smiled slowly. “I’m sorry to stare, but the last time I saw you, you were a little girl. You’re all grown up now, and it’s a bit overwhelming for me. Time flies, as they say.”

      “Sorry, but I don’t remember you.”

      “I didn’t think you would,” he said. His eyes seemed to burn, making me writhe uncomfortably. “Like I said, you were very young.”

      He leaned forward again, exuding charm. I caught a whiff of his cologne as he whispered into my ear as if sharing a dirty secret, “May I ask you a personal question?”

      “Depends.”

      “Were you a Jack-in-the-box?”

      Jack-in-the-box was what we called NRD-positives who were buried and woke up in their coffins. Cemeteries had reinstated the practice of bell-ringing, where strings ran from the coffins to a bell on the surface. If they were alive to ring it, the caretaker would dig them out.

      “No, I wasn’t.” I searched the room again, praying for Danny to pop up. Kyra had lingered near the car to give me some privacy, but now I wished I’d made her come in. She’d know how to get me out of this conversation. Would anyone in this room come to my aid if I screamed?

      Mr. Reeves intentionally overlooked my discomfort and continued to run his mouth.

      “I’ve heard necronites can move things with their minds, alter reality around them, and even teleport. Anything you can think of—a necronite can do it,” he said.

      I thought I might have heard that last one in a movie. “Like jump from one place to another?”

      “Yes,” he answered. “Some can even resurrect corpses from their graves and control them like an army. They can freeze time with their willpower alone.”

      I blinked at him in utter disbelief. I burst out laughing, more out of nervousness than anything else. More than a few heads turned my way. Good to know I could draw attention if needed.

      “Sounds like a bunch of bullshit to me. You shouldn’t believe everything you hear,” I warned Reeves.

      “Just some of it?” he asked with an arched eyebrow.

      “Jesse!” a small voice cried out, and as I turned, two thin arms wrapped themselves around me. The top of a head bumped my chin and the smell of boy and home-cooked food overwhelmed me. Once I peeled my captor off of me, the very first thing I noticed were big hazel eyes, exactly like my own.

      “Danny,” I said, and squeezed him hard against me so that his toes came up off the floor. My god, he was so small when I saw him last, and now he was as tall as me.

      Daniel.

      I turned to shoo Mr. Reeves, but he was gone. Thank God. Still, I gave the room a once-over. In his absence, I felt better. The room cooled and it was easier to breathe. I also felt steadier. The nauseous, dizzy, and sick feelings slowly left my cramped body. I squeezed Danny again in relief.

      “You came,” he said in the same desperate tone. He refused to let me go. “I didn’t think you’d come.”

      “Of course I came.” My breath scattered a few chestnut curls on the top of his head. He’d grown up to have the same unruly waves and freckles as me. “How are you? Are you okay?”

      He pulled away from me finally but held my hand. I felt strange about it, but I didn’t pull away from him. I was willing to give this kid anything he needed right now.

      “I miss her,” he said. “But I understand that God needs her now.”

      It sounded like something my mom would have taught him to believe. “Are you okay, though? Where are you going to live now? Who’s going to take care of you?”

      “Uncle Paul and Aunt Jody,” he said. Aunt Jody was Eddie’s sister—one of the few names I recalled, but no real memory of her existed.

      “Are they nice?” I asked, fearing the worst. I knew I was in no shape to take custody of a child right now, but I’d be damned if I was going to let this kid end up with anyone depraved.

      “Uncle Paul and I fish a lot, and he lets me drive his truck through the fields. Aunt Jody can be strict about keeping the house clean, but she’s a really good cook and she’s helping me catch up on my homework. They don’t live too far away, so I won’t have to change schools or nothing.”

      “Anything,” I corrected. His description didn’t scream molesters or child abusers, so my shoulders relaxed. “It sounds like you’ll be happy with them, Danny. I’m really glad.”

      I spoke too soon. He teared up and his little lip quivered. “I wish she didn’t die though.”

