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    To A.I., (not the robot brains or movie), because your brother and sister had the last two books dedicated to them, so this one’s for you. 
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lazarus, Inc 
  443.648.DEAD 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I dare you to fly
I dare you to sail 
 
    I dare you to run as if the Devil’s on your tail 
 
    I dare you to go 
 
    I dare you to stay 
 
    I dare you to try and have it any other way 
 
    I dare you to hear 
 
    I dare you to see 
 
    I dare you to live as if you have no memory 
 
    I dare you to be 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    ONE SHOT AT A LEGACY 
 
      
 
      
 
    It is a truth universally acknowledged, to steal a phrase from Jane Austen, that an investor in possession of a good fortune must be in want of some proof that he is not about to be swindled. For some this means spreadsheets, facts and figures, profit projections, and market shares. Actors have auditions and cold reads. For pastry chefs, they may need to provide a delicious cake. Magicians, no doubt, must pull quarters from ears and name impossible to guess cards before they can book gigs at wherever it is magicians perform these days. I understand this as a matter of smart business practice. However, some proof is easier to provide than others.  
 
    Which is why on this particular morning, as the dawn’s early light first began to peek above the horizon, I found myself standing in an abandoned warehouse, light from the broken window cascading in visible bands against the dust filling the air, staring down the most emaciated old man I’d seen in several decades. 
 
    “Do it already,” I said, and pressed my forehead harder against the barrel of the pistol the Marquis had provided to me at no obvious cost for just such situations. It would no doubt leave a silly little mark when my client pulled the pistol away, except that ideally, a dimple on my forehead would be the least noticeable thing about me if he would just screw his courage to the sticking place and do it. When you tell a person that you can't be killed—or more accurately, that you can't stay dead—they don't want to take your word for it, but they are just as afraid to get proof.  
 
    For a while I had toyed with the idea of using poisons, or hanging, or drowning to prove my unique skill set. They caused less physical trauma, and I recovered a whole lot faster. Minutes instead of hours or even days.  
 
    “But those lack panache, Jaime” the Marquis had told me time and again. “They lack showmanship. There's no spark to challenge the impossible. A man can easily feign death by asphyxiation. They say a ball tucked beneath the armpit can hide a pulse at the wrist, and from there one needs only hold his breath long enough. A hole clean through the head, however, the undeniable splatter of brain, blood, and bone on the wall, that is proof beyond reproach.” 
 
    He wasn't wrong, of course. Didn’t stop me from trying to argue my way out of it anyway.  
 
    What about the mess?  
 
    I would get paid enough, he’d say. I could clean a little blood.  
 
    Wouldn't the neighbors hear?  
 
    Find a vacant building or stand in a river. Private and self-cleaning.  
 
    What about the wait? It took a while to come back from physical trauma such as that. 
 
    “That,” he had said, “is the best part. The anxious creeping terror as they helplessly sit, seconds turning into minutes and hours, fearing you won't rise to triumph over death, knowing their fingerprints are on the weapon. It is delightful.” 
 
    “You're a sadist,” I told him. 
 
    “You're thinking of a different marquis.” 
 
    The words still rang in my ear, even all this time later. As usual, he was right. The first time we used a gun as a convincer, I was too busy being dead to really appreciate it, but modern videography had given me a chance to see it in action. Call me a bad person, but I did get a little enjoyment from watching them squirm. In my defense, I knew how it would turn out, so I knew they weren’t in any real danger. It was just a funny story to tell after the fact, right? We’d all laugh about it later.  
 
    I gave a sideways glance at the hidden camera and returned my gaze to the old man, his skin stretched and cracked over his towering skeleton, not unlike a long dead animal lying on the side of the road if you made it stand up, put on a denim jacket, and regret all of its life decisions up to this point. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to the man. “You're the adrenaline junkie. Let's see some of that gung-ho gusto that made you so famous.” 
 
    His chapped hands quivered so violently that I wondered, even with the gun jammed against my skull, if he might somehow miss. I locked my eyes onto his and grabbed his wrist to steady the shot. The last thing I wanted was for the bullet to go wild. I might survive, and that would be no good for anyone.  
 
    “Do it, ol-” 
 
    The world disappeared into blackness and the searing pain I had long since come to associate with being dead. The sensation of fire charring my flesh and boiling my blood overwhelmed my soul. It burned like Hell. 
 
    What happened next, I learned from replaying my world's bloodiest Candid Camera footage. My client, has-been ’80s daredevil Dan “Danger Man” Germany, pulled the trigger then recoiled in horror as the wall of the vacant tenement building became Ed Gein's personal Jackson Pollack painting. He dropped the gun and tried to run, but the Marquis wouldn't let him. He told Dan to sit and wait, and if he didn't, he would turn over the footage I'd secretly made to the police. Instead of being remembered as a hero to millions, he would be the washed-out geezer who shot a poor, crazy woman in the head.  
 
    Dan Germany asked if it was a setup, felt like he'd been duped or framed. He paced, cried, tried to shoot himself, but we wisely only loaded a single round. The Marquis made him sit and wait. He tried to get him to eat a sandwich, but the old stunt man was having none of it.  
 
    An hour later, Dan still expected the police to arrive any minute to take him away. What he no longer expected—if ever he did—was for me to sit up, gasping for air and rubbing away dried blood, shaking off the last remnants of a headache and the blistering sensation of burning that dying gave me.   
 
    “What..? But how...? You were...” Dan stammered, but nary a comprehensible thought was anywhere to be found. 
 
    “Ten grand a week, up front, live or die,” I said, ignoring his babbling. Reaching into my pocket, I produced a hardpack of Camels, a Zippo I got from PFC Cohen when I helped him and his friends liberate Dachau back in World War II, and a business card for Lazarus Inc. The card I gave to Dan. Then, sitting casually against the wall, I struck up the lighter and put the tip of my cigarette to flame. I didn't care too much for smoking or any sort of addiction for that matter, but the effect, I had decided, was pretty cool right after rising from the dead. Besides, it wasn’t like the habit would kill me. I pulled a slow, dramatic drag of hot smoke into my lungs, prolonging Danger Man's awe before speaking again. “If I die, it's five grand per death and a thousand dollars per day I'm dead. And that's any length of time for that day. If I’m dead between one second to twenty-three hours fifty-nine minutes, it’s a grand. Twenty-four hours zero minutes to forty-seven fifty-nine is two days, got me?” 
 
    He nodded incoherently, which I didn’t realize was a thing people could do until that very moment. 
 
    “Torture's another five grand a day. Someone takes a baseball bat to my knees before sealing the deal, ties me to a chair and goes to town with a car battery, takes pliers to my teeth and fingernails. Whatever. That's five grand. Is this something you expect, and if so, is it something you can afford?” 
 
    He glanced to the Marquis, who nodded, then returned his awestruck gaze back to me. “Yes,” he said. “I mean, yeah, I can pay it, but I don't think torture will be an issue.” 
 
    “Whoever's out to get you isn't the sadistic type, then?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “It's me. No one's trying to kill me but me.” 
 
    I popped a quizzical eyebrow. “Care to elaborate?” 
 
    He let his glance drift down to the trash-covered floor, then his body followed. I had known he was old, at least by normal people standards, but there on the floor in this abandoned slum, he looked ancient. His boney body, once tall and well maintained, now looked frail and wasted. Papery skin hung from him, and in his shoulders, I recognized the weight of decades spent without purpose. He gave me the look all smokers know, and I obliged, giving him the rest of my cigarette. I wasn't going to finish it anyway. He pulled flame and gray smoke into his lungs, the cigarette's embers glowing bright in the unlit room, and like an aging dragon who had lost his fire, let the smoke drift weakly from his nostrils. 
 
    “I used to have a breakfast cereal. Did you know that?” 
 
    I vaguely recalled such a thing but nodded just to be safe. 
 
    “Stunties, they called 'em.” His gaze drifted back several years, and with it a tiny spark of lost life returned to his features. “Man, I was on lunch boxes. I was on t-shirts. Cartoons.” 
 
    He began humming a tune I didn't recognize. 
 
    “'Danger Man! Daredevil Extraordinaire! 
 
    Fighting crime most everywhere!'” 
 
    A laugh, small and full of longing. “What are you, thirty? You probably watched it when you were a kid, or maybe your brothers.” 
 
    I never saw it, and certainly not when I was a kid. Farming was the height of technology in those days. That wasn’t what he wanted to hear, though, so I simply smiled and nodded. 
 
    “I once jumped my motorcycle across the Twin Towers, back before... you know.” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “Do you know what I do now?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Last week, I cut the ribbon at a grocery store in Wichita Falls. For this, they gave me five hundred bucks plus hotel and gas money. I had to haggle for the gas money and provide receipts.” 
 
    “That's when I directed my friend here to you,” said the Marquis, startling me. I didn't usually associate him with honest, heartfelt moments, so his sudden intrusion into our conversation caught me quite by surprise. 
 
    “How kind of you,” I said. 
 
    He gave me a wordless smile, and yet, as inscrutable as he was, I had known him long enough to read his poker face as easily as a Vegas billboard. He owned that grocery store. Not directly, certainly, but through subsidiaries and stocks. He probably recommended Danger Man for the job and put the idea into the store manager's mind that he could pocket any money he didn't spend from his grand opening gala budget. 
 
     “I told him you could no doubt help with his legacy,” the Marquis said. 
 
    “Your legacy?” I asked. 
 
    “I want to be remembered as the guy who did something spectacular, not the guy who used to be spectacular.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and nodded, putting the pieces together. “But you don't have the body to be spectacular. Not anymore.” 
 
    “Not safely,” he said. “I want to be remembered, but I don't want to die either. This guy says you can't die. I can see that. He also says you're a master of disguise. You can look like literally anyone.” 
 
    “He does, does he?” The Marquis may have gotten me started with this business of dying for people, so it was only natural he would provide me with word of mouth advertising, but it made me anxious every time I discovered someone else knew my secrets. I had had too many people do terrible things to me, made me do terrible things to others, because they knew more than I would have liked them to know. 
 
    “One last, big stunt,” Dan said. “That's all I want.” 
 
    “Which I'll be performing, I assume, in the very likely case that things go south.” 
 
    “That's the long and short of it,” he said.  
 
    “So, things go poorly. You're dead, legally. What's your plan for that?” 
 
    “Well,” he said and cast a sideways look at the Marquis, “Ambrose said... I mean, I was under the impression that you could... you know... I mean, it seems impossible, but then so does recovering from a bullet to the head, you know?” 
 
    “Damn your bones, Marquis,” I said and he scowled almost imperceptibly. Ambrose had his own secrets, not the least of which was that his name wasn't Ambrose. I had been keeping him alive for longer than these past hundred and fifty years. But he had pretenses to keep up. An established identity with a birth certificate from the seventies. Certainly nothing tying him to a certain aristocrat believed—inaccurately, I might add—to have died in the French Revolution. But if he insisted on spilling my secrets all over, I could certainly drop hints about his. 
 
    “Whatever are you damning me for?” he asked, nonplussed. He was, if nothing else, a master of keeping his cool under pressure. “Would you like to go back to that squalid little hole you called an apartment? I was under the impression you liked having gainful employment that left a little spending money in your pocket after the bills are paid.” 
 
    With a huff, I turned from the Marquis. “In that case, if you need a new identity when this is all over, it's twenty thousand dollars.” 
 
    “Twenty thousand?” Dan gasped, and his eyes began swimming in his head like two lost, frightened little fish.  
 
    “That's not just papers,” I said. “That's a whole identity. Our mutual friend here isn't bad with computers, or at least he knows people who know a thing or two. Either way, you're looking at birth certificate, social security card, driver's license, an online presence if anyone goes goodling you.” 
 
    “The term is 'Googling,'” the Marquis said. 
 
    “Not to mention a brand-new body for a brand new you. It's a deal. It's a steal. It's the sale of the century.” 
 
    He pondered for a moment, pinching at his pale, pencil thin lips. “I'm in,” he said after a long breath. 
 
    “Good,” I said and gave his hand a vigorous shake. “Now, if you don't mind me asking, how do you intend to pay? You said yourself, you're earning peanuts opening grocery stores, and you practically died right here when I told you how much it would cost to establish a new life. I bet if I were to ask you to show me a bank statement, you'd be close to overdrawn. Our friend here isn't in the habit of wasting time when it comes to money, so I'm deeply curious. How can you afford my services?” 
 
    “Ah! That's the thing!” Dan said, full of hesitant excitement like a light bulb flashing on behind a veil. “I sell tickets, make it a huge spectacle. We pull this off, you get paid out of the proceeds.” 
 
    “And if I die?” 
 
    “I mean, we’d still have the take at the door, so to speak. That’d get collected up front. Plus, I have a million-dollar life insurance policy. I'm sure I can scrape enough money from that payout to cover expenses. Ambrose says he can handle the paperwork sorting out my beneficiary so it all looks clean as a whistle.” 
 
    “So,” I said, speaking more to the Marquis than Dan Germany. “No money up front. No money in his bank account. I'm working on spec in the hopes that this crazy plan works? That people will pay good money to watch an old man kill himself? That his insurance claim won't be denied or his will won't be held up in probate for years on end? I trust you're acting as a guarantor on this transaction?” 
 
    The Marquis nods. “I personally swear to cover all of his debts to you if it appears he will be unable to.” 
 
    “I don’t like that ‘if it appears’ talk. Sounds like you’re writing yourself a good faith loophole. Good faith doesn’t keep the lights on.” 
 
    “Very well,” the Marquis said, and he gave me a look that may have been pride at catching his wording. “I personally swear that you will be paid what you are owed, from the profits of his venture if possible, or from my own finances if he is unable.” 
 
    “How selfless of you.” I considered his words for a moment. I didn’t trust him in the smallest iota. However, I also liked having money, and the Marquis was good for it. With a shrug and a smile, I offered Dan my hand again. “Looks like you'll be getting your last hurrah after all.” 
 
    His face lit up like a kid on Christmas, and he took my hand, giving it a spirited shake. 
 
    “Now tell me,” I asked. “What did you have in mind for this stunt of yours?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    JUST LET YOUR BYGONE HEROES DIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Children scuttle about, running back and forth between the playground and the soda machines. Moms do their best to keep track of socks and spilled French fries. Some people might think it’s a strange place to plot a murder, but it's perfect, really. The only people who dine in at fast food restaurants in the middle of a weekday are people with kids and people with burger fetishes, both of which are too involved in their own affairs to listen to a word me and Mister Smith have to say to each other. 
 
    “Miss Jones?” a surprisingly squeaky tenor says from behind me. 
 
    I turn around and see a medium sized man with smoothed back hair and a mustache so thin it must have been drawn on. He barely fills his ash-gray suit. When the mob says they want to meet about some murder business, you expect some well-dressed guy with a thick Marlon Brando accent surrounded by Golden Gloves gorillas in people suits. You don't expect this particular Mister Smith. He was more John Waters than Mario Puzzo. 
 
    “Mister Smith.” I offer him a chair and a large order of seasoned curly fries, which he declines. I'm a little relieved. I love these curly fries, and I'd hate to think I bought two orders and would only get to keep one. Shrugging, I pull back the offered pouch, and a few more spicy fries, still hot from the heat lamp, disappear into my mouth. 
 
    You would be surprised at some of the places clandestine, potentially sinister meetings take place. Mister Smith—every client is named Mister Smith in my line of work and every colleague seems to be named Jones—recommended the warehouse district like some late-night cable gangster. As if I met anyone to talk about killing a guy in places where there would be no witnesses should they decide to kill me themselves. Amateur. 
 
    “So, what's on your mind?” I ask. 
 
    He thinks for a moment, glancing anxiously about, then says, “Tree removal.” 
 
    “Oh? How big a tree?” I ask. He wants to speak in code, and that's fine. Smart even, just in case someone does happen to be listening in. I just wish I didn't suck at it so much. How big a tree? What does that even mean? Size? Influence? Price? I mentally kick myself for not thinking before I speak. 
 
    “Umm... pretty big,” he says. “But old, so it shouldn't be hard to pull out.” 
 
    “Do you just need the tree cut down, or will you be needing stump removal too? So, you know, there's no trace of a tree having ever been there at all?” 
 
    Does stump removal mean make it look accidental or does it mean just make the guy disappear Hoffa style? I hate, hate, hate this cloak and dagger double-talk stuff. 
 
    He says nothing, probably also trying to figure out what the hell I'm saying. His eyebrows furrow for a moment, then he pulls a magazine from his briefcase and opens it to a dog-eared page. It's a profile on the stunt industry and not just movie stuntmen. It’s a history of stunting, from the glory days of Vaudeville side-show acts and big-name daredevils to shows like Jackass and the rise Internet amateurs. But Mister Smith isn't pointing to the article. He's pointing to the half-page picture of my childhood hero, Dan “Danger Man” Germany.  
 
    In the past year, I've made a name for myself as an up-and-coming contract killer. Capable and thorough without the big price tag of overrated superstars like Tom “Nobody” Porter, Tomiko “The Rose” Haitoshi, or Mbodji the Shadow. I've even received a couple of anonymous e-mails congratulating me on being Rookie of the Year.  
 
    I shouldn't be surprised. My mentor and adopted father figure Houston trained me pretty damn well, I think, biased though I may be, and my first job, the Bill Thompson hit, made all the headlines. The client wanted something surprising, something thorough, something accidental, something public. Naturally, when the media dove on top of the horrific multiple car pile-up that killed seven including the target Mister Thompson, just a few short hours before market closing, people in the know took notice of my million-to-one sniper shot that made it all happen. Professionally, it's my name maker, my Oscar-winning directorial debut. My inbox has been flooded with job offers ever since. Without it, I'm nobody. 
 
    It's also my biggest regret. I'm all for toppling dictators and eliminating Russian spies and all that, but Bill Thompson didn't deserve to die, and the six innocent individuals who died in the process deserved it even less. Never again, though. My greatest professional achievement is also my greatest personal mistake. It’s also my greatest lesson in making sure it never happens again. 
 
    “I'm fairly busy right now,” I say. “I just want to put that out up front before we talk specifics. I took the meeting as a favor to a friend, don't ask who, and because I hoped it might be something I could knock out between jobs. Can you accept that before we start talking?” 
 
    He nods.  
 
    “Let's talk price, let's talk time line, let's talk disposal.” 
 
    “Well,” he says, “we can pay you twenty-five to make it happen. It needs to happen soon, within the week, ideally. And we aren't terribly concerned with what happens to the... tree so long as there's nothing left in our yard. We're hoping to remove it completely so no other trees grow up where you pulled that one.” 
 
    There's no way I could take the job. Not “Danger Man” Germany. I think I still have his autograph someplace from when Houston took me to see him jump some school buses. Thankfully, Mister Smith had given me ample to work with to get out of the job. 
 
    “Have you ever heard the Good-Fast-Cheap approach to business?” I ask. 
 
    Mister Smith shakes his head. “No, I don't believe I have.” 
 
    “Service has three qualities. It can be good. It can be fast. It can be cheap. I can do the job well, and I can do it quickly, but it won't be cheap. Your offer is too low. I can do it well, and I can do it cheaply, but you want it done within the week. Your terms are too fast. I can do the job fast and cheap, but there will probably be a trail of sawdust leading back to your yard. Good-Fast-Cheap. You can only pick two. Personally, I like the more money option.” 
 
    “Twenty-five is hardly cheap. It’s more than double the average freelance rate.” 
 
    “Let’s not kid ourselves. You’re not using anyone in your household because you don’t want a speck of sawdust left in your yard. And you’re not looking to hire some local guy with a chainsaw off Yelp here. You’re not looking for someone who’s good enough. You want top tier tree removal. And that’s one heck of a tree.” 
 
    He pulls at his necktie and gasps for breath. Sweat beads his forehead. Newb. “Well, we had hoped that in addition to the fee, we could help you professionally. Use you for more choice work in the future and put in a good word to our associates.” 
 
    “So I’m supposed to work cheap in exchange for a pat on the back from you and your friends?” I snort, then take a prolonged slurp from my overly sweet lemonade. “I already have a reputation, thanks, and I don’t need help finding work. You sought me out, remember? You need to make me a better offer or you can pull your own trees.” 
 
    Mister Smith takes a moment to consider my proposal. “Any more than thirty-five would defeat the point,” he said. “That's almost costing us more than we're losing on the tree.” 
 
    “So what will it be? Leave acorns all over for new trees to pop up, or I take my time and let its roots spread?” I hoped that made sense. Stupid tree talk. 
 
    “I'll have to get with my boss and see what he says. Maybe we'll consult with a couple other contractors. Get some estimates,” he says and rises, fumbling the magazine back into his briefcase. 
 
    “Do that,” I say. “You know where to find me. Maybe I won't be so busy later. Maybe.” 
 
    I sip at my lemonade and munch down a few more curly fries as the small children race around me, totally oblivious to the sort of violence that fills their world. It's a little morbid thinking about it, I'm sure, but I wonder if one day one of these precocious tykes will piss someone off so monumentally that someone will come to me with their picture in a brief case, and if someone does, will they deserve it? 
 
    I don't know the particulars, but I'm sure Dan Germany doesn't deserve what’s coming. Not the Danger Man. Especially not for so low an asking price. Twenty-five grand is a lot for a standard hit, but pretty skimpy for a known name. I'm not worried, though. I have a plan B for times like these, a strange acquaintance who saves people that don't deserve to die. People like Dan Germany. People like Bill Thompson. 
 
    I pick up my phone and dial Lazarus, Inc.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    A MAN, A PLAN, A SCAM OR THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s too busy,” I said as I fished around the trunk of my car for something to wear, something with a little less blood and gray matter soaked into the cotton. When you had a gaping hole in your head, people expected the blood on your clothes. You’re the victim after all. But once that hole healed, a blood-spattered shirt kind of made you look more like the killer, and I was in no mood to explain to the police that no, it was my brains all over the shirt because I’m magically immortal like that. 
 
    Finding an old Ramones t-shirt, I peeled the stained top across my body, grimacing when the congealed gore clung and pulled at my skin and body hair. For a moment, I considered changing my bra too, but decided against it. The blood was all dry now, so it wouldn’t soak through, and I didn’t feel like pulling away any more cloth scabbed against my skin this afternoon. 
 
    “Say what now?” asked Dan, clearly distracted by my chest. Poor guy. I wasn’t even wearing a particularly young and attractive body or a particularly appealing bra. I quickly slipped the shirt on to keep the conversation moving, and tossed the old one in the back, on top of the phone some contract killer gave me a year ago that hadn’t done me much good since I lost the charger. 
 
    “Your stunt. You have too much going on. It’s absurd. Cartoony even.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the point, isn’t it?” he said. “Make a big impression?” 
 
    “It looks sad,” I said. “Desperate for attention.” 
 
    “I’m almost eighty,” he said with no real inflection at all. “I’ve made a living doing dumb things for big crowds. Being an attention whore sort of comes part and parcel with the gig, don’t you think? I’ve been off the map for decades now. People would be suspicious if I didn’t look desperate for attention.”  
 
    “You cannot fault that sort of logic,” the Marquis said. 
 
    Danger Man’s blank self-awareness blindsided me like a surprise left hook from Cassius Clay. I expected a lot more bravado and dense talk from someone with a lifetime of concussions behind him, but I suppose twenty years with nothing else to do, a person had time to evaluate his position. I was fully aware what twenty years without purpose could do to a person. I stared at the dirt and mulled it over, my head bobbing as though physically working the idea over. “Fair,” I said. “Besides, you would know. You’re the expert.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard that in years,” he said, scratching at the back of his neck. “Thanks.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “The faith. The belief in my expertise. For not dismissing me outright.” 
 
    I pulled myself onto the trunk of my car and had a sit.  His words put a name to a faceless thought that had been gnawing at the back of my mind. “They’ll never let you do it. The insurance companies. I mean, I don’t have your full medical history in front of me, but I’m pretty sure they don’t trust a man your age to safely pull off a stunt like that. You’ll never get the permits either, for that matter.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” he said, “but Ambrose has this plan that I think will work great.” 
 
    Of course he did. I looked to the Marquis accusingly. I may not have been a beacon of morality, or even empathy for my fellow man, but the effortless way he had played the poor stunt man reminded me why I hadn’t spoken to him much in the past year, not since he played me and Bill Thompson to steal Bill company out from under him and get the old man in his pocket to boot. That sort of put a dampener on our hundred-fifty-year relationship. 
 
    Ambrose, not giving a tinker’s curse what I thought of him, smiled and took his queue. “The world is full of people who would pay a great deal to watch a legend die. Americans are so sanitized, so distant from death. It shocks you to see a chicken get its head cut off, but they’ll not think twice about how many chickens died to make that plate of Buffalo wings. Deep down, you sense that missing connection, and you crave it. It’s why your movies are so violent and why you can’t look away from horrific accidents.” 
 
    I nodded. It was a fair assessment, and while I didn’t consider myself any nationality really, I had lived in the United States long enough to feel the truth of it. 
 
    “So, your plan is to fund this exclusively on ticket sales?” 
 
    Dan chimed in, eager to show he was not just following someone else’s script. So sad and naïve. “We figure it won’t cost more than fifty grand to cover everything, renting where we can get away with it, buying where we can’t, and if we charge two fifty a pop, we’ll only need two hundred people to break even. America’s got a few hundred million people. Shouldn’t be too hard to find that many people who want to watch someone die.” 
 
    “Of course, there’s also the matter of the media,” said Ambrose. “Naturally, the major networks will have nothing to do with this sort of stunt. We have no paperwork for the event, you understand. No permits. The Gossip Network, however, could probably be enticed to show interest to the tune of several million dollars for exclusive rights to stream the event live on their website. Obviously, it can’t be Dan doing the negotiating or it undermines our efforts to convince the insurance companies this wasn’t a public event. Officially, he has to be in the dark that tickets are being sold. We’ll have someone approach TGN claiming to have insider knowledge of when and where the stunt will occur.”  
 
    “And they won’t care that it’s not legal?” 
 
    “TGN? Doubtful. I’m certain they will already have a statement prepared in which they are shocked, absolutely shocked, to discover the paperwork provided to them has been falsified. Unofficially, of course.” 
 
    “Color me surprised,” I said, anything but. 
 
    “So long as that color is gold,” said Dan. “And to keep us from being shut down, Ambrose here says we’re going to do a flash-mob sort of thing. We aren’t selling tickets, on account of that being wrong, selling tickets to a stunt like this, but we are selling information.” 
 
    “The location?” I asked. 
 
    “Precisely,” said the Marquis. “It’s not a performance, you see, so from a legal, insurance stand-point, the paperwork becomes a touch easier. Our friend Dan Germany only wants to prove something to himself, here in his twilight years. We are, for a small fee, letting people know when and where this test of self will happen. No one will be charging admission or checking tickets. As such, we aren’t even legally required to provide those portable toilets you see at big events such as this.” 
 
    “Which means a cunning legal mind like yours could still convince a jury that the insurance company should pay up?” 
 
    “Once more, you follow where I lead,” said Ambrose.  
 
    I bristled at his words, and I was sure he saw because his smile grew almost imperceptibly wider.  
 
    He continued, “Especially given that I may, through a few subsidiaries, indirectly own a controlling interest in said insurance provider.” 
 
    That sounded like the Marquis I knew, the one who held me in his thrall for decades, desperate for his approval. He had it all figured out, laid out like clockwork. He always did. I’m millennia old, and in just a couple hundred years, he had become so much better at this whole Machiavellian scheming than I would ever be. I wasn’t sure if I should be jealous or terrified. Usually, I was both. 
 
    Dan began to jitter a bit and look around anxiously. “Look, I’m glad we’re all on the same page here, but we don’t exactly have much time.” 
 
    I gave Dan the once over. Something about his urgency, his antsy shuffling was familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. Something that made me nervous. 
 
    “It’s just, we have to train, right? A couple of weeks isn’t much time and what do you know about this sort of stuff? I mean, yeah, I don’t expect you to survive the stunt or anything, but you still gotta look like you know what you’re doing before you bite it.” 
 
    He looked desperately back and forth between the Marquis and me, hand on the door handle and eager to get into the car and get out of here. 
 
    “Right?” he asked. “Right?” 
 
    “Right,” I said after a long pause. “Yeah, let’s go.” 
 
    His eyes never stopped darting, and as we pulled away, I saw a black luxury sedan pass the cross street behind us. The first car I had seen since we’d been out here, and it was way too nice for this neighborhood. 
 
    What are you hiding, Dan, I thought to myself, and why do I get the feeling this stunt isn’t the only danger you’re in? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    DAD KNOWS BEST SO SAY GOODBYE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Crap. No answer. What’s the good in paying for someone’s phone if they never answer when you call? I groan and toss my cellphone against the passenger seat of my Sedona. Already, I could see Mister Smith on his phone, either checking in with his boss asking permission to make a larger offer, or more likely, getting some off-brand thug to do a hack job for peanuts. 
 
    Groaning again, I snatch my phone back, dial Houston, and hope my mentor and surrogate father has some advice. 
 
    “Hey kid,” he says. “You gonna be home for Independence Day?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say, avoiding an answer. “Not going into specifics, but I think a certain politician would like to make a certain announcement around that time about the unfortunate passing of a certain foreign leader. I may or may not be busy.” 
 
    “Oh,” he says, disappointment written so clearly on his face, I can read it over the phone. “Well, if things change, I’d love to have you out.” 
 
    I love Houston like a father, but his parties are painfully awkward. Nothing but middle-aged contract killers sitting around telling corny jokes, commenting on how they remember when I was a kid and my how I’ve grown, and talking about how easy I have it now and back in their day they didn’t have GPS and computers to track their targets for them. A person can only bite her lip so much to keep from shouting that back in their day forensic investigation also had a much harder time identifying the killer and there are cameras everywhere these days, but old people will be old people.  
 
    “Look, dad. I’ve got a bit of a problem.” 
 
    “Dad?” he asks. “You never call me dad.” 
 
    “Did I?”  
 
    “Yeah,” he says. “You did.” 
 
    I didn’t realize. It must have slipped out. I mean, we both know that’s what he is to me, ever since he took me in after killing those scumbags the state swore were my parents. But I’d never actually said it, not outside of a job to throw onlookers and law officials off the scent. Never just between us. There’s a sound on the other end of the line something like a sniffle, but that’s not a thing respected hitmen do, so I don’t comment on it. 
 
    “What’s wrong, kiddo?” he asks, then, “Wait. Is this a secure line?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “It’s my personal phone. I locked it down myself.” 
 
    I may suck at talking in code, but I can encrypt and secure a line like it’s no one’s business, so I don’t have to speak in metaphor. Or maybe it’s because I can secure a phone line that I never really learned. Eh. Chicken and egg. 
 
    “Good,” he says. “So, tell me what’s wrong?” 
 
    “There’s this job,” I say. For a moment, I struggle how to get the embarrassing details out.  
 
    “Took on more than you could handle, eh? We’ve all done it.” 
 
    “Sort of,” I say, and before I know it, I’ve spilled everything. 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart, that’s tough.” He is silent for a few seconds. “Look, I know growing up, you always said you wanted to kill the bad people, and that’s sweet. You’re like one of those kids who goes to law school thinking every client they get will be innocent. But sometimes in this business, the good guys or sometimes the just okay guys go down. It’s the nature of the beast.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Listen,” he says sternly. I suppose by calling him dad, I’ve invited this sort of fatherly tone. “You did good on that Thompson job last year. Was it sloppy work getting all those other people killed? Yes, absolutely no question. Did Bill Thompson deserve to die? Maybe, maybe not. It’s not my place to care. But professionally, it put you into a place where you can be choosey. You don’t have to take contracts on the good guys. I’m happy for you. That’s the dream. You turned down the job. Good for you. But you can’t go getting in someone else’s way just because you don’t like the contract. It doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    “But it’s Dan Germany! You grew up watching this guy. I grew up watching you watch this guy!” 
 
    “I get it. It sucks,” he says. “Nobody wants to kill their heroes. For you to jump in and try to stop it, that’s unprofessional.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “End of discussion, young lady,” he says. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get a head count for the Fourth, and I expect you to do your best to knock out that foreign leader business early and make it to the barbecue. Lullaby Jones is going to be there, and you know how sad he gets when he misses seeing you.” 
 
    Ugh. Lullaby. Of course he’ll be there. He was big in the nineties but hasn’t done a job of note in years. What else does he have to do? He was supposed to be an opera singer when he was younger, but as he has told me the story so many times, fate’s a funny thing, and now I’m expected to spend a whole night with him belting arias at me? Now I’ll definitely make sure I’m busy. 
 
    “See you, Houston.” I say.  
 
    “See you too,” he says. “At the party.” 
 
    I slump in the driver’s seat and roll my eyes. I’ll be stuck listening to Lullaby all night telling me how great he is, and to make matters worse, Houston is right. Professionally, it would be bad for me to stop the hit on Dan Germany. What would I do? Kill the guys they send after him? Steal their guns? I have to work with these people. I’ll never get a gig again if people knew I did that. 
 
    “If people knew,” I said to myself, proverbial light bulb flashing on over my head. “But who says they have to know?” 
 
    I couldn’t warn him, obviously. If I tell the old man someone’s out to kill him, it might spook him, cause him to shake up his routine, and that might tip off my colleagues that someone’s feeding the target privileged information. For obvious reasons, I can’t get directly, visibly involved. Accidents happen, and accidents are my wheelhouse, bad luck is my specialty, even if I am known for that one sniper shot. After all, the official report on the Bill Thompson accident was a blown tire. Car tires blow out all the time. People get sick. Car keys are lost. Surely someone of my ability could keep Dan Germany alive without anyone the wiser.  
 
    I just needed to find him. And figure out who was coming for him. And when. And how. And where. 
 
    Bodyguarding is hard, I now realize. Killing a man is easy. You watch the guy. You spot his patterns, his vulnerabilities. You pick the time, the place, the means, all of which can play to your strengths. Defending a guy? You have to watch all places at all times for all threats. Thinking about it, I don’t know how anyone in good conscience could charge money for bodyguard services. It’s such a racket. Unless someone with no training comes at you at close range in some painfully obvious way, bodyguards don’t stand a chance. Hell, Kennedy had a whole branch of government to keep him safe, and how did that turn out? Even the Pope, who has God watching his back, drives around in bulletproof glass.  
 
    What have I signed myself up for?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    GROWING OLD BUT NOT TO DIE 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Pick your new you,” I said, and a large book of photographs fell on the coffee table in front of Danger Man with a booming thud. He jumped a little, which worried me. I’m supposed to attempt the most hare-brained stunt I’d ever heard of, and he jumped at a little noise. I was going to have to work with that fight-or-flight instinct. The Marquis had left already, as he usually did once we’d given the client the convincer and settled the specifics of the job. Maybe that was why Dan was so jumpy. He was just afraid to be alone with me. The dead woman. The freak. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked as he slowly pawed through page after page of pictures and brief medical histories. 
 
    “Part of this deal we have going is you become someone else, right? After you die, you have to be someone else. Who would you like to be?” 
 
    He looked stunned, confused. I guess this part of the transaction never got fully explained to him. 
 
    “Let’s start over,” I said. “What did you think was going to happen to you after we faked your death?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, scratching awkwardly at his neck, his chin. His fidgets were driving me crazy. I was not looking forward to having those fidgets. “You guys would give me a new driver’s license, new birth certificate. Maybe some plastic surgery. It’d be like witness protection or something only permanent.” 
 
    “Oh sweetie,” I said and patted his hand. “We can do so much better than that.” 
 
    “How?” he asked. 
 
    “The same way I come back from the dead.” I paused and let the realization build on his face. “Magic.” 
 
    “You mean…,” he stammered. “I could be young again?” 
 
    “If you want,” I said. “It’s your money. Or Ambrose’s. Either way, not my concern which face you pick.” 
 
