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    Here’s my business card, 
 
    One lone grape to another 
 
    We should stick each other 
 
    I’ll be your sister, be your brother 
 
    It shouldn’t be this hard 
 
    Rolling toward wherever 
 
    But if we keep together 
 
    We’ll make it to forever 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    JAMIE 
 
      
 
    A REPLACEMENT GRAPE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everybody dies, some people more than others. 
 
    If I have learned only one thing in all my many, many, dear sweet oblivion so damn many years, it would be that. 
 
    If I have learned only two things, the second thing would be that destiny is not the set-in-stone affair we think it is. 
 
    It’s no coincidence that the term destiny and destination sound so similar. Or perhaps it is. I can’t remember how the two words originated (it was a very long time ago), but I’m pretty sure they’re related. People tend to think of destiny as being an incontrovertible path to a set conclusion, like a train on tracks (you cannot appreciate how wonderful it is to have the train analogy. It used to be difficult to explain this kind of abstract concept in concrete terms). You’re the train, you’re heading from New York to San Francisco. Your destination is set. What’s more, your path is set. You cannot go off the rails. You will always pass through Chicago. You will always pass through Omaha and you have no choice but to take that winding path through the Rockies. If you ask your average person about destiny, that’s what they’ll tell you. Bad things, good things? These are all specific, unavoidable stops on the road to your cosmic San Francisco. 
 
    I say that’s bunk. Destiny may be destination, but it is no train. It is a destination like the family farm in Kentucky is a destination, but your car breaks down in Clarksdale and by the time it gets fixed, you have eight hours to make the six-hundred-mile drive back home or you won’t have time to shower and shave before work on Monday. 
 
    Better still, destiny is a servant carrying a rimless plate of grapes to an angry, obsessive-compulsive king. He howls all day for a plate of pre-plucked grapes whose total is the sum of two prime numbers. Our hungry king is the destination the universe has in mind for us. Destiny is the servant rushing down twisting stone corridors with a precarious grape stack and a desire to keep his head on his shoulders. And we—you, me, everyone we know and don’t know—we’re grapes rolling wildly across this wobbling surface. Destiny has a plan for us. He personally plucked us all from the vine and placed us upon this platter with the intent of feeding us to the mad monarch. But as free roaming grapes, we’re constantly slipping and sliding, threatening to fall off of this plate. It is destiny’s job to catch us when we fall, to brush off the dust when we roll onto the floor, and to run back to the kitchen for a replacement or at least eat a few grapes until it’s the sum of two primes again when one of us gets squished by some bumbling knight. There is no promise that any of us will reach the king. There is only the promise that at some point, the king will get his thirty-one grapes. 
 
    After countless millennia dying and returning to life, I still have no idea why I can’t stay dead or why it’s happening to me specifically, still no sense of purpose or direction. It’s taken thousands of years, but I have finally come to the conclusion that I am a replacement grape, but where I’m headed or what our metaphorical king represents I do not know. All I know is destiny is making damn sure I won’t fall off this platter, no matter how hard I try. 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    OUT THERE ON MY OWN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Remember, Olivia. Take a deep breath, hold it, then squeeze the trigger.” 
 
    Houston, my mentor and de facto father, sits on the hood of his 2007 Prius. It’s an unassuming suburban blue, the kind your eyes just glide over and promptly forget. He keeps the inside neat aside from a soccer ball and a couple of Happy Meal toys he always leaves in the back next to the car seat base and diaper bag. The bumper likewise sports a “My child is an honor student” bumper sticker and a magnetic breast cancer awareness ribbon. Neither of us have any small children, but the details make us look boring, and that sort of thing matters. That’s why his imaginary stick figure family has a cat.  
 
    I heed his advice and peer down the scope of Bonnie Prince Charlie, my L115A3 AWM sniper rifle. The wind comes in from the southwest at four and a half kilometers per hour. My target stands about twelve hundred meters away in the middle of a Mississippi soybean field. I adjust my sights and put the back of that poor bastard’s skull square in the center. Taking the humid southern air into my lungs, I clear my thoughts, still my body, and squeeze the trigger. 
 
    The air erupts with the rifle’s booming rapport as hot lead roars from my barrel and plows home, splattering the surrounding crop with bits of bone and brain matter. The remaining half of the head slumps down, though the body does not. The scarecrow stand works just as hoped. If he hadn’t been a cadaver to start with, the man would be undeniably, no-respawns dead now. 
 
    “Well,” I say, beaming with pride, “I don’t know about you, but I would call that a successful kill.” 
 
    Houston squirms a little on the hood as he considers my shot. His rumpled slacks give the car perhaps the only polish it has seen in some time. When you couple his khakis with his off-the-rack short sleeve shirt and tie combo and his rounding center, he looks about as innocuous as a man of thirty-five could, like Dilbert without glasses. Had I not personally seen him kill a man, several in fact, I would never believe he was perhaps the most accomplished assassin operating in the Western Hemisphere. He gives me a working-class shrug, the kind a TV dad gives after a long day at the office when the kids ask to watch that one cartoon that makes him nostalgic for the good old days. “He would be dead, I’ll give you that. The shot was sloppy though.” 
 
    “Hollow points are going to leave a mess.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I meant, Olivia, and you know it. Your bullet placement was off center by a couple of inches.” 
 
    “I took off half the guy’s head!” 
 
    “Half,” agrees Houston in a way that manages to say he’s more right than me. “Against a perfectly still target. An inch or two more to the left and you would have missed entirely. What if he sneezed? The closer you can hit to center, the less likely you are to miss when fluke events spring up on you.” 
 
    I glower at him, one of those epic glowers that only teenagers being told no can pull off. He returns the stare, but there is no wrath or malice. It’s a compassionate stare that says, “I only want to see you succeed, sweetheart.” 
 
    Two can play that game. I square my feet and plant the barrel of my rifle in the dirt, supporting myself on the shoulder butt. This could be a long face off, but I’ve settled in. I can keep this up all day. 
 
    “Respect your weapon,” he says and nods toward my muzzle. 
 
    Groaning, I pull the gun up again and set about clearing the black Delta dirt from the barrel. With practiced precision, I quickly strip my weapon and begin unclogging the muzzle, only half listening as he prattles on. 
 
    “You need to keep your gun clean. Store it properly. When you fire it, listen to it, feel how it moves. Your gun is your dancing partner. Her recoil is her tango. Learn her steps, dance with her, sway with her, and she will take care of you every time.” 
 
    “She?” I blurt without realizing. “A sniper rifle is the most phallic piece of machinery ever invented by man, anatomically correct sex toys included. Hell, the whole point of one is to shoot your payload without having to get close to anyone. What strikes you as feminine about that?” 
 
    “I guess it’s just the romantic in me,” he says. Sliding a knife from his pocket, he rises from the hood of his blue sedan and crosses the long field to the body. I don’t know where he gets them, but he insists I practice on real human cadavers. Without one, he often tells me, I’ll never learn the right amount of pressure to put on a blade or the practical difference between a full metal jacket and an open tip. He’s probably right. 
 
    I lean my rifle against the passenger side door and follow him into the field. “Need a hand?” I ask as I draw near the corpse. 
 
    “I should make you do this all yourself,” he says. “You’re as bad at body disposal as you are at shooting.” 
 
    “That’s not…” I want to say fair, but one look from him cuts me short. “…entirely inaccurate,” I finish after much deliberation. 
 
    He cuts away at the ropes that hold the body up and lets it crumple to the ground. My stomach turns no small amount as it contorts before me, its half-of-a-head staring me down. What’s left of the brain slides out of the skull with a slosh like Jell-O from a bowl, and I just know he’s going to make me pick it up. 
 
    “I don’t see why I have to learn this. If I’m using a sniper rifle, I’m probably not going to have to dispose of the body. That’s a pretty public execution. And if a guy has an aneurism or gets drunk and drowns in his pool, I don’t need a gun, and I don’t need to do any clean up. Accidents are meant to be found.” 
 
    “If you want to be a proper killer, you have to get your fundamentals down. You’re a prodigy at staging accidents. When it comes to natural causes, you’re spot on. But sometimes the client wants to send a message. Sometimes that message needs to be public, but sometimes it’s showing their enemies that sometimes people just disappear. What are you going to do then?” 
 
    I want to tell him I’ll turn down the job or that I’ll figure it out when it comes to it, but I know he won’t take either of those answers, and I don’t want to let him down besides. Instead, I keep my mouth shut and help him carve the body into the six major pieces. A few construction-grade trash bags later and we’re ready to head out. 
 
    Houston reaches into the back seat and pulls out the diaper bag. Without looking, he tosses me the baby wipes to clean my hands and shoves a few diapers into the body bags to soak up any fluids that might drip out. Blood stains tend to ruin the illusion that this car belongs to a wholesome family 
 
    “Thanks,” I say and toss the used wipes into the bags along with the dead-guy-splattered plants that had taken too much gore to clean off quickly. 
 