      “Me too, buddy,” I told him, even though I wasn’t feeling too sad about her death. There was nothing of the woman I knew in this box and nothing of this house that I felt any emotion for except the barn, and that was burned to the ground. Maybe it was the room full of people. Maybe it was not talking to her for seven years, I’m not sure. I knew that whatever I expected to feel about this—I didn’t. My pain was completely unrelated to the corpse. My regrets came from somewhere else.

      “I want her to wake up,” he whispered. “Like you did.”

      I saw this orphaned kid staring at his mother with tears in his eyes and it broke my heart. “Oh, honey. It doesn’t work that way. I wish it did, but it doesn’t.” Because I inherited my NRD from my father.

      “Why didn’t you come home?” he asked. “You could have saved her.”

      I should’ve seen this coming. I looked him straight in the eye so he’d know I meant what I was about to say. “It wasn’t because of you, Danny. Okay? I promise it wasn’t because of you. Mom and I didn’t get along.”

      “But we missed you.”

      No way in hell Mom missed me.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t love you anymore because you’re a zombie?” he asked.

      I bit my lip and swallowed a laugh. Anytime anyone uses the word “zombie,” a hot rush of angers fills me head to toe. However, hearing it come out of my little brother’s mouth, with his voice still sweet and pre-pubescent, made me smile.

      And he was old enough to handle at least some of the truth. “Mom told me not to come back. I guess she was worried I’d hurt you.”

      “That’s not what Mom told me,” he said. “She said you got a job and moved away. She says that’s what grownups do.”

      “She talked about me?”

      “All the time.”

      “No way,” I blurted. And she couldn’t tell me this shit? “What did she say?”

      “She was proud of you,” he said.

      I kissed the top of his head and squeezed him again. I used the little guy to hold my shaking body in place. I didn’t know what else to do.

      I saw Kyra coming through the back kitchen door and she gave a little wave. I was out of time.

      Danny must’ve sensed the change. “Please don’t go. I promise it’s okay. Aunt Jody doesn’t like zombies, but Uncle Paul doesn’t care. He says God has a plan for everything.”

      “I can’t stay,” I told him. “Let me get some things in order and I promise to visit.”

      He squeezed me tighter.

      “I promise I’ll call more, write more, email, whatever you kids do these days. Do you text?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I don’t have a cell phone.”

      Christmas present, check.

      “Tell your uncle that I have money and if you need anything, he should call me,” I said, handing him one of my crumpled business cards. Then I shoved the wad of cash Ally had given me into his hands. “Take this too and put it away for just in case.”

      His eyes were huge. I’m guessing he’d never seen so much money at one time. “In case of what?”

      “Anything,” I said. “If you need me, you call me, okay? Hey, how did you get my number the first time?”

      “It was in Mom’s address book.”

      Jesus, Mom. Really? You kept tabs on me for seven years, told people how proud you were, but you couldn’t even manage a phone call?

      I gave him one last hug, amazed at how easy it was to coddle him. What had I expected, him to be aloof? Distant, maybe, now that he was an orphan.

      But the fact remained, it really was time to go. I’d seen the corpse. I’d checked on the boy. If I stayed any longer, I ran the risk of getting caught or having one of those dramatic family-member blowouts that I’d been worried about.

      So I turned my back on my mother’s house, knowing I’d never see it again.
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      I sobbed like a baby all the way back to Nashville. I’m sure Herwin would call it years of repressed anger and depression working its way to the surface. Worse, I was drowning in all that Rachel and Brinkley had said, seeing my little brother all grown up, that I was the one who half-orphaned him, and that my mom might have loved me after all.

      It was too much.

      I told Kyra what I’d remembered in the woods, leaving out the part about Gabriel. “When I hired Ally, she said we were friends in high school. I recognized her, but not as my best friend for like years. I hadn’t forgotten about what a douchebag Eddie was, but I’d forgotten a lot of it, and I’d forgotten her. That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “You know you have brain damage,” Kyra said. “How many years had you been dying before you saw Ally again?”

      “Five.”

      Kyra made a there you go gesture. “Five years of dying. Of course you’d forget.”

      “But why didn’t Ally tell me we were best friends?”

      Kyra shrugged. “She probably knew it’d be weird to bring it up if you didn’t remember.”

