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			Chapter 1

			SUPPLIES ATTACK

			THE MORNING OF my twenty-fifth birthday, I dragged myself into the office feeling hungover and half dead. If I’d known I’d be a lot more dead by the end of the day, I probably would have called in sick.

			Or at least slept in.

			I downed a bunch of aspirin, vowing to either give up drinking or get a lot more practice.

			After the aspirin kicked in and I drank a half dozen cups of coffee, I felt nearly human again and was actually making headway on a new business proposal. A sudden hissing distracted me and a horrible stench like rotten eggs wafted into the room.

			Goddamn plumbing.

			I reached for my phone to call Building Maintenance and give ’em hell when a flash of movement caught my eye.

			Right there on my desk, my stapler suddenly opened at the hinges, snarling and hissing like an angry but narrow jungle cat. I froze as it reared up and roared, flaring its metal flanges at me.

			Then my office door slammed shut, the lock’s steel tongue snicking into place. Sweat slithered an icy trail down my back.

			To hell with fight or flight, I went for option three: freeze.

			I couldn’t move. It was as if I were crazy-glued to the chair, the key word here being crazy!

			The stapler drew back its steel lips and hissed again, its body a knot of metal muscle tensed to spring. A staple clicked into place, the two chisel-edged prongs glinting in the fluorescent light. Blindingly fast, the stapler leapt forward and slashed twin lines across the back of my hand, embedding a staple in my flesh.

			Pain changed terror into fury. I backhanded the stapler into the wall before it could strike a second time. The stapler rebounded, leaving a dent in the drywall, and fell, lifeless, to the coffee-stained carpet.

			Leaping up, I threw myself against the far wall, grateful for the support as my knees wobbled. I peered around my office, wary of other threats from seemingly harmless office supplies. The pencil might put my eye out; the eraser could choke me to death. Even my calculator could no longer be counted on.

			But the stapler lay on the floor, jaws gaping, once again nothing more than a device for fastening papers together.

			Had I hallucinated the whole thing?

			No. I had a bloody staple lodged in my skin. A staple that had raked scratches two inches long across the back of my hand. On one hand, they weren’t that deep, but on the other—well, no, on the same hand actually—they hurt like a bitch.

			Blood bubbled up when I poked at it. Ow!

			Before I could scream, faint, or bleed on the carpet, my door shot open and Conrad, my boss, strode in without knocking.

			“Kirsty, do you have the file for the—holy crap, what happened?” Conrad rushed to my side. “Are you okay?”

			“I . . . The . . .” What could I say? I’d been attacked by rogue office supplies? I sagged against the wall, trying to watch everything in the room at once.

			I clutched my injured hand, holding it close, but not close enough that I’d get blood on my new jacket. “My stapler bit me?” I held up my hand. A thin trail of blood oozed toward my wrist.

			Conrad reached out as if to touch my hand, stopping halfway. “You’re bleeding!” He inspected my hand, eyebrows drawing together. “Is it bad?”

			“Just a flesh wound.” I narrowed my eyes at him. If I suddenly couldn’t trust inanimate objects, no way was I going to trust people.

			Then I laughed at my paranoia. I’d known Conrad for years—he was my best friend Shannon’s dad and he’d taken a chance on a kid right out of high school by mentoring me into my first junior management job. Of course I trusted him.

			No, the only person I couldn’t trust was me. Obviously I was cracking up. A few notes of hysterical laughter made a break for it.

			Conrad stared at me, looking as pale and nervous as I felt. “Come. You’re shaking. Sit down.”

			Taking tiny steps, I allowed him to guide me back to my seat and, when I resisted, to gently push me down.

			My hand leaked slow droplets of blood.

			Conrad yelled out my office door, “Shannon, get the first aid kit, please. Kirsty’s cut herself.”

			Yes, of course that’s what happened. Staplers don’t bite. I’d been so dozy from last night’s birthday bash and preoccupied with the new business proposal that I hadn’t even noticed I’d stapled my own hand.