    Danger Man mouthed an inaudible cry of astonishment, then turned back to the first page of my face book and read more carefully. Several minutes in, he disappeared into the bathroom for what sounded like an extended vomiting session, no doubt from the shock of everything that had happened and the weight of the decision before him. After a few minutes of silence, he returned, much calmer than I’d seen him all day, and he resumed the search for his new identity. Two bowls of cereal and three episodes of Highlander later and he had settled on a guy in his mid-twenties, good shape, strong jaw, athletic, and no medical history worth noting. I texted the sample number 3581694-4A to a blood donation center I’d made arrangements with, and within the hour, an anonymous cooler arrived on my door step containing a pint of AB+ and a note saying the supporting identity and all related documents would be ready within two days. I didn’t know how the Marquis coordinated all of this, but I was beyond grateful that he did. 
 
    “How does this work?” Dan asked. “I mean, what’s the blood for?” 
 
    “The blood is for you,” I said, “but first, I’ll need a sample of your own.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Like I said. Magic.” 
 
    I took him into the bathroom and pulled out my supplies, an IV needle, a pint bag, and the usual assortment of tubes and sterilizing agents. He watched intently as I took a pint of my own blood and stored it in a micro-fridge. 
 
    “Your turn,” I said. 
 
    He shuffled uncomfortably for a moment.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked. “You afraid of needles or something?” 
 
    “Needles give me problems,” he said and avoided looking my way. 
 
    “Unbelievable. You can jump off a building, but you can’t handle a little needle.” 
 
    “Can you take it from my leg at least? The veins in my arms aren’t so good.” 
 
     Fair. In my phlebotomist days, rolling veins drove me crazy. If sticking him elsewhere would simplify my life, so be it.  
 
    Lowering his trousers, he turned his leg, directing me to a spot on his upper thigh that had taken a needle recently, and offered, “Blood tests. Fact of life at my age.” 
 
    I shrugged and collected his sample then had him pull his pants back up. No sense prolonging either of our embarrassment, me hanging out that close to his pendulous scrotum. 
 
    “Before I do this, do you have any medical conditions I need to know about? Heart problems or digestive problems? Are you currently taking any medications?” 
 
    He said no, but I felt sure he was hiding something. Hopefully just something embarrassing like erectile dysfunction or herpes, but if worse came to worst, if it was something more serious, it wasn’t like I would have to live with it for long. I shrugged it off and readied the spell.  
 
    “Do you want to go first or shall I?” I asked. 
 
    “Umm, I’ll go first, I guess,” he said, and I obliged by drawing a circle on the floor with sample 3581694-4A’s blood. Dan squirmed uncomfortably as I wrote the arcane symbols with my sticky red fingers. 
 
    “Are you a religious man?” I asked. 
 
    “No, why? Are you going to conjure up the devil or something?” 
 
    “No,” I said, “but there’s something about bloody magic circles on the floor to make people nervous, and while you don’t have to sit perfectly still, it’s no bueno to go flailing any part of your body outside the circle while the spell’s going on, and it’s definitely a bad idea to make a run for it once the magic kicks in. I just need to know you’re not going to freak out on me.” 
 
    “I’ll be cool. Don’t worry about me,” he said.  
 
    I shrugged. “Very well. Take off your clothes and step inside the circle.” 
 
    He gave me a look, and it was all I could take not to chuckle. It doesn’t matter who you are or what the circumstances. If you ask a guy to get naked in front of you, somewhere in his head, he’s weighing the possibility that you will try to have sex with him. Pulling off his shoes and socks, awkward at first then confident, he continued undressing. Shirt, trousers, tighty whities, until standing before me was a raisin of a man, arms folded across his chest, brandishing what he had as proud as a peacock. 
 
    “You wish,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, you say that now,” he said with a sly grin. “According to you, I’ll be a fit young fella in a few minutes, and then won’t you wish you hadn’t said that.” 
 
    “A few minutes after that,” I replied, “and I’ll be a shriveled old man, and won’t you feel awkward if we did.” 
 
    He laughed, genuine and deep, and all the folds and wrinkles of his skin shook. “Yeah, but what a story!” 
 
    I almost liked this guy. Without wasting another moment, I started chanting. The circle at his feet began to glow and I saw the first changes taking hold. His skin tightened, his hair, where he had it, gained color and pulled back into his scalp, and where he had lost it, it crept out, stretching from his crown for the first time in years. His muscles toned up. Then came the painful part. He cringed as the bones stretched and compacted, resizing his body to fit the new frame. To Danger Man’s credit, he did not scream as I had seen others do. Perhaps it was the hundreds of broken bones he’d sustained over his professional career. Either way, I was impressed by his mettle, and soon the transformation was complete without the need to shout over him.  
 
    The man who was Dan Germany stood in front of me, naked and beaming. Not proud like he was earlier. No, I knew what he was going through, the transition from old man to young buck. So many aches and pains you learned to live with so long ago, all suddenly gone. He tensed and released his arms, flexed his fingers and toes, then giggled like a small child telling his first joke. He was a new man, and he knew it. He leapt, whooped, and quite suddenly grabbed me and kissed me, not in a sexual way, but as an expression of pure, unadulterated gratitude. 
 
    Then he pulled away, and the sexual way set in. “Are you sure we can’t…?” 
 
    I would have been lying if I had said I wasn’t tempted. He was handsome, for sure. Chiseled features both in face and physique. Gorgeous blue eyes, and a nice, thick head of straw blond hair I could really tangle my fingers in. Under normal circumstances, I would give it a whirl. But these were not normal circumstances, and we had work to do.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s not happening,” I said as I set about bandaging his arm where the sample was drawn. 
 
    He looked down, disappointed, and then noticing his new body’s dimensions, the disappointment grew. “Can you do anything about… my uh…” 
 
    “You chose it. You live with it. With any luck, you’re a grower, not a show-er. Now shoo,” I said. “I’ve got my own transformation to make and I don’t want your young, uncontrolled libido watching.” 
 
    I chased him from the room, scrubbed the old circle off the floor, stripped down, and braced myself. Becoming young was easy. All the little pains went away. But becoming old, all those aches hitting at once instead of gradually over decades. It was like getting a hangover and then going fifteen rounds against Joe Frazier. 
 
    And then, quite unexpectedly, it subsided, slowly at first, and then suddenly I was awash in a warm euphoria, wrapped in a blanket of perfection I never wanted to crawl out of. I couldn’t think, but a realization dawned on me. The euphoria. His jittering and scratching and vomiting. It didn’t come to me on an intellectual level; my mind was far too soft for complex thought. No, I understood because I recognized it, because I had spent years fighting that battle. Dan Germany was a heroin addict. Which meant for the time being, I was a heroin addict. I was either going to have to pull off this stunt high as a kite or wracked with withdrawal. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    GODS AREN’T WHAT THEY USED TO BE 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s a difficult task, protecting someone whose whereabouts I don’t know from enemies I can’t pick out of a lineup, who will strike in ways I can’t imagine. I decide the first step is confirming the number our Mister Smith used can actually be traced back to Mister Smith himself. Lucky for me, it can, which in turn gives me a real name, Raymond Malone, a home address I don’t need, and a cellphone number. Pay dirt. If I can get on his phone soon enough, I can find out what hound he’s setting on Danger Man’s trail. 
 
    I’m not much of a code monkey, but the Internet is full of people who are. After a few short minutes chasing leads from Google to Stack Overflow to GitHub, I have a virus for his iPhone that will send me his GPS coordinates and allow me to access his microphone remotely. I would worry about how to plant the virus, but as easy as it was to get his information, I figure he’ll probably fall for the old “Your system is not secure. Click here for blah blah blah.” I log in to one of my anonymous, official sounding e-mail addresses and shoot off a carefully crafted message laced with paranoid ideas. Someone may be listening. Data might not be secure. The sorts of things that keep a mobster up at night. Nothing else to do on that front but sit back, wait, and hope he clicks the link to my hosted virus. 
 
    Finding Danger Man will be more difficult. All my research says he’s essentially been a flat broke drifter for the past decade, living mostly on cash and popping up in hotels all across the country, only rarely stopping by his squalid one-bedroom apartment in Philadelphia, usually just long enough to catch up on his back rent. No credit card or phone number to put up an alert for, which is just as well. I don’t have the skill set to track those, and though I have a number of people who owe me favors for pro-bono services rendered, I don’t want to call them in, not this early in my career. All the coolest people who deal in favors horde them, and if I’m going to play their game, I should be smart like them and not use them until I have to. 
 
    I set a Google alert to tell me if any articles are published online about Danger Man. If I’m lucky, it will let me know the next time he pops up in some small town to do an appearance. A little more reactive than I’d like, considering if I don’t move quickly he’ll probably be gone by the time I arrive. Still, a semi-fresh trail is definitely better than no trail. Again, if I’m lucky. Hopefully, he does something before someone does something to him, or else all my alert will tell me is that Dan Germany was found dead in his hotel room and he will be missed. Not ideal. 
 
    And then I sit. And wait. And clean my weapons, working my way from smallest to largest. Queen “Bloody” Mary I, my Colt .38 Detective Special snub nose pistol, on the left to Bonnie Prince Charlie, my sniper rifle, on the right. Eat some Ramen. Play some FreeCell. Watch a Highlander marathon on TV, which reminds me to try calling that immortal guy again, but unsurprisingly, he doesn’t answer. Bastard.  
 
    I’m so bored, I almost don’t hear my phone go ping, dismissing it instead as one more invitation from Houston to play stupid Facebook games that I will resist for months, break down and accept, then dive into obsessively until I get mad and uninstall it. But it’s no Houston on a <something sugary> Saga crusade. It’s Raymond Malone locking his phone down and throwing me the key. 
 
    I practically fall out of my chair racing to my computer, synching my monitoring app there to record anything that passes across his line. The rest of the day is spent feverishly comparing his transmissions with Google research. It seems our man has found someone else to take care of his tree problem. Someone I’ve never heard of. Someone who didn’t balk at the price. Good. An amateur. I also discover why they want Danger Man dead. Gambling problems chasing down a drug debt, compounded by a failure to settle things with the mob because he was too high to carry out the errand they sent him on. He was a god to me when I was a kid, and now this? My heart breaks a little, and a part of me dies. Oh, Danger Man, how the mighty have fallen.  
 
    I pack up a few essentials, my laptop, phone, an assortment of poisons and costumes, Queen Mary and some ammo, and head out for Philadelphia. I figure I’ll start at his last known address and spread my search out to the dealers and bookies. Someone has to know where he is, right? Especially if he’s leaving debts all over town. 
 
    I sigh as my car pulls out onto the long highway west. 
 
    I can save you from hitmen, but who will save you from yourself? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    NOW I’M YOU BUT WHO AM I? 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stumbled over in the bathroom, nearly cracking my skull on the tub. My limbs quivered uselessly at my sides, heavy and numb as though some mad sculptor had replaced them with flesh colored marble. “Dan… need… help…” Slurring unintelligibly, my words tumbled out of my mouth and scattered on the floor. How he was able to function like this, I could only attribute to years of practice. I could barely keep my head up.  
 
    “You alright in there?” I heard a young male voice call from miles away in the living room. Dan’s. I had to remember he was young. He wasn’t… something. Someone wasn’t something. Probably not important. Not as important as this warm, sunny cloud I was floating on. A young man burst into the room and saw me sprawled out, old, withered, and floppy. “Shit, what happened?” he said. 
 
    “Whoeryoo?” 
 
    “It’s me,” the young man said. “It’s Dan.” 
 
    “Dan” I wracked my brains trying to remember. “Dan. Dan.” 
 
    The young man who called himself Dan sat me up and gasped when he found blood on his hands. “D’you cut yerself?” I asked. 
 
    He muttered a few swear words, tilted my head back, and said something else I couldn’t quite make out before slipping unconscious.  
 
    It’s not true, what they say about concussions. Falling asleep concussed isn’t in itself a bad thing. It won’t kill you, as old wives’ tales would have you believe. The real reason you’re supposed to stay awake is that you can’t keep doctors updated on your condition, can’t say if you are getting more or less clear headed. With a heavy dose of heroin racing through my veins, I could only imagine Dan decided that keeping me awake would be moot.  
 
    When I woke up in a tub of bloody ice water, naturally the concussion was the last thing on my mind. 
 
    “Not again!” I shouted, still disoriented from the concussion and the heroin. My hands slapped and prodded my sides looking for surgical wounds. “My kidneys!” 
 
    “Your what?” asked a voice from another room that I vaguely recalled somehow belonged to Dan now.  
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “You’re in your bathroom,” Dan said. “You had a concussion so I threw you in some ice water to wake you up and sober you out.” 
 
    “So, no one has harvested my internal organs?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Which brings me to my next question,” I said as I did my best to keep the room from swimming. “Why didn’t you tell me you were a drug addict? What if I had changed first? I could have seriously botched your transformation.” 
 
    “How was I supposed to know it’d be a problem for you?” he asked, going so far on the defensive I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had started swinging. 
 
    “I become you,” I said. “An exact copy of how you were at the time I took your blood. Look.”  
 
    I offered up my leg, which was not a pretty site. I supposed it made us even for me having to draw blood from so uncomfortable a region. I pointed to the spot on my upper thigh where blood formed in small drops. 
 
    “This is where I took your blood. Notice how I have a needle wound here? Exactly like you. Blood toxicology and all.” 
 
    “So, you have to, like, bandage that up every time you change?” 
 
    I nodded. “Or resurrect.” 
 
    “That sucks.” 
 
    “Imagine how bad it used to be before hypodermic needles were invented.” 
 
    He shuddered.  
 
    “So yes, I will come back from the dead indefinitely, no matter how bad the accident while we’re in training. Lucky you. But I’m going to come back exactly as you were, drugged to the gills and bleeding a little. Unlucky me. You need to be ready to straighten me out.” 
 
    He nodded somberly. 
 
    “Good.” I pulled my creaking old bones gingerly from the tub and grabbed a towel to dry off with. “Eighty years old with a heroin habit,” I muttered under my breath. “Who does this guy think he is, Keith Richards?” 
 
    “So, if you’re me,” he asked, either not hearing me or ignoring me, “who am I?” 
 
    “A deeply metaphysical question,” I said, “but for our purposes, you’re Calvin Watkins, stunt coordinator. You’re my trainer. Now go get dressed. We can’t exactly have you running around naked, now can we?” 
 
    Dan laughed, as I slipped into his old clothes and led him to one of my walk-in closets. “Male clothes in your size on the left,” I said. 
 
    Moments later, he emerged dressed and ready to go. He was lucky vintage was in style. Dan Germany still dressed like he did in his heyday back in the seventies. Not that it mattered. I only needed two things from him, training and money, neither of which required him to be a snappy dresser. 
 
    “What now?” he asked. 
 
    “Now we train,” I said. 
 
    “I know just the place.” He grabbed a jacket, despite it being mid-summer, and led me to the door. “Come on, ‘Dan.’ We’re taking you to your childhood home. Philadelphia.” 
 
    As I locked up, I noticed the same black car creep down my street.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    FAKERS ALL, AS YOU CAN SEE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Waiting in the car down the block from Danger Man’s place, I research the guy Malone sent. Marv “the Fist” Taggert fancies himself Leon the Professional, but he’s really just a small-time thug with delusions of grandeur. From what I gather, there isn’t even a story behind his nickname. Maybe it’s because he’s a brute force kind of guy. He certainly doesn’t seem to be the subtle type. The few pictures I’ve found are all flash. Silk shirts. Gold chains. Black Cadillac. What few kills are attributed to him seem scattershot, a back-alley stabbing, a poisoning. Nothing consistent except the sloppiness of his work. The mob doesn’t seem to be getting their money’s worth out of him. I guess that makes them both stupid. Good. Stupid is good. Stupid is gullible, and gullible is money in the bank. 
 
    I check my phone. Five minutes later than the last time I checked, and no new notifications about Malone or Danger Man. I feel so useless waiting for something to happen, but I don’t want to step away and have him come home right as I’m ordering my Big Mac and fries. Popping my trunk, I rifle through my usual stash to see if I have anything useful. I have some bugs, but the range on those isn’t great. I’d still have to stick around here watching a doorway when I could be beating the pavement and talking to people who might be associates of Danger Man’s. I do find a motion detector—standard passive infrared sensors that I bought in bulk off Amazon when I was in my Arduino/Raspberry Pi phase. By itself, it isn’t much, but a couple years back I found a way to hook it up to a cellular transmitter, so it will send me a text when it goes off. As Houston once said, it doesn’t matter if she’s the prettiest girl at the dance; what matters is, can she dance. This rig isn’t fancy, but she dances. 
 
    Genius that I am, I left my lockpicks back at home. Fortunately, I have options. I slip into a pair of workman’s coveralls, make my way to the building, and ring the buzzer labelled “Manager.” 
 
    “Who is it?” comes a voice, garbled by age and old wiring. 
 
    “Power company, ma’am,” I say. “Checking on a client who’s behind on his bills. We may need to shut it off.” 
 
    “Who’s the client?” the woman’s voice asks, dubious as a customer at a used car lot. 
 
    “Germany?” I say, trying my best to sound like I’m reading the name off of paperwork. “Dan Germany? Says he lives here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says. Her voice doesn’t warm to me, per se, so much as bond over a mutual dislike of Mister Germany and his poor bill paying habits. “Fourth floor. Room three.” 
 
    There’s a weak, rattling buzz like a swarm of mosquitos dying, and the door clicks open. The landlady’s waiting at the office. She’s a squat, mousy woman whose hair, though bound back, has several strands that have broken free and decided to live their lives imitating avant-garde sculptures. Peering at me through thick Coke bottle glasses, she sizes me up, deciding whether or not she can trust me. After a prolonged silence, she grabs a set of keys sitting on her purse and leads me up the squeaking flights of stairs to Danger Man’s door. 
 
    We knock and wait, but no response. I don’t expect to find him that easily, but it would have been nice. We knock again. “Mister Germany, are you home? It’s the power company.” 
 
    Still no reply. 
 
    “Can you unlock it?” I ask. “He’s behind on his bill but not showing much power use. Seems ridiculous to not pay such a small bill. We need to see if he’s tampered with the meter somehow.” 
 
    “Oh, that?” the woman asks. “He’s on the road a lot. Used to be some kinda big shot or something. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I heard of him growing up,” I say. “Stunts or something. But I gotta take a look at his wiring just the same. Due diligence. You understand, ma’am.” 
 
    The woman heaves a heavy sigh, shrugs, and opens the door for me. Her face contorts to a scowl. 
 
    “Who are you?” she shouts. “I don’t allow no subletters.” 
 
    I follow her gaze and see a man in coveralls with a boyish face holding a bag and some strange piece of electronics in his hand.  
 
    “I’m with the power company, ma’am,” the startled man says. 
 
    The old woman casts me an accusing stare, and I panic. Sounds sputter and tumble out of my mouth, but none of them manage to collide and form a sensible word. It’s everything I can do not to bolt. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” she asks. 
 
    “I… he…” I point around the room, trying to get out some technobabble that might make sense. I mutter words like wiring and Ohms and circuits. And that’s when I see the open window, the crowbar, and the badly damaged window sill. 
 
    “He doesn’t work for the power company!” I shout. “He’s broken in through that window!” 
 
    Instantly, the fiery intensity of her gaze burns its way from me to him, and I’m out of her mind completely. She plants her fists on her hips and storms toward the other faker, snatching up a magazine and rolling it to strike the intruder. It’s after she’s thwacked him twice that I notice what’s in his hand. The stranger holds a detonator. 
 
    “Lady, get back!” I shout but don’t wait for her to listen. I race across the room, shoving the landlady to the couch as I close on the stranger. She cries out as she falls backward, but I have bigger concerns, namely not becoming a Spaghettio stain on Danger Man’s walls. 
 
    I’m no fighter. My forte is the discrete, distant kill. I prefer poisons and accidents, but I’ll take a shot if I must. This? Punching and kicking and hair pulling? Not so much. So, I do what I always do. I flail violently at sensitive parts.  
 
    Curling into a cannonball, I launch myself straight into the stranger’s knees. He gasps, cries out, and buckles over, crumbling atop me like a heap of dirty laundry. Desperate to catch himself, he flings his hands out wildly, and the detonator flies from his hand, skidding across the hardwood floors. I track its path as it escapes across the room, holding my breath until it collides against the wall with a soft click as the button presses. My heart stops, and I brace for all Hell to break loose.  
 
    It doesn’t. I stare, bewildered, trying to make sense at how not dead I am when suddenly, the jarring impact of my head against the floor snaps me back to my senses. The stranger tugs at my hair, and though I try to resist, there’s not much I can do belly down on the floor while my assailant sits on my back.  
 
    Thankfully, a cracking of glass fills the air, and the stranger slumps to the hardwood. Standing over me, the old woman pants, broken lamp in hand. “What in the Sam Hill is going on here?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine, ma’am,” I lie. “Burglary?” 
 
    I walk across the room to check out the detonator. It’s a simple, home-made affair. A little poking and prodding and I figure out why we’re still alive. The thing is built for a tripwire. He hadn’t hooked it up yet. Lucky, lucky us. 
 
    “What’s that?” the landlady asks.  
 
    If I say it’s a bomb, she’ll ask how I know. Police will get involved. They’ll quickly find out I don’t work for the power company, and once they take a look in my car, it will only get worse. It’s rough working a career where honesty is seldom the best policy. 
 
    “It’s a…” I scramble to assemble my thoughts, to find some plausible lie. What did I say earlier? “It’s a power bypass. Yeah, someone was stealing power alright. That guy was probably the guy who installed it for Mister Germany, come to take it back.” 
 
    We turn to question the fellow, but he’s halfway out the window before we realize he’s not on the floor anymore. Shoving the detonator into my pocket and making sure my own tool bag is securely around my shoulder, I give chase. I dive out the window and roll onto the fire escape, casting my glance from side to side trying to spot my mad bomber. I just barely catch a glimpse of him disappearing around the corner and onto the streets. 
 
    I scramble down the first few flights of steps, then leap over the side when I’m low enough I think I won’t injure myself. Overestimating my own athletic prowess, I wince as my ankle rolls beneath me, refusing to take my weight. Damn. Above me, Danger Man’s landlady calls to ask if I’m okay. Not that I have time to reply. I have a bad guy to catch.  
 
    I use a nearby dumpster to pull myself to my feet, then hobble out of the alley after the bomber. My ankle may be shot, but at least the guy had the decency to run toward my car. I wouldn’t need to chase him forever. Just long enough to take the wheel and close the distance. Plus, it occurred to me as I finally managed to reach the driver’s seat, at least chasing the guy down got me out of the apartment before the police arrive.  
 
    Fumbling with the keys, I barely manage to get my Sedona started. As I slip the minivan from park to drive, I punch the gas and close the gap between me and my bomber. He darts left and I do my best to follow as he disappears down a side street. Thank goodness my car isn’t a stick. I’d never be able to handle the clutch on this foot. He turns, looks over his shoulder, doing his best to avoid me, but even with the trash cans littering the road, there’s no place to hide.  
 
    “Stop or you will seriously regret making me chase you!” I shout over my engine, which screams as much as a minivan can and still maintain its dignity. He either can’t hear me or doesn’t listen. Either way, he doesn’t do as I asked so nicely, so I keep my word. Pressing down on the accelerator, I pick up speed and pull up next to my quarry, throwing open the driver’s side door as I pass. A loud, crunching thud echoes down the narrow street as the car makes contact and drops him to the ground. No one’s around to see, so I pull over, tie him up, and throw him in the rear hatch, taking only a moment to bemoan the fresh ding in my door. 
 
    Several miles later, I hear muffled cries from the back, and having no means to quiet him down until we get someplace safe, I crank up my Depeche Mode and drown him out instead. Answers will come in time. For now, I intend to enjoy the silence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    I DARE YOU TO PLAY DEAD WITH ME 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was only a two-hour drive from my apartment in Baltimore to Philadelphia, but half an hour in and I already wanted to die. The soundtrack had been nothing but Southern rock and songs about ‘Murica since we pulled onto I-95. Don’t get me wrong. I like music of all sorts. It was just that some I preferred came in smaller doses. It was Dan’s car, though, and his radio. His new identity didn’t have a driver’s license yet, so I took the wheel. I tried making the case for the driver picking the tunes, but he had none of it. He slapped my hand away from the station knob and said, “You want people to think you’re me? You play my music.” 
 
    As we drove, he told me his car’s specs, but I wasn’t exactly a car person, so it may as well have been Greek he was speaking. Except I at least spoke Greek once, long long ago. Perhaps it was all Incan to me? I assumed it translated to something big and cool. Not that I knew the first thing about what to do with that kind of horse torque power stuff. After a few thousand years, trying to keep up with everything was exhausting, especially after humanity had to get froggy and decide to invent more in the last hundred years than they had in the last ten thousand. Damn overachievers. 
 
    Sensing my confusion, Dan used this opportunity to start my training. “Look, if you’re going to drive this car off a ramp, you need to know how to get every ounce of power out of her you can.” 
 
    Fair point. The last thing I wanted was for my leap into certain doom in two weeks to fall short and have me hacked to bits by the helicopter. A brutal crash I could recover from in a couple of days if conditions were optimal. Being diced to a million pieces first? That took a lot longer. Of course, there was still the explosion to avoid and a metric ton of other things that could kill me in that stunt. I knew that one of them would. It was the plan, after all. I still wanted to make it through as much of the stunt as possible before buying the farm. 
 
    “Alright, Dan,” I said. “Tell me how to make this lion roar.” 
 
    Dan gave me a crash course on aggressive shifting. I already knew how to drive a stick, thankfully, so the lessons weren’t too hard, and his radar detector gave us warning enough to slow down before we hit any speed traps. All in all, Dan was a surprisingly good teacher given his heroin habit and the beginnings of a withdrawal pang creeping in. My nerves tightened, but I channeled it, focused it on the task at hand.  
 
    “Hey,” said Dan, nodding toward a rusty blue muscle car in our rearview that seemed to want to pass us. “What say we give that Mustang a run for its money, eh?” 
 
    I shrugged and laughed. Why not? Could be fun. 
 
    I gave the car a little gas and let the engine bark its challenge. The Mustang replied by moving in closer, almost right on our tail. Punching the gear, I pushed ahead, but the ton and a half of American muscle laughed and drew up almost side by side.  
 
    “Oh shit,” said Dan, staring at the car.  
 
    I hated to take my focus off the road at these speeds, but the way his eyes bulged told me it was probably something I should know about. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw what had captured his attention so completely. The driver wore a ski mask, his face obscured entirely save for his eyes, which stared wickedly, and his mouth, which cackled with mad laughter. Part of me hoped that maybe he had just robbed a bank and wanted nothing more than to get away from us and everyone else. The GoPro he had strapped to his head and the menacing way he drew his finger across his throat, however, made it really difficult to believe. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I agreed. 
 
    The Mustang swerved into us, and the furious crunch of metal heralded a violent shift in the view from my windshield as the world outside began to spin. The car pivoted hard left, then bounded savagely off the front of the Mustang, straightening me back out. “What do I do?” I screamed to Danger Man. “What do I do? What do I do?” 
 
    Dan barked a command to me, but I was too slow to respond. I overthought the maneuver, and the Mustang scraped by, tearing off my sideview mirror. He shouted another order, but I panicked and froze, and the enemy car clipped the front bumper, sending ours swerving drunkenly across the asphalt. I must have been physically capable of doing this because Danger Man did it all the time. I just didn’t have the practice he had telling the body to do it. Somewhere buried in these wrinkles of gray matter filling my drug-addled skull, virtually identical to Dan’s own mind, were the memories, the years of practice I needed to get out of this scrape, but I was too frightened, too present to access them. I knew if I could focus, if I could go mushin and slip into the Zen “no mind,” then it would allow the biological instinct Danger Man had spent years instilling into these bones and sinews to kick in and do the driving for me. Unfortunately, that was a skill I had lost touch with centuries ago when I left Japan and never really re-learned to control, despite my New Year’s resolution year after year that I would. Stupid lack of will power.  
 
    The Mustang dropped back beside us once I had straightened the car out, then lunged in for another strike. The demon scream of metal scraping metal pierced my ears, the wretched stench of burning tires assaulted my nose, and I had to fight the steering wheel tooth and nail to keep from going off road. 
 
    “Oh, screw this!” I said and jammed my foot down hard on the brakes. They shrieked like a banshee and the Mustang lurched ahead of us, disappearing off the road. The cloud of dust that had trailed us since this chase began now overtook us, and I gasped for breath as it rolled into my lungs. My limbs shook like epileptic puppies. Deep in my chest, my heart pounded like canons in the 1812 Overture. What I wouldn’t have given for a fix right then. 
 
    “What the devil was that?” I asked, trying to settle my jangly nerves.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Dan said. 
 
    “Lies, Dan,” I said, turning on him sharply and pressing my finger into his chest. “You lied about the drug addiction. What else are you keeping from me?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    “What else?” I glared hard and he withered beneath my gaze. He looked like he was about to speak when we heard the growl of an engine in the distance. Casting our gazes out the front window, we saw the Mustang had circled around and was coming back for seconds.  
 
    “Drive!” Dan shouted. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Obviously not forward,” he said. 
 
    Obviously. I popped the clutch and put the car in reverse. It wasn’t nearly fast enough to escape, but it would at least slow down the Mustang’s approach and buy me more time to find a way out of this mess. It was one thing if the car took me out, but it was quite another if Dan died. If Dan didn’t make it, I wouldn’t get paid.  
 
    “Whatever happens, play dead,” I said and redlined the car in reverse. “Now before everything goes to hell, who wants you dead?” 
 
    “The Wightmans,” he said, whimpering, as though I might somehow recognize the name and whimper too. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Wightmans. They’re a couple of vice dealers back home. Drugs, gambling, sex. If it’s illegal and it’s exciting, they have a hand in it.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” I asked, staring over my shoulder out the back window. “You bought your fix on credit?” 
 
    “Yeah, but when I couldn’t pay it back, I thought I’d win it back.” 
 
    “Oh Dan, you poor sad bastard,” I said. “You really are into death-defying acts.” 
 
    The roar of the Mustang grew louder and I knew I didn’t have long before it caught us. 
 
    “So, they figured they owned me,” he said. “Made me work off my debt. I’m a pretty good driver, you know. They had a mind to rent me out to bank robbers and stuff.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Well, one day, they were in the bank, the guys I was working for, and I don’t know what came over me. I was weak. I…” 
 
    “You shot up, didn’t you?” I said incredulous.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him nod meekly. “So, the car crashed on the escape. Somehow, I got out. They got stuck in the car. I took the cash and ran.” 
 
    “And now they want the money?” 
 
    “Probably not,” said Dan, voice dripping with shame. “I lost it all at their casinos trying to win enough money to buy their forgiveness.” 
 
    “You stupid junkie buffoon. You’re just a chain of worse decisions chasing bad ones, aren’t you?” 
 
    It occurred to me that I had been driving really well those past few minutes. My conversation with Dan must have distracted me enough for his instincts to take over. The car swerved hard, and I struggled to keep it on the road. I read once, if you notice someone is really on their game, the best thing to do to beat them is ask what they’re doing differently to be playing so well. Nine times out of ten, they’ll start overthinking and start making mistakes. Like me. Like now. The car slipped onto the shoulder and weaved wildly across the gravel. “No, no, no!” I screamed, but the car wanted nothing to do with what I wanted it to do. 
 
    As if on cue, the Mustang smashed into the front of the car, sending us spiraling uncontrolled off the shoulder and down an embankment, tumbling wildly as we went, twisted metal and shattered glass flying all around. When the car finally sputtered and skidded to a halt in the ditch, we were upside down. Something warm and wet flowed down my face, and I realized I had taken shrapnel to the jugular, and upside down, the blood rushed to the wound like a raging river. At least I would bleed out quickly, and the gash would patch up in short order after that. I turned to see how Dan was doing. He was shaken but seemed okay physically. The driver’s side took the brunt of the impact. 
 
    “What do I do?” he asked, terrified. 
 
    “Play dead,” I gasped, and then the dizziness of blood loss gave way to the scorching flames of death. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    LET’S PLAY HIDE AND SEEK AGAIN 
 
      
 
      
 
    My stranger wakes tied to a chair in an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of Philadelphia. I hadn’t planned on this turn of events, but it’s the nature of plans to get away from you. It’s funny, really, looking at it. As I survey the scene, the shafts of dusty light splashing in through a broken window, the ever-present echo of water dripping somewhere, I can’t help but think how much it feels like a bad movie. It’s not my fault abandoned industrial centers are so easy to find just outside major cities, and there’s usually at least some chair, either abandoned when the company moved its operations to China or brought in by adventurous teenagers who thought it might be a cool place to hang out. The teenagers have left other things behind as well, but there’s not a snowball’s chance in Hell I’m touching any of that. I wonder for a moment if this is life imitating art or art imitating life?  
 
    “Where am I?” the bomber asks. 
 
    “Tied to a chair in a seedy, abandoned industrial district,” I say. “What’s it look like?” 
 
    “Looks like I’m tied to a chair in a seedy, abandoned industrial district.” 
 
    “Well, then you must feel pretty stupid for asking.” I pull Queen Mary from my pocket and point her at my bomber. “Now how about I ask a few questions.” 
 
    “You’re the one holding the gun,” he says, surprisingly calm. “We do what you want to do.” 
 
    “A madman who listens to reason,” I say to myself. “This is new.” 
 
    “I’m not crazy.” 
 
    “Says the guy planting bombs in old men’s apartments.”  
 
    “You were there same as me,” he says. “I’m no crazier than you.” 
 
    “You know nothing about me.” 
 
    “I know you don’t work for the power company. I know you’ll kill for a buck just like me.” 
 
    I chew my lower lip like a child caught red-handed but still looking for a lie. He has a point, but how does he know?  “You’re not the Fist,” I say finally. 
 
    “Yeah…?” he says, as though I just told him he wasn’t a penguin. 
 
    “So, who are you?” 
 
    “Bigbadaboom84. I’m a seeker, same as you, and this,” he says, nodding his head wildly around as if to point at the whole room with his nose, “is bullshit.” 
 
    Seeker? Bigbadaboom84? What the hell was this guy talking about? 
 
    “This isn’t bullshit. You’re bullshit.” I am so lame sometimes I hate myself. 
 
    “You can’t tie me up,” he says. “It’s cheating. And you definitely can’t kill me.” 
 
    “Please,” I say with a sneer and the cocking of my pistol. “I can do what I want. I have the gun, remember?” 
 
    “You kill me, and someone will find out. They’ll ban you from the boards. You’ll never play hide and seek again.” 
 
    What have I stumbled into? My thoughts scramble for a way to keep him talking without giving away the game. Whatever he’s into sounds secretive, and I don’t want him to clam up. 
 
    “Where on the boards does it say that?” I ask. 
 
    “Uh, in the terms of service you signed?” He’s so arrogant, so superior. Good. Let him lord it over me how much more he knows. Let him mansplain murder for all I care, so long as he keeps talking. 
 
    “Like anyone reads the terms of service,” I say and roll my eyes. 
 
    “Everyone on the board reads the terms of service. It sets the terrain, so to speak. It sets the standard for proof, how prizes are awarded, everything. It has the ranking structure.” He groans and his distaste for me seems to cause him physical pain. “I hate newbs like you. You think it’s all about money and killing and that’s all there is to it. It’s a sport. There are rules you have to follow.” 
 
    “The only rule I need is strike fast, strike hard.” It seems like a safe enough thing to say.  
 
    “Typical.” He rolls his eyes. “Look, let me help you out kid. This is your first game?” 
 
    I nod, because why not? 
 
    “Where’s your camera? Where’s your proof? How are you going to convince the Fist it was you who killed the hider without video? Did you think you would just say, ‘Oh it was me’ when the obit hits? Like no one’s ever tried that before. You want the five grand, you gotta prove you won it fair and square.” 
 