      Somehow Ally had found me in Nashville, applied for my assistant position, and then pretended like it wasn’t a big deal. That in the past we’d been acquaintances at best.

      I fell against the seat. “God, I feel like such an asshole. Why didn’t she tell me?”

      “I’m sure she has a good explanation,” Kyra said. “Just talk to her when you get back. Apologize if you feel you have to. Tell her you were brain dead from all that death-replacing but you’re good now.”

      “I want to sleep and when I wake up, poof. All better.”

      Kyra pulled a pillow from her backseat and offered it to me, without swerving once. We lapsed into silence as I delved deeper into my own thoughts. Rachel, Brinkley, Gabriel, Ally, Danny, Eddie, my mother, my father—they each played on a loop in my head until I dozed off, exhausted from sleep deprivation.

      Kyra thrashed me. “Jesse, wake up. Wake up.”

      My eyes focused first on the dashboard clock. Hours had passed and, ahead, the outline of Nashville’s Centennial Park came into view. The cop car behind us, flashing its swirling lights.

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

      I gestured toward my ragged complexion in the visor mirror. “Have I ever had a good plan?”

      “Good point,” she muttered.

      Kyra pulled over and turned on her emergency flashers. “Damn. We were so close.”

      “I think we should go with it. I’m too tired to make up a story.”

      “You can’t lie for shit anyway,” she said. “If they take you, I’ll call Ally and tell her where you are. She can ask her brother what to do.”

      Kyra fell silent. A tap-tap-tap sounded against her window. She rolled it down with a push of a button, and a waft of chilly air rushed in. Agent Garrison leaned down into the window, wearing his usual half-neutral, half-pained expression.

      “Dare I ask where you ladies are heading?” he inquired.

      “Breakfast,” Kyra said. I guess that could’ve worked since it was noon and we still wore the clothes we’d had on the night before. Certainly we looked like we’d rolled off someone’s couch, starved.

      “Yes, can I please have breakfast before you interrogate me?” I asked. It was a sincere request. I’d only had gas station food—an orange juice and a sugar-laden snack cake—since we left.

      His eyes narrowed as if inspecting me more closely—my disheveled hair, smeared makeup, and puffy eyes. “We won’t keep you long.”

      “I guess that means no.” I gathered up my bag.

      After a little wave to Kyra, I slid into the back of the cop car with minimal grace, but managed to keep my skirt down so that Agent Garrison’s partner didn’t get a free peep show. Also, I tried not to let the overwhelming smell of leather and the fact that my doors didn’t open from the inside freak me out. God, Eve had scarred me for life.

      “So, am I being arrested?”

      “That depends,” Garrison said. He ran a hand through his hair. “On how well our discussion at the station goes.”

      “For the record, I maintain that I’m the victim here.”

      They clearly didn’t agree, nor did they indulge my chitchat until we arrived at the station—which was noisy. I didn’t know how anyone got any work done with all that racket.

      A couple of officers glanced my way as we passed. I hoped they didn’t think I was a hooker—excuse me, sex worker—with day-old eyeliner and the slutty schoolgirl-gone-bad look. Given that I looked young, they probably would peg me as some juvenile delinquent. Aside from these few glances, most of the officers were too busy to even spare a look.

      Garrison looked through my bag and held my toothbrush up in the overhead lights as if it was evidence.

      “Haven’t you ever been clubbing?” I asked. “Girls always pack a toothbrush and their underwear in case we go home with someone else. No crime there.”

      His partner snorted as Garrison returned my bag. He couldn’t prove I’d left town, especially since the directions were in Kyra’s car and I’d given Danny my suspicious chunk of cash.

      Agent Garrison sat in the seat opposite mine. His large metal desk stretched between us.

      He opened a file and clicked his pen once so the ballpoint extended. The folder was terribly thick. I leaned over to see whose it was, and he slid it away.

      “Is that whole file on me?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer. But unless I needed new eyes, I was pretty sure that was my name on the top tab and that some of the papers were written in Brinkley’s handwriting. I had a record. That was something I needed to know. And Brinkley said he’d kept me under the radar.

      “Where did you go last night, Ms. Sullivan?” Garrison asked.

