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For Drew (again)
Who read this book
And decided to marry me.


One

As I approached our apartment building, I could sense the corpse crouching behind it. He grew in my mind like a fungus, his undead flesh outlined as if covered in a thin coating of dewdrops. This one was thin, with bulky muscles. Perhaps in life he’d been an athlete.

 Out of old habit, I popped a penny into my mouth. Even against my dry tongue, it tasted like blood.

I ducked inside a bus stop, peering up at our curtained windows. Zeke should have been home by now, but I couldn’t sense any corpses inside the building, and the one behind the building wasn’t him.

False dawn crept over the rooftop, making my skin twitch and crawl. The sun rose late in Salt Lake City—it had to make its way over the mountains, first. Zeke would be furious that I’d cut it this close getting home. If he had his way, I’d stay locked in the apartment twenty-four seven.

I flipped the penny over with my tongue. Where was Zeke now? The safest place I could wait for him would be inside the apartment with the door locked. Sunrise was twenty minutes away, at most. He’d be home by then.

A few buildings away, another corpse shifted. He was moving down the block toward me. That made four stiffs in all—the one behind the apartment, the one half a block down, and two crouching on the other side of the street behind some Dumpsters. I’d have thought I was imagining things, but I’d been feeling Zeke come home from work every night. At first I’d thought it was just the predictability of his schedule, but then I’d started sensing other stiffs, too. Now I could make out their body types, even their facial features, sketched out in crystalline dots. I checked over each of their faces. None of these corpses was Zeke.

A gust of wind blew into the bus stop shelter, flipping the pages of a magazine abandoned in the corner. I pressed my cheek against the metal frame of the shelter. I knew it was cold, but my skin was colder.

Waiting wasn’t giving me an advantage. I walked up to the building as confidently as I could. I could feel the corpse behind the building stand, but he didn’t come any closer. I hurried up the staircase toward our second-floor apartment, turning at the top to look toward the back parking lot. The corpse was still there, lurking just around the corner. Corpses passed from time to time, but they didn’t stay, they didn’t lurk.

Not unless they’d suddenly found a reason to. I moved to our doorway and shoved my key into the lock. I stepped in and shut the door behind me, breathing in the dark. My body hadn’t needed oxygen in six months, but Zeke said it took some corpses as long as fifty years to break their breathing habit.

Ash and decay reeked from the kitchen. If I’d had a heartbeat, it would have been racing.

I flipped on the hall light, warding away the dark. I could still feel the corpse in the alley, just a few walls away. Its form was low to the ground, hunched over, waiting. The others across the street began to move toward me. I locked the door.

I forced my legs to carry me down the hall into the kitchen. Even before I saw him, a cold wave washed through me. It wasn’t an actual chill, of course. I was numb to temperature fluctuations—one benefit of lacking homeostasis.

Seeing Zeke’s body was enough to make me forget to breathe. The yellow hall light illuminated what was left of him, lying on the linoleum floor. His red t-shirt contrasted sharply with his now-gray skin; his body had turned entirely to ash. His head lay several feet from his body, lying on its cheek, with a trail of ash scattered over the floor between the parts of his severed neck.

The form of both head and body remained, like papier-mâché castings of his former self, ashes clinging together, monochromatic and crumbly. His chest had already sunk under the weight of his shirt, his legs deflated beneath the waistband of his jeans. As I walked toward him, eddies of air flaked away particles, wearing away at what used to be his arms.

My knees gave way and I knelt beside Zeke on the floor. I wanted to cry, but my body didn’t produce tears anymore. I was left without expression, like a dry fountain, or a puppet left hanging on its strings.

There were easier ways to kill us. Anything that could damage the heart would do—a knife, a bullet— silver or otherwise. The best weapon was probably a shotgun—since the shells fragmented and caused massive damage, increasing the odds of piercing the heart muscle. But instead of being efficient, Vance had done this as dramatically as possible, to send me a message, and I knew what it meant.

Somehow, Vance had found out about Paris.

My skin crawled. Whatever weapon Vance had used had also torn the collar of Zeke’s t-shirt. Bare threads ran through the ash at his neck in red lines, as if they might have been blood. But of course, there wasn’t any. His body was powder, and the air would slowly wear him away until there was nothing left.

When Vance had sent me to live with Zeke, I’d cowered in my room, sure he was going to hurt me, just like Vance. But Zeke had never touched me. He’d only wanted to keep me safe.

My hands shook. Now he was gone. I’d gotten him killed.

The corpse in the back alley slunk toward the side of the building. I could sense his flesh under his clothing. All of the corpses surrounding me were male.

I looked to the window. Around the edges of the aluminum foil, I could see the pink glow of the false dawn.

The corpses around me had to be Vance’s men. They’d come for Zeke, and now they were back for me.

I leaped to my feet, reaching for the envelope of cash on top of the fridge. “Just in case,” Zeke had said. I ran for my room, for my already-packed duffel, stuffing the money into the pocket. I slung the bag over my shoulder. It already had a change of clothes in it, and a few of my father’s old books. There wasn’t much else in my room—not even a bed. We didn’t own much besides the video games. Zeke said too many possessions made you feel like the living.

I’d need food. There wasn’t time to eat now; I’d have to take it to go. How much blood did we have? Not more than a couple of pints. Vance never gave out more than that at a time, to keep us from running.

Back in the kitchen, I opened the refrigerator and grabbed two pint bags from the third shelf, dropping them into the top of the bag. I left the organs in the crisper drawer—an appendix or two that Zeke got from our supplier. He liked to have food he could chew—but I couldn’t stomach human flesh, no matter how much the darker parts of me might crave it.

As I closed it, the refrigerator door pushed a wave of air over Zeke, shifting the ash enough to obscure the details of his hair, his fingernails. I cringed, but I knew it was pointless to try to preserve him. If I didn’t destroy him, the police would.

As I left the kitchen, I turned on the ceiling fan, and I didn’t look back.

Zeke had told me where to go, if anything ever happened to him. I had to find his friend Jack. Jack wasn’t a corpse, so he wouldn’t turn me over to Vance, but he would help me get out of town. Maybe even to Paris, if I was lucky. Zeke had driven me by Jack’s house, so I knew where he lived. I couldn’t run there, not with the sun rising. But if I waited here, Vance would get me for sure.

My best bet was to find someplace they couldn’t get me without making a scene, and also where I could hide from the sun. The department store at the end of the block was a good bet. That is, if I outran the waiting corpses first.

As I ran for the front door, the corpse from the alley reached the corner of the building. The dots forming his skin rippled as he moved, a cold spot slinking at the edge of my mind. The ones across the street were moving closer, too, but slowly. They were taking their time. They thought they had me cornered, like they’d had Zeke.

I had an edge, though. Zeke couldn’t sense corpses, not the way I could. He always got mad at me when I talked about it, like being different was against some corpse code of conduct.

I looked through the peep hole in the front door, making sure there weren’t any surprises waiting for me out there. I couldn’t see anyone. The nearest stiff was now creeping around the front of the building. That meant I had to head toward the back if I wanted to get away.

Time to run.

I opened the door and sprinted down the walkway along the front of the building. Don’t look, I told myself. If I saw them coming for me, I’d freeze.

Pivoting at the corner of the building, I ran along the side walkway, passing door after door. One of the corpses moved toward the stairs, so I stopped in the middle of the barred railing.

Don’t think. Jump.

I grabbed the metal drainpipe at the edge of the balcony, planted a shoe on the bar and hoisted myself over, plummeting feet-first into the alleyway below.

Landing on my feet didn’t help much. My knees buckled, slamming into the asphalt with a sickening smack. I cringed instinctively, but felt the impact without pain. Already, I could feel the skin and bone of my knee beginning to knit itself back together, always returning to the way it was before. Tiny pieces of gravel fell from my flesh and plinked onto the pavement. I scrambled to my feet.

A car started on the street. I raced past the parked cars and the Dumpsters to struggle over the back fence, and landed in the parking lot of the drug store behind our building. I wished I’d worked harder at pull-ups and sprints in gym class when I was alive—I’d always been a weakling then, and my strength hadn’t improved any in death. My feet pounded against the pavement as I ran along a back alley. My undead stamina would let me keep running forever, but I’d gotten a C+ in sprinting, and no matter how much I pushed to go faster, my muscles could only do what they did in life.

I reached the main street on the other side of the drugstore, running along the block. Dawn light gleamed off the few cars in the parking lot. Already my skin began to itch. It had been a long while since I’d felt any pain at all—the only things that caused my body pain now were the things that could kill me, like the sun, or presumably a beheading or stab to the heart. Later my skin would turn red and peel. Fire wouldn’t hurt me, but something about sunlight damaged undead skin when nothing else would. It would be worth it if I could get away. I’d keep running until I got so far Vance could never touch me again.

I could still feel corpses around me, but I was too panicked to focus on the images. I concentrated on the area just ahead. No one was close enough to grab me. Not yet. That meant I still had a chance.

A car squealed around the corner, screeching to a stop right behind me. A deep chill sucked at me. More corpses. Vance’s men worked in tandem, hunting me like a pack.

I ran, my tennis shoes banging on the pavement, duffel slamming into my back with each step. My legs flexed like rubber. The first golden rays of sunlight bounced off an office building, flashing onto me. My skin contracted like shrink wrap. I veered down a dark alleyway, hiding in the shadow of Zion’s Bank. The burn wasn’t bad—just a light sunburn. I could get some aloe for it later.

I saw the first of them up ahead, waiting for me. A tall man, with dark glasses and black hair licking out from beneath a wide brimmed hat. He wore gloves that ran under his sleeves. He’d stepped out of the sun, which meant that his suit and hat must be made to block the rays. Vance kept his sunsuits for his lackeys, of course. He didn’t share them with the rest of us.

I felt a corpse round the corner behind me. Without turning, I could see the silvery outline of his face. He was waiting in the shadow of the alley, blocking my escape.

How did they know where I was? Could they feel me the way I could feel them? 

Vance’s voice rose from the pocket of the corpse with the hat. “She’s right between you. Very close.”

Maybe they couldn’t, but Vance could. Was he nearby, waiting for me? If he was, I couldn’t sense him.

The men both kept to the shadows, stepping closer. There were no exits between me and them, no side streets. I looked up for something to climb, but the walls rose on either side of the alley like two sheer cliffs. Sunlight spread along the sidewalk at either end of the alleyway. Even if I managed to get by them, my skin would fry in the light.

One of the corpses raised a radio to his mouth. “We have visual,” he said. “She’s got nowhere else to run.”

I slumped against the wall. My breaths came fast, but not from the exertion. A limo rolled into the alleyway, and parked behind one of the corpses. Even the windshield was tinted against the sun. The back doors opened, and two more of Vance’s clones stepped out—corpses he’d specially made to accompany him. One of them was a lousy look-alike, though. His face was too fat. Vance ought to have starved him a bit before he turned him. I hoped that the sunlight would peek over the buildings and scorch them all, but looking up I could see it would be hours before the sun rose high enough to reach us.

Then Vance stepped out of the car. I could tell him from a look-alike anytime. None of them quite had his hawkish nose, his flawless skin, or the sense of pride and power that rolled off him like crashing waves. He pulled off his sunglasses, watching me with cold eyes.

“I see you packed,” he said. “Excellent. I’ve come to collect you. You’re too young to be alone.”

I stood absolutely still, every muscle tense. Vance took a step toward me, and my body jerked reflexively.

“What’s this?” he asked. “I know it was a lifetime ago, but don’t you remember? We’re friends.”

It was a lifetime ago. But he was wrong. No matter what I’d thought back then, we’d never been friends.

Vance shook his head at me, holding out his hand. “Come.” His voice was soft, like he was here to rescue me.

He was the one I needed rescuing from.

My knees shook, and I braced myself against the wall for support. I’d been a fool to run down this alley. I should have stayed in the sun. Burning would have been better than going with Vance.

But my skin flinched at the thought. The pain of dying from a sixth-degree sunburn would be overwhelming. I didn’t have the will to destroy myself that way. Just like I’d been too weak to run from Vance that last time. I should have screamed. I should have fought. If I had, I wouldn’t be here now.

My limbs refused to move, even to shrink away. Vance could kill me right here, do anything to me, and just like before, my traitor body was going to let him.

“You’ll come with me, won’t you April?” Vance asked. He stepped aside, motioning to the limo doors.

I avoided looking him in the eyes. The other corpses stood stiff around us, waiting for Vance’s command. They’d follow him anywhere, do anything he said. Even Zeke was like that sometimes.

Everything in me screamed to struggle. To make up for the way I just lay there when he changed me. I could still feel the force of his cold grip. It came to me in flashes sometimes, when I was alone in the dark.

But once again, I couldn’t move. I remained there, braced against the wall.

Vance came toward me, laid a hand on my shoulder, and pulled me forward. My feet stumbled a bit, carrying me toward the limo. I felt like my mind had unplugged from my body, and no matter how loudly my brain told it to run, it wouldn’t go.

Then again, if he thought I was compliant, he wouldn’t watch me as closely. That might be my only chance.

“Yes,” I said. “I’ll come.”

I climbed into the limo, edging as far away from Vance as I could. Not that it would stop him from touching me. Not if he wanted to.

Vance sat next to the door, across from me. The limo started, pulling down the alley and out into the street, leaving his men behind.

“I’m sorry about Zeke,” Vance said. “But he wanted to take you away from me. I couldn’t let him do that. You’d both starve, out on your own.”

I hugged my knees. We should have left before Vance decided to take an interest in me again. It didn’t matter if I fought. Vance would always be faster and stronger than I was. Our bodies didn’t deteriorate, but they also didn’t grow or change. I’d passed my sixteenth birthday a month ago, but I’d be in my fifteen-year-old body for the rest of my undeath. I couldn’t even cut my hair shorter; it’d regenerate to its shoulder-length crop, like the rest of my body did when it was injured. Vance was larger and fitter than me when he died, so I’d never be able to best him.

I closed my eyes. It was like that line from Tennyson’s poem, my favorite one from my dad’s old books: Thou madest man, he knows not why, he thinks he was not made to die. A stronger person would have ended it, and believed that what came after was better, but I couldn’t. I was too afraid.

Faced with Vance, all I could manage to do was quiver.


Two

Morning traffic downtown was light. I recognized these streets; it wouldn’t take more than ten minutes to reach the hospital.

The first time I’d been there, I’d been terrified. Pain had radiated down my arms and through my hips, like menstrual cramps from hell. At first the doctors had thought I must be having a heart attack. Then they’d been sure of it. A few heavily-medicated days later, they’d found that what we’d thought was childhood asthma was actually a heart defect. I’d had the thing since I was born, but it had taken fifteen years for it to finally decide to kill me.

Better I should have died then than to be here now.

Vance must have followed my same thoughts, but he came to a different conclusion. “I’m glad you’re back with me,” he said. “Aren’t you?”

It was all I could do not to go fetal. I drew deep breaths—unnecessary, but calming. He was toying with me, like a wolf with an injured calf. I wondered if this was where all those stories about werewolves and skinwalkers came from. When it came to Vance and me, it was crystal clear who was the predator and who was the prey.

I pushed myself back into my seat, holding myself as far away from Vance as possible. He didn’t touch me—he just sat in his seat across from me, one foot resting on his knee.

Outside the tinted windows, a woman in the car next to us was staring. She probably thought the limo contained someone famous. She’d be speculating even now about whom she might see if the glass wasn’t so dark.

“Do you hate me for killing him?” Vance asked.

I glanced at his eyes. They were a dark brown, so close to black that his irises were almost indistinguishable from his pupils. I squeezed my knees tighter.

Did I hate him? Hate was a burning emotion—a passion, a rage. I didn’t have that left in me anymore. Not after what he did to me.

“No,” I said.

“Good. You’re safe now. I’m going to take care of you.”

I could see the top floor of the hospital over two streets of office buildings. Vance had named the hospital Saint Januarius Medical Center, after the patron saint of blood banks—his idea of a joke.

The sun crested over the mountains beyond the hospital roof, beams of light streaking onto the streets. There was a sight I hadn’t seen in months. I leaned toward the window to get a better look. Even dimmed from the tinting, the sun shone so brightly my eyes stung.

I jerked back reflexively. Looking out a normal window, that much sunlight would have burned me enough to put me in bed for a month. Prolonged exposure would burn me completely, leaving nothing but ash. As it was, my skin still felt tight and dry from my exposure to the false dawn.

A slow ache crept over my skull—one that had nothing to do with the sunlight. I hadn’t eaten in twelve hours, and I needed blood. But Vance’s men had stuffed my bag into the trunk. I should have downed some at home while I’d had the chance.

We pulled up to the hospital and wound around the driveway toward the back, to the employee parking. The last time I’d pulled up to this building, I’d been alive. Living, breathing April went into the hospital and never returned. I closed my eyes, hugging my arms tighter around my ribs.

I expected the limo to park in Vance’s executive spot in the underground parking. Instead, it approached a pair of dock doors at the back of the hospital—the kind businesses use for shipping and receiving. The doors rolled up, revealing a long driveway heading under the hospital.

I knew exactly where we were going. Zeke had been there, and he’d told me about it. In the depths of the hospital, beneath radiology and the morgue, Vance kept something deeper, accessible only by a hidden elevator buried in the back of the lowest levels. Or by this driveway, supposedly for deliveries.

The limo slipped in, and the dock doors closed behind us. The driveway was slim—only wide enough to fit the limo, with barely two feet on either side. There must be another exit somewhere. The limo couldn’t reverse this way. I wondered if the other door was farther off and more hidden, in case Vance needed to escape.

The limo pulled up next to a pair of sliding doors and stopped. Vance’s driver walked around and opened our door. Vance got out first and motioned for me to follow, and I did, if only to get out of the small enclosed space and into the larger one. The sliding doors opened, revealing an elevator—another enclosed space. Vance dropped a hand on my shoulder, leading me in.

I floated in space, no longer attached to my body now that Vance had a hold on it. I felt the pressure of my feet against the floor, but not his hand, not my shoulder. I was suddenly lost in a dream that wasn’t mine.

This feeling, too, was familiar.

He stood over me as we descended. The four elevator buttons had no numbers, but he knew which one to press.

The elevator doors opened up onto a tight hallway lined with doors. The place reeked of hospital—Vance must have his people sterilizing the place, just like the workers did upstairs. That didn’t make sense, though. Corpses couldn’t catch diseases.

As we walked down the hall, I could feel corpses past the doors on either side of us—one per room. A few of them paced; as we passed one room, the corpse beat on the inside of the door, wailing like a monkey. This close, I could sense the details of his face—his jaw hanging slack, his eyelids unblinking. He’d probably been starved past bloodlust—with no food or flesh to eat, his mind would warp until he went permanently insane, rushing at every living thing to devour it, like some zombie in a Romero movie.

As we passed one of the doors, I heard the squish of a corpse throwing itself at the door as hard as it could, and the scrape of his nails clawing at the handle. When I was young, I remembered my dad reading me a story from One Thousand and One Nights, where a man fought off a horde of flesh-eating ghouls and then enslaved them. That was us all right. Maybe we had more in common with the old legends than I sometimes thought.

Another corpse wailed. I could sense through the wall that he was digging his own nails into his skin, clawing gashes even as they healed over and over. I was starting to feel sorry for lab animals. I wondered if PETA would do protests for the ethical treatment of the undead, if they knew about this.

Was this what he intended to do to me?

Behind the next door we passed, the corpse remained perfectly still, not a muscle moving. But he wasn’t dead. If he’d been dead, I wouldn’t have been able to sense him at all.

Vance pressed down heavy on my shoulder, bringing me to a stop. This door had a living man on the other side of it; I couldn’t see him, but I could smell him. Vance had beaters down here—real, living people with working hearts. But this one wasn’t afraid. He smelled too clean, like he’d scrubbed his hands nearly raw. All people smelled hot and tasty, like really good barbecue wings, but each had its own distinctive blend that shifted subtly with extreme moods, like fear, or anger. It never failed to make me miss the scent of my own living body—the one that had clung on my clothing for days after I was turned. This was what I hadn’t expected about being dead: your scent dies last.

Vance pushed the door open, and the man looked up from his computer screen. He was in his mid-thirties, and had tight curly hair. He wore a white lab coat, and was poring over a spread sheet.

“April,” Vance said, “this is Dr. Lyle Browning.”

I didn’t know what I needed with a doctor, especially a living one. Zeke said that Vance didn’t work with the living. If he needed you, he turned you cold, and then he took what he wanted. But then, Vance kept me alive, too. For a while.

Lyle turned and looked me over. “This is the specimen you told me about,” he said.

My skin crawled. He wasn’t that kind of doctor.

“This is April,” Vance said.

“Of course. Hello, April.”

I swallowed. Strange that Vance would insist that I be called by my name when he treated me like little more than an animal.

“Lyle used to do research upstairs,” Vance said. “But he’s moved down in the world.” Vance pushed me into the room, guiding me over to a stool near Lyle. “Take good care of her,” he said to Lyle. “She’s very important to me.”

“Of course,” Lyle said.

Vance smiled. “I’ll let you two get to work.” He left, shutting the door behind him.

Lyle was only a few feet away. I could smell the blood under his skin, feel it pulsing with every heartbeat. My head pulsed along with it.

“I’m hungry,” I said.

I expected that to scare him, but he simply nodded. “We’ll get you some blood as soon as we finish our tests.”

“You’re going to do tests on a hungry corpse?” I asked. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

“You won’t suffer any negative effects from it, don’t worry.”

“I meant for you.”

Lyle smiled. “You’re small. Security down here is very good. I’d have you restrained before you broke my skin. Besides, judging by your composure, you still have a few hours left before you frenzy.”

He was right, of course. I hadn’t eaten in about twelve hours, which meant I still had an hour or two before I got really uncomfortable—three or four before I lost complete control, and perhaps six before the damage became irreversible.

“What are you going to do to me?” I asked.

Lyle swiveled around on his chair, opening a cabinet and pulling out a syringe and several vials, and stretching thin latex gloves over his hands. “Just a few tests,” he said. “Routine, really.”

“You test a lot of kidnapped girls.”

“Vance provides a large sample of test subjects for my research, yes.”

Lyle kept lining up his vials, smiling as if we were talking about a picnic. I was beginning to see why Vance worked with the man, if not why he kept him alive.

With Vance gone, I’d found my voice again. But now I needed a plan—some way to get out of here before he came back for me. I might be able to get Lyle to help me, but only if I convinced him to be on my side.

“Are you a prisoner here?” I asked.

“No,” Lyle said. “Vance chose me because of my work on cancer cells. They’re remarkably like your undead cells, only more common, of course.”

Zeke and I used to play this game whenever we were out in public. We’d pick out a stranger, and ask ourselves, if that person was a corpse, when and where would they be from, originally? 

Lyle was easy. He’d have been turned in Nazi Germany. Probably working for Hitler’s paranormal research division.

Lyle gripped my arm in his gloved fingers and bent it across the desk to give himself access to my veins. I thought about resisting, but forced myself to relax. The way to get on his good side was to let him have what he wanted.

Lyle swiped my forearm clean with a swab of cotton—though I assumed that was more to preserve the quality of his sample than to prevent infection.

“So Vance lets you leave whenever you want?” I asked.

“I go out with an escort once a week or so,” Lyle said. “But I prefer to stay here. There’s so much work to be done.”

A happy prisoner. Vance’s favorite kind.

Lyle’s needle slid easily into my arm—I could feel the glide but not the pinch I remembered from my IVs in the hospital. Instead of flowing up the tube, my blood refused to move until Lyle sucked it out with the syringe plunger. The liquid he pulled from me was pale pink.

“That doesn’t look like blood,” I said.

“Not as many red cells,” Lyle said. “Though your platelet count is much higher than that of the living.”

Lyle seemed to understand all this. Vance was a businessman, not a scientist. If he knew what kept us walking after death, he didn’t care enough to share.

As soon as Lyle let go, my flesh healed, pushing the needle from my arm. Good thing, too. Lyle didn’t appear to be concerned about my comfort.

I could see why Vance moved him downstairs.

“Do you know what we are?” I asked him.

“I’ve been working on a medical term for it,” Lyle said. “I’m sure the PC police would like to call you an Undead American, but at the moment I’m leaning toward homosinepulsim. What do you think?”

“It’s a mouthful. What’s it mean?”

“It’s Latin,” Lyle said. “For man without a pulse.”

“Clever,” I said. “But I’m a girl.”

“Ah, yes,” Lyle said. “I’m sure that will also be a common complaint.”

“You can explain it, though,” I said. “You can explain undeath with science.”

“Everything can be explained with science,” he said. “Your body doesn’t grow. But it also doesn’t die, except by specific means. Given the way the condition vectors from person to person, it’s probably caused by a pathogen.”

“Probably. But you don’t know.”

He looked affronted. “Not yet. Once I publish my findings, I’m hoping to expand my research to discover the cause.”

I shook my head. Vance would never allow research about us to be published. He had far too much to lose. “You’ll never get to tell anyone about it.”

Lyle’s expression grew snide. “In fact, I’m going to present a paper on it at the World Stem Cell Summit next year.”

“Vance will never let you go.”

“It was his idea.”

That startled me. Vance killed anyone who even thought about exposing us to the public. He had to have other plans for Lyle. He was probably going to turn him before he could make it to the conference. “Vance will say anything to get what he wants,” I said.

“We’ll see.” Lyle didn’t look worried, though. He was a prisoner, just like me, and he didn’t even realize it. He was too distracted by playing with Vance’s toys. “In the meantime,” he said, “I have work to do.”

“So you’re Doctor Frankenstein and we’re your monsters.”

Lyle smiled.

“I didn’t mean that to be funny.”

“I’m impressed, actually. Most people think Frankenstein is the monster.”

That was true. “My Dad was a professor of English Lit.”

“You’re smart,” he said. “I like that in a subject.”

I tried not to visibly shiver. That’s all I was to him: a lab rat who might hold the key to his breakthrough, and one with whom he might hold a decent conversation while he did it. I remembered when my dad was feeling dramatic, he used to talk about what would happen to the world without literature. My students, he’d say, they don’t think poetry is relevant to them. But without it, they’ll all become emotionless robots, going about their lives without ever thinking of why. 

“When was the last time you read a poem?” I asked. He’d probably misunderstood “The Road Less Traveled" in high school and that was it.

“I prefer science to poetry,” Lyle said.

Of course he did. “So what are you going to do with the data?” I asked. “Besides present it, supposedly.”

Lyle smiled proudly. “The possibilities are endless, really. Vance is hopeful we’ll be able to alter your physical composition. Make some modifications.”

My life was bad enough. I really couldn’t imagine that the combined visions of Vance and Lyle were going to make it anything but worse. “What kind of modifications?”

“Anything. Get rid of that pesky aversion to sunlight, for example. Bring back homeostasis. Get your heart beating, if you’d like.”

If I’d had a heartbeat, it would have stopped right there. I’d given up hope of a cure long ago, but if what he said was true, if it was just a pathogen— “You can make us living again?”

“No,” Lyle said. “Not living. Just better versions of what you already are.”

I should have known better. “But you can make it so I can go out in the daytime, then.” Even that would do wonders for my quality of life.

“No,” Lyle said. “At least, not yet.”

Of course. Even scientists could be dreamers. “So you’re failing.”

Now Lyle glared. “A failed experiment is not always an inconclusive experiment.”

Great. “Who pays for all this?” I asked. “Vance? The hospital?”

“Vance’s corporation owns the hospital,” Lyle said. “So I suppose it’s all the same.”

“And how many people know this place is here?”

Lyle shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.” He pulled out a sticky label and added it to the vial, then wrote something on the side.

Human sympathy didn’t seem to be one of Lyle’s finer points. If I couldn’t get him to feel sorry for me, maybe I could establish a common enemy.

“Must be miserable working for a monster like Vance,” I said.

“You keep using that word, monster. What does that mean to you?”

“What?”

“Do you see yourself as a monster? Or just Vance?”

I sucked in my breath. “I’m nothing like Vance.”

“What makes you different?”

“I don’t hurt people.”

“Yet you drink their blood to survive. It’s an interesting contradiction, don’t you think?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t.”

“I see you wear a cross. Another contradiction. Do you believe in God, or wear it for the irony?”

I put my hand to my neck. The cross was the only thing I had left from when I was alive—a tiny silver charm on a thin chain. Some crosses were fancy, but mine was just two tiny little bars laid over one another. Zeke tried to make me give it up, but I wouldn’t.

“It’s both,” I said. The truth was more complicated. The cross was given to me by my mother, who was Lutheran, though my father found his god in poetry, especially Tennyson, and so did I. But the irony didn’t escape me. Corpses weren’t afraid of crosses, nor any other religious symbol. I hoped that meant we weren’t evil, at our core. That maybe all the things that Tennyson wrote about crossing the bar and meeting God might still apply to me.

Though I didn’t believe it, not really. If I did, I’d have thrown myself into the sunlight and been done with it.

“It’s like that Blake poem,” I said. “Did he who made the lamb make thee? Just because there are corpses doesn’t mean there isn’t a god.”

“Ah, yes,” Lyle said. “The one about the tiger.”

“Actually,” I said, “it’s about the devil.”

“And you think Vance is the devil,” Lyle said, “or a monster, at least. But he makes possible all kinds of healing upstairs, not unlike Christ himself. He pays for procedures no human being is willing to give for, even in a country like America, where people have so much disposable income.”

I gripped the edge of my stool. Vance wasn’t anybody’s savior. “It’s a head trip for him,” I said. “He’s not doing it to be nice.”

“He keeps the local corpse population under control,” Lyle said. “Sine pulsim should be an epidemic. But Vance kills rogue corpses; he keeps his people from spreading the blight. That protects a lot of lives, in the end.”

If there was one thing I’d learned from Vance, it was that doing a good thing didn’t make you a good person. I shook my head at Lyle. He could talk me in circles if I let him.

My lack of response didn’t seem to matter, though. He was content to circle without me, vulture-like.

“Whether or not you are a monster,” he said, “depends on the definition of the word.”

He could quibble all he wanted about definitions. I might not be able to explain, but I knew a monster when I saw one.

If I’d always been able to do that, maybe I wouldn’t be in this mess. Lyle would learn. “You are way out of your element. You don’t understand what Vance is capable of.”

Lyle didn’t correct me. I took his silence as a victory. I didn’t know what I expected from him, then. An apology? An admission of weakness? Whatever it was he didn’t deliver. But at least the smile was gone from his face.

Lyle went to the door. He gave it a sharp knock before he opened it. “My assistants will be waiting for us,” he said.

Lying in wait for us was more like it. Two corpses pounced into the room and grabbed me, one on each arm. These were some of the better look-alikes—the ones Vance kept close. Zeke said Vance changed a lot of them himself. I struggled against them, but couldn’t do much more than lift myself off the ground between them. If only I’d had some muscle before Vance changed me.

The corpses smelled of the same chemicals as the rooms. As I struggled, the pounding in my head grew sharper. I could smell Lyle’s blood, pumping in his veins. My monster stirred.

“You need to feed me soon,” I said.

Lyle didn’t respond. “Take her to Room Seven,” he said.

I could smell more humans at the end of the hallway. “There are other people in here,” I said.

“A few,” Lyle said. “Not as many as there are corpses.”

As if that made everything all better.

The goons took me down a narrow hallway, bright and fluorescent.

“We need just a few more samples,” Lyle said. “Corpses are incredibly durable, so you won’t hurt a bit.”

He made us sound like a Rubbermaid product. Corpses are incredibly durable! Watch us run them over with this truck. See? Still in one piece!

Lyle opened an unmarked door and ushered me inside.

The first thing I saw was the buzz saw.

“Oh, no,” I said, stopping in the doorway. “What are you going to do with that thing?”

“Just a few more samples,” Lyle said. “Kindly lie down on the table.”

This wasn’t an exam room. It was an operating room. The table was flat and barren, surrounded by trays covered in instruments. None looked as threatening as that saw, though. Was he planning to dismember me? Just because I could regenerate didn’t mean I wanted to be drawn and quartered.

“No way,” I said.

Lyle looked back at his assistants. “Restrain her,” he said.

Theoretically I could have fought, since I couldn’t feel pain, and could damage my body without hindering myself. But that was only true if I had the reflexes and training to know what to do, and I didn’t. Lyle’s assistants forced me face down on the table, my nose squished against the metal hard enough to give a beater a nose bleed. My arms were strapped in before I could think to do more than pull against them.

“I need to get a look at your brain tissue,” Lyle said. “With your healing ability, you’ll be back to normal in no time.”

My brain? I knew from high school biology that brain tissue didn’t heal. Once a brain was damaged, that was it. Did my supernatural healing work on my brain? I’d never injured it, so I couldn’t know for sure. All I knew was that if it was severed from the body, that was it for me.

“Don’t do this,” I said.

“Rest assured,” Lyle said. “We won’t come near your pancreaticosplenic lymph node, nor sever your head from your body. You’ll be fine.”

Panic rose in my throat. “My what?”

“Your node,” Lyle said, testing out the saw with a quiet whirr. “The home of the virus. If it’s pierced, you’ll die. But otherwise—”

If he used one more polysyllabic word I was going to die of intellectual shock. “You mean my heart?”

“Common misconception. Piercing your heart does nothing. It’s the pancreaticosplenic gland you have to worry about. An understandable mistake, really. It’s so close to your heart, right between your ribs on the—”

“Don’t come near me with that thing!” I said. He was moving over me with the saw, and I could feel a draft of air spinning from the blade.

“Stop worrying,” Lyle said in his bedside voice. “You can’t feel any pain. This won’t hurt you at all.”

He was right, of course. I didn’t feel any pain as his clinicians shaved sections of my hair off with an electric razor. They didn’t bother to shave my head clean—they took criss-cross sections out of the back and sides where Lyle would make his incisions. If the operation somehow interfered with my ability to heal, my head was going to end up looking like a shar-pei who got in a fight with a lawnmower.

Lyle followed immediately behind the razor, splitting my skin open before my hair had a chance to grow back. One of the goons followed behind the scalpel with a saw. The smell of burning hair filled the room; apparently they weren’t fast enough.

Then Lyle cut chunks out of my brain and set them on the low table. Out of the corner of my eye, they looked like slices of cheesecake.

I could smell it all, from the stench of the saw burning through the bone to the odor of the exposed tissue underneath. Brain tissue had an eerie smell, made especially eerie by the knowledge that the brain was my own.

Lyle stepped back, admiring his samples. He didn’t even bother to stitch me up—he just left me there, strapped to the table.

And I felt my flesh begin to heal itself. It came slower than a muscle injury, but the pulling and tugging of the tissue and bone re-growing were unmistakable.

A living person’s mind wouldn’t have stayed functional missing those large sections of brain tissue, which meant it hadn’t damaged me mentally, either.

“You corpses are fascinating creatures,” Lyle said, his hands resting next to the slices of my brain. “You have brains, but even when you’re physically missing them, you function unimpaired.

“If your head is removed, you stop functioning, sure. But the brain isn’t the center of your thoughts. Do you know what it is?”

I didn’t respond. After what Lyle did to me, I wasn’t going to justify his actions with argument.

That was fine with Lyle, apparently. “It’s the lymph gland. The specific one, under the left side of your ribs. Pierce it, and your tissue drains of liquid and you’re reduced to carbon. We haven’t been able to explain this phenomenon scientifically—not yet. But with your help?” He gave me a proud smile, like I’d won him the blue ribbon at the science fair. “Perhaps in time.”


Three

When Vance retrieved me from Lyle’s cutting room, I couldn’t look at him. Vance took me back down the hallway, past the howling corpses locked in the tiny rooms, to a tiny room of my own.