			Conrad dropped the thin sheaf of papers he’d arrived with on my desk and pulled my arm toward him, quickly yanking out the staple. I clamped down on my whimper—mostly.

			“Got it.” He presented the staple on the palm of one hand, gripping my forearm tightly with the other. “Did I hurt you?”

			I directed a weak smile at him. “Uh, no,” I lied. “I’ve had manicures that hurt more than that.” Well, maybe not manicures, but once I’d had this bikini wax . . . I certainly wasn’t going to tell my boss that story.

			I tugged my hand away. “Don’t want to get blood on your papers,” I said, glancing at the documents. They were printed on expensive-looking parchment. Must be some new campaign we were working on.

			“Don’t worry about these documents. You’re much more important.” He gave me a warm, fatherly smile and grabbed my injured hand a second time, pulling it back toward him. “Let me see that again.” He held it directly over the parchment.

			“Ow! You’re hurting me!” I cried as he squeezed a few drops right on the signature line. When I tried to pull away, he held firm.

			“Hold still, Kirsty. We need to make sure there’s no dirt in the wound. You could get blood poisoning.”

			When had Conrad gone over to the doc side? Not recognizing his medical authority, I jerked my hand from his grasp.

			Dizzy from the morning’s weirdness, I reached out to steady myself, but my hand completely missed the edge of the desk. Instead I caught the rim of my half-empty coffee cup, yanking it toward me. “Oh, no!” I cried, as a tsunami of cold coffee swept over Conrad’s documents, washing away the drops of blood.

			“Goddamnit!” Conrad picked up the soaked papers, gripping them by the only dry corner.

			Shannon arrived with the first aid kit just in time to shove my laptop away from the spreading pool. Then she dashed from the room.

			Conrad glared at his ruined contracts. “Damn it to Hell! I paid a fortune for that spell!”

			This fury at an easily replaced document wasn’t at all like him. He was always calm, cool, in control. For a second I felt like a small child again, just orphaned, being blasted by my grandfather for some tiny infraction. I barely stopped the reflex to cover my head and face against the anticipated blows.

			“But you said not to worry about . . .”

			I watched as he took several deep breaths, finally gusting out a sigh and slowly relaxing. “Never mind,” he said, patting my arm. “No problem. We’ll just print new ones.” Returning his attention to the sodden documents, he mumbled, “I’ll just have to find some other way. Time’s running out.”

			Conrad must be on a deadline; no wonder he seemed so edgy. Then something he’d said flitted back into my brain.

			“What did you mean you paid a fortune for that spell?”

			“Oh, um.” The little muscles beside his mouth tightened, and his eyes darkened. “I meant spell-checker.” He nodded once. “That’s right. I paid a fortune for that add-on public relations module to our new contract management software, and I’ve just noticed a typo in these contracts.” His lips drew back in a smile, but his eyes remained stormy. “So they’d have to be reprinted anyway. No need to worry.”

			Shannon returned with a towering stack of paper towels and began cleaning up the spilled coffee.

			I took a closer look at the contracts in Conrad’s hands. Something about them didn’t look right, and not just that they weren’t printed on the usual white bond paper. Hey! That was my signature at the bottom, peeking out from under the brown stain. But I hadn’t signed them. I would have remembered signing parchment contracts.

			“Which account are those for?” I jerked the sheets from his fingers with my good hand.

			Conrad snatched them back, but not before I’d absorbed the first couple of lines. It read Contract Amendment, followed by a ridiculously long number. After that, it began, “I, Kirsty d’Arc . . .” I hadn’t managed to read further, but anything beginning with “I, Kirsty d’Arc . . .” that someone didn’t want me to see pinged my paranoia radar.

			Still, Conrad was like a father to me.

