
    [image: Cover: The Survivor Wants to Die at the End, by Adam Silvera. This is Paz and Alano. Death-Cast Isn’t Calling But.... Author of global hit They Both Die at the End. No. 1 International Bestselling Author.]
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‘Gut-wrenching’
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‘Mandatory reading’
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‘[A] heart-pounding story [full] of emotion and suspense.’
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‘A tender, sad, hopeful and youthful story that deserves as much love as its predecessor.’

Culturefly

‘An extraordinary book with a riveting plot.’

Booklist

‘A phenomenal talent.’

Juno Dawson, author of Clean

‘There isn’t a teenager alive who won’t find their heart described perfectly on these pages.’

Patrick Ness, author of The Knife of Never Letting Go

Adam Silvera is a master at capturing the infinite small heartbreaks of love and loss and grief.’

Nicola Yoon, author of Everything, Everything

‘Sweetly devastating, passionately honest, breathtakingly human.’
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For those who feel like liars when they talk about the future. Take one day at a time.

Shout-outs to my dog, Tazzito, and my therapist, Rachel, for saving my life time and time again.

And to Luis Rivera. I would have not survived at the end without you. LYTM, Kidd.






AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book touches on suicidal ideation, contains graphic descriptions of self-harm, and mentions suicides. If you choose to move forward with this story, I offer a spoiler in the next line about whether you can expect to witness a suicide in this novel, but if you don’t want to be spoiled, just skip ahead to the next paragraph: (SPOILER) While characters will die in this book, as is the nature of this series, neither of the main characters will die from suicide. (END SPOILER)



If you’re suffering and need help, reach out to a crisis helpline. There are resources included at the end of this book. If you still don’t feel good after the first call, then hang up and call again. And again and again and again until you’re safe from harmful thoughts. I have made those calls myself in the past, and I’m here to tell you that today.

Let’s go to tomorrow together.
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PART ONE The Not-End Days



Death-Cast has changed not only how we all live before dying but also the lives of those contemplating their own deaths. If Death-Cast has not called the hurting, then it is not their End Day. Simple as that. It has been heartbreaking to watch people try to prove Death-Cast wrong. My greatest wish is that by living, each and every soul will heal so they no longer await our call.

—Joaquin Rosa, creator of Death-Cast








LOS ANGELES

July 22, 2020

PAZ DARIO

7:44 a.m. (Pacific Daylight Time)

Death-Cast never calls to tell me I’m gonna die. I wish they would.

Every night between midnight and 3:00 a.m. when the heralds are alerting people about their End Days, I stay up and stare at my phone, willing it to ring with those haunting bells that will signal my early death. Or my late death if we’re being real about how little I’ve wanted to be alive. I dream of the night when I can interrupt my herald’s condolences over how I’m about to die and just say, “Thank you for the best news of my life.”

And then, somehow, I will finally die.

My phone didn’t ring last night, so I’m forced to live through another Not-End Day.

I’m always performing a will to live for all the people working hard to keep me alive: my mom, obviously; my stepdad, who used to be a guidance counselor and still acts like one; my therapist, who I lie to every Friday afternoon; and my psychiatrist, who prescribes the antidepressants I overdosed on in March. I almost feel guilty wasting everyone’s time since I’m a lost cause. But if I can’t convince everyone that I only tried killing myself because of that documentary about my childhood incident, then I’ll be sent to a suicide treatment facility where I’ll not only have even more people working to keep me alive, I won’t stand any chance at trying to kill myself again.

If this Not-End Day goes as well as I hope, I might be happy to stick around.

For the first time in almost ten years, I have a callback. And not just any callback but a chemistry test to be the love interest in the movie. And not just any movie but the adaptation of my favorite fantasy novel, Golden Heart. All it took was one killer self-tape and lying about who I am.

Now I gotta go book my dream role.

I’m pacing my bedroom, going over the audition sides, even though I’ve got these lines down. Everything in here is black and white except for the novels, plays, and video games that entertain me on my Not-End Days. Mom got me this big Zebra plant, which, despite the name, doesn’t match my room’s vibe. It was a nice thought to get a natural pop of green in here, but I’ve had a hard enough time nourishing myself, so the plant has browned from neglect; I gotta throw it out because I can’t watch a plant die before me.

Okay, it’s time to get ready. I tuck my audition sides into my hardcover of Golden Heart as a 912-page good-luck charm and then stuff it into the backpack I usually use for hiking. I grab the black T-shirt and jeans requested by casting, and I’m about to hit the shower when I notice my 365-day journal on the floor. I’m quick to throw it back in my nightstand, since I forgot to do so around 3:00 a.m.; I can’t have anyone looking in there.

I crack open my door, hearing a Spanish song playing from the old radio I moved to the top of the fridge after we got rid of all the alcohol. Mom and Rolando are laughing as they cook breakfast before she goes to work at this local women’s shelter. It’s the little moments like this when Mom isn’t bringing me plants or supervising my antidepressant dosage that give me hope that she will actually be okay if I die. Even if she said otherwise after my suicide attempt—I’m only talking about the one in March, since no one knows about the second.

Before I put on a show as Happy Paz for Mom and Rolando, I have to get ready, just like any actor who goes through hair and makeup. I’ve only ever been on one movie set, back when I was six, but I remember thinking how cool it was to have artists help me get into character before a director calls, “Action.” Now I do all of this by myself before performing happiness.

I rush down the hall and into the bathroom that’s still warm and misty from Rolando’s morning shower. I wipe the steamy mirror, trying to see the villain everyone else sees, but I only see a boy who has dyed his dark hair blond to book this job and who is growing out his curls to hide the face everyone knows more from the docuseries about the first End Day instead of his small but once promising role in the last Scorpius Hawthorne film.

The cold water of the shower shocks me awake before I twist the knob so far that the hot water turns my tanned skin red. I force myself to stand there even though my body wants to take control of my legs and back away. The body eventually wins, and I get out.

The sink is cluttered with all of Mom’s and Rolando’s things, like her brush with a forest of black and white hairs, his comb and gel, the cactus soap they picked up from the Melrose Market, and the porcelain plate where she leaves her engagement ring when she’s going through her moisturizing routine. No real sign of my existence except for the toothbrush inside the orange plastic cup with theirs. That’s on purpose. When I’m dead, I want Mom to forget about me for as long as possible. That means not seeing my things around our shared spaces. If Mom’s haunted by my death, she’ll be forced to move again to escape my ghost like we did after Dad’s death, but this tiny house that Mom and Rolando bought together is her favorite part about living in Los Angeles. It represents our fresh start.

What was supposed to be our fresh start, at least.

In addition to a suicide note for Mom, I should leave another for Rolando to set up a Graveyard Sale because I know Mom won’t have the heart to sell my things herself. She’s the breadwinner of the house, but barely; we’re talking stale, week-old bread breadwinner. They can probably make a few thousand by selling my copy of the last Scorpius Hawthorne book that was signed by the author as well as the Polaroids she took of me with the cast.

That trip to Brazil with Mom to film my scene was mind-blowing, I still can’t believe I got to visit the iconic set of the Milagro Castle and—

Nope, no going down memory lane for my time as young Larkin Cano when I have a different role to play now. Not the one for the audition. The role I play every Not-End Day.

Fully dressed and clean, I grab the doorknob and whisper, “Action.”