    As I pull out my rifle’s case, I hear the crunch of tires on gravel and turn to see a Coahoma County sheriff rolling up on our location. My heart pounds in my chest like the steady burst of fire from a nice automatic pistol. I’m brandishing Prince Charlie about as openly as any person can, obviously not expecting company. This deep into Delta country, who would? Instinct makes me want to turn quickly and hide it, throw it away like a grenade, anything but stand there holding it. Sensing my fear, Houston gives me a calming nod. 
 
    “We’ve been over this a million times, baby girl. You know what to say. You take this one.” 
 
    I smile back at him and slip into character. Given the circumstances, I decide to use Reese Witherspoon from Walk the Line. It’s one of my better impressions. Leaning the rifle against the Prius, I give the officer a warm Southern wave. Reflexively, I constrict my throat a little, shift my tongue back, and ready my country girl accent. 
 
    “What’s goin’ on, officer?” I ask in a drawl as thick and sweet as molasses. 
 
    He eyes my gun, then my breasts. I’m not exactly flaunting the girls, but then, that doesn’t exactly matter. He seems like the kind of fellow who would never turn down an opportunity to look at a pair, no matter whose. Maybe it’s the greasy black hair or his beady, almond colored eyes that drift back and forth between my face and chest. It takes more than a little of my steely reserve not to shudder under his unsettling leer. 
 
    “I think that’s my line,” he says as he leans out the patrol car window. “I’m just drivin’ through. Thought I heard a gunshot a couple minutes ago, and just wanted to see what the action was.” 
 
    Houston steps up beside me, puts an arm around my shoulder and gives it a squeeze. Then he offers his free hand to the sheriff, who politely accepts it. 
 
    “Just takin’ a day from the office to teach my daughter how to shoot her new toy,” Houston says in his own warm, affected twang as rich as the black soil. Then his expression becomes hard steel wrapped in velvet. “My baby girl’s a mean shot, sheriff. You don’t need to worry about anyone behaving in any untoward fashion against her.” 
 
    He emphasizes the last words enough to draw the policeman’s eyes off my figure and onto just about anything else. The lawman glances at the trash bags, the diaper bag, the bumper sticker. 
 
    “Got kids, I see?” 
 
    “Yessir,” I say. “Two of ‘em. Little boy in first grade and a little baby girl. They’re with their mawmaw right now.” 
 
    He eyes my hands and clicks his tongue a little. “Not married?” 
 
    “No, sir. Their daddy’s a good for nothin’ bastard I wouldn’t piss on if he was on fire. But he’s locked up in Yazoo, so he ain’t no concern of mine. Not for a few more years at least.” 
 
    “Well, if you ever need anything…” 
 
    Houston squeezes me tighter and gives the officer another hard stare. I wonder how much of his protective embrace is an act and how much he means. “Don’t you worry about that. My baby girl’s got the second amendment to keep her safe, least until those godless Democrats take it away.” 
 
    The officer nods, taking the hint. “Amen to that. You shoot straight and listen to your old man, little lady, you hear me? And keep those babies of yours safe.” 
 
    “Yessir,” I say with a warm smile and a wave. The sheriff looks like he wants to say something else, but must think better of it, because he pulls his arm back inside the car, rolls up the window, and drives off. 
 
    Houston has always told me the best place to practice targeting was the South. Sparse population, varied terrain, and nobody bats an eye when they hear a gunshot or see a big ass rifle next to a baby carrier. I tease him about it, tell him it’s all just his thin excuse to get authentic shrimp and grits. It’s not until now that I realize the sense of it. The man’s a professional through and through, and he knows his trade. I don’t know why I never gave him the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    I pack up Prince Charlie and climb into the passenger side, grateful for the AC and satellite radio. Who knows what sort of god forsaken stuff they play on the FM stations this far away from civilization. I swing up and down the thirties looking for something good and luck upon “The Killing Moon” by Echo and the Bunnymen. Houston pulls himself into driver’s seat. I give him a smile, my eyebrows bouncing as I nod toward the radio. 
 
    “Eh? Eh? I’d call this a pretty auspicious beginning for our Bonnie Prince Charlie.” 
 
    Houston only shakes his head, so I up the ante, shoulder bumping him as I belt the lyrics at the top of my untalented lungs. A small groan escapes his lips, and his eyes roll as he cranked the car. 
 
    “What?” I ask, about as defensive as they come. 
 
    “Echo and the Bunnies?” 
 
    “Bunnymen,” I say. “How can you not like the Bunnymen? You grew up with them!” 
 
    “I grew up with my brother. I don’t like him.” 
 
    “But… but… ‘The Killing Moon!’” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t like Echo and the Bunnymen. I don’t like the Smiths. I don’t like the Cure. I don’t like any of that New Wave crap. The 80s were a vomited mass of black clothes and black make up and gloom, gloom, gloom, or its opposite, spandex, Aquanet, inch thick make-up, legwarmers, and toxic, blinding neon colors, and dumb hair all around. Why you young people get so excited about the 80s, I’ll never know. Flush it all and never look back, I say. Except for Peter Gabriel. He can stay. Genesis too, obviously. And the Talking Heads. And Peter Gabriel. And Billy Joel. And a lot of the movies. But as to the rest, get thee hence, Satan.” 
 
    I furrow my brow and screw up my lips at him, but not for long. It’s a dad’s right not to like your music, even if it was his music first. 
 
    “Thanks for my princess present,” I say. “I really like Prince Charlie.” 
 
    “So that what you’re naming this one?” 
 
    I nod as I watch the endless fields roll by out the window. 
 
    “Any particular reason?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He just looks like a Prince Charlie.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Houston shrugs, his head bouncing a little as he considers the firearm. “Yeah, I can see that. I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    “So,” I ask after a pause, “what’s the occasion?” 
 
    “Can’t a guy do something nice for someone just because?” 
 
    “They can. You don’t.” 
 
    He just gives a noncommittal grunt and keeps his eyes on the road. 
 
    Since I was a kid, Houston’s been giving me princess presents. Guns in pretty pink dress boxes. Poisons in jewelry cases. Usually I get them for my birthday or Christmas. I’d come downstairs and see the box waiting for me with the note, For my little princess. No names. Just that tag and something that killed or helped kill. Recently, he’s begun giving me presents out of the blue. Then he teaches me all about it, maybe takes me out to practice using it. He’s always done that, but lately, afterward he’s taken to having me help plan a job using that particular item, explaining how what I’ve learned could help kill this diplomat or that mobster. 
 
    He hasn’t said a thing about a job yet, and it’s beginning to make me nervous. The next half hour, during which he listens to my New Wave music without saying one cross word about it, downright terrifies me. It isn’t until we drop the body off at an animal crematorium whose owner owes him a professional sort of favor that he drops the hint. Or rather, that he drops the plain manila envelope. 
 
    “What’s this?” I ask. 
 
    “Job,” he says, stuffing a gas station churro into his mouth as he speaks. 
 
    I take the envelope and turn it gently over in my hands. He never really speaks at this point. Normally, he waits patiently, all the while slurping down a cup of coffee or chomping away at a pastry as I look over the files. When I’m ready, I’ll usually give my take on it, explain how I would apply what I just learned to do a proper job of things. Still, he never waits this long to hand me the contract/dossier combo pack. My veins pump solid polar ice. Is it someone I know? Is it me? Is that why he’s been so hesitant to talk, or why he gave me such a lavish gift? An L115A3 is no slouch piece of gear. 
 
    My hands shake as I undo the clasp, and despite my best efforts to appear calm—an assassin is always calm and collected in the face of danger—I can’t help but tear the envelope a little as I open it. My fingers close on the contents, ready to pull it out, but I freeze. I can’t bring myself to look at the photograph. 
 
    “Whose is it?” I ask, my voice quivering like a leaf in a storm. 
 
    “It’s yours,” he says. I can hear his voice crack and I know this contract frightens him as much as it does me. 
 
    “But… why?” 
 
    “Because it’s time. I knew this couldn’t go on forever. I knew this day would come eventually. I just didn’t expect it so soon.” 
 
    “Why is it time? Why now?” I want to cry. My mentor, the only father I’ve ever really known has a contract on me. Any moment now, he’ll try to kill me, and Prince Charlie is too far away to reach and too large to use in these close quarters anyway. I don’t even have Lady Di(e) on me. Lady Di(e), who isn’t afraid to get up close and personal with her subjects. Why would I? When I got dressed this morning, I had no reason to suspect I would need a little 7.65mm peashooter, especially not when I was going out to shoot a big dreamboat like the Prince. 
 
    “Just look at it,” is all he says, barely getting the words out. “You’ll understand when you read it.” 
 