			He turned to address the gaggle of coworkers who’d gathered in my office doorway. “Never mind, it’s just a flesh wound. Nothing to see here.” He walked toward them, arms wide, coffee dripping from the contracts and adding to years of brown speckles on the carpet.

			Thank God Shannon stayed. I so didn’t want to be alone with my office supplies right now. She wrapped miles of medical mesh over, under, and around my hands until I felt I was in bandage bondage and she was the wizard of gauze.

			My brain whirled and suddenly I was glad to be sitting. “What account were those contracts for?” I asked Shannon. She worked as special projects manager during her summers home from university, so she’d probably know.

			“It’s for some, like, new business pitch Dad’s working on. Very need-to-know.” She tried to appear arch and knowing, but her one-shoulder shrug suggested otherwise. I waited. “No idea,” she admitted. “And I don’t really care.”

			But I did. I wasn’t returning to school in a few days. And it wasn’t her name on the signature line of that contract. My hand hurt, and my new tattoo, which I got last night as a birthday present to myself, burned hot and raw. I’d just experienced some kind of crazy hallucination, and now I learned I was somehow involved with a big new campaign that I knew nothing about.

			“Shannon, wasn’t that my name on the contract?”

			“Dunno. Why would it be?” Shannon swept the sopping mass of paper towel off my desk and into my wastebasket. She patted my shoulder and leaned in close, lowering her voice. “Happy twenty-fifth. You’re still coming to our joint party tonight at Sam and Ella’s pub right?” She bit her lip, looking very young.

			Shannon was six months older than me—we’d met on the first day of high school—but coming from a rich family and spending the last few years at the University of Toronto had kept her younger in spirit than me.

			I’d had a tougher time, losing my parents and being raised by my aunt and her partner. I’d gone to work right after high school, and had my own apartment. Shannon still believed socks washed themselves. But our differences only brought us closer. The fact that she’d also lost her mom very young helped cement that bond. At least she’d had her father while she was growing up.

			I considered Shannon’s question. Should I go to our party? I still wasn’t sure how I felt after the stapler attack, whether it was an hallucination or real. I could go either way on the supernatural versus insanity ticket. I’d partied hearty last night, even though I felt fine now, thanks to my favorite twin demons caffeine and aspirin. It might be smarter to go home and make an early night of it.

			What if I went home and my furnishings decided to attack? I had a lot of sharp objects in the kitchen.

			On the other hand, if I went to the party, I could come back up here after a few drinks and sneak into Conrad’s office. I’d check out that contract with my signature. Since it couldn’t go through the shredder until it was dry, it was probably still on his desk. If I got caught, I’d just say I was looking for a client file. Who could fault my dedication, working late on my birthday? I was getting a good look at those papers if it was the last thing I did.

			“Yeah, sure,” I said. “We only get one Shannon-goes-back-to-school party a year, right?”

			“Right, and you only get one twenty-fifth-birthday party, like, ever.” She laughed and punched my arm. “Gotta get back to my desk. Duty bellows.” She reached the door, one hand on the knob. “Kirsty,” she said, nibbling one end of the cord on her hoodie. “Why don’t you come back to school with me? I know we wouldn’t be in the same year or anything, but you could catch up. Do summer classes and finish undergrad faster. I’m sure Dad would hold your job for you till you got back.”

			I went all warm and fuzzy at the offer, but no way was I ever going back to school. I hated school. And I was doing so well without it, working my way up the food chain. Shannon may have arranged for me to get the initial job interview at her Dad’s PR firm, but it was my enthusiasm that had landed me the job and my hard work that had garnered me a promotion out of admin work and into client services. I grinned at Shannon and laid my heavily bandaged hand over my heart.

			“Thank you, that’s a lovely idea, but it’ll be a cold day in Hell before I see the inside of a classroom again. I think I’d rather die first.”