I become Happy Paz.

“Good morning,” I say with an Oscar-winning smile as I enter the living room.

Mom and Rolando are eating breakfast tacos in our dining nook and playing Othello, the board game I used to love as a kid. They look up with genuine smiles because Happy Mom and Happy Rolando aren’t roles they’re playing.

“Morning, Pazito,” Mom says.

Being called Pazito is something else I used to love as a kid.

“You ready for your audition?” she asks.

“Yup.”

Rolando fixes me a plate. “Eat up, Paz-Man. You’ll need your strength.”

I force-feed myself because they’ll get suspicious if I don’t eat. The truth is that while I don’t usually have an appetite for food, I’m always starving for life. Sometimes I feel so empty that my stomach aches, like it’s growling for happiness, but there’s never anything to eat or nothing looks good or when I’m finally in the mood for something it feels like no one wants to take my order.

“Would you like help running lines?” Rolando asks.

I pass because when I originally filmed my self-tape, Rolando was my reader, and he was way too dramatic, like he was auditioning for some telenovela from behind the camera. I had to kick him out and prerecord the other character’s lines in a deeper voice, filling in the silent spaces I reserved for my character. That performance got me this callback. I don’t want Rolando getting in my head again.

“How about a ride to the audition?” Rolando asks, always desperate to show that he’s different than my dad, which yeah, I know.

“I’m gonna walk. I want the fresh air.”

He holds his hands up in surrender. “I’m taking the day off if you change your mind.”

“Don’t you need a job to take the day off?” I fake a laugh so it sounds like a joke, but Mom scolds me anyway while Rolando laughs too. His laugh is also fake.

“I am taking the day off from hunting for a job,” Rolando says while brewing tea and talking about the work he’s gonna do around the house.

I zone out.

Last month Rolando got laid off at this local college because of funding. It sucks because he loved having an office job again, especially after homeschooling me for most of high school, but the mounting mortgage and medical bills suck even more. He’s being precious about the next job he takes. “Nothing that gets me emotionally involved,” he keeps saying.

The career adviser gig was perfect because it was just a job talking about other jobs while also scratching his itch to help people. Unlike his draining years as an elementary school guidance counselor. “Who knew children could have such troubles?” he has said more than once, even around me, someone who faced a lot of troubles as a child. And then of course there was his most short-lived but taxing job as one of the world’s first Death-Cast heralds. It’s been almost ten years since he quit on the first End Day. The same day that changed my life so quickly that I became that child with a lot of troubles.

It’s gonna be wild if I book this movie before he gets a job.

Rolando brings Mom tea and a kiss. “Enjoy, Glorious Gloria.”

“Thank you, mi amor.”

I’m so happy Mom is in love—true love this time—but sometimes it’s hard to watch, knowing that I’m gonna die without being loved. Every night when I’m in bed alone, hoping that Death-Cast calls, I wonder if I would start to fear for my life if I had someone next to me. Someone holding me. Someone kissing me. Someone loving me.

But who would ever fall in love with a killer?

No one, that’s who.

I go clean my dish, letting hot water burn me again. I switch off the faucet before anyone can notice my hands are cleaner than the plate.

“Pazito?”

“Yeah, Mom?”

“I asked if you’re okay.”

To be a great actor, you have to be a great listener, but I was so in my head just now that I didn’t hear my scene partner. Now I’m staring like I’ve forgotten my lines. I’m falling out of character, like my Happy Paz mask and wardrobe’s threads are being pulled off of me, exposing me as a nonworking actor who doesn’t even deserve to work. No, I’m a great actor, and yeah, great actors have to be great listeners, but they also have to act truthfully. So I’m gonna tell the truth—well, a truth.

“Sorry, Mom, I’m just on edge over this audition,” I say while staring at the floor, like I’m embarrassed. That part might be an act, but I’m selling the truth that, yeah, my mood is off, but check me out, I’m talking instead of hiding everything like last time. Then I top it off with a lie: “I’m okay.”

The legs of Mom’s chair begin screeching and then halt. She’s desperate to comfort me, but I’ve told her that I need some space whenever I express myself because all the hovering makes every little thing feel much bigger than it is. I used all the right words from my therapist to get that across, and it’s working, but I know how hard it is for Mom to not be able to mother me.

It’s hard for me too. If only a hug could save me.

“The best thing you can do at this audition is be yourself,” Mom says.

“Doesn’t he have to be a character?” Rolando asks.

“He has to bring the character to life, like only he can,” Mom says. She’s been this encouraging of my dreams ever since I was a kid. “Go make this callback your comeback, Pazito.”

“I will,” I say.

The stakes have never been higher. If I don’t book this role, I won’t have anything to live for.

I start heading out when Mom calls after me.

“Let me grab your…” Her voice fades as she goes into her bedroom.

I already know she’s getting my daily antidepressant. The bottle with my Prozac is hidden somewhere in her room because I can’t be trusted to respect my dosage after the first time I tried killing myself.

I had my reasons.

In early January, Piction+ started streaming their limited docuseries Grim Missed Calls about the Death’s Dozen, the twelve Deckers who died on the first End Day without warning due to some mysterious error with Death-Cast’s equally mysterious predictive system. The episodes aired weekly, each revolving around a different Decker. The finale was about my dad, who didn’t believe in Death-Cast. The filmmakers wanted to include us, but Mom declined and begged them not to move forward with this project because it would reopen a terrible wound (as if it ever really closed). Her pleas were ignored because “history needs to be remembered.” It wasn’t surprising when we found out the filmmakers were pro-naturalists, people who wish to preserve the natural ways we have always lived and died before Death-Cast. That docuseries was never about remembering history. It was a hit-piece against Death-Cast. And I got caught in the cross fire.

As if my anxiety wasn’t sky-high enough as we counted down to the finale’s premiere, the episode aired during the same week the government issued that stay-at-home order to prevent the spread of the coronavirus, guaranteeing that everyone would have nothing to do but freak out and watch TV. It was suffocating watching that press conference with the CDC and Death-Cast where they projected that over three million people could die worldwide if we didn’t do our part immediately by staying indoors, and the docuseries only made that worse for everyone by casting doubt in Death-Cast because of their forgotten fatal error almost ten years ago.

No matter what happened—pandemic or no pandemic—my world was always gonna become more unlivable after the finale aired. I never watched, but the filmmakers apparently sensationalized my traumatic childhood incident and the trial that followed, portraying me as nothing but a psychotic hit man groomed by Mom so she could continue her affair with Rolando. And millions believed this.

So, on the fourth day of sheltering in place, an hour after the Death-Cast calls ended, I tried proving Death-Cast wrong by swallowing my entire bottle of antidepressants and washing it down with my stepdad’s bourbon.

Then I waited to die, which is becoming the story of my life.

My vision got hazy, I started burning with a fever, and I began passing out, shocked that I was finally dying. I was too weak and drugged and drunk and near death to cry over how much it sucked that I’d reached this dark place, but also happy I was getting out for good. I would’ve died if Mom hadn’t woken up from her usual nightmare about Dad, only to find something worse: me unconscious in a puddle of my vomit.

To this day I don’t remember falling out of my bed or the ambulance ride or my stomach getting pumped, but I’m still haunted by waking up in the emergency room, handcuffed to the bed’s rails like I was the dangerous criminal the docuseries made me out to be, and my mom removing her surgical mask as she begged me to never do anything like that ever again.