    I oblige him and slide the contract from the envelope, bracing myself to see a black and white shot of me through a telephoto lens. Instead, I see a press photo of a balding man in his sixties waving to a crowd. I’m not nearly as photogenic as I thought. 
 
    “Who is this?” I ask, confusion wrapping me up like yellow sponge cake around my creamy relieved center. 
 
    “Bill Thompson. CEO of-” 
 
    “Thompson’s? The big box department stores? What did he do to get a hit put on him?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” says Houston, brushing churro crumbs from his lips. “Not my business to ask.” 
 
    I keep reading, skimming over the usual stuff. Height, weight, blood type, allergies, medications, associates, hobbies, habits. Important stuff, but not the most crucial. I skim down until I see the juicy bit: client notes. 
 
    “Wow, John Smith sure wants a lot of people dead. Seems like every other job you get is from a fellow named John Smith. We should give him a bulk buy discount.” 
 
    I glance over to see if he cracks a smile, but he wears the same somber face he had when he handed me the envelope. My joke is going down with all passengers screaming. It’s not like him not to respond to a dad joke, especially one that was work related. 
 
    I keep reading. Thompson needed to die during business hours, ideally some time between ten and two. Cause of death: accidental or natural, no whiff of foul play. Translation: no body disposal. The job is right up my alley.  Except there’s no room for a sniper rifle or clean up anywhere in the job. So why the gift? Why the lecture on fundamentals? 
 
    As if on cue, Houston speaks up. “It’s yours. Your first solo job. Well mostly. I’ve done all the preliminary work. Noted his habits, the places he goes, his associates. The kill, though, that’s all you. Falls nicely within your skillset, too. You asked why now. Because I think you’re ready.” 
 
    “But what about the gun? I won’t need it for this job.” 
 
    “So you’ll have time to practice with it before whatever job you will need it for. Time to fly on your own, little bird.” 
 
    His eyes begin to fill with tears, which he wipes away with a Subway napkin. “You’re just growing up so fast.” 
 
    I am not even remotely used to this sort of open display of emotion from him. It makes me feel all… squeamish. I reach over and give him an awkward side hug and a still more awkward, “there, there.” 
 
    “Wait,” I say, pulling back. “Does this mean I have to move out? Is this just so you can watch TV in your underwear without worrying about me walking in on you?” 
 
    He laughs. “No, kiddo. I genuinely think you’re ready for this.” 
 
    Inside, I squee a little and do a happy dance in the passenger seat. 
 
    Houston gives me a fatherly pat on the back. “Getting the place to myself is just a bonus.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    JAMIE 
 
      
 
    ROLLING IN A NEW DIRECTION 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I never understood how someone with your particular talents can live so poorly, Jaime,” the Marquis said, then cast me a sideways glance. “That is the name you use these days, yes? Jaime?” 
 
    He did not wait for a response. Instead, he pulled a 1976 Riesling from his bag. “Damn the Germans, but they can make a delicious white wine. Of course, if there’s one thing they know, it’s how to elevate a white.” 
 
    “That’s in poor taste,” I said with a shudder, and though I wanted to chase him away for it, he did bring the best wines. Instead of chiding, I got glasses and a new pang of self-loathing. 
 
    “Perhaps it was,” he sighed, “but this wine is not.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” I asked. “A hundred bucks a bottle?” 
 
    “Upper threes,” he said. “But worth every penny, I assure you, and damn the uncultured savages who have their unwashed protests in the street because I spend that sort of money on a bottle of wine. Let them earn their own money and do as they please with it.” 
 
    “You always were a devout capitalist,” I said. 
 
    “Not true. I’ve always been a devotee to power, not money. It just so happens one often follows the other like some infatuated schoolgirl. When we met in France those centuries ago, I thought my title and power came from God, and so I was a devout Catholic. Then you and your upstart revolutionary friends showed me that divine right was a fallacy. Oh, how you showed me the error of my beliefs, and I amended my ways. You convinced me to become a devout capitalist, admittedly at gunpoint, but at the time, I believed you were right. Most anyone can be bought, as you showed me quite clearly. Some people say money is power, but they are wrong. Money is money. A bit of paper, a clink of metal, or ones and zeroes in a computer. Money is nothing when not put to use, so I decided that the calculated use of money was power. Then the Communists came, and they tried to tell people that we didn’t need money, and yet they were corrupted just like the rest of us, because though they lacked money, they had the will of the people. Right now, it appears people are power. But that’s all changing. Francis Bacon was ahead of his time. Knowledge is power, so these days, I am a devout believer in the power of knowledge, particularly secret knowledge. Gold is still useful, and God and people and knowledge. But these are my congregation, not my faith. Power is my deity.” 
 
    I nodded. That definitely sounded like the charismatic aristocrat I met over two centuries past. 
 
    “You can understand then why I find your accommodations so unfathomable. You have such natural powers as I could only dream of. You are immortal. You can change faces at will. You have such potential, old friend. It pains me to see you live so low. I wish you would let me raise you to my level.” 
 
    He opened the bottle, poured a couple of glasses, and set them on a side table to breathe while he tossed me the cork. It reeked of petroleum, and my stomach turned at the smell. “Never mind about the wine,” I said through curled lips. “I’m not that thirsty.” 
 
    “Is it the gôut de pétrole?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I asked. “Is that what makes it smell like it was aged in a gas tank?” 
 
    “You know, among connoisseurs, it is an integral part of its bouquet. That and a good noble rot.” 
 
    “Noble rot and gas smells. I think I’ll leave the Riesling to those with a more sophisticated palette.” 
 
    “You’re a Philistine.” 
 
    “Once,” I said with a wry grin, “but that was a long, long time ago. Also, their wine wasn’t awful.” 
 
    The Marquis let out a pained sigh. “I figured you would be unable to appreciate so exquisite a vintage, which is why I brought along this 2010 Shiraz just for you.” 
 
    With the grace of a panther, he reached into his bag, drew yet another bottle, and held it out, but otherwise made no effort to get it to me. 
 
    That had always been his way. He would sit there, all airs and smiles, in some ensemble that just oozed class. Even now, he wore a white dinner jacket and bowtie so nice that it may have been stolen straight from Humphrey Bogart on the set of Casablanca. I can’t speak for the Marquis’s whereabouts in the early 1940s, but I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that was where he’d gotten the garment. He kept his arms wide across the armrests of my second-hand easy chair, and he crossed his legs like the sort of dandy you wouldn’t dare tease. Sleek dark hair flecked with the first touches of silver came to a point that added just a touch of chilling menace to his powerful face. His expression as still as the Sargasso Sea, he offered the wine, and powerful as a king, he made me get it myself. He was the most sublime predator I had ever seen. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted to rip his clothes off him and forget the wine. Not that I’m his type. Not these days and not in this body. Still, he would probably oblige, just so he could lord it over me later, the bastard. My magnificent monster. 
 
    I scowled, rose from my ratty couch, and snatched the Shiraz from his outstretched hand before I lost my resolve to hate him. “Give me that accursed wine.” 
 
    Without taking my eyes off him, I pried out the cork and began to drink straight from the bottle. It was a decent brand, one of those eighteen-dollar affairs I could only justify on particularly special occasions. I’m certain he meant it to be an insult, but I wouldn’t dignify it by taking any offence. Besides, I didn’t have time to be upset. I was too busy drinking middle shelf wine that I could rarely afford on my own. 
 
    After putting away half the bottle, I decided to let the wine breathe so that I could do the same. The Shiraz burned more than I expected, but that probably had a lot to do with the speed with which I put it away. All the while, he kept that smug, self-satisfied look on his face. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t thirsty,” he said. 
 
    “I thought you had something important to talk about. Instead it’s been gas wine and condescension.” 
 
    The Marquis put down his glass and pressed his fingertips against each other. “Do you enjoy living like this?” 
 
    He gave my cramped Baltimore apartment a sweeping, dismissive gesture. Apparently, my Salvation Army furnishings, including a hide-a-bed that almost didn’t smell like cat anymore and a twenty-inch TV whose picture had only a slightly purple tint didn’t meet his lofty standards. At least my 1965 Jose Oribe ten-string classical guitar wasn’t bottom shelf. “What? You mean Chez Merde? Oh, why would I ever want to give all this up?” 
 
    “I have a proposition for you. It won’t take much of your time, and I assure you, it has the potential to be quite lucrative for you.” 
 
    “Is this an indecent proposal?” I asked, only half joking. “Are you going to pay me a million dollars for one night? Because if you are, I demand a million dollars and dinner.” 
 
    He smiled perhaps the warmest smile he had given me all decade. “Not while you still have a penis.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to think you liked me more back in France.” 
 
    “Of course I did,” he said. “You were a woman then.” 
 
    “We’ll always have Paris,” I said, raising my bottle. I took another swig of my Shiraz and savored the burn. “So, what did you have in mind?” 
 