			Outside, thunder boomed and the fluorescents flickered.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			NOW IS THE WINTER OF OUR DISCOTHEQUE

			“YOU GUYS SNAG us a table near the dance floor. I’ll be right back,” I said before heading to the bathroom. I knew there would be camera phones in my future so I wanted to look my best. Shannon had said they might even use some of tonight’s shots in our company newsletter. And besides, all the way down in the elevator, Conrad kept staring at my hair. I hate that. My hair never behaves despite all the time, money and mousse I lavish on it. So I headed to the ladies’ room to do damage control on my frizzy locks.

			Besides, you never know who you’ll meet. Mr. Right could be in the men’s room next door at this very moment. Too bad I was dressed for success for the office in a conservative business pantsuit. I longed for the comfort of way-too-tight skinny jeans and my favorite platform sandals. Plus that feat of lingerie engineering that would make my natural curves supernaturally curvy. When life had handed me lemons, I’d gone online and purchased grapefruits. Victoria’s Secret was safe with me.

			I worked a comb through my hair, wincing when it hit a snarl. This month’s peach streaks looked awesome with the honey blond—but the constant dyeing made my hair so overprocessed, I tended to stay away from open flames. It was like it was dyed to death. Noticing a dark shadow along my hairline, I added “call salon” to my mental to-do list. I gave up trying to tame it, and donned my “I meant to do that” attitude.

			I swiped on another layer of mascara and considered sticking in my nose ring, but this was still an office function so I left it in my purse. I was the consummate professional, although I don’t know why they called it that since I hadn’t consummated with anyone in a long time. Who needed a relationship when they had a fulfilling job like I did?

			The bathroom’s only other occupant exited as I washed hairspray from my hands. The thud-thud-thud of distant music flooded the bathroom briefly, then quieted when the door drifted shut.

			I jumped when I heard a man’s voice shouting, “I can’t go. I won’t!” from somewhere near the floor. Oh, no. I couldn’t take any more weirdness today.

			My heart beat faster than the music outside as I took a cautious step back from the sink. Recalling my feral stapler, I crouched down, poised to dash away at the first sign of a rogue soap dispenser or aggressive toilet brush. The antibacterial squirt bottle looked suspicious, so I kept one eye on it. The other I focused under the sink.

			“I don’t have to go,” the voice pleaded. “I’ve found a loophole. Look at this!”

			There wasn’t a person hiding under the sink, just a vent, which, as far as I could tell, had not suddenly come to life. I was overhearing a conversation leaking from the men’s room. Well, there were certainly worse things that could be leaking from the men’s room.

			“Listen, friend. We can talk about this. I can make it worth your while.”

			I recognized Conrad’s voice in full negotiation mode, although I’d never heard him wheedle like this, all breathy and fearful.

			“That? That’s a coffee stain, but it was properly signed before the spill. Look, I just need more time. Is that so much to ask? We’re talking life and death!”

			There was a brief pause, like I was hearing only one side of a phone conversation. It struck me as highly inappropriate to make a business call from a public bathroom—imagine the background noises.

			“No. You can’t kill me. I have a business to run. I have a family that needs me. I—”

			Kill him? What the hell was going on?

			I charged out the door and down the hall before I could think. The men’s room door crashed against the wall behind it as I shoved my way in. Startled, Conrad dropped the papers he’d been holding.

			“Thank God it’s you, Kirsty,” Conrad said, looking almost as if he’d been expecting me. “I never needed you more.”

			Warmth spread through my chest. I liked to be needed.

			He wiped his sweaty forehead with his shirtsleeve, then checked his watch. Turning back to the wall opposite the sinks, he faced a full-length mirror and began to talk again. He wasn’t wearing his Bluetooth earpiece, and I didn’t see his cell phone. I bent, checking for feet under the row of stalls. Nada. Who had he been talking to?

			“You can’t take me now. There’s a witness, and you wouldn’t want that, would you?” He gestured sideways at me.