“I’m a planner,” Mom had said through tears, gripping my hand. “But I will not plan to live in a world without you, Pazito. If you take your life, then I will plan to take mine too.”

I spent three days in the psych ward thinking about what Mom said. I love her so much, but I hate that threat about killing herself too if I die by suicide. She has so much to live for, even if she’ll no longer be a mom because her only child will be dead.

I can’t handle this pressure to keep living when I have nothing to live for.

I need to live my life—and my death—how I see fit.

I’ve been biding my time because I learned my lessons about trying to prove Death-Cast wrong. There was that suicide attempt in March, but the one from my birthday last month has to stay a secret or I won’t get the chance to try again in ten days on the ten-year anniversary of my dad’s death.

Mom comes down the hall and gives me one pill.

I swallow my Prozac and smile like it’s already anti’d all my depression.

Then Mom keeps staring, almost like she’s a casting director who isn’t buying my performance as Happy Paz and is only seeing an actor overacting, which is the last thing any respectable actor wants. But that’s not it. She sees me as her baby, her only child, the kid she once accompanied to auditions, the kid who she tickled during Halloween costume fittings, the kid who used to believe in prophecies because he used to believe in the future.

The kid who thought he was being a hero when he saved her life.

The kid who grew up and now wants to die.

“I hope you feel better, Pazito.”

“Me too, Mom.” I’m telling the truth, but I know better.

Then I leave the house.

“And scene,” I whisper.

I’m no longer Happy Paz. And I haven’t been since the first End Day when I killed my dad.






NEW YORK

ALANO ROSA

11:00 a.m. (Eastern Daylight Time)

Death-Cast didn’t call because I’m not dying today, but others have with death threats simply because I’m the heir to the Death-Cast empire. At least they’re giving me a warning. That’s the Death-Cast way, after all.

Over the years I’ve had people tell me I shouldn’t be bothered by death threats because I’ve grown up knowing my End Day. That’s not true. There are many privileges I receive from my father creating Death-Cast, but knowing when I will die isn’t one of them. In fact, my father has been accelerating my training to inherit the company on his own End Day. When that will be is as much a mystery to him as mine is to me, but with the rise of the Death Guard radically pushing their pro-natural agenda on behalf of their favored presidential candidate, my father knows he’s a target as those cultists call for the end of Death-Cast. The irony of my father not having his affairs in order before dying isn’t lost on us.

We need to be cautious, even here in New York, where it was rare to find pro-natural propaganda around the city before this year. That all changed on Sunday, March 29, when the two-week lockdown period ended and people returned outside to find DEATH-CAST IS UNNATURAL posters on the subway and bridges and in churches and grocery stores and every public place imaginable. If the Death Guard had their way, millions of people around the world would’ve died from the coronavirus without warning for no other reason than that’s what they believe was part of the natural order.

The natural order of life and death changed on Thursday, July 1, 2010, when President Reynolds told the country all about Death-Cast. What I didn’t know at nine years old was how things would eventually get so divided between those who believed in Death-Cast’s mission and those who opposed it. President Reynolds wasn’t prepared for this either. Two months into his second term, President Reynolds received his Death-Cast alert and spent his End Day hiding in an underground bunker, only to be assassinated by his most trusted Secret Service agent, who decided to fight for pro-naturalism instead of his president.

This morning, I was finishing President Reynolds’s biography instead of an early copy of my father’s upcoming memoir when I received a call from an unknown number.

“I’m going to kill you, Alano Angel Rosa,” a young man threatened.

“Thanks for the courtesy call, friend,” I said before hanging up.

That was my forty-seventh death threat. It was followed by another six calls from other harassers within the hour before I deactivated the line and set up my new phone. It’s always annoying to have to log in to my Death-Cast account and update my number every time mine gets leaked, but that will soon be resolved by my father’s latest creation. Not much else I can do unless I abandon having a phone completely. My parents ask that I block unknown numbers and report threatening texts without answering, but I can’t help myself. If someone wants me dead, I have to know how much they know. If they have only my name and phone number, then that can be anyone, anywhere. Historically it’s been an empty threat. But if someone says they’re watching me walk home through Central Park when it’s dangerously close to midnight, I take that threat seriously and run for my life.

The most unnerving part about the original caller was that his voice sounded familiar, but I can’t fully place it. He sounded young, but not too young. It could be anyone who wants revenge on Death-Cast, but I’m inclined to believe it might be a relative of one of the Death’s Dozen.

There’s Travis Carpenter, whose older sister, Abilene, was hit by a truck in Dallas, Texas. On Friday, August 27, 2010, my father personally apologized to the family, only to be threatened with a shotgun by Travis Sr. I wondered if both Travises are working together to make my father feel the loss of a child, but according to my research, Travis Jr. seems to be busy pursuing his political science degree. Travis Carpenter is also still registered for our services, unlike Mac Maag, whose uncle, Michael Maag, was robbed and stabbed to death on the first End Day. I have no idea if Mac Maag supports the Death Guard since his social media profiles have been inactive for the last three years, but I like to believe he’s just living a peaceful pro-natural life. And then there’s Paz Dario, who I knew about before the first End Day since he was the cute boy in Scorpius Hawthorne and the Immortal Deathlings, but he’s more famous now for being the boy who killed his father, Frankie Dario. I used to check in on him a lot before he deactivated his social media from the unjust backlash that spawned because of Grim Missed Calls. I hope he’s doing okay.

As for me, I’m not concerned about this morning’s death threats, especially not while I’m here at our primary Death-Cast headquarters, where we have the best security money can buy. I’m able to focus on the work at hand, which right now involves shadowing a meeting in the boardroom between my parents and Dalma Young, the creator of the Last Friend app.

“Death-Cast has rewritten death, but it has always been about changing lives,” Pa says.

“That you have,” Dalma says, sitting across from my parents while I stand in the corner with my tablet.

“As have you, young lady,” Ma says.

Dalma is twenty-eight years old, but she can honestly pass for twenty-one, maybe even nineteen like me. She looks like a goddess with her black halo braid, glowing brown skin, and the white caftan dress. “You’re sweet, but my aching back doesn’t make me feel young at all.”

My father laughs. “Hard work hurts. We would like to honor you for yours.”

Dalma’s brown eyes look between my parents. “Honor me how? You’ve already done so much for me. The grants, your advertisements promoting Last Friend. Not to mention your inspiring commencement speech at my graduation, Mr. Rosa.”

My father has an ego, something my mother has spent years trying to tame, but he’s too unique a beast, like a dragon flying in a sky of pigeons. There is no grounding him as long as he’s the only soul alive to create a company as special as Death-Cast. “The connections forged through the Last Friend app have inspired me, time and time again. That is why at next week’s Decade Gala we will be naming you our inaugural recipient for the Death-Cast Life-Changer Award.”

Tears slide down Dalma’s cheek. “For real? Isn’t there someone more deserving? What about the Make-A-Moment founders?”

“The Holland sisters are among the incredible innovators who have helped shape the age of Death-Cast, but you changed the lives of all Deckers who needed company in their final hours.”

Dalma tries controlling her sobs as she shakes her head. “Lives have been lost because of me too.”