I knew there was a girl in there before Vance opened the door. She smelled young; she smelled fresh. I shuddered. I shouldn’t be thinking of a living, breathing girl in those terms.

As the door swung open, the girl pressed herself into the corner. She looked a few years older than me—maybe a high school senior, with stringy blonde hair and a lifeguard tan. She’d wedged herself between a couch and the far wall, as if the furniture would protect her.

“April,” Vance said, “meet Lexa. I’m sure you’ll get along fine.” He pressed his hand to the small of my back, pushing me forward. My legs wobbled into the room, if only to get his hands off me.

“What are you going to do with us?” Lexa asked. Her voice sounded hoarse, like she’d been screaming.

Vance just left and locked us in. I tried to search for him outside the door, but all I could feel was the group of wannabe stiffs around him. I couldn’t sense Vance leaving, and I wouldn’t be able to sense him coming back.

But as far as I could tell, he could do both to me.

The bare room was more like a closet, containing only a flowered couch and an end table, probably rejects from a hospital waiting room. Now the end table was covered in deep scratches.

I sat on the end table, across the room from Lexa. We didn’t even have a clock. Vance’s men had kept my duffel, with my money and my blood. The pain in my head was pounding, now, though I still had a few hours left before I lost it. I wondered how long it would be before Vance would feed me. The pints in my duffel would spoil quickly if they weren’t refrigerated.

Lexa shifted. Her scent wafted over to me, rich and delicious. My stomach lurched and I moved into the corner, as far from her as I could get. They weren’t going to feed me. They’d already served me my meal.

I’d never had hot blood before. I liked mine so cold it formed ice, like a slushy. And I flatly refused to eat flesh. Blood could be extracted humanely. Flesh, not so much.

Lexa eyed me from the opposite corner. “Are you with him?” she asked.

“No,” I said.

“So he kidnapped you, too?”

“He did.”

“What does he want with us?”

If she only knew. “I don’t know,” I said. “Where did he take you from?”

“The hospital,” she said. “I came in because I ripped up my knee running.” She lifted her leg in the air, so I could see the bandages. “I had surgery, and they were going to release me, but then I fell asleep, and I woke up down here.”

“Do you have family?” I asked.

“My mom. She lives in Michigan. I just started school out here.”

So her mother wouldn’t come to find her—at least not right away. That was lucky for her mother. To Vance, the hospital was nothing but a people farm. It gave him the access he needed to know which people he could take—which ones no one would be able to trace back to him. Thousands of people went in and out of the hospital. Only a few disappeared.

My parents had had the misfortune of being around to notice.

“Do you know where we are?” Lexa asked.

“We’re under the hospital,” I said.

“And the welfare guy. He’s the one who took us?”

“You met Vance upstairs?”

“Sure. He said that the hospital foundation would cover my surgery, since my crappy insurance isn’t going to pay.”

I nodded. “That’s what he does. He helps people. And then he hurts them.”

Vance had showed up about a week after I was first admitted to the hospital, on the day it was determined that I’d need a surgery that would cost my parents ten years’ worth of income. They’d just gotten off the phone with our insurance company. The procedure was "experimental" and therefore not covered.

Vance-the-hospital-administrator swooped in, paying for my surgery, pulling strings to fly in the best heart surgeon around, and not letting my parents pay a single dime.

My hero.

“You seem to know a lot of things,” Lexa said. She still hadn’t come out from behind the couch.

“Not really,” I said.

“What do you think they’re going to do with us?”

I looked at her. She clearly had no idea what they’d locked her in here with. My skin was paler now, but not unnatural enough to be noticeable. I didn’t have fangs or glowing eyes or torn skin. The only real sign that I was dead was my lack of heartbeat and body heat. Lexa wasn’t close enough to feel either.

“I don’t know,” I said.

But I did. My temple gave a violent throb. I needed blood. Corpses have to eat often, just like living people, or risk bloodlust. Zeke and I were on a twice a day plan, one pint in the morning, one at night. Vance kept the blood supply tightly rationed. He had a kind of cartel going, distributing pints leaked by his people at the hospital. He owned the local Red Cross.

Under normal circumstances, Vance would kill me for eating a living person—just like he did with anyone who turned others without permission. He didn’t allow us to drink hot blood unauthorized. But this was different.

He’d fed her to me.

“How old are you?” Lexa asked.

“Nineteen,” I said. That’s what my ID said, anyway. But it also gave my name as April Fenix. In life I was fifteen-year-old April Jasinski, but Zeke gave us a new last name—after the main character from his favorite shooter. We were different people now, he said. We needed new identities to go with our new lives.

“Me too,” she said. “I’m a freshman at the U.”

“I don’t go to school,” I said.

When I’d asked Zeke about finishing high school online he said, “April, you’re dead. What the hell do you need with home school?” Then he taught me to play Out for Blood 4: Revenge of the Eaten. It had taken a while, but I’d gotten pretty good with a rifle.

“We need a plan to get out of here,” Lexa said. “My school sent around this video about active shooter situations. They said you can’t sit around and wait for someone to save you. You have to be willing to act.”

I shut my eyes. The light was starting to bother me, and the smell of Lexa’s blood was growing stronger.

“Okay,” I said.

“I don’t get it,” she said. “Why fund my surgery if he’s going to kidnap me afterward?”

Why fix my heart if he was just going to stop it from beating? “That’s how he is,” I said.

Had I stayed away from the hospital after my surgery, I might have lived. But instead I kept coming back. Visiting other patients in the cardiac ward. Volunteering in the pediatrics wing, reading to children. That was Vance’s idea. An opportunity for me to give back. After my shifts, I’d go up to see him in his office.

Now that I knew what to look for, I would have recognized the signs. The floor-to-ceiling windows were tinted dark, just like the windows of the limo. I never saw him leave the building during the day. And when he shook my hand, his skin was so cold, I felt drained of warmth myself.

But back then, I didn’t know any better. Lots of people had cold hands. The tint kept the sun from glaring on his computer screen while he worked. All day. Helping people like me.

“Are you okay?” Lexa asked. “You seem kind of out of it. Did they drug you or something?”

“I think I hit my head,” I said. I pressed the back of my neck against the wall. It was probably cold, but then, so was I.

“Do you have a concussion? You’re not supposed to go to sleep, or you might go into a coma.”

No risk of that. “I have a headache. I think I just need some quiet.”

Lexa didn’t look too pleased about that. I probably wouldn’t have either, in her shoes.

“You try to think of a plan,” I said. “And I’ll think, too. Then we can coordinate when my head feels better.”

She crept out from behind the couch. “Lie down, if you need to. But seriously don’t fall asleep.”

I lay down on the couch with my head against one armrest and my feet against the other. Lexa sat on the floor across from me, next to the door.

“I won’t sleep,” I said. “I promise.”

With my eyes closed I couldn’t see Lexa, but I could smell her blood and flesh, the perfect balance of squish and tang, like really good Thai food where the sweet and savory meld together deliciously.

Stop, I told myself. I couldn’t think of her like that. She wasn’t a meal.

I couldn’t let myself reach bloodlust. At that point, I’d lose control of my impulses, and there was no coming back.

A tremor twitched through me, and I could feel my fingertips quivering. My flesh felt hot, then cold, like I’d developed a sudden fever.

It would take hours for the bloodlust to set in entirely. I could hold out for a while, but not forever. If Vance was really determined to drive me permanently mad, he could do it.

I stared at the end table. What would Zeke do, if he were in my spot? Stake himself with a table leg? If he did, he’d wait until the last possible moment. That’s how Zeke was, always second-guessing everything.

Even if I had the nerve to do it, the flimsy plastic probably wouldn’t pierce my ribs. And I hardly knew how to aim for the heart, let alone the panplasticwhatchmacallit gland.

Deep inside, I could feel the monster stirring. Most of the time it stayed dormant, but whenever I felt hungry, it started to skulk around inside me, like some fearsome beast slinking toward its prey. The first poem Dad made me memorize was the one from William Blake: little lamb, who made thee? After I could recite it, he taught me the companion poem about the tiger, burning bright, both references to Christ and the devil. Now, I was the tiger, and Lexa was the lamb, and it didn’t matter if the same God made us, we were both of us going to die.

“You need to tie me up,” I said.

Lexa looked up at me, surprised. “I need to what?”

“Tie me up.”

“How’s that?”

I sighed. “Here. I’ll take off my jeans, and you can use them.”

“I think that concussion is making you delusional. I’m going to yell for help, okay?”

“No one can help you.”

Lexa scrambled to her feet. “Us. You mean help us, right?”

That, too. “That’s what I meant.”

I looked around. Even if I did take off my jeans, there was nothing to tie me to. The couch was too big unless we had a lot of rope, and the table wasn’t heavy enough. The walls were flat, except for chips in the paint. None of it would hold me back, once the blood lust took me.

“I’m sorry,” Lexa said. “I don’t know much first aid. I think you’re supposed to keep your feet above your head. Or is it your head above your feet? Maybe you should sit up for a while.”

I rolled my eyes. Her chatter angered the beast, making me want to reach out and shake her. The predator in me crept closer to the surface.

My face flushed and goose bumps rippled over me. I put my head between my knees, pushing against my temples.

Don’t hurt her, I told myself. She’s not food.

I felt a hand on my shoulder, and sat up so fast that her hand bounced off the back of the couch. Lexa took a step back, but then she just stood there over me. “Maybe you should stand up?”

“Get away from me,” I said. “Sit down and shut up.” I fought to soften my tone, but failed. “Please.”

But she didn’t. Her heartbeat was there, a few feet away, pumping hot blood through her veins. Her bones were thick with mouthful after mouthful of sticky flesh. I had to have some. I had to have it now.

If I bit her, could I stick with just the blood? Could I stop before I chewed her to the bone? I’d have a better chance now than I would in an hour or so.

I wondered what it would be like to break her skin with my blunt, human teeth. It would certainly be more painful for her, when I couldn’t make it sharp and quick. And if I lost control and chewed into her muscle, she’d die of infection if not from blood loss. I wouldn’t turn her into a corpse, but she’d die just the same.

“You can help me,” I said. “But we have to do it now.”

“What do you need?” she asked. “What can I do?”

I forced myself to look up at her, to look her in the eye. “Just sit down,” I said. “And give me your wrist.”

She brought her arm up toward her face, looking at it. “My wrist?”

“Yeah. Your wrist.”

“What for?”

“Just do it.”

“I really think you should try standing up.”

“Fine,” I said, dragging myself to my feet. A wave of vertigo nearly knocked me back down again, but I stood, swaying.

Lexa rested her hand on my shoulder, steadying me. The monster lurched inside me, and my teeth snapped reflexively toward her.

No!

I pushed with both hands, hitting her in the chest and slamming her against the door. She hit the end table with her good knee, and it spun away. Lexa reached for the door knob, bringing herself to her feet.

“What the hell?” she shouted. “What’s wrong with you?”

I pulled deep breaths. Without the smell of her right next to me, I had a little more control. But that wouldn’t last forever. Her odor felt thick, filling the room.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

She steadied herself against the wall. “You’re really sick, you know? You need help.”

She was right about that.


Four

I lay on the couch for what had to be hours, eyes closed, pretending to sleep. After the last incident, Lexa sat against the wall, as far from me as she could get, but that wasn’t far, which I gathered was Vance’s point.

If I didn’t move, I couldn’t hurt her. Lexa’s silence made it marginally easier to keep my mind off her blood—though the cravings grew stronger with each minute that passed. I grew gradually more aware of the unique smell of her flesh, the sinewy meat of her, like a leg of oily lamb. What would it feel like to chew through the skin? 

My stomach turned, and I couldn’t tell if it was because I was disgusted at thinking of her that way, or enthralled by it.

I heard footsteps at the door. I reached out, sensing for corpses, but could only find the huddled, wild ones in the cells down the hall. The lock clicked, and Lexa jumped across the room, sitting back into her corner, as far away from both me and the door as she could be.

I sunk lower on the couch as the door swung open. Vance stood in the doorway, towering over us.

 “What’s wrong with you?” Lexa screamed at him. “What are you going to do with us?”

Vance didn’t even flinch. He just stood there, watching me.

“What do you want?” Lexa asked.

Vance ignored Lexa, speaking only to me. “Don’t you appreciate anything I give you?” he asked.

I squished so hard into the couch cushion I could feel the springs poking me in the back.

“I’m trying to help you,” Vance said. “Doesn’t that count for anything?”

In my head, I ran through scenarios. I could lunge at him, tackle him to the ground, give Lexa a chance to escape. I could talk to him, reason with him, convince him to let us both go. I could do what he wanted and take blood from Lexa.

But every instinct I had said that doing what Vance wanted would be the death of us both. I stayed still on the couch. Only my eyelids twitched.

So much for heroics.

“Zeke had the same problem,” Vance said. “He always thought like one of them.” He glanced pointedly at Lexa.

“Asshole,” Lexa said. She made a scrambling noise and I looked up to see her tumbling into Vance with her arms outstretched.

I wanted to join her, but my body pulled itself into a ball, squishing as small as I could. Lexa cried out, and Vance twisted her arms behind her back and flipped her around to face me.

She wriggled against him, but even without his immunity to pain and her injured knee, Lexa would have been no physical match for Vance. He held her arms tight, keeping her still as she fought him.

“Let me go!” she shouted. “You bastard! Let me go!”

Vance pushed Lexa’s head, forcing it down to her shoulder, exposing her neck. Vance kept his eyes focused on me. His teeth grazed Lexa’s neck, and she screamed, looking wide-eyed at me, as though I was part of the horror.

“Eat,” Vance said.

And while I tried to say no, it came out only as a mewling cry, and I buried my face in the cushion of the couch.

I would kill her when the lust became permanent. But I hoped and prayed I could hold out until then. I tried to focus on something, anything but the sweet smell of Lexa’s sweat as she fought, and the shadow of Vance looming over us both.

Like a child in doubt and fear, I recited.

But that blind clamor made me wise;

Then was I as a child who cries,

But crying, knows his father near.

I gripped my cross.

I still believed there was a god, but he wasn’t coming to save me here.

I hope to see my Pilot face to face, I thought. When I have crost the bar.

“Enough,” Vance said. I looked up at him as he gripped Lexa’s head, twisting her neck backward with a crack. Lexa’s body slumped, her head lolling backward at an unnatural angle.

My body had been numb from pain since I’d been turned, but now every hint of sensation drained away.

“You have to eat,” Vance said to me. “It’s for your own good.” He inclined her body toward me, like he was offering a hamburger to an anorexic. “If not for you, then please? For me?”

I pulled my knees against my chest.

Then he shoved Lexa’s body on top of me.

My monster writhed, demanding the flesh while it was still warm. Lexa’s head knocked against mine, her neck falling close.

She was already dead, the monster said. There was no harm in eating her now.

I held it back, like I was clinging to the leash of an angry dog.

Eat her, the monster said. Take it all.

But already I could smell the toxins building up in her flesh as the blood stopped clearing them. Her heart had stopped pumping. Soon the blood would cool and congeal. Her lungs had stopped breathing, sending oxygen into the blood. This was one of the first lessons Zeke had taught me: you can’t eat from a dead body. Her dying cells weren’t yet swelling, devouring themselves, but the flesh was becoming inedible fast. That meant I only had to hold myself back for a few more minutes, and the temptation would be over.

 I scrambled onto the back of the couch, pushing Lexa’s body onto the floor. My whole body shook.

Vance slowly shook his head at me. “If you won’t eat,” he said, “you’re going to starve yourself mad.” It was both a threat and a statement of fact. He stepped out, shutting the door behind him.

Lexa’s body had fallen on its side, one arm slung over her head. The monster writhed petulantly. I’d spoiled her breakfast.

My throat was starting to swell—something it hadn’t done since I was alive. If this continued, the starvation would set in my brain, and I’d never come back to reality, no matter how much blood I drank.

Vance had given me a shot at living. It seemed so clear, now. Eat her, and he would let me stay sane. But I’d failed the test. And now I was going to lose myself.

I curled into a ball on the couch cushions. The headache hammered at me, sending jolts down my spine. I stopped breathing for long minutes, trying to hold in all my resources to process the pain. I hadn’t felt so much as a twinge from my body in six months, but now it ached like a memory from a past life. I felt cramping in my chest and down my arms, but I couldn’t be sure if those were the effects of the bloodlust or memories of the time my heart failed me.

The stench of Lexa’s body cluttered my nose, but wisps of her living self lurked in the recesses of the room—places where her fingers had touched the walls, where she’d leaned against the couch. My monster lunged for them, scraping against the walls, searching for flesh, blood, anything to slake the hunger. My hands scratched against the door. I tried to call for help, but it came out as a guttural yell.

My body hit the floor, and the room blurred. In my mind I could see Zeke sitting on the couch at home, playing Dead House. We’d shot so many zombies. Now he was dead, and I was going to become one. My fingers twitched along with his. Move forward, aim, fire. Headshot. Grenade. Dodge. Dodge. Duck for cover. Aim around the corner.

Something shoved me aside. My body skidded across the floor until I lay against the wall. Plastic sloshed against my head, and my monster turned, biting into the bag of blood like a drumstick.

My monster cringed at the first taste of cold blood after the offer of hot, but like a man dying of thirst, it couldn’t let go. Blood rushed down my chin, a stream of it collecting under my tongue. I swallowed. Chills washed over me like a breaking fever. I squeezed the bag with one hand until I’d reduced it to a wad of plastic.

The monster uncoiled, stretching out. I licked the bag, my teeth, my hands, sucking down the last of it. Then my monster lunged for the floor, lapping up the rest. The pounding in my head receded, and the monster gave one last petulant stir, and settled in for a nap.

As I came back to awareness, I felt the blood dripping down my collarbone from where it had run onto my neck. My hands were stained with it.

I usually drank my blood from a glass, with a straw. I’d pour vanilla into it, to mask the coppery tang. It helped me separate the substance from the beater it came from. But there was no pretense of civility once the monster took control. How close had I come to damaging my mind permanently? Hours? Minutes?

Vance stood in the doorway, watching me. I never let anyone watch me eat, not even cold blood. I hated him for staring, especially now. He’d done this on purpose—made me eat like an animal. He’d turned me into a monster. He’d won.

But he didn’t look happy. As I lay on the floor, hands and face sticky from drinking, Vance looked at me like I was a problem that needed to be solved.

He’d wanted me to eat Lexa, but I’d resisted. Vance didn’t stand for resistance—not when my parents tried to refuse his money, not when he turned me, not ever. I should have died for not doing as he wanted. He could have let me starve until I permanently became a salivating monster, searching only for human food. Instead he’d given me blood, even if he’d waited for the last minute to do it. He wanted me scared; he wanted me weak. But more than that, he wanted me sane.

He needed me for something.

“I’m going out,” Vance said. “I’ll come see you when we get back.” He turned and called down the hallway. “Bring her a fresh set of clothes. Make her feel at home.” If I was Vance’s problem, he was going to wait to solve me another time.

Vance closed the door on me, locking it behind him. Lexa’s body still lay on the floor next to me. I wondered how long it would take her mother to notice she was gone. Her mother would be waiting to hear how her surgery went, so it would probably be sooner, rather than later.

At least there wasn’t any family left to miss me. I’d thought my parents had some kind of flu after Vance poisoned them. They’d lain in the emergency room, hearts slowing. For all my dad’s reading about death, neither of their bodies had approached it with grace. So I’d run upstairs to Vance’s office, to ask him to help us again.

That’s when he’d decided it was time to stop my heart, too.

The door cracked open again, and a pair of jeans and a t-shirt fell through the crack before the door snapped shut again. I moved to the far end of the couch, as far from Lexa’s body as I could get. I wiped my bloody hands and face on the outside of the couch arm. The blood had soaked into my collar, so I lifted the shirt over my head and put on the fresh one. With the stained shirt, I rubbed my hands and face until I could no longer smell the blood.

The clothes still smelled of the last person who’d worn them. I wished I had some kind of a sheet to spread over Lexa’s body, but I settled for ripping the fabric off the back of the couch and draping it over her. She deserved better than that, but I couldn’t bring myself to touch her enough to move her.

When the next corpse came to feed me, I had to be ready. There was no telling how many people he’d throw at me to get what he wanted. If Vance needed me, I had to get out of here. I couldn’t stay shaking in the corner, not this time.

This might be my only chance to escape.


Five

When the time came, I was ready. Lexa’s body slumped in the corner, still covered by the fabric I’d torn from the couch. I felt a corpse move down the hallway toward me. Others lurked at the edges of my senses, but this one was alone—unless Vance was with him. Vance hadn’t said how long he’d be gone, so it was possible that waiting for nightfall had ruined my chances. Too late to worry about that now.

I flattened myself against the wall alongside the door. This all depended on not being seen by the corpse who opened it. Also on Vance not being there with him.

I pressed my nose to the doorframe, sniffing. If the corpse had blood on him, would I be able to smell it? 

The stiff stood there in the hall, pausing. I could see the outline of him in my mind, like a three-dimensional rendering. He must have been young when he died—maybe sixteen or seventeen. His face had a more girlish look to it than most of Vance’s men—high cheekbones and a thin jaw.

He stepped closer to the door, and I heard a key turn.

I pressed tighter against the wall. You had to be prepared to act, Lexa said. She was right, I was sure, but I’d never hit a man in my life. Still, I could do this. I had to. The whole plan hinged on getting around him and away. Then I’d have to find a way out of the compound—but getting around the other corpses should be easier, since I could sense them and give them a wide berth. If they could find me, or if Vance was lying in wait, well . . . .

The handle turned, and I bit my lip. The door swung open, and I caught sight of the corpse outside.

Don’t wait. Don’t think. I threw myself at the corpse, tackling him in the legs with the full force of my body.

My teeth dug into my lip, which would have bled if I hadn’t been dead. The corpse shouted and fell backward, a pint of blood flying out of his hand and bouncing against the wall. The bag broke open, sloshing all over. We both crashed to the floor in a tangle.

He wrapped his arms around my legs so I couldn’t stand. I should have tried to get around him instead of knocking him to the ground. Now he had a hold of me. Even if I could get away, I wouldn’t be able to salvage the blood.

The corpse’s shout had alerted other stiffs. I could feel a group of them start to move toward me, but they were still too far away for me to get a clear picture of how many.

I kicked out, trying to loosen his grip, but he flipped me over and pinned me to the ground.

I pushed against him, but my muscles were no match for his. He could do whatever he wanted with me.

The edges of my vision started to turn white, and a scream escaped me, starting deep in my throat, coming out hoarse and garbled.

The corpse stood and dragged me to my feet, pushing me back toward the room. If he got me in, it was all over. Vance would tighten my security, if he didn’t behead me outright.

Please, I thought. Let me get out of his grip.

He paused, just for a split second, as he pushed me toward the door. I didn’t hesitate. I dropped to the floor in front of the corpse, rolling against his shins. His momentum propelled his body over me and into the room.

I scrambled to my feet, forcing the monster to ignore the blood coating the floor. I pushed the door closed behind him and bolted it from the outside. The other stiffs were coming toward the hallway now. I could feel a group of three of them above, and two below. The closest ones were farther down the corridor, so I turned and ran the way Vance had brought me in. If they could all see me in their minds, they’d close in on me for sure.

Don’t think. Just run.

As I passed Lyle’s office, I smelled for him. He was still in there. I hurried past his door.

I remembered where the elevator was, but it would be easy for them to catch me there. This place had to have stairs. Vance wouldn’t risk getting cornered down here if the electricity blew.

The elevator and the stairs were probably close together. I moved toward the elevator, dodging left and right down corridors as the stiffs moved past me. I smiled. They couldn’t all be able to sense me, because if they could, they wouldn’t have walked by.

As I reached the elevator doors, I could feel a corpse rising from below me. His legs weren’t moving, but he sped upward at a steady pace, so he had to be inside the elevator. If he could sense me, he’d find me in moments. If he couldn’t, I had a few minutes at most.

That’s when I felt another corpse descending, down a corridor to my left. In my mind’s eye, the fine white mist spidered over him like a net of interconnected webs. His legs pumped as he went, as if walking down stairs. I sprinted down the corridor, moving past the descending corpse and ducking around two corners.

The corpse hit my level, and I heard a door swing open and then slam. He moved toward me for a moment, but then turned away. The corpse on the elevator had arrived as well, which meant I’d only have a few seconds when my path was clear.

I ran. The door to the stairs wasn’t labeled, but I found it easily enough. I swung it open and then closed it behind me. The door didn’t lock. All I could do was run.

I pounded up the stairs. How many floors had we descended? Four? Five? If the corpses could sense me they’d have been on me by now. Did that mean I was special somehow?

Maybe Vance knew. That might be why he’d gone to so much trouble to keep me—and serving-size portions of my brain.

My undead muscles didn’t hurt, nor did they grow tired, though my breathing picked up speed out of habit. I ran up and up, until I could see the stairs ending above me. I paused by the last door.

Several corpses had hit the stairs below me; I could hear them as well as sense them. But the other side of the door felt clear. I pushed it open.

The door opened into a hallway next to an elevator. I punched a button, and the doors slid open to reveal a cargo elevator—not the same elevator I’d descended with Vance. This one, too, had blank buttons, without numbers. It might take me anywhere. But if I turned around, there was no guarantee I’d be able to find another staircase before the corpses caught me. I stepped in.

In the other elevator, Vance had pressed a button lower on the pad to take us down into the compound. I pressed the highest button on this pad. This elevator would be separate from the hospital to keep people from discovering it, so the top floor was probably the ground floor. Unless Vance expected lots of escapees to make it to the elevator, he probably hadn’t mixed the buttons up.

The elevator moved silently upward, and I breathed a bit easier for a moment. Then I realized I could feel Vance’s corpses gathering at the bottom of the elevator shaft. They must know where I was, either from the elevator movements or because Vance was still close enough to clue them in. They might be able to alert others upstairs of my whereabouts. Given enough time, they could cut the power to the elevator and trap me in here, or get to the elevator controls and turn it around.

The elevator coasted to a smooth stop. I pressed myself into a corner, bracing myself. But a door opened behind me, opposite the wall where I’d come in. I stumbled out backward, and the doors closed again.

With the doors went the lights. Putting my arms out to my sides, I could feel shelves lined with plastic packages. I had to be in some kind of supply closet, probably inside the hospital. I inhaled deeply. If there was blood in here, it was sealed up tight. I couldn’t smell it.

As I turned around, I could see a thin crack of light in the shape of a door on the opposite wall. Hopefully it wouldn’t be locked from the outside. I edged around the shelves, feeling with my arms and legs to avoid tripping over anything or making much noise. I shuffled along the wall, edging my way around a stack of cardboard boxes. Five paces or so later, I came to the door.

My hand rested on the handle. Yards away, on level with me, I could feel a corpse coming toward me. The corpses below me were mostly out of range now. I could sense a vague presence of undeath below me, but no individual corpses. A few more seconds and the elevator would reach them below, and they’d be on their way up to me.

 I turned the handle ever so slightly. It wasn’t locked. Below me, I could feel the corpses stepping into the elevator—it had reached them, and in moments, they’d be on me.

I had to get out of here. But that corpse outside was coming ever closer. If he knew where I was, I’d be caught between him and the group in the elevator. I’d have nowhere else to run.

Please, I thought. Stop. Lose me. Look somewhere else. I wished for anything—a barrier, a fluke, a miracle. Anything that would keep him from catching me before I got to the outside.

Just stop.

The corpse stopped just around the corner. He might be waiting to ambush me when the corpses behind me flushed me out. The shimmery outline of him seemed to smooth and harden a bit, like the dew drops of his outline were blending together.

What was he doing? Could he use some power to find me? 

This was my only chance to run for it. Once the elevator opened behind me, it was over. So I shoved the door open and stepped into the hall. I glanced in the direction of the waiting corpse, but he stayed around the corner and out of sight. He stood still, looking ahead, but not exactly at me.

I closed the door behind me, though there wasn’t a lock. Let the elevator corpses stumble around in the dark for a minute. I needed the head start.

I moved down the hallway, away from the still corpse. I couldn’t run—not without drawing attention to myself—so I walked quickly and with purpose.

A couple stepped into the hallway ahead of me. They were older—maybe sixty or seventy. They barely looked at me as I breezed by, cutting through a narrower hallway and into another major one.

I passed waiting rooms on either side. Far behind me, I could feel the corpses stepping out of the closet and fanning out, searching the halls for me. They moved like they didn’t know where I was. If I kept moving, I could get away.

I smelled the blood on the cart as I approached it. It had the cool tang of refrigerated blood, not the hot spice of blood still in the human. It smelled a bit stale, but I wasn’t in a position to be picky. On top of the cart was a white plastic box, and as I got closer, I could see pints in there, inside a clear, plastic wrapper.

This might be my only chance. I looked quickly over my shoulder, but no one was behind me. Ahead I could see several people sitting in a waiting room, but none of them were paying attention to me.

I walked as close to the cart as possible—so close I almost ran into it. In one fluid motion, I reached my hand in and grabbed a pint, then eased it into my pocket and pulled my shirt down over it. The plastic bulged against my hip, but I kept walking, as if nothing had happened.

No one shouted; no one ran after me. I needed more blood, but without time to stop and find something like a purse or a tote bag, I couldn’t carry more without becoming suspicious. And if I stopped for that long, I’d be giving the corpses behind me more time to catch up.

I reached the waiting room. A man sat with his head on his arms, like he was trying to fall asleep. A few chairs away from them, a woman read to a little girl out of a copy of Highlights magazine.

Through the glass doors, I could see the bright lights in the dark parking lot. I moved out through the emergency doors, putting a large van between me and the pursuing corpses. They were far enough back now that I couldn’t make them out individually anymore. Out of the hospital now, I broke into a run down the street. The bag of blood sloshed in my pocket. I kept going.

This was another perk of my undead flesh—I could run forever and never get tired. I kept going for several blocks, cutting over to back streets without stoplights or crosswalks. I couldn’t feel any stiffs around me, but I kept running anyway, until I was afraid the bag in my pocket might break from the strain.

I ran my fingers over the top of it. The first twelve hours would go by quick. After that, I’d be on my own for blood. Maybe I could break into a Red Cross and get enough to make it through the rest of the week.

Who was I kidding? I’d never broken in to anything in my life. I’d probably end up on one of those TV shows about stupid criminals, the kind who practically caught themselves.

I had to find Jack. Zeke told me to go to him if his plan to get me out of the country failed, so maybe Jack had some plan for feeding me, as well as for getting me out.


Six

I moved through the downtown streets quickly, with my head down. Jack worked evenings, so I’d try him there first. One of the benefits of being undead while homeless was that I didn’t need to worry about where I was going to sleep. The drawback, of course, was that I’d need shelter when the sun came up. I had to find him before then.

A lot of corpses liked cities with subway systems—get a transit pass and there’s always somewhere to be during the daytime. That might have been what attracted Zeke’s friends to Paris in the first place. That, and according to Zeke it was out of Vance’s reach. It wasn’t going to help me today—public transportation in Salt Lake was strictly above-ground.

But I needed to focus on what I had, not what I lacked. I checked my pockets, but they were empty—even my fake April Fenix ID had been in the blood-soaked clothes.

I felt movement at the edge of my senses—a corpse lurking a couple streets over. I froze, trying to sense what direction it was moving. It wasn’t making a beeline for me, but it was coming closer. As it did, I could feel the outline of the form shaping up. It was overweight, and it was a woman.

Vance’s personal entourage was all male, so this probably wasn’t one of his. Still, I needed to get off the street, away from places Vance might be able to grab me quickly. Most of the stores were closing for the night. I walked away from the oncoming corpse. The store where Jack worked was only a few blocks away.

I hurried down the block. Jack’s store, Castle Keep, had a red and black poster in the window, featuring a pale woman with her face hidden by her hair, and blood splattered across her neck. Vampire, it said, in dripping red letters. Zeke used to roll his eyes at it. The legends were so corrupted they were almost unrecognizable. As far as I could tell, there was nothing romantic or sexy about being a corpse.

The game store had been Zeke’s last link to humanity. He and his buddies would stay there late into the night, talking through adventures and rolling dice to determine if they could beat up werewolves and other monsters. After Vance turned him, he’d dropped out of his regular games, but he still stopped by the store now and then, even though he never let me connect to my old life like that. Too dangerous, he said. And he wasn’t wrong.

I jaywalked. Zeke used to play there late into the night, so they should still be open. I stepped inside. The store was near-vacant, and a guy I didn’t recognize stood behind the counter. He had a comic book spread open on the counter, his curly hair pulled back in a low ponytail.

A little bell rang over my head, and the guy looked up. “Hey,” he said. “Can I help you?”

“Is Jack here?” I asked.

The guy shook his head. “He works mornings now. We switched last week.”

I looked at the sign on the door, listing their hours. “You open at noon.”

“Mornings are relative.”

I couldn’t come in at noon, even if I wanted to wait that long. But Zeke had made me memorize the way to Jack’s house, in case I ever needed to know where it was. I wondered if Jack knew about that, or if I’d be showing up cold on his doorstep. He’d probably recognize me from the times that I’d been to the store, but we weren’t exactly the kind of friends who might show up unannounced.

That corpse down the block was moving toward us now. She walked slowly, like she didn’t have anywhere to be. I needed to get out of here anyway. I was still too close to the hospital.

“Does he still live in the same place?” I asked.

“He lives with his mom,” the guy said. “That’s all I know. Are you a friend of his?”

“My brother was,” I said. “Thanks.” And then I ducked out the door before he could ask more questions.

I’d run most of the way to Jack’s house when it started to snow. The flakes melted as they hit the sidewalk, creating a slick, slushy paste. I skidded twice on my heels before I slowed to a walk.

Jack’s mom’s house was down a long, narrow street in Sugarhouse. The neighborhood had obviously been built before everyone owned cars, because with one vehicle parked on one side of the street and another parked on the other, there was hardly enough space for a moving car to squeeze between them, let alone allow for passing. The neighbors must have managed okay, though, because none of the roads were labeled one-way.

The house was in the center of the street, three houses down from the one with thirteen wind chimes in the front yard. I was glad those were still there, or I might not have been able to find it.

The house was dark, but there was a car in the driveway—a beat up old station wagon that I hoped was Jack’s and not his mom’s. The lights were on in several of the houses around me, so it must not be that late yet—maybe ten or ten-thirty. That was too late for visiting, but not so late that Jack was likely to be asleep.

I banged on the front door twice. No one answered. Snowflakes sifted through the enormous tree in Jack’s front yard and landed on my skin. A few of them melted there, but others formed a slush, building up on my arms the way they had on the sidewalk. I brushed them off.

A flicker caught my eye in a basement window, blue light wavering behind the blinds. A lot of these old houses had basement apartments, and if Jack lived with his mom, he might be in one of those. I walked around the driveway on the side of the house, searching for stairs leading to a lower door, but I didn’t find one. I tried the front door again, but still no one answered. The flickering continued.

I ran my fingers along the top of the plastic bag at my hip. I probably had a few hours left before my need to eat became urgent. Better to wait until after I talked to Jack than to get caught skulking on the side of his house with a mouthful of blood. I squatted down next to the window well and rapped on the glass. I waited for someone to peek out through the blinds. If it wasn’t Jack, I could always run away. The worst that would happen was that I’d scare his mom.

Someone moved inside. I went back to the door, and when it opened, Jack leaned in the darkened doorway, his black hair falling into his eyes.

He blinked at me. “April?” he asked.