			Okay. So whoever he was talking with could see us as well as hear us. That only made the bathroom locale less tasteful, in my opinion. I looked around for a minicam. Conrad continued to converse with thin air, or possibly with his own reflection, arguing, negotiating, even begging. Was everybody seeing things today? Had someone spiked the office coffee with crack or something? Beneath their swaddling of gauze, the cuts on my hand throbbed.

			“Uh, Conrad?” When he failed to acknowledge me, I closed the distance between us, halting a pace or two away. “Who are you talking to?”

			No response. His gaze remained focused on the mirror. Out of the corner of my eye I thought I saw something, but when I looked directly, nothing. I squinted hard, unfocusing my eyes a little.

			And there he was—the object of Conrad’s attention. Standing between Conrad and the mirror stood an attractive man who looked about thirty. I gasped and stepped back. He disappeared! I unfocused my eyes again and he popped back into view. Was this some kind of hologram? Was there an app for that now?

			Conrad’s buddy wore a long black robe like a choir gown. Was he Goth? Or really into Harry Potter? I checked for eyeliner or a lightning-bolt-shaped scar, but his face appeared devoid of makeup or fan-boy tattoos. Strong, dark features spoke of a Mediterranean heritage. He wore a haunted expression further enhanced by cheekbones you could cut yourself on. And for a moment I thought I’d like to try.

			He looked bored. What? Hanging around men’s rooms in a robe isn’t exciting enough for you, dude?

			“Is there no way for me to get more time?” Conrad continued to plead, all the while taking tiny, shuffling steps in my direction.

			A new and naughty thought entered my mind, but I mentally slapped myself. Just because two guys were hanging out in the men’s room negotiating for time and one wore an easy-access garment didn’t mean I’d walked into fifty shades of gay.

			And Conrad had said he needed me. For what, exactly? Now, I firmly believe that two (or more) consenting adults can do whatever they wanted, although in this case I questioned both the locale and the timing—it’s always about time. But I didn’t want to play, thanks very much for asking, so to me it was more like fifty shades of get me the hell outta here.

			But before I could back away from the little scene, Conrad went down on one knee, not to me, but to the robed guy. “When I was thirty, fifty-five seemed ancient. Now I’m there, I realize it’s really no time at all. How ’bout twenty-five more years?”

			Twenty-five more years? So, not a hooker then. Did mortgage brokers wear robes? With the current status of the real estate market, I had heard that kneeling was expected.

			“I’m a powerful man,” Conrad begged. “There must be something . . .”

			The robed guy’s lips moved. I squinted my eyes harder and must have squinted my ears, too, because I tuned in to the last half of a bark of flat laughter. “Thou hast sold the only thing thou ever hadst to selleth. Thou hath made thy Deal. Nobody forcedth thou.”

			Forcedth? C’mon. What was up with the faux biblical speech routine? Maybe this guy was some sort of religious zealot who believed he represented God. Or worse yet, the Devil!

			“But surely there must be another loophole.” Conrad spread his hands wide, voice dripping with sincerity. Even when down on his knees, Conrad somehow made begging sound like he was doing the guy a favor.

			The stranger scrunched up his face as if he were battling inner demons. His overlong bangs flopped over his brown eyes and he brushed them away. His scruffy five-o’clock shadow accented those cheekbones. I might have appreciated his attractiveness more if he hadn’t been threatening my boss.

			He held out a gray metal cylinder about eight inches long. It looked like a short length of pipe. People get beaten with pipes, don’t they?

			Oh, my God, what if it was a pipe bomb and this guy was a crazy Middle Eastern terrorist? He had some weird inflection in his voice, but it sounded more Italian than Persian Gulf. Were there Italian terrorists in Toronto?

			“The only way to obtain an extension is to get someone else to giveth up the same thing on your—I mean, on thy behalf.”