    “Were you aware that the world is full of terrible people?” he asked, so casually patronizing that I almost didn’t catch it. 
 
    I stared at him hard, daring him to ask what I was thinking. 
 
    “And were you aware that the world is full of wealthy people?” he asked again, the sarcasm more pointed. 
 
    “And were you aware,” I said, “that if we were to make a Venn diagram of those two groups, there would be a large overlapping area with you squarely in the middle?” 
 
    “I am, and today, my mercenary nature works to your advantage.” His pride radiated from him like a spotlight that somehow managed to shine back on itself.  “I have a wealthy friend who thinks one of those terrible people out and about in the world may have an eye toward killing him.” 
 
    “I’ve done bodyguard work before,” I said. “It doesn’t pan out as well for me as you might think. I get killed, so nobody pays me because who pays the dead guy, and then because people know I’m dead, I have to create a new identity, which by the way, is getting harder and harder every year.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” he said and took a sip of his petrol wine. Somehow, he managed to enjoy it. “No, what I’m thinking pays extra if you die.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” I leaned in closer, careful to support myself on my armrests. The wine had begun to hit me and I had become a little wobbly and warm. I undid a couple of buttons to keep from burning up. 
 
    “Do you know why medicine is so profitable?” he asked 
 
    “Because it’s a captive market, and people will pay anything to live a little longer?” 
 
    “Precisely,” he said, apparently quite pleased that I understood at least a little about profiting off the misery of others. “Enter my friend, stage left. Someone wants him dead. He does not wish to die. He has vast stores of money he would gladly pay to someone who could save his life.” 
 
    “I’m not a superhero,” I said, and leaned back into my chair for fear of falling over. The Shiraz was kicking my ass. Eighteen dollars well spent. 
 
    “Hence the paycheck. No one is asking you to be altruistic.” 
 
    “I mean, I can’t save anybody. Shooting guns, chasing off bad guys? That’s not something I do.” 
 
    “No one said anything about chasing off the bad guy,” he said and sipped his Riesling. “Mmmm, you really are missing out. But no, you will die for him.” 
 
    “We’ve been through this. New identities are hard. It’s not enough just to move and make up a new name anymore.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I misspoke. You will not die for him as you are imagining it. You will die as him. You will die in his place. You do your magic that lets you turn into him, you masquerade as him until someone kills you, and you rise from the dead to collect your paycheck. He lives, you live, and the killer halts the hunt.” 
 
    It wasn’t a bad idea. For thousands of years, I haven’t been able to stay dead. Stab me, shoot me, cut off my head, burn me to cinders and scatter the ashes, and I’ll still come back. I don’t know why, and I’ve given up trying to figure it out. Some people have told me it’s God working in mysterious ways, but it’s hard to believe in Heaven when this is my afterlife. 
 
    For the most part, it’s more trouble than it’s worth. Usually by the time I come back, the coroner has already passed on word to Uncle Sam that I have shuffled off this mortal coil and then it’s canceled credit cards and goodbye apartment lease. It would be nice to have it work for me instead of against me. Long ago, I learned a spell, the only spell I ever learned, which allows me to turn into someone else. All I need is a fresh blood sample. Once upon a time it was quite useful. Someone panicked because I’ve risen from the dead? I could just turn into someone else and start again far away. These days, though, that just led to different questions, like why do I have someone else’s fingerprints and DNA, and how did I change, and how did I come back to life after you shot me for impersonating someone, and I had no fondness for the way people got their answers. 
 
    The Marquis must have sensed me mulling over his proposition because he pressed his pitch. “Picture this. Ten thousand dollars per week just to pretend to be someone, to give them some peace of mind that no one is going to kill them. If it so happens that you do die, it’s an additional five-thousand-dollar fee, plus one thousand dollars per day that it takes you to revive.” 
 
    “Can I charge extra for torture?” I asked, warming to the idea. 
 
    “It’s your business. I know a great many rich men, and they make a great many enemies. Think of all the clients I could pass your way.” 
 
    “What do you get out of it? Are you like my agent, skimming ten percent off the top?” I crossed my arms, then stopped when the extra body heat on my chest made me sweat. What was in this wine? 
 
    “Not at all,” the Marquis said, and to his credit, he seemed genuinely offended. “Why would I want to squabble for your pennies? No, my motives are entirely selfish, but not financial. The truth, Jaime or whatever you choose to call yourself these days, is that you’re an embarrassment. You live in this shabby place, you wear those cheap clothes…” 
 
    I took a moment to consider what I wore. Jeans I bought new, a t-shirt with an inauthentic tribal design on it, and a bowling shirt I picked up from a thrift store for fifty cents. They were clean with no holes, no stains. These were, without a doubt, some of the nicest clothes I owned. I had several days’ worth of stubble, shaggy brown hair. I could see his point. 
 
    “I can’t take you anywhere. You’re my oldest friend, but if anyone sees me with you in public, my stock portfolio literally drops two percent.” 
 
    That sounded more like the Marquis I knew. 
 
    “What do you say, old friend?” 
 
    He was right. I had become so overwhelmed with the twentieth century that I had given up on keeping current with the changes and had fallen behind. Convinced I no longer had what it took to succeed through hard work, I had allowed myself to stare at the metaphorical tree waiting for a rabbit to run into it and die rather than exhausting myself catching the thing on my own. I couldn’t learn all this new-fangled computer stuff, so why bother trying? But even in this age of scientific and technological scrutiny, I still had my powers I could fall back on. 
 
    I don’t know why it never occurred to me to do something like this before. Soldiering didn’t pay me enough to die over and over, side-show work led to scientists, and crime was not nearly the easy money TV made it out to be. This, however, dying for rich people, or if they were just paranoid and no one was out to get them, getting paid to lounge about in their mansions until they felt safe enough to go home? That was right up my alley. And who would they tell afterward? People would think them crazy, and that could cost them millions. My secret would be safe. This could work. I could do this. 
 
    “I say bring on the rich targets!” I barely got the words out without slurring. 
 
    “Excellent,” said the Marquis as he rose from my secondhand recliner. He brushed at his clothes anywhere the chair touched him. “Because he’s had his driver circling the block. He’s been waiting for me to call him up.” 
 
    He walked to the door and pulled out his cellphone, his fingers flying across the screen. I marveled at how well he had taken to this new technology. It changed so quickly that I was amazed anyone could keep up, let alone someone who remembered the invention of the gas light. I struggled with it daily. Moments later there was a knock on my door. I moved to open it when the Marquis stopped me and reached into his pocket. “You’ll need these,” he said, and thrust a stack of business cards and a simple, no frills cell phone into my hands. “It’s a disposable phone.” 
 
    “Like on The Wire?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. I put the phone in my pocket and examined the rest of his gifts. The business cards were white with crosshairs, a phone number in the middle, and nothing else. “It makes me look like a hitman,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t be foolish. The phone number is the target. You are the target, Jaime. It’s painfully obvious.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “It’s a first draft,” replied the Marquis and hurriedly opened the door. 
 
    An older fellow stood before me in a simple suit, the sort I might be able to afford if I could afford a suit. His face exuded a warmth and friendliness that I struggled to imagine the Marquis’s ever could. His head appeared as though it couldn’t decide if it wanted to go gray or quit the hair business altogether and go bald. His belly was a touch round, but in a folksy, homespun sort of way, like a doddering grandfather that people actually liked visiting. The kind who offered you ribbon candy and sagely, if outdated advice. I always wanted a grandfather like that. It’s a shame endless resurrection didn’t come with family. He glanced uncertainly back and forth between me and the Marquis before thrusting his hand out to me, which I took and shook graciously. 
 
    “Bill,” he said, stammering a little. “Bill Thompson.” 
 
    “Of the Vermont Thompsons?” I asked. I had no idea if he had any relation to any Thompsons in Vermont. I didn’t even know if there was a fancy Thompson family anywhere near New England. The phrase was just one of those things old money Americans always said to each other, at least in movies and plays, to show they knew how old and prestigious their friends were. In hindsight, it was probably a stupid thing to say, but it certainly wasn’t the most foolish thing a bottle of wine had ever convinced me to utter. 
 
    “Nope, of the nobody-ever-heard-of-us Omaha Thompsons,” he said with a grin and a little more vigor in his shake. 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin myself. I liked the guy. Some part of me grew all warm and fuzzy knowing I got to make sure someone didn’t kill him. I moved to welcome him into my apartment, but stumbled a bit. Whatever brand that Shiraz was, I would have to make note to pick some up later. A little went a long way, and a lot… well, I wouldn’t put away half a bottle in five minutes again. 
 
    I led him, with the Marquis’s help, to the couch of my studio apartment and offered him a seat. “Sorry it smells funny,” I said, struggling to put two thoughts together. “It… um…” 
 
    “It’s a safe house,” the Marquis said. “My associate usually stocks them in a rather Spartan fashion. They tend to be disposable. Apologies.” 
 