I was surprised he remembered my name. Zeke had brought me into the store with him a couple of times, and I’d hung out and read comic books while he and Jack played a game. I’d caught Jack watching me a number of times, but I didn’t talk to him, and he didn’t talk to me. Zeke had introduced me as his sister when the question came up; it softened the stigma of a teenage girl living with a twenty-something guy.

“Hey,” I said. “I knocked on the door a few times, but no one answered.”

He looked behind me, probably searching for Zeke. “I had the TV on downstairs. I guess I couldn’t hear it.”

“Right. That’s why I tried the window. I guess your mom’s not here either?”

“No,” Jack said. “She’s in Virginia, visiting my aunt.”

That was good. The fewer people I endangered, the better.

Jack looked confused. “What are you doing here? Where’s Zeke?”

“He’s dead,” I said.

Jack gripped the doorframe. “What?”

I wanted to stuff the words back into my mouth. Jack wasn’t just my means to survive. He was a person who’d lost his friend. “I’m sorry,” I said.

“No, no,” Jack said. “I’m sorry. I hadn’t seen him for a while, but I just switched to days at work. What happened?”

Zeke had never told me what I was supposed to say when I went to Jack for help. Did Jack know anything about Vance? “It was sudden,” I said. “But Zeke said that if anything ever happened to him, that I should come find you. I need to get out of town.”

“Slow down,” Jack said. “Come in and explain.”

Jack stepped aside so that I could move through the door. I didn’t need his permission, except for courtesy. I think people made up that vampire legend to feel safer at home.

I had already walked in before it occurred to me that it might be a trap. But Jack flipped on the lights, illuminating a clean, but cluttered house. Knick-knacks, papers, and picture frames covered every available surface. Most of the pictures were of Jack at varying ages, all with the same shaggy hair falling into his eyes.

“Have you always had the same haircut?” I asked.

Jack smiled. “It’s a real winner, isn’t it?”

He watched me for a response, but I just shrugged.

“I’m kidding. Tell me about Zeke. Was he sick?”

“No,” I said. “This guy killed him.”

Jack’s jaw actually fell open. “Like murder?” He closed the door behind us and then leaned against it, blocking the exit.

I checked the other doors. I could move into the kitchen from here, or down a narrow hall. But I knew from walking around the house that there wasn’t a way out over there. “I guess so.”

Jack stepped toward me, abandoning his post at the door. I flinched and he froze: it was only then that it occurred to me that he might not have been blocking me in on purpose. He stooped his head a little to look me in the eye. “Are you okay?”

I must look like a crazy person, searching for an escape route. “Not really,” I said.

“Look, sit down,” Jack said. He moved aside some cross-stitched pillows and a batch of junk mail. “Have you talked to the police?”

I sat on the very edge of the cushion, leaning most of my weight on my feet. Jack moved a newspaper off of an armchair across from me and sat down leaning toward me. “No,” I said. “No one else even knows he’s dead.”

Jack drew a slow breath. I really should have come up with a better story, or refused to tell him anything, because trying to understand my story must have been like trying to put together one of those mystery jigsaw puzzles my mom used to do—the kind where they didn’t give you a copy of the picture ahead of time. Only for Jack, a lot of the pieces were also missing.

“Look, I’ll call them, okay? I can sit with you while you talk to them.”

Talking to the police would be like sending up a signal flare to let Vance know exactly where I was. He didn’t get away with the things he did without having deep connections. I stood up and took a step toward the door. “I can’t,” I said.

Jack stood with me, holding up his palms in surrender. “Okay, okay,” he said. “No problem. I have an envelope for you, from Zeke.”

That was it. That was why I was here. “What’s in it?”

“I don’t know. I never opened it. He said to give it to you if anything ever happened to him. I thought that was weird at the time, but Zeke could be kind of dramatic, you know?”

I knew. I wasn’t sure what would fit in an envelope that could help me, besides money. But that would be a start. “Can you get it for me?”

“Sure,” Jack said. “It’s downstairs in my room. Come down and I’ll give it to you.”

My neck twitched—maybe from nervousness, or maybe the beginnings of hunger. He was putting conditions on giving me the envelope. I could have it if I came downstairs. Where I might not be able to escape.

“Can I wait here?” I asked.

Jack looked at me for a minute, like he was weighing me in his mind. He considered me differently than Lyle Browning had, though. He didn’t seem like he was looking to use me. But he might have been deciding how much of a risk I presented, since I’d showed up announcing his friend’s murder and insisting he didn’t call the police.

If he was scared of me, he was smart. It also put us on equal footing.

“You can stay here if you want,” he said. “But I’m going to have to search for it, so I might be a minute.”

My temples throbbed. I missed the days when my stomach hurt when I was hungry, instead of my skull.

“Can I use your bathroom?” I asked. “Then I’ll come down.”

“Okay,” Jack said. “They’re both at the end of the hall. Bathroom on the left. Stairway on the right.” He waited for me to go first.

I walked to the end of the narrow hallway, and stepped into the bathroom. The toilet lid was covered in one of those shaggy toilet seat covers, and a matching rug carpeted the whole floor, gathering around the bottom of the base.

Jack headed down an even more narrow set of stairs behind me, and I shut the door. I pulled the blood out of my pocket and sat down on the fluffy toilet seat, carefully puncturing the sealed edge of the bag with my fingernail.

As soon as I opened it, I was sorry. A rancid smell assaulted my nostrils, and I held the bag away. I’d thought it smelled stale before, but with the plastic open, the blood was positively putrid. It must be old, or have gone a while without refrigeration. No wonder it was sitting on an unattended cart. It was probably on its way to the trash.

I held the bag at arm’s length, like a container of tuna gone moldy in the fridge. I couldn’t eat this.

I swallowed, hard. That wasn’t entirely true. A starving person could eat the spoiled tuna, if it was that or die. I could drink this blood if I had to.

I pulled the bag closer, sniffing it again. If I’d had a gag reflex, I would have vomited. A starving corpse might be able to eat it, but I wasn’t starving. Not yet.

I could try to put the blood in the freezer, but if Jack came up the stairs I wouldn’t be able to hide the open bag without spilling it. Freezing it might cut down the spoiled taste, but it would also take longer to eat, especially without a blender and a really thick straw.

I really didn’t want to explain to Jack why I was making a blood slushy in his kitchen.

I’d have to hide it, and wait until desperation set in.

Poking around the cabinet under the sink, I found a place to set the bag of blood—propped upright between a can of Comet and a bottle of Windex, so it wouldn’t spill. Jack wasn’t going to feel a sudden need to scrub the bathroom with me still in the house. The blood would be safe for a little while. I could smell it through the cabinet doors, but a normal person wouldn’t notice it.

I flushed to keep up my cover, glad to be able to open the bathroom door and get away from the stench. Half an hour might be long enough that I’d be able to eat the blood. I wouldn’t be putting Jack in danger in that short a time. And he still had to find that envelope.

I descended the stairs into Jack’s basement and found him leaning over a table piled with papers and comics wrapped in clear plastic.

“It’s here somewhere,” Jack said. “Don’t worry. And, um, sorry about the mess.” He kicked at a pile of laundry, partially shoving it under the bed.

The basement was only one room, which Jack had set up to be a combination bedroom and game room. In one corner he had a large table blanketed in green carpet and covered in soldier figurines. The shelves next to the door were covered in decks of cards, handkerchiefs, coins, cups, lighters, and some elaborate looking techno-style hand lights.

“Zeke told me you were into magic,” I said. “Like, the real kind, right?”

Jack laughed. “Depends on what you mean by real,” he said. “I’ve been doing magic tricks since I was a kid. Did I never show you any when you were in the store? I used to set stuff on fire on D&D night, but the owner made me stop after I torched her signed photo of Nathan Fillion.”

“No,” I said. “You never even talked to me.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “That’s because Zeke said he would kick my ass.”

“Really?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Jack said. He kept his tone light, but I could tell he was still eyeing me, trying to figure me out. “For a guy who never mentioned he even had a half sister before he brought you by, he was really attached to you. He threatened everyone who looked at you like you were eight years old or something. Must be hell on your love life.” He looked at me for a reaction again, but I just shrugged. Any chance I’d had at a love life had died along with me, even if I could stomach the idea of letting someone touch me.

I turned away from the magic tricks. Against the opposite wall, Jack’s bed was surrounded by a foot-deep pile of dirty clothes, which was now only somewhat concealed beneath the bed. Behind a couch and two deep chairs, his TV sat surrounded by cords and controllers and consoles. The systems stacked so deep I couldn’t tell how many there were, but most of them were out-of-date.

“Are all of these hooked up?” I asked.

“Most of them. I’ve got a couple splitters behind the TV.” Jack picked up another stack of papers and riffled through it.

“Nice,” I said.

“You play?” Jack asked. He held up yet another pile of papers, flipping them over one at a time.

“Yeah,” I said. “Shooters, mostly.”

“Figures. That’s what Zeke was into.”

Jack lifted a stack of comics and uncovered a Snickers bar. He waved it at me. “Want half? I mean, it’s not old or anything. It’s left over from a LAN party last week.”

“Please,” I said. Chocolate didn’t slake the hunger, but it calmed the nerves.

He bent the bar in half and handed part to me, caramel stretching between us.

As he bit into his half, he cringed. “Listen to me. Your brother is dead. I should have given you the whole Snickers.”

I knew I should leave. I was taking a chance believing I could be starving enough to eat the rancid blood while I still had enough faculties not to attack a living person. But Jack had that envelope for me, and I didn’t have access to more blood tonight. Not without going back to the hospital, which I couldn’t do.

And that meant I either had to eat the rancid blood or find a willing victim.

“Tell me why you need to leave town,” Jack said. “Someone’s bothering you?”

That was an understatement. It was only reasonable that Jack would want to talk about it, but it’d been six months since I’d talked to anyone near my age who wasn’t dead or kidnapped. And before that I was in high school. The kids there weren’t this nice. The only rule Zeke had given me for interacting with the living was "don’t,” so I had to off-road it a little.

Not that Zeke had been such a shining example of keeping that rule.

“His name’s Vance,” I said.

“And what does he want with you?”

I shivered. “He likes to control people.”

“Oh,” Jack said. “One of those.”

“Yeah.”

“How do you know Zeke’s dead, if no one else does? Maybe he took off for a couple of days.”

“No,” I said. “I saw his body.”

Jack took a deep breath. “Where?”

He could use this information for the police, but they probably wouldn’t find anything. Vance would have cleaned up the body by now. “At our apartment. He was dead when I came home.”

“Zeke was into some bad stuff these last couple of years, wasn’t he?”

I hesitated. It would have taken a special kind of oblivious not to notice that something had changed with him. “Yeah.”

“Was it drugs?”

“Not exactly.”

“Look, I know you don’t know me very well,” Jack said. “But you can trust me. I volunteer at a crisis hotline. I hear about this stuff a lot. Plus, everyone at the store tells me their problems. I’m the resident amateur counselor. You’re not going to shock me.”

That was a challenge, but I wasn’t ready to take him up on it.

It wasn’t fair to him for me to stay here, putting him in danger. But I was a danger to everyone if I didn’t eat, and Jack was into all this fantasy stuff, what with the game store job and the toy soldiers and the video games and the magic tricks, which meant he might be willing to believe me about what I was. If I was going to have to feed from him, I knew I needed him to be okay with it, but the human part of me quietly hoped he wouldn’t be that kind of freak.

When I didn’t respond, Jack sighed. “You’ve been through a lot,” he said. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. Have a seat, okay?”

I sat down on his couch, facing the mountains of game systems, and hated myself for it. I shouldn’t even be thinking the things I was thinking. What was the difference between feeding from him and feeding from Lexa? Last time I saw her, she was lying dead on the floor. Was her body still there? Would Vance bury her, or dump her somewhere? She didn’t have family in town, but at least her mom would miss her. She might never know what happened to her.

“Here it is,” Jack said. He pulled a white envelope out of the plastic sleeve covering a comic book. “I knew I put it somewhere safe. It was in my copy of The Killing Joke.”

He brought the envelope over and sat down beside me. My monster hissed. It began to circle, slowly. Vance didn’t feed you this one, it said. What harm could it be?

I ignored the tension in my temples. I had at least an hour before I got thoroughly sick, maybe as many as three before I started to lose control.

Instead I focused on the envelope in Jack’s hand. It was made of regular white paper, like you might mail a letter in, but it was thick enough to require more than one stamp.

“I knew something was up even before Zeke gave me this,” Jack said. “But after that, I figured it had to be something really dangerous.”

“You shouldn’t get involved,” I said.

“You’re probably right. But I can’t walk away right now, can I? Not while you need help.” He handed the envelope to me.

I took it. There was nothing written on the outside.

“You’re sure this is it?” I asked.

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

I tore it open. Inside was a stack of crisp hundred-dollar bills, and a note.

April, it said. Your ticket to Paris is in Baker, California. Give the money to Thorpe. He’ll take care of you. An address followed.

I stared at the note. I’d been hoping for some kind of letter about how he knew he was gone now, and he was sorry that he hadn’t taken me to Paris himself, and that he didn’t want me to feel guilty about surviving. But no. Zeke wouldn’t allow me self-indulgence, even in death.

I shoved the money and the envelope in my pocket. I had no idea who Thorpe was. Zeke had never mentioned him. But I needed to escape Vance, and this was my only lead. I’d take it.

“I need to get to Baker, California,” I said. I might be able to take a bus, but buses were slow, and I’d need to be inside by sun up. “Do you know how far that is?”

“It’s three hours past Vegas,” Jack said. “Give or take. What’s there?”

“A guy who can help me. I hope.”

Vegas was a six hour drive by car. That meant getting that far by bus would be a problem. The hours would have to line up just right, and if there were any delays I was screwed. I’d have to do the trip in two nights, just to be sure.

“I need to go tonight,” I said. “Do you know where there’s a bus station?”

“I have a cousin in Vegas,” Jack said. “I stay with him sometimes. I could drive you.”

I looked at him. “Why would you do that?”

“Because I think you might hook me up with a gig on the strip,” Jack said. “I’ve always wanted to be a Vegas magician.”

We stared at each other for a moment before I realized that this was a joke.

“Because you clearly need help, April,” Jack said. “Are you sure I can’t call the police?”

“No,” I said.

He nodded. “Then at least let me give you a ride.”

I shouldn’t do that. But I couldn’t turn him down, and I knew it. By this time, Vance might already know where I was, which meant I’d be endangering Jack more by leaving him here than I would be by taking him with me.

Or I would be if I wasn’t hoping to eat him.

I was a monster. Jack wanted to help me, and I sat here thinking of asking him to bleed for me.

My neck muscles pulled tighter.

“What about your parents?” Jack asked. “Are they still in Salt Lake?”

He was talking about Zeke’s parents, of course. Zeke never mentioned them.

“No,” I said. “I don’t know where they are.”

Jack was looking more concerned by the moment. He was such a bleeding heart that he probably would open a vein for me.

This was ridiculous. I couldn’t feed from a guy like this. I would down the rotten blood, and then this wouldn’t be an issue.

Yes, that’s what I would do. “I’ll be right back,” I said. I didn’t even look at Jack, just stood up and headed up to the bathroom again.

But the stench of the rotten blood was abominable. I couldn’t even bring myself to open the cabinet. I tried plugging my nose; I tried holding my habitual breath. Nothing helped.

I couldn’t eat this. And there was only one other source of blood nearby.

I hated myself for what I knew I had to do.


Seven

When I descended the stairs to Jack’s basement again, the corner of my eye twitched, and I was beginning to feel a slight sense of vertigo.

How much sanity did I have left? Did I have a few hours, or less? 

I picked up a penny from a coin jar on his shelf and popped it into my mouth, mostly for the taste.

Jack looked at me and shook his head. “What are you on?”

“What?”

“What drugs are you on?”

I sniffed. “I’m not on anything.” Drugs would have no effect on my undead metabolism anyway.

“Look, I don’t care, okay? Like I said, I deal with this stuff all the time. Last week, this guy called in, and he talked to me for an hour about what it was like to watch his friend OD. I can help you.”

“No really. I don’t do drugs.” I wondered if corpses ever called in to his crisis hotline. I’d never thought about doing that, myself, but it would probably be good for stiffs. Social support with total anonymity and no chance of anyone getting hurt.

Or eaten.

“What then? Are you sick?”

I should have told him I was high. I knew I had to explain the whole thing to him if I wanted a meal, but I just couldn’t think of how to start.

“Sort of,” I said.

I didn’t notice Jack reach out until he already had his hand on my wrist. I jerked back.

“Sorry!” Jack said, getting up off the couch. “I didn’t mean—”

“It’s okay,” I said. “You just startled me.”

“You’re cold. Like, deathly cold.” He rubbed his palm on his jeans, probably to warm it up.

“Yeah,” I said. “I know.”

“Why aren’t you wearing a jacket, anyway? Isn’t it snowing?”

“I left it somewhere.” It was still in the closet at the apartment. Bringing it would have made me less conspicuous.

Jack’s face etched with concern. “Those are some messed up drugs.”

At that moment, I wished that Jack was a jerk. That he’d brought me down here to hurt me; that he was too selfish to give me a ride to the corner, let alone the six hours to Vegas. Anything to make me feel better about what I had to do to him. “I told you, there are no drugs.”

“Can I drive you to the hospital then? You might be going into shock. I probably would, too, if I’d found my brother dead.”

I shook my head. “What are you, a doctor?”

“No, but my mom’s a nurse. I’ve picked up a few things. I could call her. It’s a couple hours later in Virginia but she could—”

“No,” I said.

I could smell Jack’s blood, hear his heart beating. I must have looked scared, because he backed off.

This was it. If I wanted his blood, I had to tell him the truth. If I walked away, the need would just grow stronger and stronger until it ate me alive. And this time I wouldn’t have Vance’s cell to hold me in.

There was really only one choice. “I’m dead,” I said.

Jack waited, like he expected more of an explanation. When I didn’t give one, he gave a nervous laugh. “What, like you’re a ghost here to haunt me from beyond? Because if so, I have some questions for you.”

“No,” I said. “I’m undead.”

Jack laughed for real. “That’s a good one.”

“No, it kind of sucks, actually.”

He waved a hand at me. “So if you’re undead, which I’m not saying I believe . . .”

“Here,” I said, holding out my wrist. I was surprised how good it felt to actually offer my hand to someone, after six months of shying away. Different from when he’d surprised me by touching me. “Find my pulse.”

Jack took my wrist and felt it. His hands felt hot.

When had I forgotten how warm people were?

“Okay, you proved it. You need a sweater.”

I tore my arm away. “It won’t help. I don’t generate heat.”

He reached for my neck and put his fingers against my artery, feeling. I froze in place as he searched for a pulse. His fingers felt unnaturally hot against my neck, and in life I might have flushed.

“Huh,” he said. “Your pulse must be faint, and you’re freezing. I think those are signs of shock. The hospital isn’t far. I know some of the nurses who work with my mom. They could check you out. You wouldn’t have to give them your name or anything.”

I wondered if a corpse could get away with a nursing job. There were probably plenty of graveyard shifts available, and easy access to blood. It might be too risky to work that close to people, though. Someone was bound to notice you were room temperature when you touched them. And of course, as soon as Vance caught you poaching the blood supply, you’d be dead.

“I don’t have to breathe,” I said. “They can’t treat that at the ER.” To prove it I stilled my lungs and took Jack’s hand from my neck and clamped it over my nose and mouth. My fingers trembled against his, and he stepped closer to me, his breath coming faster as mine was perfectly still.

We stood there for one minute, two, three, while the seconds clicked by on Jack’s wall clock. The look of concern on Jack’s face grew deeper, and he tried to pull his hand away, but I held onto his wrist, keeping it there. I had to remind my body not to breathe out of habit, but my lungs didn’t demand air, didn’t strain under the loss or ache in desperation.

I felt . . . nothing.

Finally, after five full minutes had passed, I let him go. He stood close to me, and this time I didn’t mind. “I’ve heard about drugs that Voodoo practitioners used, that made people seem to lose their heartbeats and stop breathing and get buried alive. But I think those make you comatose.”

“I’m not in a coma. I’m dead.”

“Really,” he said. “We should go to the hospital now. Your temperature shouldn’t be this low. And you should need . . . air.”

He looked at me like I might be pulling a magic trick, which was the last thing I wanted him to think. “You’re not listening to me.”

“That’s because you’re talking like one of those freaky goth chicks who wants to be a vampire.”

I flipped the penny over in my mouth. “I’m not a vampire. Not exactly. And I didn’t want this to happen to me. It just did.”

Jack stepped back, and I shivered at the loss of his warmth. He pulled a Zippo lighter out of his pocket and flipped it open.

“You can burn me with that,” I said. “It won’t hurt.”

He snapped the thing shut again and jammed it back in his pocket. “No,” he said. “Sorry. It’s just habit.”

“You smoke?”

“No,” Jack said. “I just like fire, hence the tricks. Look, you’re barely room temperature. Please let me drive you to the hospital. How long were you out in the snow? You might have hypothermia.”

I sighed, stretching my lungs after stilling my breath for so long. I was clearly going to have to do something more dramatic. He needed to see for himself.

I stepped away from him, fishing a hobby knife out of a tray filled with pieces of his little pewter figurines.

“Hang on,” Jack said. “Put that down, okay?”

“I want to show you something.”

Jack’s eyes widened in panic. “You’re not going to hurt yourself, are you?”

Not technically. “Don’t be stupid.”

I walked around the bed, wading through his laundry so he couldn’t reach out and stop me if he realized what I was going to do. I drew a deep breath. This wasn’t going to be pretty, but it was the only way.

I flipped the knife up so a couple of inches of blade were showing, and then I slashed myself across my own throat as hard as I could. I felt my skin flap open—wind whistling in and out of my jugular. A tiny bit of viscous fluid seeped onto my throat, but there was no blood. My hands stayed clean.

There. He couldn’t explain away that.

Jack’s face went even whiter. He looked like he might pass out, but his eyes stayed riveted on my throat as my skin wove back together.

I was careful not to try to speak until it finished. “See?” I said. “Undead.”

He stared at me. “How did you do that?”

“I died. It’s a side effect.”

“That’s seriously disturbing.”

“For me, too. But I didn’t get a choice, so I roll with it.”

Jack stared at the wall behind me. “Okay. Let’s just say I accept that.”

“Good.” I dropped the knife on the nightstand. He might not believe me, but if I gave him a second demonstration, I was afraid he would faint.

Jack’s expression turned slowly from shocked to curious. “So does it take a stake to the heart to kill you?”

I couldn’t for the life of me remember the proper name of that gland. “More or less. But it doesn’t have to be a stake. A bullet will do.”

“What about sunlight?”

“Deadly.”

“Beheading?”

“Also.”

“You’re wearing a cross.”

“Right. That’s a myth.”

He studied me. “You weren’t shaking like this when you walked in here.”

“No, I wasn’t.”

“So what changed?”

I paused. The thirst crept over me, slow and aching. My monster rose, sniffing the air.

I hoped I never saw Lyle again, but I could answer his questions, now. We were all monsters. The whole lot of us. I was no exception.

“I’m hungry,” I said.

Jack’s eyes scrunched up. “Hungry.”

“Yeah, and McDonald’s isn’t going to do it for me, either.”

“Next you’re going to tell me you drink blood.”

“I’m not a vampire. But yes, blood is the cleanest way for me to eat.”

He winced. “That’s messed up.”

I stopped breathing, waiting for Jack to tell me I should get out.

“So, what, do you need to go to a butcher?”

“No,” I said. “Animal blood is no good. It has to be human.”

He looked at me like I was a stray dog that needed help but might bite.

He was starting to understand.

“Tell me about it,” I said.

I slipped the penny under my tongue. My head was getting achy, but I wasn’t far gone enough to kill him. Zeke said other corpses sometimes fed on the living through needles, or mouth-to-skin. When Vance found out there was always hell to pay. He controlled the blood supply. He chose which beaters were in the know. But Vance already had his eyes on me. I couldn’t sink any deeper.

And now I’d dragged Jack right down with me.

“This is weird,” Jack said. “What’s weirder is I’m starting to believe you.”

I picked up the blade again, and he darted forward, grabbing it out of my hand. “No, really,” he said. “I always knew something weird was up with Zeke. He used to be cold, too. I mean, it never seemed to bother him, but walk too close and the man was like a refrigerator.”

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re not supposed to be around people much, because of that. It’s amazing the things you never know that you notice.”

“You’re dead,” Jack said. “How long?”

“Six months,” I said.

Jack watched me warily. “Are you going to take my blood?”

The monster screamed: YES! 

I bit down on my lip so hard it broke the skin, and then felt with my tongue as it knit back together. “Not unless it’s okay with you.”

He hesitated. “Would it kill me?”

“No. I’d only need a pint or so.”

He sunk onto the end of the bed. He was going to say no. Of course he was. Anyone would. And then what was I going to do? Anywhere I could steal cold blood, Vance might have people looking for me.

Jack looked up at me, and he seemed to decide something. “Okay.”

I stared at him. “Okay, what?”

He sighed. “Okay, if you need it, you can have some of my blood.”

I’d been wrong. He was a freak. “What’s the matter with you?” My voice creaked hysterically. “Why would you do something like that?”

He looked at me like I was stupid. “Didn’t you just ask me to?”

I had. “Yeah, but—”

Jack smiled. “But it’s crazy, right? This whole thing is crazy, and I think I might be dreaming. But I told you I wanted to help you. A pint isn’t so much. I donate blood all the time. But the last time I donated was more than two months ago, so I should be okay. And if it is a dream, I’m going to wake up fine anyway, so what does it matter?”

“It’s not a dream,” I said.

“Yeah,” Jack said. “You may be right. In my dreams, everything seems normal, and this is weird as hell.”

Maybe he wasn’t a freak. Just tragically, inadvisably nice. Which explained why Zeke told me to find him, because he knew Jack would help me. And here Jack was, offering me his blood. Not a victim—a donor.

I couldn’t say no.

Jack looked me right in the eye for a long moment, then searched my neck where I’d cut it open. “You’re really not faking it,” he said.

“I’m really not. I could show you again.”

“Maybe somewhere else?” he asked. “What about your arm?”

I reached out my hand for the knife. He handed it to me, and I sliced open the back of my arm, hard. The skin split, but no blood came out, and only the barest bit of clear fluid.

He watched, fascinated this time, as my skin slipped back together.

“You’re like Wolverine,” he said.

“Trust me,” I said. “This is a superpower you don’t want.”

He nodded absently. “It’s funny, you need the same amount as the Red Cross.”

“I know. I’ve wondered if it’s all some kind of conspiracy.” Corpse bosses could influence the size of the draw. That’s exactly the kind of thing Vance would do. I knew Vance had the local Red Cross in his pocket, but for all I knew, he controlled the national organization as well.

I held out the knife. “Do you want to do it? Or should I?”

He looked at the knife. “Oh,” Jack said. “You won’t bite me?”

I shuddered. “No. A clean cut heals quicker, and I don’t have fangs.”

Jack shivered. “Sure. Right. That makes sense.”

I swallowed. The decision was made. There was no way I could walk out of this now. I sat down on the end of the bed next to him.

Jack eyed me. “Wait. Hold up. This won’t turn me into one of you, will you?”

“No,” I said, pausing. “It doesn’t work like that.”

“So how’d you become what you are? Did you just die and come back like this?”

I could lie. I could make up a story. But if I refused to tell him outright, he might decide not to help me after all.

I went with the truth. “It’s an STD.”

I watched Jack’s face as he connected the dots. To his credit, he didn’t squirm or look away. If I had to guess, I would have said he felt sorry for me.

Still, he knew things about me now—things I could hardly admit to myself.

“You do it,” Jack said, wincing.

“Okay.” I reached for Jack’s wrist. Zeke had made me practice this on my own wrist about a hundred times, just in case. Hit the vein, not the artery, he said. Of course, I didn’t bleed, but he watched my work, making sure I knew how to do it without killing the victim.

I took his wrist, steadying it against my knee, and bit down hard on the penny.

My monster felt so happy, I thought it might purr. It didn’t feel violent now, though, the way it had with Lexa. I wasn’t far gone enough yet. I was going to be able to do this.

 “Close your eyes,” I said.

Jack leaned his head back, and did. “How will you know when you’ve had a pint?”

“Trust me,” I said.

He laughed nervously. “You do this a lot?”

Never. But that wasn’t going to inspire confidence.

“It’ll be all right,” I said.

Jack didn’t look much more convinced than I was, but he didn’t try to stop me. I only hoped I could trust myself. I brought the blade up to his skin, drawing it across the vein in his wrist. He tensed as I cut, but I made it deep and quick.

Blood spilled down his hand and over his fingers before I spit out the penny and covered the cut with my mouth, sucking it in.

Nothing Zeke told me prepared me for the taste of hot blood. As soon as the liquid passed between my lips, my body broke out in goose bumps, followed by a body rush. All my muscles tensed, and the monster roared inside me, its hunger finally fed.

The blood came more slowly from Jack’s arm than it would from a glass. The monster cried for more, to sink its teeth into Jack’s wrist and take it all.

No, I coaxed it, forcing my mind to stay clear. Slowly.

The blood kept coming, and I let it fill my mouth, swallowing it down in gulps. A part of me hated myself for doing this to Jack, but the monster part couldn’t believe we’d gone so long feeding on ice cold blood.

Jack gasped, and I pulled myself back. How much had I taken? A pint yet? More?

I was scaring myself, but I hadn’t felt alive like this for months.

The monster groaned for more, but I covered Jack’s wrist with my palm, staunching the flow.

Beads of sweat shone on his forehead. He looked pale.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I think so,” he said. “Are you feeling better?”

My mind felt clear, now. The monster felt satiated, if disgruntled it couldn’t have more. “Much,” I said. “Thank you.”

He reached over, pulling my palm from his wrist and replacing it with his own. “I’ve got it,” he said.

I moved to get up, but he stopped me. “No,” he said. “Stay.”

But I needed to get away, if only for a moment. “I won’t leave,” I said. “I just need to get some fresh air.” I couldn’t leave until I was sure he was going to be okay. If my selfishness killed him, I’d never forgive myself. I went up the stairs and out the door, into the night.

Snow drifted down in silent clumps, still slushing as it hit the ground. It was only October—too early for the snow to stick. The flakes melted faster against my skin now—coming from inside, my body was closer to room temperature.

I stared up at the snow whirling in eddies around a telephone pole. This was the first time since I’d found Zeke’s body that I finally had the time to think. I remembered when I was twelve and my grandmother died, missing her was a physical thing. My body ached for days. With Zeke, my body couldn’t stretch out into that kind of pain, or if it did, I couldn’t feel it.

But I’d have given anything to go home and turn on the TV and shoot some zombies with him. If we’d gone to Paris with his friend Drew when he left, that was probably what I’d be doing right now.

More than anything, I wished we had.

The door slid open again, and Jack stood leaning against the door frame, like he couldn’t stand straight. He looked at me.

“Oh,” he said. “Sorry. I didn’t believe you were sticking around.”

“Shouldn’t you want me to leave?” I asked. “I’ll put you in more danger if I stay.”

Jack shrugged, running a hand over the bandage on his wrist. “This isn’t so bad.”

“That’s not the kind of danger I meant.”

Worry crossed his face again. “You mean Vance.”

“Yes,” I said.

“You should let me drive you to Vegas.”

“You have serious problems,” I said. “I just drank your blood, and you still want to help me?”

“I told your brother I’d look out for you,” Jack said. “I promised.”

“He wasn’t really my brother,” I said. “He told people that so they wouldn’t ask questions.”

Jack looked up at me. “So you guys were . . . what?”

I shivered. I hadn’t meant to imply that. “He was just looking out for me is all. We weren’t anything.”

I could tell he didn’t believe me. “He cared about you a lot. You must have been something.”

“He was kind of like my foster brother, I guess. I fell apart, after I was turned. I didn’t talk, and I sure as hell didn’t want to eat, but if Vance left me with a glass of blood long enough I always did. Eventually, Vance told me I needed a break. A holiday, he called it, to pull myself together. And then he sent me to live with Zeke.”

I guessed Vance had given up waiting. His methods sure hadn’t softened any.

Jack closed his eyes. “This is why you can’t go to the police about Zeke’s death.”

“He’d been dead for two years,” I said. “Now he’s nothing but ash.”

Jack looked concerned. “But he didn’t turn you.”

I was glad corpses didn’t blush. The image of me and Zeke . . . “No,” I said.

Jack looked out at the snow. “I really don’t want you running off on your own in the middle of the night.”

“Night is the right time, for me,” I said. “It’s the day I’m allergic to.”

“Yeah, but you still shouldn’t be alone.”

I didn’t want to go alone. Not really. “Are you sure you’re okay to drive?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Jack said. “I’ll get something to drink and be fine.”

“All the way to Vegas?” I asked. “It’s getting late.”

“I’m good. The store doesn’t open until noon, so I’m usually up until at least four.”

“I don’t get it,” I said. “Why are you doing this for me?”

“Doing what? Driving you?”

“All of it. I’m a monster. What is wrong with you?” That was mean, but I meant it.

Jack was quiet for a moment, and I was sure I’d offended him.

That’d be better. For him.

“I told you,” he said finally. “Zeke asked me to help you out.”

“That’s fine, but there’s helping people and then there’s opening a vein for them.”

I expected him to come back with some kind of retort about how I hadn’t minded at the time, which was totally deserved.

Instead, he looked thoughtful. “What you did with that knife, when you cut on your throat? That was awesome. Like something out of a movie.”

“Okay,” I said. “All the more reason for you not to get involved.”

“Are you kidding?” Jack said. “This is the first interesting thing that’s happened to me in a long time.”

I gaped at him. “You let me drink your blood because you were bored?”

Jack grinned. “Maybe. Does that make me crazy?”

“Yes,” I said. “If you’re looking for adventure, you’ve got the wrong girl.”

He shrugged. “Maybe I’m not looking for adventure, exactly. Maybe I’m just looking to do something that matters.” He shook his head, like he was still a bit dazed from the blood loss.

“I guess I should have provided you with a snack,” I said. “Like they do at the blood bank.”

Jack raised his eyebrows at me.

“It sounded funnier in my head.”

“Can I get you anything?” he asked.

“No, thanks,” I said. “I just ate.”

That wasn’t funny either, but Jack smiled anyway.

“Come back inside,” he said. “Let me give my cousin a call.”


Eight

I followed Jack into the kitchen. He reached into the fridge and pulled out a jug of orange juice. As he drank, some of the color returned to his face.

Then he pulled out his cell phone and made a call.

“Hey, man,” he said. “I know it’s late, but a friend and I were thinking of coming down there tonight. Can we stay with you?”

That sounded like an unreasonable request to me, but the cousin apparently didn’t care. “Awesome,” Jack said. “Yeah, we’re going to leave now, so we’ll see you in the early morning. No problem. We’ll try not to wake you up.”

Jack hung up the phone. “See?” he said. “No big deal.”

Jack moved a little too quickly to get ready to go. I wondered if he was afraid he would pass out, or afraid I might change my mind and leave him behind. From the kitchen cabinet, he pulled out a bottle of pills. He popped one in his mouth and downed it with water.

“What are those?” I asked.

“Thyroid medicine,” he said. “If I don’t take it, I get edgy.”

Another benefit of being a stiff. I’d never have to take medication again.

Getting in a car with a guy who had just lost more than a pint of blood might not have been the best idea in the world. Jack drifted in his lane, nearly missing several of the turns. His back tires slid as he took sharp corners on the wet roads. I buckled in. Flying through the windshield might not kill me, but that didn’t mean I wanted a face full of glass.

We sped toward a stoplight, and Jack didn’t slow down.

“It’s red,” I said.