			He pressed a button on the pipe—or turned a crank, or maybe controlled it with his brain. It shot a three-foot beam of well-defined dark light out each end. “Dark light” might seem like a contradiction, but it’s the only possible description for what I saw. It reminded me of the black light my aunt used to have in our rec room when I was a kid. Anything white glowed unearthly pale in its purple shimmer. The shoulders of Conrad’s dark jacket danced and sparkled with tiny white dandruff flakes. Ewww.

			The light extended out each side of the metal handle, making the thing around six feet from tip to tip—nearly its owner’s height. At the bottom, the light angled ninety degrees outward about another foot and a half. I didn’t think light could do that. It looked like a purple neon hockey stick.

			Robed Guy raised the stick in one fist. “Conrad Iver, I . . . oops.” He flipped the glowy thing around so the blade part was above his head. Now it looked less like the equipment of Canada’s national sport and more like a scythe.

			The robe, the scythe, the thees and thines . . . suddenly I got it. This guy was a nut!

			He must have snuck into our office and drugged the coffee and then followed us here. I had to call the police, but I’d left my BlackBerry in my purse back in the ladies’ room.

			“I, Dante Alighieri, Reaper First Class, by the powers vested in me, have come to collect thine soul at this, the exact hour of the anniversary of your original signing.”

			This Dante guy was really living the part. He brandished his crooked light saber at Conrad, who rose, tripping over his feet in his haste to back away.

			“No. Her. Take her!” Conrad grabbed my arm. “It’s like you said, I’ve got no soul to trade. But she must have. Hardly used at all.”

			“Ow!” I yanked my arm from his grasp. Was everybody nuts? I was sticking with my drugged coffee theory. Why was Conrad humoring this crazy?

			“I hath mine orders. I have come—hath come—whatever—to take thine soul to Hell!” He raised the scythe and began a downward arc.

			“Nooo!” I yelled, leaping in front of Conrad. The glowing blade plunged downward, slashing a trail of cold pain through me, shoulder to knee. Weird that light could do that. If it had been a real blade, I’d be dead. More than dead, I’d be in two big, messy pieces.

			It did knock me down, though, which was weird, but I bounced to my feet effortlessly.

			Dante’s eyes opened wide and his mouth formed a big O. As in “Oh, shit!” He sure didn’t look bored now.

			Angry at him for scaring us, I shouted, “Ha! You missed. First-class what? Psycho?” Drawing a breath, I pulled my hair back out of my face. My fingers slid through the tangle-free locks of my soft, healthy hair.

			“I’m calling the—”

			Wait, what? Soft, healthy hair? Tangle-free? Only a few minutes ago I’d given up trying to get a comb through my overprocessed mane. Confused, I turned to the mirror. Nothing. No reflection. I stepped closer and concentrated, unfocusing my eyes as I had before. There I stood—no makeup, healthy mouse-brown hair. I pressed my thumb against my right nostril—no tiny bud of scar tissue surrounding the piercing for the nose ring I only wore on weekends. I yanked up my top—no beautiful, slightly inflamed birthday tattoo adorning my belly button.

			“Nooo!” My scream echoed in my ears, eventually replaced by sobbing. While the scream had been mine, the sobbing wasn’t. Turning toward the sound, I saw Conrad kneeling on the floor again, weeping.

			“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he told the body lying on the dirty bathroom floor. My body—complete with piercing scar, artfully applied makeup, and professionally colored hair. I really needed that touch-up.

			“I’m so sorry you had to die.”

			Had to die? I was dead? Shouldn’t I feel something? Panic? Sorrow? I’d settle for joy, at this point. That I felt nothing really, really alarmed me.

			Numb. I just felt numb. Was this because I was dead or was in shock about being dead? The key takeaway here seemed to be that I was dead. Dead. Dead. Dead. Dead.

			My hair, however, felt like it had a new lease on life. How unfair was that?

