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      At 11:45 p.m. on July 30, Sabrina Greenwald sat in a hotel suite in the most unlikely place for her to be: The Strip, Las Vegas, Nevada. The hotel suite cost almost $10,000 per night (and that was a discounted rate because it was summer), but she figured why the hell not.

      Every single measure she had—and she had dozens of them—said that she would die on July 31.

      She had known this since she started casting at the age of eight.

      Precocious, her mother had said proudly.

      Time-limited, her grandmother would reply. The powers come early to those who will die young.

      Her mother and grandmother could cast too. They all had the powers of premonition, and those powers were not blessed ones.

      In fact, her grandmother, a dyspeptic woman who never saw the good in anything, gave birth to a daughter and cried. Then she promptly named that daughter Pandora, as a reminder of all the bad things that were escaping into the world.

      That daughter, Sabrina’s mother, said the name Pandora was a beacon of hope, because no matter what evil got unleashed, hope would always remain.

      You’re dreamin’, girl, Grandmama would say every single time they had that conversation. Every. Single. Time.

      Sabrina was a mix of both—optimistic on her good days and pessimistic on her bad ones.

      This was a bad one, and she had promised herself it would be a good one. Her last day on Earth should have been filled with celebration—good meals, friends, lots of love.

      In fact, her mother suggested it at Christmas.

      The best part? her mother had said. We’ll all be there with you, so whatever comes, we can mitigate it.

      Sabrina had shaken her head. Or something bad could happen to you, too.

      Nothing bad will happen to Mama, Sabrina’s twin brother, Darren, had said. I would make sure of that.

      As if he could. He never believed that Sabrina would die. They were together forever, he would say, and she would give him a small smile. They weren’t going to be together forever, and she saw it as her duty to make sure he was prepared for that.

      Like most males in the family, Darren had no precog abilities. He tried not to dismiss them, especially since he benefited from them, but he didn’t want to believe either.

      I like to think we have free will, he would say, and everyone would nod.

      Only Grandmama would confront him. Free will and knowing the future ain’t mutually exclusive, son, she would say. There’s folks who can overcome what’s predicted.

      But Sabrina was convinced her grandmother really didn’t believe that. Sabrina figured her grandmother would say that as a sop to non-believers.

      She had this hunch because, when she was thirteen, she overheard her grandmother and her mother talking.

      The big ones, we can’t wish those away, Grandmama said. They’re touchstones in our lives—birth, death. You know this, Pandy. Those are fixed points. And there ain’t nothing we can do about Sabrina’s short life, except love her to pieces now.

      Fixed points. The birth could be predicted. The death could be predicted. Everything in between—unless you were one of those “important” people whose lives seemed to be in constant flux—was subject to the vagaries of fate. Or, as Darren would say, free will.

      Darren had talked to Sabrina a lot during this past year. He was always encouraging her to fight her future.

      He wanted her to stay with him, pretend that the date wasn’t coming up. His death date—predicted at his birth as was the family tradition—wouldn’t come for another sixty-five years. Her brother would live a long life.

      He kept saying to her that if she believed the predictions to be true, then he had nothing to fear by being at her side.

      There’s a lot worse things than dying, Darren, she would say to him. He finally made her list them, so she did: Disfigurement, dismemberment, and traumatic brain injury resulting in dementia. I’m afraid, Darre, that you might become a vegetable just by staying at my side. Think about it: your death date doesn’t say you’ll live a good life. Just that you’ll live a long one.

      He had shrugged it off, like the young male he was. Immortal, invincible, ready to take on the world.

      She had never felt that way. She had always known she was not going to have a lot of chances.

      In the end, she fled her home in the middle of the night, more than a week ago now. She took comfort in the fact that her family wasn’t tech-savvy enough to track her via her bank accounts or her credit card usage.

      And she knew them well enough to know that if she didn’t return, if she disappeared off the face of the earth (which was a distinct possibility), then they would try to use their magic to track her, which had never worked, not even when she was a toddler. Something about her magic made her impervious to theirs.

      Then, and only then, would they hire someone without magic, someone who would use modern techniques to find her.

      Tracking her to this hotel wouldn’t be hard for someone like that.

      Her family, though, would have a great deal of difficulty with it.