“Oh, right.” He slowed down, shaking his head as if to clear it. “Maybe you should drive.”

“I can’t,” I said. “I don’t have my license.” I’d actually never been behind the wheel. I’d been signed up to take Driver’s Ed three weeks after I was turned.

“Oh,” Jack said. He chugged back the rest of his orange juice.

I wondered if Vance knew where I was yet, if he’d follow us out of town. I had to be near a corpse to sense it, but even if it was the same for him, there were other, more mundane ways of tracking people. He hadn’t sent his men after me again, but that might just mean he was lying in wait, letting me believe I was escaping.

A few miles down the road, Jack seemed to be recovering from the blood loss. He sat up straighter in his seat, and looked more alert.

“I’m sorry I never talked to you before at the store,” Jack said. “I wanted to, but I really did think that Zeke might kick my ass. Do you remember what you were reading last time you came in?”

I did. “Why, do you?”

“Sandman,” he said. “Did you like it?”

I shrugged. “It was a little weird for my taste. But I liked the art. It was Zeke’s favorite.”

“You should try Bone. Less weird. Less pretty. Better story.”

I rolled my eyes. “So that’s why you wanted to talk to me. To give me a sales pitch.”

Jack fell silent. “No,” he said, finally. “Actually, I thought you were cute. And a cute girl reading a comic book . . . that’s hot.”

I put my hand on the door handle.

“I’m sorry,” Jack said instantly. “I shouldn’t have said that. Look, that’s not why I’m driving you down. I don’t expect anything from—”

“It’s okay,” I said, mostly to get him to stop talking. The truth was, Jack was cute. More than cute. I did like the way his hair flopped in his face. But I’d never been the kind of girl all the guys chased after when I was alive, and the only one who’d chased after me since I died was Vance.

Being chased by Jack sounded alarmingly nice. Him calling me cute was enough to make me feel giddy—and terrified. But I’d let him touch me, and it hadn’t been horrible. And drinking his blood made me feel—

Gah. I couldn’t think like that. I’d thought Vance was nice once, too, and I couldn’t have been more wrong about him. I couldn’t sort the monster inside me from the frightened child.

“How are you going to eat next?” he asked.

I sighed. I only had another twelve hours or so to figure that out. “I don’t know. I can’t keep taking blood from you. Your body won’t produce it fast enough to keep you healthy.”

“How do you normally eat?” he asked. I could almost see his thoughts as they occurred to him. Did I find someone to do this for me every night? Was he the most recent in a long string of men I’d duped? 

“Zeke used to get blood from Vance.”

Jack’s face sharpened. “The guy who killed him.”

“Yes. He gave us bags of it from donors. I guess you could say he’s our boss.”

“Tell me about him,” Jack said. It was the kind of leading question he probably used all the time at his crisis hotline, and with his friends. But I had no words to describe how scary Vance was, not in a way that Jack would understand.

When I didn’t answer, Jack changed the subject. “Are you sure the police can’t help you?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Because they don’t know about undead?”

“We’re called corpses,” I said. “And if they do, they’re covering it up, right? Which means they’re already working for Vance.”

“That’s a thing that controlling people do,” Jack said. “They convince you that they know the police, so that you won’t get help, even though you could.”

That was probably true, but Vance had a prison underneath the hospital. You couldn’t do that without having a lot of power. “I think he’s telling the truth.”

I was pretty sure Jack thought I was wrong, but he agreed anyway. “Okay,” he said. “No police. So what does this Vance guy want with you, anyway?”

I leaned away from Jack, pressing my temple against the window. He was going to keep rephrasing that question until I gave him a satisfactory answer. Fine. I owed him one.

“He’s the one . . . he’s the one who turned me into . . . what I am,” I said.

Jack drew a deep breath. “He was your boyfriend, then?”

My stomach dropped. “No.”

Jack was silent. I dug my nails into my thighs, trying to figure out how to answer the questions I was sure would follow. I didn’t know how to tell Jack what Vance did to me. I didn’t know how to say it out loud.

“He raped you,” Jack said. It wasn’t a question.

I was so startled I twitched. No one had ever said that word to describe what Vance did to me. Not me. Not Zeke. Certainly not Vance. And while the words sounded violent in my ears, I also felt inexplicably grateful that he’d said them.

“That’s why you’re so afraid of him,” Jack said. “He raped you and it changed you into a corpse. And then he killed Zeke while he was protecting you.”

I watched the lights from the cars behind us bounce in the side mirror. I couldn’t say yes, so I nodded instead.

Jack shook his head. “How long ago did it happen?”

“Six months,” I said.

“You’ve been dead that long?”

I nodded again.

“Did he . . . also kill you? Or does the disease . . .”

“It’s lethal,” I said. “Once you catch it, you turn into a corpse within a few hours.”

“But you don’t die and then rise from the grave.”

“No,” I said. “I told you, we’re not vampires.” I’d never even lost consciousness. I was awake, curled up in a ball in the closet in Vance’s office, when my heart stopped beating, and I thought I had died and would float out of my body and drift away to heaven. But instead I stayed glued inside my flesh as it turned cold as hell. I lay there shaking, waiting for Vance to come back for me.

Which, of course, he did.

Jack looked over at me. “If you want to talk about what happened to you—”

“I can’t,” I said. If I couldn’t bring myself to say the word, there was no way I could carry on an actual conversation about it.

“Okay,” Jack said. “I get that. But a lot of victims call into the hotline, so I have some experience talking through it. If you ever do want to talk to me, you can. I’m a pretty good listener.”

I believed that he was, but I had absolutely no idea what to say.

“April?” Jack said.

“Yeah?”

“I want you to know you’re safe. I mean, you’re safe with me.”

I felt the truth of that in my bones, even if I didn’t know how to trust it. “Makes sense,” I said. “Considering if you tried anything with me, you’d die.”

Jack gave a stiff laugh. “Yeah. I guess I hadn’t thought that through.”

“Thanks, though,” I said. I believed that he meant it. I felt safe with him, relatively speaking.

But then, I’d believed that Vance wanted to help me, back when I was alive.

Vegas was a straight shot down I-15 from Salt Lake. Once we passed up Utah Valley, the road was dark, punctuated only by the occasional small town. In between, our beaming headlights were the only thing blocking the light of the stars.

“I’ll need to stay inside all day,” I said. “Will your cousin be okay with that?”

“He has to work anyway,” Jack said. “We can hang out at his place.”

“And then, when it gets dark, you’ll drive me out to Baker?”

“That’s the plan.”

“After that, you can go home. I can pay you for gas.” I was pretty sure I had enough for that and a ticket to Paris, though I wasn’t exactly sure what these things cost.

Jack was quiet for a moment. “What about you? What will you do?”

“I’m trying to get to Paris. Zeke’s friend in Baker can help me get there.”

Jack paused for a second. “So I won’t see you again.”

He sounded sad about that. And he shouldn’t. I knew he shouldn’t. He was looking for someone who would make his life more exciting, the geek girl who read comic books and took him on adventures.

My adventure would only get him killed, or worse. “I won’t bother you anymore.”

“You aren’t bothering me. I want to do this.”

“Look,” I said. “When Zeke asked you to help me out, this is what he meant. So thanks for driving me down, but the sooner I get out of here, the better off we’ll both be.”

Jack nodded. “Okay,” he said. “Got it.” But he still didn’t sound happy about it. “But you do need a plan for how you’re going to eat tomorrow, don’t you? You’re sure you can’t take my blood, one more time?”

“How often does the Red Cross let you donate? Once a month?”

“Every eight weeks.”

“So probably not.”

“We should have gone to see my mom’s friends before we left. Maybe you could have gotten some blood from the hospital.”

“Which hospital?” I asked.

“St. Januarius.”

I closed my eyes. “Vance owns that hospital.”

Jack stared at me. “He owns—”

“He owns the hospital where your mom works.”

Jack’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Well I have some sleight of hand experience,” he said. “Maybe when we get to Vegas I’ll steal you a pint.”

 He really was looking for an adventure. “And if you get caught?”

“I haven’t thought it through that far.”

“You do that a lot, don’t you?”

Jack was quiet.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I know you’re just trying to help.”

“Hospitals have to dispose of old blood somehow, right? We could search their garbage.”

“I can’t eat it if it’s rotten.”

“So it has to come from a person.”

“Or be well-preserved.”

“What about finding others like you? Would they give you blood?”

I winced. Vegas wasn’t out of Vance’s reach. Zeke seemed to think we needed to get off the continent. “They’d turn me in. If Vance knew they’d helped me, he’d kill them.”

Jack squinted at the road.

“Sorry to be so difficult,” I said. “But you see why corpses don’t usually try to run from Vance.”

“Sounds to me like you’re going to need another donor,” Jack said. “Vance can’t stop you from doing that.”

I didn’t answer. He could kill me, kill Jack, kill everyone involved if he caught me. We passed three mile markers before Jack spoke again.

“Can he?”

“Zeke had this friend once,” I said. “Kyle. He turned a girl without Vance’s permission—this girl he’d had a crush on when he was a beater.”

“A beater?”

“Alive. Anyway, Vance found out, like always, and instead of killing him outright, he cut him off from cold blood. Kyle showed up on our doorstep at like two AM begging Zeke for blood. But Zeke couldn’t give him any, because when Vance found out, he’d cut the two of us off, too.”

“Where’d he find blood, then?”

“He tried to feed from this prostitute, but he must have waited too long, because he went crazy and killed her. The cops picked him up before sunrise. He disappeared after that. The news said he committed suicide in custody, but I don’t know, really. I figure they gave him to Vance.”

“That’s why you think Vance controls the police.”

“They didn’t talk about him turning to ash on the news, so someone covered it up.”

“Okay,” Jack said. “But here’s what I don’t get. How can Vance have that much control? You say he doesn’t let you turn humans into corpses without his permission, but if it’s sexually transmitted, I’d think people would break that rule all the time.”

“Right. That’s why Vance didn’t just kill Kyle. Death wasn’t enough. He wanted an illustration.”

“So all corpses are celibate, then? Because they’re afraid of Vance?”

Oh, that. I forgot sometimes that the very idea of sex didn’t make everyone want to curl up into a ball. “Well, we can’t really feel things the same way beaters do. Physical things, I mean.”

“Ah,” Jack said. “I see.”

That was what Zeke said anyway. Sex was different, after you were a corpse. It wasn’t about pleasure anymore—just power.

I had a hard time imagining it any other way.

A few hours later the freeway wrapped around to the west, and faint light appeared on the horizon. I stiffened, looking at the clock. It was only four AM. The lights weren’t the sunrise, but the glow of the strip.

Jack turned off the freeway before we reached the strip, and we headed west into a residential neighborhood. When we pulled into an apartment complex, the sky was still dark. So were the windows.

We parked in a guest spot, and Jack led me up the stairs to a third-floor apartment. He pulled a key from underneath the doormat and we let ourselves in.

The door opened into a living room. Two couches formed a right angle in front of a large TV. Jack’s cousin had a game system, too, but only one.

“Leo will be up in a couple of hours,” Jack said quietly. “He said to make ourselves comfortable.” He sat down on the couch and pulled out his phone.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Looking up blood loss.”

I sank down onto the other couch. “Here we go,” Jack said. “According to this, I have about fourteen pints of blood.”

The monster was still several hours from waking, but this was like watching a commercial for chocolate cake. “Do we have to talk about this?”

“I’m going somewhere,” Jack said. “I have fourteen pints of blood, and a person can safely lose fifteen percent of their blood volume without going into shock.”

“I don’t want to put you in any more danger,” I said.

“Me neither,” Jack said. “But if you feed off someone else, you’d have to out yourself to them, too, which puts you in danger. And if you don’t feed at all—”

“I put everyone in danger.”

“Right. According to this, if you just take a second pint, I’ll be able to recover without a transfusion. So I’ll go buy some liver and some more orange juice, and after I’ve eaten, you can eat.”

What he was saying made sense, provided I hadn’t taken more than a pint last night. I didn’t see a whole lot of other options. But I still felt like an imposing guest, taking way too much from him and giving nothing back.

“Can you at least draw blood by syringe this time?” I asked. “That way we can be sure I only take a pint.”

Jack turned back to the internet. “Probably,” he said. “Do you know how to buy syringes?”

“No,” I said. “Vance provided those, too.”

“He really did this to you on purpose. Left you without the skills you’d need to survive in the real world.”

“That’s how he keeps us under control,” I said.

“Well, I can try a pharmacy,” Jack said, poking at his phone. “Looks like Nevada law requires a reason, but not a prescription, necessarily. Maybe if I try a pharmacy that’s not part of a major chain, they’d be less likely to check.”

I needed to start thinking like this. Jack had known about corpses for less than eight hours, but already he had better ideas for my survival than I did.

“Thanks,” I said.

“No problem.”

“You need to get some sleep, don’t you?”

“Sure. You, too, yeah? I’ll take the floor.” He looked at me. “Unless you don’t sleep.”

“Not a wink in six months,” I said. “Take the couch.”

The corner of his mouth turned up. “And you’re going to, what? Stare at me?”

Creepily. Like a stalker. I pointed to the game system. “Mind if I play?”

“Not at all,” Jack said. Jack grabbed a blanket off the back of the couch and stretched out on one of them. I turned out the lights, so the room was lit only by the game. I dimmed the screen on the television so it wouldn’t be glaring in his eyes while he slept.

“April?” Jack said.

I looked over at him. Light from the TV screen flickered across his face, and for a moment, I wished he was sitting next to me. “Yeah?”

He looked at me in the dark. “I’m sorry all of this is happening to you.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m sorry I dragged you into it.”

“I’m not,” Jack said.

I wondered how much longer Jack would have the luxury of believing that. Zeke took me in so I wouldn’t be alone, and look what happened to him.

But for tonight, I couldn’t help but be glad that I wasn’t alone.


Nine

Around six-thirty light started to creep in through the curtains. I took a blanket off the back of the couch and hung it over the curtain rod to block more of the light. I was going to avoid the sunburn if I possibly could. By the time the sun was fully up, the ambient light in the room was minimal. I sat low in my chair, avoiding it.

I spent some time with my eyes closed, trying to sense corpses in the surrounding neighborhood. I couldn’t feel any. That made sense—this was a residential neighborhood, so probably not a hot spot for undead activity. Most of the corpses in Vegas probably centered on the strip. Lots of anonymity there, and lots of drunk victims.

Footsteps headed down the hallway toward me. I looked up to see a tall guy standing in the doorway, sandy blond hair sticking up in all directions. He looked over at Jack on the couch and smiled at me.

“Hey,” he said. “I’m Leo.”

“April,” I said.

“Rock on.”

I felt like I should explain to him why we’d come so far in the middle of the night, but he didn’t ask.

Leo motioned to the blanket I’d hung over his curtains. “The sun bothering you?”

“There was a glare,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said. “The angle’s really good in the evenings, but not so much in the morning.”

I rolled my shoulders back, loosening up.

Jack rolled over on the couch and looked up at Leo. “Hey,” he said, his voice raspy. “You have work today?”

“Yeah,” Leo said, scratching behind his ear. “I don’t have to be in until two, though. Got switched to swing.”

“Do you mind if April and I hang around here today?” Jack asked. “We don’t have anywhere to be until tonight.”

“No problem,” Leo said. “You guys got in pretty early, yeah?”

Jack yawned. “Yeah. How long did I sleep?”

“Five hours,” I said.

Leo ambled back down the hallway. “I’m going to take a shower,” he yelled back. “You can eat whatever you find.”

“I expected you to sleep later,” I said to Jack.

“I probably will,” he said, sitting up. “But first we both need to eat.”

He had a point. I had a couple more hours, but it might take us that long to figure out the logistics. “You’re going to go out?”

“We passed a corner supermarket on the way in. They had a pharmacy. I figure I’ll start there.”

Jack running off without me made me nervous. But he hadn’t brought me all the way here to ditch me now, and we hadn’t seen any signs of Vance.

“Hurry, okay?” I said.

“Okay,” Jack said. “I’ll be back soon.” He hesitated, like he wanted to say something else, but instead he rolled off the couch and left before I could object again.

“Don’t get yourself in trouble,” I said. But the door had already closed, so he probably hadn’t heard me. I could hear Leo’s shower starting up toward the back of the apartment. The white noise from the water was actually soothing.

I sat back on the couch, turning to the video game. This game didn’t have much in the way of plot, but the mechanics worked seamlessly—the perfect game for passing time. I went back to crouching in my sniper position, taking out zombies, while the AI I was playing with took point.

A few minutes later, I felt the nudging of a corpse at the edge of my senses. He was folded into a sitting position, but gliding along toward me. His foot pressed down toward the ground, and he stopped briefly.

He was driving a car. I got up, moving into the kitchen, which shared walls with other apartments, and therefore had no windows. The sun was fully up, so I had nowhere to run. And if he could drive a car during the day, that meant he had one of those special tinted cars, like Vance’s limo. Only Vance’s men had the resources for vehicles like those.

I sat on the counter in the kitchen, folding myself into the corner farthest from the corpse.

But the corpse lifted his foot, pressed it down again, and kept moving. He slid past the apartment building, stopping only for a moment—probably at a stop sign. And then he was gone.

I needed to relax. Badly. Not every corpse that passed by would be out to get me. At least Leo was still in his shower. There were no witnesses to my panic.

Good as his word, Jack came back forty minutes later with a needle, a box of gauze, and a can of beef liver.

“Yuck,” I said.

“Yeah,” Jack said. “But it’s good for blood replacement. Be glad you don’t have to eat it.”

“So you didn’t have any trouble at the pharmacy?”

“I did. Had to try three different places. But I finally found one that only wanted to see my ID.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem.”

Jack set about cooking the liver, and I lay down on the couch in the living room. Hunger was just beginning to lurk at the base of my skull. I could let Jack take his time.

He didn’t, though. He downed that liver in about three bites. The way it must have tasted, I couldn’t blame him.

He spread the needle and a syringe out onto the table. “Can you help me get it in?” he asked. “I don’t know if I can stand to stick myself.”

I grabbed a glass from Leo’s cabinet to catch the blood, then inserted the needle into the syringe. This was another of the skills Zeke made me learn—how to extract blood with a needle. Of course, I’d only practiced on Zeke’s arm, and he couldn’t really bleed, or feel pain. Jack winced and swore as I slid the needle into his flesh.

“Sorry,” I said. But I hit the vein on the first try, and the tube began to fill with fresh, red blood.

I tried not to salivate over it. I focused instead on pulling the stopper from the syringe, and siphoning the blood down the tube and into the glass. The needle must have been a smaller gauge than the ones they used at the hospital, because the cup took a long time to fill.

“I hope Leo doesn’t walk in on this,” I said. “Just a little bit more.”

“Hey,” Jack said, “is the shower still running? How long has Leo been in there?”

I listened. Sure enough, the water in the bathroom was still going. The noise was so soothing, I’d tuned it out.

“It’s been like an hour,” I said.

Jack raised his eyebrows. “That’s a long time. I guess I’d better check on him.”

I pulled the needle out of his arm and pressed gauze to it, which Jack held while I stashed the blood in the fridge behind a clear plastic container filled with mold. I should have drunk it right away, but something about that corpse that drove by made me nervous to leave Jack alone.

Or maybe it was that I didn’t want him to leave me.

As he walked down the hallway, I was half afraid that he was going to fall over from the blood loss, but he stayed steady on his feet, and I kept right behind him as he walked up to the bathroom door and knocked on it.

“Leo?” he yelled.

The water kept running.

“Hey, Leo! You all right?”

No answer. No footsteps. No creaking of the floor. Nothing.

Puffs of steam wafted up from under the door. As the vapor reached my nose, I smelled blood in it.

I checked the door, but it was locked. “Get back,” I said. I pushed Jack aside and kicked the door right next to the door handle.

“What are you doing?” Jack asked. But he didn’t try to stop me.

It took a couple of blows, but the cheap door frame gave way, and the door swung inward.

Steam poured out of the room. It reeked of blood, like someone had boiled a bucket of it. The shower kept running, but against the white curtain I could see the outline of blood streaks. A red-tinged puddle collected in the middle of the floor. Jack’s breath caught in his throat, and he doubled over coughing.

I stood frozen in the doorway. If I didn’t go in, if I didn’t look, this wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be. I’d sensed a corpse drive by, sure, but no one had approached the apartment.

No one I could sense, anyway.

The only other entrance to the room was the smoke-glassed window opposite the door. It was closed. Closed, but not latched.

Jack leaned against the wall behind me. His cough rattled deeper in his chest.

I couldn’t make him do this. I had to look.

I stepped forward and pushed back the curtain in one quick motion.

Leo lay naked and slumped in the bottom of the tub, his head lolling back at an awkward angle. A dark hole gaped in his jugular and blood oozed out of it, running in little rivulets down the shower drain.

I pulled the curtain back, so I wouldn’t have to see. It wasn’t that the sight was too horrible. My skull throbbed, the monster angered by the spoiled blood, as if her ice cream had fallen in the dirt.

As I turned back to Jack, lines drawn on the mirror caught my eye. Someone had run their finger over the glass, writing a message. The clouds of steam had nearly obscured them, but there the words were, streaked with lines from water drops that had run down the glass and into the sink.

You can’t hide from me.

The sight of Leo hadn’t done it, but that message was enough. My diaphragm heaved, and my tongue caught in my throat. Nothing came up, of course, but I leaned over the sink out of habit.

Vance had been in the house. I’d dragged Jack and Leo into this, and now we were all going to die.

How had he gotten in? I looked toward the tiny window. Vance must have opened it and shot Leo as he looked out of the shower to see what was happening. If he used a suppressor, would I have heard the shot over the sound of the shower? He’d shot Leo through the throat before Leo could as much as shout, and then shut it again.

But the mirror was a good four feet from the window—far enough that it couldn’t be reached. Had Vance scrambled through, sunsuit and all? I could probably have climbed through, but for someone of Vance’s frame, it’d be a tight fit.

The phone rang.

I stumbled out of the bathroom, shutting the door behind me. “We have to get out of here,” I said to Jack. But he was wheezing now, as if he couldn’t get enough air.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”

Jack shook his head. He wrapped his arms around his throat, looking up at me with wide eyes. The coughing wasn’t just shock. He couldn’t breathe.

The ringing was coming from Jack’s pocket—his cell phone.

“Come on,” I said, hauling him up by his shoulders and pushing him toward the living room. He coughed and stumbled, but I managed to steer him to the couch. His phone fell out of his pocket just as it stopped ringing. He had one missed call, from a blocked number.

Away from the steam, Jack’s lungs seemed to be clearing. “What happened?” I asked him.

“The steam,” he said. His voice was hoarse, like he was just getting over a cold. “It burns.”

I hadn’t even thought about that. The steam didn’t bother me, but of course, I didn’t need to breathe.

The ringing began again. Neither Jack nor I made a move to answer.

I ran back into the bathroom on rubbery legs. I didn’t want to look at Leo’s body again. I didn’t want to smell the tangy-hot goodness of him, spoiling like rancid bacon. But I pushed the curtain aside anyway, taking a closer look.

A bottle lay in the water under the small of Leo’s back. I hadn’t looked closely enough to see it before—I sensed plenty of anatomically-correct corpses all the time, but it still felt wrong to stare at Leo’s naked body that way. But now I reached in and moved him aside at the waist, pulling the bottle out. It was the opaque white kind, like a pharmacist might fill with cough syrup.

It was empty now. I turned it over in my hand, but it was also unlabeled.

The ringing stopped. The phone must have gone to voicemail.

What had I expected? That Vance would give me some kind of instructions as to how to undo whatever he’d done?

What had he done? And where was he now?

I ran back out of the bathroom and into the living room. Jack lay collapsed on the couch, but it still made me feel better to be in the same room with him. Could Vance still be in the apartment? No, the bathroom door had never opened. I’d have heard that. He must have come and gone through the tiny window. He’d done it himself, so I wouldn’t notice a thing.

That meant he knew I could sense others, but not him. One more tool he could use to manipulate me.

Jack’s cell phone rang again. Jack looked down at it, breathing heavily, but he didn’t pick it up.

Blocked, the screen said. But I knew who it was. And he was just going to keep calling until I answered. Or worse, he might stop calling. And then I’d never know what it was he had planned for us.

I answered the phone.

“Hello?” I said.

“Hello, April,” Vance said back.

My throat closed up. I couldn’t speak. He just continued, as if a response wasn’t necessary.

“Why did you run?” Vance asked. “You can still come back. I’ll forgive you.”

I dropped the phone and the battery fell out. Vance would be calling from a cell phone. That meant he could be anywhere. In a cruel tribute to the urban legend, he might even be in the house. Would Vance reduce himself to that kind of cliché?

The phone rang again—this time from the kitchen. Leo’s cell, which he’d left on the counter.

I flattened myself against the wall. He had all the numbers. He must have tracked me out of town.

He had been lying in wait, and he’d had hours now to prepare.

 “Who was that?” Jack asked between breaths. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t answer it,” I said.

Sweat had broken out all over Jack’s forehead, and his pupils looked wide and dark. Was that a reaction from the loss of blood? Or from whatever Vance had put into the water?

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Jack said. “I feel like I might pass out.”

I knew I shouldn’t have drunk from him twice. “You need to run,” I said. “Get to your car and drive away.”

Jack sat up, but doubled forward with his head in his hands. “I don’t think I can walk right now.”

The phone stopped ringing.

I couldn’t carry Jack to the car. We’d parked in the sun. Even if I wanted to give my life to save him, dragging him to the car would be like willingly walking into an inferno. I wouldn’t make it.

“You have to get out of here,” I said. “Quick, before Vance comes back.”

“I’m not just going to leave you here,” Jack said. Sweat dripped from his hairline now, and he curled into a fetal ball.

The phone in the kitchen rang again.

I couldn’t get Jack to leave, and I couldn’t drag him out of here. There wasn’t much left to do but answer.

I walked into the kitchen and picked up Leo’s cell phone, hitting the talk button. This time I didn’t speak.

“April,” Vance said. “I can hear you breathing.”

I stopped my breath.

“That’s better. How is Jack doing?”

He knew about Jack. Of course he did. He’d called from his cell phone. If he sensed me at Jack’s address, and then in his car, he could have pulled his public records, maybe even private ones. “He’s sick,” I said. “What did you do to him?”

“If he breathed in the vapor, he’s dying,” Vance said. “I’m sorry.”

Like hell. He’d done this to him. I looked back at Jack on the couch. He was still breathing, if more quickly than normal. Could Vance be lying? 

But Vance didn’t bluff. He didn’t need to.

“Shame, really,” Vance said. “But I couldn’t let him take you away from me.”

I couldn’t let Jack die. Vance stayed quiet on the other end, waiting for me to ask him for help. He had me cornered. One way or another, he always did.

“What can I do for him?” I asked.

“You could take him to the hospital,” Vance said. “I could meet you there.”

I’d go, even to meet Vance, if it meant I could save Jack. But it would be a trap. With Vance, everything was a trap.

Plus, I couldn’t go until nightfall.

“Doctors could save him?” I asked.

“I’m afraid not. The poison makes a delicate cocktail, mixed with his prescription. Thyroid, isn’t it?”

If I’d had a heartbeat, it would have stopped.

His records. His medical records. Those would be the easiest for Vance to access of all.

Vance paused, either waiting for me to speak, or letting his revelation sink in. He knew about Jack’s prescriptions. Of course he did. Vance knew everything.

A second later, he continued. “I’m afraid they won’t find the compound until his autopsy. On second thought, don’t go to the hospital. I wouldn’t want you to get yourself into trouble.”

Vance was quiet for a moment, but I still didn’t speak. What could I say to him? Any protest I made would sound weak and futile.

“You could have prevented this,” Vance said, “if you’d just worked with me instead of against me. I can come for you anytime, but I’ll wait until you’re ready.”

He wasn’t in the house. There was no reason for him to be. Whatever it was he needed me for, he could simply keep this up, waiting for me to come to him.

The call went dead in my hand, and I wished I’d been the one to hang up on him. I should have taken that little rebellion, at least. Running from Vance might be futile, but cooperating with him was no alternative. He was right. I should have known better.

I walked back to the couch and stood over Jack. He was breathing like a man who’d just run a marathon. How long until it stopped forever?

“April?” Jack asked. “Are you okay?”

My face crumpled, and I wished I could cry—for Jack, for Zeke, for my parents, for all the people I’d killed by letting them stand in Vance’s way.

“I can call 911,” I said. “But I don’t know if they’ll get here in time.”

“For Leo?” he asked.

“For you. You’re dying.”

“No, I’m feeling better, really.”

He coughed again.

I ran over the options in my head again. The hospital, which for all I knew Vance owned. The car outside, which Vance or his goons might have sabotaged, or might be waiting by. The door, the windows, the sun.

“I’m sorry,” I said. I took his hand.

Jack squeezed it. “You really think I’m dying?”

“Yes,” I said. “Vance doesn’t bluff.”

This time, he coughed up blood. “Then,” he said, “you have to help me.”

That poem ran through my mind, my dad’s favorite. Thou madest man, he knows not why, he thinks he was not made to die. 

I wouldn’t let myself die, either, not the thousand times I should have.

He wanted to live, but at what cost?

“Really,” Jack said. “Don’t let me die.”

A coldness settled over me as I realized what he meant. Jack had done everything he could for me—fed me from his own veins. He only wanted me to trust him, and I’d walked him right to his death.

He’d never asked me for anything. Until now.

My skin crawled. I couldn’t do this, could I? I wasn’t sure I’d ever adjust to the idea of sex, and if Zeke was right, I didn’t have the drive for it anymore, not for any good reason. But if I let him die, when he wanted me to save him, when I’d brought Vance into his house—I’d as good as killed him myself.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

“I don’t care,” Jack said. “You don’t have to. I’d never make you. But I don’t want to die.”

I couldn’t explain what he was asking for. There wasn’t time. And I remembered another Tennyson poem, one I memorized for my dad on his birthday, the year before he died. O, yet we trust that somehow good will be the final goal of ill. 

I knelt on the floor next to him, holding his hand to my forehead. “And every winter change to spring,” I said.

“What?” Jack asked. But I didn’t answer.

Had Vance planned this all along?

It didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to let Jack die. I took his face in my hands and looked him in the eyes. He stared back at me, terrified. “I like the winter,” he said.

And while it wasn’t strictly necessary, I kissed him. He tasted like sugar-laced danger, like fear, but also like hope. And whatever Zeke meant about sex, whatever damage Vance had done to me, to my surprise, I found I still had one drive.

The overpowering desire not to be alone.

“This isn’t how I wanted this to happen,” Jack said.

“Me, neither.” And though I was pretty sure that Jack meant sex while I meant him helping me, the sentiment was the same.

“I’m sorry I came to you for help,” I said.

“I’m not,” Jack said back. “If you hadn’t, where would you be?” He broke down in a fit of coughing.

There wasn’t much time.

He wiped his mouth, looking down at the trickle of blood. My monster purred—it knew what I was planning to do, and it knew that meant another meal of hot blood—if Jack was turning, it could take as much as it wanted.

I hated it for that.

I kissed Jack again, this time not because I was lonely or because he was dying but because he was wonderful and I’d put him in danger and I just wanted to make everything okay, wanted to pretend that I wasn’t about to kill him, even if it was in an effort to save his life.

Jack kissed me back, and I was pretty sure that he meant it. And yet we trust, I thought. And yet we trust.

And then I floated away, the way I had when Vance changed me.

And I did what had to be done.


Ten

Afterward, I hid in Leo’s bedroom, wishing I could fall asleep and forget. The bedroom was no respite, of course. All around me lay reminders of another person who was dead because of me. Whatever I did, the trail of bodies just got longer and longer.

Vance could be back for us at any time. I concentrated on that fear, stoking it like a fire to keep the cold terror of what I’d done to Jack from consuming me.

Jack hadn’t resisted. He’d asked me to do it. But that didn’t change what I’d done to him.

I’d killed him, even if it was to save him.

Kissing him had been unexpected, like a spark of the living person I used to be. The rest was something different. I’d floated and watched while the monster took over, salivating over the nearness of his hot blood, like making out with a rotisserie chicken. She bit into his neck, tasting his blood, taking a meal from a dying man’s body. The monster receded, and then I’d been fully present, in full contact with his body as it stopped breathing. As his heart ceased to beat. As all the life went out of him.

I shuddered now as I thought about it. The monster couldn’t get enough of it: the heat, the blood, or the death.

I hated her for it.

As Jack adjusted to his body, all heat draining out of him, I’d retreated, unable to lie there smelling the remnants of what I’d done. I wanted to shower, but the bathroom reeked of Leo’s fermenting blood. I didn’t want to move another body.

So I’d retreated to Leo’s bedroom, waiting for the sun to go down. Waiting for Jack to come find me. Waiting for my guilt to ease, though I expected that would never happen.

That was the benefit of being like Vance, I supposed. Once you were that far gone, there probably wasn’t any goodness left in you with which to feel guilt.

I could feel the sun begin to set, but I couldn’t feel Jack, not yet. Vance wouldn’t leave us here for long. Not after dark. Our chance to escape would come in the next hour, or not at all.

As the light at the edge of the curtains faded, I heard movement in the living room. Had Vance come back for us already? I thought for a moment about climbing out the bedroom window and running, but I couldn’t leave Jack there with Vance. I forced myself to the doorway, and pushed it open.

I could see the couch from the end of the hall. Jack wasn’t lying where I’d left him. The blanket he’d slept with last night lay crumpled in his place.

The noise came from the kitchen again—a clicking. As I walked toward it, I found the front door still closed. I rounded the corner to find Jack sitting on the kitchen counter, his lighter under his hand, the flame burning his flesh on the bone like meat on a spit. He lifted his hand from the flame, watching as the flesh pulled itself back together. His hair hung in his eyes.

Now it always would.

“Awesome,” he said.

I startled. “What?”

His grin faded as he looked over at me. He shut the lighter. “April,” he said. “Are you okay?”

Was I? It had been different than it had been with Vance. It was my choice; I was in control.

But I’d let the monster kill the only living person who’d tried to help me, and I couldn’t get over the horror of that.

“No,” I said. “And neither are you.”

Jack’s hand healed back to normal. “I don’t know about—”

“Your fingernails aren’t going to grow,” I said. “Or your hair. Your body won’t ever be warm again, no matter how many blankets you curl up under. And you’ll never sleep, which means no rest, no dreams.”

“No being tired,” Jack said. “And no pain.” He reached for a butcher knife. “Watch this.” With a true magician’s flare, he lay his palm down on the counter and drove the knife right through the bones in the back of his hand.

I winced, but he didn’t. He pulled the knife out again and lifted his hand, wiggling his fingers awkwardly as the bones first crackled, then grew back together.

“Awesome, right?” he said.

I felt sick. “Stop that,” I said.

He looked up at me. “Says the girl who slashed her own throat.”

He had a point. “At least I had a reason.”

Jack shook his head. “Come on. Tell me you don’t do things that would have hurt when you were alive.”

“I do,” I said. “But not for fun.”

He looked up at me. “We’re indestructible. Like Wolverine, but without the pain. Tell me this wouldn’t make the best magic show ever. I could jump off a building. Cut off my own legs.”

“Get murdered by Vance for exposing our kind.”

Jack gave me a wry smile. “For an audience of one, then.”

“Yourself,” I said. “I’ll pass. And make sure you keep your head attached and protect your heart. Or that area, anyway.”

“Noted,” Jack said. “Really, though. Are we okay?”

I bit my lip hard enough to break the skin.