    “I’ve seen worse,” said Bill. “Shoot, when I was a kid, I slept on worse.” 
 
    I nodded. Finally, one of the Marquis’s friends I could relate to. I leaned toward him, propping myself up on my knees both to appear interested and to keep from toppling over. “So, what makes you think someone wants you dead?” I asked. It took so much effort to keep my words coherent, I imagine I sounded like I was doing an Emo Philips impression. 
 
    He gave me a square, appraising look, then turned to the Marquis, asking things with his eyebrows I was too intoxicated to interpret. The Marquis gave him a nod that must have reassured him, because he turned back to me and answered my question. 
 
    “Well, there’s this guy. He’s been following me everywhere. To be honest, I probably wouldn’t have even noticed him if I hadn’t had a problem with an angry husband following me around last year, convinced I slept with his wife.” 
 
    “Did you?” I asked. 
 
    “Not intentionally,” he said. “I mean, yes, intentionally. The sex wasn’t accidental, but I had no idea she was married.” 
 
    “What did he do?” the Marquis asked. 
 
    “Just cornered me in a bar once. We talked. I made a generous and sincere apology. Told him to take her on a nice second honeymoon, the one they wished they could have taken when they first got married, and really re-open those lines of communication. Marriage is a special thing.” 
 
    “But he never…,” I paused for a moment to catch my swimming thoughts. “This guy never hurt you in any way?” 
 
    “Well, he threatened me at first,” said Bill, “but he calmed down. Sent me a thank you card a few months later.” 
 
    “You slept with a man’s wife and received a thank you card?” said the Marquis. “I respect your style, Bill.” 
 
    “The point is, before you ask, I don’t think it was him, but it did make me paranoid. What if the next woman’s guy isn’t so understanding?” 
 
    “So back ta’ this followin’-you guy. Wha’s he look like?” I struggled to get the words out at all, let alone clearly. I wondered how the Marquis could claim to want to help me out and then sabotage me with half a bottle of potent wine, even if it was self-administered. 
 
    “Middle-aged. Thinning hair. Just a little round in the middle. Totally unremarkable. Like I said, I wouldn’t have noticed him at all if I weren’t already paranoid.” 
 
    “Did he look angry or violent in any way?” asked the Marquis. 
 
    “No, just keenly interested in me, but I doubt he was a private eye. I never really saw him take any pictures.” 
 
    “An’ ya’ think he wanna kill you ‘cuz why?” I asked. 
 
    “Just a hunch I can’t seem to shake. I even drove the whole way here, paid cash for everything, just in case. People on TV are always being found from credit card receipts.” 
 
    Without thinking, I pulled off my shirt. I’m sure it made a poor impression, but it had suddenly become unreasonably hot. “Anyone else burnin’ up in here?” I asked. 
 
    Bill shook his head, and the Marquis just smiled. 
 
    “Wha’s innis wine?” I said, trying to get my thoughts out. 
 
    “Poison,” said the Marquis. 
 
    “Why’dya…?” but the rest of the words refused to come out. Halfway up, they got caught in my throat, along with my breath. My esophagus seized like I had been attacked by an anaconda. Bill began to scream. I don’t know for how long though, because I died seconds later. 
 
    I remember darkness and the searing pain of flames consuming my body, the same agony I feel every time I die. 
 
      
 
    Bill, stood over me, panicking, shouting about how he was a good guy and how dare the Marquis involve him in a murder and what was he going to do, and what was this, some sort of blackmail scheme? 
 
    “Have faith,” the Marquis said. “See? He comes around even as we speak.” 
 
    Bill looked on in astonishment, pinching at me, checking my reflexes, and babbling some incoherent disbelief. I groaned and rubbed at my body, trying to chase away the last of the burning from my face and limbs. “What the hell, Mar-” 
 
    The Marquis shot me a stern glance. 
 
    “Mark,” I said, with a helpless shrug. “What did you do that for?” 
 
    “Your name is Mark?” asked Bill, suddenly more uneasy than before. “I thought you said it was Ambrose.” 
 
    “It is,” said the Marquis through only slightly gritted teeth. “Ambrose Marcus Wentworth IV. And I was proving a point. Mister Thompson is paying a substantial sum of money for someone who can die for him. I needed to assure him that your qualifications are everything I claim.” 
 
    “It’s got to be some kind of trick,” Bill stammered. “This is a scam, isn’t it? You find some way to fake your death or something. Tennis ball under your arm, maybe. I hear that makes it hard to find a pulse. And maybe you held your breath a real long time. This sort of thing just isn’t…” 
 
    He paused and took a step back. Cautiously, he stepped to me, cupped my face, caressed my cheek, and ran his fingers through my hair, examining me. Then he took three steps back. 
 
    “What happened to his hair?” he asked, his voice little more than a wisp of wind. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Your hair. It was longer, and your stubble is gone. I didn’t shave you. Ambrose, did you shave him? I didn’t see you. You couldn’t have. But you must have. But you couldn’t have.” 
 
    I could practically hear the gears in his head losing teeth trying to process it all. I value my secrets, particularly the details of my death and resurrection, but he seemed a decent enough fellow, and I didn’t want to give the poor guy a heart attack. 
 
    “When I die, I’m able to come back alive because my body reverts back to an earlier, healthier version of me. Earlier me kept himself better groomed.” 
 
    “Rather like when your computer gets a nasty virus and so you reinstall from a backup you made of your hard drive,” the Marquis said. 
 
    “What if you have no back-up?” the old man asked. 
 
    “Unpleasantness,” I said. 
 
    “Total system restore,” the Marquis added. “Factory reset.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. Not that I entirely understood what he said. I just knew if he could explain it in a couple words, it was probably an oversimplification. I wasn’t worried, though. It would do for now. He didn’t need to know that I reverted back to whatever form I was in when I first took on that body. This guy I got the blood sample from, the guy I look like now, I think his name was Darren. He was clean cut, wore tailored suits. I thought, If I looked like that guy, surely, I could pull myself together, maybe catch a break. But I didn’t have his suits, just his strong jawline, which was impressive, but not everything. I had his piercing blue eyes, but not the conviction that burned behind them. I had his perfect hair, but not the proficiency needed with a comb to keep it that way. So, I worked my magic and became him, and nothing changed. As Confucius said, wherever you go, there you are. 
 
    Bill took a moment to process my answer. “So, are you going to be some kind of bodyguard or something?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” the Marquis said. “A good hitman can get to you in ways a bodyguard will never see coming.” 
 
    “Hitman? I said I thought someone might be out to kill me, and suddenly there’s a professional involved?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the Marquis. “I imagine hired by a business rival, or perhaps even a jealous colleague.” 
 
    “And now my employees are out to kill me, too? You jump to a lot of conclusions, Ambrose.” 
 
    “Did the man following you look angry in any way?” 
 
    Bill shook his head. 
 
    “A man you do not recognize follows you, but shows no trace of emotion. We assume, then, that he isn’t driven to kill you by anything personal, be it matters of the heart or his own burning ambitions. Clearly, he’s no jealous husband or bitter business rival. Therefore, he was probably hired. He is nondescript and utterly forgettable. He has been tailing you for days but hasn’t acted. He isn’t rash. He isn’t obvious. He is careful and methodical. Ergo, he is a professional. Being of such quality, he no doubt commands a high fee, which means most people couldn’t afford him. We can reasonably conclude, then, that you have a wealthy individual looking to kill you and has hired someone to do just that.” 
 
    “CEOs can be cutthroats, I admit,” said Bill, “but how do you know it’s a hitman involved? That sort of cold ambition, a man might do it himself to make sure it’s done right.” 
 
    “Mister Thompson, the people who might want you dead pay someone to cook their meals, launder their clothes, drive their cars. If they could pay someone to play their golf for them, they would.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” Bill asked. 
 
    “I think what Mark is trying to say is that these aren’t the kind of people to get their hands dirty, and they have money enough to make others do their dirty work for them. They pay people to get them dressed, and they’ll pay good money to have you killed. I said you won’t need a bodyguard because the types of killers you pay good money for will wait until the right moment, when your guard is down, when there is no one around to save you.” 
 
    Bill slumped into a chair, the lines etched in his face filling with worry. “So how can you help me?” 
 
    “I become you,” I said. “I’ll look just like you, sound just like you. When he comes for you, he’ll get me instead, and I can’t be killed. Well, I can. But it won’t stick.” 
 
    “And you’re sure he’ll fall for it? Your disguises are that good?” 
 
    I needed to give him the last convincer. Hopefully, the shock wouldn’t kill him. 
 
    “Mister Thompson, I’m going to need a bit of your blood.” 
 