As the Last Friend app approaches its five-year anniversary on August 8, there have been some really thorough profiles recognizing all the good it’s done as well as the crimes committed through the platform’s history. Deckers inviting Last Friends into their homes only to be robbed of their possessions. Solicitation for nudes and sexual favors as if it was the Necro app. Relentless harassment from Death Guarders who scare Deckers away. Abuse where Deckers have been treated like punching bags for people needing to blow off some steam. The darkest stain on the company’s history has to be the summer of 2016, when the Last Friend serial killer murdered eleven Deckers. Everyone believed the killer had gone and died himself since the killings stopped for several months, only for him to claim his final victims on Friday, January 13, 2017, and Thursday, May 25, 2017, before being caught.

I know a lot about the Last Friend serial killer. My best friend’s brother was the first victim.

There’s a familiar, haunted look in Dalma’s eyes as if it’s impossible for her to not see the blood on her hands even though she didn’t kill those thirteen Deckers herself.

My father’s brown eyes are distant too as he stares at the empty corner of the room. “It is admirable to take accountability for any shadows cast over your company, as we have, but you must understand that the despicable serial killer who preyed on innocent Deckers is no more your fault than Deckers dying after receiving Death-Cast alerts is mine.”

Dalma nods, but she doesn’t seem to believe it. “Mr. and Mrs. Rosa, I’m deeply honored that you think so highly of me, but I don’t feel comfortable accepting this award. Sometimes I think Deckers are better off if I terminate the app so nothing horrific like that ever happens again.”

My parents look between each other, lost for words.

“You’ve done so much good, Ms. Young,” I say, surprising everyone. Shadows aren’t supposed to speak. “I was so touched by Time magazine’s profile on people who choose to be Living Last Friends for Deckers seeking companionship. I haven’t had the honor of serving as one myself, but I really hope to, even just once to make someone’s End Day brighter.”

I pull out a chair and sit next to Dalma. “You can’t bring back those thirteen Deckers any more than we can resurrect the Death’s Dozen, but both companies deserve to survive because we’ve done far more good than harm. Your app’s record holder, Teo Torrez, has served as a Last Friend over one hundred and thirty times since January 2018 to honor his son, Mateo, who lived his best End Day thanks to his Last Friend, Rufus Emeterio—the very same Rufus whose trio of friends known as the Plutos started an annual trend on September 5, 2018, where they each serve as Last Friends to commemorate him. This constellation of connections exists because of you, Ms. Young. Terminating the app won’t terminate death, but it will terminate those life-changing End Days.”

Dalma rubs her teary eyes, and I grab her a box of tissues. “You sound like my therapist,” she says, blowing her nose.

“I’ve read a few self-help books.”

“Time well spent.”

“Does this mean you will accept the award?” Pa asks.

Dalma nods. “I’ll prepare a speech.”

“Fabulous,” Ma says, coming around the table to give Dalma a tight hug. “We’re looking forward to celebrating you. Please feel free to invite the whole family.”

“My mother and stepfather are spending the summer in San Juan, but my sister and her girlfriend—sorry, fiancée—are in town. I’ll invite them. Dahlia loves a cocktail party.”

Pa gets up from the table. “Congratulations to your sister and her partner. Pass along their contact information when you get a chance so we can send over formal invitations.” What he really means is we need their names so our private security force, Shield-Cast, can do extensive background checks before allowing them in the building. “I believe your friend Orion Pagan has already RSVP’d yes. That right, Alano?”

Earlier today I went over the guest list with Pa’s chief of staff. “Mr. Pagan is confirmed.”

Dalma’s lips purse before she smiles. “That’s wonderful.” It doesn’t sound like it.

I was under the impression that Dalma Young and Orion Pagan were best friends. It was Orion’s connection with a Decker—Valentino Prince, who my father personally called on the first End Day—that inspired the Last Friend app, after all. Now it would appear there might be some drama at the Decade Gala. I make a mental note to have security surveying them throughout the night.

After an attendant arrives to escort Dalma back to the ground level, I walk with my parents down the hall toward my father’s office, followed by all our personal bodyguards, Ariel Andrade, Nova Chen, and Dane Madden. This building is the safest place to be, but it doesn’t hurt to be extra careful.

“Nicely handled,” Pa tells me.

“I didn’t overstep?”

“Not at all. Was that Time profile about Living Last Friends in your brief?”

It’s my job to know everything about everyone. If we’re meeting with someone, I spend hours researching who they are and writing comprehensive reports. Everything from where they were born to what they do now to their favorite hobbies and even what topics to avoid in our meetings. I prepared one for Dalma Young that made me feel qualified to be her personal biographer.

“It was,” I answer. I even provided a TL;DR that went unread.

“I will be more on top of it next time,” he says, patting my back. “Nonetheless, your being up-to-date saved the day. I was especially impressed with how compassionate you were about Dalma’s ghosts and your ability to motivate her to continue her necessary work so Deckers never have to die alone. You will make a great leader one day, mi hijo.”

I’ve grown up knowing I will one day inherit Death-Cast when my parents retire, but my father has always been adamant that I climb the company ladder instead of stepping into the role. He can tell me everything there is to know about being CEO, but it’s the experiences that will make me successful. That’s why I spent last summer as an assistant and have been fully with the company since Monday, January 6, after spending New Year’s Day/my birthday in Egypt. I’m not in love with the administrative duties like inputting information into spreadsheets or ordering supplies, but that’s not why my father hired me. It’s because I’m a naturally gifted learner who loves research; I believe I was a historian in a past life. I take great pride in this work and would do it for free.

That’s hardly saying anything since my family is so wealthy that we will die before we can spend all our money, but that doesn’t stop my father from trying. We mostly live in our penthouse condo that overlooks Central Park, but he also purchased a house in the Chicago suburbs, a bigger house in Orlando, and the biggest out in the Hollywood Hills with a mind-blowing view of Downtown Los Angeles. Oh, we also have the house in San Juan. We haven’t been there in a couple years unfortunately, but at least my mother’s family is making it their home, unlike our other residences, which remain empty ever since we discovered old family friends bugged our condo to try to discover Death-Cast’s secret method for predicting deaths.

We’re fortunate enough to put the money back into the community too. My family has donated and invested so many millions that my father was famously downgraded from billionaire to millionaire. Everyone celebrated him even though it was my mother who started the charity Give-Cast, but she doesn’t have my father’s ego. She works hard to ground me in this lavish life so I’ll one day inherit the company but not the ego.

That’s why we live by a very important rule: never accept anything for free that we can pay for ourselves. No comped dinners, no matter how gracious the chef is that Death-Cast allowed her to have a beautiful End Day with her husband, who would’ve died unexpectedly otherwise. No Super Bowl suites compliments of the coach who last year put his tight-end superstar in the game despite a doctor’s warning of a potential fatal injury, only for that player to score four times, including the winning touchdown that broke the tie. And no free tickets to this past Met Gala, even though the legends at Saint Laurent wanted to dress us for the carpet, so I begged my parents to go because I’ve loved fashion forever and this was the honor of a lifetime. I don’t ask for much, so they said yes and bought my ticket. I got to stun on the carpet in a dark sequin blazer suit with a white silk necktie blouse and forge a relationship with their creative director, who is dressing me again for the Decade Gala.