Okay, maybe Jack wasn’t the only one with a penchant for therapeutic self-mutilation. And now he was looking at me nervously, like I might hate him for what we’d done. Here we were, fully clothed, yet the memories of what had happened mere hours before were all around us.

“Don’t you hate me?” I asked. “And if you tell me you’re thrilled I turned you into a super hero, I will punch you.”

Jack gave me a sheepish smile. “But it won’t hurt.”

Even I had to crack a smile at that.

“No,” he said. “You saved me. Thank you.”

I’d also put his life in danger in the first place, but I didn’t see the point of arguing. “Are you hungry?”

“How would I know if I was?”

“Believe me, you’d know.” I reached into the back of the fridge and pulled out the glass of Jack’s blood from that morning. I wasn’t hungry yet, so I’d need to bring it with me.

“That looks better than it should,” Jack said. “But I’m not craving it.”

“You’ve just turned,” I said. “You’ve probably got a while before the hunger kicks in.” I looked at the glass. I didn’t know if his own blood would satiate him anyway.

I found an insulated water bottle in Leo’s dishwasher and poured the blood in. It would keep for a few hours, at least.

Jack stayed in the kitchen, so I could see him, but I still couldn’t feel him. It wasn’t that I wanted the constant full-body image of him in my head, but until moments ago, there had only been one corpse in the world who could sneak up on me.

Now there were two. That meant there might be more.

When I turned around, Jack was occupied cutting off his finger and watching it grow back over and over. Identical severed index fingers piled up on the counter.

“Ew,” I said. “Seriously, save it for later.”

Jack’s smile was gone now that he was done experimenting with his super powers. “I guess I’m never going to see my mom again, yeah?”

I shrugged. “We can’t go back to Salt Lake, but you could call.”

“I meant because I called Leo last night,” Jack said. “I’m going to be a suspect in his murder.”

I leaned against the counter. He was right. Why hadn’t I thought of that?

“I’m sorry,” I said. “We could try to get rid of the body, but I have no idea how to do that.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Jack said. “They’d still be looking for us when he turned up missing. Plus his blood is all over the bathroom.”

I cringed. “I’m sorry about that, too,” I said.

“April,” Jack said. “Seriously, stop apologizing for things Vance did to you. You’re the victim here.”

I nodded. “So are you.”

Jack eyed the knife, and I wondered if he hadn’t been doing that to convince himself that being undead was awesome.

I wished I hadn’t stopped him. “We have to move,” I said. I checked out the front window. Direct sunlight had passed. “In a couple of minutes it will be dark enough.”

“I know,” Jack said. “I can feel it. How do you stand the sunlight? Even from in here, I felt like it was going to roast me alive.”

I’d forgotten how the sunlight made me feel at first. Oppressive and claustrophobic, the way astronauts must feel in the vacuum of space. “I wish I could tell you it gets better,” I said. “But you do get used to it.”

When I turned around, I found Jack driving the knife through his thigh. It left a lasting hole in his jeans.

I guessed we all had our eccentricities. I reached over to Leo’s change jar and pulled out a penny.

I’d save that for later.

Jack slid the knife back in the knife block with finality. “We’d better get moving, then.”

He still wanted to live, even if he didn’t have enough sense of self-preservation not to treat his body like it was made from self-healing rubber. That was a good sign.

“Another minute or two.” Through the slats in the blinds, I could see Jack’s car across the parking lot from the window. I guessed Leo’s car was one of the ones under the carports, in the assigned parking.

I pushed out with my senses, trying to find corpses in the area. I couldn’t feel any at all, which meant that if Vance was lurking outside, he was alone, or with others I couldn’t feel.

That’s when I saw her. She sat a car across the parking lot. Even through the lightly tinted windshield I could see her, slouched low like she’d been there for a while. She was wearing sunglasses, and her dark hair hung in her face, but even so I could tell she was young. About my age, maybe a year older. Old enough to drive a car, but young enough to still be in high school.

In fact, the more I watched her, the more I felt like we could have been sisters, she looked that much like me.

I snapped the blinds shut again. “There’s a girl watching us,” I said.

“A living girl?”

“I don’t know.” If she was a corpse, I couldn’t sense her. But I couldn’t sense Vance or Jack or who knew how many others. This was not a great moment for me to discover that my stay-alive superpower wasn’t reliable.

Jack cracked two slats in the blinds apart and looked.

“Do you see her?” I asked.

“Yes. Are you sure she’s watching us? She might just be sitting in the car.”

“Doesn’t she look kind of young?”

“Sure,” Jack said. “But so do you.”

My skin prickled. “Exactly. We need to go. Now.”

“What do you want to do? Climb out a window and make a run for it?”

We could do that. But if this girl was a corpse, and I couldn’t sense her, that might make her like Vance—able to sense me.

“If she’s a corpse,” I said, “we could take her car.”

“You mean steal it?”

I did mean that. “Vance is murdering people,” I said. “He just murdered you, in fact. Are we really worried about car theft?”

Jack swallowed, peeking out of the view hole in Leo’s door. I wondered if I’d been too blunt with him, but there wasn’t time to tiptoe around the issue.

“We need to get closer,” I said. “If she’s living, we’ll be able to smell her. You’ll see what I mean.”

As I reached for the door handle, I froze. Vance could be waiting outside this door. He could be lying down in the backseat of the car. He could be crouched behind it, just waiting for me to emerge. How could we make a run for it, without first knowing where he was?

I forced deep breaths. If I waited to know where Vance was every time I made a move, I’d always be paralyzed. We needed to act on the information we had, and wish for the best.

“Let’s do this,” I said.

“Okay.” Jack pushed open the door for me, and we both moved downstairs into the darkening lot.

As we did, the girl in the sunglasses bent over, fiddling with something in her hand. A second later, I felt a carful of hunched corpses cruising down the block toward us.

The girl stepped out of the car. In one hand, she held her keys and a phone. She’d alerted them. I forced myself to step closer, like I wanted to talk to her. As I did, a breeze blew between us. I couldn’t smell blood or flesh in the air.

“She’s dead,” I whispered to Jack. “Get her keys.” If I shoved her down like I did the corpse in Vance’s compound, that might buy us enough time to get into the car. The other corpses were still driving up the block—just seconds away from the complex.

Jack nodded.

The girl kept advancing on us. “Hey,” she said.

I looked sideways at Jack. “Now.”

We both ran at her. Jack snatched both the keys and the phone from her. She spun on him, hitting him in the back of the neck with a blow that would have taken down most beaters. Jack stumbled a bit, but stayed on his feet and sprinted for the car.

She had training. That would make distracting her more difficult. Fortunately, she ran after Jack, leaving me behind her. She clearly didn’t perceive me as a threat.

I ran up behind her and hooked my foot in front of her legs. As she tripped, I shoved her between the shoulders, sending her sprawling palms-first onto the concrete.

Jack had already reached the driver’s side. I sprinted around to the passenger’s side and yanked open the door.

The car of corpses drew closer, and their images became clearer. There were four of them—all big-muscled men. They’d be here any second.

The girl climbed to her feet in front of the car. “Let’s go!” I shouted.

Jack turned the key in the ignition, and the car hummed to a start. As he threw it into drive, the girl stood in front of the car to block him.

“Just hit her,” I said.

Jack gave me a wide-eyed look, and instead put the car in reverse and gunned it over the planter, flattening a small juniper bush.

“What?” I shouted. “You can stab yourself but you can’t flatten her?”

“Sorry,” he yelled back. “At least when it turns out you’re punking me, the only one I’ll have hurt is myself.”

Jack pulled around the girl and slammed on the gas, soaring toward the entrance to the parking lot. We cruised out of the lot just before the corpse-car pulled up to the driveway. They tried to pull across to block us, but we were too far out. Jack stepped on the gas, and we blew past a stop sign.

“Wahoo!” Jack shouted.

I couldn’t appreciate his enthusiasm. I turned around in my seat to watch behind us. “We won’t get hurt if we get hit,” I told him. “So just go.”

“We might hurt someone else,” he said.

Oh. Right. I’d been thinking too much about the corpses behind us, and not enough about potential beaters in front of us. The girl would have survived a blow, but a beater might not. Better to drive safe.

In my mind, the corpse car paused long enough for the girl to climb into the passenger seat, and then bolted after us. We turned a corner so hard that I smacked my ear on the window. They turned the corner right behind us.

“We’re not losing them,” I said. “Can we go faster?”

“The freeway’s at the end of this street. We can go faster there.”

So could they, of course.

Where was Vance in all this? I’d thought he was here because I hadn’t sensed the corpse that killed Leo—but I couldn’t feel that girl, either. Vance had called me from a blocked number. That could have been from anywhere.

“That girl,” I said. “I think she’s the one who killed your cousin.”

“Not Vance?”

“Vance doesn’t do himself what he can send other people to do.”

This sent a message, too. I was important to Vance, sure, but not important enough for him to come deal with me himself. I wanted to be offended, but instead I felt something else, something I’d thought I’d forgotten how to feel.

Hope.

If Vance wasn’t here himself, maybe we had a fighting chance. “Go faster,” I said.

“Hang on.” Jack switched lanes, checking his blind spot and everything, and sped up the on ramp to the freeway.

We’d missed the rush hour traffic, but the freeway was still full of cars. As we pulled into the far right lane, Jack had to slow down to normal freeway speed.

“Can you weave and lose them?” I asked.

“Are you kidding me? I am not a race car driver. I don’t even speed, normally.”

I actually smiled. Jack might not be ready for this, but he was starting to talk like himself again, and that was another good sign.

I sat back in my seat, focusing on the corpses behind us. I could sense four of them—the driver, pushing his foot to the pedal, and three others in the backseat of the car. One of them had his arm stretched across the back of the seat, and another sat hunched forward, with his elbows in his lap.

The girl was in the passenger seat. I knew that. But I still couldn’t feel her.

Jack might not be comfortable weaving through traffic, but the corpse driver was. I felt him move into the left lane, then farther left, then back to the right, all the while closing the distance between us.

“They’re gaining on us,” I said.

“Do you think they’ll call the police?” Jack asked.

“I don’t think so.”

“Not even to report their car stolen?”

That would make for a plausible story. “Depends on how involved Vance is with the Vegas cops.”

“Well, we won’t pull over,” Jack said. “With this many cars on the road, they can follow us, but not much else. We’ll watch for chances to get away, and ditch the car as soon as we can.”

“What’ll we do then?” I asked. He was right, though. We shouldn’t be driving a stolen car all the way to Baker.

“I’m still a person, with a license. I can rent us a car.”

“Aren’t you too young for that?”

“I’ll have to pay extra, but I can put it on my credit card. No one knows I’m dead, yet.”

No one knew I was dead, either. I was officially a missing person. The police classified me as a runaway after my parents died. The last recorded person to see me was the ER nurse who treated them.

The corpses behind us sped a little closer. I didn’t have to turn around to know they were just a few cars behind us, now. We were driving past downtown. Brightly lit casinos glowed to our left, a few blocks from the freeway.

Jack leaned back in his seat, holding the wheel with one hand like he was in a car chase in a movie.

“Don’t enjoy this,” I said.

He made a show of being offended. “I’m not.”

But he was. He shook his head, bringing himself back to reality.

“Vance will probably clean up the body,” I said. “He won’t want the police looking for us, unless he’s damn sure they’re in his pocket.”

“So Leo won’t get a funeral.”

I winced. What was wrong with me, talking about his cousin like that?

It was easier just to think of him as a body.

“If he isn’t found,” I said, “then it’ll be longer before anyone’s sure he’s missing, and longer before they’re looking for you.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “Though that’s a big chance to take, don’t you think?”

It was. If he was a suspect, the police would put a trace on his credit cards. “We better move fast, just in case.”

The corpse-car dodged left again, and then pulled up right behind us. “Here they come,” I said.

“There’s an exit right here,” Jack said. “Should I take it?”

Which would be better? “I don’t know.”

Jack glanced in the rearview mirror. “Oh, crap,” he said.

I twisted in my seat just in time to see the car barreling at us. The hood of the corpse-car crunched into the corner of ours, and we screeched into a skid. I twisted around to look forward in time to see us speed directly into the v-shaped barrier dividing the off-ramp from the freeway lanes.

The world lurched, and glass splintered around me. Shards sliced through my skin and clothes, and for a moment I felt weightless. As the freeway blurred, my body skidded over smooth metal, and then rough concrete that tore at my skin. I slammed to a stop against the cold barrier at the edge of the road.

I rolled onto my hands and knees, skin tingling as it repaired itself from the abrasions. Tiny bits of glass rained from my face and chest.

I looked up to see our car impaled on the barrier, concrete lodged a good two feet into the crunched car hood. Jack sat strapped in behind the wheel, jerking in vain at his door handle. Somehow, in the rush to drive away, he’d still remembered to put on his seatbelt. Through the empty space where our windshield had been, I could see bloody gashes knitting themselves closed across his forehead.

Behind that, the front of the corpse car was now one with the back of ours. As I climbed to my feet, I could see the girl still in the passenger seat, engine parts squished against her body. A metal beam pierced her square through the sternum, burying itself into her seat, pinning her in. She stared at it, clawing at her chest with her hands. It had missed her heart.

One of the backseat corpses climbed out the side window, looking at me. Other cars were pulling to a stop in front and behind us, no doubt wanting to help. I wondered how many had seen me get cut to ribbons by the windshield and then stand up, apparently unharmed. This was how all those legends got started.

We needed to run.

“Through the windshield,” I yelled at Jack, motioning for him to come toward me. He unsnapped his seatbelt and lifted himself onto the dash, climbing over the hood and then the concrete barrier. I turned and ran as he caught up to me. Jack headed toward the off-ramp, but I pulled him to the concrete wall at the side of the overpass.

I lifted one foot onto the retaining wall at the edge of it, boosted myself up. Jack followed, and I took his hand, now as cold as mine, and squeezed it.

And then we jumped.


Eleven

We both tumbled as we hit the ground. My legs buckled underneath me, and Jack fell knees first, his momentum carrying his chest flat to the ground.

He groaned, but I scrambled to my feet and pulled him up. Our broken bones were already working themselves back together.

We stumbled forward, and then ran. The other corpses must have taken longer to get past the wreckage; I could feel them coming after us, but not right on our heels. A few blocks away, I could see the lights of the strip, their glow simulating daylight. As we reached the stop light, I veered toward them. The corpses trailing us turned as well. The strip meant crowds, which might raise our chances of losing them. It would probably take the girl a while to extract herself from the car, and if she wasn’t careful, she might pierce her heart trying to get out. If she could sense us, this was the perfect chance to get out of her radius and away.

I raced down the sidewalk, Jack behind me. I could hear the corpses’ feet pound the sidewalk. They were gaining on us. Farther back, I could feel the driver corpse bend over what was probably the passenger side of the car, but as we ran, he faded away.

As we entered the city, we ran past rows of palm trees, backlit by the glow of the casinos. Small buildings gave way to taller ones, and bright signs towered overhead. Jack and I moved deeper into the strip.

Traffic was backed up along the road, and cars circled the entrances to parking garages. We ran past the entrance to a bar and lounge right as a group of twenty-somethings piled out of it. I nearly ran full-speed into a woman in a cocktail dress with blonde hair piled up high enough to make her a head taller. She swore at me as I dodged around her.

The corpses were even closer now—maybe twenty yards behind. They’d have a visual on us. We needed to do something besides run if we were going to lose them.

“We need to hide,” I said to Jack.

He nodded, running right beside me, and headed for a crowded part of the street.

We wove between tourists in jean shorts and teenagers posing for pictures. I wove as tightly around the groups as I could, so the corpses behind us might lose line-of-sight. Jack and I passed a dark alley, and at the end of it, I could see the back side of a casino fountain beyond an iron gate. It was a desperate gamble, but I didn’t have time to deliberate. I grabbed Jack by the arm and dashed down the alley. Grabbing the gate with my hands, I hoisted myself onto it, my tennis shoes scraping for a foothold.

We landed on the far side of a courtyard display, with topiary, glittering light displays, and cascading streams of water between us and an array of tables set up for guests to eat outdoors. The tables were mostly empty now. Most people must have been seated inside.

I propelled myself over the concrete ledge and into the water. Jack splashed down behind me and I flattened myself onto the smooth, concrete bottom. The bottom of the fountain was covered in a slimy film, which rubbed off on my face and hair. A wave passed over me as Jack lay down in the water, sending coins skittering away.

I could feel the corpses approach the entrance to the alley, still running at full speed. Let them move on, I thought. Let them not be able to find us, and give up.

The corpses split up, two of them running ahead down the street, the other turning toward the alley. I froze. If they’d seen where we’d gone, they would have stayed together. That meant they couldn’t sense us, either, and didn’t have any direction from the invisible girl.

At the bottom of the pool my hand brushed against a coating of coins. I picked up a penny and popped it into my mouth. It might be someone else’s wish, but Jack and I needed all the luck we could get.

From our spot in the fountain, I could see the top half of the gate we jumped over, which meant that if the corpse walked up to the gate, he might be able to see us.

We both lay silently, while the corpse at the end of the alley came closer step by step, his head weaving around, as if scanning for us. I grabbed Jack’s hand, and he clasped mine in return. I wanted to tell him what I could see, how close we were to being caught, but there wasn’t any air, and there wasn’t any time.

The corpse couldn’t be more than ten paces from the end of the alley now. If he didn’t think of the fountain, if he didn’t think we’d had time to get over the gate, he might not look for us here. Stop, I thought at him. Turn back.

For a split second the dewy outline of the corpse seemed to harden, like the sillouette of the corpse that had missed me back at Vance’s compound. He stopped, standing in the alley, one foot forward.  I waited for him to shift his weight and continue toward us.

Then the image of him crystallized into its normal, tiny dots, and he turned back and walked away, still looking around. His mouth made rhythmic movements, as if talking. He was probably questioning passersby, to find out if anyone had seen us.

He’d missed us. And while I was relieved at that, I was more concerned about what it was he’d done. That was the second time a corpse had changed form in my mind, then wandered away, missing me entirely. I hadn’t done anything. He should have continued and found us.

The corpse continued off down the street, mouth still forming words. The streets were crowded enough that I hoped that no one around remembered. It seemed we’d avoided the notice of casino security, or the beaters would have dragged us out of the fountain by now. There might be security cameras, so we couldn’t wait here long.

I turned slowly toward Jack, so as not to make waves. He blinked at me, and bubbles shook free from his eyelashes, catching in his hair. His face twitched a bit. He must have been trying as hard as I was to hold still.

Then he reached an arm out, wrapping it tentatively around my waist, giving me plenty of time to pull away.

His touch should have terrified me. I should have shied away. But for that moment, I was just glad he was there with me. For the first time since my parents died, I didn’t feel alone.

So instead, I leaned in. Jack slid along the bottom of the fountain, pulling me close to him. His body was neither warm nor cold, already adjusted to the temperature of the water. Aside from Lyle he was the only living person to have touched me in what felt like a century, and now he was dead.

And yet here he was, reaching out for me, like I was the one who needed comfort. I leaned my head slowly against his chest, and I felt his face brush the top of my head. I wanted to stay right there in that moment, never breathing, never moving, lost to time, so that no one would ever find us again.

The corpse finally ran down the main street, in the direction his friends had gone. As they moved away, the first one faded out of my reach, then the second, then the third. For now, we were alone. I couldn’t stand waiting any longer. I sat up, causing water to swish between Jack and me. Habit told me to gasp for air, but my body didn’t call for it.

As I climbed out of the fountain, I realized my skin hadn’t gotten pruny. A strange sense of melancholy washed over me, and I shook my head.

Such a stupid thing to miss.

Together, we climbed out of the fountain and back over the fence. I stood dripping in the alley. Our clothes clung to our frames. Jack ran a hand over my hair, squeezing it out, which sent all the water down the back of my shirt. I wasn’t sure how much that helped, but I appreciated the gesture. I still couldn’t sense the corpses. A light breeze ruffled a flag. Cars honked on the street. Somewhere, across the fountain, a woman laughed.

“We need to find a car rental place,” I said. “Fast.”

“Soaking wet,” Jack said. “This is going to be awesome.”

“Tell them a friend pushed you into the hotel pool.”

Jack nodded. “Let’s go.”

We moved more slowly back onto the street. Several passersby gave us strange looks, but I ignored them. “There’s probably a gas station closer to the freeway,” Jack said. “We can ask about rental places there.”

“No,” I said. I didn’t want to risk re-entering that girl’s detection radius. “Let’s go this way.” I led Jack along a crowded street parallel to the freeway, away from both the pursuing corpses and the car accident.

It took us ten minutes to reach a gas station, and another twenty to walk to the car rental place. By then we were drier, though no less bedraggled looking.

“You wait here,” Jack said. “If the cops have already flagged my credit card, they might hold me. If that happens, you run, okay?”

“What about you?”

“I’m expecting a daring jail break as a return favor. Don’t think you’re getting off the hook entirely.” Jack’s cheek twitched as he turned to go into the store. I wanted to ask if he was scared, but we both knew the answer. Talking about it wasn’t going to help.

I paced around the block for twenty minutes before Jack appeared with a set of keys.

“They need to finish cleaning it,” he said. “They’ll pull it around front in a second.”

The car, as it turned out, was a minivan. “I guess that’s what you get when you don’t have a reservation,” Jack said.

“If it gets us to Baker, I don’t care.” We got in the car and pulled onto the road. I still hadn’t sensed any corpses, but I made Jack drive through the city streets to the next freeway exit south, just in case.

Once we were on the road, I relaxed a little.

“This car is on my credit record, now,” Jack said. “So if the police start looking for me—for the murder or on Vance’s word—they’ll be looking for it.”

“We’ll have to get it off the road as soon as possible, once we get where we’re going.”

“Where are we going, anyway?” Jack asked. “Who’s in Baker?”

I carefully slipped Zeke’s soaking note out of my pocket, easing it open so the paper wouldn’t tear. Give the money to Thorpe, it said. “Zeke knew a guy there who could get us out of the country.”

“Why didn’t you go before now?”

It was a good question. Zeke said we’d go, but I’d had the impression he was waiting on something. “I don’t know. I always thought he was getting the money together, but it turns out he’d given it to you already.”

“Maybe it’s only enough for one person,” Jack said.

He was probably right. “We’ll have to see when we get there. If he needs more, can you get it?”

“I could probably pull out a cash advance on my credit card,” Jack said. “But it’d be dangerous to leave more of a trail.”

I nodded. “We won’t do that unless we have to.”

As we crossed over the Nevada border, I closed my eyes, reaching out behind us, searching for corpses. I felt the glimpse of one throwing dice inside a casino, but he slipped away behind us. All around me was emptiness.

I still couldn’t sense Jack. I looked over at him. As we drove out past the casino lights, he flipped on his high beams. His eyes were glued to the road.

“Do you hate me yet?” I asked. “For doing this to you?”

Jack didn’t even pause. “No. Besides, it was Zeke who told you to find me, right?”

I didn’t answer.

“It was Zeke who gave me the letter and the money. I imagine he thought that you would be safe with me, and you are.”

“He shouldn’t have done that to you, either.”

“What would you have done, if he hadn’t?”

I thought about that. I would have had nowhere to go after I escaped—no car, nothing. I could have tried to get out of town, but I’d probably have failed.

“You should be pissed, anyway,” I said.

“Oh, I am,” Jack said. “I’m pissed that no one’s taken this psychopath down. But not at you, April. None of this is your fault.”

I leaned my head back. Out the passenger window, I could see stars stretching across the sky. The farther we got from the city lights, the more of them blinked into existence.

Jack seemed set on protecting me, even now, after what I’d done to him. I could talk him out of it, but where would that leave us? 

Jack shifted his hands on the wheel. “You don’t really know what we’re going to find in Baker, do you?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “Someone named Thorpe. Maybe he’ll help.”

“Well, Zeke sent you to me, and I helped you. So I guess he had good judgment.”

“I hope so,” I said. “We’ll see.”

If not, we were about to drag yet another innocent person into this hell.


Twelve

We rolled into Baker around ten o’clock. The town lined the highway and backed up to a ledge of sandstone cliff. The dotted streetlights dimmed the stars. Just off the freeway, a huge, lighted display towered above the flat, low buildings. Baker, California, a billboard boasted, Home of the World’s Tallest Thermometer.

Jack pulled off the freeway and toward an all-night gas station, then pulled out his cell phone. “You have an address for this Thorpe?”

I pulled out Zeke’s note and read him the address from the soft, worn paper, and Jack plugged it into his phone. I watched as instead of a residential address, the GPS pulled up a matching address for Starnes Mortuary.

“A mortuary in the middle of nowhere,” Jack said. “That sounds like the kind of place a corpse would live.”

“Not really,” I said. “Vance likes to keep us packed together in urban areas where we can blend. Living by yourself in a small town would make it hard to avoid rumors. Plus, the mortuary is a cliché.”

“We’re two states away. You think Vance doesn’t know about this guy?”

“Maybe he isn’t a corpse.”

Jack shook his head. “I guess we’ll find out when we get there.”

As we drove along the frontage road, I pressed out with my senses, looking for corpses. I didn’t feel any—which was starting to mean less and less to me, after Jack and our run-in with that girl in Vegas.

I sensed the corpses a mile or so from the mortuary. There were two of them—a guy and a girl—and they were a dozen yards above our elevation, which meant they were either uphill or in the upper floors of a building. The girl was small—probably about my size, and the guy was built like a football player. I hoped we didn’t have to have any kind of violent run-in with him.

“We should only have another mile to go,” I said to Jack. “But there are definitely corpses.”

“We’re doing this?”

I hesitated. If not this, then what? “Yes,” I said. “We are.”

Jack nodded resolutely, and soon we rounded a bend, and the mortuary appeared up ahead.

We couldn’t have missed it, even without my senses. The white building had four Grecian columns in front, and a large parking lot. It had windows on two levels, and bushes lining the front walkway. Jack pulled the car right up to the front doors. The corpses were still above us. I felt them moving toward the windows in the top floor of the mortuary. As far as I could tell, all the lights were out.

“What do we do now?” Jack asked.

I shrugged. The corpses were up, anyway. “Knock, I guess.”

We both climbed out of the car and walked up the front steps. I knocked once. No answer, though the corpses above us had reached the windows. Twice. Still no answer. I tried the door handle. It turned, so I pushed the door open and peered in.

The door opened onto a long entryway, lined with framed paintings and uncomfortable-looking loveseats.

A man knelt behind a barricade at the far end of the hallway, with a rifle pointed directly at me. He braced the gun against his shoulder, holding it with both hands. His head cocked to the side, staring at my chest down the barrel. A little red light appeared on my chest, just below my heart.

I took an involuntary step sideways, but the man’s laser sight followed me, hovering over my chest, slightly off center. A bullet to the heart—or bizarre gland, I guessed—would kill me dead as fast as a stake, and this guy knew where to shoot.

And damn if that red light didn’t look a lot more terrifying in real life than it did on a screen.

I shoved Jack back, stumbling to the side to get out of the doorway and away from the gun. I stepped around the corner, outside the door.

“Wait!” I yelled in. “We’re not here to hurt you!”

“Sure,” the man shouted from within. “Next you’ll tell me Vance didn’t send you.”

Jack grabbed me by the shoulders and hauled me away from the door frame. “Get away from the wall,” he said. “A bullet could go right through it.” He dragged me off the front porch and behind some bushes.

I didn’t hear the man coming after us, but I wasn’t going to step up to the doorway again, either. Instead, I yelled toward the door, hoping he could hear me. “We’re running from Vance. Zeke sent me. He said Thorpe could get me to Paris.”

There was a long silence. Jack’s eyes jerked upward, and I followed his gaze to an upstairs window. The curtains fluttered, but all the lights were out. I couldn’t see her, but I could feel one of the two corpses crouching on the other side of the window, hands now braced in a position not unlike the man with the rifle. Ten feet or so to her right, the male corpse crouched in a similar position, behind a second window.

I hugged tighter to the bushes. “They have guns up there, too,” I said.

“Your friend was wrong,” the man inside finally shouted. “I don’t do that anymore. Go back to Vance and tell him he won, all right? I won’t funnel his people out of the country, and he’ll leave me the hell alone. Got it?”

So this was Thorpe? I wondered if Zeke had known what kind of welcome I’d receive. He might have had good taste sending me to Jack, but I was questioning his judgment now.

Jack stepped farther into the bushes alongside me. Neither of our chests was exposed to the windows, so they shouldn’t be able to kill us. If they wanted to scare us, though, they could put the bullets through our heads.

“Is he a corpse, or a human?” Jack asked me.

I thought about that. I couldn’t sense him, but I also hadn’t smelled dinner the moment I opened the door.

“Corpse,” I said. Another one I couldn’t keep track of. I wished he was a beater.

“We’re really not with Vance,” I shouted. “Please call your people off.”

“My people?”

“Upstairs. Look, you’re obviously very well defended here. If Vance was going to send people after you, don’t you think there would be more of us?”

“Well defended,” Thorpe shouted back. “I like that. Be sure to include that in your report.”

I swore and turned to Jack. “You got any ideas?”

Jack smiled.

Before I could stop him, he stood from behind the bushes and strode toward the doorway.

“You are not Wolverine,” I hissed at him. “Get back here.”

Jack just held up a hand for me to wait. He crouched on the steps, making a shot at his heart nearly impossible. “I’m going to stand up,” he shouted. “And I’d very much like for you not to shoot me. But I understand that you’re the one with the power here, so I’m just going to let you make that choice, okay?”

“Don’t do this,” I whispered at Jack. “We can figure something else out.”

“Trust me,” Jack whispered back. “I’m used to talking people off ledges.” But he had a dangerous look in his eye, like someone who thought he was immortal.

Our bodies might not decay, but we were far from that.

I moved a step closer to him. “You usually talk people down over the phone, right? Or at least, not when they have a gun pointed at you?”

Jack ignored me. He walked up the front steps slowly and deliberately. “I’m stepping up to the door, now,” he said.

“You’re going to let me shoot you?”

“Go ahead. We came here looking for help, but if you’re going to send us back to Vance, you might as well shoot us right now.”

“My pleasure!” Thorpe responded.

Another silence followed. I could feel the girl upstairs lowering her gun and moving away from the window. She walked toward the back of the building and then approached where the male corpse still crouched. He turned around to look at her.

Jack picked up one of the wrought-iron chairs from the veranda and held it over his chest. He took the final steps up to the front door. A tiny red light flickered over the chair for the briefest moment.

Then Thorpe shot him in the leg. I jumped at the sound. Jack’s bone snapped from beneath him and he fell. He took cover behind the stairs, leaning over his knee, watching it heal through the tear in his pants.

“Awesome,” Jack said.

The male corpse upstairs lowered his gun as well and stood, following the girl. Together they descended a set of stairs, legs pumping back and forth as they switchbacked.

“There’s two more coming,” I whispered to Jack.

“Okay!” Jack shouted. “Let’s try this again.” He crawled toward the door, dragging the chair along with him.

“You’re really going to do that?” I hissed. “He shot you.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “But I’m still here. You have any better ideas?”

I didn’t, and I also couldn’t let him do this alone. It took all my willpower to drag myself out of the bushes and stand next to him, but I did it.

My hands shook as I stepped up next to Jack.  Ahead, I could see Thorpe hiding behind his barricade—formed from an overturned table—the barrel of his very large rifle pointed at us.

Thorpe couldn’t shoot us both simultaneously, but help was coming, so we wouldn’t outnumber him for long.

“Dude, seriously,” Jack said. “All we want to do is talk. And maybe pay you for your services.”

Thorpe scoffed. “Only services I perform are for dead people,” he said. “And you two sure as hell don’t count.”

Semantics aside, if we didn’t get in here, we were going to have to find a different place to stay before sun up, and a source of blood, probably for both of us. I’d left the bottle of Jack’s behind.

And then, even if we succeeded at that, we’d be left with no plan.

“You shipped a friend of my brother’s out of the country,” I said. “We can pay.”

The other two corpses reached the bottom of the stairs, and the corpse girl stepped out of the stairwell behind Thorpe. Her long, black hair swished around her waist. I wished I’d had that kind of hair, when I was turned.

“Thorpe,” she said. “If they want to talk, let’s talk.”

“They want to talk,” Thorpe said. “I want to dust them.”

“And I don’t want to sweep out the entryway again,” the girl said, putting a hand on her hip. “Put it away. You can always shoot them later, but you can’t shoot first and then talk to them.”

The male corpse spoke from the hallway. “Unless you miss.”

I only hoped that Thorpe didn’t have particularly good aim, though the laser sight suggested otherwise.

The man at the end of the hallway hesitated, then lowered his gun. “Fine,” he said. “But I’ve got a handgun here at my side. I can shoot you at close range just as easily.”

If we’d come all this way to be gunned down, at least it wasn’t by Vance.


Thirteen

As Thorpe climbed out from behind the table, the girl with the shiny black hair waved at us. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Alicia.”

I wanted to be wary of her—she had just told Thorpe he could shoot us later—but her smile looked open and friendly, as if she expected we’d be friends.

I didn’t have any friends, unless Jack counted.

“I’m April,” I said. “This is Jack.”

I indicated toward him and found Jack bent over his knee, inspecting the flesh. He looked up at me with a grin on his face. “That’s incredible. It never gets old.”

“I beg to differ,” I said.

“Can I get you something to drink?” Alicia asked.

Thorpe rolled his eyes at Alicia. “Don’t get too friendly. They’re not staying.”

I blinked at her.

Did she mean blood? In Vance’s territory, everyone ate their own. Nobody shared. We were given only what we needed to avoid bloodlust.

“You just—hand those out?” I asked finally.

Thorpe snorted. “See? They’ve been here two minutes and they’re already looking for a handout.”

Alicia gave him a withering look. “I offered,” she said. “You tried to shoot them.”

The other man came down the stairs behind her, and I stared at him. His hair was buzzed close to the scalp. His line-backer build was familiar, now. It had been months since I’d seen him, and I hadn’t expected to find him here.

He was supposed to be in Paris. “Drew,” I said.

Even Thorpe took his eyes off us for a split-second to look at Drew.

“You know her?” the girl asked him.

And though I was afraid he wouldn’t remember me, Drew smiled. “Hey, April.”

I shook my head at him. “Zeke said you left the country.”

“I tried,” Drew said. “This is as far as I got.”

I stood still. If Drew hadn’t really gone to Paris—if Thorpe was really done shipping people over—then we’d come all this way for nothing.

“This is Thorpe,” Alicia said, putting a hand on his shoulder and nodding at the rifle. “Now that we know they’re friends of Drew’s, you can put that away, right?”

Thorpe leaned over the butt of his gun. “Friends from his days under Vance, right? They aren’t welcome.”

Drew wisely didn’t answer the question. “You came looking for a ticket out?”

I nodded and pulled the envelope out of my pocket and held up the bills. “See? I wasn’t lying. We can pay.” But if Drew was here, it didn’t matter. Once the plane is out of the gate it doesn’t matter what you’re willing to pay for a ticket.

“Sorry, girl,” Thorpe said. “Vance won. I don’t transport stiffs anymore. Just the bodies of the actual dead. You can see that your friend is still here. I didn’t send him off, and I won’t send you either, so you can just run back to Vance and tell him Thorpe is behaving himself and he doesn’t need to send out an army.”

I swore. This was a dead end, but even if Drew hadn’t made it out of the country, he was standing right in front of me. Alive.

“We can’t go back to Vance,” I said. “Can you help us?”

I looked over at Jack, but he was too busy bending his fingers entirely back against his hand and listening to the bones crack and then twist back together.

He was bound and determined to believe he was a super hero. And I guessed after jumping off an overpass and being shot in the leg, there was little I could do to convince him otherwise.