    Five grand? The Fist is playing the middleman and making a nice chunk of change for his efforts. He’s smarter than I thought. I look at my feet sheepishly, hoping it convinces him I’m in the know but stupid rather than that I’m clever but clueless about what’s going on. 
 
    “Look, when you let me go—and you will let me go—go home and read over the rules you agreed to when you signed up. Only go after the hider posted. You can interfere with another seeker’s work, but you can’t actually attack another seeker. It’s that whole clean kill clause. No collateral victims.” 
 
    “You plant bombs,” I say. “Where’s the clean in that?” 
 
    “Small, localized charges,” he says with pride. “You’ve seen the leaderboards. You should recognize my name. I’m, like, one of the best.” 
 
    “That is true. Sorry, Bigbadaboom. I don’t know what I was thinking. I guess I just… I saw the bomb stuff and thought it might be you and figured I’d be like, ‘Oh, look who I was able to catch,’ you know?” Seems like a reasonable lie. 
 
    “Well, it’s wrong. Now untie me. Let me go and we’ll forget this whole thing ever happened.” 
 
    I almost do, but then I remember that I’m dealing with someone who isn’t killing for money. He’s killing for sport. You can’t trust someone who kills for the love of it. “Tell you what I’m going to do, Bigbadaboom. I’m not going to untie you,” I say. “I’m going to get that head start on the hider. A new kid needs all the help she can get. But I’ll send someone to get you out of that chair in a jiffy.” 
 
    I run to my car, pull out a notepad and write in big scrawling letters that make handwriting analysis useless. 
 
    Organizing Bigbadaboom’s explosives around him like a department store window display, I tape the note to his chest.  
 
    My name is bigbadaboom84 and these are my toys. I like to kill people for fun and profit in an Internet-organized game of hide and seek. You should see my high score on the leaderboards!  
 
    As I walk away, I hear him shouting after me. “I’ll get you banned! You’ll never play hide and seek again!” 
 
    Ha, I think. I never played in the first place. 
 
    Once in the car, I place an anonymous call to the police and puzzle out what to do next. I’m not worried about Bigbadaboom IDing me. I’m not on whatever website he’s talking about and I don’t have any sort of police record to be matched to. I should be safe. Should. Meanwhile, I have much bigger problems to worry about. I’m not dealing with one killer coming at Dan Germany. I could be dealing with dozens.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    THE PAST IS DEAD, LET’S START ANEW 
 
      
 
      
 
    The flames faded, and the world melted into blissful euphoria. I should have been bothered that I was drugged to the gills while someone was out to kill me, but I just couldn’t seem to find the urge to care. It was all a wash of heavenly numbness. No concerns, no worries. It was perfect. I felt a strange sort of scraping against my back, which was really interesting because the sky was also moving overhead. In the murky distance, I heard Dan, and it occurred to me he must have been dragging me someplace, though for the life of me I didn’t know why. It was all fairly silly, really, so I had a nice laugh about it all.  
 
    I felt a shock of cold against my neck, and I swatted my hand weakly at the sensation. Dan leaned over me, took my wrist, and tucked it beneath my body. 
 
    “You’ll probably be too lazy to pull that out from under you. At least long enough for me to clean the blood off you. Maybe we can get someone to give us a lift.” 
 
    The rest of the afternoon disappeared into a blur. When my senses finally started to sharpen again, I found myself lying on a ratty couch in a cramped, dingy apartment.  
 
    “Where am I?” I asked. 
 
    “My place,” said Dan. “Or yours, depending on how you want to look at it.” 
 
    “How did we get here?” I rubbed my head, which throbbed as though I had been dragged up a mountain by my feet.  
 
    “Do you remember the car crash?” 
 
    “Vaguely,” I moaned. 
 
    “Well, I dragged you out after you uh… died. Then you woke up and started babbling about the sky while I cleaned you up so we could hitchhike the rest of the way home.” 
 
    “Any more problems?” 
 
    “Mrs. Evers, the landlady, she said the power company came by and they caught a burglar or something? Tried to break in through the window.” He pointed and I could see the tale tell signs, chipped wood, scraped paint, the crowbar.  
 
    “I think it’s best if we assume that’s related to the masked road rage guy from earlier.” 
 
    “You sure?” asked Dan. “This is a pretty rough neighborhood. No need to be paranoid or nothing.” 
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” I said. “If you want your legacy, we have to live long enough for the headline to be Legendary Stuntman Dan Germany Dies Attempting Unprecedented Stunt and not Former Stuntman Dan Germany Killed in Robbery Gone Awry, Drugs Found at Scene.” 
 
    “Speaking of,” he said, “do you need a top off? I know it’s been a while.” 
 
    “No,” I said, mustering the ghost of the willpower I used last time I had a crippling heroin addiction. I was still fresh enough off a high that saying no was easy. “Insurance will never pay out if there are drugs in my system. Besides, I think I got enough practice flooring it in a souped up hot rod or whatever those things are called these days. Once I get off the ramp, the rest of the scheme should sort of take care of itself. The car slips off the ramp, I might live, but flying over a helicopter into the Grand Canyon? There’s no surviving that no matter what I do.” 
 
    “So, keep you cold turkey and focus on surviving long enough to get everything organized.” he says. “That about sum up the plan?” 
 
    “Spot on,” I said.  
 
    “I’m starving after dragging your old ass out of that wreck,” he said to me, holding a gut I could hear rumbling from across the room. 
 
    “Hey, it wasn’t too long ago it was your old ass, so watch how you talk about it or it’ll be yours again.” 
 
    “Any food in the fridge?” he asked. 
 
    “How would I know?” I said. “It’s your kitchen.” 
 
    We stared at each other for several moments before I relented. “Fine. I’ll look.” 
 
    I walked to the kitchen and popped open the icebox, marveling at the finest selection of gas station condiments and moldy Chinese food I had ever seen. “No luck in here,” I said and began to scour the cabinets. A can of green beans, a rusty can of mini ravioli, and a box of saltines. “Or anywhere else for that matter.” 
 
    “Grocery run?” he asked.  
 
    “You can. I don’t want to leave the house. Not while someone’s out to kill you. If they do it here, at least there’s a chance I’ll come back to life before someone finds me. I die out there, this whole plan falls apart.” 
 
    “That’s some smart thinking,” Dan said. “Keep it up and no one will ever believe you’re me.” 
 
    He stopped at the door. “You, uh… got any money? For groceries?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and slipped him a twenty.  
 
    He looked at it incredulously.  
 
    “Shop cheap,” I said. “Ramen. Bread and peanut butter. We only have to make it a week or two, and we’ll both be rolling in it, but until then, we need to be frugal.” 
 
    Dan left, and I turned on the TV, fiddling with the coat hanger until I could get a signal through the static. Soaps. Infomercials. Sesame Street. I almost shut it off when a news broadcast caught my eye. The police had found the car and identified it as Dan’s. They also determined that it was struck by a blue vehicle which was not on scene, and that forensic evidence indicated someone had been pulled from the driver’s side of the car, but no body had been found in the area or admitted to any local hospitals. The vast quantities of blood that pooled in the ceiling raised a few eyebrows and made them ask questions which I didn’t feel like answering. They were currently investigating it as a homicide.  
 
    As no body had been found, the police would come by soon, no doubt, so I decided it best to hole up in the bedroom and keep quiet if they came. Hopefully I could buy myself a little time to figure out how to deal with them. One wrong word and they would want blood samples. They would find traces of heroin, and worse, they would find my blood perfectly matched the blood in the car, and it wouldn’t be long before the paramedics realized there was way too much of my blood at the crash site for me to still be alive, let alone unscratched. I would not be experimented on again. 
 
    I shut off the TV and anything else that might suggest I was home, then disappeared into the bedroom, closing the door behind me. Pacing back and forth, I tried on any cover story that crossed my mind. I could say the car was stolen, but that didn’t explain my blood. I could cut my hand pretty badly, but that wouldn’t justify just how much blood was found at the scene and how much was left in my body.  
 
    As I paced around my room, wondering how I would spin the story by the press, Dan’s phone rang. I almost didn’t answer. I was not ready to give a statement. My Pavlovian reflexes, however, wouldn’t let me ignore it, and soon, against my better judgement, I snatched up the receiver.  
 
    “Hello,” I said quickly. “Yes, I’m alive. No, I don’t have anything I want to say at the moment.” 
 
    “Danger Man,” said a woman’s voice on the other end. “I need you to get under the bed. Now.” 
 
    “Who is this?” I demanded, but the line was already dead. Strange. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of breaking glass and a hot pinch against my neck. The cord dangled, severed in my hand, and the cord dripped blood. That’s odd, my still drug-fogged mind thought. Phone cords don’t usually bleed. Touching my hand to my throat to see what happened, I was disappointed to see large bloody patches on my fingers and palm. “The hell?” 
 
    Staggering, I turned to the window and see a bullet hole, perfectly in line with me. On a rooftop across the street, a man in a ski mask gave me the finger, then put away his rifle and a video camera he had mounted on a tripod. I applied direct pressure to the neck wound, but the spreading warmth down my sides and the spreading chill in my veins told me it wouldn’t save me. Again with the jugular. Bleeding out twice in one day. What were the odds? Stumbling to the bathroom, I turned on the tub faucet and climbed in, awkwardly removing what clothes I could. I would at least keep the apartment clean. No sense giving the police two bloody crime scenes to investigate.  
 
    I braced myself for the chill of bleeding out, the old familiar flames of death, and the new experience of waking up high.  
 
    What a day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    HERE BE MONSTERS DRESSED AS MEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    My phone pings with an alert on Dan Germany. His car was found totaled and bloody on the side of I-95 heading toward Philadelphia, but no body. My heart races at the thought of him dead, my failure. The police haven’t said whether they suspect foul play, but the images on the news alert show nasty scratches down the side which look more like a vehicular collision than a simple, slip-off-the-road accident. The fact that there’s no other car at the scene certainly suggests another “seeker.” Had they taken the corpse as proof?  
 
    I pull out my laptop and set sail for the darker parts of the Internet, off the edge of the map where BBS cartographers might have written “Here there be monsters.” Places where good, wholesome people wouldn’t go, and dare not even think about. Places where drugs and people and lives are bought and sold like children buy candy with a dollar they found. Somewhere in the darkness, Marv “the Fist” Taggert runs his little hide and seek games. If I can find him, I can see if someone posted confirmation of their kill. Maybe I’ll get lucky. Maybe Danger Man is still alive. Maybe I’ll even be able to see who’s after him. While I’m wishing for miracles, maybe I’ll win the lottery and can retire to a tropical island full of bronze skinned cabana boys and a high-speed Internet connection. A gal can dream. 
 
    I spend nearly two hours link hopping from one murder-for-hire/murder-for-fun forum to another. My stomach twists into vile knots as I read. Is it weird, I wonder, to feel so squeamish in these places, being a professional killer myself? I seem so casual about it at home. Hell, I was raised in it. It should be normal for me, and for the most part, I guess it is. Maybe it’s how unprofessional these people are. Maybe it’s the sadistic glee the killers seem to get in being as brutal as possible, or maybe my sickness comes from the petty reasons people are putting out hits in the first place. He made me come to work on Christmas. They didn’t buy me the car I wanted for my birthday. She’s a Jew. Reading these requests asking for cold blooded psychopaths, begging for “details & pics. Tell me how u made them scream,” it both makes me want to go on a killing spree and never want to touch a weapon again.  
 
    But these are the monsters. These are the sorts of people I’m paid to kill. Except, you know, on a bigger level. The prime minister of wherever wants this woman and her family killed for not sleeping with him. The general of that military government wants them all dead because they have inferior blood. The madam who tells countless poor fifteen-year-olds in third world countries she can get them a real good job if they’ll just wear this dress and go into that room with that man. I read the posts and think, these bigger fish keep me busy, you little fucks. They keep a roof over my head and gas in my car. But one day, I’ll take a vacation, and you guys I’ll do pro-bono. The restful sleep of your victim’s families will be all the pay I need. 
 
    After the better part of an afternoon, I finally find what I’m looking for. At the bottom of a thread in which someone is sharing pictures of a family they brutally murdered because someone “got sick of their stupid smiling faces all the time” and decided to “give them something to smile about,” someone suggested the killer might enjoy a good game of hide and seek, saying he would fit right in with all the other players. I follow the shared link, and there it is. The Fist’s own hide and seek game. 
 
    The website is simple. Some forums I can’t access because I don’t have an account, a page for active games that I am again locked out of, and the terms of service, a sociopath’s rulebook for murder, Internet style. A five grand account setup fee to cover background checks, making sure you aren’t a cop. A five hundred dollar buy in for every game, with a five grand pay out for the winner, the first person to provide proof that they killed the target. Details, usually just a name and photo, but sometimes a last known location, are hidden behind each game’s paywall. Security’s pretty tight, but I don’t let it deter me. I come at the authentication software every way I know how, and in the end, I’m victorious.  
 
    It’s a federal agent’s wet dream. Countless threads tied to past games. Names, photos, details about murders that only the killer would know. I make a mental note to jot down how I bypassed security so I can shoot the information over to the authorities once I see Danger Man safely tucked away. Danger Man, who has dozens of people gunning for him. Most games only have five or so, people who are presumably semi-local to the mark, plus a few who fancy themselves pro players. People like Bigbadaboom84, who has wins all over the country. I guess with Danger Man being such a big-name target, it brought all the crazies out of the woodwork. Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit. I can only hope that they’ll have as hard a time finding the vagabond stuntman as I will.  
 
    I comb through what profiles I can to glean any relevant data about people hunting Danger Man, but unsurprisingly, it’s all pretty vague. Even the stomach-churning videos contain little more than a sniggering voice, which some Hollywood hacker might be able to work with, but not me. I look for other clues, but no dice. Not so much as a reflection on stray glass or a post-slaughter selfie with the victim. I’m on my own for spotting these people, so the best I can do is try to find Dan Germany before they do.  
 
    I’m not wholly unlucky. A few seekers aren’t clever enough to turn off GPS tagging when they post from their phones. Pulling the geotagging data from their brags and boasts isn’t terribly difficult. Looks like most are either in Philadelphia now or travelling to. Good. Either I’m close enough to him that I can maybe save him or he’s far enough away from all of us that I don’t have to worry. It’s not much, but it’s a start.  
 
    Part of me wants to stake out Danger Man’s apartment. After all, they found his car heading for the city, so he wasn’t in town earlier when Bigbadaboom and I had our little exchange. He may not think to avoid the place. He’s not in any of the hospitals near the accident or here in town, so in theory he is mobile enough to go home of his own accord, a fact I can only attribute to years of stunt training. Even so, the landlady might recognize me. Police might be watching the area as well. It’s best, I think to keep my distance.  
 
    Hopping on Google, I pull up a map of the area and find a rooftop near enough to give me a decent vantage point when checking out Danger Man’s apartment, but not so close the police will have eyes on it. I won’t have good visibility inside, but I’ll at least be able to see all the windows and the door to the building, and seeing people coming and going will count for a lot. 
 
    Gaining roof access isn’t terribly difficult. The fire escape is easily reachable from the hood of my car. Just to be safe, I keep my pistol and a pair of binoculars but leave everything else. I don’t want to look suspicious if the police do happen to be sniffing about. Even though Queen Mary is one of my very first guns, I can ditch her easily enough and come back for her later. 
 
    I settle into a nice corner, and pull out my binoculars, laying low against the elevated roof edge. I should have brought a camera. That way I could at least try to pass myself off as a paparazzi if worse comes to worst. But I didn’t bring it. Looks like I’ll have to be discrete instead.  
 
    From my nook, I sweep my gaze back and forth from windows to door, door to windows. No police unless they’ve gotten uncommonly good at the low-profile stakeout. No one coming or going.  
 
    Just as I get bored enough for my leg to start fidgeting, I see Danger Man and some blond kid climb out of a pickup. There’s an exchange of handshakes and off the truck goes. Danger Man, strangely, has his shirt heavily stained with blood. It’s not the glaring, bright red of a fresh wound, nor is it the caked-on brown of dried. It’s the faded stain of a shirt that’s been washed while the blood was still wet and new, but not soon enough to get rid of it completely. Stranger still, I see no wounds on Danger Man or the blond, at least none significant enough to stain his shirt that much or leave the amount of blood police say they saw on the scene. Could it be someone else’s? Did they kill the man who tried to kill him and leave the body somewhere in the woods? Oh, Danger Man. I knew you’d fallen in with a rough crowd, what with the gambling and the drugs and the mob, but I never imagined you had it in you to kill a man. 
 
    Time passes. I don’t know how much because I don’t dare take my eyes from the building to check my watch. I want to walk over there, tell him what’s happening, and get him out of there. Not that I would be able to get into the building. The old lady would make me in a second, and then it’d be nothing but questions and cops. Better I watch from a distance for now and not move close until I know it’s safe. 
 
    I take a moment to shift my weight as blondie leaves the building. I can just make out some movement inside. The angle isn’t good, but as far as I know, there’s no one else in his apartment. Good. He’s still alive for now. I glance around and don’t see anyone coming up the street. If I can’t get a good bead on him, he probably won’t notice me either.  
 
    I figure now is as good a time as any to stretch out after a long sit under the hot sun. Right as I’m about to stand and shake out the legs, I notice a man on a nearby rooftop, similarly fixated on Danger Man’s building. Call me crazy, but I suspect that unlike me, he has more nefarious purposes for being up there. It could be that sinister glee in his eyes. It could be me stereotyping him for being on a roof in a ski mask in the middle of summer. Probably, however, it’s the sniper rifle he’s assembling piece by piece from a large hard plastic case. It’s nowhere near as nice as my Bonnie Prince Charlie, but he’s also not shooting from anywhere near as far.  
 
    After taking a moment to put a small video camera on a tripod, the man rests the now assembled rifle on the edge of his own building and pulls the stock close to his nose, tightening the weapon firmly against his shoulder. I watch the rise and fall of his breathing. Another shift. I know these signs, these gestures and movements. He’s aiming. He can see him. 
 
    Fumbling for my phone, I try to track down the site where I got Dan Germany’s address. There’s a phone number. A quick check says it’s a fixed line. If his bill paying habits are any indication, it’s probably been shut off, but a girl can hope. It rings. The sniper steadies. Breathes in. Rings. No answer. Breathes out. Rings. No answer. I’m on pins and needles. I don’t know if he’s the kind of guy to fire at the top of a breath or the bottom. It rings again. Pick up the damn phone, Danger Man! 
 
    “Hello,” a haggard voice says before I even realize someone has picked up. “Yes, I’m alive. No, I don’t have anything I want to say at the moment.” 
 
    “Danger Man,” I say, racing to get the words out before he hangs up. “I need you to get under the bed. Now.” 
 
    I want to say more, but in my urgency, I didn’t realize how long or how loud I had been speaking. The sniper lifts his gaze from the stock of the rifle and looks my way. No more than perhaps my eyes could be seen above the parapet—I think that’s what these mini walls are called, but I chastise myself for stopping to think about it now. Hanging up, I drop fast and flat to the roof and hope I wasn’t seen I doubt it, though, because I hear the rifle fire. Long enough for a skilled sniper to regain his aim against such a close target. Of course, this guy brought a sniper rifle to shoot a target a between fifty and a hundred yards away and still took a moment to aim. Chances are, he’s not a skilled sniper. Just an amateur who thinks a better gun makes a better shooter. Could I be that lucky? 
 
    I wait in silence, holding my breath tight like an alcoholic holds his fifth last drink ever. Will he flee the scene immediately or will he come for me first? I cautiously, ever so cautiously pull Queen Mary from my pocket and slip its tiny grip into my hand. Easing my way up in a way that makes me wish I did more sit ups, I peer above the wall. He’s gone. 
 
    I wait for some sign of the sniper’s success or failure, but no ambulances come. Either Danger Man is hiding under the bed or he’s been shot and it’s all been for nothing. I want to stick around longer, to see what happens when Blondie comes back, but if the police show up while I’m down there, it will not end well for me at all, I’m sure. I groan. This is why I can’t have nice things. 
 
    I’ll have to find another way to keep tabs on the old man.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    DYING’S WHAT I’M PAID TO DO 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time I revived, the feeling of flames lapping at my body were nothing more than a distant memory, buried beneath an avalanche of mid-grade opiates. My whole world was soft as a pillowy cloud. If it weren’t for the crippling addiction, I could get used to waking up like this. I savored the strange sensation of the shower raining down on me, like a thousand cold fingers tickling at my aged bones. I let the sensation take me away to wondrous dreamlands of death-defying stunts. I was nothing, and the buried memories of Dan “Danger Man” Germany drifted in to fill the spaces. Flying motorcycles over busses, flying off the side of a building, wind in my face and low altitude parachute at my back, flying hot rods through flaming rings. Flying and flames. Flying through flames. Flying on flames.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” said a voice, strange and distant, echoing through the wide-open skies of fire. 
 
    The intrusion pulled me back into my body as well as the spider-silk connection between drugged mind and meat could manage, and the biological memory of Dan Germany retreated back to the recesses of my thoughts. “Fire,” I said. “And flying.” 
 
    I looked up and a blond man stood over me, an inexplicable look of concern on his face. 
 
    “Are you high?” he asked. 
 
    I thought long and hard about this. I was flying. But then I was cold and wet. Like a fish. Was I high? Or was I low? “No. Wait… drugs. Yes. Yes I am.” I laughed for no good reason. “Do I know you?” 
 
    “It’s Dan,” he said. “Germany?” 
 
    “Oh yeah…,” I said. “I forgot.” 
 
    “Where did you find drugs?” he asked. “There aren’t any in this place and believe me, I would know.” 
 
    “Didn’t shoot up,” I said and pointed weakly to the hole in the window.  
 
    It took him a moment to put two and two together. “I guess it’s not safe here either,” he said and helped me from the tub. 
 
    Blood oozed from my thigh and he quickly slapped a hand to the wound where I drew the sample. “We need to get that patched up,” he said. 
 
    “While you’re down there,” I said with a slurred smile. 
 
    “I’m not gay,” he said. 
 
    “Me neither,” I said. “I’m just a sweet young woman in an old man’s body. Or am I a young man in a woman’s body in an old man’s body? Or an old woman in a young man’s body in a woman’s body in an old man’s body? It’s so hard to keep track these days.” 
 
    “You’re a strange… person,” he said as he taped gauze against my thigh.  
 
    “I’m just saying, technically it’s your penis, so it’s not weird at all. Technically.” 
 
    He brushed me off and dropped me on the couch where I was more than happy to collapse and do nothing at all. I counted my fingers while he paced about, talking wildly about things I was not at all following, only grabbing a few words at a time. 
 
    “…make the announcement…” 
 
    “…find a car to…” 
 
    “…sober up and…” 
 
    “…incorporate some fire and…” 
 
    By the time I came to my senses, he’d gotten some clothes on me and propped me up against a wall with no view of the window. A bowl of soup sat in front of me, but it had grown cold. Dan pulled a tattered chair up across the coffee table from me. 
 
    “We need to talk,” he said. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “A lot of things,” he said. “For starters, your heroin problem.” 
 
    “You mean your heroin problem,” I said. 
 
    “No, I mean yours,” he said and his features tightened. “I can keep you away from the stuff. I’m not worried about you scoring any more under my watch. You don’t have any money, and you wouldn’t know where to look. But this whole dying and coming back high thing? We can’t have that.” 
 
    “What do you propose?” 
 
    “We can’t train you,” he said. “The work’s too dangerous. It’d be cool if you could pull off all the crazy stuff we have planned, and in a perfect world, I’d train you up to it. I know we figured you would probably die, but I think with the amount of time we lose to sobering you up, we can’t risk you dying trying to learn what you’re doing. That means no training and no exposing you to whoever they’re sending your way. If there’s any trace of heroin in your system when you make that jump, we’re humped. No insurance payout.” 
 
    I nodded. It made sense. It was terrible, but it made sense. “So instead of saying I’ll probably die, just go ahead and make it part of the plan?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be too hard,” he said. 
 
    “Harder than you think,” I said. “I heal pretty quickly once I’m dead. We need something that mangles me so bad they don’t even consider an autopsy because, brother, we might not have time for one. This stunt needs to get a lot more dangerous.” 
 
    “That brings me to my next point,” he said. “You were babbling in the tub.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said. 
 
    “No need to apologize.” He smiled and patted my knee. “It gave me some pretty wild ideas.” 
 
    He spent the next several minutes laying out the new stunt. It was a hideous Frankenstein’s monster of a plan cobbled together from every mad idea to pass through one man’s head. The list of ways it could go wrong and get me killed was so long, I was worried I might be killed by the wrong thing and be alive again by the time rescue crews reached me. Jumps, explosions, cliffs, fire, handcuffs. It was so convoluted I couldn’t even remember it all. It was perhaps the dumbest thing I had ever heard. “Did a five-year-old come up with that plan?” 
 
    “The kids will love it,” he said gleefully. 
 
    “Sure, if they survive the trauma of watching me die in a thousand awful ways.” 
 
    “Trust me,” he said. “I do this for a living. It’ll be legendary.” 
 
    “Your legacy?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s what it’s all about,” he replied, nodding. “Live or die, everyone will be talking about it for decades.” 
 
    He was not wrong about that. If we could pull it off, or at least have me survive long enough for it to be impressive and not just sad, it would be a Jeopardy question for sure. A stunt this intricate would make him the laughing stock of the stunt world for a century if I died before it even started, though. It would be like if the whole world gathered to watch Apollo 11 and the rockets failed to ignite. “Let’s hope we don’t embarrass ourselves.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, buddy,” he said. “You are not at all wrong.” 
 
    “So, you said you had a lot to talk about,” I said. “That’s only two things.” 
 
    “Next, we need a car. Can’t get out of dodge and drive cars off ramps without a car.” 
 
    “Good point. Convertible?” 
 
    “You wish,” he said. 
 
    “But Route 66 in a convertible!” I said. “That’s the dream of the 50s!” 
 
    “We don’t have money for two cars,” said the former stuntman. “Needs to be a regular car with a trunk. No hatchbacks or convertibles. Can’t make things easy on you.” 
 
    “Gotta keep that stunt gonzo,” I said with a sigh. “Stupid legacy.” 
 
    “That stupid legacy is about to put a lot of dinero in your pocket, friend,” he said. 
 
    “So what? Grab the first car we can find? How do we pay for it? We can steal one, but that’ll put the cops on our tail, and that will make pulling off this stunt a whole lot more difficult. Plus, it’ll do who knows what to the insurance payout.” 
 
    “That’s the last thing we need to talk about.” 
 
    “Money? Setting up your beneficiary?” 
 
    “Ambrose says he’s already taking care of the beneficiary, but we have to cover the front end. It’s time we make the announcement.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Yes now,” he said. “Ambrose agrees. With the car accident, it makes perfect to announce one last big death defying stunt now.” 
 
    “Really?” I said, skeptical as a conspiracy theorist when his hot water cuts out. “You don’t think ‘go to a hospital’ might be the next logical step after an accident like that?” 
 
    “Think about it,” he said. “It’s a terrible accident you walked away from. When’s the last time Dan ‘Danger Man’ Germany stared death in the face and laughed?” 
 
    “Every time you shoot up at this age. It’s a wonder you made it this far.” 
 
    “The public doesn’t know about that. Anyway, Dan Germany survives a car crash. The public, suddenly remembering I exist, wants to know where I’ve been, what I’ve been doing. I say I don’t have long, crash made me realize what was important, frailty of man, blah blah blah. I want to face death one last time before I go. Let him know I’m not afraid of him. If he wants me, he’ll have to catch me sleeping because he’ll never catch me awake. That sort of thing. The sales for the GPS coordinates go out, the money comes in. We take the money, turn around and buy a car. And ramps. And explosives. And everything else.” 
 
    “It makes sense. It’s not what I would do in that situation, but then I’m not you.” 
 
    He gave me a wry grin.  
 
    “Well, I am, but I’m not. You know what I mean. The important thing is, I think you’re right.” 
 
    “More words I haven’t heard in a long time. Thanks again.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    “Well then,” I said. “Let’s write up a press release.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    SOMEONE MUST SAVE YOU FROM YOU 
 
      
 
      
 
    Some people won’t let you save them no matter how hard you try. I shake my head in stunned disbelief and try to wrap my head around what I’m seeing. Just to make sure I’m not imagining things, I watch the YouTube video again. 
 
    Dan “Danger Man” Germany sits on the couch in his tiny efficiency apartment. I recognize it from earlier today. Seeing him up close, he looks old, tired. Someone, probably Blondie, holds the camera, but it’s not very steady. The camera shakes with emotion and I can hear an occasional sniffle. Dan Germany must mean a lot to him, whoever he is. 
 
    “As the news has already reported, I was in an accident earlier today, an accident for which I am more than lucky to have survived. My apologies to the paramedics and investigators who no doubt saw the blood and assumed the worst. After countless transfusions from stunts gone awry, I’m afraid I’ve gotten into the strange habit of travelling with a couple pints of my own blood just in case. That can make quite an unsettling mess, and again I’m sorry.” 
 
    Danger Man takes a moment to clear his throat for dramatic emphasis. “The reason I’m making this video today is to make an announcement. I know I haven’t been in the limelight much lately. Those of you who remember me probably assumed I retired or died years ago. The truth is, I didn’t retire and to quote Mark Twain, ‘rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated.’ You know the rumors I mean. Jumping a motorcycle over an active volcano? Ridiculous. But as I got older, I stopped laughing in the face of death, and just chuckled, then maybe sniggered under my breath. Saying snide things to death when he turned his back. The truth is, I got scared. I’m old. I think it’s time to retire. Almost. 
 
    “I’ve been talking with a few close friends for years about doing one last big stunt, not for the fame or the fans but for myself. Something to prove to myself I’m not afraid anymore. It was a pipe dream, and we all knew it. That is, until today. I could have died today. I didn’t, but I could have. I spent years avoiding doing the thing that I love because I didn’t want to die, but the thing is, death doesn’t respect your limits. Death doesn’t care if you are playing it safe, eating healthy, doing the right thing. One day it will come for you. One day it will come for me. When he shows up, I want him to know I wasn’t afraid. I want to know myself that I wasn’t afraid. When he comes knockin’ again, I want him to have to speak up so I can hear him over the sound of my engine running. 
 
    “One last stunt. No tickets. No camera crews. No audience. Just me and my doubts, and only one of us will make it out alive. Thank you for your love and support over the years. Thank you for your thoughts and prayers today. Thank you for your hopes as I move into this last phase of my life. Thank you. Good night.” 
 
    The video ends and brings up a slew of suggested viewing that I couldn’t care less about. I let it sink in.  
 
     How do you protect someone from external threats when he seems so hell-bent to kill himself anyway? I don’t buy the car accident story. Paint chips suggest another car ran him off the road. Could be an unintentional hit and run, but given the hide and seek boards, I highly doubt it. Dan has to know someone is coming for him. The car accident. The bullet hole in his window. So why make the announcement now? Is he hoping maybe they’ll leave him alone of it looks like he might die anyway? That doesn’t seem likely. Typically, when someone puts a hit out on a guy, he doesn’t want the target to take control of the situation. If you’re the mob, what kind of message does it send to those who might take advantage of you if the guy you put a hit on lives long enough to organize a death-defying stunt and die on his own terms? No, likely what will happen is they’ll up the ante and come at him twice as hard. Now it won’t be just business anymore. It will be personal. 
 
    I redouble my efforts to find out who might be coming at Danger Man. The person who tried to run him down is probably DeathProof, presuming he took his username from that Kurt Russell movie where he kills people with his car. I’ve identified Bigbadaboom84. The sniper was probably eagleeye6969 or VasilysHeir, presuming he wasn’t one of the users who didn’t hint at a favored weapon with their screen name, people like WhozUrDaddy and SoccerMomByDay.  
 
    I forge an invite to the Fist’s hide and seek boards, create an account under the misleading Motherof3 handle and pepper the profile with details that will send people looking in all the wrong places. Then I convince the database that, yes, in fact, I have paid my dues and am cleared to pursue this target. “No 1 takes my kill. Just ask boom. My babies R going 2 college N that ain’t cheap,” I post, and hope that’s enough of a goose chase to keep the feds off my tail when I turn the website in, while still preserving my professional integrity as a taker of lives if word gets out I interfered. I can always say I wasn’t saving a life. I was hogging the ball. It’s not a perfect plan, but after that monumental sloppiness of allowing not one, but two of these guys to see my face, I have to do something. 
 
    As I’m logging off, I spot a couple new posts that catch my attention.  
 
    The first is a reply to my post. VasilysHeir tells everyone to be on the lookout for Motherof3 for playing dirty, and he gives a vague sort of physical description of me, coupled with some very unkind suggestions regarding my sex life for a person my age to have three kids already. 
 
    The second post is on the main page for Danger Man’s game. 
 
    In light of recent announcements, the winner for this game gets an extra five thousand dollars, but to claim your bonus prize, you must submit proof of success before the hider pulls off his little stunt. No easy task given certain members’ careless work. No doubt, our hider knows we are coming for him and has gone into hiding. 
 
    Not good at all. I had hoped to buy some time, save a life. It seems all I’ve done is kick a hornet’s nest. I need to get a GPS tracker on Danger Man somehow and I need to do it fast. Wherever he’s doing his secret stunt, I can’t trust that if I can’t find him, they can’t either. I try his apartment phone, but he’s not answering. Figures. He’s probably not even home anymore. I really don’t want to try to sneak in again, especially since the police and the media will no doubt descend upon the place in short order if they haven’t already. I don’t want to, but what choice do I have? If he’s been planning this thing for a while, if there’s any indication of where he’s heading next, it will be there. 
 
    I park my car two blocks away and get ready to climb. I don’t dare use the front door. It’s too likely I’ll be recognized, plus anyone on the boards worth their salt will be watching, and thanks to my run-in with VasilysHeir and my ill-advised interrogation of Bigbadaboom84, they know what I look like. I’ll have to slip in through a window, which thankfully Bigbadaboom had the courtesy to pre-break for me.  
 
    I watch carefully down the street as I approach the building. Still no cruisers. No flashing lights means they probably don’t know about the sniper. One less thing to worry about. Just to be safe, though, I slip on a bulky hoodie and a blonde wig, followed by a ski mask of my own. If things go wrong, maybe I can at least confuse them about who they’re looking for. I slip a camera into my pocket just in case. He may not be in, but that doesn’t mean he won’t come back. Climbing the fire escape is no trouble and the broken window gives me even less difficulty. The place is empty. It would have been nice to find Danger Man at home, but I’ll settle for no surprise killers. If only all break-ins could be this easy.  
 
    I set to work nosing about the apartment as quickly as I can, but it’s nowhere near as easy finding information as I had hoped it would be. Dan Germany is by no stretch of the imagination a neat freak. He has papers scattered everywhere. On coffee tables and counters, piled on top of dressers and underneath chairs, and sticking awkwardly out of drawers. 
 
    “How do you find anything?” I ask no one in particular as I prod my way through a stack of old bills marked Past Due. Each half-written thought on the back of an envelope gives me a glimmer of hope, only to be dashed to the floor when it turns out to be nothing more than a grocery list or phone number for someone he probably owed money to. 
 
    I’m about to give up when I find a list of dangerous items scrawled on a grocery receipt crumbled in the garbage near the kitchen.  
 
    Big jump 
 
    Helicopter 
 
    Escape? Explosions? 
 
    Flames 
 
    Grand Canyon 
 
    I frantically flip the receipt over and scan the list of items until I find the timestamp. My heart races. It’s the first solid lead I’ve had since I started this nonsense of saving lives instead of taking them. This list was written today. 
 
    I shove the slip of paper into my pocket and dig a little deeper into the trash, hoping to find something more substantial. That’s when I hear the click of the doorknob. I look for someplace to hide and am forced to settle for the tiny island in the kitchen. I won’t go unnoticed for anything beyond the most cursory of glances, but the couch is too far away and a bad hiding place is better than none at all. 
 