      Which was why she couldn’t call Darren right now. She might blunder and tell him she was in Las Vegas, a city her entire family hated. They always said it had fake luck and harmed people, but now that she was here, she wondered if that was true.

      It was just a place, after all. A very interesting and exclusive place, but still, just a place—even if it was the nicest place she had stayed in her entire life.

      Although she could do without the gold décor in the second master suite, and the gold trim throughout the other six rooms.

      Yes, if she called Darren, she would let something like that slip. And then she would laugh, and he would remember it. Darren was good at remembering every little detail.

      She missed him. She couldn’t remember the last time she had voluntarily separated herself from him.

      The fact that she had survived to this very moment buoyed her, just a little. It was already July 31 in East Cape, New Zealand, and had been for about ten hours now.

      So, ten hours of July 31 had gone by somewhere in the world, and she was still alive.

      She had no idea how these death dates really worked. Was she scheduled to die at a particular date and time, and was that time fixed to a time zone?

      Or was she set to die on the date and the date only?

      The fact that she was still here after ten hours probably meant her death was affixed to a time.

      And if that was the case, then maybe it was affixed to a place.

      And if that was true, why had no one told her? Hey, Sabrina, avoid Kalamazoo, Michigan. If you go there at 4 p.m. on July 31, you’ll die.

      Easy-peasy. But the way her family conjured, they seemed to only get the date, and nothing more.

      And everyone she consulted seemed confused by the nuance. They all believed the death date was a death date.

      It infuriated her so much that she actually thought of going to New Zealand, just to shake her fist at her death day and tell the universe to bring it on.

      But she respected fate. And she worried that shaking her fist at her death day might actually force her into some risky situations that she wouldn’t normally be in.

      Like being in a hotel suite on The Strip in Las Vegas—or so her brother might say. Or her pessimistic grandmother.

      Still, going to New Zealand felt wrong, just like fleeing to American Samoa felt wrong too. If she was going to die on July 31, she wasn’t the kind of person to wring the very last second out of the day.

      Besides, she thought it might end up as one of those cosmic jokes: She could see herself beginning a celebration on what she thought was 12:01 a.m. in American Samoa, only to discover that her watch or some clock was off, and she had three minutes left in the day.

      And then, for some reason, in some way, she would die.

      So better to go somewhere new and different, where her family couldn’t become collateral damage. She had given this years of thought and had come up with the plan she was living now.

      She was using what was left of the inheritance she had gotten from her father to splurge in Las Vegas. The splurge had sounded like a fun idea to her twenty-something self, which was when she put the money away.

      Later—as she thought about booking this, so a long time later—she realized that renting an expensive suite in a part of the country used to great wealth was an even better idea than she had originally thought.

      This damn place was more secure than a bank vault. Getting into this room took special keys, lots of codes, and most important of all, money.

      Not even someone with an invitation could get in easily.

      If she never left the room, she was about as safe as a person could be without a trusted bodyguard.

      The suite was gorgeous, even with the gold, maybe the nicest place she had ever stayed. It was technically called a villa by the hotel, and the villa level wasn’t even the best the hotel had to offer. That would have been the palace level, but that level only came in three- and four-bedrooms, and she felt like that was overkill, no pun intended.

      This was overkill, too. A two-bedroom suite on the top floor of the exclusive wing of the hotel, with an exclusive gated entrance and a private lobby, for heaven’s sake. Just to get on the elevator required a key card and a special code. To get past the private lobby required the key card and a different code.

      Then there was the gated entrance, guarded by the butler, who stood at his station doing God knows what, because she had no use for him. She had actually asked him if he could take time off, because she didn’t need him, and he politely said, No ma’am, I’m here in case you need me.

      He sounded very firm about that, so she didn’t argue. Besides, he couldn’t get past the gated entrance either without his key card and a code special to him. So, if he tried something untoward, the hotel would have a record of it.

      She didn’t believe they would hire anyone in his position who would do something untoward. There were companies that vetted people for that, and she was certain the hotel would use those companies.

      The suite was, then, in some ways, a bunker. It was effectively impenetrable to anyone who did not belong.

      But it didn’t feel like a bunker. It was—according to the hotel’s advertising—3,300 square feet, bigger than her house back home. Her house also lacked a butler's pantry, although her house (at least) had a full kitchen.