			The more important question, though, was what the fuck? I could feel myself starting to freak. Suddenly I wanted numb back. I wrapped my arms around myself, shivering. Okay, Kirsty. Treat this as a new business pitch. Gather info, then go in for the kill. Bad word choice, although I might have to kill that crazy Dante who was still just standing there gaping like a statue—a big, heavily armed statue. His scythe loomed larger and glowed brighter to my now dead eyeballs.

			I didn’t think he could hurt me anymore seeing as how I was dead, thanks to him. I hadn’t believed he could hurt me in the first place and now look at me. So what did I know?

			And that was a good place to start.

			What did I know about being dead?

			I was persona non data. I wandered around my confused brain remembering things I’d learned from my God-fearing, preacher grandfather before my aunt had gained custody of me. His don’t-spare-the-rod school of parenting went a long way toward undermining everything else he’d ever said, so I shoved Matthew, Mark, Luke, Moses and the rest of that particular boy band aside and dug for more recent learnings on death.

			Ah, right. Go into the light. I knew that. I did a quick survey of the bathroom, but the only bright white light shone from the humming fluorescent tube above the sinks. Was I supposed to go into it? Did I have to climb on the counter to reach my personal stairway to heaven?

			I checked my reflection again. I no longer wore my new designer business suit. Instead, I sported my best skinny jeans along with my prized vintage rock band T-shirt, the details of AC/DC’s Hells Bells tour screened front and back. My flat-heeled office pumps had been replaced by my fuchsia platform sandals—medium heels and the cutest little strap circling my ankle. My favorite, if not the most comfortable, outfit. If I no longer walked among the living, at least I could walk fashionably among the dead. But would I be stuck in this one outfit for all eternity? At least it was better than Dante’s drab robe; I wouldn’t be caught dead in one of those.

			Shoving wardrobe concerns to the back burner, I refocused my attention on my weepy boss, who flailed his hands and cried over my body.

			“You leapt in front of me, Kirsty. I’m so grateful.”

			“Conrad. You need to tell someone what happened. Get the bar owner to call the cops. Get up, Conrad, get up now!”

			But Conrad couldn’t hear me. Whatever trick Dante knew to make himself visible and audible on demand, I didn’t.

			I reached down and pushed at Conrad’s kneeling form. My hand went right through him.

			Conrad straightened up, brushing tears from his cheeks and dust from his slacks. On the floor near his right foot lay the papers he’d dropped. He glanced around, as if afraid someone would see him. Bending quickly, he picked up the document and stared at it. It looked like parchment. Had we done the time warp or something? That was the second time today he’d been lugging a parchment document around. No, wait. This one had coffee stains, too. It was the same contract amendment he’d had earlier. Weird that he’d bring it along to our party, but always working, that was Conrad. He refolded the papers carefully and stuffed them in his pocket.

			Why was he so worried about some coffee-stained document? Shouldn’t he be concerned about me? I’d been his daughter’s best friend, a constant guest in his home, and his devoted employee for seven years, and this was how he treated me? I kicked him, but my foot passed right through.

			Dante stepped out of the shadows. He’d moved to the far side of the room, maybe to give us some privacy. Conrad startled; his nerves must have been as frazzled as my own.

			“I’ve got to go,” Conrad said. “I can’t be here. I have a family. A business. People depend on me.” He spread his hands wide in apology. Not to my lifeless corpse, but to the Reaper.

			Because it had only taken me a lifetime—mine—to get that that’s exactly what Dante was.

			“Someone will find her body. You got what you came for, right?”

			The Reaper nodded, but the look on his face said he’d still very much like to run his scythe through Conrad. I was about to step between them again when Dante turned to me.

			“Thou must come with me now, ere more time passeth.” It sounded like a pronouncement. Thanks to my grandfather I had a real aversion to pronouncements. I didn’t live with Granddad long, but it had been long enough to traumatize this orphan.

			Dante reached out and laid a warm hand on my shoulder. I felt it the way I hadn’t been able to feel the insubstantial Conrad. Or maybe it was me that was insubstantial.

			A ghost. I was a goddamn ghost!