The pay-for-everything rule has applied to college too. I was offered a scholarship to Harvard because of my 4.0 GPA, but everyone believed my family bribed the admissions committee since I was homeschooled (as if homeschooled students can’t qualify for scholarships) and that my parents bribed my private tutors to manipulate my grades (as if I’m not naturally brilliant). It didn’t help when I rejected the scholarship as a goodwill courtesy. The only way I could get everyone to stop accusing me of being an unworthy cheat was showing up to the first week of classes last fall knowing everything the professors were teaching after I spent the entire summer studying the textbooks front to back, all while vacationing in Ibiza, where the vegetarian paella at La Brasa is to die for. (Not literally. No food is worth dying for, but I would have that paella flown in on my End Day.)

I had to quit college after that first semester. I couldn’t focus on my studies as people tried cozying up to me, if not outright badgering me, for company secrets despite telling everyone who asked how Death-Cast can predict the deaths that my father isn’t sharing that information with me until I’m older. No one believed me. But I mainly left for safety reasons. On Monday, December 2, 2019, we all returned from Thanksgiving break and I was immediately attacked by a student, Duncan Hogan, whose mother died at 12:19 a.m. on Thanksgiving before the heralds could alert her at 12:35 a.m. Duncan understandably hated being caught off guard and felt robbed of a goodbye and grieved by beating me bloody in Burden Park. He then started a pro-natural club on campus that harassed me all month. My bodyguard attending classes didn’t make things better, so I didn’t come back after the holiday break. It’s a shame because I loved my professors and a taste of a normal student’s life, but it’s not as if university would ever truly prepare me to become CEO of Death-Cast anyway.

I’ve been so committed to this role that I was promoted to executive assistant on Wednesday, July 1, and I now attend every meeting and I’m on every call, whether it’s with the board of directors, business owners, security, grant recipients, politicians, or even the president of the United States.

“Your job is to know everything possible,” my father said upon giving me the promotion. “Until it is time for you to know the once impossible.”

The Death-Cast secret.

I’ll know my training has been completed when he sits me down for that talk.

For now, we all return to my father’s corner office, where there are monstera trees in front of the windows that overlook Times Square, a grand seating area for the rare guests invited inside, a bookcase wall full of nonfiction where I regularly borrow books—most recently biographies about President Reynolds, Ada Lovelace, and Vincent van Gogh—a desk modeled after the Resolute desk in the White House except it has the company’s hourglass logo carved into the face instead of the presidential coat of arms, and a bronze globe where my father’s bar cart used to be before he went sober on Tuesday, February 11, for his fiftieth birthday after suffering blackouts.

“Your eleven thirty with Mr. Carver got pushed back to one o’clock, so you’ll be meeting with Aster instead,” I remind Pa. His chief of staff has a long list of items to go through before next week’s gala and before Pa will meet with his manufacturer to receive production updates for his exciting new creation. Code name: Project Meucci.

“I think it’s time, Alano.”

I double-check my watch. “You have another twelve minutes.”

“Not that.”

Ma looks confused too. “Then what is it time for, Joaquin?”

“Time for Alano to get proper fieldwork at Death-Cast,” Pa says. He stares at me, preparing to ask me to do something I’ve been avoiding for years, and I would be happy to continue doing just that for the rest of my life. Something my father has only ever done once himself. “Tonight, you will call your first Decker.”






LOS ANGELES

PAZ

8:38 a.m. (Pacific Daylight Time)

It’s been one year since we moved from New York to a neighborhood in Los Angeles called Miracle Mile, and I gotta say, it hasn’t lived up to its name.

An angry, late-night Google search taught me that this part of LA is known as Miracle Mile because of its once “improbable rise to prominence” from a dirt road to million-dollar properties. I don’t know the first thing about building buildings except that it’s gotta be hard. But can it be harder than rebuilding my reputation after killing Dad? Isn’t it harder for me to rise to prominence than all these museums and restaurants and parks? And would it be so hard for someone to give me a miracle so I can get my life back on track?

Mom calls our home a miracle. She leased the place off Zillow before we even moved out here, and it was love at first sight: a single-story, white-bricked Spanish colonial house with the clay-barrel-tiled roof that all our neighbors have; two bedrooms, which we desperately needed after squeezing into Rolando’s apartment for years; a tiny but big enough backyard that Mom loved when it was greener and not looking like its own dirt road; and it’s walking distance to all those miraculous museums and restaurants and parks, which was great since we didn’t have our car yet. Mom believes the biggest miracle of all was when the original owners decided to sell to her in December, but I think the true miracle was that they didn’t have her and Rolando evicted for housing a killer.

To get to the casting office sooner, I cut through the La Brea Tar Pits even though I hate the smell of sulfur. The first time I heard about the tar pits I thought it was gonna be so much cooler since it’s the only Ice Age fossil site in an urban city, but it’s basically just a park with models of prehistoric animals getting stuck in the very real bubbling tar. On the suicide survivor forum, Edge-of-the-Deck, I read about a man who tried killing himself in the tar pit, but it took so long for him to sink that he changed his mind and fought his way out. I’ve looked into a lot of ways to die, but that’s not something I would do after my first failed attempt. It needs to be faster with no time to second-guess myself.

This whole thing makes me want a cigarette.

Most people quit smoking in January, but that’s when I started. The holiday season is always depressing, but this last one was the worst in years. I couldn’t go on my secret Instagram without seeing happy families dressed in their holiday sweaters or go on TikTok since the feed was flooded with gift unboxings. Meanwhile we had another quiet Christmas with a simple tree that I hated decorating because I can never get through that holiday without remembering the times I sat on Dad’s shoulders to put the star on our tree. Then on New Year’s, after Mom and Rolando shared their midnight kiss while I stood alone as usual, Mom got down on one knee and asked Rolando to be her life partner. I didn’t know she was going to propose or that Rolando could cry from happiness. Knowing that Mom felt safe enough to marry Rolando after being so scarred by her relationship with Dad was beautiful, but it also made me feel even lonelier.

That’s when I started smoking to help take the edge off. Sometimes when I’m smoking, I picture my pink lungs blackening with every inhale, just to remind myself why I’m still doing this even though I hate the taste and smell. This isn’t me being rebellious, Mom and Rolando still have no idea because I cover my tracks with the mints and the extra shirt I usually carry on me. I smoke because I’m chasing death. Smoking isn’t the fastest way to die, but if dying is gonna be a long game, then I need to play as much as possible to win.

But I’m not gonna smoke right now. I gotta be fresh and need healthy lungs for this role I’m gonna book.

Once I exit the park, I take a left on Sixth Street and go up Fairfax, where the Academy Museum of Motion Pictures is under construction. Before this callback, I swore that I would never be given a chance to achieve something worthy enough to be featured in this Death Star–looking building, but we’ll see.

A couple blocks down, across the street from the Writers Guild, I arrive at the Hruska Casting office, where I’m hoping to make a name for myself.

A better, different name for myself.

“Checking in?” the clerk asks.

“Howie Medina,” I lie.

I’m sent to the waiting area upstairs.

Look, I love my name, but that docuseries was watched by hundreds of millions of people, and there aren’t exactly hundreds of millions of Paz Darios running around the world. I needed a new identity if I was gonna have any shot of booking my dream role. So I’m honoring my roots with Mom’s maiden name as well as the actor Howie Maldonado, who died in a car crash three years ago. Howie played Scorpius Hawthorne’s evil rival, but when I was on set playing his character’s younger version for the flashback scene, he couldn’t have been chiller. He even testified as a character witness in my trial (not that anyone would know, since the docuseries apparently excluded anything that would make me look good). I legit believe Howie would like that I’m representing him through my stage name.