      This place did not. The expectation was probably that if someone wanted a full meal, they could either go to one of the 100 restaurants in the hotel complex or bring in a celebrity chef (for an extra fee) who would probably bring food from his own kitchen.

      The suite had even more than that, though. A real fireplace in the den, and a private seating area that could be closed off from the elements. Then there were the bedrooms, one with a king-sized bed that was bigger than any king-sized bed she had ever seen. The bathroom was so spacious, her entire kitchen could have fit into it, and it had some amenities that she had never seen before. She thought she might look them up, but she was lazy.

      What was the point of learning something new when she literally would not be around to use that knowledge?

      In fact, that feeling had slowed her down all day. It was the ultimate What’s the point? She understood the point of wills and planning for the days when she wasn’t going to be around anymore.

      She understood the point of planning for her death, taking it—whatever it would be—away from her family. She had even done all the due diligence ahead of time, seeing a slew of actual doctors to find out if she had some kind of ticking time bomb inside her body, something like an aneurysm that would just erupt and kill her.

      She was startled to learn that some things, like a blood vessel in the brain set to burst, weren’t always visible on modern tests, which made her wonder aloud to the sixth doctor what the point of testing was at all. He had said, in that blunt way some doctors had, that in her case, she had gone long past the point of testing.

      There was nothing wrong with her, and, he had said, she had to stop believing there was.

      So maybe, just maybe, inside this suite, alone on what might be the last night of her life, she could reach for a bit of hope.

      There was nothing wrong with her, and she didn’t know anyone who would want to kill her. No one knew where she was, and no one in this city knew who she was.

      She was as safe as she had probably ever been in her entire life.

      If something was going to get her, it would have done so already. Or there would be some indication of it.

      Maybe her family was just full of it.

      Maybe she wasn’t going to die after all.

      She felt that tiny bit of hope flare. She didn’t nurture the flame, though. She set it aside, the way that someone had set hope aside in the mythical Pandora’s jar (it was never a box). If Sabrina survived the next 27 hours—and that was a big if—then she would have the freedom—and the free will—to live the life she wanted.

      Instead of being afraid of a date far (and then not-so-far) in her future, she would have open sailing. She would live like every other human on the planet (outside of her family).

      She would move forward in time, completely oblivious to the fact that she could die at any minute. Or live another sixty-four years, just like her brother. (And see, there she was again—believing the family lore.)

      All she had to do was survive the next twenty-seven hours, and everything in her life would change.
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      Detective Carmen Ramirez hated casino deaths. She had hated guarding the scene when she had been a beat cop, and she hated the deaths even worse now.

      The minute she had been assigned a death at the biggest casino complex on The Strip in Las Vegas, she knew she was in for more paperwork than was humanly possible. She would have to go through layers of bureaucracy, and that was just to get inside.

      Access would take work, and getting the staff to talk—truly talk—was going to be nearly impossible. Then there was the issue of the press. If the deceased was someone rich or famous, then everything would get even harder. Multiply the problems by a thousand—especially since there would be assistants and agents and some kind of corporation (or corporations) involved.

      She scurried down the elevator hallway with the Manager On Duty—a scrawny man with what looked like a permanent frown—as he led her to the marble door that hid the bank of private elevators.

      She had been in this part of the hotel more times than she wanted to contemplate. Somehow, she had become Metro’s high-end casino detective, the one who knew all the ins and outs handling these unique properties and their problems.

      Some of that was because she could handle celebrities and their managers without losing her cool. Some of that was because her closure rate on these kinds of cases was higher than almost all of her colleagues. Some of it was probably personal, as in she had caught some of these cases because she was pretty. She wasn’t just making that up, either. Her boss had actually told her that twenty years ago, back when she had been a newly minted detective with absolutely no experience at all.

      He believed he needed someone pretty to handle the egos, but she learned it was more than that. Celebrities and their handlers, in particular, seemed to be more comfortable with someone who looked like they had been hired to play a role rather than someone whose life experience was etched all over her face.

      That reality could have made her mad. But she had realized long ago that getting angry about things she could not change would hinder her work instead of helping it.