    The door creaks open and I recognize the old familiar voice of the land lady. “The other officer was here earlier,” she says. “Did he not find what he was looking for?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” says another voice. “This is a follow up on a separate matter.” 
 
    “Oh,” she says. “Well, it doesn’t seem he’s here.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be just a moment, ma’am. I need to take a look around for a minute.” 
 
    I furrow an eyebrow. That can’t be legal, can it? Doesn’t he- 
 
    “Don’t you need a warrant for that?” the old woman asks, finishing my thought for me. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” he says. “I’m not collecting evidence. Just trying to find out where we can find him. I have a few questions I need to ask him.” 
 
    I’m pretty sure that’s not how it works.  
 
    “That’s not how they do it on Law & Order,” she says. 
 
    What is with this lady reading my thoughts? I wish I could have her around every time I’m hiding out trying to overhear information. 
 
    “Well, ma’am, that is a TV show. They make up a lot of stuff for dramatic effect.” 
 
    His voice trails off toward the end, and I hear his footsteps draw close. I freeze. Has he seen me? I hear a click behind me. 
 
    “Hands over your head slowly.” 
 
    Yeah. He saw me. Crap. 
 
    I rise, keeping my hands up.  
 
    “No one told you to stand,” the voice says. 
 
    Not what I was expecting. I stop, half stooped. My thighs begin to burn from the awkward stance and I can hear him circle around me. I see his shoes, black and gleaming with polish. 
 
    “What have we here?” he asks. 
 
    “Who is it?” the woman asks. “Is it another burglar?” 
 
    “Another?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah,” she says. “There was one here earlier. Didn’t your other police friends tell you?” 
 
    “Like I said, ma’am. This is about a separate matter.” He turns his attentions back to me. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    I say nothing. Something doesn’t feel right. 
 
    “Hands against the wall,” he says, “and spread your legs.” 
 
    I do as he says. I can get to Queen Mary quickly, but his weapon is already out and trained on me. I’m not that quick. One hand rests on my shoulder, and my flesh crawls with disgust at what I dread is coming. Moving down my side, my leg. He’s thorough, but professional. I sigh inwardly, relieved to see he’s at least not a creeper. Then he finds my pistol and camera. 
 
    “Well, isn’t this an interesting find,” he says.  
 
    “What is?” the old woman asks. 
 
    “I have a permit for that,” I lie, trying to steal a glimpse of the cop over my shoulder. 
 
    “Sure you do,” he says. “Do you have a permit to be in someone’s apartment uninvited? That’s called Breaking and Entering, you know.” 
 
    Without his consent, I turn around slowly. If he’s a stand-up sort of cop, he’ll get frustrated but he won’t harm me for it. If he’s not, he’ll rough me up a bit, but he won’t harm me too bad, not with a witness present. I can live with that. At least then I’ll know what sort of cop I’m dealing with. 
 
    “Stop what you’re doing and turn back against the wall,” he says, and tries to strong arm my head from turning.  
 
    Does he want me to stay facing away from him for control, or is it because he doesn’t want me to see something? 
 
    I continue to turn anyway, pulling against his grip. “Look,” I say, resisting the pressure of his hands. “I can explain. You gotta hear my side of the story, right? That’s the law, right? Innocent until proven guilty?” 
 
    I babble about knowing my rights about anything I can to distract him while I look him over. The uniform looks legitimate, but not the badge. It’s nice, shiny, polished. But it doesn’t say Philadelphia on it. It doesn’t say any city on it. It’s a fake, and I should know. I have one just like it in the car. Fake badge, fake cop. 
 
    “You got this all wrong,” I say, waving my hands up high, making sure he sees they’re empty. “Let me explain.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear- ” 
 
    And while he’s looking at my empty hands, watching for a sign of violence, my knee comes up hard, and plows full impact into his testicles. The fake cop crumples down, withdrawing his body into a central mass to protect the shattered family jewels. As he contorts, bent over in pain, I bring my fists together and crash them down on the base of his neck, dropping the imposter to the floor like a sack of dirty laundry. 
 
    As he lies there, I kick at his ribs. “Give me back my freakin’ pistol!” I say, until his hand loosens on my beloved sidearm. 
 
    The landlady screams for help, but I pay her no mind. I have what I came for. I just need to make sure I leave nothing behind and this faker doesn’t follow. As I cram my pistol and camera into my pocket, the fake cop grabs my leg and yanks hard, pulling me to the floor. I scramble to my feet, but he scrambles faster, and soon I find myself slammed against the wall, drywall cracking behind me.  
 
    I try to bring my knee up again to drop my foe, but he’s learned his lesson and gives me no access. A torrent of swear words pour from his mouth. I try to stop the flow with a few punches but no luck. His arms are too long, and I can’t reach his face. I change my attack and drive fists at shoulders, but none of my flailing against his arms weakens his grips in the slightest.  
 
    Of course it doesn’t. Brute force won’t work against someone with more strength than me. If I want to win this, I need to fight smart and fight dirty.  
 
    I spit in his eye. He doesn’t flinch, but it does blind him enough that he doesn’t see my fist coming up hard from below, plowing into his inner elbow and buckling his arm on the left side. His hold on me shifts dramatically under his uneven pressure. As his left side falls in close, I swing a wide right hook and catch him in the trachea. Gasping, he releases his grip on me and clutches his throat.  
 
    I take the momentum and break free, kicking his own pistol away from him as I move. I dart across the room to put distance between me and the imposter when glass shatters and another killer rolls in, this one in a werewolf mask with his GoPro strapped to his chest. Before I even realize what’s happening, the wolfman has pulled two Uzis out like he’s in some sort of video game and opens fire at random, barely missing the old woman, who wisely dives out the door. 
 
    “Oh, Danger Man,” he says. “Come out, come out, wherever you are!” 
 
    Clearly, he has not noticed yet this is an efficiency apartment. The cop, I see, has been shot in the leg, his bleeding calf poking out from around the corner of the island where he took cover. Fake cop. Mad gunman. Lots of gunfire that will no doubt draw the real police out. I could panic, or I could do this the smart way. The Olivia way. 
 
    “Truce,” I shout to the cop and kick his pistol across the floor to him. Sticking around just long enough to see him ready the weapon to fire, I dive out the window and onto the fire escape. The thunderous pop of gunfire screams out from the apartment behind me, but I’m already two flights down. Let those two killers deal with each other. I have more important work to do. Besides, maybe the fake cop on the scene will get the police to get off their butts and start investigating like real detectives.  
 
    Down in the alley, I tear off the ski mask, wig, and hoodie, shoving them into the backpack I had concealed beneath. Peering out into the street, I check for anyone who might notice me, but there’s no one, at least not on this side of the alley. I walk quickly away from the scene, back the two blocks to my car and pull out onto the street.  
 
    As I pass the apartment building, the first of the squad cars arrive. Doing my best to look casual, I drive on by and he pays me no mind, blowing on by me to the crime scene. I shouldn’t be surprised. I drive a 2016 Kia Sedona. Nothing says “I’m a law-abiding citizen” like a sensible automobile. It’s the whole reason I bought the car in the first place. Were I in that cop’s position, I wouldn’t pay attention to me either, especially when I was racing to a shootout.  
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief and do my best to put distance between me and the apartment, all the while, cop cars pass me one by one. What catches my eye, though, is the flashy white muscle car that cuts a U-turn as the police approach. I peer hard at the two men inside it, silhouetted against the setting sun. I can’t possibly be that lucky, can I? Especially after that werewolf guy exploded onto the scene and gave me a perfect escape. But maybe I am. The lighting isn’t ideal, but I can just make out the features of two men. Sitting in the car like some cosmic gift are Blondie and Dan Germany. 
 
    I floor it to catch up. I won’t let them get away again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    RUN AWAY BUT DON’T GIVE IN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The car we found wasn’t bad. At least I assumed it wasn’t. I felt confident it wouldn’t die in the next month, and that was more than we needed. Dan seemed pretty pleased with it, and that must have counted for something. For the cash we had on hand, it would do. Plus, he was pretty sure it could make the jump without any extra work, which was nice. It would make for an amusing failure video for the car to not even clear the ramp, but it’d sure make prepping for the rest of the stunt wasted effort, and we still had a lot of gear to track down. Which reminded me. 
 
    I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and punched in the Marquis’s number. Naturally, it went to voicemail. He loved his power games. 
 
    “Hi, I’m sure you can guess who this is,” I said. “Here’s a hint. I’m older than I sound. Anyway, I just wanted to know how our efforts are going to get everything set up. We still need the ramp supplies, the bomb, the helicopter, the… well, we have the car secured, so pretty much everything but the car. Also, speaking of the car, it’s not exactly tip top shape, so we’re not exactly one hundred percent sure it’ll make the jump. We’re more like maybe eighty-five percent sure, if I’m being honest, which raises the question about who’s going to fly the helicopter? I have accepted the fact that I might well crash into it instead of fly over it, but I don’t want to kill anyone else when it turns out this thing’s get up and go has got up and went. Anyway, give me a call back and let us know when we’re a go. Also, whenever you’re ready to start selling those GPS coordinates, feel free to do so and send some of that cash this way. We had to get this car on finance, and let me tell you, the kind of car an old man with really bad credit can get on finance, well, it’s the kind of car he’ll have until the day he dies, and I mean that in the worst possible way. Okay. So. Call me.” 
 
    I hung up the phone and tossed it to Dan.  
 
    “So, what do we know?” Dan asked. “How are things progressing?” 
 
    “You heard it,” I said. “We know nothing.” 
 
    We drove in silence back to the apartment, Dan doing whatever he did when he wasn’t talking and me anxiously waiting for the Marquis to call back. The number of attempts on my life today was more than I would like, and I got the nagging suspicion they were going to keep on coming. The sooner we could pull off this stunt and I could go back to being a woman’s shelter worker by day, abusive husband abuser by night, the better. Being old and hunted put me on edge. 
 
    You know what will take that edge off, said a little voice itching at the back of my head. I hated that voice. 
 
    No, I said firmly, and for now I had the strength of will for that to mean something. Who knew how strong I’d be tomorrow or a week from now. Hell, who knew how strong I’d be tonight. I had got to get out of this body.  
 
    As we drew close to home, we politely pulled aside for a police cruiser that rushed past us, lights flashing. “Bad neighborhood?” I asked. 
 
    “Like you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    Turning onto Dan’s street, we pulled over for another cruiser, and watched as it stopped at the building. “Damn,” I said. “What do you think? Questions about the accident, or another attempt on my life?” 
 
    “More than one car, lights flashing?” he said, scratching his chin. “Another attempt.” 
 
    “I’m thinking we declare the apartment dead to us and just make our way to the Grand Canyon now while we still have the freedom to make that choice. Thoughts?” 
 
    “That it sucks we just dropped our last twenty on groceries we’ll never get to eat?” 
 
    “You mean my last twenty,” I said. “But what are your thoughts about going to the canyon now?” 
 
    “I’m the kind of guy who doesn’t shy away from risk but going back to that building is too much for me. Let’s go.” 
 
    We cut a U-turn in the middle of the boulevard, hoping it didn’t look suspicious to the cops we kept passing. They seemed to pay us no mind. Made sense. If I were a cop driving to a crime scene where something dangerous just happened, something that was big enough a threat to public safety that I felt the need to speed and throw on my flashing lights, I would probably disregard a car making an illegal U-turn as well, so long as it didn’t speed away like they had something to hide.  
 
    The setting sun glared brightly into my eyes, its fiery orange glow blinding me. I pulled down the visor and squinted as best I could, but it still wasn’t enough. Lifting my hand, I blocked out the light with my outstretched palm, and for the first time, the pain burning at my retinas eased enough for me to look in my rear view. I’d been driving under the assumption the police hadn’t been following me, but it was nice to have a little certainty. That’s when I saw the minivan speeding toward us.  
 
    “Hey, Dan,” I said. “Someone’s coming in pretty hot.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” he asked. 
 
    “I think it means they’re approaching at a really fast, unsafe speed. I think. I heard it on Top Gun, but I can’t remember if that was when Cougar and Merlin were trying to land and they were too fast to stop, or if it was when they were about to start shooting, so maybe it means they’re ready to attack. I guess either is appropriate, but I meant the first way.” 
 
    “So, let them pass,” he said.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s what they want,” I said, eying the car once more in the mirror, trying to make out the face behind the wheel. No mask, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. “There’s a whole empty lane they could be using, but they aren’t. Plus…” 
 
    “Plus what?” 
 
    “Plus, I think I recognize the driver.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said in stunned disbelief as the face clicked in my mind. “I think it’s an assassin I had a run in with last year.” 
 
    “Is he good?” he asked. 
 
    “She,” I said, “and yes. I think.” 
 
    “She kill you?” 
 
    “Multiple times.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, then suddenly worried. “Oh!” 
 
    I mashed the accelerator to the floor. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Dan shouted. “What about the cops?” 
 
    “Look,” I said, “I may draw unwanted attention from the police, but at least she’s unlikely to take me out while they’re watching. She’s too professional for that.” 
 
    “Well, don’t get us killed,” he said. “You know what happened last time you were in a chase.” 
 
    “I remember,” I said. “Trust me.” 
 
    He said he did, but he also gripped the handle above the passenger door so tightly I could see bone through his skin, which was not a good thing. I should have been watching the road, not his knuckles. Maybe he had a point. 
 
    “I’m going to need your help,” I said. “I don’t know Philly like you do. I need you to lead me out of the city.” 
 
    “What about her being a professional? What about other people?” he asked. “Don’t we want witnesses?” 
 
    “In a perfect world, yes we do,” I said, “but we don’t want them dead. I want to get away from anywhere where I might run somebody down.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” he shouted over the roar of the engine, and he began to feed me directions to the outskirts. All the while, the minivan kept up. I thought Dan’s concerns that the car might not clear the helicopter had a little merit to them.  
 
    Naturally, my phone chose now to ring. 
 
    “You should answer that,” Dan said. 
 
    “Weren’t you the one telling me to not get us killed?” I said, swerving the car around some much slower moving traffic.  
 
    “Could be important,” he said. “Could be Ambrose.” 
 
    I wanted to say we would call him back and let the Marquis have a taste of his own medicine, but the old aristocrat might get petty about that and not return the call for days. I wanted out of this mess now. 
 
    “Dan, I need you to reach into my pocket and get my phone.” 
 
    He stared at me for a moment, then snapped out of it and reached, sliding his hand in as best he could. The pocket was tight and his wild groping wasn’t doing either of us any favors. Hoping to speed things up, I hoisted my hips so he could get a better feel in there. As we swerved past a minivan, I suppressed a giggle as a blushing mother awkwardly reached back behind her to cover her son’s eyes.  
 
    “This is taking forever,” Dan said. “Are you sure it’s even in this pocket?” 
 
    “Yeah, reach down as far as you can. It’s settled to the bottom.” 
 
    He reached and grabed blindly. 
 
    “That’s not my phone,” I said and his grip instantly recoiled. “Why so shy? Weren’t you asking for this sort of thing this morning?” 
 
    “You weren’t an old man this morning,” he said, and made one last go of it for the phone. Finally, he found it and pulled it out. 
 
    “What do I do with this thing?” he said. 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked. “You don’t know how to answer a cell phone?” 
 
    “I’m old. I never learned to use those smart phone things.” 
 
    “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” I said. “I’m over ten thousand years old, and I learned how to answer a phone.” 
 
    He stared at me blankly. 
 
    “The green button,” I said. “Press the green button and hold it up to my face.” 
 
    He did. It was probably the most awkward phone conversation I’d ever had, physically at least. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, old girl,” said the Marquis’s familiar voice. “How may I be of service today?” 
 
    It figured he wouldn’t be bothered to actually listen to my voicemail. I left it for a reason, but did he care? No.  
 
    “Look, things are getting kind of hairy, and I wanted to know how the stunt is coming along.” 
 
    “These things take time,” he said. “We only made the deal this morning.” 
 
    “You make it sound like you didn’t already have plans in the works before I even met Dan, but I’m not buying it.” 
 
    There was silence, which I took to mean I’d read him right.  
 
    “The materials for the ramp have been procured already. Lumber is a simple find. I have a few builders on hand who say that they can whip it together in an afternoon. Though I have my own personal helicopter, I would not dream of risking it if you fail to pull this wild scheme off so I am in the market for another. Something inexpensive, but that can be rigged to fly remotely. That too will take some time. At least a day to install the remote pilot and to ensure it is calibrated correctly. This assumes, of course, that no major corrections are needed, or worse, the helicopter does not crash in a test flight and need replacing.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, awkwardly trying to keep the phone close to my face as I wove in and out of traffic. The Marquis said something, but I missed it. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t catch that,” I said. 
 
    “Really,” he said. “I’m sacrificing my valuable time for you. These jobs are all for your benefit, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, incredulous. “The goodness of your heart and all of that. You get nothing out of it.” 
 
    “Precisely,” he said, and once more I didn’t believe him. 
 
    “Hold on a second, I’m kind of busy at the moment,” I said. I took a moment to check the mirror. She was still on my tail, and traffic grew heavier.  
 
    “Dan, put it on speaker phone,” I said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Oh, for the love of… Give it to me.” 
 
    I snatched the phone. “Take the wheel,” I said, and he did, but none too well. 
 
    I put the phone on speaker and tossed it back to him, reclaiming the wheel just in time to lose a side view mirror to a U-Haul that got a little too close for comfort. I was lucky I didn’t lose more. 
 
    “Shit!” Dan shouted. 
 
    “Well, next time you take the wheel, keep some space between us and other cars. You’re the stunt driver. This should have been a piece of cake for you.” 
 
    “I’m a daredevil!” he shouted. “Not a stunt driver! I go really fast in straight lines and jump over things! When’s the last time you saw someone dodge traffic down a ramp?” 
 
    He had a point. 
 
    “What the devil is going on?” asked the Marquis’s disembodied voice. 
 
    “Uh, we’re sort of in the middle of a car chase right now,” I said. 
 
    “And you’re speaking on your cellphone? That’s illegal. Are you trying to get a ticket?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m in a car chase right now,” I snapped back. “I’m pretty sure when the police find out, they’ll be more concerned with the reckless driving than they will be the phone.” 
 
    “Why are you in a chase?” he asked. “Is it the police?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Funny thing. Our friend Dan here owes money to the mob, and they may have kinda sent some contract killers after me.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” he asked. 
 
    “Make a left on Broad Street,” Dan said. 
 
    “Deadly serious,” I said. “This is at least- Damn it!” 
 
    I slammed the brakes and turned hard, almost flipping the car. 
 
    “Tell me sooner next time I’m about to miss a turn, Dan.” I regained my composure as best I could. The road ahead was clear for a couple of blocks, which was a nice change of pace. I could focus on the call and putting distance between us and the minivan. “This is at least the third attempt on my life today.” 
 
    “That we know about,” said Dan. 
 
    “Thanks for that ray of sunshine, Dan. Yes, that we know about.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” the Marquis said. “That does make things more difficult.” 
 
    “Yeah, it does, so you can imagine my sudden sense of urgency when I ask how things are coming along with the stunt.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “Tracking down the items for those surprise additions to the stunt today will take a little longer. We’ll need to organize hoops and pyrotechnics for them. Setting those up will take a bit longer. The suit you requested can be obtained, but I will need your measurements to ensure it fits.” 
 
    “One block up, turn left,” Dan said. I did, running a red light and nearly taking out a subcompact in the process. 
 
    “Just buy a large one,” I said. “If it’s that important, we can have it tailored on the day. Surely a man like you has a top notch, high speed tailor on call.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “Which just leaves the matter of the bomb. Now I know people who can make such a thing but…” 
 
    “I don’t want the details,” I said. “I know too much about you for my liking already.” 
 
    “Very well,” he said. “An anonymous insider to your camp will sell you out shortly, striking a deal with the dregs of the media and auctioning off the GPS coordinates to the highest bidders.” 
 
    “Bidders?” I said.  
 
    “Right in one block,” Dan shouted. 
 
    “Why are we making things complicated?” I said as I cut the turn so tight I bounced over the curb. “We don’t need bidders. What happened to just selling the info for two fifty a pop?” 
 
    “This is better,” said the Marquis. “This is more profitable and more secure. Bidder credit card information is pre-recorded to ensure no one backs out. And I thought to myself, why take the first one hundred buyers? Why not take the best hundred buyers at the time the information is released? It will be much more difficult for them to sell our plans to the authorities if they do not even know that they will have the information to sell until the day of the event. Some people will pay a great deal more than two hundred fifty dollars. This way, our bidders will feel compelled to consistently up their ante when they see others raising their bids. They need not know how many people will get the information. Let their fear of being left out drive the market up, up, up!” 
 
    That sounded like the Marquis I knew. 
 
    “Regardless, those are details for another time. I shall leave you to your car chase. Be safe, at least until the big day.” 
 
    With that, the phone went dead, and I was free to focus on the road to make sure we didn’t go dead with it. Just in time, too. In the distance, I heard the wail of sirens. It seemed our merry chase had drawn some unwanted attention from the local authorities. I figured it might, and I figured it would happen sooner, none of which made it easier to deal with them now. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Dan?” I said, doing my best not to hit the bus of high school kids on their way to wherever it is busses of high school kids went at the end of day in the middle of summer, which could have been anywhere, I supposed.  
 
    “We’ve been through this before,” he said. “I’m a daredevil, not a stunt driver. I don’t do car chases. I don’t do getaways.” 
 
    “I thought you said those gangsters made you work bank robberies and stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah, remember how I said I botched that job?” 
 
    “Great. You don’t do getaways. You can’t answer a phone. What are you even good for?” I said and instantly regretted it. 
 
    “Nothing, I guess. Sorry,” he said weakly and retreated into himself. 
 
    I felt like a complete ass for it, and I wanted to say something, but I pushed it aside. I had bigger concerns at the moment. One more thing I needed to fix. I did my best to go no mind and hope something buried deep inside him kicked in, but my efforts didn’t really work. I needed to learn to control that. It would have been so convenient if I could slip into my client’s memories at will. Alas. 
 
    I surveyed the surrounding traffic to see if I could find anywhere to hide, or at least cut off the hit woman from following me. Spotting a gap behind the car beside me, I slammed the brakes and fell back quickly, swinging the car wide across two lanes and disappearing onto an off ramp. I took a peek in the mirror behind me and didn’t see her car following. I would have liked to think I made good my escape, but I wouldn’t dream of hoping.  
 
    “Are we safe?” Dan asked, not much louder than a whisper. 
 
    “If I know nothing else about that woman, it’s that she’s persistent and clever. She’ll find us. Maybe not soon, but eventually.” 
 
    He propped his head against the window and stared out into the city surrounding us. It wasn’t a good part of town. Slummy, and from the look of it, not far from an industrial district. Lots of alleys and abandoned warehouses I could maybe hide the car in. For all my hostility and criticism, Dan had actually done a pretty good job navigating, and I told him so. It did little to boost him back up, but a little was better than nothing at all. I prowled the streets looking for an appropriate spot and settled on a long-dead car garage. Pulling around to the rear, we forced open the back gate and drove in, waiting for the heat to die down. We may have escaped the police and the assassin for now, but they would be back. They knew what we were driving. The police would be on the lookout for us, and if she was smart, the assassin would be listening on their radio frequencies to track us. That was a lot of attention to wait out. 
 
    “Look, Dan, I know I’ve said it already, but I’m really sorry about what I said to you earlier. I was under a lot of pressure what with the police and the phone call and all the attempts on my life. You understand.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it,” he said. “No offense taken.” 
 
    I didn’t believe him.  
 
    “Look,” he said, “I’m going to stretch my legs a bit. Grab us some burgers. I’ll be back in a little while.” 
 
    I thought about telling him no, that it wasn’t safe, that he should just listen to me and stay put, but I didn’t think that would sit well with him. “I’m going to sit here a bit longer. Let the heat die down. Then I’ll find us a room. If you’re not back by then, I’ll text you the address.” 
 
    He nodded weakly.  
 
    “Don’t go too far,” I said instead. “We may need to beat a hasty retreat.” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem.” He unbuckled his seatbelt and climbed out, letting the door’s own weight close it behind him. The crunch of sneakers against gravel and broken glass let me know he was gone.  
 
    What was I going to do? How was I going to hold this all together until the Marquis could get things set up? As mountains of stress piled high up on me, burying me beneath their crushing weight, I heard that voice scratching at the back of my mind. 
 
    You know what will take that stress away, said the voice. 
 
    Scratch, scratch.  
 
    My hands quivered as the last of my adrenaline started to mix with something deeper, a need I was trying desperately to ignore.  
 
    Scratch, scratch.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    TELL ME WHAT YOU’VE BEEN UP TO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan “Danger Man” Germany is one slippery, world-weary heroin addict, I’ll give him that. I’ve been patrolling the streets where I last saw him for who knows how long, but I’ve seen neither hide nor hair of the man since. I’ve even expanded my search radius to the surrounding area, but no luck. I didn’t expect any success. After all, I’m just one person searching a considerable chunk of the city for one car. Still, it doesn’t hurt to hope. 
 
    Desperate for any lead I can get, I turn on my police scanner. They should be looking for both of us. After all, it takes it at least two people to chase. Sure enough, the line is all abuzz looking for me and my missing quarry. The bad news is they haven’t seen him. The good news is they haven’t seen me either. I guess I’ll take my victories, no matter how small, wherever I can get them today. 
 
    As I cruise up and down the streets for the umpteenth time, my secured phone rings, so I look for someplace nearby to pull over. I’m already wanted for the car chase, but no sense throwing a Using a Phone While Driving charge on top of it. I realize it’s the lesser charge and it’s like complaining that your towel is wet while the boat is sinking, but a person must have principles. 
 
    After a quick glance around the area, I pull into the one place where a Sedona will blend in the most, the natural habitat of the urban mom-wagon: a Chik-Fil-A parking lot. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, kiddo,” comes a voice I’ve known almost my whole life. “How’s business going?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s going fine,” I say, doing my best to sound like I don’t know what this is about. “How about yours? Aren’t you working today? An ambassador or something?” 
 
    “Working on it right now,” Houston says. “I’m in the hotel. I’ve got the uniform on. Just waiting for the soup.” 
 
    “Soup?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says. “The guy likes his soup, so I’m down in the hotel kitchen waiting to deliver it, after adding a secret ingredient, of course.” 
 
    “Arsenic?” I ask, trying to prolong his story in hopes he forgets why he called. 
 
    “Ricin,” he says. “You know better than that. Everyone checks for arsenic.” 
 
    I do know better, but so long as I can keep the topic on him, he can’t focus on me. 
 
    “Do you think he’ll tip?” 
 
    “Probably,” he says. “All the guys in the break room say he’s very generous.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” I say. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “That he’s a good tipper. There aren’t many in the world. It’s a shame to kill one.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure tipping well doesn’t excuse selling state secrets,” he says. 
 
    “I suppose your right,” I say, and sensing the conversation stalling, I grasp for something with more substance to keep him going. “Well, would it at least be considered bad form to keep the tip?” 
 
    “Why would it be?” 
 
    “You know, because he’s giving you a gratuity for the very thing that’s going to kill him. I don’t know. It seems wrong.” 
 
    “It’s ironic, sweet heart, but not wrong. If I had a problem with people giving me money to kill people, I would be in the wrong career field, wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, but he doesn’t realize he’s paying for it.” 
 
    “Which is what makes it ironic, but taking it is by no means unprofessional.” 
 
    “I suppose.” Crap. Running out of steam, and the question of ethics and professionalism no doubt only restoked his reasons for calling. I need something with a story, something non-controversial. “How did you swing the uniform?” 
 
    “Laundry room,” he says. “Snatched one right before the hotel loaded them on the truck to be cleaned. At least it’s not noticeably dirty.” 
 
    I struggle to contain a giggle snort at the image of the stout, middle aged hit man in a bellhop’s uniform, with the epaulets and the gloves and hat, but I fail miserably. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I just can’t shake the picture of you in that get up.” 
 
    “It’s not as amusing as it sounds,” he says. “They’ve gone modern. It’s less traditional and fun. More of a glorified khakis and polo getup, really.” 
 
    “That’s disappointing,” I say. 
 
    “Speaking of disappointing, what have you been up to today?” 
 
    “Nothing?” I say. I hope he buys it, but I’ve never been able to lie to him convincingly. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t mean protecting Dan Germany from assassins even though it’s highly unprofessional of you and I already told you not to?” 
 
    “I might mean that,” I say sheepishly. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Kiddo, the man was involved in a terrible car crash but didn’t get killed. There was a shootout in his apartment. No body there either. There were at least two attempts on his life by professionals, and he’s still walking. Makes an announcement about realizing he could go at any time.” 
 
    “You know all that?” I ask. “How do you know all that?” 
 
    “Because I’m in a bellhop’s uniform waiting around for soup. I have nothing better to do than poke around with what’s trending on the Internet. I saw Danger Man pop up, knew his name had come up in work circles, and you had some moral concerns about killing him. Of course I looked into it.” 
 
    “Could be a coincidence,” I say because I’m apparently not only bad at lying but also at digging myself out of bad lies. 
 
    “And then, of course, there was the high-speed chase involving a car much like yours, also in the same town where this other stuff is happening.” 
 
    “There are extenuating circumstances.” 
 
    “Sweetie, you have to work with these people. What reason could you possibly give to make up for that?” 
 
    “They aren’t professionals, the guys coming for him.” 
 
    “Guys?” 
 
    “It’s a contest,” I say. “The mob, they hired this guy who calls himself ‘the Fist.’” 
 
    “Never heard of him,” he says. 
 
    “Me neither, so I looked into him, found some pictures. His reputation says he works cheap, but sloppy. Never traced back to him though. No consistent M.O.” 
 
    “And…?” 
 
    “And it’s because he runs a website on the dark hidden corners of the Internet. He posts a picture and a bounty, and random people hunt the person down for prestige and prizes. The winner gets a portion of what he was paid for the hit, and he pockets the rest.” 
 
    “So what? This is some sort of game to them?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I say. “With scoreboards and everything.” 
 
    “So, you have a dozen untrained killers-” 
 
    “Over twenty,” I say. “There are twenty-two untrained killers.” 
 
    “Twenty-two untrained killers all gunning for one guy, what, for the fun of it?” 
 
    “That’s pretty much the gist.” 
 
    “That’s not very professional at all,” he says. 
 
    “I agree. So really, I’m not risking ruining professional relationships because these guys aren’t even professionals. It’s like I’m doing the field a favor by stopping them.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he says. “They’re worse. They kill for fun and they’re eager to make a buck on the side. These people are dangerous. If they can’t get paid and get off killing Danger Man, don’t think for a second they won’t come gunning for the woman ruining all of their fun.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Anyway,” he says. “The reason I called. Cook out. Fourth of July. What are you bringing?” 
 
    “That’s why you called?” I ask, dumbfounded. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says. “Hanging out in this kitchen reminded me I need to get a menu together. I’m doing burgers and barbeque, obviously. Some sides. I was wondering if you could bring some potato salad?” 
 
    “What?” The defensive walls of stress crumble around me and I can’t even process what he’s saying. 
 
    “Potato salad. Can you bring some?” 
 
    “Uhh, yeah. Sure, no problem.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll see you then.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll see-”  
 
    My mind snaps out of its daze and throws itself into gear as I’m about to hang up. “Hey, one more thing. Quick professional question.” 
 
    “Shoot,” he says. 
 
    “What do you do when you can’t find your target, particularly if he knows he’s being hunted down?” I ask. 
 
    “Normally? Research. Call in favors. Visit his old haunts and talk to old associates? For your situation? I’d maybe get in on that auction.” 
 
    “Auction? What auction?” 
 
    “You know that stunt Danger Man said he was going to do in his video? The private one?” 
 
    “Yeah, what about it?” 
 
    “Some guy on his stunt team says he knows where it’s going to happen. He’s auctioning off the GPS coordinates.” 
 
    How had this slipped by me? How did my e-mail alerts not catch this? This is huge, and if I want it this badly, I’m sure at least a few of his seekers will be in on the bid as well. “Thanks,” I say.  
 
    “No problem, princess,” he says. “Take care and good luck.” 
 
    “You too,” I say and hang up the phone. 
 
    An auction. I might get outbid. He might die before the auction even ends. It could be a wild goose chase, an Internet scam to make a pile of cash and then disappear. But it’s a start. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    DROWNING IN MY SHAME AGAIN 
 
      
 
      
 
    I paced about the half star hotel room we found off Highway 29 in Warrenton, Virginia, my raw nerves screaming. Reflexively, my fingers squeezed and stretched over and over until I was afraid my nails would wear my palms to the bone. I wanted to smoke. I wanted to kick in a wall. I wanted to do something, anything. But I knew I didn’t really want any of that. I knew deep down what I really wanted. I wanted to shoot up. The rest was just me trying to force the need onto something else, anything but that.  
 
    “Where the hell are you, Dan?” I muttered to myself through clenched teeth. “I could have murdered a whole cow and had burgers by now.” 
 
    He was gone again on another food run, paid for with moneys the Marquis fronted us until auction cash rolled in. We had both been eating a lot, me to settle my nerves, and him, I assumed, because he was young again and wouldn’t have to worry about cholesterol for at least a decade. I didn’t know what he expected to find open so late at night, but good luck to him. I needed to eat, to shove a different kind of hunger on top of the addiction and hope my body didn’t notice the switch. Geez, how had I beaten this thing before? I let out an animalistic amalgamation of growl and scream, squeezed my eyes shut and practically broke my hand just resisting punching something. It was too soon to be getting these kinds of withdrawal pains. I was high just earlier today. But here they were. I was fighting the trifecta of triggers. The physical pains of age, of running, of escaping, of walking around with every muscle tense for the past few hours. The mental pains of constant attention, watching every flicker of shadow, jumping at every creak in the walls, of fighting addiction while coming down from an all-day adrenaline bender. The emotional pains of destroying Dan Germany, calling him worthless, preying on his insecurities because I had been too weak to keep my stress in check. That was a whole lot of pain to say no to at once, especially when one act, one shot could make every last drop of it go away.  
 
    I crawled under the blankets, bundled myself up tight, and did my best to flail, wearing myself out. Perhaps I could physically exhaust the need, break myself down so much that I would be too tired to go crawling through those broken glass streets looking for a fix. It was bad enough the things I would have done right then for a dose. Vile filthy things. Deviant things. Violent things. To do them in Dan’s body? That would only make them worse. The last days of famed stuntman Dan “Danger Man” Germany. A week before his farewell stunt, caught performing dirty deeds on a disease-ridden drug dealer in a filthy gas station bathroom for heroin that’s been cut more than a suburban lawn. There’s your legacy, Dan. I hope your stunt goes well. 
 
    I howled with need into my little cocoon and longed for the violent, burning agony of being dead. Even that would be better than this, lying here, my skin crawling, nerves raw like sandpaper stretched thin. And when I came back to life, I realized, there would be heroin, beautiful, sweet heroin coursing through my veins.  
 
    I could satiate myself any time I wanted, I realized. I just needed to die. 
 
    “Keep it together,” I said, scolding myself aloud to an empty room.  
 
    Something clicked in my head. It was perhaps a little wrong, but the gallows humor coupled with the pain had me laughing hysterically as I wondered if I could charge Danger Man the five-grand-per-day fee for torture. 
 
    The door opened as I sat erupting over with laughter, and I could only imagine what I must have looked like, a madman cackling, bound tightly in a blanket cocoon like someone from a mental institution who had convinced himself he was a caterpillar. My laughing fits sent me rolling onto the floor between the bed, and it only made me laugh harder. 
 