    “My what?” He stared at me, aghast. “Is this some sort of devil thing? I don’t truck with devils.” 
 
    “Heavens no,” said the Marquis, giving him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “It’s for genetic testing so we can find details on your physical stature, genetically instilled character traits, medical-” 
 
    “It’s magic,” I said cutting him off. “It’s magic, it’s effective, and to my knowledge, I’ve never seen a devil or demon or any other evil spirit pop up when I’ve done it, and I’ve been doing it for a very long time.” 
 
    Bill seemed uncertain, but as jittery as he was, all the Marquis needed to do was go fetch a cereal bowl and sharp knife from the kitchen. He offered them to Bill much the way he offered me the wine, the presentation of the tools without actually moving to give it. Bill succumbed to his ways much as I had, and I no longer resented myself so much for giving in to his charms earlier with the Shiraz. 
 
    “Put the knife away,” I said and took the blade and bowl from the old man before he did anything foolish like cut himself. “There have been amazing advances in medicine since I learned this trick. There are cleaner, safer ways to draw blood.” 
 
    I went to my closet and rifled around among my things until I found a sterile needle and empty IV bag. By day, when I wasn’t saving the lives of millionaires, I worked as mild-mannered phlebotomist which allows me access to all the blood I could want. I keep a mini-fridge stocked with assorted pints labelled by physical descriptor of its unwitting donor. “Blonde bombshell.” “Mob enforcer.” “Pretty boy.” “Grizzly Adams.” If I ever want to be someone else for the weekend, it makes it easy to slip into someone else’s skin. It’s also handy if I need to make a moderately quick escape. Apparently, being able to draw a clean blood sample was one more of my unique skills that could make this job work. 
 
    After Bill rolled up his sleeve, I tightened a band off around his upper arm and found a good vein. It was rolly and seemed to be actively avoiding my needle, but one good stick and I had him. I did my best to make idle chit chat with him while I drew the sample. The spell didn’t need much—a pint was plenty—but it was clear to me that everything was happening rather quickly and if I pushed too hard, he could lose it. So, we talked about his childhood, his family, his hobbies. Things that would take his mind off this madhouse he suddenly found himself in. Coincidentally, these were also things I could use to help pass myself off as him. The spell I would use would copy his body exactly, including all those little brain wrinkles full of thoughts and memories, but it was like being handed a safe full of journals. Everything I needed was all right there, but damn my bones if it wasn’t hard to access. 
 
    When I had drawn enough to perform the ritual, I removed the needle and bandaged him up. Then, I took the bag of blood and retired to my bathroom. Just because he knew I could do magic that would make me look like him didn’t mean he had to know how to do it exactly and it certainly didn’t mean he could handle seeing it go down. It was probably best someone his age didn’t see how the sausage was made, so to speak. Cutting the bag open with the Marquis’s knife, I let the blood slosh into the empty bowl, concealing a merry band of cereal mascots. After dipping my fingers into the still warm blood, I began to trace a circle and various arcane symbols onto the tile floor before anointing my forehead, eyes, tongue, limbs, and heart with a drop each. Once all preparations had been completed, I muttered an incantation I learned thousands of years before and braced myself for the change to come. 
 
    I felt pressure on my bones first, compacting me down, taking inches off my height. My cheekbones sank and expanded, and a dull weary ache seeped into my muscles as decades piled one on top of the other in a matter of seconds. My hair thinned and grew and hung much longer on one side, no doubt ready for a comb over no one would ever have guessed Bill had. My skin sagged, followed by my shoulders and spine. I tried to watch the transformation in the mirror, but my vision had grown fuzzy. Bill wore contacts. One more thing to keep in mind. After a couple minutes of suffering as my body slumped and stretched and shrank, I leaned in close enough to see clearly and surveyed my reflection. I was an old man. I was Bill. 
 
    After bandaging the arm where I had drawn blood—the spell duplicates the body exactly as it was when the sample was collected to include the needle wound, I grabbed a bathrobe and sat down on the toilet to clear my mind. There are obvious adjustments that I need to make when I becomes another person. Physically I was shorter. I would need to reach more or climb step ladders to reach high up things. My joints ached a little when I moved, so running would be out of the question. My vision blurred a little. I would need reading glasses at least. But these are simple, quick adjustments, much the way after a hard workout, we can easily adjust our routine to accommodate the fact that every muscle aches like we have been trampled by a mountain. 
 
    But there are also strange adjustments. Each mind is different, with neurons forming their own unique web of connections. We have different specialties and flaws. Some people just don’t get scared. Others take medication for it. Being in Bill’s body meant I was thinking through Bill’s mind. I was relieved to find it hadn’t lost its edge. For his advanced age, he was still sharp as a tack. However, there were other things, things we don’t even think about. For starters, Bill, I could tell, had a libido like a runaway freight train. I felt an overwhelming desire to bed anything that moved. To the outside observer, this may seem strange. After all, nothing in my interaction with Bill had suggested he had the heart of a ravenous Casanova beating in his chest, but that’s because Bill had no doubt spent his whole life with these sorts of hormones pumping through him. These were normal levels for him probably, so he must have learned long ago to live with them, work through them, ignore them. I had not. That would take some getting used to, and I would have to wait a few moments to get my thoughts under control before walking out of this bathroom in nothing but a robe or else things could get embarrassing quickly. 
 
    I told the Marquis about this sort of thing once a few years ago and he likened it to computers. Our souls are the software, the programs, and our bodies are the hardware, the actual circuits and electronics and whatnot. What I’m doing, the Marquis told me, was transferring my programming into someone else’s hardware, and while for the most part I would still be able to access my files and use my programs, there would naturally be glitches because of different security settings and different processors and graphics cards and other computer terminology I can’t remember but he swears makes for an accurate analogy. He even had an analogy for how I can, on rare occasion, access the memories of the body I’m in, but that one is long since gone. It’s hard to hold on to metaphors like that when you don’t understand one of the things being compared. 
 
    Thinking about my body and mind in such analytical, computer terms seemed to quell my raging lust, but then I remembered the sort of videos and images I could find on the computer and it all came rushing back. 
 
    There came a knock at the door. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, and almost choked on my words. No matter how often I change bodies, it always startles me the first time I hear a new voice coming out of my lips. Even if I build up to it, try my best to recall exactly what the voice sounds like and how my words will come out in that voice, it catches me off guard. No one’s voice sounds the same in his own head. 
 
    “You’ve been in there for some time, Jaime,” the Marquis said. “Is everything good?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, adjusting to the strange resonance the foreign voice took on inside this foreign head. “I’ll be out in a moment. Just need a minute to adjust is all.” 
 
    “Well, do hurry,” he said. “Bill is becoming quite anxious.” 
 
    I ran my hand under scalding hot water to take my mind off these wild thoughts. For a few flashes, just fractions of seconds, I saw these images, pornographic in nature. A young woman in a spring dress doing things that were gone too quick to catch. An African woman, middle aged, body sagging in the back of an eighteen-wheeler, but desperate to love and be loved. A blonde with short bobbed hair, a scratched Elvis Presley record in the background, crooning in an awkward loop about a hound dog crying, and moving in time to the skipped groove. At first, I couldn’t tell if these were my memories or his, but I soon remembered I had never been inside an eighteen-wheeler. I was feeling bleed-over from his past. Rare, but it happens. It takes a particularly strong memory to pop so easily out. He must have visited these moments often in his mind. 
 
    I collected myself, wrangled in all of wild Bill, and left the bathroom. When I entered the living room, Bill’s jaw dropped so low it could have told me whether the box of old vinyl albums I stashed in the basement had started to mildew. I worried he might die of fright, especially the way he kept gasping, struggling for breath. He began to collapse, but the Marquis caught him and pulled him over to the dingy hide-a-bed. Words tumbled out of his mouth on top of each other, as though if he could just get them all out, they might miraculously fall into place on the floor like a puzzle assembling itself. 
 
    “…s’imposiblebutitcan’tbebutit’srealit’sallrealbutitcan’tberealitcan’tbereal…” 
 
    Tears welled in his eyes and the words “impossible” and “real” barely managed to slip out between wet, blubbering sobs. I wish I knew if this sort of reaction were normal, but I’ve never dropped both the resurrection and shape-changing on a person within five minutes of the other. I imagine it’s a difficult combo to process, especially all at once. 
 
    The Marquis offered him a glass of wine, the motor oil Riesling, which Bill blindly took, drank, and offered the empty glass for a refill. Maybe he was too shaken up to notice the smell, or maybe the flavor really was all the old Frenchman made it out to be once you got past the odor. Either way, after the second glass, Bill’s nerves seemed to settle enough for him to look at me without panicking. 
 
    “Can… can you take off the robe?” he asked, stammering. 
 