      “At what time?” I asked.

      “The whole time,” his partner said. He was downright mean, and I wasn’t in the mood for mean after the trip I’d had.

      “Hi, I’m Jesse Sullivan,” I said, extending my hand toward him. He jumped back as if I’d burned him. “I’m a real person with feelings, so maybe you can treat me like one.”

      Agent Garrison cracked a smile. Whoa. Too bad I didn’t have a camera to capture that brief miracle. His face was a mask of calm again before his partner even had time to react.

      “Can you get me a coffee, please?” Garrison asked. His partner wandered away without as much as a glance toward me. I guess we disagreed on me being a real person.

      “Wow, and I thought the good cop, bad cop thing was a cliché,” I said. “Good to know some television gives it to you straight.”

      Garrison laced his fingers in front of him. “I think humor is your defense mechanism, Ms. Sullivan.”

      “I think I already have one government-issued therapist, thanks.”

      “This conversation is going to end in one of two ways. Either you’ll cooperate and I’ll let you walk out of this building, or you won’t cooperate and I’ll serve this warrant.”

      He tapped a piece of paper beside the file. That certainly got my attention. Did he really have a warrant? Don’t they serve those when they arrest you, so why wait? Or was he bluffing to get me to talk?

      Garrison spoke in a low, guarded tone. “Let me be clear. My sole objective is to discover who is responsible for the recent events and hold them accountable. However, interagency diplomacy is on its last leg. Detectives like Bobkins have little or no patience for our involvement, so I do not have much time—do you understand?”

      I nodded. “Then why are you even working with them? Don’t you have your own office?”

      “The FBRD doesn’t have a Nashville branch,” he said. “So I work with what I have. And if you refuse to help, let’s go with the understatement that you won’t like what comes next.”

      I tried to remember what Brinkley had told me about the FBRD corruption. If Garrison knew what was going on, why would he feel any kind of pressure?

      “What do you want? To kill me and get me out of the way? Get promoted? A fat check? Why should I believe that you want to protect me at all? How do I know you aren’t looking for my weaknesses?”

      Garrison’s face had a strange, unreadable expression. “Did Brinkley tell you the FBRD meant you harm?”

      If I couldn’t lie for shit, there was no point trying. I nodded.

      “What else did he tell you?” he pressed, as if I’d spoken. But Bobkins reentered the main office from the adjacent corridor, Styrofoam cup in hand.

      “Nothing you want him to hear,” I said, and nodded in Bobkins’s direction.

      Garrison’s intense gaze made my skin itch. I diverted my attention to Bobkins approaching.

      Garrison’s tone changed when he accepted his coffee. His veiled warnings from a moment ago hung mid-air between us, but he spoke as if nothing had been said. “When you left the club with Ms. Kyra Fenton, where did you go?”

      “Back to her place.”

      “How long were you there?”

      I’d stick with the truth as long as I could. “Not long.”

      “Do you know what time you left?”

      “No,” I said. “I’m not even sure what time we left The Loft.”

      “Where did you go next?”

      “We stopped at Arby’s for milkshakes.” Technically true even if those two stops were hours apart. “But they were cleaning the machine so I didn’t get one.”

      “When is the last time you saw your assistant, Alice Gallagher?” he asked.

      The mention of her name was enough to make my heart jump. “Last night at the club.”

      “Have you spoken to her since?”

      “No,” I said. I definitely noticed this shift in the conversation. “Why?”

      “Are you currently aware of Ms. Gallagher’s whereabouts?”

      “Aren’t you aware of her whereabouts?” My heart pounded harder. “You’ve been following us for days.”

      “Ms. Gallagher left the night club alone. We quit tailing her in an attempt to find you,” he said.

      My heart felt like it was completing a series of 180-degree flops in my chest.

      “Do you have any reason to suspect that she may have conspired with Eve Hildebrand to kill you?” he pressed.

      “No,” I said.

      “Are you aware that Alice and Eve Hildebrand are members of the same fitness club?”

      I couldn’t breathe.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” he said, scrawling on the paper in front of him.

      “Stop!” Several heads turned my way as Garrison asked me to calm down. “Just stop, okay. Why are you asking me these questions about Ally?”