    “I see you’ve been having fun in my absence,” Dan said and threw a bag of burgers near me. They smelled like they came from God’s own grill, so great was my hunger. It was a shame I’d gone and wrapped myself up in these blankets. I had no idea how I managed to bind myself so tightly that I couldn’t get out, but then who knew how junkies got themselves into half the scrapes they did? 
 
    “Aren’t you getting any?” I asked Dan as he disappeared into the bathroom. 
 
    “Already ate,” he said and he was gone, leaving me alone with my burgers. 
 
    I rolled along the floor to the grease-soaked bag, and after fumbling madly with my arms failed to set them free, I went to town on the burger sack like a savage beast, tearing at the paper with my teeth. I was halfway through the pack of French fries, which being unwrapped, were the easiest thing to eat, when the blanket snagged on the edge of the bed and finally gave me enough slack to work my arm free. It felt so good sinking my teeth into meat that I felt like a vicious, blood-thirsty predator. The primal assault on the fast food meal took my mind off my deeper hunger, and for a moment, I could almost forget the scratching at the back of my thoughts, the clawing need that would someday soon break down the door and destroy everything in its path until it was once more sated. 
 
    Maybe devouring those burgers so quickly wasn’t the best idea, but I wasn’t thinking at the time. My stomach churned in queasy regret, and I pulled myself free from the last of the blanket cocoon to purge what I had consumed. My body had discovered my plans to trick the need with food, and it was angry. It sought to punish me for my ruse. I fumbled for the bathroom, but it was locked. “C’mon, Dan,” I said, struggling to keep my food down. “Open up. I gotta puke.” 
 
    He said nothing.  
 
    “I need the toilet, man. Let me in.” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    I took several steps back and slammed my body into the bathroom door. It groaned, but otherwise did not yield. So I slammed myself over and over again ignoring the sink, ignoring the ice bucket. Something in me needed to vomit, something that insisted only the toilet would do, that to be sick anyplace else would be wrong. I went to the bed and grabbed the lamp, not even bothering to unplug it. The bulb sparked, then died out as I yanked the cord from the wall. Not my concern. My focus was the door knob and how to use the base of the lamp to break it off. 
 
    The clang, clang, clang of metal against metal assaulted my senses, but I didn’t stop. I needed to get in there. After an amount of time longer than my attention span, the door handle gave, clattering to the floor. Shoving the door open, I lurched for the toilet, vomiting up my burger and fries before I even bothered to make sure the toilet seat was up. It was, thankfully. I disregarded Dan, passed out in the tub, until after the last of the dry heaves had faded and I slumped against the cool tile floor.  
 
    Like a cat, I batted weakly at Dan’s hand, dangling out of the tub, letting its lazy arcs distract me from the gnawing, burning need. It took me a moment to notice Dan’s belt also dangled down, hanging from where he tightened it around his arm.  
 
    The son of a bitch scored while he was out. In the middle of Bumsville, Virginia, in the middle of the night in a strange town, he managed to score. Thanks, opioid epidemic. Seeing it so close that I could smell it, my resolve crumbled and the addiction took over. Pulling myself to my feet, I slapped him around a bit to ask if he had any left, but he only gave the non-committal moan of someone deep in. The needle laying loosely in his other hand was likewise empty. There wasn’t even anything on the spoon to lick off.  
 
    “Oh churl, drunk all, and left no friendly drop to help me after!” Even in such a sorry state, I still found myself quoting Shakespeare. I guess it was a side effect of having several centuries’ exposure to it. The rest of the scene flashed through my mind and I remembered that I was not without options. I had no happy dagger, but I could still get my fix. You can die, the addiction whispered in my ear, and I knew the voice was right. 
 
    I didn’t want to burn. I just wanted to die. My death needed to be quick and clean, something I could resurrect from in seconds. I cast my desperate eyes to the toilet, still caked in vomit, and knew that drowning recovered almost instantly.  
 
    Too consumed with need to even flush, I dipped my head in the bowl and drowned myself in my own sick.  
 
    Ahh, the things we do for love. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    I DARE YOU TO SEE WHO YOU’VE BEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    How do you find a man on the run who lives solely on cash?  
 
    You find the people working for him. It doesn’t take long to track down the auction Houston mentioned. TGN has been sharing the link like crazy. Even if the guy running it is legit and the information he provides is factual, I’m still convinced it’s a scam. The highest bidders when the auction closes get the GPS coordinates, but he doesn’t say how many high bidders he’s taking. Maybe all of them. I register for the auction and place my bid. I don’t expect to win. There are already a few people bidding more than my car note, so my fifty bucks probably won’t cut it. Doesn’t matter. For what I’m doing, I don’t need the high bidder. I just need the server. I throw Armitage at it, a big open-source, all-in-one easy-mode hacking tool. It can be loud. It can obvious. If their security admin is any decent, they’ll know something happened. I know it’d be better to use a stealthier approach, but I’m on a bit of a time crunch. I’ll have to use the battering ram instead of the lockpick. 
 
    Once I’m in, I start checking logs to see who’s monitoring it, our auction poster and inside man. From there, I trace the data to a cell phone with clearly falsified customer information, and then, using a digital back door I left behind from a job long ago, I sneak into Ma Bell’s records to see who he’s been talking to. Surely if he’s connected to Dan, one of these calls will be to someone who can track him down. 
 
    I run down the list, ticking off the numbers one by one. TGN sits at the top. Makes sense. If I were trying to capitalize on a macabre spectacle like a washed-up celebrity killing himself, they would be the first person I would call too. GPS coordinate auctions? That’s a lot of unreliability, payout-wise, and probably for peanuts compared to what the biggest gossip network on the planet would pay for that kind of info. There’s a call to a number I recognize from a couple of days ago. The most pitiful Mister Smith I’ve ever met. Our employee knows about the hit and may even be working it. But that didn’t make any sense. If he knew about the job, he wouldn’t be chasing it for the five grand the Fist was throwing out there. He would be getting paid the full price without the competition. Unless he turned the job down too but figured he could still make a little cash without having to pull the trigger himself, like the Fist, but somehow both more and less ethical. I brush it aside for now. It’s a mystery too involved as it is for the time I have. Find Dan Germany first. Question the motives of those around him later. 
 
    The other two numbers are both disposable smart phones. They could belong to anyone, be used by anyone. Thankfully, with the right commands from the right programs, they can be used by me. I send them both a text similar to the one my gullible Mister Smith got and before long, I’m getting GPS details. One phone tells me it’s in Chicago and has been for a while. The other, however, tells me it’s in West Virginia, and not long ago, Philadelphia.  
 
    I glance at my clock. Three thirty in the morning. Not bad. Maybe somewhere out in the real world there are people who can just get into all sorts of systems with the greatest of ease like they do in Hollywood. I’ve never been that good. It’s usually a slow, methodical process for me. I pat myself on the back for how much I was able to accomplish in so short a time and reward myself with a night’s sleep.  
 
    I wake in the early afternoon. It’s a bit later than I wanted, but not so late the whole day is wasted, so I check the GPS feed on my new-found phone friend. Still in Warrenton. Looks like I’m taking a road trip. I climb into my Sedona and make quick stops at White Castle for a Crave Case and Taco Bell for a Party Pack, all soft. Here’s a life lesson: never get crunchy tacos on a road trip. They are disappointingly not crispy after the first hour, but a soft taco is exactly as it should be even a day later. What can I say? I’m in a rush and don’t want to waste time pulling over for food more than once. Besides, I’m in my twenties, thank you very much, and too young to regret my food choices just yet the way Houston does. I gotta say, though, the three liter of orange soda is a bit excessive, but only because it’s hard to drink while driving. 
 
    I’m able to slip out of Pennsylvania without incident, an advantageous byproduct of my car chase only having been called in by the police without the police ever actually catching up to us to grab license plate numbers. Rush hour turns out to be good for something after all. 
 
    Aside from traffic in D.C. and to a lesser degree, Baltimore, I make pretty good time. I even indulge myself and make a detour to see if that undying person I met last year is home, but he isn’t. Of course. Never home, never answers the phone. He’s like a ghost or something. Only, you know, not dead.  
 
    It’s late when I arrive at the Starlight Motel in Warrenton. Night has fallen and the usual riff-raff have come to see what pieces of it can be salvaged and sold. The motel reminds me of old movies, with its fifties style sign and paint job. Only half the lights still work, and a couple that do flicker like bug zappers without the satisfying crackling sound of bugs shuffling off their mortal coils. This far out, I’m having a hard time getting a good cell tower pinpoint. If it weren’t for the car I recognize from yesterday in the parking lot, I wouldn’t even be able to say with certainty that Danger Man was here.  
 
    Hoping things might go smoothly for me, I ask the overnight clerk if she recognizes a picture I show her of Dan Germany, but she doesn’t. Yesterday, she tells me, was her day off. Why is it every single cashier, bouncer, and hotel employee on TV recognizes victims from months ago, down to what they were wearing and relevant details so inanely specific to the investigation you would think the killer paid them to remember, but you try that trick in real life and they can’t remember the guy they sold cigarettes to five minutes ago?  
 
    “Do you at least know what room the guy who drives that car is in?” I say, pointing out the window. 
 
    She smacks her gum in her mouth like a cow chewing cud. “Nah,” she says. “Sorry, ma’am. I just got in.” 
 
    I groan in frustration, rent a room, and cross the street to the liquor store for a fifth of whiskey. Gargling a shot to get that out-all-night-drinking stench to my breath, I rumple my clothes and then move from room to room banging on doors. I don’t dare ask for Dan. I don’t want to spook him, so I use a fake name. 
 
    “Jamesh,” I slur at door after door. “Dammit, are you in there? Open up! I’sme, Claudia!” 
 
    A few people call out saying I have the wrong room, but I don’t recognize any of the voices. A few people open the door to send me on my way, but no Dan Germany or Blondie. One guy says he’ll be my James. Another creep tries to talk me into going on in to his room, telling me I can sleep it off in his bed. I almost break the bottle over his head, but he backs down right before I swing. Lucky him. I suppose I should expect it. Stay in a skeevy hotel, meet skeevy men. It’s still not pleasant and made less so by the fact that I found no sign of Danger Man at any of the rooms. Maybe he’s out drinking. It’s not so late that last call has come and gone. I shrug off my bad luck, plant a tracking device on the car, and steal another night of well-deserved sleep. I crash harder than I have in a very long time.  
 
    In the morning, I shove a day old soft taco into my mouth, wash it down with a swig of half flat orange soda, peeking out the window to see that Dan Germany’s car is still in the parking lot. It is, which is good by me. I wonder, with them kicking it in the same hotel room for two days if maybe this is where the stunt will be. Otherwise, you’d think he would have hit the road by now. Of course, an extended stay motel might have been cheaper. Maybe they’re having car problems? 
 
    The rest of the morning is spent surfing the Internet and peeking out the window at the car that never moves. Come on, guys. Get some breakfast, I think to myself as I down a White Castle burger. It’s the most important meal of the day. 
 
    By lunch, or at least normal people lunch time, I’ve grown bored and frustrated with watching for Dan Germany. I’ve hit the refresh button on Facebook so many times that if it were a real button, it’d be broken by now. A girl can only kill so much time before time fights back, all the minutes and hours ganging up on her and beating her down. 
 
    “Screw this,” I say as I step away from the window and throw on some shoes. “There are easier ways.”               
 
    I load my things into my car, tuck Queen Mary into the waistline of my jeans, and pick the lock on Dan Germany’s car. Once I know I can slip into the back seat quickly, I bring the daredevil target to me. Glancing quickly around the parking lot to make sure no one is looking, I pull the fire alarm and then race to hide in Danger Man’s back seat. He won’t be getting away from me this time. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, most rooms are empty. It’s past check out but before check in, so only the long termers and late sleepers are left, and most of them are gone for the day. The only people still here are the slackers, the addicts, and the people having affairs. Strangely, no Dan Germany and no Blondie. Determined, I once more scan the scattering of confused faces, many of whom are eager not to be seen but aren’t as discrete as they think. Still no sign of the dynamic duo. Just my luck. The plan seemed foolproof, so of course it would fail. 
 
    Where could they be? I weigh the possibilities. They may have sold the car. I check my laptop for a signal on Danger Man’s phone, but it’s not broadcasting its location anymore. Either it’s dead or disabled or they ditched it. Maybe I spooked them last night and they made a run for it, figuring correctly I was watching the car. I make a mental note to check bus depots to see if anyone matching their description has been through in the past couple days. It’s possible, not likely, but possible that he’s been killed. Tracking him down was no easy task. It seems unlikely that one of those psycho killers has that sort of computer savvy. That being said, you have to have at least a little know-how to get to the Hide and Seek site in the first place, so maybe I’m underestimating them. 
 
    By this point, the fire department has arrived and begun storming room to room, none of which contain any fire, surprise surprise. From one room, however, they do pull Blondie, who looks out of it. I sink low in the back seat and peak through the gap around the driver’s side headrest. Blondie paces the parking lot nervously, casting his eyes at everyone, and then down when they look back at him. He’s hiding something. The firemen move on to the next room. Are they not sharing? Did they rent two rooms? They didn’t seem to have that kind of money, not in this car at this hotel. I try to convince myself Dan Germany just stepped out for food while I wasn’t looking. Stepped out and stayed out for several hours. It’s really hard to talk yourself into believing something you know is a lie. 
 
    Once the firemen give the all clear, Blondie rushes back into his room. I’m about to follow when he comes out again, holding his things and fumbling with a set of keys. It’s all I can do to drop low in the back seat and hope he doesn’t notice me until it’s too late for him to get away. His panting breath unsettled the silence from the front seat and I hear the car sputter, then lurch forward and out onto the road.  
 
    As quietly as I can be, I sit up in the back seat and ready my weapon, letting the cocking of Queen Mary’s hammer introduce me.  
 
    “Where’s Danger Man?” I ask. 
 
    “What?” he shrieks, and the car swerves. “Who…? Who are you?” 
 
    “Dan Germany,” I say firmly, holding my aim. “Where is he?” 
 
    “What’s going on? Where did you come from?” 
 
    “I need to find Dan.” My voice turns icy, each word pointed and deliberate as a gunshot. 
 
    “I’m Dan,” he stammers. 
 
    “Dan Germany,” I say.  
 
    He looks like he’s about to speak, then stops to think deeply. “Oh, yeah,” he says finally. “I’m Dan Rierson. You have the wrong Dan.” 
 
    I wonder what this man’s problem is when I notice the fresh needle mark in his arm. Suddenly his problem is all too clear, and maybe mine too. 
 
    “There was an old man,” I say. “He had a smart phone. Did he trade it to you? Is that why my computer says he’s here?” 
 
    “What? Lady, what’s going on?” 
 
    “The old man you’ve been traveling with,” I say. “I need to find him.” 
 
    “I don’t know where he is,” he says.  
 
    “Bullshit,” I reply. “Now, I understand you may not be terribly intimidated by me. You may not want to talk to me. But my friend here is very persuasive.” 
 
    I flash the pistol in case he somehow forgot I was armed.  
 
    “Really, lady,” he says between sobs. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “That needle mark in your arm says I shouldn’t believe you.” 
 
    He glances down and realizes what I’m talking about. Geez. How much has this guy had? I don’t see any track marks, so it’s not like he’s a frequent user. He must have taken a big first hit with no tolerance to help him manage. I do not envy him. 
 
    “The… guy you’re looking for? I don’t know where he went. Yeah, I get it. I’m a junkie. I’m a fuck up. I’ve done some pretty awful things in my time and you might not want to believe me because of that, but honestly. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Maybe you should tell me what you do know then,” I say.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he stammers. “Yeah, no problem. We were on the road and he said something that made me feel like shit, you know? And I guess I couldn’t take it after the day we been having so I fell onto some bad habits, you know?” 
 
    “Get to the part where you tell me where he is.” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” he says. “I went to the bathroom to shoot up, you know, gave him some burgers, and when I woke up there was vomit all over the place and he was gone.” 
 
    “How long ago?” I ask. 
 
    “I dunno. Sometime yesterday afternoon.” 
 
    “And you did what? Did you go looking for him?” 
 
    “A bit,” he said. “I called a guy I thought could find him, but…”  
 
    “But?” 
 
    “I couldn’t find him,” he says. “Look, I screwed up. This wouldn’t have happened if I’d have been sober enough to look after him. He’s still adjusting, you know? It’s all my fault, everything he’s going through.” 
 
    Too high to help a friend going through withdrawal. I can’t imagine that possibly ending well. 
 
    “So you found something to make you forget about how bad you screwed up?” 
 
    “He was right,” he said. “About everything. I am useless.” 
 
    Poor bastard. Yeah, he’s a screw up, but I still feel bad for the guy. It’s this sort of soft heartedness that gets me into problems like this in the first place. Meanwhile, he’s turning into a blubbering mess in the front seat and it’s beginning to impact his driving. 
 
    “It’s cool,” I say. “Relax. I want to help, but in order to do that, you need to pull over and slide into the passenger seat.” 
 
    He does, and I take the wheel. 
 
    “I’m going to help you find him,” I tell him, “but I need you to answer some questions.” 
 
    “Okay,” he says.  
 
    “First off, who are you? How do you know Dan Germany?” 
 
    He laughs. “Dan and I go way back. I’m planning his last big stunt.” 
 
    “You’re not the leak, are you?” I ask. “Don’t you even think of lying to me because you’re not that good and I will shoot you for it.” 
 
    “The leak?” 
 
    “The guy who’s selling the location of the stunt online.” 
 
    “No, that’s another guy,” he says.  
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    “Oh sure. He’s the guy who helped organize this whole thing.” 
 
    “And he’s selling Dan Germany out. Shameful.” 
 
    “No,” says Blondie. “No, it’s not like that. The auction is paying for the stunt, see? We ain’t exactly rolling in dough, so we sell tickets to pay for stuff, but if we sell tickets then it’s a performance and then we need permits so we can’t sell tickets, but if it’s leaked information then it’s not a performance and we save a ton on permitting and licenses and stuff. It’s a scam, see? It’s all a big scam!” 
 
    “Do you know where it’s happening?” 
 
    “Sure,” he says. “Grand Canyon. Not that it matters.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t it matter?” 
 
    He glares at me. “Are you sure you’re not the screw up?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I say, catching on. “He’s gone. No Dan, no stunt.” 
 
    Blondie awkwardly tries to snap his fingers, fails, and sort rolls his head against the window in consolation. 
 
    “So, what’s your deal?” he asks. “You look familiar. Why are you looking for him?” 
 
    I don’t tell him who I am or how I’m involved, but I do tell him about the contract out on Dan Germany. I tell him about the Fist and the Hide and Seekers. I tell him about the different attempts on Danger Man’s life already.  
 
    “Really?” he says. “ten thousand bucks if you prove you killed him?” 
 
    “I know,” I say. “It’s disgusting how low that pay is for a job like this.” 
 
    He eyes me suspiciously. Crap. I haven’t told him I’m an assassin myself, and it’d be an unlucky turn of events if he pieced it together himself. 
 
    “Dan Germany is famous,” I say. “You would think they would at least pay more than that. The guy is a legend.” 
 
    Blondie perks up at this. “Yeah, he’s pretty great alright.” 
 
    I steal a glance at him and notice he’s still a little cloudy around the edges. I’ll probably need to sober him up to get the most out of him. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” I ask. “I mean, I know some drugs make you hungry, but I don’t know if your particular… choice… does. I’ve got some food back at the hotel.” 
 
    “I won’t say no,” he says, so I let the GPS lead us back to my room. 
 
    Inside, I toss him a couple of sliders and a soft taco, which he devours ravenously. I don’t know if it’s the drugs that make him hungry or the drugs that make him forget to eat, but he practically bites my hand off when I offer him another burger.  
 
    “So, tell me about these killers coming for me. Or Dan. Or Dan and me. We were both in the car when the guy tried to run us off the road.” 
 
    I nod and bring up the site, which he clicks through in amazement. 
 
    “How are the police not all over this?” he asks, utterly confounded. 
 
    “It’s deep web stuff,” I say. “Hard to find. Hard to track. Very anonymous.”  
 
    “Well, how do you even get there in the first place?” 
 
    I don’t know why. Maybe it’s because I’m tired from the chase. Maybe it’s because I so rarely socialize and when I do, it’s usually professional and everyone almost always knows more than me, but I stop to explain to him how to access sites like this one and how it all works, which he pays surprising attention to. I know I should be tracking down Dan Germany, but it feels good to be the expert in the room. It’s been so long since anyone has expressed real interest in things I know. It’s been longer since I’ve had someone to really talk to who isn’t Houston. Not counting Internet friends, of course. I indulge myself, and chat away. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Blondie says. “And it’s all out there for anyone to find?” 
 
    “If you know the way,” I say. 
 
    “Crazy.” 
 
    “But we aren’t here to talk about how the Internet works,” I say. “We need to find Dan Germany. First things first, though, is to make sure he’s not dead.” 
 
    We log in to the Hide and Seek site. His game is still marked In Progress, but there’s a new post from the Fist. 
 
    Hey seekers! Good news and bad news! Bad news first. It seems our hider has found out we’re seeking him, so he’s gone on the run. I know it’s all fun and games, friends, but when you charge in guns a-blazin’, make sure you do the job right, or people get spooked, to say nothing of some accusations of unfair play going on out there. Tsk tsk. 
 
    The good news is the game is still in session. What’s more, I’ve been following things pretty closely, and I have confirmed reports that Dan Germany was seen in Warrenton, Virginia as recently as afternoon yesterday. He’s driving a rusty white 1976 Chevy Impala. Be on the lookout, and happy seeking! 
 
    “Shit,” I say, slamming my laptop shut. “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “I’ll get the car warmed up,” Blondie says. 
 
    “Didn’t you read the post? They know what your car looks like!” 
 
    “We can’t leave it,” Blondie says. “We need it for the stunt.” 
 
    “We take my car or you find him yourself.”  
 
    Blondie grits his teeth in anger, then relents. “Fine,” he says, “but I need to get some things out of the room and the trunk of the car.” 
 
    “I understand,” I say. “I’ll pack up my stuff and meet you out front in five minutes.” 
 
    He nods and scrambles out of the room. My stuff packs easily. It’s mostly shoving my clothes in a back pack and grabbing the last of the food. Blondie is still unloading gear from the Impala when I pull up beside him. His eyes go wide in terror when he looks up to see me behind the wheel. 
 
    “Shit!” he shouts. “You’re her! You’re that hit woman that was chasing us out of Philadelphia!” 
 
    He begins to edge away in a terror, stopped only by the car to his back. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” I say. “I mean, yes, but no. You have it all wrong.” 
 
    “So, you’re not a hired killer?” 
 
    “Well, I am, but-” 
 
    He tries to bolt, but in his panic runs straight into the open door. 
 
    “But I haven’t been hired to kill Dan Germany.” 
 
    “Then how did you know about the website?” he asks, now backing into the car. 
 
    “Because I caught and interrogated someone who was trying to kill him. I needed information.” 
 
    “So why were you chasing us?” 
 
    “I was trying to warn you!” 
 
    “A likely story,” he says. 
 
    I groan and point my pistol at him. “Look, I don’t have time for this. Get in car so we can go find Danger Man.” 
 
    “I’d rather die,” he says. As if on cue, the sound of gunfire fills the air, and several holes appear in the Impala’s windshield. 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    “You tried to kill me!” he shouts as he ducks. “If you’re trying to save Dan Germany, why would you try to shoot me?” 
 
    “Take a look at the bullet holes, genius,” I say. “I didn’t shoot. If I wanted you dead, you’d be dead. Now get in.” 
 
    He hesitates, but a few more gunshots help him make up his mind. Without even looking, he tosses his bag through my passenger window and dives in after it. His legs are still dangling wildly out the car as I leave the motel. 
 
    As I peel out into the street, I spot a sporty SUV pulling out of a Waffle House parking lot behind us way too aggressively to be a coincidence. I weave through what light traffic there is and get onto a side road where there’s less a chance of someone getting caught in the crossfire and becoming collateral damage.  
 
    The SUV draws closer, and a bearded guy with long stringy hair leans out of the passenger window, looking something like Fischer Stevens from the movie Hackers only trying even harder to look like a badass. It would be sadder if he weren’t opening fire on us, punching tiny holes in my rear window. 
 
    “What kind of tough guy uses a nine mil?” I wonder aloud.  
 
    Blondie still scrambles to get in, but mostly he’s flailing around in my way. If this were a manual transmission, it’d be impossible to drive. As it stands, it’s just particularly difficult. 
 
    “Come on, Blondie,” I say. “It’s not rocket science. You’re just sliding in a window.” 
 
    More shots, more window damage, plus some new holes in my dash board. I like to think of myself as a good person, but I may have to squeeze a little out of Danger Man to cover repairs to my car. This pro bono stuff does not pay enough. 
 
    “Oh, screw this,” I say, and swerving into the oncoming traffic lane, I slam on the breaks before the SUV can follow. As it races by I pull Queen Mary from my pants and level it at the SUV now in front of us. “The windshield needs replacing now anyway.” 
 
    I unload on the car, littering its back end with bullet holes of my own. Nothing seems to stop the driver or the shooter, or even pop some tires, but at least now I have the advantage. I’m chasing them.  
 
    Placing my pistol in the cup holder, I grab Blondie and drag him into the car. “Take a moment to get settled,” I say. “I can’t do my best driving with you hitting me in the face every few seconds.” 
 
    He turns around a few times, but finally manages to find his seat. 
 
    “You feel up to making a switch?” I say. “You drive, I’ll shoot?” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell people I’m not a stunt driver,” Blondie says. “Daredevil stuff and stunt driving are not the same thing.” 
 
    “Alright,” I say, taken aback at his sudden outburst. “Sheesh. I’ll drive and shoot.” 
 
    A small burst of bullets erupts out of the back window of the SUV and I swerve just in time to keep from getting hit. The smell of singed fake leather rises up from the head rest beside me. 
 
    Testing a theory, I weave the car back and forth, and the gunner ahead of us tracks our movements with single minded devotion. Always firing in bursts when he thinks he has a shot. 
 
    “Does that guy with the gun look very bright to you?” I ask. 
 
    Blondie hazards a peak. “No.” 
 
    “Me neither. Sit down, buckle up, and lean the seat back as far as you can.” 
 
    He obliges and I punch the accelerator to the floor, swinging up alongside the SUV. As I draw in, I can see the silhouette of the gunner tracking the car, moving his aim closer to the front of the vehicle as we pull up almost parallel, readying to shoot. 
 
    Finally even with the SUV, I glance over and wave them down. I’m not a good shot. I’m hoping he isn’t either. 
 
    “Hi! Is this the way to Kalamazoo?” I ask with a smile. 
 
    The gunner’s line-of-fire points straight across the empty space in front of his partner, a woman of middle age, or perhaps a very hard living mid-twenties. She turns to give me a wicked smile and mouths something I can’t make out but am sure is offensive. Live fast, die young. Isn’t that what they say? 
 
    The gunner squeezes off a single round before I slam on the breaks and watch as he instinctively tracks our movement backward. Three more shots fire, and from several feet back, I see blood paint the windshield of the SUV. The vehicle swerves wildly across the road before careening into the ditch and slamming into a tree.  
 
    The gunner is in a blind panic as we pass, trying desperately to stop the blood gushing from his driver. The last I see of them in my rear view, he’s pulling her from the vehicle, and they lie there, both soaked in blood. He fires a few parting shots at us, but he’s too broken up to aim. He has other things on his mind. 
 
    We all do. 
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    HOLDING OUT TO DIE ALONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Some days I felt like an afterschool special in fast forward. A week ago, I was a respectable women’s shelter worker. Then I started hanging out with a heroin addict, got hooked myself, drowned in my own vomit, and now I found myself hanging upside down nude in a cabin in the woods staring down a branding iron and a VHS video camera with a stack of tapes beside it. Sadly, I highly doubted I would live long enough for my mother to show up and tell me she still loved me and together we could get me away from these bad influences and off those devil drugs.  
 
    “Scream for me, old man,” said my captor, a tall, athletic woman in a half-faced monkey mask and what looked like yoga clothes.  
 
    I laughed. “You’ll have to do better than that,” I said.  
 
    The acrid smell of sizzling meat and burning hair filled my nostrils as she pressed the glowing brand into my flesh for the third time. Still I laughed. 
 
    It wasn’t that it didn’t hurt when she branded me. It did. Like a sonnuvabitch. But the burn I felt when she pressed the red-hot metal against my skin was nothing compared to the flaming torment of Hellfire I felt every time I died. And the cuts? The lashes down my back where she flogged me? The patch on my thigh where she skinned me and forced me to eat “old man bacon?” I’d had worse. 
 
    “Do you think this is funny?” she asked, and she dragged her razor-sharp blade from navel to penis. I felt the warmth of blood begin to trickle along my abdomen. “We can keep up the fun all night. I can make you suffer in ways you can’t even imagine.” 
 
    “Please,” I said between gasps. “I was at Auschwitz.” Misery was one thing but being upside down for a long time could still make it hard to breath. 
 
    “You’re from Idaho and you know it,” she said. “It said so on those dumb trading cards you had that my brothers wouldn’t let me touch.” 
 
    She released the lever holding my chains up, and I came crashing down onto the pile of broken glass she’d prepared for me. It was more a token display of torture by this point. She had dropped me onto the pile a few times already, usually when I quipped too wise and she felt the need to punish me. The worst shards had already broken into small bits and embedded themselves into my flesh, held in place by scabbed blood. The fall hurt more than the glass by this point in our relationship.  
 
    “I can make this all stop,” she said. “Put you out of your misery. All you have to do is ask.” 
 
    If only that were true, I thought. I knew she was definitely holding out on the kill until she broke me. She wouldn’t let me die before I begged her for it, but I was pretty sure she would “keep up the fun” a little longer than that, only letting me die once she’d run out of video tape. I refused to give her the satisfaction. Honestly, all of this torture had the strange effect of taking my mind off my crippling heroin addiction. You’d think I would have wanted to end it, to get that taste of opium in my veins again, but I didn’t. Instead it had given me so much focus. 
 
    I wasn’t kidding about Auschwitz. The 1940s were a bad time to be a Jewish woman in Germany, and a worse time to be undying. I still have nightmares of Mengele sometimes. This soccer mom, who would eventually get bored of torturing me in all the bland ways her suburban mind could think of, would kill me and would go home to her Pilates and her dream journals and her Real Housewives of Wherever reruns. She had told me so herself. This was my saving grace. 
 
    She was nothing in comparison. Garden variety evil who would kill me the once and go about her life. She wouldn’t perform a living autopsy on me over and over again, year after year the way he did. I would die soon enough, and in dying, I would survive this. I only needed to hold out long enough, endure enough misery and bodily harm that there was no way I would resurrect before she disposed of my body. She didn’t know who I was, who I really was, and that kept her from becoming truly monstrous with me. She thought she only had one chance to kill me, so she wouldn’t disembowel me just to strangle me with my own intestine and see which killed me first, the asphyxiation or the bleeding. I knew she wouldn’t do this because she was enjoying herself too much, and it would end her fun too quickly. She wouldn’t let insects eat me from the inside out “just to see what happens” because it was too hands off. The moment she discovered she had all the time and opportunity in the world, I was lost.  
 
    That’s why I would endure every ounce of torture she could throw at me, and I would do it with a smile. I would make her mutilate me, dismember me, cut me to shreds before I gave up the ghost. Anything to stay dead long enough to be good and buried before she noticed my body mending itself. If I died now, she would kill me many times more later. I would not die now. That was my focus. 
 
    She seemed to have grown tired of stomping me to into the glass shards. I had gotten lost in thought there for a moment, and almost forgot what she’d been doing. She must have noticed because she adjusted my manacles, binding hands and feet individually. Turning a crank, she hoisted me up again and left me dangling, limbs spread in all directions. It had been good to lie down and let the blood resettle. My ears were starting to go weird from being upside down so long. At least I was up straight now. 
 
    “You barely whimpered when I beat you there,” she said with an exaggerated pout. “You’re taking all the fun out of this. If I weren’t getting ten grand for my efforts, it wouldn’t be worth it.” 
 
    She turned from me, and before I realize what had happened, she’d crushed my testicles with a vicious blow from a massive knot of rope known as a monkey’s fist. I yelped and cried out in agony. Years of experience with torture or not, a surprise blow to the nuts still hurt like you wouldn’t believe. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” she said and assaulted me again, just missing a direct hit. It grazed the old jewel bag, but after the torment of the last blow, I barely even noticed it by comparison. 
 
    “Your aim’s a little off,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    She flew into a rage at my words and hammered blow after blow on my body. It was like going fifteen rounds with Joe Frazier, only instead of the first fourteen rounds, it was nothing but the fifteenth round over and over, when you’re already tired and battered to hell. Several teeth flew across the room, and blood filled my reddening vision. I clenched my jaws, refusing to scream. Damn monkey’s fist. All pain, little damage. I needed lacerations, severed limbs, things that would take days to mend.  
 
    “I will give you this,” she said. “You are one tough nut to crack.” Her mouth and eyes went wide with a smile as she pointed to my bruised and bleeding crotch. 
 
    “Get it? Cracked nuts?” She punctuated the last word with another impact square to my tender bits, and I screamed again. “I am hysterical!” 
 
    I thought she was about to deliver another low blow when we heard her phone ring. She cocked an eyebrow. No, not her phone. My phone. “You won’t scream if I answer that, will you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said, but neither of us believed it. 
 
    “Well then,” she said with a devilish grin. “In that case…” 
 
    As she crossed to her table of torture implements, she let her words hang in the air as though she had chained them up right along with me. After considering her options, she selected a pair of pruning shears and grabbed a large kitchen knife she’d left heating in the fire. Good. A dismemberment. I needed that. Approaching like a blushing bride, she eased her way to my side, nuzzled my neck, and then cut off my testicles, cauterizing the wound with the flat of the glowing blade. Dropping the sheers and knife, she picked up my scrotum and wiggled it in my face. 
 
    “Wooo, wooks wike Mistuh Man got a vasectomy,” she said in what was perhaps the most obnoxious baby voice I’d ever heard. Granted, it may have been more the situation than the voice, but why split hairs? 
 
    “They call this a tea bag, right?” she said, draping my own testicles over my eyes. She snapped a Polaroid of her smiling beside me in my moment of shame. 
 
    “Wow, do they still make those? What is this the 1980s?” I asked, hoping to goad her into similar violence. 
 
    “If I learned nothing from all of these nude celeb leaks, it’s this. You can hack a phone and steal photos from the other side of the world,” she said, “but you can’t hack a Polaroid.” 
 
    She slipped on a pair of blue latex gloves and produced a shriveled sort of red pepper from who knew where, dangling it in front of me. “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    “What’s left of your dead and desiccated heart?” 
 
    “This,” she said with a flourish of her pepper, “is a Carolina Reaper, the hottest pepper in the world. It averages over one point six million Scoville units and caps out at over two million.” 
 
    She took a blade to its blood red flesh and carved it open. Then, with the panache of an infomercial salesman, she presented the pepper to me, squeezed its juices into my many open wounds, then ground the pulp into the bloody mess where I once kept Dan Germany’s family jewels. The fiery anguish I feel when I’m dead is the worst burning I have ever known, but this was a pretty damn close second. Despite my best efforts to save my screams for the truly damaging stuff, I howled like a man possessed. 
 
    “Tell me,” she said, “does this feel like the average one point six or the full two million Scoville variety?” 
 
    Much though I wanted to spit out some witty retort, I couldn’t bring myself to stop screaming. 
 
    “Now what is it the kids said these days?” She stuffed my testicles into my still wide-open maw and duct taped my mouth shut. “Suck my balls?” 
 
    Pulling my phone from the pocket of my discarded trousers, she pursed her lips in mock disappointment. “Oh hum,” she said. “You’ve made me miss the call. Now I’ll have to call them back.” 
 