Thorpe opened his mouth to say something, but Alicia talked right over him. “Of course,” she said. “Come sit down in the parlor.”

We followed Alicia into a large, empty room which I assumed was used for funeral receptions. Chairs lined the walls in neat little stacks. Collapsed tables leaned along the wall where we came in. Alicia and Drew pulled down some chairs and set them up for us.

Thorpe grabbed his own chair and settled into a corner, with his rifle ready in front of him. Alicia turned her back to him and rolled her eyes so I could see. “Sorry,” she mouthed.

Jack sat down close to me, still bending back his fingers, making sickening cracking sounds.

“Stop that or move farther away,” I said.

Jack gave me a crooked smile. “Do you know how many magic tricks I can do with this? I could literally be sawed in half. I could chain myself up and then—”

“If you describe dismembering yourself for entertainment I will punch you in the face.”

Jack nodded apologetically, then sat on his hands. “Still, breaking a few bones doesn’t hurt, and it doesn’t do permanent damage, so—”

“It hurts my brain,” I said. “Next you’ll be breaking my bones and telling me it’s okay because it doesn’t hurt.”

Jack looked horrified. “No,” he said. “No way. I just—I used to crack my knuckles all the time when I was nervous. Pick at my cuticles. Chew my nails down to nothing. None of that hurts anymore, and I guess I got carried away. But it’s not like I bit other people’s nails, whether or not that would hurt.”

I sighed. I probably shouldn’t have cared—he wasn’t hurting himself after all.

But still.

“Where’s Zeke?” Drew asked, pulling his chair up across from me.

“He’s dead,” I said. “Vance killed him.”

Drew nodded, like he’d expected that. “I’m sorry. He was a good guy.”

“He thought you got to Paris. Why didn’t you ever call him?”

“I didn’t know how to get back in touch without putting us all at risk, Zeke included.”

“So what are you doing here?” I asked, looking over at Thorpe. “With him?”

“Thorpe has some talents that keep us safe. Baker is just out of Vance’s territory, so we’re better off here than we would be closer to Vegas. It’s not quite Paris, but it’s better than Salt Lake.”

Thorpe knew we were coming before we got to the door. He’d been prepared for us.

“He can sense corpses, then?” I asked.

“I could feel you from the time you got off the freeway,” Thorpe said. “So don’t try sneaking up on me again.”

“We weren’t sneaking up on you,” Jack said. “We came to the front door.”

Drew laughed. “He’s got a point.”

“But how could you feel us?” I asked, twisting around in my seat to face him. “I can’t feel you.”

Drew looked alarmed. “You have powers like Thorpe?”

“They both do,” Thorpe said.

Jack looked over at me. “I don’t think I have any—”

“You do,” I said. “At least, I think you will. You haven’t gotten used to it, yet. It took me months.” I turned to Thorpe. “I haven’t been able to talk to anyone else who can do this. Can you tell me how it works? Some corpses can sense me, and other can’t. I can detect most, but not everyone.”

Thorpe put both hands on the end of his rifle, resting the tip on the floor and leaning forward. “I’m not the savior you’re looking for,” he said. “All I want is you out of my house.”

I had a powerful urge to take Thorpe’s gun and smack him across the face with it, but I stayed in my chair. There was no use getting both Jack and I killed just because Thorpe decided to toy with me instead of help me. I should have expected no less.

“Well I want to talk to them,” Alicia said. “So unless you’re going to force Drew and me to kick them out, hush your mouth.”

Thorpe sucked in a breath just before he spoke. I wondered how old he was. Old enough to forget to breathe, except when he needed to. “They’re some of Vance’s science experiments,” he said. “They’ll only bring trouble.”

Jack looked to me for confirmation of this. I probably should have told him about Lyle. “We aren’t experiments,” I said. Though I wondered. Was that what Vance had made me for? As some strange test subject? Was I made for those cheesecake slices of my brain?

Drew leaned toward me. “You might be. I saw some of it before I left. Vance was trying to make more corpses with telepathic abilities like he has.”

I hesitated. I’d already as good as admitted I was part of that. “It’s not telepathic, exactly,” I said. “It’s more like detailed radar.”

“Right,” Drew said. “And the more corpses he can get working for him who have your abilities, the more territory he can cover at a time.”

So that’s what Vance wanted from me. He knew about my senses. If he could bring me under his wing, if he could control me, then he could use me. He’d engineered all this death, just so he could get me to submit to him.

“Bastard,” Jack said.

No one argued with that.

I shifted in my chair. “There’s a girl in Vegas—”

“Delia,” Drew said. “She’s new—just surfaced a few months ago. That’s why Thorpe is so paranoid about Vance coming to get him. As he gathers more corpses like him, he’s pushing out his territory. He hasn’t attacked us here yet, but . . .”

“It’s only a matter of time,” Thorpe said.

I turned back to Thorpe again. “If you’re like him, won’t he come after you, too?”

“Girl,” Thorpe said, “I was Vance. You didn’t think he’d held that territory forever, did you?”

Jack put a hand on my arm, though whether he wanted to calm me down or protect me from Thorpe, I wasn’t sure.

I stared at Thorpe. Vance seemed eternal. He handled his power so effortlessly, I’d assumed he’d always had it.

Drew lowered his voice. “It’s true. Thorpe used to run the intermountain territory before Vance took over.”

“If you were Vance,” I said, “you’d have shot one or both of us by now.”

Thorpe’s eyes narrowed. “Touché,” he said. “If I weren’t so soft, I’d never have lost it to him.”

Jack shrugged. “That doesn’t seem like something to be ashamed of.”

Thorpe shot him a dirty look.

“How’d you lose?” I asked.

He turned his dirty look on me. “I gave him a little space. He took the rest. Why do you think he keeps turning young girls? He’s learning from my mistakes.”

Like me. Like Delia. That’s why we looked so alike. We were a type to Vance, like his many bodyguard lookalikes.

A type he thought he could control.

“Vance staged a coup,” Drew said. “That was back in the thirties, before any of us were born.”

“Technically,” Alicia said, “I was eight.”

“And Vance let you live?” I asked Thorpe.

Thorpe looked at the floor, tightening his grip on his gun. “I ran,” he said. “Like a ninny. I should have seen it coming. I should have killed him when he was young and weak, before he realized how much power he had over others.”

“Yes, you should have,” I said. “Were things different, when you were in charge?”

“Some,” Thorpe said. “One thing I know, there’s always going to be a Vance. Over every territory. Everywhere. We’re not altruistic beings. It’s in our nature to rule terribly.”

Jack didn’t look like he believed Thorpe, and despite all I’d seen, neither did I. If that were true, I should have killed myself long ago. There had to be another way.

We were all quiet for a minute. “I don’t understand,” I said finally. “You’re so worried about Vance all of a sudden. How have you protected yourself from him this long? With a couple of guns?”

“We’re out of Vance’s territory,” Drew said. “If he comes after us here, he’ll anger the corpses who control this area.”

My stomach sank. “So there’s someone here, too,” I said. “Someone else who rules terribly.”

Alicia shrugged. “I wouldn’t say terribly.”

“Not as bad as Vance,” Drew said. “But more powerful. So far, that’s kept him away. But with Delia guarding the south end of his territory, he’s been able to expand his control radius. We don’t know how much longer he’ll leave us alone.”

“That’s why you’re so afraid of me,” I said. “Because you thought I might be one of Vance’s minions coming to get you.”

“But you’re not,” Alicia said. She was talking to me, but directing her words at Thorpe. “You’re just two people who need help.”

“I’m not running a halfway house,” Thorpe said. “And it’s not the underground railroad, either. Not anymore.”

“So you stopped sending people to Paris because it might provoke Vance,” I said.

“That’s right,” Drew said. “He used to ship corpses out in coffins, but he sent the last one off a month or so before I arrived.”

The idea of being trapped in a coffin for hours on end gave me shivers. Still, it was better than returning to Salt Lake.

“What about you?” I asked Alicia.

“I wasn’t trying to get to Paris,” she said. “The Old Ones in Los Angeles sent me out here to check on things for them, to make sure that Thorpe wasn’t causing trouble. I arrived a little while after Drew did, and I just kind of stayed.”

“But it’s not a halfway house, huh?” I said to Thorpe.

Thorpe pointed the butt of his gun at us. “Not for you.”

“Enough!” Alicia said. “If you were going to stop us from taking them in, you’d have done it already. So stop being petulant.”

A hard look came over Thorpe’s face, and for a second I worried he was going to point his rifle at Alicia. But then he shrugged, and stood. “Fine,” Thorpe said. “But if she brings the whole of Vance’s territory down on us, I’m throwing the lot of you to the wolves.”

Thorpe leaned his rifle over his shoulder and left. Since I couldn’t sense him, I had no idea where he was going, and I wouldn’t be able to identify him coming back.

Jack’s arm tightened around me, and I realized it had been there the whole time, and I hadn’t been paying close attention. It felt comfortable, sitting next to him like that. Easy.

“Do you still want to stay?” Jack asked.

“No,” I said. “But I want to leave even less.”


Fourteen

Alicia and Drew disappeared deeper into the mortuary, and Alicia came back with two martini glasses of blood. Jack eyed them like a child waiting for an ice cream cone. When he caught me looking, he turned away, embarrassed.

“I know,” he said. “It’s blood that came out of a person.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But it’s also food for the rest of forever, so don’t beat yourself up about it.”

Jack looked surprised. “Do you?”

I gave him a look, and refused to answer.

“Ha,” he said. “That’s what I thought.”

“Where do you get it?” I asked Alicia.

“The Old Ones have distributors,” she said. “We get a delivery once a week.”

A whole week’s worth of blood at a time. “Vance never let us have so much at once.”

“We could get more, but it goes bad if it sits too long, even in the fridge.”

Jack reached for his eagerly, but then sat back in his chair. He drank it slowly and deliberately, so much so that he had to be forcing it.

I closed my eyes, bringing my glass to my lips. Jack was right. I hated eating in front of others. I hated what I had become.

The body rush I used to feel while eating was barely present this time, though. Too much hot blood had spoiled me. I wondered if I’d ever get that kind of a rush from cold blood again. If not, I wouldn’t miss it, even if the monster would.

When I looked up, Alicia was gone. I could sense her just outside the room, but she’d closed the door behind her. I wasn’t sure if she’d given us privacy to eat, or just snuck outside to find Drew again.

Possibly to decide what they were going to do with us.

My monster yawned, satiated, and coiled just beneath the surface. I looked over at Jack, who was watching me closely.

“Can you feel it?” I asked. “The monster?”

Jack sat back in his chair. “What, one in the house? Are other monsters real?”

“No,” I said. “At least, not that I know of. I meant the one that lives inside you now.”

Jack considered that. “I felt a craving,” he said. “For blood. But it’s gone now.”

“It’ll come back,” I said. “And it’s much worse around living people.”

Jack bit his teeth clean through his lip, splitting it open.

I grimaced, even though I’d done that before myself.

He cringed. “Sorry! I take it you won’t be the lovely assistant who saws me in half.”

“Anyone in the know would murder you. And no, you can’t be a stage magician. You’re dead.”

“Who says I can’t?” Jack asked. “I could literally set myself on fire and—”

I sat up straighter. “No,” I said. “Don’t you get it? You’re dead. I killed you.” Tension built inside me, but I didn’t have the words to explain why. “Aren’t you at least a little bit upset about that?”

He looked at me, exasperated. “April,” he said. “It wasn’t. your. fault.”

My living self might have cried, then. Obviously it wasn’t my fault. Everything—from what happened to my parents, to me, to Zeke, to Leo, to Jack—all of it was Vance’s fault. All of it was perpetrated by him.

But there was still a part of me, deep and raw, that believed that if I’d just done something—anything—to stop it, they would have been spared.

“I’m glad you didn’t let me die,” Jack said. “I’m sorry about the stupid stunts. I think it’s just my way of looking at the bright side. Yeah, I’m dead, and blood dependent forever, right? But I can also do things that I couldn’t before.” He squeezed my arm. “Doesn’t it ever help you to think about things like that?”

It didn’t, but it took me a moment to figure out why. “No,” I said. “No, I don’t want there to be anything good about what he did to me.”

Jack leaned toward me, his nose close to my ear. We’d been close like this before—obviously—but this time, I was struck by the sudden need to escape.

“I’m sorry,” I said. And I got up and left the room.

Jack didn’t try to follow me.

I kicked myself as the doors closed behind me. I’d let him put his arm around me. Hold me in the fountain. This morning had been horrific, but not the part where I’d kissed him. That might have been nice, if the circumstances hadn’t been so awful.

The reason I’d left settled like a weight in my stomach.

It was because I liked being near him. Because I wanted to trust him. Did trust him even.

It was exhilarating and terrifying all at once.

I searched through the house in my mind, looking for Thorpe. He could detect me, and so could Vance, so I should be able to do it, too. But I found only Alicia and Drew talking near the stairs. Even as I scoured the area, I couldn’t find a trace of Thorpe. I knew Jack was in the room I’d just left, but in my mind’s eye, the space was empty. Whatever Thorpe was doing to find me, I couldn’t figure it out just by looking. I’d have to convince him to tell me more, once he got used to the idea of having us around.

Though I’d probably have to let him warm up to us, first.

Alicia must have heard me coming, because she turned around and met me in the hallway.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

For some reason that made me want to cry even more. “I don’t even know what that means anymore,” I said.

“Come on,” Alicia said. “You look like you need some chocolate.”

I glanced guiltily back toward Jack, but Alicia ushered me down the hall. “It’s okay,” she said. “Drew will take him downstairs. If he’ll play foosball, Drew will pretty much be in heaven.”

I wasn’t sure that was Jack’s kind of game, but he could handle himself in that regard, anyway.

Alicia’s room was in the upstairs corner, furnished with a desk, a papasan chair, and a big bed covered in pillows and ruffles, all in black and various shades of magenta. “Doesn’t it bother you that you can’t sleep?” I asked. Zeke hated beds. He said they taunted him.

“Eh,” Alicia said. “It’s comfortable. I lounge.”

She opened the desk drawer and pulled out a box of truffles. “Hang on,” she said, walking out the door. When she came back, she had two mugs of hot water. “Drink a little before you eat,” she said. “For melting.”

I took a deep sip of the water and then placed a truffle on my tongue. I’d never lost my love for chocolate, but it tasted even better after my mouth was warmed to body temperature by the water. The chocolate melted over my tongue in ways it hadn’t since I’d been a beater. It was deep and rich, punctuated by a creamy raspberry filling.

“Isn’t it good?” Alicia asked.

“Yes,” I said. “You were right. I did need that.”

Alicia smiled. “I knew it. I’m really sorry about Thorpe. He can be such an ass.”

He certainly could. “But you guys are like . . . friends?”

Alicia smiled. “You sound surprised.”

“Well, yeah,” I said. “You’re nice and he’s . . .”

“He grows on you,” Alicia said. “What about you and Jack? Have you known each other long?”

“No,” I said. “We’d seen each other a couple times before, but the first time we ever really talked was last night.” I shivered. “And then Vance made me turn him.”

Alicia’s eyes widened, and I thought for a moment she was going to ask me to tell her the story. Instead she offered me another piece of chocolate. “From what I hear about Vance, it’s miraculous he survived.”

I stood a little straighter. “I hadn’t thought about it that way, but I guess you’re right.”

Alicia flopped down on her bed and stretched out. “Sounds like you’ve had a rough couple of days.”

That was an understatement.

Alicia had hung black drapes over the window, and behind them I could see the black-out lining that would keep out the light.

“What about you and Drew?” I asked. “Are you together?”

Alicia snorted. “Hardly.”

“Oh,” I said. “Sorry.”

“No, no,” Alicia said. “I wish we were together, but Drew has all these hang-ups.” She sighed. “It’s my body. I’m more than half a century older than him, but I still look like I’m sixteen. He says he can’t look at me without seeing a little girl.”

“Oh,” I said. “I guess that makes sense.”

“Ugh. It doesn’t. Age isn’t the same as appearance—not when you’re dead. When you live like us, you just have to get over it.”

“You’re right,” I said. “But it’s still probably a good thing he’s not attracted to young girls.”

Alicia rolled her eyes. “That’s the problem. It’s a symptom of what a nice guy he is. And if he weren’t a nice guy, I wouldn’t like him, but—”

“It’s also the reason you can’t be together.”

“Such is the tragedy of doomed romance.” She flopped back, her hair spreading among the pillows.

“At least you had a good haircut,” I said.

Alicia lifted a pillow in one hand and threw it at me. “Touché. So what do you miss most about being alive?”

The question startled me. “I don’t know,” I said.

“Oh, come on. You can tell a lot about a person by what they miss.”

“Okay,” I said. “Sleep.”

“Sleep is a good one,” Alicia said. “That probably means you think too much. Can’t turn the brain off, right?”

“I guess so.” I didn’t know how anyone could be so casual about their undeath. “What do you miss most?”

“Babies,” Alicia said. “The hope of having them, the ones I would have had. When I was a kid all I could envision myself doing was getting married and having kids of my own. I like the life I’ve had, but that’s still something I wish I could have done.”

“I never thought much about kids,” I said.

“I was heartbroken about it right after I died. Then I found other things to live for. But still. What’s your favorite thing about being undead?”

“My what?” I said. “You’re kidding, right?”

“No way. There must be something you like about it.”

I looked at her like she was crazy.

“Mine is not having a period. I know that’s part of what makes me sterile, but really, there is nothing about that I minded losing.”

“I suppose that is a perk,” I said. “But it’s not like we don’t have to deal with blood.”

“Mmm,” Alicia said. “Also true. Were your legs shaved when you were turned? Because mine are hairy for eternity, but I always thought it would be nice to have a permanent shave.”

“They were,” I said.

Alica smiled. “Sweet.”

I didn’t know what to say. It felt wrong to think of something I liked about my life, besides video games.

“So are you from LA originally?” I asked.

“England, actually,” she said. “Though I’ve lived with too many Americans. I’ve developed an accent, over the years.”

It wasn’t until then that I realized she only took in breath to talk, just like Thorpe. “You were born in the thirties, you said?”

“Nineteen twenty-five.”

“You don’t talk like someone from the twenties.”

“It’s like the accent,” she said. “I’ve changed over time.”

“All those years—that’s enough time to get used to this?”

Alicia shrugged. “I’ve lived much longer undead than I did as a beater. Some corpses never get over their deaths, but I don’t see the point in being miserable for eternity. This existence is worth something.” She leaned toward me. “How long has it been for you?”

“Six months,” I said.

She nodded like she understood. “It gets better.”

I looked away. I didn’t know how to hope for that.

“How’d you get turned?” Alicia asked.

I froze. Even Jack hadn’t asked the question straight out like that.

“Vance,” I said.

“Oh,” Alicia said. Her face turned serious. “Sorry. Some corpses have really good turning stories. I guess yours isn’t one of them.”

“Not really.” I was grateful she wasn’t going to push me to tell it.

“Mine’s not that great either. I was raped.”

My gut twisted. How could she just say a thing like that, out loud, like it was no big deal?

She misinterpreted my silence. “I know, no surprise, right? I guess that’s how sixteen-year-old corpses are usually made.”

I sat and curled my knees up onto the chair. “Who was it?” I asked.

Alicia must have heard the strain in my voice, because she sat up, looking me in the eye. “Older brother of a schoolmate of mine,” she said. “We were holed up together during the bombing of London. We’d been flirting for a while, which I guess I thought made it my fault. I didn’t know he was dead until afterward. We didn’t have any heat, so we were all cold.”

“But doesn’t it bother you now?”

“It did for a long time,” Alicia said. “I was a mess, and then I was pissed. But I didn’t want that one thing about me to define my whole existence, you know?”

“It’s kind of a big deal,” I said. I didn’t mean to sound defensive, but that’s how it came out.

“It is. But if you can’t heal, it’ll poison the rest of your days.”

Zeke had always acted like our days were already poisoned, and there was nothing we could do about it. But he was young, too. Would I feel that way about it, after years had passed? I supposed it depended on what happened between now and then. “I don’t think very many corpses under Vance have nice stories,” I said. “He turns most of us himself, and he’ll kill anyone else who does it.”

“Drew says Vance mostly turns little girls, and men who look like him.”

I nodded. “Zeke said that Vance doesn’t have a sexuality. It’s all about power.” I’d always known that about Vance, but for some reason, saying it out loud made me feel better. Like when Jack named what had happened to me.

I still wasn’t ready to use that word.

“Well, I’m glad you both got away from him,” Alicia said. “And I hope you never have to go back.”

“What about Drew?” I asked. He’d been a friend of Zeke’s, but I’d never heard how he turned. “He’s not a Vance look-alike. Does he have a good story?”

“Better,” Alicia said. “He fell in love with this girl. I guess I shouldn’t call her a girl—she was like twenty-five when she was turned. Lucky. Anyway, he talked her into changing him. He thought it would be awesome to live forever. You know, typical mortal idiocy.”

“And she did it?”

“Yeah, she did. Only they were both living under Vance. And she didn’t get permission.”

I stared at her. “He didn’t kill them both?”

“Just her. That’s the sad part of the story. Drew took it really hard, and then Vance took him under his wing. And I guess you know what that’s like.”

“How long ago did that happen?”

“Two years. He hasn’t had that long to adjust. I think that’s why he still has all these hang ups about my age. He’ll get it eventually.”

“I hope he does,” I said. “So are you still here to watch Thorpe, or to be near Drew?”

“A little of both. Thorpe isn’t a threat to the Old Ones, but it’s not like they mind if I hang around and keep an eye on him.”

The Old Ones. The term sounded so ominous and archaic. “How old are they?”

“Ancient, as far as I can tell. I haven’t spent a lot of time with them or anything. But I look pretty harmless. That’s why they sent me.”

“And Thorpe doesn’t mind you spying on him?”

“He only gets twitchy if I’m in regular contact. But I told them Thorpe wasn’t planning a revolution—against them or Vance—and they haven’t asked me for anything since.”

“So what do you do, if you’re not working for them?”

“Freelance writing,” Alicia pointed to the laptop on her desk. “Ad copy for cosmetics, mostly. It’s kind of hilarious how much companies love stuff about immortality and unchanging beauty.”

“So you don’t work with the bodies?” I indicated downstairs.

She wrinkled her nose. “No. Drew helps Thorpe with the embalming sometimes, but I steer clear. I might have to drink blood, but I don’t like to think about where it comes from.”

I wish I didn’t have so much recent experience with exactly that. “I know what you mean.”

“So don’t let the creepiness of the mortuary scare you away. Thorpe might make noise about making you earn your keep, but he won’t actually throw you out.”

I raised my eyebrows. “He threatened to shoot me through the heart. Repeatedly.”

“Don’t let him scare you,” Alicia said. “He always talks like that, but he’s been protecting us these last few months. He just worries about anything that might upset the balance of power around here.”

I sat back in my chair with a sigh. “He’s right to worry,” I said. “I don’t think Vance is going to let me go.”


Fifteen

I wasn’t wrong. The sun hadn’t even completely set the next evening when I felt the group of corpses moving toward us. What at first felt like a buzzing formed into the images of seven male corpses, seated and grouped together as if riding in a van. Beyond them, I could feel more buzzing, all moving in the general direction of the mortuary.

Downstairs, I found Thorpe already readying his rifle. Beside it on the entryway table, he’d laid out two pistols and a shotgun, and was meticulously checking and loading each.

“There are corpses coming,” I said.

“No kidding,” Thorpe replied. “Give the girl a medal.”

“Is it Vance?” I asked. “Can you feel him?”

Thorpe was silent for a moment, and I nearly crawled out of my skin before he said, “No. Not him.”

“It’s Vance’s men though, isn’t it?” Drew asked, coming up the hallway with Alicia and Jack right behind him, carrying a second rifle. “Is Delia with them?”

Thorpe cocked his shotgun. “Who else?”

Jack moved to my side and put his arm around me. I didn’t flinch at his touch—it felt natural, comforting. I wasn’t sure I was ever going to get used to that. “It’ll be okay,” Jack said. “We’re both dead now. If he wanted to kill us, he would have already, don’t you think?”

I did think, but it wasn’t a comfort. “There are worse things than dying,” I said.

Jack nodded resolutely. “I’m not going to let them take you.”

I would have found that comforting if I’d believed he had any choice in the matter.

“Can you tell how many?” Alicia asked. She was addressing Thorpe, not me, but I focused on the ones beyond the first group. They were farther away than corpses I’d been able to sense in the past, but in concentrating, I managed to pull them into focus. “Ten?” I said. “Twelve?”

“Fifteen,” Thorpe said. “They’re traveling in a caravan of three vehicles.”

I nodded. That didn’t sound wrong. “What do we do?”

Thorpe leveled his shotgun at my chest. I knew enough about guns to know that this one wasn’t accurate, but if he’d loaded it with bird shot the spray pattern was bound to pierce my gland.

“Whoa!” Jack shouted. “Slow down.”

He went to move in front of me and Thorpe pointed the shotgun at him. “What we do now,” he said, “is march the two of you out the front door and let Vance have you.”

“No,” Alicia and Jack both said together.

“We have the superior position,” Drew said. “And home turf advantage.” He took Thorpe’s rifle. “I’ll go for the other guns. We can make a stand. Fifteen against five isn’t so bad with the advantage we have.”

And as if Thorpe wasn’t standing right there with a shotgun pointed at us, Drew handed both Jack and me a pistol.

I held it awkwardly, pointing it at the ground. I knew enough to know you weren’t supposed to point a gun at people you didn’t want to shoot, but not much else. For all my hours playing first person shooters, I didn’t know how to load a real gun, or how to aim it properly. I didn’t even know how to tell if the safety was on.

Judging by the way Jack was staring at his, he didn’t have any more of a clue than I did.

Thorpe waved his shotgun in the air, apparently not concerned about shooting any or all of us. “This is my house,” he shouted. “Doesn’t anyone care what I think about it?”

“Of course we do,” Alicia said as she and Drew turned the table back into a barricade so that we’d have the length of the hallway to dust the oncoming corpses. “And we’ve all heard your opinion. Now help before they arrive.”

Thorpe gave me a withering look, but then he sighed and slung his shotgun over his shoulder. He pointed at Jack and Drew. “You two take the back door,” he said. “I’ll take the entryway. Alicia and April get the back mortuary entrance. Take cover behind the hearse.”

Alicia nodded and took a rifle from Drew. Jack squeezed my hand, and then she and I headed out through the garage, where Alicia grabbed the keys to the hearse and parked it sideways across the garage door opening so we could take cover behind the length of it.

“Want me to show you how to use that thing?” she asked, pointing to my gun.

“Is it that obvious I don’t know what I’m doing?” I asked. “I play a lot of shooters, but I don’t know anything about the real thing.”

“You know how to point it,” she said. “And how not to wave it in my face. That’s something. Hold it like this.” She demonstrated how to steady the gun across the top of the hearse while using the car to shelter my body. “Your instincts will tell you to duck, but you don’t need to. You can take a bullet to the head. Just keep your chest covered, and try not to overexpose your neck. The right weapon can take your head clean off.

“If anyone comes after you, unload the clip. Aim for the chest—everything else is useless. This is the least useful gun in these circumstances—it’s not that accurate and doesn’t scatter—but at least it’s loaded with hollow points. The bullet will spread when it hits the chest. It might not get through the ribs, but you don’t have to be as accurate.”

I gripped the gun handle. “But if it doesn’t get through the ribs—”

“It might,” Alicia said. “Depends on the spread pattern. That’s why I’m telling you to unload. Don’t try to conserve bullets. We have more.” She passed me a box of bullets and then showed me how to reload, but I wasn’t at all confident I was going to be able to do it with any speed. Or at all.

Alicia bent over her own rifle, and I wished that real guns were as simple as ones in games, and I could just push Y to reload.

 “How close are they?” she asked.

“Less than a mile,” I said. “I think.” I reached out, searching for the corpses. They were driving in tight formation, now, winding up the road that led to the mortuary. The crystal outlines of the corpses felt more solid now, like the individual droplets had congealed together into a coating. It was similar to what I’d felt from the corpses near the fountain and in the compound, but more complete. “I’m not sure what’s going on,” I said. “There’s something different about them.”

“Yeah,” Alicia said. “Delia’s probably controlling them.”

I stared at her. “That’s a thing?”

“It is,” she said. “You don’t know how?”

Another thing Thorpe should have told me about. “No,” I said.

Except that time at the fountain, when I’d wished the corpse away.

Had I controlled him?

The corpses drew closer. I had a sudden impulse to hide in the hearse. I could try to take Alicia’s keys. I could drive away.

But if it was me the corpses were after, they’d chase me. I didn’t know how to drive—and I’d be in a hearse. They’d catch me in no time.

Besides, I’d brought this down on Alicia and Drew and Thorpe. I’d guided Vance, or Delia, or whoever else here. And if I ran now, I’d be running for the rest of my life.

“I hope the others are ready,” Alicia said, and she took up position behind the car, rifle over her shoulder. I stood behind the rear tires, hiding behind the hearse.

“I can see them coming,” I said. “I can target them for you.”

The cars pulled to a stop outside the mortuary, and half the corpses headed toward the front door, while the other half headed around the back toward us.

“They’re here,” I said. “They should be in view in three . . . two . . . one—” I steadied my hands against the car as the first corpse came into view beneath the outdoor lights, and Alicia promptly shot him in the center of his chest. The corpse—a tall, thin man, who was uncharacteristically bleach-blond—stumbled back a few steps. And then he smiled, raised his gun, and returned fire.

Something fell to the dirt at his feet, and I squinted to see what it was in the dim light.

Oh, no.

It looked like a bullet.

“Damn,” Alicia said. “Bullet-proof vests.”

She put another round into the corpse’s neck, but it wasn’t enough to take his head off. His head lolled back momentarily, and he nodded forward until his muscle and bone wove back together.

And then he unloaded at the hearse. Glass shattered. I ducked down behind the back of the car. I hadn’t shot a single round, but if we couldn’t penetrate their skin, it wasn’t going to make a difference. More corpses closed rapidly in on us. I could feel them advancing from the other side of the hearse.

I couldn’t know if they were all similarly protected, but I had to assume they were. This wasn’t working. They were going to overtake us. Alicia took cover with me behind the hearse, and I saw her look up at the door to the inside, contemplating if we could make a break for it.

We couldn’t risk it. And inside, they’d still be wearing those vests. We needed to get out of here, now.

“Give me the keys,” I said.

Alicia looked up at me. “What?”

“The keys to the hearse,” I said. “Give them to me.”

Alicia reached into her pocket and tossed me the set of keys. And I wasted no time climbing into the driver’s side while Alicia climbed over the broken glass in the open back. Alicia didn’t bother to ask if I knew how to drive, and I wasn’t worried about my lack of knowledge. I understood the basics. Steer with wheel, press on gas.

I just didn’t know how to drive well.

This, I demonstrated when I gunned it first without moving an inch, then figured out how to put it in drive. My next stomp on the gas pedal sent the hearse careening forward, hitting the edge of the garage opening and taking off a one-foot section of drywall.

Thorpe was going to kill me, but he couldn’t do that if Vance’s people killed me first. I turned furiously on the wheel and gunned it again, flying out of the garage and running three corpses down in the process.

The others scattered, gunshots ringing from all directions. But my chest was protected behind the dash, behind the wheel, behind the door. A bullet took me in the head, another in the shoulder, another in the neck. One of my eyes lost sight, but I kept my good eye open and trained ahead of me, and my hands on the wheel as my body splintered apart and then grew back together. I wove back and forth—such as I could in the massive tank of a vehicle—mowing down as many as I could while still heading for the front of the mortuary.

Alicia was in the back, rifle out the broken window, firing away.

“Can you call Thorpe?” I shouted back at her. “Have them meet us out front, and we can all get out?”

Alicia shouted back. “You think he’s going to answer his phone right now?”

She had a point. Jack might, if he knew I was the one calling him. But I realized I didn’t know his phone number.

I swore, and swerved the hearse around the corner of the mortuary fast enough that the back tires actually got drift on the dirt.

And right in front of me, Delia looked up in horror right before she went down beneath the hood of my oncoming car.

I slammed on the brakes. If she was controlling these corpses, then in order to take them out, we needed to get her, not them. After that Thorpe would be able to take control of them. I might even be able to do it, in a pinch, though I would have preferred time to practice.

I opened the door and jumped out of the car, keeping the hearse between me and the other corpses.

From beneath the car, Delia shot something at me—instead of a bullet, a dart hit the ground, cracking open and splattering liquid all over the driveway.

What the hell was she doing? A dart that size wasn’t going to pierce my heart and my metabolism wouldn’t let me be taken down with a poison or tranquilizer.

Would it?

I advanced on her. Delia was trapped beneath the car, the tires resting on top of her legs. She looked even smaller than I remembered, though that could have been the burned paste of her calves that was even now fighting to regrow beneath the tires. Alicia kept shooting, keeping the other corpses off me, even catching a couple of them in the neck.

But I didn’t have more than a moment before they’d be able to get around her.

I heard the click as she loaded another dart into the gun. I did the only thing I could think of: I grabbed the gun out of her hand and stabbed the dart into her neck. Whatever the liquid did, she’d tried to use it on me, which meant it would almost certainly work on her.

Delia scrambled beneath the car, groaning and grunting as if she were trying to pull her own legs off to escape. Her hands gripped a sharp rock, and she turned it on herself, which I’d give her was a reasonable plan. Another dart fell out of her pocket as she sawed away, not even succeeding at breaking the skin. All around us, gunfire rang.

And then I felt it. In my mind, little crystal drops sprouted all over her body.

I could sense her.

Delia screamed and reached out at me, but the droplets suddenly spread, coating her body like they had the others. She froze in place, still stuck beneath the hearse.

Still as death.

All around me corpses froze in various states of picking themselves up off the ground and moving toward the car or the front of the house.

Alicia scrambled out of the back of the hearse. “Did you do it?” she asked. “Did you get her?”

I stared down at the dart gun in my hand. “I did something.”

A moment later, I heard a gunshot toward the house. I walked away from the hearse to find Thorpe in front of the mortuary, his shotgun on his shoulder, popping frozen corpses in the chest, their shirts and vests torn open. One by one, they crumbled to dust.

Alicia followed me up the drive. “What happened?”

“I stabbed Delia with her own tranquilizer,” I said. “And it gave Thorpe an opening to control her, and the people she’d been controlling.”

Alicia gave me a skeptical look, and I couldn’t blame her. Tranquilizers didn’t work on corpses. But Vance must have developed drugs to help him deal with corpses like us. Lyle’s research, I supposed, was proving to be good for something.

Drew and Jack came around the house, both looking relieved to see us alive. Another shot rang out. The corpses fell over one at a time, their bodies dusting and blowing away in the wind.

“Wait!” I shouted at Thorpe.

Thorpe took one more shot, then stopped with two left standing.

“We shouldn’t just kill them,” I said. “They might know something important.”

Thorpe reloaded and shot the second to last one in the chest before I could protest again.

He pointed to the last man standing. “If any of them knew anything, I hope it was him.”

Alicia sighed. “Can we get inside?” she asked.

I looked around. No one had come up the road during the fight, and hopefully we were far enough outside the city for the gunshots to go unnoticed as well.

But all the same, we’d made a lot of noise.

“Sure,” Thorpe said. “Just let me take care of the little girl.” He headed off toward the hearse. Toward Delia.

“No,” I said. “Don’t kill her. Can’t we tie her up or something?” She was dangerous. I knew that. But Vance had done the same thing to her as he had to me.