I exit the elevator, and there’s another guy in the waiting area. He’s dressed in all black like me, but he’s gorgeous, with natural blond hair, the brightest green eyes, a sharp chin, and lean muscles. He must usually get booked off his headshot alone. The guy—my competition—politely smiles, and he has a goddamn dimple.

“How’s it going?” he asks in a voice deeper than I thought, like he might look young but he’s older than you’d think, which is perfect for the character. I hope to everything that he can’t act, not that it matters in Hollywood when you’re this hot, but I’m screwed if he’s legit.

“I’m good,” I lie as I take a seat on the opposite couch. “You?”

“Excited. I’m Bodie.”

“Pa— Howie,” I say, clearing my throat. “Howie.”

“I’ve been wanting to do a big fantasy movie. I can’t wait.”

It’s almost like he thinks he’s booked it already. Maybe that smile wasn’t polite. Maybe it was victorious because he doesn’t see me as real competition.

“It’ll be epic,” I say, like the role is mine.

He squints, sizing me up—or trying to recognize me. “Have you acted before?”

Yeah, in the biggest fantasy franchise of all time, motherfucker is what I wanna say.

“Just a small role” is what I actually say.

That seems to give Bodie some relief.

“You?”

“A few things,” Bodie says, like he must have some booming IMDb page. “But I’ve never been the star of anything. This project seems like it’s going to be huge.”

“Yeah, it’s based on a bestselling book. You should check it out.”

“It’s like a thousand pages.” He shrugs. “I’m going to put my own spin on the character.”

As a fan, I already know I would hate watching his interpretation. “Good luck with that.”

The door opens, and an assistant lets Bodie know the casting director is ready to see him.

“Thanks,” Bodie tells us both, stepping inside with his shoulders held high, like he’s about to claim his destiny.

This adaptation deserves actors who give a shit about the source material. Someone like me.

Golden Heart is an epic love story between the Immortal and Death. It’s about this once-nineteen-year-old, Vale Príncipe, who falls into an unmarked grave while staring at a total eclipse, and when he climbs out, he’s been graced with a golden heart that grants him immortality. He spends his long and lonely life caring for others, particularly the sick and the dying. Throughout the first century of his immortality, Vale is visited by Orson Segador, the latest incarnation of Death, who doesn’t understand why Vale won’t die. They get to know each other whenever Orson appears to claim the souls of Vale’s companions. Then Orson starts mysteriously dying, and he needs Vale’s golden heart to survive and reap souls as the natural order demands. That’s when it gets wild because the Immortal has to choose between letting Death die so all the sick and dying he tends to can be graced with immortality too or surrender his golden heart to save the only soul he’s ever loved, even if that means the Immortal has to die so Death can live.

The novel is so damn epic and gonna make an amazing movie and break millions of hearts. The scene where Vale discovers he’s immortal is gonna be the first scene that does people in; it definitely got me. Basically, Vale returns home from his first date with a boy who once tended to his family’s garden, and when he shares the news with his parents, Vale’s father beats him to death. Except not really. Vale awakens during a terrible storm as his parents are dragging him through the woods and toward the ocean. They’re shocked to discover he’s alive, and his mother questions where all his bloody cuts have gone, but the father shakes it off as nothing but the rain washing everything away. The father ties Vale’s hands behind his back with fishing wire, stuffs his pockets with stones, and casts him off a cliff. Vale plummets through a crashing wave and tumbles around in the ocean before sinking. Minutes pass, and Vale knows he should be out of breath, but somehow he’s surviving… then he sees Death for the first time. Death is nothing but a dark, skeletal-shaped blur at first, and he swims around Vale, waiting for him to die, but Vale keeps living against all odds. He breaks free from the fishing wire, ditches the stones, and swims back to the surface, where the storm has cleared and the sun is bright and Death is gone.

The actor playing Vale needs range, which I think I got, but not only has Vale already been cast by a young movie star, it’s also not my dream role.

I’m auditioning for Death.

The first time I read the book, I felt so connected to Death because he was feared and viewed as nothing but a soulless soul-taker and an enemy to living beings. But then that connection deepened when Death’s backstory gets revealed. He was once a boy who chose to die by suicide, and since he chose death, that’s what—who—he became when he killed himself while staring at the same eclipse that made Vale immortal.

A suicidal soul that’s treated like a killer? Yeah, I was born to play Death.

I also have another deep connection to this book. I sorta know the author, but it’s very complicated.

The author, Orion Pagan, is alive today because he fell in love with a guy, Valentino Prince, who literally gave him his heart on the first End Day. He wrote this novel to keep his memory alive.

I also met Valentino on Death-Cast Eve, when he moved into the old building my dad used to manage. I only got to talk to him for a couple minutes, but he was a really nice guy. Brave too.

I’m getting anxious, like I’m about to mess up or I won’t be good enough. I try focusing on the audition sides, but my nerves are too damn strong, the words are blurs. There’s so much riding on this audition, it’s literally life or death for me. It should feel like a win-win scenario because if I don’t get this, I get to go die. But I’ve read enough stories on Edge-of-the-Deck to know that it isn’t that simple, especially since no one has ever proven Death-Cast wrong and I’m gonna have to be the luckiest person in the world to be the first one—and my life has been anything but lucky.

The door opens, and Bodie steps out with a smile. “Have fun,” he tells me before heading to the elevator.

Is he telling me to have fun playing Death while I can because he just locked down the role? I can’t let this get to my head, but when the casting assistant calls me in, I’m one hundred percent letting this get to my head, even though I shouldn’t because I knew I wasn’t the only one auditioning; I just didn’t think I was auditioning against a more experienced actor who looks more like Orson fan art brought to life than I do.

I should just leave now.

No, I gotta do this. I can’t write in my suicide note that I gave it my all if I don’t even try. Honestly, what’s the worst that can happen? It’s not like I can get sadder than I already am.

I show my anxiety what’s what and go inside. I hand the casting director, Wren Hruska, my headshot and résumé, which lies about my name, work experience, and representation. I’m super confused, though. The studio is very familiar to past auditions—table for the casting team, tape on the floor for my mark, camera set up on tripod, soft box lights—but this isn’t a regular audition, it’s a chemistry test with the other actor, but I’m the only actor in the room. Did something change? Is the casting director or her assistant reading the scene with me? Was I supposed to bring in a monologue? Did someone email an update to the fake account I made up for my fake agent?

Or maybe Bodie really got cast on the spot.

“Are we still doing the chemistry test?” I ask, looking around.

“Yes, Zen is changing. His other shirt was washing him out,” Wren says. “You’ll be on the green mark this morning.”

I go stand on my mark, relieved that I’m still in the running.

A door opens, and the young movie star, Zen Abarca, steps out of the changing closet in a black turtleneck that’s perfectly tight against his pecs and arms. His muscular build comes from years playing Agent Early in the Young Smiths movie franchise about teenage spies. Yeah, he’s gorgeous, but he can genuinely act, and I’ve watched tons of interviews where you can tell he loves the craft. I also believe Zen was born to play Vale. He’s openly gay, has sun-kissed skin, messy hair as black as the oily tar in the park, and even the bags under his blue eyes suggest he’s lived a long life while still being youthful.