    I let out a groan through the testicles and tape, more to keep her bloodthirsty than anything else and not because my wounds still burned beneath the fiery touch of pepper. When it came to torture, I had to confess she was more creative than I gave her credit for.  
 
    Waving me off to silence me, she turned and walked away, dialing as she went, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the thousand little miseries to keep me company. I could just barely hear her outside the cabin.  
 
    “Hello?... Who?... No, I found this phone by the side of the road… Boston… Yes, Massachusetts… I’m sorry to hear that…” 
 
    I took the opportunity to look around the cabin, anything to take my mind off the vile sensation of sweaty, hairy testicles in my mouth instead of where they should be. It was large for a cabin. One room. Old. I was more than a little impressed at the effort she’d put into turning this lovely summer cottage into a quaint torture chamber, especially considering she probably did all the work herself. The adjustable pulley and winch system that could easily be rigged to hang me spread eagle like I was now or dangled from a single point like earlier. She had many well-crafted shelves fully stocked with all manner of torture devices, and I’d been tortured enough over the millennia to recognize a true, thorough multicultural approach to inflicting pain and humiliation when I saw it.  
 
    She even took proper care of the fireplace so the flames got plenty of oxygen and could burn their hottest, keeping brands and pokers glowing red for wound after wound. As someone who had spent many unfortunate occasions in places like this, I knew firsthand the impact a poorly maintained fire had on proper poker heating. You had to have someone watching it constantly to keep the flames going and even then, your torture implements wouldn’t hold a good burn for more than a couple of pokes. I could rest soundly knowing this woman was no mere torture enthusiast, but a dedicated student of the arts. Lucky me. 
 
    All the while, she continued having her conversation of lies just outside. “I didn’t know who to turn it in to so I thought I’d just reset it and give it to my son… Well, if you give me your address I can mail it back to you… Uh huh… No problem… You’re welcome… I hope you find him… Bye.” 
 
    She poked her head in the door. “That was your friends,” she said. “The good news is they care very deeply for you and are worried sick about you. The bad news is they think you’re in Boston, so…” 
 
    She bobbed her hands as though weighing scales and scrunched up her face, exaggerating the ethical dilemma she was pretending to have.  
 
    I said something mean, trying to get her back in the appendage-severing mood, but with a pair of balls taped into my mouth, I could pretty much only speak in variations of the letter M. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” she said, feigning empathy with the sort of pouty faces you saved for children and puppies. “But here’s some more good news for you. You get a little break because it’s two fifteen, and I have my Pilates class soon, and then I have to pick up the kids and take them to soccer practice, but I’ll be back after I’ve made dinner for the family and seen everyone off to bed.” 
 
    After pausing the video camera, she stepped out and shut the door behind her. I was about to begin what would no doubt be a series of brutal, but futile efforts to escape when she popped her head back in the door. 
 
    “Oh, and in case you get hungry, I left you a snack.” 
 
    With that, she was gone again. I looked around at the table, the fireplace, the floor. Nothing to eat and no way to get to it if there were. Then I realized what she meant. Already disgusted and humiliated, I lurched into dry heaves, saved from choking on my own vomit only by the fact that the only thing I’d eaten since yesterday were a few small flayed strips of my own skin. 
 
    With her gone, my strength crumbled. There was no one here to take satisfaction in my pain and suffering, no one here to decide she had savored my screams enough to kill me. All the misery and anguish I had kept pent up for the past day and a half came flooding out. I screamed into the tape and testicle gag. I raged against the chains that cut deep into my ankles and wrists. Overly salty tears flooded my face, filling the dozens of cuts she’d inflicted. It didn’t burn like the Carolina Reaper, but it was a new pain, and new pain always hurts. Part of me wanted to die, to break down and collapse into the burning void of death, and once I came out on the other side, enjoy the sweet release of heroin, but I knew how that ended. She would discover my secret, and the next few days of torture would stretch out into decades. What I wouldn’t give to die like everyone else. 
 
    I screamed until I began to choke on my own testicles, and I realized if I wasn’t careful, I would die. Then she would come back to find me recovered and ready for a whole new sort of game. Unacceptable. My mouth was too full to work the duct tape off, so I couldn’t spit them out. I closed my eyes, gave myself five seconds to be furious, and then I began to chew.  
 
    My stomach couldn’t decide if it should revolt against my meal or be grateful for anything it could get. I ran my tongue against the inside of the tape as best I could to loosen it, trying to ignore the gag reflex brought on by pubic hair stuck in my throat. I was only barely able to work the tape free before the vomit came. At least I didn’t drown in it. Again. 
 
    The rattle of chains held a steady dialog with my pathetic whimpers as I pulled at my iron bonds. Blood ran from my wrists and ankles and pooled around the restraints, but so far hadn’t done a thing to grease up the manacles and ease my escape. Flesh tore. Bones dislocated. Still I was no closer to being free than I had been when my captor left. For a while I considered in all seriousness trying to gnaw my own arm off, but I would bleed out and die soon after. Even though I would still be dead when that psychopath returned, a number of my smaller wounds would have healed, and she would probably notice that I had more arm left on my body than I should. The stump half way down my bicep wouldn’t match where the dangling arm cut off at the shoulder. A few hours weren’t enough time to grow an arm, but it was plenty of time to grow suspicion. 
 
    I wondered if maybe the Marquis was right when he said TheRealTruth.org was full of lies. If the government was watching, listening in on everything we did and said, tracking our every movement, surely, they would have figured out that I had been kidnapped by a crazy monkey woman and tortured for the past two days straight. I imagined the government didn’t have time to get involved with every little crime, but this seemed a bit severe for them not to be paying attention, not to send help. Maybe they weren’t invading our privacy like a Big Brother police state, monitoring every word and deed of every man, woman, and child in America. Maybe the technology didn’t even exist, and it was all Hollywood. I felt like an idiot for ever having believed it. 
 
    My will to live crushed beneath the weight of all that had happened, I was alone, hanging chained and nude and dismembered. Humiliated. Blistered. Digesting my own genitals. I was alone with the torment of severed body parts and of scalding peppers rubbed into countless wounds, deep and shallow, precise and jagged, and beneath that the bite of grime, sweat, and tears washing at the smaller cuts and abrasions, and deeper still, the dull throbbing ache of a body more bruised than not. All of this pain, all of this agony built on a foundation of eighty years of hard living, countless broken bones, and the usual aches of growing old, coupled with the howling, all-consuming rage of an unfed heroin addiction. Auschwitz nearly destroyed me because it was long, because I could see no end, nothing but torture for all eternity. My own living Hell. But moment for moment, this won hands down.  
 
    I wanted to die. I wanted to die so badly, and not just so I could let the drugs wash away the pain and injury. I just wanted to die. A singular thought, my entire being focused to a pinprick on that one, self-destructive desire. But I couldn’t. I would have cursed God, but I didn’t believe in Him. Not after this long. I had been saintly for centuries. I’d even been sainted several times, but Heaven would not take me. I had been vicious and brutal. I had been selfish and cruel, but Hell would not keep me. I had met my end in battle countless times, but never had I found myself in Valhalla. How could I believe in reincarnation when I had died and been resurrected thousands of times, but I had never been reborn? Not really, at least. I had never been to yomi or communed with the kami. I had never stood in the Hall of Two Truths and had my heart weighed against a feather. And when I died, I suffered. I burned. How then could I believe that there was nothing after death? I couldn’t even believe in nothing. How could I believe anything?  
 
    The despair only made it worse, and all the while, scratch scratch. 
 
    Please, if there is any power out there, be it one god or many, aliens or man, please let me die. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    LOST AND FOUND AND SEEK TO HIDE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several miles down a back-country road, I take the tire iron from my trunk and smash my front and rear windows out completely. Bullet holes raise questions. Then, Blondie and I find a nearby gas station and pick up some seat covers and dashboard tchotchkes to cover the damage I can’t remove outright. Squeezing what little phone signal I can find, I locate a glass repair shop to get the windows street legal again.  
 
    “Geez, what happened?” asks the man behind the counter.  
 
    “Ex,” I say, putting on just a hint of an accent, like a barebones version of Meg Ryan’s accent in Top Gun. “Well, his ex.” 
 
    The man looks to Blondie for elaboration, but he just shrugs and makes a non-committal grunt, which the clerk accepts with a nod. I get the suspicion I could have left the bullet holes visible and he’d have given the same shrug. Man, how bad do exes get out here? 
 
    “Good news is we have the glass, but it’ll take a couple hours for us to install it.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I say and wonder how I’ll kill that much time. “I don’t suppose you have Wi-Fi, do you?” 
 
    “No ma’am,” he says, “but the café across the street does.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say and toss him the keys. “We’ll see you in a couple hours.” 
 
    The café is a small, mom-and-pop main street establishment with the usual small-town fare. Soups, sandwiches, pie. The faded, chipping paint gives it a little charm instead of making it look sad and run down. Blondie and I take a table outside and enjoy the nice southern breeze coming in from the Atlantic. Our server, a matronly woman with tendons strung tightly beneath her papery skin, takes our order.  
 
    “BLT with a glass of lemonade,” I say. “You want anything?” 
 
    Blondie considers the menu for a moment as though he’s not that hungry, but I can see in his eyes he needs something a little more substantial than day old Taco Bell. 
 
    “I’m buying,” I say, and his interest in the menu spikes visibly. 
 
    “How’s this meatloaf sandwich?” he asks.  
 
    “It’s a thick slice of meatloaf and gravy served with grilled onions, tomatoes, the usual condiments.” 
 
    “Can I get some fries with that?” he asks, more to me than the old woman. “Maybe a side of that hashbrown casserole?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Sure thing,” she says and jots it down. 
 
    “And a Coke,” he says. 
 
    She nods and leaves. 
 
    “Big appetite,” I say. 
 
    “Heroin makes you forget everything, including hunger,” he says at full volume. 
 
    A little shocked and taken aback, I glance around to see if anyone else overheard, but we’re alone. I suppose that’s the advantage to stopping in these small towns. “Good to know,” I say. “So, while I have you here, what do you remember about Dan Germany’s disappearance?” 
 
    “Nothing, really,” he says. “I shot up. Passed out. Woke up and he was gone.” 
 
    “You don’t remember any details? Nothing strange?” 
 
    “Well,” he says, “I mean, I think the door chain was broken, but it was a pretty cheap chain anyway, so it may have broken on its own. And I thought I saw a woman in there for a second, but I figured it was just the cleaning lady.” 
 
    “All of that counts as ‘nothing really’ in your book? Evidence of forced entry and a possible look at the kidnapper?” 
 
    “I guess,” he says.  
 
    We pause our conversation while the server gives us our drinks and tells us it’ll be just a moment on our food. Once she’s gone, I return my attentions to Blondie’s flakey eye witness testimony. 
 
    “Did you get a good look at the woman?” I ask. 
 
    “Not really,” he says. “I mean, she was like… not really short, but probably not really tall either. And she had hair that wasn’t long unless she had it pulled back. I don’t know.” 
 
    “So, we’ve established that she had a height, but we don’t know what that is, and that she does have hair,” I say. “Great. That narrows things down.” 
 
    “Why don’t you try calling his phone? Maybe he can answer it and tell you where he is.” 
 
    “Because it’s probably dead,” I say. “I couldn’t get a read on his GPS.” 
 
    “What if it’s just almost dead?” he says. “That satellite stuff probably takes a lot of power, but a phone call’s just a phone call.” 
 
    Dear heavens, he’s right. I didn’t even consider it might have a power saving mode which would shut down pretty much everything but phone calls. “Blondie, you’re a genius,” I say and plant a kiss square on his forehead. 
 
    “Well, been a while since anyone’s done that,” he says with a big grin. 
 
    “What?” I ask. “Kiss your forehead or call you a genius?” 
 
    “Both, I suppose.” 
 
    “Well, you earned it.” 
 
    I dig up the phone number I tracked down and give it a call from my own phone. It rings and rings but goes to voicemail. Figures. It seemed too good to hope.  
 
    Then, much to our mutual surprise, my phone rings with Dan Germany’s digits in the caller ID. 
 
    “Hello?” says a woman’s voice. 
 
    “Hello, I’m looking for Dan Germany,” I say coolly. If this is her, I don’t want to spook her and send her and her captive on the run. I’ve had it up to here with tracking Dan Germany down. 
 
    “Who?” she says. 
 
    “Dan Germany,” I say. “Danger Man? He was a daredevil in the 80s. You have his phone.” 
 
    “No, I found this phone by the side of the road.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask. “Where?” 
 
    “Boston.” 
 
    “Like the city in Massachusetts?” That’s a bit of a drive, but not unreasonable, depending on how long into Blondie’s high he was taken. 
 
    “Yes, Massachusetts,” she says. 
 
    “Listen, my friend Dan is missing and-” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” she says.  
 
    “Yeah, me too, anyway, I was hoping I could reach him on his phone, but you say you found it on the side of the road?” 
 
    “I didn’t know who to turn it into so I thought I’d just reset it and give it to my son.” 
 
    “Well, I hate to ask, but I need it back. It might have information that will help me track down my friend. He’s old, he gets lost. You understand.” 
 
    “Well, if you give me an address, I can mail it back to you,” she says.  
 
    “That would be perfect,” I say and spit out the address of a post office box I keep for just such occasions.  
 
    “Uh huh,” she says, which I assume means she has it written down. 
 
    “Hey, I really appreciate it,” I say. 
 
    “No problem,” she says, strangely chipper given the nature of our conversation. 
 
    “No, seriously,” I say. “Some people would have taken advantage of the situation, said finders keepers. Thank you for being a good person.”  
 
    I hope I’m not laying it on too thick. 
 
    “You’re welcome.”  
 
    “I’ll let you go so you can get the phone in the mail.” 
 
    “I hope you find him.”  
 
    “Thanks. Me too.” 
 
    “Bye,” she says and hangs up. 
 
    “So, he’s in Massachusetts?” Blondie asks. 
 
    “Of course he’s not in Massachusetts,” I say. 
 
    “But she said-” 
 
    “She’s probably the kidnapper,” I say. “She was definitely lying about something at least, as perky as she was while talking about a missing person. Anyway, she thinks she’s throwing us off the scent by saying she found the phone in Boston.” 
 
    “But you know better?” Blondie asks. 
 
    “But I know better.” 
 
    The old woman delivers our food and hooks me up with Wi-Fi access. Apparently, their world famous biscuit burger must be something special because it’s the basis of their password. Blondie dives mouth first into his meatloaf sandwich and fries, pausing only long enough to wet his throat with his cold glass of Coke. I nibble at my BLT, which is certainly worth the five bucks she’s charging, but my attention is on my laptop. I may not have been able to squeeze GPS coordinates out of the phone, but I can track down the cell tower that carried the call, just like in that episode of The Wire. It won’t pinpoint Dan Germany’s location, but it will at least narrow the search down to a couple blocks if he’s in the city, or a fifty-mile radius in flat, open country. It takes the whole two hours while my windows are being replaced, but I’m finally able to get through phone company security and pinpoint the tower. Lucky me, it’s only a little over a hundred miles away and deep in the woods. 
 
    We pick up the car and pay the guy for his job well done, then spend the next few hours poring over Google Maps. Wikipedia tells me the maximum range of a cell tower like this one is twenty-two miles, give or take. Factor in that this is a rural area with a lot of trees providing interference, and I figure I can probably half that range, at least to start. We skim up and down the maps, making note of every house, cottage, and cabin we can spot. There aren’t many, but finding them among all the trees is like finding a needle in a haystack. Still, in the end, we have a list of seven likely candidates and a full tank of gas to track them all down. 
 
    “You ready to go?” asks Blondie as we pile into the car.  
 
    “Does this mean you trust me?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, let’s just say it means you’re my best bet at finding him.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” I say and pull out onto the darkening highway. 
 
    We spend a couple of hours getting lost in the back woods of Virginia. GPS, it turns out, does not get along with heavily wooded areas, and people who live in heavily wooded areas are not in the habits of marking their dirt roads with easily identifiable signs. Still, we manage to knock out four of the seven cabins by ten and are making decent progress tracking down the fifth. A couple more wrong turns and stopping for a wild pig that refuses to leave the road and we’re ready to tick the next one off the list. 
 
    “Ready?” I ask Blondie as I double check my pistol, making sure yet again it’s loaded.  
 
    “I don’t suppose I can have a gun too?” he asks, glancing nervously about in the darkness.  
 
    “Not on your life,” I say, “but if you’re feeling defenseless, feel free to get the tire iron out of the back.” 
 
    I don’t know why I’m surprised that he does go to fetch it, but I am. Still, better he has something to defend himself with if things go pear shaped.  
 
    We cautiously approach the cabin. It’s small, probably a one room hunting cabin. There aren’t any other cars present, and I hear no sounds coming from within. The curtains are drawn and from the looks of it, probably tacked in place. Someone this far out in the middle of nowhere taking extra precautions to ensure their privacy? No, that doesn’t feel suspicious at all. I’m not able to find a crack in the curtains to peak through, but I can make out the weak flicker of a flame from the fireplace. “What sort of person has a fire going this late at night in July?” I whisper to Blondie. 
 
    He just shrugs at me in the pale moonlight, practically a ghost against the inky blackness of the woods surrounding us. “You wanna find out?” he whispers back. 
 
    “After you,” I say with a smile. 
 
    “Ladies first,” he says and gestures toward my pistol with the tire iron. 
 
    “You make a good point.” I ready myself to clear the room. “I don’t suppose you can be a gentleman and hold the door for me?” 
 
    He takes a moment to realize what I need from him. Then his eyes light up with slow understanding, and he quietly turns the handle.  
 
    I close my eyes, center my breathing, and kick in the door. 
 
    “Police!” I shout. “Down on the ground now!” 
 
    But there’s no woman here. No hunters. No lovers trying to keep things on the sly. Just wall after all of torture implement, and there in the center of the room, suspended naked from chains, is Dan Germany. 
 
     Caked in crusted blood and grime, he looks like Hell had its fill of him and then came back for seconds. His body is a road map of clean incisions and ragged gashes. His back glints in the firelight from all the broken glass shards embedded in his flesh like some macabre mosaic. Burns of all shapes and sizes litter his body, some bearing the distinctive patterns of branding while others simply look like hot coals from the fireplace were seared into his frail and withered frame. There’s a sparkling mash at his feet the consistency of mud, and it takes me a moment to realize it’s not dirt and water, but broken glass, blood, and vomit. As I rise to survey the damage, I see where his torturer cut him, castrated him.  
 
    “What have they done to your body?” says Blondie as he delicately traces over the many wounds with a tender familiarity that suggests he knew this man intimately. The look on Blondie’s face, the sadness, the horror, the sense of deeply personal loss, it devastates me. So complete is his pain that there, surrounded by torture and death at the end of a long search, I cannot help but wonder how they met, how long they were lovers. I wonder what it must be like to find someone I cared for in this state. I can’t even imagine the sorrow and hatred he must be feeling right this moment. 
 
    Blondie adds his own vomit to the mud at our feet, and I cannot even feel disgusted by it. I don’t even flinch. All the while, Dan Germany has not moved once.  
 
    “We’re too late,” I say softly, resting a hand on Blondie’s shoulder. “I think he’s dead.” 
 
    “He can’t be,” Blondie says between sobs. “It’s not possible.” 
 
    His disbelief is palpable. 
 
    “Come on,” I say. “Let’s find the keys and get him down.” 
 
    It’s a little grisly searching through all of these tools of torture and murder. Most are clean but a few still carry the stains of blood and gore, most notably the barbed hooks. I shudder in revulsion and press onward. The main table is littered with tools still crusted from use, and I can almost recreate everything that had been done to Danger Man just by looking at how the torturer’s tools of the trade were left lying and how fresh the blood is. I also find Dan Germany’s phone, which I tuck into my pocket just in case. Table by table, rack by rack, we search the cabin but come up empty handed.  
 
    “Maybe there’s something on the tape?” asks Blondie. “Maybe it shows where she put them.” 
 
    I level my gaze at him. “Do you want to watch it and see?” 
 
    His face sinks and drains of all color.  
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    I give the place one last cursory look but find nothing. 
 
    “Shit,” I say. “Wherever she is, she took the keys with her.” 
 
    “Maybe we can find a wrench and take the chains with us?” 
 
    “Another good idea,” I say. “Keep this up and we might just have to put you in charge of this expedition.” 
 
    We both scramble for a wrench and upon finding no proper tools, scavenge among the murder paraphernalia to find an adequate substitute. So determined are we to find a functional wrench we don’t even notice the woman in a monkey mask slipping in through the cabin door until she’s stabbed Blondie in the back with her keys. 
 
    Blondie cries out and collapses to the floor, and before I can react, she’s thrown a bowling ball at me, knocking Queen Mary out of my hand and sending her skittering across the floor.  
 
    “Who are you?” she demands with a pair of vicious looking knives she’s just snatched up from a nearby shelf. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Seems we could ask you the same thing,” I say and nod toward the body. 
 
    “I don’t have to explain myself to you,” she says and edges her way around the room toward me. Naturally, I edge my way in the opposite direction. I’ve always seen scenes like these in the movies, the two characters slowly circling each other, waiting for one to blink. It’s a little surreal to find myself actually involved in one.  
 
    “Look, I know why you’re out here in this cabin with a dead body,” I say. “You’re a seeker like me.” 
 
    “He’s not dead,” she says.  
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “You son of a bitch, you better not be dead,” she says and jabs the knife into Danger Man’s leg. 
 
    Danger Man’s head suddenly shoots up, howling in pain. 
 
    “Good,” she says, pulling the knife back out and holding it in front of her, blade down and out, Spetsnaz style. “I’m sure I had enough torture footage to prove the kill and get the reward, but it’s so much easier if you can get the death rattle on tape.” 
 
    “Video tape?” I ask. “Is your Betamax broken?” 
 
    “You can’t pull geolocation metadata off of a VHS tape,” she says. “I’m not giving up my happy place. No one knows where it is.” 
 
    “Well, we know.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to do something about that,” she says and lunges for me. I dive for the gun, but her blades slice at my bicep, and survival instinct snatches my arm instead of the weapon. Without thinking, I cup the wound, applying pressure to slow the bleeding.  
 
    She charges again, and grabbing wildly, I snatch up a poker from the fire and parry right as she’s about to take another piece of me. “Little help here, Blondie?” I call out, but he’s cowering in the corner.  
 
    Looks like I get to save the day myself.  
 
    I make a tactical retreat to the far side of the room, buying me just enough time to swap my poker for a pair of hooks on a chain before she pushes at me again, surrounded by a flurry of whirling blades. I catch one of her arms with a hook and yank hard, throwing her off balance. If I had more room to maneuver, I could probably open up with this particular weapon, but as it stands, there’s not enough space for me to start swinging without risking harming Blondie or Dan Germany.  
 
    The monkey woman spins and comes at me, her blade carving through the air toward me in a swift arch. Whipping the chain high and wide, I catch her arm in a loop, twisting it around her like some morbid playground game of Uncle gone horribly wrong. Reaching behind herself, she takes blind, wild swings at me, but aside from a few nicks, she does no harm. Pressing my advantage, I slam her into the shelf, hoping something might stick, but all that happens are a number of smaller blades she kept on the top shelf come tumbling down on the both of us. Not my best play. I pull back and hope to pull her back with me, but my hands are too slick with blood from earlier and she steals slack in the chain. I’m forced to retreat, and she frees her arm, leveling the playing field once more. 
 
    We begin our circling dance again and soon we’ve evenly split the room into defensive zones with our mutual friend Dan Germany in the middle as a dividing line. She seems surprisingly hesitant to injure Danger Man for someone hell-bent on killing him. I can only assume it’s because she wants to make sure she can catch it on camera when she finishes the job. 
 
    “It seems we’re at an impasse,” I say. “You know I can’t harm him unless I can get it on tape, but you’re guarding the camcorder.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” she says. “Eventually, he’ll bleed out, and then I win. I think I can more than establish I did that.” 
 
    I hear a noise, a scuffling of movement behind me. 
 
    “Finally joining the fray, Blondie?” I ask. “Make yourself useful and grab something sharp.” 
 
    The ting of metal being picked up tells me that he has. Easing up behind me, I feel his hot, panicked breath pant against my neck. 
 
    “He can’t die,” he whispers in my ear. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I say. 
 
    “He can’t die,” he says. “I know it sounds crazy, but I’ve seen it. He just comes back to life later. I’m the real Dan Germany.” 
 
    For a moment I think that grief has driven him mad. Then I remember how I got myself tangled in this mess in the first place. 
 
    “What is it?” monkey woman asks. “What did he say?” 
 
    “He says we should get out of here while we still have the chance,” I say. 
 
    “He’s smart,” she says. “You should listen to him.” 
 
    “I never was good at following directions,” I say with a shrug and slash the old man’s throat. “Looks like I win.” 
 
    “You bitch!” she screams and charges for us. I try to dodge, but she comes too quickly and sinks a blade into my right side. It’s not deep, but it hurts me like an insult hurled at a sensitive kid in a YouTube comment section, and it’s going to make defending myself a task and a half. 
 
    Out of nowhere, Blondie or Dan Germany or whoever he is drives his blade down on her arm, cutting deeply into her bicep. She yelps in pain and drops the knife in her left arm. I hope the real Danger Man presses his advantage, but he doesn’t and she’s able to put several steps between us and her. 
 
    She grabs the camera with her bad arm and backs toward the door, holding the knife ready to strike. “No problem,” she says. “I have enough on video here to stake my claim.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say, goading her. “Maybe I’ll just take a selfie with the body and the knife.” 
 
    “Maybe you won’t.” The monkey woman drops her weapon and grabs a large jug sitting by the door. Flinging it one-handed with far more strength than I would have expected from her, she sends it hurling across the room, crashing into the fireplace. The room erupts into flame as gasoline splashes across the wooden floor and walls and the dead body of Dan Germany. 
 
    “Bye now!” she says and disappears out the door. 
 
    “Who the hell was that?” asks Blondie Dan Germany. 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say SoccerMomByDay, but now’s not the time to play match the screen name to the monkey face.” 
 
    “Right, right,” he says.  
 
    The smell of broiling old man fills our nostrils and it’s my turn to contribute vomit to the pool of glass and blood on the floor. By the time I recover, Blondie Dan Germany has already pulled off his shirt and begun to beat out the flames on the old man’s body. 
 
    “Way to keep it together,” I say, and for a guy smothering a fire consuming his own dead body, he smiles pretty big. 
 
    I’m about to pull my own shirt off to help but spot a pile of Old Dan Germany’s clothes near the table. No sense distracting an old man with the sudden vigor of youth by taking my shirt off, not at a time like this. 
 
    We make quick work of the flames, and though it will be a long time before I can shake the revulsion of the memory, we pull at his charred body. As we do, the skin and fat around the wrists sloughs off, and his arms slide free of the manacles. Missing flesh and muscle perhaps, but free just the same. His feet are a different story. Young Dan Germany has a difficult time dealing with the way Old Dan Germany’s skin crackles like a Thanksgiving turkey. Just as well. We weren’t going to be able to pull those feet through the chains anyway. 
 
    “What do we do?” Young Dan asks. Overhead, we can hear the creaking groan of old wood getting ready to give up the ghost. The room is aglow with flame that’s spread throughout the entire cabin, torching the curtains and blanketing the walls. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” I say and grab an ax. “Sorry, old man.” 
 
    Young Dan Germany turns away in horror as I begin hacking the feet off of Old Dan’s corpse. 
 
    “They’ll grow back,” I say. “Grab a hatchet and help! This whole place could come down any minute.” 
 
    He stands there, petrified. 
 
    “If you aren’t going to help cut your own feet off, at least get the car started,” I say, tossing him the keys. 
 
    He catches them, nods, then slowly backs away, eyes transfixed against their will at my gruesome work. I’m usually pretty happy with my build. I’m athletic enough to get the job done without having to slave away at the gym. It’s an advantage to killing from a distance or using the old drop of poison. Not much call to for a rigorous fitness regimen. Of course, taking four and five swings to hack through an ankle while the room burns down around me does make me wish I had maybe developed a little more upper body strength before now. 
 
    Wood cracks overhead and the far side of the cabin collapses, barely missing us. I hoist Danger Man’s corpse over my shoulder and stagger my way toward the exit. Thank goodness the body’s so old and frail, or I’d never be able to carry him. The floor is a nightmare collage of fallen blades and burning debris. One wrong step and I may join the old man in the land of the dead, and unlike him, I don’t have a return ticket. I try to sprint for it, but right as I’m about to reach the door, a support beam crashes down from overhead, blocking the only exit.  
 
    No, I realize. Not the only exit. There’s still a window on the far side of the room. The flaming curtains and glass will no doubt tear me to shreds and cook the rest, but it’s my only choice, presuming I can even climb out with a body in tow, which would take too long. I’d be dead before I got the window open. 
 
    But I don’t need to open it. 
 
    Grabbing the table. I flip it over and make a ramp leading up. “No disrespect, old man,” I say, “but better you than me.” 
 
    Charging forward, I race up the ramp, and using Dan Germany’s body as an oven-roasted meat shield, I smash through the window, a tangled mess of burning fabric and jagged glass, and crash to the dirt outside, mere seconds before the whole cabin crumbles in on itself. 
 
    Young Dan Germany rushes to my side where I lay clutching a charred and mangled corpse for dear life in the blinding glow of my minivan’s headlights. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asks. 
 
    My words sputter as I try to clear smoke from my lungs. “I feel like I should say something clever, but I can’t breathe right now.”  
 
    Young Dan just laughs and helps me load the corpse into the back of the minivan, covering it with a blanket. Battered, beaten, bloodied, and burnt, I drag myself into the back seat. “You get to drive,” I say as I curl up against the window. 
 
    “I’m not a stunt driver,” he says with a grin. 
 
    “Good,” I say. “I was hoping for a nice, smooth, easy ride.” 
 
      
 
    I wake in the hotel, still coated in sweat and soot from the night before. It’s amazing what a good night’s sleep can do for you. My body still aches, but not nearly so much as I would have expected. After the events in the cabin the night before, the cheap motel sheets feel like angel’s breath against my skin.  
 
    “Wait a second,” I say. “Where are my clothes?” 
 
    “Getting washed,” Young Dan says. “Don’t worry. I didn’t do anything untoward. Just bandaged your wounds.” 
 
    I pull back the blanket and take a moment to take full stock of my situation. He’s taken my pants and shirt but left me in my underwear. My injuries, at least the serious ones, have been cleaned and dressed, and not poorly either. 
 
    “You get in enough accidents, you learn a thing or two,” Young Dan says and tosses me a sausage biscuit from a fast food bag. “I looted your wallet for food money. Hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” he asks. 
 
    “Now?” I say between bites. “Now I wash last night off of me, we get on the road, and we find someplace to lay low until your friend says the stunt is ready. Hopefully he’ll be back alive by then. Where’s the body?” 
 
    “Still in the back of your car,” he says. 
 
    I nod. “Okay. We’ll take your car and get the glass replaced there, then swap the body to the trunk of your vehicle when we get far enough out of town. I’m not comfortable keeping a corpse in a hatchback. Too easy for people to discover it.” 
 
    I polish off the last of the sausage biscuit and grab my laptop. “Now if you’ll excuse me,” I say, “I need a hygiene break. Kindly leave my clothes by the door.” 
 
    The shower is heaven, and once I’m clean enough that I don’t have to worry about turning the water into Olivia soup, I fill the bathtub for a good soak. After some indeterminate amount of time, I check my fingers to ensure they are sufficiently pruney.  
 
    “That’s enough pure relaxation,” I say. “Time to work while I relax.” 
 
    I rest my laptop on the toilet seat and bring up the Hide and Seek website. Sure enough, SoccerMomByDay has posted some particularly disturbing footage of Dan Germany being tortured with a claim that she’s done the deed. While the boards are disturbingly giddy to watch, each depraved killer chiming in about his favorite part or listing the timestamps for “the good bits,” the general feeling is that at best, it’s a potential kill, since he’s never shown actually dying. The official verdict is there’s a one-week period in which someone else can step forward with something more confirmable, but after that, they will take SoccerMomByDay’s word for it and award the prize. I find myself hoping Dan Germany revives before then. I’d certainly hate for that psycho to get rewarded for what she’s done. 
 
    A Google search turns up page after page of speculation about the stunt, the leak, and related auction. Theories fly like fighter jets about the accident, the shootout in his apartment, and where Dan Germany is now since he seems to have completely disappeared off the map. Nothing credible, however, says anything about his possible death. I guess this means the police still haven’t put together the clues I left about the website. Just as well. The speculation is already wild enough as it is. Young Dan Germany explained the plan to me about the stunt and the legacy. It’d be a shame if that all fell through because it got leaked a little too early that he might be dead.  
 
    I dry myself off and check by the door to see if my clothes are ready. Finding them piled neatly within reach, I grab them and get dressed, eager to get out of this hotel. Even if people on the boards agree Dan Germany is probably dead, there are still no doubt those few zealots who will want to be sure by killing anyone in a ’76 Impala they find. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I say, emerging from the bathroom ready to roll. 
 
    Dan settles the bill downstairs while I load my things into the back seat of my car. When I’m sure no one’s looking, I take a peek at the body. The skin isn’t charred anymore, but still looks like a particularly bad burn victim. The lesser cuts are gone and the throat has almost completely re-closed. Where once bone was visible, muscle tissue has begun to reform on the hands. The feet, however, still have a long way to go. I guess bone just takes longer. 
 
    “Wait,” I say as Dan is about to open the door. “Before you get in that car, let me check something.” 
 
    “What’s up?” he asks. 
 
    “These people who’ve been coming after Old You don’t strike me as the tidy type. If they left a mess hoping to get you, it might still be here.” 
 
    He doesn’t seem to follow what I’m saying, but I don’t care. I don’t need him to understand. This is my area of expertise. Lying down beneath the car, I pick at each wire, following where it goes until I find one that doesn’t belong. I trace it to the steering column in one direction and in the other toward what looks to be a lump of clay taped above the gas tank. 
 
    “Just as I thought,” I say and carefully disconnect the wire. 
 
    “What is it?” Dan says. 
 
    “Bomb,” I say and hand him the wad of C-4. “That could have been you.” 
 
    “Really?” he asks, gingerly placing it on the ground and backing away. 
 
    “True story.” 
 
    He pulls out Old Dan’s phone and asks me to dial a number, which I recognize as the one I tagged earlier. “Hey, did you get the explosives yet?... Well, no need to worry on that score. I think someone was kind enough to give us some for free… Enough to blow up a car, I’d guess… Yeah, no problem… Uh huh… We’ll let you know.” 
 
    Dan shoves the phone into his pocket and says, “We’re going to need to find a place to store that.” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Materials guy for the stunt,” Dan says. “No sense buying explosives if I don’t have too. Less overhead means more for me.” 
 
    Dan and I hit the road, he in his car and me in mine. He reminds me as we’re about to swap the body to his trunk that maybe it’s not the best idea. 
 
    “If I get pulled over, they’re pretty much guaranteed to search the car,” he says. “After all, this is a brand-new identity. I don’t have a driver’s license or insurance yet. I might not even have a birth certificate.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I say. “Then they’ll have a hard time giving you a permanent criminal record.” 
 
    Is it a jerk move? Maybe, but I feel particularly concerned about keeping my own record clean. No prints, no nothing. Anything to make it hard for police to track me down in case things ever go particularly wrong on a job. 
 
    We take a moment to pick a random page in an atlas from the back of my car and make plans to lay low there. If there’s no rhyme or reason to where we go, maybe it will be harder for other people to find us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    MEMORIES OF FLESH AND BONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wait for Monkey Lady to return was interminable. I wanted to die, but it was too soon. She had to be here for it. She had to make it hurt. She had to take off limbs. At least fingers. I needed to stay dead for as long as possible. 
 