Thorpe waved a dismissive hand at me, but Drew hurried to catch up with him. “She’s right,” he said, catching Thorpe by the shoulder. “We can put her in one of the lockers. That’ll hold her.”

Thorpe rolled his eyes. “What are we going to do with her? Invite her to stay? Seems to be the new thing around here.”

“No,” Drew said. “But if you kill her, Vance will come after you.”

“I figure he will,” Thorpe said. “But I also figure he’s already coming. I told you we shouldn’t have let those two stay.”

Alicia put her hand on my shoulder. “It’s not your fault,” she said.

Thorpe snorted. “Like hell.”

“That’s not fair,” Alicia said.

“Fair or not, she brought this down on us.”

“He’s right,” I said. “I endanger everyone around me. Just ask Jack.”

Jack shook his head at me, but he didn’t verbally deny it.

Everyone was quiet then.

“We’ll lock her up,” Drew said.

“Fine,” Thorpe said. “But you’ll have to drive the car off of her, first. And then you lot can carry them in.”

“You can walk them just as well,” Drew said.

“I could,” Thorpe agreed. “But I won’t.” And he marched around the side of the house, past the hearse, to take care of the few corpses that remained.


Sixteen

After helping the others carry Delia and the other corpse inside—both of them with limbs so stiff they might as well have been made out of wood—I went back outside to find Thorpe. He’d driven two of the cars around the back of the mortuary, and was working on the hearse. I waited for him to park and get out.

“What are you going to do with the cars?” I asked. “Won’t people ask questions?”

“Maybe,” Thorpe said. “Drew and I should drive them farther out over the next couple of days and leave them. For now I just wanted to get them off the road.”

“I need your help,” I said.

Thorpe eyed me. “You’ve got nerve, I’ll give you that. I believe I’ve made it clear I have no intention of helping you. I should have shot you in the chest the first time I saw you. We all would have been better off.”

“You could have killed me any time,” I said. “The fact that you haven’t leads me to believe you’re not going to.”

“Girl,” Thorpe said, “I’ve been living out here for decades. Vance hasn’t killed me yet. But never for a moment have I thought that means he isn’t going to get around to it someday.”

That should have scared me, but it didn’t. Maybe because I’d spent so long living in terror of a man who claimed he was trying to help me. Something about being told outright that I didn’t matter made me feel safe.

Probably unwisely so. But still, I wasn’t going to give up. “I need you to teach me how you froze those corpses.”

“Oh, that,” Thorpe said, slamming the door to one of the cars. “No. Not happening.”

“I’ve already put you in danger,” I said. “Neither of us can help that now. If you help me learn, I could become a tool that might one day save your life.”

Thorpe rolled his eyes. “As if anything you could do would keep Vance from descending on us.”

“So what do you want to do?” I asked. “Run?”

Thorpe shook his head. “There’s nowhere to go.”

“Paris,” I said. “Once we’re gone, Vance won’t come after us there.”

Thorpe turned and faced me, staring me down. “There’s a Vance in Paris,” he said. “His name is Michel, and he’s a ruthless bastard who’ll kill you as soon as look at you.”

I stared at him. “But you sent people over there. You sent them where they’d be safe.”

“I sent them where the local corpse lord won’t have an immediate inclination to murder them on sight. Normal corpses can fit in, join the fold, so to speak. You and me?” Thorpe laughed. “We’re a threat, wherever we go. The only reason Vance has let me live this long is because he likes keeping his conquests around to humiliate them.” Thorpe turned and walked back toward the house, like that was the final word on the subject.

“I’m not a threat,” I said. “Not unless you teach me to be.”

Thorpe paused. “And why would I want to make you a threat?”

“Because Vance humiliated you,” I said. “And you’d love to see someone take him down.”

He spun around and doubled over laughing. “And that someone is you?”

I pressed my lips together. The small, mewling part of me whimpered in the back of my mind. Of course it wasn’t. I was nothing. I was helpless. I was Vance’s plaything, nothing more.

The rest of me wanted that part to shut up.

“Maybe,” I said.

Thorpe smiled, though there was something snide and mean about it. He watched me for a long moment, and I forced myself to hold still, not to cringe away under his gaze. I’d never been able to do that with Vance.

Maybe controlling corpses wasn’t the only thing I could stand to practice.

Thorpe shook his head and turned. “Come on,” he said. He led me in through the back door of the mortuary, into a room with metal tables and strange looking instruments and a drain in the center of the floor.

Even though it was clean and smelled of bleach, underneath the chemicals, I could smell the blood. It had seeped into the grout of the floor, the edges of the table legs, the crevices of the hoses and nozzles.

No amount of cleaning would ever get it out.

Thorpe led me over to the metal bank of body lockers where we’d stored Delia and her minion. The refrigerator units hummed. I could feel the frozen corpse, lying flat on his back. His image was solid instead of dotted, and had been since Thorpe first took him over.

“Are there . . . other bodies in those?” I asked, indicating to the other lockers.

“Not right now. It’s been quiet the last few days. Except for you.”

I remembered the way Lexa smelled after she died, the way her blood curdled. Working here would be like working at a restaurant that only served spoiled food. “Doesn’t it bother you to work with rotten bodies?”

“You mean the smell? I’ve gotten used to it. As I work, the bodies get more preserved, and the smell gets better. It’s always a relief to finish.”

“But you don’t eat them. You can’t.”

“No. We get our blood from the blood bank, same as everyone else.”

“Why work with bodies at all, then?”

Thorpe shrugged. “It’s what I did before I was turned. That was a long time ago, though. Didn’t have refrigeration back then, or any of the fancy toys.”

I was about to ask how long ago that was, when Thorpe cut me off. “We’re not here to chat,” he said. “I’m going to let go of that corpse in there, so you’d better get ready.”

At once, the smooth image of the corpse in my mind fragmented into thousands of tiny dots, like water beading up on an oiled surface. The corpse sat up quick, banging his head on the top of the refrigerator. He grabbed what must have been an upper rack, rattling it with his hands. I could hear the beating of his feet against the back refrigerator wall.

I took a step backward and ran right into Thorpe, who pushed me forward again. “What do I do now?” I asked.

“What are you here for? Take control of him.”

“And how exactly do I do that?”

The corpse howled again, and then all movement stopped. The crystal drops remained.

“Did you take control of him again?” I asked.

“No,” Thorpe said. “He’s just wising up.”

“Let me out!” the corpse shouted. “I swear I won’t hurt you.”

Thorpe scoffed. “Like to see him try.”

“Please!” the corpse shouted. “Let me out!”

Thorpe sighed. “Are you going to ask inane questions all day, or are you going to try?”

“Fine,” I said, focusing on the image of the corpse in my mind. I tried to slide the tiny dew drops around in my mind, push them together to make them smooth as glass. But they didn’t move.

“Vance made me do it,” the corpse shouted. “I swear! Let me out of here and I’ll tell you everything.”

I looked back at Thorpe. “That could be true, couldn’t it? Vance could have done this to him.”

Thorpe rolled his eyes. “Even Vance can’t control every motion of all his people constantly. Trust me. Delia might have had control when they arrived, but if this guy is working under Vance, he’s done some things of his own free will.”

“I didn’t have a choice,” I said.

“Don’t be stupid, girl,” Thorpe said. “There’s always a choice. Sometimes there just isn’t a good one.”

My knees shook. I hadn’t had a choice about what Vance did to me. But I supposed I’d made the choice to stay with Zeke. I’d made the choice to save Jack’s life. I’d made the choice to come here.

The corpse gave up his pleading and began to bang on the door to the locker again. His feet beat against the back wall.

“Get him,” Thorpe said.

“I’m trying,” I said.

“Try harder or he’s going to bust my damn refrigerator.”

I focused in on the corpse’s face. The silvery dots peppered his nose and cheeks—it wasn’t just his hair that made him different. His face was too wide to be a proper Vance look-alike. Perhaps that was why he’d ended up in Vegas with Delia.

I concentrated on the marks across the bridge of his nose. When Thorpe took over, those dots widened until they covered the whole area—no gaps between them. I drew at one of them with my mind, trying to pull it out to touch another.

A thin, silvery thread drew out of that dot, connecting it to the one next to it, and the one next to that. The corpse kept banging on the refrigerator, but I concentrated on his face, pulling the rest of the image flat until his facial features held perfectly still.

I recognized the web-like pattern I’d made; I’d sensed it on corpses before, when I was in Vance’s territory, and again when the cars of Delia’s corpses approached Thorpe’s. I pulled on the points of connection, and succeeded in drawing open the corpse’s mouth, though he jerked it shut again a moment later.

There were levels of control. That’s why sometimes I’d felt the spidery webs, and sometimes a full, smooth surface.

The corpse jerked on the upper rack, and I heard it crash down inside of the refrigerator.

“Progress,” Thorpe said. “But you might have started with his hands.”

I concentrated on the rest of his image, stretching out the silvery web until it spiraled over his whole body and then smoothed out flat, like slowly spreading oil.

The corpse stopped moving.

“Good,” Thorpe said. “That rack better not be broken.”

“What do I do now?” I asked.

“Hold on tight,” he said.

An invisible force whipped through me so fast I felt like I’d been punched in the head. I doubled over, and when I stood again, the image of the corpse in the refrigerator waved at me.

“Not tight enough,” Thorpe said.

I cringed. If Thorpe could take control from me that fast, Vance would be able to as well. “How can I prevent that?” I asked.

“Practice,” Thorpe said. “And time.”

“How do you do it with so many at once?”

“Practice,” he said again.

“Vance isn’t going to give me time.”

“It’s your funeral.”

I looked back at Thorpe. In his line of work, I hoped he was careful who he said that to.

“Thanks,” I said.

Thorpe shrugged. “If you think you can use this against Vance, you’re fooling yourself. He’ll squash you flat.”

That might be true. But if I was going to lie down and take it, I wouldn’t have run to begin with. And if there was really nowhere to go . . .

I turned toward the fridge with Delia. I’d never imagined a refrigerator could feel cold from the outside, but to me, this one did.

“How does it work with her?” I asked.

“It doesn’t,” Thorpe said. “Not unless you shoot her with one of those darts, apparently.” He shook his head. “Vance was always talking about making improvements, learning new things. I guess it finally paid off.”

He looked resigned, like he’d always known it was only a matter of time before Vance gained the power to control him. Then again, Thorpe had spent decades living at the edge of nowhere, when he used to run the intermountain territory.

Maybe Vance had won that battle years ago.

“Why can you tell where they are?” I asked, “and I can’t?”

Thorpe raised an eyebrow. “I imagine I know a lot of things you don’t.”

“Care to shed some light?” I asked.

Thorpe was quiet for a moment. “Girl,” he said. “Learn to see things that aren’t there.”

Yes. Very helpful. Thank you, Thorpe. I sighed. There was one more thing I needed to do. “I need to talk to her,” I said.

“That’s a foolish idea.”

“I don’t care,” I said. I couldn’t explain to Thorpe how she was the only one who really knew what I’d been through. Everyone told me I was like Vance, but the truth was, I was like her, and she was like me.

I couldn’t leave her locked up like this. Not without trying to help her.

Thorpe shook his head. “You’re crazy,” he said.

“Probably,” I said. “But it shouldn’t be that dangerous. You can leave, if you want.”

“If you think I’m leaving you alone with her, you’re out of your mind.”

“I know you’re not afraid for my safety.”

“No,” Thorpe said. “I’m afraid for mine. You let her go and we’re all in trouble.”

I looked up at him. “You worry a lot for a man who’s resigned to his own death.”

Thorpe shook his head, pulling his pistol from his pocket. Now that I thought about it, I was surprised he hadn’t brought in his shotgun. “Don’t do anything stupid,” he said.

Thorpe pulled open the locker drawer. Delia lay still on the metal tray, like she was dead. She stared straight up at the ceiling. Thorpe riffled around in a drawer and came up with a roll of duct tape, which he used to bind her hands and then wrap tight around her, binding her to the tray.

“Is that necessary?” I asked. “Can’t you just let go of part of her?”

“I’m not going to chance it,” he said. “Would have done this anyway. No way of knowing how long that drug of hers will last.”

“Why didn’t she take control of Alicia and Drew?” I asked.

“I keep my mind on them,” Thorpe said. “She can fight me for control, but I’m stronger.”

“Let go of her,” I said.

“Fine,” Thorpe said, and all at once, the solid outline of her body shrunk back into dots.

“Bitch,” Delia said. She tried to spit at me, but her mouth was dry.

“You’re safe here,” I said.

“You think you’re so smart,” she said. “You think you have it all under control. Vance will come for me. He’ll show you.”

“You’re probably right,” I said.

She glared at me, then, but shut her mouth. I wondered if she’d expected me to argue with her.

I should have called Jack in for this. He had all that counseling experience. Maybe he’d know what to say. But for now, I was all she had.

“Who were you,” I asked, “before he turned you?”

“Nobody,” she said.

“No, you were somebody. Who?”

She stared sullenly the ceiling.

“I lived in Salt Lake with my parents,” I said. The memories felt like echoes of a past life. “My dad was an English professor, and my mom worked at a preschool. I was just finishing the ninth grade, and I had a heart attack, and went to the hospital. That’s how I met Vance.”

Delia kept her eyes on the ceiling.

“Who were you?” I asked.

For a long moment, she didn’t respond. But I waited.

“I had AIDS,” she said finally.

“And you met Vance at the hospital.”

“I was going to die.”

“Some people live a long time with HIV.”

“Not me,” she said. “I was already too sick. I was going to die.”

“And he saved you,” I said.

“Yes.”

“But to save you, he sucked you into hell.”

“No,” Delia said. “He made me powerful.”

I shook my head. “But not as powerful as him.”

“He’s a god,” Delia said, “and he made me one, too.”

Vance a god? He was a monster from whom there was no escape. I guessed that made him godlike, in his way.

“Who were you before the disease?” I asked. “Who were your parents?”

“What do you care?” Delia asked. She said it sarcastically, but she was actively engaging with me now, so I took that as a victory.

“I care because I think your life before matters. Vance wants to erase who we were before. That’s why he killed my parents. So he could own me himself.”

“I wish he’d killed mine,” Delia said.

“Who were they?”

For the first time, Delia looked me straight in the eye. “My mother was a whore. She sold me to her pimp when I was nine.”

She watched me, as if waiting for me to flinch. I didn’t.

“And you were living with them when you got sick?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “I was living with a foster family.”

“And did they treat you well?”

“I was going to run. But then I met Vance. And he told me I didn’t have to. He took care of everything.”

So Vance had enough power to buy off the foster system, too. He was combing the city for girls no one would miss. That didn’t surprise me. I wondered what would, anymore. But Delia didn’t seem to see it that way. All she saw in Vance was her savior.

He’d done his part to convince me of that, as well.

“Did he ask your permission before he turned you?” I asked.

Delia jerked back in anger, and her body froze as Thorpe tightened his grip on her.

“It was for my own good,” she said. “I wouldn’t have believed he could help me. He had to do it.”

I remembered what Jack said in the car, the power he wielded when he called Vance’s actions by name. Could I say it? Could I do that for Delia now?

“He didn’t have to rape you,” I said. The words felt ugly, but I managed to utter them.

Delia gritted her teeth. “It was for my own good.”

“Vance doesn’t care about you,” I said. “He only cares about having power over you. But that’s not your fault.”

And it wasn’t my fault, either. That was the only difference between me and Delia. Vance had never been able to completely convince me to blame myself.

Delia narrowed her eyes at me. “You will see how powerful he made me. No one can hurt me. Not you. Not your friends. No one.”

“No one,” I repeated. “Except Vance.”

“No one,” Delia said again. “But no one.”

I wasn’t going to convince her today. It would take more than one conversation to help her see the truth.

But if I could protect her from Vance, we’d have all the time it took.

“Vance can’t hurt you anymore,” I said. “I won’t let him.”

Her face contorted. “Who do you think you are?” Delia asked.

“I’m a girl like you,” I said.

“You are nothing!” she snapped. “Nothing!”

By that point, I was pretty sure she’d stopped talking to me, and started talking to some image of herself.

“We need to keep her safe,” I said, looking over at Thorpe.

“Go ahead and kill me,” Delia shouted. “It won’t change what you are.”

“First you say you’re invincible,” I said, “then you say kill me. Which is it?”

Delia spat in my direction again, but still nothing came out.

“I don’t care what you do with her,” Thorpe said, “as long as you don’t let her go.”

“Put her back, then,” I said. “For now.”

Thorpe pulled off a short piece of tape and plastered it over Delia’s mouth, then shut the drawer. He shook his head at me. “You’re a strange girl.”

“Maybe,” I said. “I am what I am.”

Thorpe nodded, and I thought in his eyes I saw the first hint of respect.

One thing was certain. Vance wasn’t going to stop. He’d continue picking girls in the hospital. Grooming them. Turning them, manipulating them into loyalty, then taking advantage of them.

“We need help,” I said. “Vance can’t be allowed to continue to do this to people.”

“If you think you can do anything about it,” Thorpe said, “you need a different kind of help entirely.”


Seventeen

I followed Thorpe up the stairs and into the main hall of the mortuary, where we found Alicia, Drew, and Jack taking stock of weapons.

“We’ve got twelve new handguns,” Drew said. “No telling what they’ve been used for before.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Thorpe said. “As long as all we use them for is dusting corpses.”

Jack walked up and put a hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I said. “For the moment.”

He pulled me into a hug, and I didn’t want to pull away.

But I did.

“What do we do now?” I asked the others. Thorpe opened his mouth and I shot him a look. “Besides sit here and wait to die.”

Thorpe shut his mouth again, and Alicia gave him a smug look. Then she turned to me. “As much as I hate to say it,” she said, “I don’t know what we can do. Vance has more resources than we do. More corpses, better vehicles, better technology—”

“That’s true,” I said. “So we need help.”

“Ha,” Thorpe said. But he didn’t call me an idiot, so I took that as an improvement.

“What about the Old Ones?” I asked Alicia. “Could they help?”

“You don’t want to talk to them,” Thorpe said. “They make me look compassionate.”

“No one makes you look compassionate,” Alicia said. “But no. I don’t think they’ll help.”

I looked down at the row of weapons on the floor. I knew how this level played out. We might be able to hole up, take on wave after wave of Vance’s corpses. But eventually, the boss would come himself.

No one could hold out forever.

“I want to meet them,” I said.

Everyone was quiet.

“We just said they won’t help you,” Thorpe said.

“That seems to be a theme,” I said. “But I have to try.”

Alicia settled back into her seat.

“You said they sent you here?” I said. “Can you get me in to see them?”

“Probably,” Alicia said. “But they aren’t the kind of people you ask for favors.”

“We’re in their territory now,” I said. “Why would they let Vance hurt us, if they protect you?”

“They don’t protect us, exactly,” Alicia said. “They protect their own power. So if you go to them, they might decide that it’s in their interest to help you, or they might decide that your presence is a threat and kill you on the spot.”

I rubbed my forehead. Maybe Thorpe was right. If all corpse leaders would kill you as soon as listen to you, maybe it was just our nature to rule as tyrants. Maybe we all deserved beheading.

But I didn’t want to rule anything. I just wanted to be free of Vance—to know he would never come after me again. And Jack wasn’t trying to hurt anyone, even now that he was a corpse. There had been a lot of terrible human kings in history, but that didn’t mean that all human rulers had to be despots.

There had to be another way. And right now, the only way I could think of to protect both of us from Vance was to find more allies. We were going to need a lot more than Thorpe’s guns when Vance came after me again.

“I still want to do it,” I said.

“I’ll drive you,” Drew said, and Alicia shot him a death look.

Drew held up his hands. “She’s right. What else are we going to do? I prefer the Old Ones to Vance, even if it’s not by much.”

Jack stood close to me. “I’m game,” he said. And while that shouldn’t have comforted me—he knew even less about this situation than I did—I was still glad to have him on my side.

“The sun hasn’t been down for long,” I said. “Can we make it tonight?”

“My hearse is destroyed,” Thorpe said.

Drew shrugged. “But we have plenty of cars. And theirs are sun proof.”

He studied the guns, picked out a pistol, and motioned for me to follow him toward the back door.

Alicia came with us, even though she clearly still didn’t approve. Thorpe, on the other hand, did not.

“Someone has to stay and watch the mortuary,” Alicia said.

Drew shook his head. “Someone’s afraid that the Old Ones will think he’s making trouble.”

“Better that he stay behind, then,” I said. “I’m not looking to make things harder for him.”

“More that we have,” Jack added.

“Yes,” I said. “That.”

Drew opened one of the cars—a long sedan with tinted windows all the way around. I wondered if Vance had some kind of special licensing to keep himself from getting pulled over. He almost certainly had tracking in the cars, which meant he’d know exactly where we were.

But if he couldn’t follow us much past the edge of his territory, we’d be safer there than we would here.

“How long is the drive?” I asked.

Drew put a cooler in the trunk and climbed in, and Alicia took the front seat, leaving Jack and me with the back. “Two hours, without traffic. And we should be well past the evening traffic by the time we get to the city.”

That was good. Even if the Old Ones rebuffed us, we should be able to get back to the mortuary before dawn.

We pulled out onto the road. “So these Old Ones,” I said. “What should I know about not pissing them off?”

Alicia sighed. “Don’t threaten the status quo. They keep the west coast region under control—they prevent stupid stiffs from turning every actor in Hollywood, for example. Take down anyone who might expose us to the public. Instrumental things like that. If they think you’re going to disturb the peace, then you’re in trouble.”

“I’m not disturbing the peace,” I said.

Jack went back to over-extending his knuckles. “Vance is evil, but does he keep the peace?”

“From their perspective he does,” Alicia said. She looked over her shoulder at me.

“But Vance entering their territory to get to me would be a disturbance, wouldn’t it?”

“It might,” Alicia said. “But if they kill you, he doesn’t have to.”

Jack put his hand on my arm, and I found myself leaning into him in the back seat, letting him drape his arm around me. His scent still clung to his clothes, and I found myself wishing I still had mine, stupid as that was.

Maybe, after all these months, I was still in mourning for myself.

We rolled into Los Angeles two and a half hours after we left Baker. The lights of the city didn’t rise out of the horizon the way Vegas had—instead the collection grew gradually, with the buildings getting taller and closer and brighter as we went. Where the strip felt like a fake street front, Los Angeles grew organically into a bright, flashy, creeping leviathan.

On the street, I saw a man in a suit with dark, gelled hair, and my whole body quivered.

“Does it ever go away?” I asked Drew.

“What?”

“Waiting for him to find you?”

Drew sighed. “No,” he said. “At least, it hasn’t for me.”

Jack squeezed my wrist, and Alicia leaned her head back, listening.

“Even with Thorpe to protect you, you’re still waiting,” I said.

“It’s not like it’s on my mind every second. But there are moments, like when you first showed up at the house, when I wonder: is this going to be the thing that brings Vance down on us?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I never meant to put anyone in danger. It just seems to happen, wherever I go.”

“That’s life on the run from Vance,” Drew said. “It’s better than nothing.”

I looked over at Jack, and couldn’t help but wonder if I could fairly say that was true.

Alicia directed Drew through the downtown traffic. The city lights glowed through the windshield, twinkling like little stars. I wondered how such old corpses came to live in a city known for its sunshine. It didn’t matter, though. Daylight was daylight. The overcast sun would burn just as surely as the direct one. Slower, perhaps, but not enough to make day travel possible without sunsuits.

We finally pulled up in front of a gym, and Alicia pointed toward the parking garage.

“Here we are,” Alicia said.

“The Old Ones live in a gym?” I asked.

“Beneath it. They’ve owned the place for decades.”

“Awesome,” Jack said.

I wasn’t sure about that. I supposed a gym wasn’t any stranger than a hospital, though I hoped that these corpse lords weren’t living off their members, the way Vance did off his patients.

Alicia led Jack and me out of the parking garage and up the stairs to the front entryway. The floors shone like a basketball court. We pushed open the glass doors in front of the reception desk, soaking in the overpowering smell of sweat and bodies. The effect was something like opening the oven on Thanksgiving, just as a thirty-pound turkey roasts to perfection, while giblet gravy simmers on the stove above. My salivary glands tingled, even if they didn’t actually produce spit.

“How can they live under this?” I muttered.

“They’re well fed,” Alicia said.

Alicia walked up to the reception desk, where a girl in a sports bra smiled at her. Behind her was a poster advertising a monthly blood drive.

That answered my question about what the Old Ones ate.

Alicia flashed a membership pass. “They’re using two of my guest passes,” she said, handing over two tickets. The girl looked us over. “You’ll tell them the rules?”

“Sure,” Alicia said. “No street shoes on the gym floors, blah blah blah.” She smiled and the girl smiled back, and then we were off through the gym like we’d actually come here to work out.

No reason to do that. Our bodies weren’t going to change. We walked past a locker room, and I caught a whiff of chlorine. “They have a pool?” I asked.

Alicia shrugged. “Abena likes to swim. After hours, of course. She put that thing in sometime in the eighties. It’s actually a big membership draw.”

Alicia led us through a door marked "maintenance only" and down a flight of dark stairs. Movie-theater lights lined the floor, and we switch-backed lower and lower.

As we descended, I couldn’t help but wonder if those were the last people I was ever going to smell, the last city lights I was ever going to see.

I was still mourning food, the sun, my own body chemistry. I wasn’t ready to die—not at Vance’s hand, or the Old Ones’.

I could feel two corpses up ahead, but I assumed that anyone powerful enough to run the west coast had to be invisible to me. We reached a landing, and Alicia knocked three times on a metal door. A window in the door slid open, and a male face appeared.

Alicia flashed her membership card at him again. “We’re here to see the Old Ones,” she said. “I imagine they’re expecting us by now.”

They would have felt us coming, same as Thorpe. I couldn’t sneak up on them if my life depended on it.

Hopefully this time it didn’t.

The door opened, but the corpse still stood in front of it. “They’re expecting them,” he said, pointing at me and then at Jack. “I’m supposed to let them in alone.”

Alicia chewed on her lip. “I’ll wait for you here, then.”

I looked at her, meeting her worried eyes, trying to appear braver than I was. This was no careful calculation, no brilliant plan.

This was desperation, a shot in the dark.

“Thank you,” I said.

She opened her mouth and hesitated, like she wasn’t sure whether to say you’re welcome or I’m sorry.

“Good luck,” she said finally.

I paused, and for a split second, I thought I might change my mind, go back up the endless stairs and through the city of Los Angeles and out to the ocean where I would dive under the water and swim way, way out and see what happened to a corpse adrift at sea.

I bet Vance wouldn’t find me there.

I reached for Jack’s hand and squeezed it.

And then the corpse led us through the door and shut Alicia on the other side.

This was it. No going back.


Eighteen

Jack held my hand tight as we followed the corpse through hallways, also lined with little bright dots so we could see where to step. A bright light appeared down the way, and we approached a room with a candelabra chandelier hung from the ceiling, casting a yellow light. The temperature seemed to drop as I entered, as if the room were more than empty—a void where all energy slowed to a stop.

There, at a round wooden table, sat three corpses, their skin shriveled like raisins. Their flesh sunk in around their eyes and hung loose on their bones.

The corpse in the center leaned forward, long black braids swinging onto the table in front of her, weighed down by thick glass beads. Her skin was so thin that it looked like brown bottle glass.

The corpse to her left was much taller, and still had a handful of hair on his wrinkled head. He wore a tuxedo, black bow tie tight at his neck. His chin bore what might have been a beard, if it hadn’t grown thin and patchy.

The last one looked like an undead member of the Hell’s Angels, or maybe just the zombie who stole their biker leathers. He grinned. “Aren’t you a tender morsel?” he said. As he talked, the skin on his jaw jiggled, like it was about to fall free of his face.

It wasn’t until his eyes shifted to me that I realized he’d been talking to Jack.

The corpse in the tux leaned forward. “What Minas means to say is, welcome to our city.” His voice sounded hoarse, as if he were recovering from laryngitis. “We’ve been expecting you.”

To think in junior high I wanted to be popular. Now I wished no one would notice me again for the rest of my unlife.

“Have a seat,” Braids said. Her voice sounded young and sweet, despite her appearance.

Two chairs sat across the table from them. Jack pulled one out for me and then took the one beside it. I sat on the edge of the chair, resting my hands on the table in front of them to keep them from shaking.

Jack went back to hyper-extending his fingers under the table.

He must be as nervous as I was.

“Why a gym?” I asked. My words were casual, but my voice shook. Though they didn’t react, I knew the corpses must have noticed. Perhaps that was good. Frightened people were less imposing.

“It’s good business,” Tux said.

“This isn’t the dark ages,” Leather said. “There are some things about those days I miss, but not the economics. I wouldn’t give up capitalism for all the serf flesh in Europe.”

“But you didn’t come here to talk about our business ventures,” Tux said.

Leather waved a hand at me. “Get on with it. We’re busy people. We don’t have all night.”

I wanted to ask what else they had on their schedule, but thought better of it. I leaned back in my chair. From this angle, I got a good, long look at their teeth. Tux’s were perfect, though they were nearly translucent. Leather’s teeth were chipped and horribly yellowed, and Braids’ teeth were stained a deep red. I made a mental note to buy a tooth whitening kit.

“We need help,” I said. “Vance is after us.” It seemed impossible that they wouldn’t know who Vance was, so I wasn’t sure what I needed to explain.

“Ah, Vance,” Tux said. “He’s angry. Even more angry than when the last one escaped.”

I sat up straight in my chair. “You talked to him?” I asked. Vance said corpse bosses the world over would send me back to him. And I’d walked right into their den.

Braids shook her head. “Barnabas can detect him.”

I stiffened. Could he be that close? “Where is he?”

Tux cocked his head a bit. “Mountains,” he said. “Near the center of his territory.”

That would be the Wasatch Mountains. Probably still in Salt Lake. “And you can sense him all the way there?”

Braids smiled. “He can see them all,” she said. “There is nowhere in the world to hide from him.”

I felt nauseated. Vance said he could sense all of the Salt Lake Valley, Delia could cover Vegas, and who knew how many more puppets he had.

But the world? 

“That’s awesome,” Jack said.

Ah, flattery. I should have thought of that.

But when I looked over at Jack, I was startled to see that he actually did seem awed.

He couldn’t possibly think of this as a good thing. There would be no running from someone like that. “Can Vance do that?” I asked.

“Vance is an infant,” Tux said. “Barely a century old. He doesn’t have that kind of power.”

If they did, I wasn’t sure how Vance had stood against them. “You’ve been able to sense me, then. All the time, ever since Vance turned me.”

Tux shrugged. “I watch so many wretched souls,” he said. “I was aware Vance had spawned another of his projects, but I learned little of you personally.”

Still. The idea that someone so powerful had known about what was happening and had done nothing . . . not even cared to learn enough to help . . . well, it was sickening. “That’s what I am to you then? His project?”

“We’ve been aware of it for some time now,” Tux said. “He turns young girls, until he finds ones who inherit the desirable traits.”

“That’s sick,” Jack said. “We can all agree that’s sick, right?”

The Old Ones just stared at him. Jack no longer looked impressed.

“It is sick,” I said. “He tortures us until we’re broken enough to manipulate.” I looked at Tux. “How many of us are there?”

“His failures are dead,” Tux said. “But there have been a few successes. They watch other parts of his territory. His political power has grown faster than his senses.”

Leather’s gaze sharpened on Jack. “He always kills the males immediately.”

“We left,” I said. “We got away.”

“For a while,” Leather said.

I shivered. “He’s not going to leave us alone, is he?”

“Not likely,” Braids said. “The more of his people get away, the more his reputation will suffer. And he’s not fond of leaving people alone who might someday be able to challenge him.”

“What about Thorpe?” Jack asked. “You protect him?”

“We tolerate him,” Tux said. “He protects himself.”

“For now,” Leather said again. “Vance isn’t powerful enough to tangle with us. Yet.”

Yet. “And what? You’re just going to wait around until he is?”

“Vance is no business of ours,” Braids said.

“Why not?” I asked. “He could be a threat to you.” He certainly would be, with his corpse serum. But if I told them about that, they might make Thorpe hand it over.

I couldn’t let that happen. Not when it was our only defense against whichever corpse lord came after us next.

Tux shrugged. “If we push into Vance’s territory, we’ll look aggressive. Lords of other areas will wonder if they’re next. The risk outweighs the reward.”

I stared at them. This time being told I didn’t matter didn’t feel safe at all.

There was silence for a moment, and then Jack leaned his elbows on the table.

“What are you?” he asked.

It was a legitimate question. Unless they looked like this before they died, their bodies shouldn’t be decaying this way. And it would keep the conversation going, hopefully long enough for me to figure out how to convince them.

Leather’s smile widened. “You mean why do we look like we stepped out of the grave? Most people are too polite to ask. I like you.”

Jack didn’t look put off by the hungry way Leather eyed him, but he should have been.

“Regeneration doesn’t last forever,” Braids said. “Eventually, even your undead body begins to fail, though few survive long enough to see it.”

“How old are you?” Jack said. “Is that rude to ask?”

“It’s not rude to ask a corpse his age,” Leather said. “But it’s foolish to believe the answer.”

“I’ve stopped counting,” Braids said.

Leather pointed at Tux. “He claims he was an adviser to Herod.”

“Herod,” I said. “The baby-killer in the Bible?”

Tux smirked. “Hindsight is twenty-twenty.” He stretched, lifting his arms above his head and arching his back. His hands dipped farther behind his back than was natural. “I miss the old days. In my prime, no one cared if a few outcasts disappeared. Good riddance, they’d think, and I’d have a meaty meal. All this sanitized blood extraction spoils my appetite.”

Leather waved his hands in the air. “The things liberal guilt has done to the blood supply.”

I wasn’t sure these creatures were capable of feeling guilt. Had they always been that way, or did it come with age?

Regardless, we needed to get to the point. And I wasn’t above trying outright begging. “Please,” I said. “We need your protection. You have to help us.”

Braids took one of her locks in her hand, twisting the bead around and around.

“Ah,” Leather said. “Frightened little mouse is looking for the cats to protect her.” He smiled wider. The yellow of his teeth darkened to a deep mustard on his bicuspids.

I scratched my nails against the bottom of the table. Maybe Alicia was right. I never should have come here.

“So that’s what you do with your power?” Jack asked. “Sit on your asses and let some infant run the show? Let him torment people just because they’re weaker or more vulnerable than he is?”

All three of them stared at him in silence again, and while there was a strong chance he was about to get us killed, it was a fair accusation.

“If you won’t protect us,” I said, “there’s nowhere for us to go.” I supposed we could try to work a casket scheme of our own, but it would require forgery, licensure, and connections neither of us had.

And if we made it into another territory, likely as not, the local corpse lords would see us as a threat, and kill us.

Jack was looking at them sharply, now. Accusatorily, in fact.

At least he hadn’t been seduced by his own awe. I needed him on my side.

“You understand the problem you pose,” Tux said. “You must be aware that you’re not a normal corpse. You’re much more dangerous than that.”

“But you tolerate Thorpe,” I said. “Isn’t he like me?”

“Thorpe stays on our borders,” Braids said. “He doesn’t make waves.”

“Your very presence causes trouble,” Tux said. “Do you think Vance will let you go just because we say please?”

I sat back in my chair. “But you said he wasn’t a match for you.”

“Not yet,” Braids said again. “But that might not stop him from trying.”

I was losing ground fast. “That’s exactly why she needs your protection,” Jack said.

I looked at him. He hadn’t included himself in that.

“We’re not in the business of offering protection,” Tux said. “And you’re bait for Vance, and a threat to everything we’ve built here. I’m surprised you made it this far.”

“You don’t understand,” I said. “The things Vance did to me—”

“He created you,” Braids said. “And because of his meddling, you are like him.”