      She had enough trouble due to her name and her family’s heritage. And the fact that she was shorter than almost everyone else on the force. Being shorter and prettier made a lot of people underestimate her, though, and she often used that to her advantage. That, and she made sure she kept up her fitness training so that if someone tried to mess with her, she could bad-ass them into submission.

      The Manager on Duty opened the marble door with a black key card. Rodriguez knew from experience that the key card opened almost everything in this part of the hotel, and was keyed to the MOD. If he lost it or if it was damaged, he had to report it immediately.

      Then, he would be suspended without pay for at least 24 hours to ensure no one else accessed off-limits parts of the hotel using his card. If no one did, then he would be reinstated at full salary with a bonus for the time off, as well as an admonition to keep excellent control of his key card at all times.

      She had had at least two cases involving key cards at the management level, and she had always been startled at the level of keycard control that the hotel insisted on.

      That probably reassured the exceedingly rich clients who booked the part of the hotel she was about to enter, but it certainly seemed complex and baroque to her.

      Just like this part of the hotel. Once she and the Manager on Duty went through the marble door, they had a choice of other doors to use. All of them were vaguely color-coded.

      The expensive suites—those that cost around three grand a night—had private elevators in a bank through the gray door marked with the room numbers.

      That door was to her left, and she had gone through it a number of times.

      The villas, which were one gigantic step up from the suites, not only had private elevators, but those elevators were behind private doors, each silver-grayish blue. Those doors were marked with the villa's name. The one she was going to was called The Lucky 77 because it was on the top floor of this wing of the hotel, which was on the seventy-seventh floor.

      She refrained from commenting that The Lucky 77 had not been so lucky for the person who had died in the villa. She had also learned that very few people appreciated her propensity for dark humor when she was handling a case. (And some of those people were defense attorneys who said that she did not take her job seriously enough. Of course she took it seriously. She just believed in lightening the load whenever possible.)

      Ahead of her was one more door, one she had never accessed. That door was a deep purple that suggested royalty. That door led to the palace level, and that level was gobsmackingly expensive. She knew that some of the most famous celebrities in the world had stayed in those palace rooms, as well as some of the most rich people on Earth.

      Those rooms weren’t really rooms, but apartments that ran as big as 10,000 square feet, with private pools and entrances and servants at people’s beck and call.

      She was relieved not to walk through the purple door here.

      The villa level, as a different MOD at this property had once told her, was for people who thought themselves rich or who were rich and didn’t like throwing away tens of thousands of dollars for an overnight stay.

      The palaces were for people who were actually exceedingly rich or people who were exceedingly stupid with what they considered to be a large fortune.

      She always remembered what her training officer had told her during her first few days on the job in this city. He had said You know how to make a small fortune in this town? And of course, she had shaken her head no. He said with a smile, You start with a large one.

      She had thought, back then, that he had been cautioning her against gambling, and yes, that was a part of it. But any cop with addictive tendencies was weeded out of Metro long before they headed onto the streets.

      But she needed to hear his caution so that she could understand the difference between someone who was so rich that they didn’t bother to keep track of ten thousand dollars spent in a single hour and someone who had money (and maybe didn’t keep track of it) but couldn’t afford to lose ten thousand dollars an hour if they behaved like that over the course of a year.

      She wasn’t sure she could still spot the difference in those people by sight, but she at least knew that there was quite a range of wealth levels that she would encounter in this city.

      She did brace herself, though. The fact that she was going to a villa and not a palace meant she probably would have fewer hangers-on to deal with, but she might encounter what she privately called one of the asshole wannabes.

      Those were the people who earned or inherited more money than she would earn in her entire life and felt that their financial good fortune made them better than she was.

      These were her least favorite kinds of people. Even the drug addicts and violent offenders didn’t upset her as much as the privileged maybe rich. So, she warned herself as she followed the MOD through one of the private doors to breathe before responding to anyone.

      The door led to a small lobby with a handful of chairs pushed against the walls and some tall leafy plants that she couldn’t really identify. A side table made of blown glass, with legs that resembled a chubby toddler’s, stood between some of the chairs, and a matching vase with lilacs, bright white flowers, and some greenery sat on top.
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“...Rusch’s crime stories are exceptional, both in plot and in style.”
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