      Bobkins answered me. “We have tried to contact her but can’t reach her.”

      “What do you mean can’t reach her?” I dug in my bag furiously for my phone and called Ally twice. She didn’t answer.

      “No, no, no.” I dialed a third time.

      Garrison watched in silence.

      I slammed my fist against the desk. If the police quit watching her in an attempt to find me and something happened to her, I’d never forgive myself. When Bobkins came toward me I knocked him away, much farther than a tiny person like myself should have been able to move a man that size. For some reason, I thought of Rachel taking out those two men.

      “Why didn’t you protect her?” I screamed at Garrison. “You’re an idiot if you think the people who want to kill me wouldn’t go after her. Nothing would make me come running faster.”

      “Assuming you didn’t orchestrate the attack yourself,” Bobkins said.

      My body turned electric. Something inside me moved and shifted and all I could think was, God, please let her be okay. I have to tell her I’m sorry. I have to tell her that after all that she did for me, all those times she consoled me after what Eddie did, when she told me everything was going to be okay, after all of that⁠—

      You must calm down. Gabriel appeared behind Garrison, wings stretching out before tucking. It is not safe to lose control here.

      I swallowed, inhaling quickly. I didn’t think I was losing control. I wasn’t hurling desks or choking people.

      Garrison’s eyes were wider than before, which meant I was at least a little frightening. He motioned to Bobkins, but the officer objected. Whatever I was doing, Garrison saw it and Bobkins didn’t. What was I doing? What was happening to me?

      Ally is not yet harmed. Focus, Jesse.

      Ally wasn’t hurt. Yet. He’d said yet. Focus. Focus.

      “Where did you see her last?” I asked. I couldn’t remember the last question he’d asked, so this was the best I could do as I slowly drew deep breaths in and out of my nose.

      “I think you know where she is,” Bobkins said. He wasn’t happy about being pushed. At least they weren’t trying to arrest me for assault yet. “And I think you know what’s going on.”

      “Yes, because we replacement agents love to kill ourselves off.” As soon as the words left my lips, my stomach twitched. I guess I did have a history of killing myself. Garrison’s eyes narrowed. I thought it best to add the very true statement, “Believe me, if I wanted to die, I wouldn’t need Eve’s help.”

      But Bobkins wouldn’t shut up. “There’s a guy in Auckland who’s killed himself fifty-five times. He does it for kicks, just for fun.”

      I made a strangled sound in my throat as I fought to focus, but really I wanted to explode. “Uh, Bobkins, did you have a point?”

      His fists blanched white, as if he’d like nothing better than to pulverize my face.

      Garrison spoke up. “This morning at 8:47 a.m., Ms. Gallagher received a call of unknown origin. At 9:23 a.m., she disappeared somewhere near Fourth Avenue.”

      “That means you don’t know who called, right? Because that’s not suspicious as hell.” I put my head in my hands, laughed high in my throat. What was I going to do? How the hell was I going to find Ally?

      Keep breathing, Jesse, Gabriel warned. My skin itched.

      “Are you aware that over four hundred replacement agents have died in the last six months? Over a thousand in the last year?” Garrison asked.

      “It’s what we do, Agent Garrison.” I squeezed my hair in my hands, pulling it away from my temples, hoping for some release of pressure.

      “Dead dead, Jesse,” he said. “And not just death-replacement agents. Several of the necronites had not yet made their condition public. That means someone with power and authority is able to discover who is NRD-positive, even if they haven’t registered their status.”

      If Brinkley hadn’t told me about these attacks, I might have wondered why we were dying. It could have been a virus depleting the necronite population, or a newly discovered medical “cure” that prevented us from resurrecting. Yet Atlanta scrawled across my mind. Someone had decided necronites deserved to stay dead like the rest of humanity.

      But who was doing it: FBRD, the Church, or the military?

      I lifted my head from my hands. Gabriel was watching me carefully.

      “We think these attacks are only the beginning,” Garrison said.

      “Not this bullshit again.” Bobkins threw up his hands and turned away. I couldn’t figure out if this was an elaborate dance between them, some kind of cop code, or if Bobkins was genuinely disgusted by Garrison’s willingness to bring me into the loop.