I pushed my chair back. I could hear Lyle’s voice in my head. What is the difference between you and Vance? 

“I’m not a monster,” I said.

Leather smacked his lips. “We’re all monsters, sweetheart.”

Maybe Thorpe was right. Maybe they were. If that was the case, I was going about this all wrong. I needed to appeal to their sense of self-preservation, not their non-existent sympathy.

“Vance might not be ready to take you out yet,” I said. “But he’s trying to build an army of us, do you know that? An army only he can control.”

“Elect used to be rare,” Tux said. “No more than one in a century or two—that survived the first week, anyway.”

“Congratulations on making it past that, child,” Leather said.

Tux frowned. “Quiet. I’m talking.”

“You’re always talking,” Leather said. “Get to the point.”

Tux drummed his fingers on the table. “The point is, she’s right. Something’s changed. He’s found a way to increase the odds, somehow.” He watched me carefully. I’d gotten him interested. That was an improvement.

“There’s this scientist,” I said. “He’s doing genetic experiments for Vance.” Jack looked at me. We hadn’t discussed the details of Vance’s operation. We hadn’t had time. “If you help me,” I said, “I could give you information. I could repeat what he told me. I could—”

“I like your nerve,” Leather said. “Still trying to convince us to help you when we’re all thinking of cutting off your head.”

I shivered visibly. The more Leather threatened me, the wider he grinned.

“But-but it is your concern,” I said. “I think Vance is trying to create corpses that he can control through drugs and things, but that can’t control each other. That could be a threat to you, if he succeeds.”

“Ah, science,” Braids said. “Things were simpler when mortals chalked it up to humors and left it at that.”

“Simpler, maybe,” Leather said. “But not nearly so interesting.”

At least they’d gotten distracted from my demise. “So you can kill me, but you can’t ignore Vance forever.”

They seemed to consider that for a moment. Tux looked at Braids. “Perhaps not forever,” she said. “But we’re old. We’ve learned how to wait. None of us would have survived this long without that wisdom.”

Tux shook his head. “The time isn’t right yet.”

Leather nodded. “Agreed.”

Jack leaned forward again, looking from one of them to the next. “And what if Vance was gone?” he asked.

They were all three silent, watching him, and I was right there with them.

“Gone where?” I asked.

“Gone,” Jack said. “Dead.”

“I’m not sure how that’s relevant,” Tux said. “I assure you he isn’t.”

“It sounded like an offer to me,” Leather said, watching Jack with rapt attention. “Isn’t that right?”

Jack shrugged. “I don’t see what choice we have. If you won’t protect us, and we can’t catch a plane out of here, then when he comes after us, we’re going to have to kill him.”

I bit my front teeth deep into my lip and ran my tongue over the flesh as it healed.

“If Vance was dead,” Braids said. “There would be a dispute over his territory.” She gave Jack a dark look. “If you can’t handle Vance, you can’t survive that.”

Jack smiled.

Oh. I understood where Jack was going with this. If it’d been halfway possible it would have been brilliant.

But it might be enough to get us out of this room alive.

“What if there was no dispute?” I asked. “What if his killers only wanted sanctuary within the territory of those who took over from Vance?”

“Drop the hypotheticals,” Leather said. “They give me a headache.”

I didn’t imagine he’d had a headache in a millennium.

“If you assassinate Vance,” Tux said, “how are the lords of the eastern territories to know that we didn’t send you to do it?”

“We’re from Vance’s territory,” I said. “If you know what Vance is up to, turning girls he thinks he can control, then they probably know about it, too. I have plenty of reason to kill Vance without your prompting, and everyone knows it.”

“Your prospects,” Braids said, “are not optimistic.”

To be fair, I agreed with her. I had a thought, but I didn’t have time to decide if it was a good one.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe we do stand a chance. If we don’t, why are you so afraid of us?”

All eyes fixed on me. I’d said the words as a hunch, a bet, because I thought if I challenged them they might let me live. But they tasted like truth.

Leather leaned back in his chair, his grin pulling so tight I could see the full outline of his jawbones. “What makes you think we are?” he asked me.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Jack asked.

Braids leaned toward us, like a lion about to pounce. If we so much as faltered, we were dead.

This was either going to be my best idea, or my last.

“We’re powerful,” I said. “That’s why Vance is after us. It’s why Thorpe hates us. It’s why you want to kill us. Everyone is afraid.”

“You’re right,” Braids said.

I looked her straight in the eye. “But why?”

“Because you have the potential to be just like us,” Braids said. “Barnabas can see every corpse in the world; Minas can command armies of thousands of corpses.”

“And I did,” Leather said. “Fourth century.”

“But I can take them from him,” Braids said, “every time.”

“But not corpses like us,” I said. “We can’t be controlled.”

“No, we can’t,” Leather said. “And that’s why everyone is afraid of you.”

The emptiness of the room seeped into my bones. Maybe it would be easier to be someone Vance could control. Maybe then he wouldn’t feel the need to threaten and torture me.

“I’m not a threat to you,” I said, “because I don’t care about power.”

“You don’t care today,” Leather said. “But you might change your mind tomorrow.”

“No,” I said. “I just want to be safe, and live my undeath in peace. That’s the difference between me and Vance—maybe the difference between me and you. I might have power, but I’m not inclined to use it to take over anything. That’s why you don’t need to worry about me.”

There was a long silence, and the Old Ones exchanged looks. At last Braids nodded, and the other two followed.

“If you kill Vance,” Leather said, “we’ll see what happens then.”

“If I don’t fight you for the territory,” I said, “I’ll have proven it’s the truth.”

The three of them looked at each other.

“Yes,” Braids said. “I suppose that would be more compelling than your word.”

Leather smiled. “And more likely, Vance will take care of you, and that’ll be the end of it.”

Jack glared at Leather, but he wisely stayed quiet.

“Very well,” Tux said. “I’m mollified. Best of luck to you.”

“Best of luck in our suicide mission,” I said.

All three of them smiled.

And Jack and I stood up and left while we still had the chance.


Nineteen

Alicia waited for us just outside, biting off her long fingernails and watching them grow back. She looked up at us, a nail currently jammed in her mouth.

“You’re okay,” she said.

“You sound surprised,” I said.

She didn’t deny it. “Did they say they’d help?”

I elbowed Jack. “Genius here offered to assassinate Vance in exchange for protection. That’s the only reason they let us go.”

Jack smiled.

Alicia gaped at us, then ushered us up the stairs and away from the listening ears of the Old Ones’ corpse guards.

“You really think you can do that?” Alicia asked as we climbed.

“No,” I said, at the same time Jack said “Yes.”

I smacked him in the arm, hard, because I could. “It was a good tactic. But we have about as much chance of killing Vance as a housefly has of killing a horse.”

Jack climbed the stairs ahead of me, shaking his head. “I don’t see what choice we have,” Jack said. “When he comes for us, we have to be ready.”

“There is no ready,” I said.

Jack stopped short and wheeled around so fast that I ran right into his chest. He grabbed me by the shoulders and held on tight. “What do you want to do then?” he asked. “Walk out into sunlight? Cut off your own head? Or just lie down and wait for him to come take you?”

“Jack,” Alicia said from below me. But Jack didn’t even look at her.

“Tell me,” he said. “Tell me what else we’re going to do.”

I stared at him, my whole body shaking. We’d come to the Old Ones for help, but barely gotten out alive. What was I going to do? Wait for Vance to get me? There was no help coming. There was no one to fight for us, except us.

What am I? I thought. An infant crying in the night. An infant crying for the light and with no language but a cry.

“We’re not going to wait for him,” I said. “That’ll never work.”

Jack paused, looking at me.

I drew a deep, steadying breath, and held it until I was ready to speak again. “We’re going to go after him,” I said. “If we want to survive this, we take the fight to Vance.”

Alicia put a hand on my shoulder. “You don’t have to do that,” she said.

And she was right.

But going after him was the least bad of a lot of hellish options.

Jack was right. I’d rather die fighting than ever be his victim again.

The drive through Los Angeles felt like it took longer on the way back, even with the water bottles of blood Drew produced from the cooler in the trunk. He and Alicia looked nervously back at me, as if they wanted to say something, but didn’t know what. Even Jack stared quietly out the window, not fidgeting, not bending his limbs improbably.

“You can’t do this,” Alicia said finally. “You can’t surprise him, right? He’ll know you’re coming.”

She was right. But I’d been running from him for so long. Every time he’d come after me, I’d been unprepared.

“He’ll know we’ve been to see the Old Ones,” I said. “He’ll probably think they threatened me and sent me back.”

“I suppose that’s something,” Alicia said. “But it probably won’t take him long to figure out why you’re really there.”

The certainty of what I was going to do settled over me. I couldn’t live like this anymore—always on the run, waiting for Vance’s next move. He thought he could herd me like a sheep, and the truth was, he could. Even though I got away from Vance physically, he still defined my every movement. That life wasn’t worth living. Not anymore. I had nothing to lose, and everything to gain.

I’d be free of Vance either way.

I wrapped my hand around my cross, printing it into my skin. I’d had enough. Vance wanted me back, I would come. And only one of us would make it out alive.

“I’m going,” I said. “As soon as possible.”

Alicia fidgeted with her sleeves, and Drew kept glancing at Jack and I in the rear view.

I closed my eyes. In my gut, I felt a pit, cold as the absolute zero of the Old Ones’ room.

My eyes flew open again. That empty sensation wasn’t coming from my gut. It was radiating from Jack, so faint I wouldn’t have noticed it if it didn’t remind me so much of being near the Old Ones. I concentrated on it.

Seeing Jack wasn’t visual, the way it was with regular corpses. Jack warped the space around him slightly, like a black hole, sucking in energy. The lack of him was there, tugging at me so gently I’d missed it repeatedly. There was nothing there. A howling pit of nothing.

An invisible person.

“Besides,” I said. “I can think of a few more things we might have in our favor.”

When we drove up the narrow road to the mortuary, I reached ahead, going over the area a bit at a time. It took me a few minutes, but I found them: two spots, cold and empty, like less than nothing was in them.

Thorpe and Delia.

If I could find them, I’d be able to find Vance.

When we parked, I climbed out and headed straight into the house, headed for Thorpe. Going after Vance, we needed every advantage we could get. Now that I understood something, perhaps I could bargain for more.

I found Thorpe in the mortuary office, tabulating numbers in a finance ledger, each number small and square and perfectly aligned.

I leaned against the door frame. “They have computers for that now, you know.”

“And I have one,” Thorpe said. “Right there.” He jabbed his pencil behind him at a dust covered ancient monitor.

“We’re going after Vance,” I said. “We’re going to try to kill him.”

 “Good riddance,” Thorpe said. “You’re shark bait, and I won’t miss you swimming around in my pond.”

“The deal,” I said, “is that we let the Old Ones have the territory when Vance is gone, proving we aren’t a threat to them, and they let us live unmolested.”

That got Thorpe’s attention. For half a second he forgot to look cynical. “They agreed to that.”

“They did,” I said. “For the people who take out Vance. Which isn’t you, unless you come with us.”

Thorpe snorted. “If you didn’t notice, I live here unmolested already.”

“On the border of their territory,” I said. “Unless you happen to live in the middle of nowhere by choice.”

Thorpe raised an eyebrow. “In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t like people.”

I shrugged. “You’ve tolerated us well enough. Besides, you run a mortuary. You have to deal with people.”

Thorpe glared at me. “You’re going to die. You know that, right?”

I thought of what the Old Ones said—Vance killed his failures. That meant he feared us. And I was a threat—so much of a threat, even ancient corpses worried about leaving me alive.

“Vance went to a lot of trouble to scare me into submission,” I said. “I think that means I’m powerful enough to hurt him.” But a little voice nagged at me, reminding me that I could barely speak in the man’s presence.

Who was I to stand up to a monster like Vance? 

An infant crying in the night.

Thanks for nothing, Tennyson. Perhaps I needed to lean toward Dylan Thomas and rage against the dying of the light. Even if I was likely to die along with it.

I looked Thorpe in the eye. “I have to go. And if I die, I die. I’m going to save the last dart for him—the same kind I used to shoot Delia. It’ll give us a fighting chance, at least.”

Thorpe snorted. “Keep telling yourself that.”

He opened his ledger again, as if the conversation was clearly over. “I know how to find you, now,” I said. “I can feel you, and Jack, and Delia.”

For the second time, Thorpe looked surprised. “How’d you figure that out? I thought you were denser than a brick wall.”

I ignored the slight. “You feel like little bits of the Old Ones. Like emptiness that gathers strength over time.”

“That’s a rather poetical way to put it,” Thorpe said. “Doesn’t mean I’ll revise my opinion of you.”

“Maybe not,” I said. “But I’d still like your help.”

“Girl, if I wanted to face down Vance, I’d have done it years ago. You’re all going to die. It’s a stupid waste.”

“And what do you think I should do?” I asked. “Hole up in a mortuary for the rest of my life like you?”

Thorpe gave me a hard stare. He’d just finally been willing to help me, so I should have stopped there, but I couldn’t help myself.

“You’re a coward,” I said. “You lost a fight eighty years ago and you’ve been sulking ever since. You know why Vance leaves you alone? Because you’re nobody, and he thinks you’ll always be nobody, so you’re not worth his time. So don’t tell me about waste.”

I turned and walked away. We had a lot to do and only a few hours to do it. Thorpe was probably right. I was probably going to die, no matter how much we prepared.

But better dead than Vance’s pawn.

We waited for the next day to leave for Salt Lake. We could take one of the sun cars, but even then, we might have to stop for gas, or step out into the light while approaching the hospital.

Going at night would be safer.

Thorpe ordered extra blood from their supplier, since they’d been feeding both Jack and I, and Drew packed several pints into the cooler for our trip. He pulled the cars into the garage before sunrise, and the four of us spent a good chunk of the day hidden behind the tarp Thorpe had used to patch the wall, searching them for more of the drug.

We didn’t find any. If Vance didn’t give her very much at a time, it was even more likely it worked on him.

I practiced shooting with the empty dart that had hit Delia. Drew tried to teach me to shoot a pistol on the concrete slab of the garage, but my first bullet hit the drywall instead of the target and went right through, and we decided we were better off not punching more holes in Thorpe’s garage for the sun to beam through.

“A weapon’s only your friend if you know how to use it,” Drew said. “Otherwise, it’s better to be unarmed. You’re not bringing a liability that can be used against you.”

I nodded. “And that’s why you’re staying here, too.”

Drew glared at me. “This is my fight, too. Alicia should stay, but—”

Alicia spoke from the doorway. “Alicia can speak for herself,” she said. “And she wants to come, too.”

I shook my head. “I’ve just barely begun to use my powers. I won’t be any match for Vance. Without Thorpe, you’ll be turned against us instantly. And even if he came, if anything happened to him, Vance would own you, and there wouldn’t be a thing I could do about it.”

They were both quiet. They’d known that already, of course. But I appreciated their offers, even if they could only be offered in spirit.

“When I come back,” I said, “we can go anywhere.”

Drew nodded, and Alicia looked like she might have cried if she could have formed tears.

“Jack and I will do this alone,” I said. “Though he can’t shoot a gun any better than me.”

Drew and Alicia looked at each other. I knew they were thinking they were never going to see us again.

They were probably right.

I wandered downstairs and found Jack lying on a Love Sac next to Drew’s foosball table. He sat up as I walked in.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.”

“I’ve been trying to find Alicia and Drew in my mind like you can,” he said. “But I haven’t been able to do it.”

“It’ll probably take some time,” I said. “I didn’t develop the ability for months.”

Jack nodded. “I just wish I could be more help.”

I sat down next to him on the sac and let myself fall naturally into him. Jack looked surprised, and I realized this was the first time I’d come to him, instead of just allowing him to touch me.

Still, it felt like what I wanted.

Jack wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close. “Before you ask,” he said, “no, I still don’t hate you.”

Jack’s Zippo lighter fell out of his pocket and slid between us, and I picked it up and flipped it open, looking at the flame.

“Our hair grows back,” Jack said.

I gave him a dirty look, and he laughed. “Don’t freak out. I tried it in the shower, so I wouldn’t burn the place down or anything.”

“You are ridiculous,” I said. But I flipped the lighter closed and cuddled into his chest. His arms tightened around me, and we lay there for a minute, breathing our unnecessary breaths.

I turned and looked up into his eyes.

“I’m still sorry this happened to you,” I said. “But I’m glad you’re here with me.”

“Me, too,” Jack said. He looked down at my lips and then back at my eyes, like he was asking permission.

And then I kissed him.

Last time had been rushed and terrifying, with Vance calling and Jack dying and Leo lying in his own blood. This time we both moved slowly, taking our time. Our dead bodies muted the physical sensation, but the thrill of being close to him, of touching someone I trusted and who trusted me back—

It was more than I thought I’d ever feel again in my life.

It was one more thing I knew I had to fight for, even if I died trying.

Night fell again more quickly than I wanted. Now that I’d decided to face Vance, it seemed like the seconds ticked forward too quickly, bringing me inevitably toward him.

When the sun set and we went out to climb in the car and begin the drive, we found Thorpe sitting in the front seat of the car.

“You’re coming?” Jack asked him.

Thorpe waved a hand at me. “I can’t let the little girl show me up, can I?”

No one argued with him.

“Besides,” Thorpe said. “After he kills you, he’ll be coming for me. April painted a giant target on this place.”

I wanted to apologize, but I didn’t. It wasn’t my fault I was running for my life.

“Then you have one more thing to kill him for,” I said.

Thorpe grunted, but he didn’t disagree.

As we pulled onto the freeway out of Baker, past the world’s tallest thermometer, I stared out the window, watching the road that would bring us closer and closer to Vance. I wrapped my cross in my palm again, trying to remember all the words to that poem I’d memorized for Dad. And yet we trust, I thought, over and over. And yet we trust.


Twenty

We rolled into Salt Lake at four AM. Whether or not Vance was tracking the car, he’d already be able to sense us. He’d know we were here.

All three of us. Thorpe’s help was welcome—even necessary.

But it also meant we couldn’t even pretend we were coming in peace.

Thorpe drove us directly toward the hospital.

“Are you nervous?” Jack asked me as we drove through the nearby streets.

“Yes,” I said. In truth, everything in me said that this was a mistake. “I don’t know what’s going to happen,” I said. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

“It’ll be okay,” Jack said.

“I don’t know if it will,” I told him.

Thorpe cleared his throat. “Some time to have second thoughts.”

He pulled into the hospital parking lot. The lot was well lit and still half-full of cars. Hospitals weren’t the kinds of places that cleared out overnight.

I searched over the area in my mind. I knew Thorpe could tell me where Vance was—if he was even here—but I wanted to track him myself. He couldn’t sneak up on me. Not anymore.

 I sifted through the corpses in the hospital, starting with the basement. As I did, I looked for spaces between them. I didn’t find him there, so I worked my way up through the floors.

The first time through, I missed it. But as I made a second pass, high in the air I felt a slight tugging at my energy, as if my very anxiety were being pulled into an invisible object.

He was in his office on the top floor. I hadn’t been back in that room in six months. I’d never wanted to go back there again.

“He’s here,” I said, eyes still closed. “He has to know we’re here already, but he doesn’t seem to be coming for us.”

He was waiting for me to come to him. That’s what he’d wanted all along—to break my will until I was ready to do whatever he said.

Even though I brought backup, he was going to wait there. Not because he expected I’d come in peace, no doubt. But because he had pawns to use against me. He was sending me a message about what kind of effort I was worth.

But Thorpe was older than he was, and I was stronger than I’d been when I left.

Vance was in for a surprise.

Thorpe parked the car and checked the bullets in his pistol. I’d expected to have to talk him out of his rifle, but he seemed to already realize that he wouldn’t be able to waltz into the hospital carrying a gun that big without getting stopped.

I pulled a canvas bag containing the tranquilizer gun out from under my seat. “Won’t people hear if you start shooting?” I asked. “I really don’t want any beaters getting hurt.”

Thorpe pulled out a long tube and applied it to the barrel of the gun. “Suppressor,” he said. “With subsonic rounds. It’ll still make noise, but it’s early morning. The office area should be thin, at least.”

I searched the building again, this time counting corpses. There were twenty-one in all. I looked at Thorpe. “You’re up.”

“You’re sure you want to do it this way?” Thorpe asked. “It’s a declaration of war.”

“Do you have a better plan?” Jack asked.

“We should burn the place down,” Thorpe said. “Smoke him out.”

I gaped at him. “It’s a hospital,” I said. “What part of what’s wrong with that don’t you understand?”

Thorpe shrugged. “As you wish. But Vance is willing to hurt them. That gives him an edge over you.”

I rolled my eyes. “As if he needed another one.”

Thorpe nodded. “Let’s get inside first. In case all hell breaks loose.”

We went into the hospital the same way I’d escaped—through the emergency room. As we headed toward the elevators, a woman at the front desk waved at us.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“We’re visitors,” Jack said. “Oncology.” It wasn’t normal visiting hours, but we kept walking, and she didn’t stop us. We climbed into the elevator alone, and the doors closed behind us.

I half wished Vance would come for us here. If he was waiting outside the elevator when it opened again, I could sense him, ready the gun, shoot him. Fewer bystanders would get hurt in an altercation in an enclosed space. We could get it over with, one way or the other.

But I could still feel the empty spot, far above me.

Vance wasn’t coming. He was still waiting. But he definitely knew we were coming because corpses all over the building were on the move. On every floor, Vance’s men moved toward the elevator, no doubt waiting to intercept us at every door. In the basement, some of the corpses clawed at the walls of their closets, but others moved purposefully up the stairs.

Reinforcements, all of them ready to take us down.

“Now,” I said. “Do it now.”

I didn’t have the words out of my mouth before, all around us, the corpses froze. Then the tendrils outlining their forms abruptly shrunk down to a dewdrop mist, and then immediately dilated, melding together until they became a solid sheet.

I looked up at Thorpe, and found him standing with his eyes closed. The elevator continued upward past pairs of corpses.

And then they all began walking again, proceeding past the elevator at the same speed they’d approached.

“They aren’t armed,” Thorpe said. “Or I’d have them shoot each other in the chest. But there’s got to be a projectile around somewhere.”

“Nowhere the beaters can see,” I said.

Our elevator continued to ascend.

“I could have them jump out windows,” Thorpe said. “Won’t kill them, but will probably draw attention.”

“No,” I said. “Vance will kill any beaters who witness something like that. Or worse.”

Then, quite suddenly, our elevator stopped.

I stepped back into the corner, wedging myself in. No corpses were near the elevator. I supposed Vance might have called beater security to take care of the problem, so I wouldn’t be able to sense it, but having beaters apprehend us only made it more likely that we would do something to expose him.

Did Vance have elevator controls in his office?

I moved to pry open the elevator doors. Jack helped me, and we wrenched the doors open and climbed onto the fifth floor. I couldn’t see anyone in the hallway except for two of Vance’s look-alike corpses heading for the stairs at the end of the hall, wearing hospital security uniforms.

Thorpe swore behind me.

And then the corpses at the end of the hall spun around and ran straight for us.

I stumbled backward down the hall, away from them. No, all the corpses started running toward us, from all over the hospital. Jack grabbed me by the arm, carrying me toward the end of the hall, but they were between us and the stairs. Would we be able to find our way out in this direction?

I glanced over my shoulder as we ran, and saw Thorpe step into the hall, gun drawn, and open fire on the corpses. Even with the suppressor, the shots were enough to draw a nurse out of one of the doors down the hall, but one of the corpses—still standing despite taking bullets to the chest—yelled at her to take cover, and she slammed the door shut again immediately.

If she had a phone in there, she’d no doubt be reporting what she’d seen. And with the corpses dressed as security—hell, they probably were the regular security—it wasn’t hard to guess whose side she’d be on.

Jack and I ran, reaching the only exit at the end of this hall—a utility elevator. And as loath as I was to trust another elevator, we had no choice. I pressed the button for the elevator to go up, hoping it wasn’t too many floors away, or already occupied.

Down the hall, the corpses caught up with Thorpe. His shots to the heart—or gland—must have missed, because one of them caught him by the throat and threw him back in the elevator and jumped down in with him. The doors closed behind them a moment later, and the other corpse kept running, rapidly closing in on us.

The utility elevator beeped and the doors opened. We both stumbled in, and I reached the panel first and jammed on the Close Door button. The doors did close—just as the corpse reached us. He went to grab the doors to stop them, but Jack kicked him in the groin. Even without pain, the corpse went stumbling back, and I jammed on the button.

The doors closed, and the elevator began to ascend.

“We don’t dare do this for more than one floor,” I said. All around us, I could feel corpses converging on our location. The one back in the other elevator was just reaching the floor above us.

I searched for Thorpe, but his empty spot was gone.

The utility elevator opened up in a large supply room filled with spare beds, IV racks, medical carts, wheel chairs, and shelves and shelves of sheets, bandages, and box after box of who knew what else. I began to move across the room, dodging shelving units as I went.

“Wait,” Jack said. He grabbed a large bottle off a shelf—rubbing alcohol—and then produced his Zippo lighter from his pocket.

“No,” I said.

“It’ll burn fast,” Jack said, pointing his lighter at the ceiling. “Look, there’re sprinklers in every room.”

I supposed a hospital in which it was raining was marginally better than one that was burning, but still. Jack pulled the lid from the jug and poured the alcohol out onto the floor, then lit it on fire.

Flames leapt from the floor, and I dashed around them, moving toward the doors. Jack, on the other hand, walked purposefully through the flash of flames as if they weren’t even there.

The fire caught on his pants, but he ignored it, hurrying toward the door, the flames flying out behind him like streamers from a bike.

I grabbed a sterile blanket and followed, batting out his flames. They might not kill him, but he was going to be naked if he kept that up, and I wasn’t ready for that.

We left the utility room, racing past the empty oncology wing and a locked door labeled Mother/Baby.

“You set the floor on fire,” I hissed, “next to the maternity wing.”

The fire alarm—and sprinkler system—engaged half a second later. All around us lights flashed, buzzers buzzed, and water rained down from the ceiling, leaving the floor wet and slick.

Jack looked unreasonably proud of himself.

We reached the stairs. I could feel a corpse waiting for us—the one that had been with Thorpe in the elevator. With the others moving toward us from all over the hospital, going up those stairs would be our only way to reach Vance.

Down the hall, nurses and doctors were emerging from various offices and rooms, no doubt enacting whatever protocols were in place should the hospital spontaneously catch fire.

We didn’t have much time.

“There’s a corpse waiting for us,” I said to Jack. “But it’s this one or the lot of them.”

“You get the door,” Jack said.

I grabbed the handle to the stairwell door and hauled it open.

Jack bent over and charged up the stairs, the angle of his body obscuring a clear view of his chest. Thorpe had said that the corpses weren’t armed, but this one fired four shots at Jack before he reached him at full speed, and they both went sprawling onto the stairs. The gun fell from the corpse’s hand and I looked down at it.

Thorpe’s weapon. I picked it up and shoved it into my pocket, sending a bullet through my own thigh.

I hoped that wasn’t the last one, because without Thorpe and Jack to help me, I was going to need it. I put my hands on the hand rails and kicked my feet forward, propelling myself over the corpse and Jack and landing on the stair above them.

The corpse grunted and struggled beneath Jack, but Jack planted a hand on his forehead and jammed it back into the stair with a squelch.

“Go,” Jack said.

I ran up two flights of stairs until I got to the floor with Vance’s office, and stepped out into a dark hall. Alarms still sounded, but on this floor, the sprinklers hadn’t activated. And then the alarm turned off, and the hall went eerily silent.

I put my hand on my bag, feeling the outline of the dart gun.

And though everything in me wanted to run, I made myself walk forward. Toward Vance. Toward the end, for at least one of us.


Twenty-one

I could feel Vance’s void down the hall in front of me. Every step drew me closer to him, and my body wanted only to turn and run and never stop until I reached the other side of the earth. Instead, I recited Tennyson’s poem again. O yet we trust that somehow good will be the final goal of ill, to pangs of nature, sins of will, defects of doubt, and taints of blood.

Despite their indestructibility, my legs felt like rubber. I was impressed they were even capable of moving me in Vance’s direction. Maybe this was progress—a sign I’d be able to face him without melting into my usual puddle. That nothing walks with aimless feet, I thought. That not one life shall be destroyed, or cast as rubbish to the void, when God hath made the pile complete.

As I moved to the end of the hall, I drew deep, slow breaths. This was it. I pulled myself up to my full height and took the final turn, facing the office.

Vance’s door was closed. I could feel him on the other side. Unlike the other corpses, I couldn’t tell what position he was in—what he might be doing. But he was still. He was waiting for me.

Behold, I thought. We know not anything. I can but trust that good shall fall, at last—far off—at last, to all, and every winter change to spring.

So runs my dream: but what am I? An infant crying in the night: an infant crying for the light—

“And with no language but a cry,” I said. Then I pulled the dart gun out of the bag, tucked it behind my back, reached for the handle, and pushed open the door.

My knees wobbled. Looking into that room was like being transported back in time. I’d sat across that desk so many times as a beater, talking about my volunteer work, thanking Vance for saving my life.

Until the day he took it.

Vance sat behind that desk, hands resting on top, watching me calmly. Beyond him was the door to the closet where he’d kept me after he turned me. Where my heart had stopped, and I’d died.

This time, I looked Vance in the eye. My body shook, but I held my gaze steady.

“Hello, April,” he said.

My finger trembled on the trigger of the dart gun.

Vance smiled, reached beneath his desk, pulled out a pistol, and aimed its sight right at my chest. I turned to the side to give him a smaller target, lifted my arm and advanced on him.

He shot me in the chest, but apparently not with enough accuracy to pierce that gland. The force threatened to knock me back, but I kept going, aware that I was holding my breath.

I was ageless. I was timeless. I was death.

Vance focused on the dart gun with one moment of stunned recognition. And then I fired, even as he shot at me again. The dart hit Vance in his shoulder, just below his shirt collar. He reached up and plucked the dart away, but the damage was done.

White dots appeared in my mind, marking Vance’s body. He was normal. I could sense him.

I could feel the shells of corpses around me softening—like butter in a microwave. Surfaces that had been rigid caved in.

And then hardened again.

Vance was controlling them. Delia hadn’t been able to do that after I’d shot her, but Vance must be different. Was it a deviant result from his experiments, or had he kept that power on purpose somehow?

Vance fired his pistol again.

I ducked. One of the bullets lodged in my skull before I knew what was happening. I swatted at it, feeling my brain come away with the bullet. Fluids ran down into my eyes and pooled there like tears.

I fell to the floor, closed my eyes, and reached out, pushing at the dotted image of Vance the way I had with the corpse at the mortuary. The webbed dots connected, slowly, a few at a time.

I could feel Vance standing over me, still holding his pistol. I pulled at his image, trying to gain total control over him, to freeze him in place.

But then the webbed outline twisted away from me, like it’d been ripped from my hands.

Vance. He was using his abilities to control himself. Vance wasn’t going to let me win.

I pulled the pistol from my pocket and shot up at him, miraculously hitting him in the chest. At point-blank range, the bullet stripped flesh away, revealing bare, gray metal before skin and bone closed back over his heart.

Vance had a steel plate inserted over his heart. He must have had it done surgically—to prevent anyone from killing him. His undead flesh had grown right over it, leaving the plate inside. His body should have rejected it.

Another thing Lyle must have been good for.

I scrambled backward. I was going to die. Again. But this time I was going to die on my feet.

I rolled to the side and stood, facing Vance. He was less than a yard away, and a good head taller than me, but I looked him in the eye again.

Vance just smiled, like he was waiting for something.

My body wanted to crumple, but I wouldn’t freeze in Vance’s presence anymore, even though it was all I could do to stay on my feet.

“I won’t help you,” I said. “You can’t turn me into Delia, no matter what you do.”

“I see that,” Vance said.

Beneath us, I could feel the other corpses approaching—a group of them. They passed the empty spot that was Jack—still there, thankfully—and gathered the corpse he’d been detaining with them, all of them ascending together. Their outlines had all gone glassy. Vance wasn’t using his subtle touch this time.

But his own form didn’t feel solid or glassy anymore. His touch on himself was webbed. Loose.

Controlling that many corpses outright—it must take a tremendous amount of concentration.

I pushed between the tendrils, testing. The other corpses felt slippery, like there was no place for me to take hold. Not so with Vance. My mental fingers curved into the web of his shoulders.

I pulled.

His web seemed to crackle, then. Vance’s own hold on himself receded, and I pushed forward, grappling for control.

I fixed my eyes on him and took a step toward him.

Vance’s eyes grew wide. For the first time, he looked frightened.

I tore the gun from his hand and dropped it. Holding tight to his shoulders, I stepped into him and pressed my gun against his stomach, aiming upward toward his throat.

His body spasmed in fast jerks as he fought me. He moved a finger, I pulled it back. He shuffled forward, I stopped his feet.

I couldn’t hold him like this forever. My arms quivered. I pulled the trigger.

Vance fell backward onto his desk, eyes widening further.

And then his features crumbled to dust. His hair flaked away onto his desk planner. The parts of him that hadn’t hit the desk remained formed—a shadow of his undead body. Then his legs began to crumble away, and his suit collapsed inward.

I wanted the credits to roll, the ending music to play, the little vignettes of my character finishing off all the loose ends from the game. I wanted to feel satisfaction. I wanted to feel joy. But instead, all I felt was finality. Vance was gone. He couldn’t hurt any of us, anymore.

I pushed out, hardening the dewdrop shells of the corpses with my own power. They gave, like rows of dominoes toppling over each other.

Behind me, Jack stumbled into the room. “Is it done?” he asked. He spotted Vance on the desk and stood, staring.

“It’s done,” I said.

We were still surrounded by corpses. If any of them were in view of the hospital night staff, they’d already be aware that something strange was happening. But no one had come to Vance’s office. Not yet.

We had to get out of here. I knew it. And yet, I couldn’t move—my body frozen as if under Vance’s control.

No one was compelling me to be still, no one but my own memories. Of laughing with him at that desk. Of the time he’d sat with me on his couch, put his arm around me, and told me he saw something special in me.

I froze now, the same way I’d frozen during what he did to me after that.

And then my knees gave out beneath me, and I fell to the floor, my whole body shaking, my chest heaving with sobs even though the tears could never come.

Jack locked the door behind him and put his hands on my shoulders. “April,” he said, “it’s okay.”

But it wasn’t. It wasn’t okay. Vance had taken so much, had killed so many. “I don’t know what okay is anymore,” I said.

Jack wrapped his arms around me.”I know,” he said. “Killing him, it makes you safe, but it doesn’t change what he did to you. To us.”

To us.

And yet we trust. And yet we trust.

Somehow good will be the final goal of ill.

Was it even possible to rise from the ashes of this?

“What do I do?” I asked. “What do I do now?” Tuxedo would already know what we’d done. Their takeover of the territory would no doubt be swift. They’d keep the blood flowing, and we’d earned ourselves sanctuary.

“You live,” Jack said. “You live in the way you want, despite him. That’s how you’re going to survive.”

“I don’t know how to do that,” I said.

“We’re going to build someplace safe,” Jack said. “I’m going to help you.”

I leaned back into Jack’s arms, and my frozen limbs began to melt. Like leaves turning toward the light of the sun, something in me was pivoting, twisting, growing toward a future warmer and brighter and of my choosing.

I stood, slowly, staring at Vance for the last and final time. Jack stood with me, his arms still holding me from behind. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go.”

And though I’d never truly see the sunlight again, the night was over.

It was long past time to wake up.
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