    I did as he requested, though I don’t know what he hoped to see. For all I knew, he might have fantasized about having sex with himself. Probably not, though. It didn’t feel true when I thought it. Still, I haven’t really had a sense of self as a physical thing, haven’t associated my appearance with my identity in so long that it’s hard to imagine I ever did. Hell, I don’t even know what pronoun to use for myself anymore. How could I possibly hope to imagine what sorts of things run through a person’s mind when he seems himself standing before him naked as the day he was born. 
 
    “Turn around,” he whispered. 
 
    I did as he asked, and I could hear him gasp in fright or amazement or confusion. 
 
    “It’s so strange,” he said, and I could see boyish wonderment in his eyes when I turned to face him once more. “You have my birthmark, the one shaped like a bean, right there on the left cheek. You couldn’t possibly have known I had that. My infantry tattoo on my right arm, though, must be a dozen pictures of me with it. Everybody knows I have it, but you left it off of your disguise.” 
 
    I felt like there was a question there, one unspoken because he hadn’t yet found words he wouldn’t feel foolish speaking aloud. “It’s not a disguise,” I said, answering his eyes. “I’m you. I have the birthmark because it’s naturally a part of you. Your scars, your skin tags, all of that is naturally you. The ink isn’t, so no tattoo.” 
 
    “It really is magic, isn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Alright then,” he said, steeling himself as he offered his hand to me. “Let’s save my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    BUT WAITING HERE ALONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The plan is simple. Bill Thompson plays golf solo every Monday morning at nine a.m. I read in his file that he is something of a philanderer, so I figure if I mingle with the club caddies in a tank top, tennis skirt, and one of those visor hats he will pick me to carry his clubs. I’m not what most people would call a looker. I can pull off “cute” most days, while arrogant dicks have called me a “generous five,” most guys I overhear talking about me behind my back usually give me a six and a half, and lonely guys might even give me an eight. I take no pride or feel no shame in any of this. A gal can’t do much about the body she’s born into. In fact, I’m generally pretty indifferent to their petty, shallow scoring system. I only bring this up because given the choice between a young man saving up for his first car and a girl who isn’t unattractive, a dirty old man will choose the totally acceptable looking young woman every time. 
 
    I will offer Thompson a beer that I conveniently have a cooler of. His favorite brand, a nice high gravity brew. “Why do I have a cooler of beer? I was going to go to the beach with my boyfriend after work, but he stood me up for some dumb video game that came out this week.”  
 
    Then Bill Thompson, dirty old man that he is, will say “there, there,” hold my hand, call me pretty, and maybe try to cop a feel.  
 
    But I’m a respectable girl. I would never. So, he offers me a beer. I take out one with the torn label, my identifier for those I’ve switched for non-alcoholics yesterday. “Okay Mister Thompson. Oh, call you Bill? Okay, Bill. I’ll have just one, but only if you join me. I don’t want to drink alone on the job like some alcoholic or something.”  
 
    So, Bill is now two beers down in five or ten minutes. I pry open a beer for me, actually alcoholic. I take a sip. A sexy sip with tongue, maybe use the icy bottle to cool off, because it’s just so hot today. I should just run this beer along my young skin. I know the dialogue is a little Skinamax, but I’ve read accounts from women he’s slept with. He’ll go for it. 
 
    Of course, what I really want to do is drive the cart, because I’ve never actually driven one, and maybe he could teach me. But I’m a good girl, I say, as his hand closes on my shoulder. I can’t drink and drive. Maybe he should hold onto my beer while I figure out how to steer. He won’t be able to resist. My lips and tongue and tits have been on this bottle and soon he’s putting away his third high alcohol beer in the span of half an hour. At this point, his judgment is impaired and if I see he isn’t drunk enough, I run a hand along his arm and we both drink, he a heavy-hitter and me another baby brew. Repeat until he’s drunk. I drive the cart. If he insists on driving, which nothing in his file suggests he would need that sort of manly validation, I’ll tell him I want to take him to a secret spot. It’s a surprise, so I have to drive. 
 
    Once Bill and I are in his golf cart approaching the back nine while the links are still mostly vacant, I’ll play up the flirtatious girl next door. There’s a water hazard near the fifteenth green that gets deep. They have a lovely bridge that crosses it. Wooden and white. Really romantic, I’m sure. Club legend says that if you walk across that bridge with a lover, you’ll be lovers forever. Maybe I’ll mention that to him to seal the deal. Anyway, that water hazard is particularly deep in the middle. A guy actually drowned in it about ten years back. Precedent eases suspicion. 
 
    As we cross the bridge, I floor it and bank the cart hard to the right. We crash through the wooden rails and plummet down into the water. Did I mention Bill never learned to swim? All that time and money, and he never learned. Maybe it’s because Omaha is landlocked. Either way, the next person to pass through will find poor Bill, floating face down with a BAC of at least point eight, surrounded by empty beer bottles. Legally drunk, legally dead, out in public and not long after ten a.m. Such a tragedy. The club will no doubt temporarily ban drinking on the course as a result until such a time as the members complain too much about missing cocktail hour, but by that point it is way too late for old Bill Thompson, may he rest in peace. Meanwhile, I will have slipped off into a car I parked in the woods nearby, using a branch that conveniently “fell” across the fence, allowing me to avoid those nasty electrified wires. 
 
    The plan would work brilliantly, except Bill Thompson never shows. I wait around the clubhouse for an hour, convincing everyone who asks about me that I’m the new girl in whatever department they don’t work in. Finally, they get wise-ish. They figure out I don’t work here, but assume I’m probably somebody’s mistress, or if not, I’m trying to be. I get the proverbial boot, but park my car just down the long winding road to the club anyway and pop my hood, the universal sign for car trouble. If I can’t pick up Bill on the links, maybe I can flag him down early and get him to escort me in. Still, he never comes. 
 
    I grow impatient with each passing car. Bill should be dead by now, and I should be sipping celebratory piña coladas by some pool somewhere. Instead it’s almost noon and I’ve seen neither hide nor hair of our would-be corpse. Digging through my purse, I pull out my cellphone and ring Houston. 
 
    “Done for the day?” he asks. No hello. Straight to business. I guess because it’s my first professional job, he’s keeping it all formal. 
 
    “Haven’t even started,” I say, trying not to sound too frustrated. “He’s late.” 
 
    “How late?” 
 
    “He’s late like a cheerleader three weeks after prom is late,” I say. “I’ve been here over three hours already and he hasn’t shown up. The guy’s like clockwork, never misses his tee time. What gives?” 
 
    “Well, you know what they say. No battle plan ever survives contact with the enemy,” Houston offers. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, incredulous. 
 
    “It means, as Robert Burns said, the best laid plans of mice and men-” 
 
    “I know what the expression means. What are you actually trying to say that might help, because I’ve already determined that the plan as written isn’t going to work.” 
 
    “What I’m actually trying to say is, what’s your backup plan?” 
 
    I can hear a loud crunch in the background. “My backup plan? You mean my Plan B?” 
 
    “I mean your Plan Z. You’re a professional now. No room for mistakes, no room for improvising. Always have a fallback plan for when your main plan goes wrong, and then a fallback for that and then a fallback for that.” 
 
    More crunching. 
 
    “Are you eating my cereal?” I ask. 
 
    “The fruity one, with the colorful balls?” 
 
    “You know exactly what cereal I’m talking about,” I shout into the phone. 
 
    “Then yup, I’m eating it.” 
 
    “But it’s mine!” I cry. “I’ve been busting hump putting this plan together, trying to track down the target, and you’re sitting on the couch, probably still in your pajamas eating my cereal.” 
 
    “Cereal is for winners,” he says. “Now close this contract so you can buy your own and stop mooching off me. You’re twenty-three for crying out loud. It’s time you had a paying job.” 
 
    “But I don’t even know where he is!” I say. “What do you do when a guy who’s like clockwork suddenly isn’t?” 
 
    “You assume something big must have happened and you Google him or check his Facebook page or Twitter account. He may not have one, but I assure you, if he doesn’t, he has an assistant who runs one for him.” 
 
    That’s actually a really good idea, though my pride won’t let me tell him that. Maybe Thompson is sick or caught in traffic. His social media might say. This is why Houston makes the big bucks. 
 
    “Gotta go,” I say. 
 
    I can hear Houston playfully chiding me as I hang up the phone. “Oh sure, no thank you. No goodb-” 
 
    I check my phone for service. A few bars for calls, but no data. Figures. My rental car, a nice, inconspicuous 2006 off-white Camry, takes back toward the city, and all the while, I keep eyes on my phone’s screen, waiting for that LTE icon to light up. It takes sixteen miles of frantic racing down country roads before I get the first blip of a signal, two more miles before it gets reliable enough to prevent my attempts from timing out. 
 
    A quick Google search brings up his accounts. I tab over to Twitter. Houston teases me about it, saying a social media presence is the enemy of a discreet killer, but how else am I supposed to keep up with Death Cab for Cutie or Corey Doctorow? I plug in @therealbillthompson and find the reason I wasted my morning staring me straight in the face. 
 