Then someone else comes out of the changing closet wearing a baggy white cashmere sweater, blue jeans, and dark books, his brown curls sneaking out from under his faded Yankees fitted cap. I’m both starstruck and panicking at the sight of Orion Pagan.

There’s a lot of reasons I’m perfect for the casting of Death, but there’s one huge reason why I might not be welcomed anywhere near this project.

My dad wasn’t just Valentino’s landlord. He was also his murderer.
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ALANO

12:16 p.m. (Eastern Daylight Time)

When I was nine I wanted to be a herald, but I’ve long outgrown that childhood dream and I’m now dreading making my first Death-Cast calls tonight.

I believe heralds have the most important job in the world. Before the age of Death-Cast, doctors were the closest profession society had to heralds since they could gauge how long a sick patient had to live. Hours, days, weeks, months, sometimes years. They weren’t always right. Heralds always are when alerting Deckers. The older I got, the more I realized how sad that was. A patient told by their doctor they’re dying could still hold on to hope that they might survive, but Deckers don’t have that privilege. Their fate is ironclad.

I couldn’t spend years telling people they would die without being haunted. I’m not even sure that I’m ready to do it for three hours, but my father thinks I am because of how I conducted myself with Dalma Young.

“You were sympathetic but swift, the true talents necessary for a herald,” he had said.

I may not want to be a herald in the long run, but my father believes it’s necessary for my succession to be able to relate to the increasing weight of grief that heralds carry night after night. I didn’t bother arguing that he must be as light as a balloon, since he only ever made one call, ten years ago, because I know what he would say: “I have enough ghosts.”

So do I. Tonight I’ll gain some more.

For now, I’m distracting myself with other Death-Cast business. I’m in my father’s office with my parents and our chief of staff, Aster Gomez, who was first hired as a customer success engineer during the company’s inception because of her people skills—people skills that could’ve been utilized for herald work, but she didn’t want to do that either. Now thirty-five years old, she oversees all department heads, a role my father anticipates I will one day take over once Aster receives another promotion.

Aster has spent the past forty-five minutes leading us through updates and requests for the Decade Gala: Scarlett Prince’s final counter for more money before she will agree to have her studio photograph the event; reviewing the guest list, which now includes Dalma Young’s half sister, Dahlia Young, and Dahlia’s fiancée, Deirdre Clayton; the rush order placed for Dalma’s award engraving; the final menu from the chefs at our local World Travel Arena and their head count for catering staff; the hiring of undercover security; goody bags that include all-inclusive getaways to the Rosa Paradise, our resort in Culebra, Puerto Rico; the silent auction for a week on our yacht, The Sunshine Decker; the recasting of a new actor for our Project Meucci commercial since the first refused to sign the NDA; approving promotional trailers from our sponsors, the scripts and routes for the tour guides, and the headshots and instrumentals for our in memoriam ceremony; and making all final decisions for the run-of-show.

“Would you like the Life-Changer Award presented before or after the Project Meucci reveal?” Aster asks.

Pa considers this. “When do you think would be the best time, Alano?”

I’m confused why he’s asking when I remember there’s a surprise I’ve been coordinating for our three employees who have remained at the company since the start: the head herald, Andrea Donahue; the onboarding director, Roah Wetherholt; and Aster Gomez.

“Do the award before,” I suggest. I budgeted five minutes per person for Ma to share some quick words and present their plaques, paid sabbaticals, and a check worth enough to fulfill some bucket list dreams.

“Very well. It will be good to honor Dalma’s innovation before introducing the company’s next phase,” Pa says.

Aster notes the decision on her tablet before looking up again. “Moving on from the gala, I spoke with publicity, and the campaign for the Lifetime Lottery begins tomorrow morning.”

We will be running a lottery on our anniversary where ten households will win lifetime subscriptions to the service, and we’ll also be announcing our intention to repeat this every year for the foreseeable future. It might not be free for all, but my father is always working on reducing pricing. Ten years ago Death-Cast cost $20 for a single day, $275 for a month, $1,650 for six months, and $3,000 for a whole year. As more and more people registered, the price kept dropping; supply and demand. This earned my father a lot of goodwill because most founders would’ve kept hiking their charges for a company that’s not only successful but one of a kind like Death-Cast. Today, subscriptions cost $12 a day, $90 for a month, $500 for six months, and $900 for the year. Hopefully by the time I’m running the company it will be even more accessible if not completely free.

My phone buzzes. I have Do Not Disturb turned on while at work where no one can reach me except company contacts; this is mainly so my best friends don’t distract me with memes. Our publicity director, Cynthia Levite, has messaged me and Aster with a media hit from NBC. How would Mr. Rosa like to respond? she wrote.

The article is about a twenty-one-year-old Death Guarder who was arrested after posing as a Last Friend to kill a nineteen-year-old Decker. The Decker was stabbed three times as the Death Guarder issued a warning—or threat: “Your time is almost up, Death-Cast!”

Here we are planning for the company’s future, and someone is threatening it.

“Excuse me,” I say, interrupting Aster as she shares the preorder sales for my father’s memoir. “There’s been another Death Guard attack. A Decker was murdered.” I share the article’s highlights: the who, the what, the where, the when—and the threat.

“Our time is almost up?” Pa asks, his fist sitting tight on the table.

“How would you like to respond?” Aster asks, her stylus pen at the ready.

My father closes his eyes, composing himself. “Release a statement on our newsfeed. Say that we continue to oppose the violent attacks from the Death Guard and we will be investigating the assailant’s threat.” He opens his eyes, his gaze drifting as if he’s distracted by someone behind me, but there’s no one there. “Extend the company’s condolences for the Decker. He was robbed of a long End Day and even longer life.”

Aster notes everything. “Would you like to review the copy before it goes live?”

“No,” Pa says. He trusts her.

“I’ll submit this after our meeting—”

“Submit it now.”

“Yes, sir.” Aster leaves the office.

Ma sighs. “Dead at nineteen. That young man’s life was just getting started…”

“As was his End Day,” Pa says. “I hope he made the most of it.”

“I’m going to check in on Dalma and have security look into the assailant’s background,” Ma says, leaving too.

Did I make a mistake convincing Dalma Young to keep Last Friend alive?

Pa stares at the brass globe where his bar cart used to be.

“Can I get you anything?” I ask, wanting to take his mind off drinking. “Maybe a punching bag with Carson Dunst’s face? I could have one here within the hour.”

“I would much prefer punching Carson Dunst’s actual face for egging on those cultists, but thank you for the offer.” My father comes around his desk and rests a hand on my shoulder. “Have Agent Madden escort you home and get some rest, mi hijo. You will need to be alert for your shift tonight. Deaths depend on it.”

The pressure is mounting. I need some fun to take my mind off this task ahead. I turn off Do Not Disturb mode. The group chat with my best friends is alive and well as they’re both sending listings for the apartment we’re secretly wanting to get together.

“I’m going to go hang out with Ariana and Rio.”

“Where?”

“Maybe grab a bite at Cannon Café.” That’s Rio’s favorite diner, a block from his house, where the waitstaff don’t mind that we stay there for hours talking and playing cards; probably something to do with the big tips I leave. But I realize this is not the answer my father was looking for, especially today.