			Tell me I didn’t have to haunt a men’s room for the rest of eternity. At least Moaning Myrtle had a girl’s bathroom in the Harry Potter books. Would I be known as Cursing Kirsty? I could live with that. Oh, wait. I couldn’t live with anything anymore. I sniffled, about to earn the nickname Crying Kirsty.

			“Let us away,” Dante said, all soft and understanding. I didn’t move. “Let’s blow this pop stand,” he added, holding out his hand to me.

			I sobbed like my heart would break—if I even had a heart anymore. I didn’t deserve this. Raising my head, I blinked away the tears and met his gaze. Reaching my hand toward him, I shouted, “Over my dead body!” before shoving him into the bank of sinks and dashing out the bathroom door.

			My numbness was history. Now I felt something—I felt really pissed off!

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			THE EAVESDROP OF DESTRUCTION

			ACTUALLY, I DASHED through the bathroom door. Passing through the door felt like swimming through the love child of fog and syrup. I could feel something there, but it didn’t really apply to me. It’s not like I stood around thinking about it, though.

			Momentum carried me right through the hallway wall and out into the street. I stopped, trying to catch my breath, only to realize I didn’t have any. I panted out of habit. How long would it take me to break that habit, and was there a patch for it?

			I glanced around. Dante was nowhere to be seen, although maybe he was invisible to me again and standing right behind me. I spun around but didn’t see anything. Of course, he could have simply moved faster, so I spun again.

			Six or seven whirls later, I found I could still get dizzy. And embarrassed. Spinning around wasn’t going to reveal my murderer to me. Whatever way I’d managed to lose him, I was glad I had.

			My inner child just wanted to go home. But where was home? My cramped little apartment? The only thing there was my fancy designer wardrobe, and it didn’t look like I’d need it anymore. I hadn’t even adopted a cat, although I’d planned to. I could try my aunt’s condo, but she was probably at work, as usual.

			Oh, look. Apparently I could still be bitter. Where was the goddamn everlasting peace they promised?

			I wandered around all night. I wanted to go see Shannon, but I didn’t want to keep her up late when she was starting grad school the next day. Besides, she probably couldn’t see or hear me anyway. And I didn’t want to see her dad yet either. Of course Conrad wasn’t to blame, that crazy asshat Dante was. Conrad was just an innocent victim, like me. But he’d lived and I’d died and I couldn’t help being bitter about that.

			At dawn, I headed back to the office, mostly out of habit. And having nowhere else to go. By now my coworkers would have found out about my unfortunate demise, and I wanted to see people mourn for me. Sadly, reports of my death had not been greatly exaggerated and I wanted to hear them.

			I arrived just as Conrad called everyone into the boardroom. “I have a very sad announcement to make.”

			Shannon stood beside him, head bowed. She must have skipped her early classes.

			Conrad waited for the group to settle. “I’m afraid Kirsty won’t be joining us this morning. Or any other time, ever again.”

			“She quit?” someone yelled, while another voice asked, “You fired her?” There was a general hubbub until Frannie from the broadcast media department put her index fingers in her mouth and let loose a whistle even a cabdriver couldn’t ignore.

			“Thank you, Frannie,” Conrad said, not looking all that thankful. “No. I regret having to be the one to tell you . . .”

			He paused so long that Indira from creative services asked, “Tell us what, boss?”

			Conrad look pained and noble—as noble as a short, balding man can. I was finding him a lot less charming after his crappy apology to my corpse. “Something awful happened to our Kirsty last night.”

			He waited while the gasps and exclamations gave way to interested silence.

			“Her aunt called me . . . around two o’clock this morning. You know her parents died when she was very young, and her aunt raised her.” A few people looked surprised. I tended to keep quiet about my tragic past, telling only my close friends, which pretty much meant Shannon and Conrad. And I’d expected Conrad to keep my private life private, as well. I guess confidences don’t extend past death.
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