      Over one thousand of the unkillable, killed.

      I wet my lips. “Maybe the military wants us back in protective custody to make super soldiers, or use us for bio-warfare or whatever. If they scare us enough, maybe we’ll run right back into their camouflaged arms.”

      “Horseshit,” Bobkins said, posturing himself like a gorilla. “No idiot’s going to believe this nonsense.”

      Ignoring Bobkins, I met Garrison’s eyes in a challenge. “Then there’s the FBRD.”

      Garrison cocked his head to one side.

      “You know why they’re suspect,” I told him. “Eve isn’t the only one who gets around.”

      It was close to treason. The Bureau licensed me. They’d taken a high school dropout and given her a good-paying job. I could be unemployed and under-skilled in a heartbeat. But I wanted Garrison to know about the rogue FBRD agent and his connection to Eve. I wanted him to start looking in the right place.

      “Your own handler,” Bobkins said, mocking my tone.

      “Or someone like him,” I said, holding Garrison’s gaze.

      Garrison had the strangest look on his face—doubt, if I didn’t know better. I was willing to bet that Garrison knew something was up in the FBRD.

      “That’s enough for now,” Garrison said, pushing away from the desk.

      “A few more questions,” Bobkins said. “Then she can leave.”

      Garrison gave me a look. If I wanted to end this now, I’d have to speak up for myself.

      “Look,” I said, struggling to focus my eyes on his. I felt dizzy and lightheaded. That bizarre electrical surge had left me, and I was cold. I shivered. “I need sleep and probably a pain pill. So if you have to arrest me, then take me to a cell where I can lay down. If not, please let me go home. Either way, I can’t talk about this anymore.”

      And Ally, I thought. I have to find Ally.

      Garrison came around the desk and escorted me to the exit. Bobkins glared at me.

      I was about to walk out and give Gloria or Lane a call to pick me up when Garrison grabbed me roughly by the elbow.

      “Hey,” I said, wrenching my arm away. I was so tired of being manhandled. “We already gave you the paperwork and I’ve done everything I can to prove I’m not a psycho. I don’t know what else you want from me.”

      Garrison let go of my arm. “If you intend to look for your friend, I highly advise against it.”

      “I don’t care what you advise. Your detective skills are shit.”

      “I highly advise against it,” he repeated, stepping over my snarky attitude. “But if I were you, I’d ask Eve Hildebrand.”

      “How the hell can I ask Eve? She’s in jail.”

      “She has visiting hours like every other inmate,” he said. “Alice knew that.”

      Garrison disappeared back into the police station without waiting for a reply.

      “How did she know?” I asked, watching him through the clear doors until his dark shape melted into a torrential sea of others.

      It took me a minute to piece it together, but then it hit me. I realized what he’d so cryptically suggested.

      She knew because she’d gone to see her.

      Either before or after I ditched Nashville, Ally had begun her own investigation. And whatever trail she’d followed had led to nowhere good.

      I should have known that Ally couldn’t sit by and watch the world fall apart any more than I could.
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      The Davidson County jail was in downtown Nashville, only a couple of blocks away from the James Robertson Parkway police station I’d just left. On my way over, I used my cell phone to call Gloria and ask her to pick me up from the jail in about an hour. Otherwise, I would have had to walk the mile to Lane’s comic book store.

      I popped into the McDonald’s across the street. Good thing, considering I looked like the walking dead. I used the soap from the hand dispensers and those scratchy brown paper towels to clean myself, wiping at the smeared makeup and brushing my hair into a respectable ponytail. I had a toothbrush and no toothpaste. But dry brushing was enough to remove the fuzzy slippers from my teeth.

      At this point, I felt better except for the acidic feeling in my belly. I was worried about Ally, but there was nothing I could do for her yet.

      The jail was a brick building that couldn’t be any more intimidating with its barred windows, strange noises, and bulletproof doors. The boxy shape and uninviting exterior made it look like it wanted to be a prison when it grew up. My heart raced and head pounded, and I got this terrible feeling as I went inside.