    Hours passed and the fire dwindled. My heart leapt with every cracking twig outside, but no one ever came. Just animals probably. The pain had mostly died away. That or I’d gotten used to it. Probably more of the latter. No, my real torment was the hunger.  
 
    For a while, I raged against my bonds hoping to break free but to no avail. Monkey Lady knew what she was doing when she put this rig together. The delirium from no food, blood loss, and heroin withdrawal sent my mind reeling through time, blurring every torturous moment into one. The Monkey Woman’s cabin. Josef Mengele’s lab. I remembered the Spanish Inquisition shortly after my return to Europe from Japan. I remembered being buried alive. And deep back through the haze, I remembered the natural torture, not at the hands of man, but by the sheer spiteful nature of my condition. I remembered being lost in the woods forever ago before I knew about all of this, back in my first life.  
 
    I know memory is a fluid and impermanent thing, that it can be colored and rewritten by our experiences, but when I looked back then, though I knew for a fact some of the details I recalled weren’t accurate, I knew the story was true. Though every detail may have changed over the millennia, I remembered the spirit of my first death truly.  
 
    I had grown old, had children, and they were beginning to have children of their own. My oldest, whose name I can no longer remember much though it saddens me, had been married off to a leatherworker and moved with him to a nearby village to start his own trade. I had not gone to see her in quite some time. Travel is for the young. 
 
    The first snow had fallen when I set off to pay her a visit. Her father was ailing, and I would need to find a family member to take me in once he passed. I hoped to lay the groundwork for a transition with this trip, but it was not to be. 
 
    It had been so long since I had left my home. As a young woman, I could make the trip between our two villages by foot in two days, with a stop at an inn just by sunset. I realize that so long ago, it was likely not an inn but a farm, but after thousands of years of revision, that was how I remembered it. My youngest son had offered to take me there, but in my pride, I said no. I would soon lose my independence, and I felt determined to enjoy the last of it. In my pride, I had not considered that an old woman would walk slower through snow than a young woman would walk through grass. I never reached the inn. 
 
    The sun had set and I still had not seen the familiar landmarks. I thought it could not possibly be much farther, so I pressed on, each moment growing colder and weaker. The longer I walked, the more I felt certain that the inn must have been close, that it would have been folly to turn back when it could be just over that hill, just around that bend. I fell many times into the snow and I got back up almost as often, until at once, I simply did not have the strength anymore. I pulled myself to a tree and made myself comfortable as best I could, letting its trunk and branches protect me from the elements.  
 
    There I sat, freezing to death, all the while certain that someone would come, that the men and women at the inn just beyond the next tree would see me and take me in and let me rest beside the nice, warm hearth fire. I closed my eyes and dreamed of the flames growing warmer and warmer, and soon I felt them. I could not open my eyes, I could not move. I could only lie there while the flames grew from warm to hot to blazing. The fires consumed me, sparking in my heart and spreading throughout my body. Every fiber of my being screamed beneath the raging inferno that swept me up and held me in its heart. I could think of no reason for this endless burning and no comparison for a heat so intense. I had no Judeo-Christian religion to give me a concept of Hell and no science to tell me how hot the sun burned. I only knew pain, and I wondered how I had offended the gods in my long years to punish me so. Was this for my hubris, for not accepting my place as an old woman? 
 
    I burned for eternity, body ablaze for who knew what reason and all the while, I castigated my soul, evaluating every bad thing I may have done, every shaman and witch I may have angered that might set such a curse upon me. 
 
    And then one day, it stopped and I could open my eyes again. I could move my limbs, but not well. I tried to stand but only rolled and flailed in the dirt. The grass and trees had grown tall and when I tried to crawl through them, I could only grasp at nothing, too weak to even look around.  
 
    “Help me!” I tried to cry out but heard only the garbled cooing of a babe as the unfamiliar tongue in my mouth refused to cooperate. Again I screamed, but it was not my voice I heard. It took some time to realize what had happened. Whatever had befallen me had turned me to an infant, cursed me to live my life over. 
 
    Then the wolves came, drawn no doubt by my feeble cries. They looked so great and terrible standing above my tiny body, as big as bears to a body my size. They devoured me alive, though I cried for help, cried for some hunter, some guest at that long-forgotten inn.  
 
    Then the flames returned, the burning, the endless miseries. Then I was an infant again and soon the predators once more devoured me. Then flames. Then infancy. Then ants and starvation. Then flames. Then predators. Then infancy. I do not know how many times this cycle repeated. Then one day, I came out of the flames into darkness and pressure all around and I could not breathe, and soon the fires overtook me again. Then the cold darkness, the smothering, then flames. Someone had buried me. I flailed as best as my infant arms could, barely displacing the dirt that surrounded me. Then the wolves heard my muffled cries, dug me out, and devoured me again. When finally a wandering hunter found me and took me home, I wanted to thank him for ending my misery, but I could not speak and I had grown quite mad besides. It took me years to regain my wits, which the huntsman and his wife attributed to my infancy and having been abandoned in the woods. 
 
    Years later after I had grown considerably, I learned those woods were cursed, they said. There was a legend of a baby abandoned in the winter long ago, a babe devoured by wolves. They said sometimes you would find the child’s ghost, little more than a skeleton, but if you came to visit the bones later, you would find not a skeleton, but a half devoured infant. Sometimes, they said, you could even hear the child’s cries. They said those who wished to abandon their children due to illegitimacy or deformity would leave them in those woods, confident that people would dismiss the cries as nothing more than the ghost. 
 
    It wasn’t until much later, long after I began to understand my condition that I understood what had happened during those years. I had died an old woman, and while I burned, my body reverted to its original form, good as new and infantile. I awoke from the flames exactly as I was when I first came into that body. And the wolves would eat me. As I lay there dead, my soul plagued with the fires of Hell, my body would try to reform, and the wolves would come and feast, like the prey that kept giving. I was the ghost, and their fears kept them from saving me. By the time the huntsman found me, my daughter had grown old and died, and her grandchildren were now coming of childbearing age. Sixty years of suffering over a superstitious ghost story. 
 
    And when I grew up too smart, knew too much, far more than a mere child should, when I talked about wanting to see my children and when I told them stories of our lands and people impossible for someone my age to know, they declared that I was a witch, that I was a demon in child’s form. They cursed my name and said they never should have taken me from that haunted place. Then they killed me, and I was reborn as an infant once more, alone in the woods. 
 
    Immortality had always been a curse. 
 
    These were the fever dreams that ran through my head as I disappeared into myself, shutting out everything to hide from the pain the Monkey Woman had inflicted upon me and the desperate need to disappear into blissful oblivion that Dan Germany stuck me with. 
 
    I was only vaguely aware of voices around me, and I was too lost to know if they were echoes from my past or the Monkey Woman back for more. I tried to speak, but I was too weak, my mouth too dry to form sounds. Instead I hung there limply like the walking dead that I was. At some point, I felt a sharp pain in my thigh, and I howled an incoherent sound that I was too far gone to even attempt to turn into words. A fight broke out around me. Faces. Didn’t know who. It was all too much. Then a cold sting at my throat and a flowing, sticky heat coated my chest. Motion blurred, and I rasped for something but I didn’t even know what anymore. A distant thud, a crash. Everything got brighter, and I felt the old familiar burn of death. This time, strangely enough, it almost felt like the agony started just a little bit too early, the blistery pain taking over before the world went dark. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    WITH A DEAD MAN BY MY SIDE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wait is interminable. Being stuck half way between Winfield and Independence, Kansas, a place I have never heard of, a place so remote the roads don’t even have names, staying in a place like that for a week with no one to keep you company but a heroin addict who is elbows-deep into withdrawal and a corpse slowly putting itself back together, it can drive a girl a little crazy.  
 
    At first, it’s not so bad. I clean my guns. I go shooting. But the thing about places like this is, there’s no Internet. There’s not really TV either. It’s pretty much just woods and shooting. I visit the nearby lake and swim a little, which is nice, but it doesn’t fill a day, let alone a bunch of days. We’re holed up in an abandoned farmhouse, so there’s not even power or running water. Just this weird hand pump and a bucket. I send Dan into town for food because I figure the chances of him finding anything here are pretty slim. Of course, what do I know? There’s nothing else to do here. I’d probably take up a drug habit if I had to spend my life living in the country.  
 
    He comes back with a bunch of soup which we can’t heat and some peanut butter and jelly, which we can’t keep cool. Sure, jelly isn’t refrigerated when you buy it, but the lid clearly says you should keep it chilled once you open it, and who am I to argue with a lid? I let Dan Germany know what a dumb thing he’s done, but apparently, he’s fine with cold soup straight from a can, and he says the jelly will stay perfectly cool if we keep it half buried in the lake.  
 
    “Just make sure you seal it good and tight first,” he says.  
 
    It’s so crazy, it just might work. “Where’d you come up with that one?” I ask. 
 
    “I grew up in rural Idaho,” he says. “Sure, it gets a little colder in winter, but other than that, it’s not much different from here. You can find the middle of nowhere just about everywhere.” 
 
    He takes a bite of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and smiles deeply. It occurs to me this is probably the happiest I’ve seen him since I’ve met him. “Thanks for picking this place,” he says. “If I’m going to get clean, this is the place to do it. It’s so peaceful.” 
 
    “If by peaceful, you mean boring, then yeah.” 
 
    “If by boring you mean not rushed everywhere, bombarded by distractions, then yeah.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I say. “What’s the appeal? It takes forever and a day to get anywhere. I can’t go online. No forums. No YouTube videos. No Netflix.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he says. “You’re free to take your time. You can catch your breath. You get rid of all of those people yelling in your ear saying buy this, watch that, you can really get to know yourself. Find out what you want and not what they want you to want. I doubt I ever would have become the man I am today if it weren’t for places like this.” 
 
    “Really?” I say, more teasing than serious. “Why? Did you get bored as a kid and drive off a cliff figuring anything is better than this?” 
 
    “Sort of,” he says and takes another bite. “You play in the woods. You climb trees. And you fall, and it doesn’t kill you, so you get a little braver. You build a rope swing into the river, and one day the branch breaks and it comes crashing down on you while the river tries to sweep you away, and it doesn’t kill you, so you get a little braver. You drive your four-wheeler over that hill, not realizing the rains washed out the road, and you crash and it doesn’t kill you, so you get a little braver. Then one day you’re with your high school buddies and you’ve had a few beers and all that bravery says, ‘You know what? I bet I could do that dumb thing.’ And you do it, and maybe you get injured and maybe you don’t, but it doesn’t kill you. And people are talking about that thing you did at the party Friday night, and people are saying ‘Man, I’d pay ten bucks to see Danny do this other dumb thing.’ And maybe you want to take Mary Sue or Bobbi Jean to the movies next weekend and you could use that ten bucks. Scratch is scratch. So you do that dumb thing too. Pretty soon you have a reputation. You’re doing shows for your friends. For county fairs. For state fairs. For local TV specials. You’re on national TV. You’re on lunch boxes and t-shirts and cartoon shows. All because you grew up in a place like this.” 
 
    “So how does that put a needle in your arm?” I ask, hoping it doesn’t come off as mean. “Is that because you’re from here too?” 
 
    “No,” he says. “That’s because you stop being brave. You get scared. You stop working, and now maybe you don’t believe in yourself so much anymore. And then you’re scared that’s all you ever were and all you ever will be because you aren’t on TV anymore. Someone else is on lunch boxes. And you’re watching the news one day and you see some guy was killed by his neighbor and you realize you’ve lived in your apartment for ten years now and you don’t even know what the lady across the hall looks like, and you get a little more scared. And everyone has forgotten you and you’re holed up in your apartment and you’ve forgotten who you are too, and it hurts because something’s wrong. Something’s missing, and the TV keeps trying to sell you things to fill that hole, but it never goes away, until one day someone says, ‘Here, do this dumb thing, it’ll make you forget all about that hole,’ and you do that dumb thing and it does. And when you come out of it, that hole is a little bigger, but that’s okay because you can forget about that hole too.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he says. “The first few days were the worst here, but it’s better now. I’m used to the quiet. I can hear myself again. I can get to know myself again without someone else shouting in my ear who I am.” 
 
    “Good,” I say, and I find that I genuinely mean it. “That’s good to hear.” 
 
    Dan’s cell phone rings and I nearly jump out of my skin from shock. I deliberately picked a place near a cell tower so his mysterious stunt coordinator could reach us when everything was ready, but I’ve gone so long without contact from the outside world, I have almost forgotten it exists.  
 
    Dan fumbles with the lock screen for a moment. “How do I make this confounded thing work?” he asks. 
 
    I unlock the phone for him and answer. “Hello?” 
 
    “Who is this?” says a man’s voice. 
 
    “This is Dan Germany’s assistant,” I say. “How may I help you?” 
 
    “His assistant?” asks the voice. “I loaned him money to pay for necessities. Not assistants. Put Dan Germany on the phone.” 
 
    “Uhhh, I’m afraid he’s not available right now,” I say, and give Dan the oh-crap-we’re-screwed face. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Dan asks. 
 
    I cup my hand over the microphone and whisper, “He wants to speak with Dan Germany.” 
 
    Dan gives the hand-it-over gesture and I do, more than glad to let him handle it. I hate double talk. 
 
    “Hello, Calvin Watkins… Yes, it’s me… More like a bodyguard than an assistant… I’m sure you’ve seen the news, what with the shooters and the car accident and everything... Well that’s good to hear… Not yet, but really soon… I don’t know. Really really soon… We’ll head on over then… Sounds good… bye.” 
 
    He tosses me the phone. “Hang that up for me.” 
 
    “What was that all about?” I ask, pressing the hang up button for him. 
 
    “Stunt’s all set up and ready to go except for the explosives and that immortal woman. I told him she should be up for it soon.” 
 
    “She?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah. The person pretending to be me, all that magic I was telling you about? It’s some woman who does it.” 
 
    A woman? It was a man last year. Could there be more of them? “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says. “She said she recognized you from last year. Said you killed her a few times. Said you were good at what you do. After seeing you in action, I’m inclined to agree.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    So, it was him. Or her. Whichever. I don’t know why it should be such a surprise that he could be a woman. I knew he was magical, that he could turn into anyone, but it never occurred to me he could be anyone anyone.  
 
    “Anyway, I was checking out the body this morning. The toes aren’t all the way back, but other than that, she’s recovered. I figure we can probably sit her in the back seat and prop her head against the window with a pillow, make it look like she’s sleeping. I know I wouldn’t want to wake up in the trunk of a car after everything that happened.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong, and though I objected until the cows came home, it was ultimately settled that he or she would ride in my car. Dan Germany made the convincing argument that if there were any rogue seekers still out there, they would be looking for his car, not mine. Some days, he’s too smart for my comfort. 
 
    I load Dead Dan into the back seat and lay him down, buckling him in enough that I won’t get ticketed, but not so much that it would be impossible to believe he could be comfortable enough to sleep. Dan and I fuel up in Independence and grab some road food, then hit the open highway, determined to drive straight through the night until we arrive at the stunt site. Young Dan wants to make sure everything is in order well enough to make it past an insurance claim, but still complicated enough that we can be sure Old Dan will stand a good chance of not making it out alive. Based on the way he’s described the stunt and the total lack of training Old Dan has had, I have little doubt that he or she or whatever the undying Dan Germany is will die.  
 
    Dan and I agree that I’ll take the lead on the road trip, since I have a GPS and the knowhow to use it. It’s his idea that if we get separated, the person in front will pull into the first gas station they see and wait as the person behind continues on, checking each gas station they come across until we get back together. Not wanting to offend, but also not wanting him to get out front and think he’s behind and just keep on going, I insist we pick up the cheapest, simplest prepaid phone we can find and let him hold onto it, just in case. I take Old Dan’s phone, since the body will be in my car, allowing me to text their mysterious coordinator the moment the old man is alive. Plus, I don’t trust Young Dan to figure out how to answer the phone anyway. 
 
    The drive for the most part goes smoothly. Oklahoma disappears in our dust like so much asphalt beneath our tires. Just to be safe, I’ve plotted our route so we’re cutting through the smallest part of Texas. I never like driving through that state. There’s always something awful. Maybe it’s traffic or construction or highway patrol ambushes, but I’ve never had any luck with that place. I think it was Davy Crockett who said, “You may all go to Hell, and I will go to Texas.” To me, that was always the same plane ticket.  
 
    We cross the state line and I do my best to keep within the speed limit, but it can get difficult. You have those speed trap towns where the limit drops from sixty-five to twenty-five for a ten mile stretch and no good reason for it. If your town relies on tricking outsiders into breaking the law so you can survive off of their fees, you aren’t a town, you’re a bandit camp. It only figures, then, that just on the other side of Shamrock, not even fifteen miles into the state, I see the old familiar flash of lights in my rearview. Damn it. Dammit, dammit, dammit! 
 
    I’m sweating bullets right now. Busted in Texas is bad enough. Busted in Texas with a dead body in the back seat is even worse. I kill the AC and roll down the windows so I can at least try to pass off my perspiration as that sweltering Texas heat and not the fearful sweat of a criminal in trouble. I quickly grab my license, registration, and proof of insurance, hoping to make this stop as brief and unremarkable as possible. Young Dan drives on as I brace myself for the unpleasantness to follow. He gives me a look that says better you than me but not in a dickish way. I can’t blame him. I’m driving legal with all my licensing in order. At least there’s a chance I can get out of this unscathed. He has no ID, no papers on the car. If they busted him, he’d have been screwed something fierce.  
 
    As Young Dan disappears down the highway, the police officer strolls up to me, kicking dust as he comes. Between his swagger and his mustache, I feel like I’m being pulled over by every cop from every ’70s movie. Even the dead body makes it feel a little like wacky movie hijinks. You know, except for the fear of prison of course. 
 
    “License and registra-” 
 
    I have the papers ready to go before he can even finish speaking. He does not seem to like this one bit. His lips purse beneath the caterpillar he’s grown under his nose. I’m sure his eyes are equally suspicious, but I can’t see them behind those huge sunglasses that must be standard issue to guys like him. 
 
    “D’you know why I pulled you over, ma’am?” he asks. 
 
    Knowing how these places work, it could be anything. 
 
    “No, sir,” I say, wiping sweat from my head. 
 
    “No clue at all?” 
 
    “Was I speeding?” I ask. “I’m sorry. I thought I was doing the speed limit.” 
 
    “And just how fast did you think you were going, little lady?” 
 
    “Sixty-five?” I say sheepishly. It’s a fairly standard speed limit across the country. Sure, the actual limit was probably lower because it’s a speed trap, but at least it makes it sound like I was trying to do the right thing. 
 
    “Spot on, missy,” he says. “Spot dang on.” 
 
    “So… was I speeding?” I ask. 
 
    “No, you was fine on that account,” he says. “But your tail light’s busted.” 
 
    Ho. Ly. Shit. What kind of massive trouser weasel pulls a person over for a busted tail light during the day? “What?” I ask, genuinely surprised. “Really?” 
 
    “Take a look,” he says. I suspect had I been a guy, I would not have been allowed out of the vehicle, but being a woman on the smaller side, I must be less intimidating. Unless of course, he’s just getting ready to frisk me. I climb out of the car as respectfully as I can, just like Houston taught me. Hands through the window, open the door, step out slowly with no sudden moves, hands in view at all times. I think my caution caught his attention because he now seems a little more on edge, his hand a little closer to his gun. 
 
    “Look here,” he says and points to my light.  
 
    Busted, as he said. Or more accurately, shot out a week ago when the murder couple tried to gun us down in Virginia. How did I not notice that? Was I too focused on the big damage, the window, to notice the small problems? 
 
    “Oh no!” I say. “How did this happen?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter how it happened,” he says as he begins writing in his little ticket book. “What matters is you get it fixed and you get this fine paid.” 
 
    He tears the ticket out with a smug sort of finality and presses it hard into my hand. “Thanks, officer,” I say and move back toward the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Hold on, missy,” he says. “You seem to be in a bit of a hurry.” 
 
    “No,” I say. “Well yes, but I won’t be speeding if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    He follows me to the door. “If I were to search this car, I wouldn’t find anything you wouldn’t want me to find, would I?” 
 
    “No,” I lie. Texas may be lenient on handguns in cars or purses, but Officer Seventies Stache probably wouldn’t care for the sniper rifle in the hatch, the vials of poison in my pocket, or the dead man in the back seat. 
 
    “No drugs? No guns?” 
 
    “Of course I have a gun,” I say. “This is Texas.” 
 
    “Oh?” he says and almost laughs. “And what sort of gun is a little lady like you packing?” 
 
    I nod toward the glove compartment and let him take out Queen Mary I. “It’s a Colt Detective .38 Special,” I say. “My dad and I used to watch a lot of old black and white crime noir movies when I was a kid. I always wanted to be the hard-boiled gumshoe, kicking in doors and cracking in bad guy’s skulls, so he bought me this when I graduated high school.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty powerful piece for such a little lady,” he says.  
 
    “You know how boys get these days,” I say. “Wouldn’t you want your daughter armed for bear?” 
 
    He laughs openly now. Good. One step closer to freedom. “I can see your old man is a fellow of good sense.” 
 
    “I think so,” I say. 
 
    “What’s with the old man? That him there?” he asks, tapping the glass where Dan Germany’s dead body rests. “Hey, old man. You okay?” 
 
    “No, that’s my granddad,” I say, scrambling for an answer. “He hasn’t been feeling well, so I’m taking him to Amarillo to get him checked out.” 
 
    “Is that so?” he asks. 
 
    “Yes,” I say, hoping it doesn’t sound like a question. 
 
    He stands there for a moment, weighing some decision that I hope results in him letting me go free. “You know, he hasn’t moved since I pulled you over.” 
 
    Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. “Yeah, he sleeps a lot. Says he’s been having headaches and dizzy spells. That’s why we’re going to Amarillo. I hear there’s a specialist up there that can take a look at him.” 
 
    The officer taps again on the window, and of course, Dan Germany does nothing. That tends to be the habit of dead people.  
 
    “Roll down the window,” he says. “I wanna see something.” 
 
    “Do we have to?” I ask. “I would hate to wake him. He’s not well.” 
 
    “Do as I say, darlin’, and no funny moves,” he says, and I’m suddenly painfully aware he hasn’t given me my pistol back. 
 
    I roll the window down slowly, hoping to avoid having Dan Germany’s head suddenly flop loosely down like some kind of dead fish. 
 
    “Sir,” says the police officer, who gives Dan Germany a little nudge. “Sir?” 
 
    Another nudge. Nothing. A light shake. Nothing. Then he reaches and an overpowering sense of horror sinks in as he goes for Old Dan Germany’s neck and leaves his fingers there, pressed against the Adam’s apple. 
 
    “This man has no pulse,” he says. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to put your hands against the vehicle and spread your legs.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 




 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    MY SORDID PAST GIVES ME A RIDE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hadn’t burned this long since I couldn’t remember when, so long I had forgotten that I was inhabiting a heroin addict. When the warm comfort of nothingness began to sink in, for a moment I was almost happy to be truly dead at last. Then I realized I was still conscious and thinking, something I shouldn’t have been able to do if I were truly taken by oblivion. Perhaps, I wondered, I was finally free to enjoy the comforting solace of paradise? Slowly, the memories seeped back into me. The drugs, the torture. I wasn’t dead. Just numb.  
 
    In the distance, I heard talking, felt someone’s hand pressing at my throat, and while I wasn’t up for a full-on protest, I did manage to bat weakly at the hand like some old cat making token gestures at play.  
 
    “Stop it,” I said, but the words tangled on my lazy tongue and came out a bit more like “suhhbuhh.” Close enough. It was too relaxing where I was to care about something as trivial as talking.  
 
    The hand withdrew so I must have been articulate enough for the hand to understand what I wanted. I retreated back into myself and ignored the chatter, content to savor this sweet, beautiful rest.  
 
    When the euphoria faded, I found myself sitting in the back of a car. I didn’t know where I was except to say that we were in the middle of the desert in the middle of nowhere. It was night, and the sky was the sort of deep blue blanket flecked with a thousand diamonds that I hadn’t really seen since before the Industrial Revolution. I’m always amazed at how beautiful a star-filled sky can be. Between the silence of the car and the vast expanse of heaven overhead, I almost forgot that I was just tortured for two days. 
 
    Almost. I realized the car drove quietly, smoothly. Neither of those were words I would use to describe the car Dan and I bought. That beast was loud and shaky. This was not Dan Germany’s car. It was too nice, too new, too quiet. Too suburban. I spotted a soccer ball on the floor, and in the rear window, I could make out the silhouette of those family decals. Daddy, mommy, some kids, a dog. It was her. Monkey woman.  
 
    Fear petrified me, which was good because otherwise I would have screamed. I could work with frozen. Frozen looked dead. If she thought me dead, she wouldn’t watch to see if I made a break for it.  
 
    I took a moment to evaluate my situation. I was in the middle of nowhere going at least sixty-five. If I jumped out of a moving vehicle at this speed, I’d be beaten pretty badly and it wouldn’t take any effort on her part to wrangle me back into the car. She’d be fine, but I’d have blown my advantage and made it harder to escape later. I could play dead and hope she discarded me someplace. I had died, and dead bodies needed disposing of. But I was dressed. My wounds were healed. She would have noticed that. She must have known something was up. Maybe she didn’t know I would come back from the dead. Maybe she was just selling me to science. Still bad, but at least they might listen when the time came to plead my case. 
 
    “How are you doing back there?” a woman called from the front. 
 
    Damn. She knew. Of course she knew. I swatted a hand away earlier. Damn, damn, damn. I fumbled for the door, but it wouldn’t open no matter how many times I undid the lock. 
 
    “Child locks,” she said. “You’re not going anywhere, but I need you to calm down.” 
 
    “Like hell I will, devil woman!” I shouted and began kicking at the window. 
 
    “Stop it! I’ve replaced too many windows already. You’re safe. Relax!” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” I asked. “Why is everyone after me?” 
 
    “Why?” she asked. “There’s a ten-thousand-dollar bounty out on you for whoever kills you.” 
 
    “That’s it? Ten grand? You tortured me for two days! You could have just killed me!” 
 
    The car pulled over and the woman in the front turned around to chew me out like some child asking if we were there yet. I took a swing before she had a chance to speak. The seat belt didn’t give me a full range of motion, so my punch fell short, missing entirely. Then I saw her face.  
 
    “It’s you!” I shouted. “I should have known! You tried to kill me half a dozen times last year! You chased me clear across Philadelphia! You kidnapped me out of my hotel room, and you tortured me for two days! Why won’t you just leave me alone, Monkey Woman?” 
 
    “What?” she said. “Monkey Woman? I’m not the Monkey Woman!” 
 
    “A likely story,” I said and tried to look imposing, no easy feat while visibly struggling to take off a seat belt. 
 
    “Look,” she said. “Yes, I tried to kill you a few times last year. Yes, I chased you across Philadelphia, but I did not kidnap you, I did not torture you, and I certainly did not try to kill you. Not this time at least. I’ve been trying to protect Dan Germany.” 
 
    “Well, he doesn’t need protecting,” I said. 
 
    “And I would have known that if you would ever return my phone calls!” she shouted. “Why the hell am I paying that bill if you never take my calls?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The phone,” she said. “The cell phone I sent you with the business cards. The one I gave you in case someone wanted me to kill someone and I didn’t think they deserved killing. A contract came my way for Dan Germany. I didn’t think he should die. I tried to call you to get you some work, but you didn’t answer that phone I bought you. You never answer that phone I gave you.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “That phone. Yeah, I lost the charger for it and the replacement I bought didn’t work. I mean, it’s a cell phone charger. Why won’t it fit my cell phone?’ 
 
    “There are different kinds,” she said, gritting her teeth. “Different phones need different chargers. Didn’t you think to bring the phone in and have someone find the right charger for you?” 
 
    I didn’t answer. It felt like a loaded question. 
 
    “When I called Dan Germany in his apartment and told him to get under the bed, it’s because there was a sniper watching. That was me who warned you. The electrician who broke into your place? He was a bomber. I chased him off.  The fake cop and the werewolf who had a shootout? I got them to turn their guns on each other. They were both coming for you. When I chased you across the whole damn city, I was trying to get close enough to warn you, maybe help get you to safety. Hell, it was me and Dan Germany who rescued you from the Monkey Lady.” 
 
    Monkey Woman might have been able to take credit for all of that. It was all in the news. All of it except the phone call. I never told anyone, not even Dan.  
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    “Oh, I tracked your cellphone using GPS and phone towers.” 
 
    “I knew it!” I said. “The government can track me like that. TheRealTruth.org was right.” 
 
    “The real what was what?” 
 
    “It’s an Internet site,” I said. “It tells about all the secrets the government is up to that they don’t want us to know, like how they’re tracking the movements and phone calls and emails of everyone in the country.” 
 
    It was too dark to tell, but I suspected the assassin was giving me a patronizing look. 
 
    “There are over three hundred million people in the US,” she said. “The amount of data generated by tracking even one person’s movements and communications for one day would take forever to analyze. Do you know how many texts your average teenager sends in a day? A lot. You would need a population a lot bigger than the population of the United States in order to track the entire population of the United States. Are you trying to tell me that one billion people can keep a secret that big from the other six billion of us? And where are they meeting? It’s absurd. Not happening. It’s a logistical impossibility.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “I feel stupid.” 
 
    “Forget about it,” she said, pulling out my cell phone. “Here. You can call your friend if you need confirmation, but Dan and I have been looking over your dead body for a week now.” 
 
    “A week?” That seemed way too long for the wounds I had taken. Some cuts. Some burns. The testicles had to grow back, but that was all fleshy bits. That shouldn’t have taken a week. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “We kind of had to cut off your feet to get you out of those chains, and that took forever to regrow.” 
 
    “I know forever,” I said. “A week isn’t forever.” 
 
    “Anyway,” she said. “You’re probably hungry. Grub up. There’s a bag of tacos and a mountain dew back there if you want it.” 
 
    She didn’t have to tell me twice. I dove into the bag and devoured three before she was even back on the interstate.  
 
    “And thanks,” she said. “I know you can’t control it, but you waking up when you did? If you had resurrected one minute later, I’d be in jail right now.” 
 
    “Serendipity,” I said with a shrug and dug into another taco. 
 
    “Either way, thanks,” she said. “Rest. You have a big day tomorrow.” 
 
    “The stunt?” I asked. 
 
    “The stunt.” 
 
    I nodded, finished my taco and leaned back, basking in the stars. If things went as planned tomorrow, I would be dead for longer than a week. I wanted to take this memory, the tranquility of the stars, into the fire with me. I drifted off and dreamt of snow and wolves and that moment of peace before I died, there in the dark with a sky just like this one overhead. 
 
    I woke still in the back seat, but the scenery had changed. Instead of resting in the middle of the desert, I now found myself in a very specific part of the desert. The Grand Canyon stretched before me in a way so expansive, so indescribably vast, that I wondered any part of the earth could possibly exist which did not touch it.  
 
    Out the other window, there was a ramp, much bigger than I had imagined, and a helicopter resting nearby, waiting for me to jump it. Dan Germany and another tech moved from item to item inspecting each piece of equipment. Afterward, Dan took a video camera and checked everything again, then hopped on a laptop. He didn’t strike me as the laptop type. Good for him. In the distance, I could see crowds beginning to form. 
 
    The Marquis rapped hard on my window, startling me. 
 
    “Rise and shine,” he said. “You look so much worse in the morning than you used to. There was a time when you were as radiant as the rising sun. Now look at what’s become of you. You look like an old man.” 
 
    “I am an old man,” I said. 
 
    “A tragic fate for such a lovely young woman.” 
 
    “So, what’s the agenda for today?” I asked 
 
    “Your new friend, Olivia I believe is her name, will help you with wardrobe. Crowds will gather. TGN will set up their cameras. You will give a stirring speech about second chances or what have you. Dan Germany has prepared something, but you may wish to give it some polish. He is no Oscar Wilde. Then you will strap the bomb to your chest, race your chariot down yon ramp and soar over the helicopter, escape the handcuffs that hold you to the steering wheel, leap from the vehicle before it crashes to the canyon floor, use your wingsuit to fly through the flaming rings, collecting the key necessary to unlock the bomb strapped to your chest, land at the base of the canyon, and use the code you find there to disable the explosives, to the applause of Dan Germany’s adoring public, and all within three minutes or the bomb explodes, killing your horribly.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way, it doesn’t sound over the top at all.” There wasn’t a mop big enough to clean up all that sarcasm. 
 
    “Just remember to die somewhere in all of that, and I am confident things will resolve themselves exactly as planned.” 
 
    “With a stunt that convoluted, I’m pretty sure I can forget to die somewhere in there and still manage to get myself killed.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the Marquis said. “Now out of the car. It’s time to get in costume. Your public awaits.” 
 
    I climbed from the vehicle and was surprised to hear an eruption of cheering. I kept forgetting that I was a famous person, or at least a semi-famous person. All these people paid good money to see me die, I thought. Dan must really have a following.  
 
    Olivia rushed me into a small room where a strange suit hung on a hanger. It was black and flappy with flames on the arms and legs, and someone had stitched extra fabric between the sleeves. On a separate hanger on the other side of the room was a harness with a large hunk of explosives and wiring strapped to the chest area. Fun.  
 
    “This is all really necessary?” I asked. “A bomb’s going to keep me dead for a pretty long time.” 
 
    “Apparently, it’s to make sure you die,” Olivia said and pulled the wingsuit off the hanger. “Like no autopsy possible die. Too much heroin in your system, Dan said. They don’t want to lose the insurance payment.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Does this feel scammy to you the way it feels like a scam to me?” she asked. 
 
    “An old friend of mine is involved,” I said. “Of course it’s a scam. But to me, it sounds like twenty grand for two weeks work, another twenty grand for four deaths, ten grand for two days of torture, and seven grand for the seven days I spent dead. And that’s just to this point. I’m dying at least once more before the day is out and who knows how long that will take to come back from. It sounds like a scam to you, but to me it sounds like at least two years’ pay at my old job.” 
 
    “So, this is just a job for you?” she said, sounding a little disappointed, as though somehow, I was the kind of guy who died purely out of the goodness of her heart.  
 
    “I’m glad to be helping people,” I said. “I’m glad to be giving Dan a second chance at a good legacy. I really am. But it’s a little hard to hold down a steady job when you’re out for two weeks because you’re dead. Do I technically need to keep a roof over my head or food in my belly? Not technically. I could keep going, starving to death and freezing to death over and over, but that’s a pretty terrible existence. If I can do good and pay the rent, I’m going to do it that way.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, just helped me out of my clothes and into my wingsuit. “Do we strap the bomb vest on now?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said. “That happens on the podium. Dan Germany feels it will add to the tension.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “I need to study this speech, though, so I guess I’ll see you on the other side.” 
 
    She nodded and turned to leave.  
 
    “And when this is over, when I’ve come back from this? I’ll take that phone to the store and buy a new charger,” I told her. 
 
    “You owe me one,” she said. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    She shut the door behind her and I was alone to study the speech, making a few changes and speaking into a tape recorder once I had it the way I like it. It was a method the Marquis recommended, taping something and replaying it over and over until I had learned it. I was so intent on rehearsing it and so worn out from the uncomfortable sleep in the back of that car, that I didn’t notice the gas seeping into the room, smothering my breath.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    A SAD GOODBYE, YOU DROP LIKE STONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I leave Old Dan Germany be and check in with Young Dan Germany or Clark or Curtis or whatever he’s calling himself these days just to make sure everything is still in order. I find him at my laptop, poking around. 
 
    “What are you doing there?” I ask. 
 
    “What? Me? Nothing,” he says way too quickly to be believed.  
 
    I peek over his shoulder and see the Fist’s Hide and Seek page open. “What’s this,” I say, “because it certainly doesn’t look like nothing to me.” 
 
    “Well, I remember they said they were going to make SoccerMomByDay wait a while before she could claim her money, right?” 
 