“A boy your age was just murdered, and your own life was threatened this morning.”

“But I’m not dying today,” I say. We know that because of his creation.

“That does not mean you can tease Death.”

There’s a fire growing inside me, but I snuff it out, just as my father has been known to do when I try lighting my own matches. It’s a shame that I’m being primed to oversee a company that encourages everyone to live their best lives without being able to do so myself.

I envy the Deckers who live more on their End Days than I get to with my entire life.
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I have no idea if Orion Pagan hates me or not, but I’m about to find out.

In the almost ten years since Dad killed Valentino, I’ve been in the same room with Orion only twice. The first time was during my trial, when Orion took the stand and called my dad a monster. The second time was when Orion came to LA on his book tour last November and I was next in line to meet him when I got nervous and left. Orion has never reached out to me, not even when the docuseries had everyone on the internet dragging me. I get Orion hating Dad, but why would he hate me? If anything, shouldn’t he thank me?

I’m the reason Valentino’s murderer is dead.

I can’t believe Orion flew out from New York for this audition. No, I can’t believe I’m stupid enough to be surprised by Orion flying out here for the audition. This story means everything to him. He even wrote the screenplay himself because he didn’t want Hollywood bastardizing the material like we’ve seen happen to too many great books. Of course Orion is gonna make sure that the actor playing his magical self-insert is the right person.

“What’s up,” Orion says, greeting me with a hand on his heart, the heart that he received from a transplant after Valentino was declared brain-dead because my dad kicked him down a flight of stairs for trying to save my mom.

If only I had been a little bit faster with getting the gun—

“Howie?” Orion asks.

At first I think Orion is questioning my identity, but he’s actually just getting my attention.

“Sorry, I’m just nervous. I didn’t know you were gonna be here. I love your book.”

The lie is kind of true, but I’m genuinely more nervous about Orion recognizing me for who I really am than I am about the audition.

“That means a lot,” Orion says, hand on his heart again. “We’ve seen thousands of people for this role, and your self-tape legit blew us away. I seriously got chills watching you become Orson. Your performance was so grounded and haunting.”

The casting director nods. “You have a raw power of emotion that’s hard to find in young talent these days,” Wren says.

“Don’t be nervous,” Orion says. “You got this.”

“Don’t be nervous about this either,” Zen says as he takes his mark with a knife in his hand. “It’s just a prop.”

Okay, so no one here knows who I really am, which is great, but I really gotta act my ass off before, during, and after this audition if I’m gonna get cast as Death. I’ll come clean to Orion once I book the job… or maybe after I sign the contract… or when we’re on set… or done shooting… or during the premiere’s red carpet… or I’ll take it to my grave and be buried as Howie Medina.

“When you’re ready,” Wren says.

The scene for our chemistry test is one of my favorites from the book.

I get into the right headspace by using the “moment before” technique, where I break down everything I—Death—was doing before this scene begins: I appeared in this forest to claim the soul of an orphan girl Vale had been taking care of after her parents were killed in a war, and when Vale’s pleas for me to not take the girl failed, it leads to this moment where my scene with Zen opens. Zen transforms into Vale—his posture slouching like he’s carrying the weight of the world, his breath building as his blue eyes become oceans, and his hands shaking as he plunges the knife straight into his heart. The fake blade retracts into the handle, but I’m not an actor seeing a prop or a suicidal guy who wishes his reflexes would shut down so he could kill himself the same way. I’m Death watching the Immortal attempt suicide, my head cocked as I imagine the golden lights emanating from his heart.

Vale throws the knife across the forest and falls to his knees, crying.

“Stop taunting me, Immortal,” I sneer.

“I am not taunting you. I am begging you to take me.”

There are hundreds of other souls waiting to be claimed by me as I hover over the Immortal, all threatening to turn into violent ghosts the longer they remain in this plane, but I cannot understand how this boy continues to defy my grasp. I kneel before him and hold his face, shivering even though he is warm. I cannot carry him into the afterlife. He is hyperventilating because he does not know why this is happening to him, but if it is not my responsibility to comfort the dead, I certainly do not have to tend to an immortal who cannot breathe when he will survive this just as he has drownings in oceans and plummets from tall towers and now knives to the heart. I am ready to depart when he asks if this is happening because of the eclipse. The same eclipse that made me Death. It is strange that our journeys as extraordinary beings began on the same day, but it is also less lonely. The universe may have gifted Vale with immortality because his life was threatened by unloving parents, but it does not feel that way to me.

“To kill oneself only to be anchored to eternal life is punishment,” I say.

“Living is painful, but it does not have to be a curse.”

“I am not living. I am Death,” I say, turning away to go vanish into the shadows.

The Immortal grabs my hand, his touch now burning. “Becoming Death does not mean you do not deserve this second chance at life. I am terrified of walking this world alone. If we are to cross each other’s paths forever, perhaps we can get to know one another.”

I stare down at our hands. It feels nice to be touched, to be wanted, but there is no way this will end well. If I have not always been Death and he has not always been the Immortal, that must mean that something will go terribly wrong here. I will not make the same mistakes of having my heart broken.

“I am not alive, and I will not fall into the trappings of life,” I say, snatching my hand out of his. I look the Immortal up and down before turning my back on him, knowing that I will not be able to stay away from this soul, whose company I will miss if I ever carried him into the afterlife.

Then applause rings through the air. The forest turns back into a studio. Vale changes back into Zen. And I become myself again.

“Holy shit!” Orion shouts over his own clapping. “Guys, that was fucking amazing—excuse my language—no, fuck that, I said what I said!”

“You were locked in,” Zen says, patting my back like he’s impressed.

I honestly feel like I disassociated and became the character. I’m still sinking back into myself. I’m Paz, I’m nineteen, and I’m an actor who just crushed this audition.

“Off-the-charts chemistry, guys,” Orion says, and the casting director agrees.

“I mean, we’re kind of a destined match. Our names mean peace,” I say.

Zen looks puzzled. “Howie means peace?”

I tense up. I just said something really stupid and career-costing. Orion is no longer looking at me like I’m the perfect casting for Death and instead like I’m a plot point he’s working out in his book. Does Orion know Spanish? Would he know that my name, my real name, actually means peace? I gotta distract from this.

“I mean, no, your name means peace and calm and all that,” I tell Zen, flustered. “But my name has a lot of meanings. My favorite is ‘heart brave.’ That feels so perfect for this story, right?” I only know that because Howie Maldonado told me.

“Totally perfect,” Zen says. He’s looking at me like I’m just an awkward actor again.

Orion isn’t as sold on that performance, but the casting director is, so she excuses me, letting me know that she’ll be in touch one way or the other.

“Thank you for your time,” I say, rushing out before Orion can solve the mystery.

I’m waiting for the elevator, pressing the button a thousand times to make it go faster, when Orion steps out into the hall and shouts, “Hold up!”

I can’t run away, not even when the elevator doors finally open. “Hey, Orion.”

“Dude, your performance was seriously phenomenal. It’s kind of an author’s dream come true to watch a character so personal brought to life so beautifully.”

Wait. Am I about to get an offer?

My heart is pounding. “I’m so honored, I would kill for the chance to play this role.”

“You sort of have,” Orion says. “Didn’t you, Paz?”
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