      The desk attendant was nice enough as he asked me to sign in and take a seat. Once he gathered some papers, he told me to follow him to this room full of narrow glass cubicles. I took the plastic chair that he offered and stared through the empty glass. It was like a mirror, each side with a chair, a small lip of a table for elbows, and a plastic phone attached to a silver cord snaking from the wall. The only difference was no one sat in the chair across from mine. As I was trying to figure out what that strange smell was, like old plastic and antiseptic, a guard walked through a door and plopped Eve into the chair opposite mine.

      He tapped the glass to get my attention. “You’ve got fifteen minutes.”

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      The square block of a man exited without a word.

      Okay then.

      The last time I saw Eve she was straddling my chest trying to saw off my head. Her appearance hadn’t improved. Her hair hadn’t been washed in a few days, and without makeup and her miracle bra, she looked much older. Not to mention, orange was not a great color for her complexion.

      “Your neck healed.” She took a pack of cigarettes out of her jumper pocket and lit one with a match. I didn’t quite know what to say. Eve gestured with her hands as smoke billowed about her face. “Did you come here for a good look or what?”

      Asking me a direct question helped. I shook my head until the words came. “No, I want to talk about Ally—Alice—Gallagher, the girl that came with me to your replacement. Straight blond hair, nose ring.”

      She nodded in the direction of the closed door. “You’ve got fifteen minutes.”

      “What did you tell her when she came to see you?”

      Eve’s eyes narrowed as she took a long drawl. “She didn’t tell you?”

      “She can’t,” I said. “On account that she’s missing.”

      Her eyes widened. “Since when?”

      “This morning.”

      Eve wouldn’t look at me, lost in her own thoughts. “She asked about the man.”

      “Your last John?” I asked. Where the hell had I heard the word “John”? It sort of slipped out. Crappy TV, probably. That’s where I learned everything. “What’s his name?”

      “He was a first-timer. He didn’t tell me his name,” she said.

      “Didn’t you ask?”

      “You saw us. We didn’t do much talking, did we?”

      She couldn’t even look me in the face.

      “You tried to cut off my head,” I said, and hit the glass hard enough to make her look up. “You could at least tell me what you know.”

      She blinked several times, pretending to care more about her cigarette than what I was saying.

      “You’re a completely worthless human being, aren’t you?” I asked.

      I shoved my chair back with an angry scrape across the hard floor.

      “You’re leaving?” she asked as if actually surprised.

      “Uh, yeah. You won’t tell me who the guy was, you won’t tell me what you told my friend, and you won’t even tell me why you tried to kill me. Not even a ‘well, I had this knife and I wanted to see what you could do’ or a pathetic ‘Jesus told me to’ or anything. God forbid a ‘sorry.’”

      I turned to leave but she banged her palms against the glass. When I turned back, I saw her mouth moving in wide, exaggerated movements, but I couldn’t hear her words until I picked up the plastic receiver again.

      “Okay, I’ll tell you.”

      I gestured to the phone as if to say I was waiting, but I didn’t sit back down.

      “The guy told me his name was Brad Cestrum,” she whispered. “I swear that’s the only name he gave me. He found me. He made his appointment and gave me very specific instructions. I didn’t see him again until that day in the hotel room. I don’t know anything else about him.”

      “What did you tell Ally?”

      “She asked why I did it. Did someone force me? What was in it for me?”

      “And what did you tell her?” I eased back into my chair.

      Eve’s eyes welled up and her jaw tightened. “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Come on,” I said. “I can’t figure out where she went if you don’t give me clues.”

      “She’s missing.” She shook her head. “You’ll be next.”

      “Why do you care?” I laughed. “You tried to kill me.”

      She wiped tears off her cheeks and cupped her hand over her mouth and the receiver.

      “They have my daughter.”

      It took a moment for my brain to process the whispers. But as the words came together, my anger intensified.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked.

      She made a frantic waving motion with her hand. “Keep your voice down. Please.”

      I tried to let this set in, but frankly it was too much. “I’m supposed to believe you’re a victim? You tried to kill me, but you’re the victim?”