    “Right,” I say.  
 
    “Well, we just made an announcement that Danger Man Dan Germany would be doing a death-defying stunt today, and we made a pretty nice chunk of change for us in the process.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    “My point is, if Dan is doing a stunt, Dan isn’t dead. If Dan isn’t dead, some killers might come crawling out of the woodwork to claim that ten grand before Dan’s stunt does the work for them.” 
 
    “Okay. I can get behind that,” I say. “Of course, the real challenge is spotting them. I know these people have to film that they did it, but a stunt like this? Everyone and their dog has their cameras out.” 
 
    “It’s only for a little while. Dan will be dead in an hour anyway,” Young Dan Germany says. “We just have to keep watch until then. If you want to cover his door for the next few minutes while I wrap this up, I’ll-” 
 
    “Wrap what up?” I ask. 
 
    “Nothing,” he says. “Just checking the site. That’s all.” 
 
    I check the screen and see a username ManofDanger logged in. “What the hell, Dan? Is this you?” 
 
    He turns away in a huff. 
 
    I poke about to see if he’s posted anything. He has, a video in which he moves from one piece of stunt equipment to another, explaining all the different ways things can go wrong, that the equipment could break, keeping Poor Old Dan from surviving the stunt. “What the hell are you thinking, man?” 
 
    “I was thinking if they want to pay someone ten grand to make sure he’s dead and we’re going to be making sure he’s dead anyway, why not get paid on both ends, you know?” 
 
    “I thought you wanted a fresh start here,” I say. “This is not the way to start fresh.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Do you know what I could do with ten grand? That’s a sizeable chunk of money.” 
 
    “The mob already wants you dead for screwing with their money and now you want to do it again?” 
 
    “I know! It’s perfect. It’ll serve the bastards right.” 
 
    “It’s a bad idea,” I say.  
 
    “I planned this,” he says, spitting his words at me. “I earned this. Some scumbag wants to do it, no problem, but I try to and it’s a big deal?” 
 
    “You’re playing with fire.” 
 
    “I’ve been playing with fire all my life,” he says. “It’s how I make a living.” 
 
    I throw my hands in the air in defeat and walk away to guard Old Dan Germany’s door. There are a few fanboys hanging out by his trailer. Autograph hounds from the look of it, but I can’t be too careful this close to the finish line. 
 
    “Back up,” I say. “Mister Germany needs to prepare. It’s a hell of a stunt, one which can’t be taken on lightly. He needs to get his mind in the right place. I’d hate for something to go wrong because he couldn’t clear his head before the big jump.” 
 
    It occurs to me what a horrible thing to say that was. Dan Germany will not survive the day. At least one of these poor fans will blame himself when things go wrong and Danger Man is hacked to bits by a helicopter blade or can’t escape the car or catches on fire or explodes. Me and my big mouth just stuck someone with a decade long guilt complex. Please don’t let it be one of the true, faithful fans, I think to myself. Please let it be one of the assholes who is just here to watch him die. 
 
    Once everyone has cleared away, I knock on the door. “The car’s at the top of the ramp. The helicopter remote pilot is working fine, and the chopper’s moving into position below the ramp now. The fires are lit on the rings. Everything’s ready to go. Just waiting on you.” 
 
    No response.  
 
    “You good to drive straight for a hundred yards and let fate handle the rest?” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “Danger Man?” I say and knock again. “Mister Germany?” 
 
    Nothing. Damn. Figures this would happen. I force the door open and see the immortal Dan Germany slumped on the floor, eyes closed. I grab his throat, no pulse. No breath against a mirror. There’s no sign of a struggle, no injuries. Maybe he’s healed it already, or maybe he’s been poisoned. Either way he should revive soon. Slipping out and carefully shutting the door behind me, I slink around the building, looking for evidence of foul play. There’s a can of compressed air with an open valve suspiciously close to the room’s vents. Probably carbon monoxide. Odorless, tasteless, and the corpse doesn’t even look particularly dead. If you expect someone to be sleeping, carbon monoxide poisoning will go a long way to buying you time after an assassination. Clever bastards. That’s one of my moves. 
 
    Cracking a window, I let the air clean itself out. I don’t know specifically how his powers work, whether or not he’ll come back alive and then die all over again if the air is poison or if he just won’t come back until the air is clear. Either way, no harm can come from venting the place. Back inside the now breathable room, I slap Dan Germany’s corpse around a bit hoping to wake him up sooner. It doesn’t really do anything, but it does help purge some frustration that’s been building since I decided to take on the task of keeping him alive. In hindsight, though, it may even slow his resurrection down. If I pop any blood vessels, those would have to heal before he revives. Reluctantly I stop, but not before giving him one more hard slap. “Charge your damn phone!” 
 
    I take a seat in his chair and stare at his corpse, waiting for him to wake up. There’s not much to do, so I poke around at his things, hoping to find some mementos or souvenirs, but I don’t find any. Why would I? It’s not like this is the real Dan Germany, reflecting on his life and career before one last big stunt. That’s all for show.  There’s just a tape recorder where he’s been practicing a farewell speech.  
 
    Dead Dan mumbles unintelligibly and cracks a strange smile. Great. He’s awake. And high as a fucking kite. Texting the mysterious stunt coordinator who also seems to know the immortal’s secret, I tell him that Dan’s been asphyxiated but he’s better now. Sort of. 
 
    Can he walk? 
 
    I try getting him to his feet, but he’s not having any of it. Not right now.  
 
    Let me know when he can. 
 
    Let me tell you, watching a person come back from the dead can be pretty tedious. If his body spits out the poison when he resurrects, I wonder how it is that he can revive with heroin still in his system.  I probe him with questions from time to time to see how his sobering up is coming, but mostly I just get incoherent half sentences. My phone buzzes.  
 
    How is he progressing? 
 
    Still out of it, I reply. Not making any sense when he speaks. 
 
    Did he record his speech like I suggested he do? 
 
    Yes.  
 
    Can he walk? 
 
    I hoist Fake Dan Germany to his feet and he’s able to support his own weight. Pulling a pen from my pocket, I toss it to the floor and point to it like I would point to a ball I wanted a dog to fetch. “Dan, I need you to go get that pen,” I say.  
 
    He staggers a little, swoops down in an exaggerated bend, and rises up, lurching toward me, pen outstretched like the writing dead. 
 
    Barely, I reply. 
 
    Ten more minutes then bring him out. Bring the tape recorder. 
 
    I count down the minutes, then lead the undying and drugged-to-the-gills Dan “Danger Man” Germany to the platform for his farewell performance, him unintelligibly garbling some song the whole way. Nothing left to do but get into my assistant’s uniform, a NASCAR style jumpsuit and motorcycle helmet. The coordinator says this is a necessary step to prevent the lot of us from being arrested for assisted suicide or negligent homicide, maybe even accessory to murder. 
 
    At the top of the ramp, I stand, supporting the old daredevil discretely from behind. The real Dan Germany stands to his other side in his own similar racetrack get up, helping to keep him up while the stunt coordinator, likewise disguised, fiddles with the megaphone, connecting the tape player to a megaphone. The old man wobbles and at times it’s everything I can do to keep him from falling off the platform. 
 
    “Just press play and hold the tape recorder to his mouth like it’s a microphone,” the stunt coordinator says. “One way or another, he’ll give that speech.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the real Dan Germany says. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.” 
 
    “For you,” says the coordinator, “anything.” 
 
    “I owe you one,” real Dan Germany says. “Hell, I expect I owe you a dozen.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” says the stunt coordinator, and he hands the tape recorder to the young stunt man. Young Dan lifts up the megaphone and raises the tape recorder to Danger Man’s mouth. There’s a click as he presses play. The microphone crackles as it comes to life, and Dan Germany delivers what will become his famous last words. 
 
    “Thank you all for being here and believing in me,” the tape player says in Dan Germany’s voice. “This wasn’t supposed to be a public event, but some of my friends are a little more mercenary than I thought. I tried to be mad with them, but they told me ‘Dan, you do these stunts to bring joy to millions, to prove the infinite power of the human body, to show the world that with enough heart and dedication, anything is possible.’ They said, ‘Dan, I know you’re doing this for you, but it’s so much bigger than that. Let the world be inspired by your bravery.’ 
 
    “How could I say no to that, especially since it was too late to move locations and the guy had already sold the details on the Internet. So here you are, and here I am. Together in the end as I cheat death one last time before he cheats me. 
 
    “In just a few minutes, my assistants will lock a bomb to my chest. The passcode to disarm the bomb is on a platform at the base of the canyon. They will put me in the driver’s seat and handcuff me to the steering wheel. I will then have three minutes to leap this car over that helicopter, then escape the handcuffs and the car before it crashes to the canyon floor in a fiery blaze. I will then fly through these three flaming rings leading to the platform. From one of them hangs the key to unluck the bomb, which I will need to retrieve before the rope burns and drops the key beyond my reach. Once I’ve grabbed the key, I will fly to the platform and race to remove the bomb from my chest and disarm it. 
 
    “This is hands down, the most dangerous stunt I’ve ever done, but like they say, go big or go home. This is my last stare down with death. My eyes aren’t as good as they used to be, but we’ll see who blinks first. Death will have to work double time today if he thinks it’s going to be me.  
 
    “So, thank you for being here, thank you for believing in me this one last time. No matter what happens today, don’t stop believing. Never stop believing.” 
 
    The real Dan Germany lowers the tape recorder and megaphone as the crowd erupts into applause.  
 
    “That’s it?” I ask real Dan Germany. “A Journey quote? You’re going out on a Journey quote?” 
 
    “It’s a good quote,” he says. “And I like Journey. Journey’s classic.” 
 
    “Your funeral,” I say. “Literally.” 
 
    “At least I get to attend it,” he says. 
 
    The fake Dan Germany mumbles something about Tom Sawyer, but we don’t have time for his babbling. We strap the bomb to his chest and lock it in place, then cuff the old man to the steering wheel. At this point, we have nothing left to do but wait for him to die. The real Dan wedges the gas pedal down and disengages the steering wheel.  
 
    “Just in case she forgets to press down or swerves the car trying to escape the cuffs too soon. We want to make sure she at least clears the ramp.” 
 
    I tap my helmet, the universal symbol for smart thinking, and shut the door on the old man. 
 
    “Don’t forget to die,” the coordinator says. 
 
    “I don’t think that will be a problem,” young Dan Germany says. “Handcuffs? Wing suits? I couldn’t pull this off in my prime and sober as a church.” 
 
    We all nod and give the car one final check. All clear. 
 
    “It’s surreal,” young Dan says as the car revs beside us, thundering like the apocalypse, “sending yourself to your death.” 
 
    “Ready?” I ask. Two nods greet me. 
 
    “I’ve never been particularly religious,” I say, “but if you have any prayers in you, now would be a good time to say them.” 
 
    I give the wheel chocks a hard yank and the car races down the ramp. So long, I think. There’s not enough luck in the world to save you now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    THROUGH THE FLAMES WITH HANDS UNTIED 
 
      
 
      
 
    Flames flickered briefly, and I was blissful again. A noise like Charlie Brown’s parents filled the air. Someone wanted something, but for the life of me I didn’t know what. Chex Party Mix for all I could figure. But it was good to sit and be. I let myself bask in the timelessness, free of pain and worry, untangled from my past and disconnected from my future. This was as mortal as I would ever feel.  
 
    Some monster made me stand up, and I protested, so she babbles on instead. Wahwahwah wah wah wah. Some immeasurable time later she made me get up again to grab something, so I did, hoping she would leave me alone if I showed her I was fine. No such luck. She and this other guy forced me to climb up these infinitely high stairs. I wondered if I was finally free to enter Heaven? I began singing my way through “Stairway to Heaven,” but they did not appreciate it. 
 
    But no. No Heaven. Just people. All shouting and looking and craning their necks to see. I was so high. I wanted to fall and let them catch me like a rock star, but something behind me wouldn’t let me move forward. Bah. One of the faceless robot people on the platform with me held a thing to my face. It might have been food, so I tried to eat it. My voice rang out loudly from somewhere nearby. I sounded happy. Confident. Was I really me or was I someone else?  
 
    I guess that I wasn’t supposed to eat the thing they put in my face because they took it away and made me sit in a car, which was fine. It was good to sit. Placing my hands on the steering wheel, they handcuffed me in, I guess to keep me from falling out of the vehicle, which was very considerate of them when you thought about it. They fiddled with the gas pedal and it got really loud in the car. I guess they thought I liked the roar of engines. I didn’t. It did not sit well with my calm at all. I tried to tell them, but they ignored everything I said. Instead they shut the door, which was nice. One more precaution against falling out of the car.  
 
    Suddenly, the car lurched and I found myself racing forward and down, down, down. Things had gone terribly wrong. Shock flooded my system and between the thoughtless haze of heroin and the razor-sharp focus of the adrenaline, my thoughts silenced themselves and millennia of instinct took over. With no conscious thought or effort to stand in the way, something deep within accessed skills embedded in my host’s memories, then delved further into my psyche, reviving the talents of countless lifetimes long forgotten. I was no mind. I was mushin. I was Zen. 
 
    My feet flew to the brakes, but they didn’t respond. The steering wheel was likewise dead to me. The only hope was escape. I contorted my wrists, popping my thumbs out of their sockets as I once did in my criminal days long, long ago, and my hands slid free.  
 
    The ramp disappeared beneath me and through the windshield, I saw the scything whirl of blades waiting to devour me in its slashing arcs and beneath it, the long drop to the unforgiving canyon floor below. I rolled down the window and waited until just after the car cleared the helicopter to slide free. I didn’t know where I would go from there, but some part of me wanted to get out, to fly away.  
 
    I plummeted, the rocky earth below racing to greet me. I threw my hands and feet out to slow my descent when I caught air and began to glide. Glancing left to right, I saw my silken patagia. I knew I had wings. I must have, or why would I have leapt from a falling car?  
 
    I was supposed to be doing something, but I couldn’t remember what. Just ahead and to the left, I saw flaming rings and I remembered that I was supposed to go through them for some reason that must have made sense at the time. But I did it. It felt right. It felt natural, floating through the canyon toward the flames, drifting through the rings, each narrower than the one before. In the middle of the last one, a burning streak pointed downward, a rope on fire, and beneath it a glint of golden light caught my eye. Something hung there, and reflexively, I swooped to grab it. It cut my hand as I flew past, but my grip held strong and I found myself in possession of something jagged and metallic.   
 
    Ahead of me, I saw a platform. I knew I was supposed to go there but I was coming in too fast. Instinctively, I arced up, trying to catch a little more wind, hoping to slow, but it wasn’t enough. I pawed at the suit looking for something I knew should be there someplace, some cord or something. There was a thing strapped to my chest, but it wasn’t that. Too many wires. That was a bad thing, some hazy recollection told me. That was a thing I wanted gone. Hanging on my shoulder, I found a cord, which I yanked hard, jolting me backward.   
 
    A parachute. Of course. 
 
    I drifted down toward the platform, spotting an envelope resting in the center. I needed that envelope, I remembered. That envelope got rid of the thing on my chest. The bomb on my chest. The bomb. Shit. 
 
    I maneuvered as best I could but came up short, the parachute having slowed me too much too soon. I hit the ground in a roll and detached the chute straps as quickly as I could. The metal thing in my hand broke loose and clattered across the ground. It was a small brass key. The countdown on my chest said I didn’t have much time. It was still a little fuzzy what I was doing here. I just knew I wanted to live. Death by explosion made for a slow recovery. That was a long wait in blistering flame I would have liked to avoid if I could. I dove for the key, scooping it up in my bleeding hand, then raced for the platform and scrambled up the scaffolding. All the while, the timer on my chest counted down. Beep. Beep. Beep. 
 
    I had sixteen seconds by the time I cleared the top.  
 
    By fifteen, I’d rolled completely onto the platform.  
 
    I clambered to my feet by fourteen seconds. 
 
    Fumbled with the lock. Thirteen. 
 
    Twelve. 
 
    Eleven. 
 
    Ten. 
 
    Click. A cover popped off, and I saw a keypad inside. Nine 
 
    Sprinting for dear life. Eight 
 
    Seven. 
 
    Grabbing the envelope and tearing it open in one motion. Six. 
 
    I read the number printed there. 4981. Five. 
 
    I punched it in frantically, fat-fingering the combination. Four. 
 
    I tried again carefully.  
 
    Three. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Silence.  
 
    The timer froze on one, and I realized I hadn’t taken a breath in a long time. The air was as sweet as ever I had known. 
 
    Overhead, crowds cheered. Did Heaven itself celebrate my escape from Hell’s fiery clutches? I took a bow. 
 
    No, I remembered as the adrenaline subsides. No. I was supposed to die here. I forgot to die. I was being paid to- 
 
    I heard a click and the timer beeped. Sabotage! 
 
    Zero. 
 
    The world came to a standstill in this millionth of a second, the same sort of “oh shit” time freeze you got right as you realized your keys were still in the car, but it was too late to stop the door from locking behind you. In this moment, there were distant staring faces, a cool breeze on my left side and a blazing flash of light and pressure rising up from my chest. 
 
    Then I was torn to pieces in an instant, and the fires took me.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    FIND A FRIEND TO CALL YOUR OWN 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Don’t get me wrong, Olivia,” Houston tells me, shoveling the four-hundred-calories-per-serving potato salad down his throat. “This is good, but it’s store bought. Your recipe is better.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. “It’s just I’ve been busy lately and the fridge hasn’t been working so I couldn’t chill a home-made batch properly.” 
 
    It’s not exactly true. I have been busy, but my fridge is working fine. It’s just full. After the explosion, the stunt coordinator guy and I ditched our assistant uniforms and ran down to the bottom of the canyon to the landing pad to scavenge for pieces of the exploded Dan Germany. According to the coordinator guy who calls himself Ambrose, the immortal being posing as Dan Germany regenerates from the largest remaining piece. Usually, it’s the whole body that regrows a hand or something, if that. Not this time. We search for forever, doing the best we can to find the biggest piece before the medics show up to help.  
 
    We develop a pretty good system, he and I. We stash the biggest part we find and “assemble” the rest as best we can, keeping track of how much more of the body we need to locate before we can confidently declare to have the regenesis piece. When we find pieces smaller than the hidden body part, we add it to the reassembly. When something bigger comes along, say a calf after we found a hand, we swap it out with the previous reigning champ piece and put the old one on the pile. That’s how I ended up with a thirty-pound chunk of old man thigh in my fridge, which over the past couple weeks has turned into a complete leg, the lower part of an abdomen, and the upper portion of the other leg, the floppy jibbly bits between the legs now fully intact. 
 
    He doesn’t want to hear that I have a corpse regrowing in my fridge or that consequently all of my meals for the past while have been fast food, which includes virtually no vegetables. I figure it’s safer to tell him the fridge is out. 
 
    “I can take a look at it if you need,” he says. “I wasn’t always a contract killer, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, you were,” I say. Fathers are static creatures, always exactly as you remember them even when they aren’t, and always were as they are now. “You know nothing about fridge repair.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re right,” he says. “I was just going to buy you a new one and make you think I fixed it. But I did have a life before killing people.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” I say, taking a hotdog from the grill and slathering it with obscene amounts of mustard. They never give me enough at Hot Dog Heaven.  
 
    “You did,” he says and drapes an arm over my shoulder. “It was just very short.” 
 
    He’s right. I did. Eight years with two miserable excuses for humanity. I chose to go with Houston. I asked to learn what he knew. I wanted this life, and if I had to do it all over, I would make the same choices. Mostly. “It is lonely though, this line of work,” I say. 
 
    “What are you talking about? Look at all these interesting people! There’s Fishback Dominick, married with three kids. Mbodji the Shadow has a fantasy football league.  The Rose has two thousand followers on her knitting blog. She’s a guest of honor at knitting conventions when she’s not working. Did you know they have knitting conventions?” 
 
    “No,” I say. 
 
    “Neither did I until I got to know her,” he says. “Put down that hotdog and get out there. Talk to people. Make friends. Do you even have any friends?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” I lied. I talk to people on Internet forums, but that’s not the same thing. I wanted to go to high school, hang out with kids my own age. Houston said it would be too risky. All those hormones flowing through my teenage head, making me fly off the handle for no good reason other than angsty teenage angst. Give those hormones to someone who knows fifty-two ways to murder anyone and has the crime scene sanitizing skills to possibly get away with it? Disaster. I’d be the Mary I of prom queens. I’d make Carrie look like amateur hour. Sure, I swore if he’d just trust me, I wouldn’t kill anyone at school, cross-my-heart honest, but he didn’t buy it and in hindsight, neither do I. I’m probably the only person I know who watched The Breakfast Club and thought, “Here’s how I’d take out assistant principal Vernon.” 
 
    “Your computer friends don’t count,” he says. “For all you know, you could be talking with dogs who learned how to type. Now socialize.” 
 
    I groan, shove the rest of the hotdog in my mouth, and set out to mingle. In all honesty, though it pains me to admit it, they aren’t as bad as I remember, these middle-aged killers. It’s the first sign that your youth is fleeting when you find you can tolerate the company of people twice your age. Do they talk about the old days after a few beers? Yes. Do they go on about how easy I have it now and how hard they had it? Yes. But it’s good history, it’s good perspective. It’s good to know my roots and to remember the importance of good fundamentals. Maybe I hated these barbeques growing up because I was a teenager and hated all things adult. They aren’t so bad, these people, and they aren’t nearly as old as I remember them being. Even Lullaby is fine to be around. He’s a much better singer than I ever gave him credit for. I definitely believe he could have gone pro in the opera world. His “Ave Maria” gave me chills.  
 
    There are some cool people here, I admit. You get twenty of the world’s best killers together, give them free food and a keg of beer, and you’ll hear some cool stories. Stories about barging in to shoot a guy only to find him engaged in a sex act so bizarre you are forced to apologize and actually utter the words, “I’ll swing by to kill you later.” Stories about spending weeks plotting how to make a target’s death look like a suicide by hanging only to find as you enter the room that the target has just hung herself. Stories about random seagulls taking a bullet for an ambassador, about the guy covered in maple syrup who tried to escape by riding off on a moose, about the head of the crime syndicate who, upon drinking her poisoned milkshake, cocked her head to the side and said, “Does this taste like arsenic to you?” before falling over dead. These stories and so many more keep me in stitches for hours, and I agree to hang out with some of these people in the future, to share drinks or catch a movie or talk about everything Pulp Fiction got wrong about being a hired killer. 
 
    I’m looking forward to these hangouts, but these are still work friends. Yes, I can be open and honest with them about what I do, no secrets, but I crave normal friendships. I want to laugh about something other than amusing ways people did or did not die, which these barbeques always devolve into. I want to keep grounded, keep in touch with the real world where what I do isn’t okay. I am fine with the fact that I kill people for a living. I’m comfortable with it, and I’m good at it. But I never want to be cavalier about it, never want to be nonchalant. I never want taking another human life to feel normal. 
 
    There’s a web comic I used to read called Toothpaste for Dinner by Drew Fairweather, and in one comic, they had a little kid saying something like “I want to be a cat when I grow up,” and it has two arrows, one with Internet and one without. Without, the kid grows up normal. With, the kid is wearing ears and claws and a tail and saying “meow” all the time. It’s why conspiracy theorists and flat earthers have become so plentiful. It’s why we have tiny hate groups killing in the name of the people thinking the masses support their cause. There are a billion people on the Internet. Any idea, no matter how crazy, can find support out there. You can believe the sky is made of grape jelly and if you look hard enough, you will find someone who agrees with you, and you congregate and you build a safe space where ideas can be discussed without judgement. Usually it just results in harmless things like online communities filled with Space 1999 enthusiasts convinced it’s the best show ever or it creates subcultures like furries and Bronies, and that’s cool. But as those like minds congregate, they find it harder and harder to accept that their ideas are maybe a little crazy. They cling to every little scrap of madness more and more closely until it becomes as unshakeable as a religious belief, and then you have Q-Anon and people shooting up pizza shops. I need friends who don’t kill people for a living so I don’t become convinced that poisoning a dude is a perfectly reasonable solution to most problems. The Internet is a great place to discover new ideas, but it’s even easier to get caught in an echo chamber. 
 
    I need a friend I can trust, a person who will keep me from losing touch with my humanity but someone I can still tell my secrets to without fear of judgement. I need to keep around someone who helps instead of harms, who will help me believe in second chances and that some people don’t deserve to die just because they’ve had a few problems. 
 
    I know just the person, and what’s more, he’s already staying at my place. He just doesn’t know it yet. 
 
    “Hey Houston,” I say, shoving another hotdog into my mouth, “I’m about to head out. I have stuff to do around the apartment.” 
 
    “Did you make any friends at least?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “I think I did.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    JAIME 
 
      
 
    I DARE YOU TO TRY THE UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the bleariness of the heroin faded, I was more than a little surprised to find myself lying on a decent couch in a fairly geeky living room. I noticed Star Wars posters on the wall, shelves of comic books and DVDs, a few computers and video game consoles. Even the clothes I wore, which I suspected were bought new for my resurrection, were pretty nerdy. Comic book characters adorned my pajama pants, and I didn’t recognize the two people on my shirt, but they are wearing suits and holding weapons so it was probably a video game or movie reference. 
 
    “Where am I?” I asked, hoping there was someone around to answer. “Marquis, I know this isn’t your place. Is this Dan’s? Please don’t tell me this is how you spent your big payout.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to grab the Batman phone and call the Marquis right then, beg him to come and get me out of here, but then I would have been back where I had been for the past hundred years and more, under his thumb. I needed to learn to rely on myself more. I needed to break this centuries-old habit of believing I needed his help to do anything. 
 
    “Dan?” said a familiar female voice. “Oh, right, yeah. Danger Man. No, this is not what he’s spending his money on.” 
 
    “I know you,” I said, trying to put the face with the voice. “You’re Olive, right?” 
 
    “Olivia,” she said. “We met last year. I paid for that phone you never check.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Thanks for helping out on that Dan Germany gig. How did it go?” 
 
    “Surprisingly well,” she said. “No one expected you to pull it off. There was a trainwreck vibe the whole time. We all knew you were gonna die, but we couldn’t take our eyes off. But then… It was… amazing. It’s cheesy, but your speech nailed it. I really felt like anything was possible after seeing you take that bow. Everyone bought the explosion as an accident, called it a terrible tragedy. There were very touching tributes on all the news channels.” 
 
    I nodded. The assassin from the Bill Thompson job stood over me, holding some steaming cup of something or other. It was the first time I had seen her as herself in full daylight, no disguises, no acts. Maybe it was just the old man in me, but I thought she was adorably human for a professional killer. Genuine. Happy. Not at all dark and broody. She wouldn’t get cast as a romantic lead in any Hollywood movies any time soon, but then again, who would? She had an earthy, chipper sort of realness to her that was refreshing after years of associating almost exclusively with the Marquis and his friends. At a glance, I would never in a million years have suspected she had shoved me down the stairs, pulled the plug on my life support, or blown out my tire while I was doing seventy-five on an overpass, leading to a pileup that killed seven people. Then again, that’s part of what made her so successful. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, cautiously taking the cup from her. “Are you trying to poison me?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “It’s just hot chocolate, extra marshmallows. We both know poison won’t do anything to you.” 
 
    “Not long term anyway,” I said, and took a sip. Surprisingly good. Rich. Creamy. Everything I could have asked for. “What am I doing here? Also, where is here?” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, “you wouldn’t know. You’ve been dead. After you exploded, your friend Ambrose and I gathered up your bits and pieces. I ended up keeping your regenesis piece while you regrew the rest of your body.” 
 
    “My regenesis piece?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, taking a sip from her own mug. “The big bit that you grow back from.” 
 
    “Hmmm, I never really had a name for that part of me, but I like it. Regenesis piece. Nice.” 
 
    I took another drink from my chocolate. “This is really good,” I told her. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking,” Olivia said, “once you knew you had that heroin habit and you knew that killers were after you, why didn’t you just turn into someone else, and then turn back into Dan Germany right before the stunt? You know, so you’re not walking around looking like someone twenty people want dead?” 
 
    Good damn, that was an excellent question. Why didn’t I? It would have saved me so much trouble. “I don’t know,” I said. “It didn’t occur to me. Drugs, I guess.” 
 
    I shook my head in embarrassment. 
 
    “So, not to change the subject,” I said, “but would you happen to know whether or not my paycheck has gone through? Doubtful I know since I just came back, so the final tally isn’t in, but it’s worth a shot.” 
 
    “About that,” she said, sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of me. “Your friend Ambrose and I were talking about your rates and I figured you wouldn’t mind just calling it an even hundred thousand, given the circumstances.” 
 
    “The circumstances?” 
 
    “Well, your total came to a hundred seventeen thousand, but what with Dan Germany or Calvin Watkins’s legal troubles I figured you would be fine giving a discount, and he could use the money.” 
 
    “Legal troubles? What sort of legal troubles? The Marquis said everything was covered from a legal standpoint.” 
 
    Crap. Didn’t mean to name the Marquis. It was one thing if she knew my secret, but another if she knew his. Then again, screw him. 
 
    “The Marquis? Is that Ambrose? Is he old like you?” 
 
    “He’s old,” I said, “but he’s nothing like me.” 
 
    “Well, everything was going fine as far as wills and paperwork went. Calvin Watkins got the insurance payout, plus the money from TGN and the ticket sales. All told, he was set to make about three and a half million.” 
 
    “The Marquis didn’t take a cut of that?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Gave it all to Calvin. Just said he owed him one.” 
 
    That sounded like the Marquis I knew, but what was his game? What did he get out of it? 
 
    “So, what are these legal troubles?” 
 
    “Oh, Dan or Calvin or whatever would have been set, but he got greedy. There was a contract out on you, and he collected. Figured he would get paid twice. It was only ten grand. Ten thousand dollars is nothing compared to what he was going to make. I tried to warn him, but he wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    “Did he get caught?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “The feds found out about this whole murder ring on the net. It got traced back to the mob, but it’s a loose connection that won’t stand up in court without a really good lawyer. They busted the Fist, but he said he was framed and he may be right. The guy’s a technological moron, so Dan is taking the brunt of the charges. Didn’t look good that this guy Calvin Watkins came out of nowhere and was suddenly Dan Germany’s beneficiary and apparent leak in the Danger Man stunt team. Dan’s trying to plea to get out of it, but it isn’t looking good on account of him not knowing anything, plus rumor has it he tried to convince a cop he couldn’t be arrested for murdering Dan Germany because he was Dan Germany. Tested positive for heroin in his system.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “Some people are just self-destructive, I guess. Yeah, a hundred grand is fine.” 
 
    I let Dan Germany’s fate sink in. What did I even save his life for if he was just going to throw it away again? Was his legacy really worth all that? And what did the Marquis get out of this? Did he know Dan would do this? Was it part of his plan or had something actually not worked out how he wanted it to? The hot chocolate helped settle the nerves a little, but it was still so strange. As strange as hot chocolate in July, assuming it still was July. 
 
    “What month is it?” I asked suddenly. 
 
    “August,” Olivia said. “The seventeenth.” 
 
    “Oh no,” I said. “Oh shit, no no no no no!” 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “My blood,” I said. “It’s no good. I’ve been dead too long. It’s all gone bad.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So I can’t turn back into myself,” I said. “I’m stuck as a drugged out old man. A famous drugged out old man that everyone will recognize. A famous, drugged out, dead old man! I can’t go out and get fresh blood to become someone else because I’ll get spotted, and even if I could, I still have to start all over again. New identity, new everything.” 
 
    “I can take care of that,” she said.  
 
    “Living blood,” I said. “It can’t be from a dead guy.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” she said. “There’s a phlebotomist owes me a favor.” 
 
    “Did you…?” I drag my finger across my throat. 
 
    “No, I didn’t kill anyone. Just made her deadbeat brother think someone wanted me to. It was a scared straight sort of thing. I was saving that favor for an emergency, no-hospitals transfusion, but I can swing it for you. Man or woman?” 
 
    “As in…?” 
 
    “The blood I get for you,” she said. “Do you want to be a man or a woman?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me,” I said. 
 
    “Woman, then,” she said. “Fewer uncomfortable questions if my dad ever comes to visit.” 
 
    “Whatever you say. Beggars can’t be choosers.” 
 
    “Heck, if you’d like, I can probably get some papers for you too. Fake identities are kind of an old trick in my line of work.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, genuinely taken aback by her hospitality. “Mind if I crash here until you get all that squared away?” 
 
    “Funny you should ask,” she said. “How would you feel about moving in?” 
 
    I spit my hot chocolate all over her. “Beg pardon?” 
 
    “Rent free. Just get groceries or something. We’ll work out the details,” she looked at me expectantly. “So, will you?” 
 
    “Why me?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I need you,” she said. “I need someone to keep me grounded and help me stay straight. And you need me. You said you needed the money, that that’s why you were helping Dan Germany. Everyone’s got bills, right? Even heroes? Maybe if I can keep the roof over your head, you could afford to give some deserving client a discount. I’ve seen more than a few contracts go out on decent people with no money. And if you live here, I can always find you when work comes your way. I can stop paying a bill on a phone you never use.” 
 
    “You’re serious,” I said. “You’ve really thought this through, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she said. “The truth is, I could use a friend, and I suspect you probably could too. That Ambrose fellow kept talking like he was all you had in the world. I was checking phone records, and I’m pretty sure he was working with the guys who put out the hit on Dan Germany in the first place. He’s a real asshole.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it.” I let out a laugh. “Are you sure you want to do this? What if I snore? What if I’m the worst roommate in the history of the world?” 
 
    “Then I’ll kill you in your sleep every night and when you wake up in the morning, you won’t have to shave because you’ll have reverted back to your baby-faced natural state.” 
 
    It was hard to argue with logic like that. 
 
    “What do you say?” she said and offered me her hand. 
 
    I stared for a long moment. This may be just the support I need to break free from the Marquis once and for all, I thought. I take her hand and give it a warm shake. 
 
    “I say get me a key.” 
 
    “Great,” she said and surprised me with a big hug. It was nice. I hadn’t been hugged in a very long time. 
 
    “So, roomie,” I said, trying on the word, “what shall we do this weekend?” 
 
    “My dad just got me a new gun. Gave it to me on Independence Day. I thought it might be fun to maybe go shooting Saturday morning. Care to come along?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “That could be fun.” 
 
    Maybe. I wasn’t sure. I hadn’t been shooting in ages. Just having company though would make it a dream. Having someone to talk to. 
 
    “Some people are squeamish about this sort of thing, but do you mind if we go hunting? It’s better practice than paper targets.” 
 
    “Just as long as we’re hunting wolves,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “That sounds like a joke, but I don’t get it,” she said. “Why is it funny?” 
 
    “It’s an old story,” I said. “I’ll tell you on Saturday.” 
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    Sean Arthur Cox doesn’t normally wear hats like this one. He is the author of the self-published book The Professional Corpse, the first story in this book series. He has already written drafts for the next book in the Corpse/Departed series, which he hopes to clean up and push out in the next few years. He also wrote New Tricks, which is a self-published tongue-in-cheek fantasy novel that is rated better than any first novel without an editor has a right to be. Self-publishing aside, he has made some choices in his life that have led him down roads he would never have expected. He’s worked jobs he didn’t even realize existed. He’s worked jobs he never in ten thousand years would have thought he’d do. He spends what little free time he has not working at home with his family and friends playing board games, card games, and games where his kid stands in the middle of the kitchen and claims she’s hiding and he’ll never find her. When he’s not doing any of the above, he’s probably making props or world-building for RPGs and future novels. When he’s not doing that, he’s waking up before five a.m. in hopes of getting half an hour’s writing in before the work day starts. In his perfect world, his work day would start when he sat down to write. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Gamer Corpse 
 
    Coming 2019. 
 
    (…or… you know… whenever I can find the time to edit it…) 
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