      Tears welled in her eyes again and I slammed the phone down. I took deep breaths while Eve just sat there and cried on the other side of the glass. Finally, once I was able to unclench my jaw, I lifted the receiver again.

      “Look,” I began, kicking myself the whole time. “It’s clear that you’ve been forced into a bad position. I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s going on. I know you’re scared, but you have to be honest with me. Apparently, you can’t or won’t tell the authorities, but I’m not an authority. More importantly, it seems we are after the same people, so we can help each other out, right? But I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what you know.”

      She nodded, wiping her face on her sleeve.

      According to the clock on my phone, we had five minutes. “Talk fast.”

      She whispered so low that I could barely hear her. I was forced to press my ear to the grimy phone to make out her words.

       So gross.

      “Two months ago he found me and paid me to get information about you and your office schedule. I sent another girl into the office to ask questions. It was an easy hundred bucks. So when he asked me if I wanted to make more, I said sure. He said to get you to the hotel at the right day and time and he’d do the rest. Then the bastard took my daughter the day before the replacement to make sure I kept my appointment. And he told me if I wanted to get her back—I had to kill you.”

      “And you were just cool with that?”

      “I knew what you were. I hoped you’d be fine. I went after your neck, not your brain, remember?”

      I mean, she wasn’t wrong, but I also didn’t love what I was hearing.

      “The guy took your daughter on the nineteenth?”

      “Yeah,” she agreed.

      “They took your daughter and told you if you didn’t kill me in the hotel room, they’d hurt her.”

      “I’m real sorry about your neck, but I’d do it again for my little girl.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said, waving her on. I couldn’t think about that or I’d get mad again. “So what happened?”

      “They were supposed to return her to my momma after I was arrested, but they didn’t. Then he turned up here.”

      “Who?”

      “Brad,” she said. “He said my daughter is safe. He let me see her on his phone. But he also said that if I confessed or told anyone anything, they’d kill her. I’m supposed to stick to my story.”

      “What’s your story?” I asked. Two minutes. Tick, tock, tick, tock.

      “I know prostitution is wrong and I thought that by killing one of God’s enemies, I would be forgiven and granted a place in heaven.”

      “Did you tell Ally all of this?” I asked.

      “She promised to find my daughter. But if she’s missing then they’ve probably killed her and my baby too.”

      “You don’t know Ally,” I argued. “She’s head and shoulders above the rest of us mere mortals, and she’s definitely smarter than some goons. If she promised you she’d find your daughter, she will.”

      I hoped that Ally was hiding somewhere with the kid. And I didn’t tell Eve that because for all I knew, she’d turn right around and tell Brad. I had a feeling she’d kill me herself right now if she had the chance—if that improved her chances of seeing her kid.

      “What’s her name?” I asked. “Your kid?”

      “Nessa,” Eve said. It was the first time I saw her smile since I met her. A small but sweet smile.

      The door behind her opened and the block-shaped guard yanked Eve out of the seat.

      “Don’t worry,” I told her. I couldn’t believe I was trying to comfort the person who’d nearly killed me. “We will find her.”

      Eve looked about as convinced as I was—not much.

      Forty minutes later, I stumbled stiffly down the steps and fell into the passenger seat of Gloria’s gold Buick, idling at the curb. I drew in a deep breath.

      She waited until I closed the heavy door. “You need a favor.”

      “I need a favor,” I confirmed.

      “Just ask.”

      “I need you to view Nessa Hildebrand,” I said. “Eve’s daughter. I’m sure we can find a picture of her from St. Mary’s yearbook if you need it.”

      “I already have a picture of Nessa,” Gloria said.

      “Why?” She was good at guessing the future, but I’d be real impressed if she was this far ahead of me.

      “Ally asked for the same favor,” she said.

      Of course Ally was smart enough to enlist Gloria’s help too. “Anything yet?”

      “I’m working on it.”

      I was kind of hoping that Gloria had given Ally the information. At least it would’ve been likely that Ally was hiding with the little girl somewhere instead of kidnapped. Or dead.

      I was scared to ask my next question. “What about Ally? Did you know she’s missing?”

      Her lips pressed together and she put the car into drive. “I’m working on that too.”
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2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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