      
 
    @therealbillthompson: What good is running a fortune 500 company if u can’t take time 2 smell the roses? On sabbatical. Seeing the world now; see u n a few weeks. 
 
      
 
    It’s frustrating, to say the least. All my best laid plans for naught. Still, it’s funny watching a guy like Mister Thompson try his best to speak properly in 140 characters. All his punctuation where it should be, even a semi-colon, but condensing words like you and to and in to stay under character limits. 
 
    I hop back on Google and do another search, trying to sift through the noise for any details about where he might be going, but it seems his announcement took the business world as much by surprise as it did me. A Forbes blogger speculates health. The Wall Street Journal guesses he’s planning on taking Thompson’s public and is using the time to finalize paperwork. According to my earlier research, I doubt that one. Rumors about his company going public have circulated for at least the past decade, but he has always been too worried about losing control and falling victim to a hostile takeover. Some cattier bloggers say it must be to engage in another of his illicit affairs, or that his sabbatical is probably a matter of him having already had the affair and having to sleep on the proverbial couch for a while. Nothing, however, helps pin down where he might be taking his unplanned vacation. He could be anywhere, and I don’t have time to play Where in the World is Carmen Sandiego? I really need to learn to do that track-a-dude-via-cellphone-towers trick I see on TV all the time 
 
    “If you can’t go to him, have him come to you.” 
 
    Thumbing through the company directory on the Thompson’s corporate site, I find the big man’s office extension. I know he won’t be in, but his secretary will be. 
 
    “Hello, you’ve reached Bill Thompson’s office. This is Beverly speaking. May I ask who’s calling?” 
 
    Beverly? Good. That’s a start. I just need the tiniest bit more info to execute Operation: Rumor Mill. 
 
    “Beverly? Hi, this is Janice Wexler from the Chicago Sun. I was calling to see if Mister Thompson was in today so I could maybe get a comment on this sudden sabbatical he’s taking.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” says Beverly in that unflinching perkiness secretaries seem to freebase each morning. “He’s out of the office for a while, but I can direct you to his personal website where he’s made the announcement.” 
 
    “No,” I say. “That’s fine. I’ve read that. My editor just wanted me to try to get something more substantial.” I paused. “Listen, just so I can get my ass covered, can I get your name and direct number so I can at least tell my boss who I touched base with, just to prove that I made the effort?” 
 
    “It’s Beverly McFaden,” she says and then rattles off a phone number that quickly jot down on the back of my hand, having not thought to have paper ready ahead of time but also not wanting to ask for a moment to get something to write on. I’m pretending to be a journalist here. If I ask for a moment to get something to take notes on, she might see right through my little ruse. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say after confirming the number. “My boss may or may not call you. If he does, remember, Janice Wexler called and tried really hard to get a statement out of you.” 
 
    “Will do, Janice.” I can hear the smile in her voice. It sounds more genuine than it did earlier. Perfect. Poor girl. 
 
    I never had many friends growing up, at least not in real life. Houston doesn’t think young person hormones and in-depth knowledge of how to kill a person mix terribly well. He’s probably right. As a result, just about all of my relationships are with fictional characters from books and TV, or they exist entirely on BBSes or Internet forums. Some days, it depresses me, but today, I’m glad. I may not have the best social skills, but if there is one thing I can do, it’s manipulate the course of an internet discussion. 
 
    I bring the bloggers back up, rank them by traffic, and track down the office numbers for their head writers. Then, after spoofing poor Beverly’s phone number on my cell, I suggest to each that I may or may not be Mister Thompson’s secretary, Beverly McFaden, so I know who he’s been meeting with, but if they want any information, they need to keep me anonymous. Naturally, they agree, reinforcing my belief that you should never trust anything with unnamed sources. The blogosphere is a pack of rabid piranha desperate to be the first to take a bite of anything while there is still meat on a story’s bones. I tell them there may have been talks regarding a buyout or a merger or a takeover. I make each story just different enough to have all the papers playing telephone with each other for the next week before they find out their confidential source was a fraud. Doesn’t matter. By that time, Thompson’s business headquarters will be so inundated by calls from reporters and massive conglomerates trying to put in counteroffers that Thompson will be forced to return from his sabbatical until he can quell the shitstorm I just sent his way. If it just so happens these bloggers want to dump a few thousand bucks into a throwaway bank account for my exclusive tip, that’s just icing on the cake. 
 
    When I feel confident I’ve called enough bloggers and Wall Street pundits, I open the back of my car and look for a change of clothes. This tennis skirt and tight white polo get up might work fine on a golf course, but won’t do me much good in a bustling office building. I would stick out like a sore thumb, and that’s the last thing an assassin wants. I will infiltrate their headquarters. Maybe do the determined college intern routine. I will find out where Thompson’s personal office is, and I will case it. Who comes when and why. Identify all exits, adjacent windows, when lunch arrives and who brings it. If I am really good or really lucky, I will have my new plan in motion by tomorrow. Tonight would be easier, obviously—getting him while he’s asleep is a breeze—but the contract calls for a midday execution. 
 
    As I drive toward Omaha and his downtown office building, I evaluate my list of favorite kill methods, weighing each against the ever-shifting situation. Natural causes via poison. Suicide by assassin, bloody, or by overdose, neat and less dramatic. Car trouble via frayed breaks. The old slip-n-fall. So many ways for a man to die. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    JAMIE 
 
      
 
    CANCEL MY ESCAPE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, you have got to be kidding me!” I shouted as I clicked off the TV. 
 
    “What?” asked Bill, who had been in the other room, shaving. He insisted that just because no one would see him for a while, there was no reason to let himself go. 
 
    “I have good news and bad news,” I called out. “The good news is, you aren’t crazy, and you aren’t paranoid. The bad news is that means someone actually is out to kill you.” 
 
    I rose to get him and my whole body ached. It had been so long since I had been old. I had forgotten how cold and unpleasant it is, how everything swells and creaks and keeps you up at night like an old house in winter. I’d been geriatric for two days and already I wanted to run away to Florida. 
 
    Bill shuffled in from the bathroom and watched the TV. The reports seemed to distress him, but not frighten him. 
 
    “The media are a bunch of damnable vultures, looking to pick a man apart if it sells an extra five seconds of ad time.” 
 
    “Bill,” I said, trying to help him see the severity of the situation. “They’re citing inside sources.” 
 
    “Well, whoever said it is a damned dirty liar. I haven’t agreed to meet with anyone about any buyouts or mergers or stock markets or anything of the sort. Closest I ever came to selling was when I considered going public back in ’99. Ambrose said it would give me the capital I needed to expand into foreign markets. Almost went through with it too, but came to my senses before it was too late. Had the paperwork drawn up and everything. But that was years back. This? This is all hooey.” 
 
    “I know our inside source is a liar. Why else would the story be different on every network? One says merger, another buyout. One says Wal-Mart is making the move, others say some massive conglomeration of subsidiaries and their subsidiaries. And the more each network reports what they were told and culls the other networks for anything they may have missed, the bigger this mess becomes until it’s one huge Gordian knot that they’ll have to call you in to untangle. You dropped off the radar, so the killer is pulling you back in.” 
 
    “So we stay away,” he said. “Easy peezy, lemon squeezy.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, everyone in that building is sitting around, hearing these rumors, and thinking, ‘Damn that bastard Bill’s bones. Why didn’t he tell me about this? After all we’ve been through.’ They’re either looking to flee like rats from a sinking ship or they’re looking to replace you when you make no efforts to settle things. Either way, everyone there is working on their resumes today. And when that doesn’t bring you back, that’s when the embezzling starts. If you don’t act soon, there won’t be much company left for you to manage.” 
 
    I hadn’t intended to set so much as a toe in that office this whole week. I had intended to relax at the Thompson summer home and maybe work through this legendary lust the old man had. If someone came for him, or me, they would find me comfortable, relaxing in a hot tub drinking the old man’s booze and watching something on the biggest screen I could find. Why can’t hitmen show just a modicum of consideration when planning to kill you? I was just glad I had spent the past couple days getting the rundown on Bill Thompson and Thompson’s Department Store just in case someone had a question or wanted me to provide an update on the state of affairs. 
 
    “I have to go in,” I said and went to grab his suit. 
 
    “I was wearing that,” he said, staring at me sadly in his old-style boxers and sleeveless undershirt. He even had elastic straps holding up his socks. A century ago, I thought that sort of thing was classy, a man being able to keep his socks off his loafers. Then elastic socks came along and simplified that whole deal. I had become a big fan of simplicity this past century or so. Self-standing socks. Meatloaf ready in minutes. It’s just a shame computers had to come and mess everything up by over-complicating things again. 
 
    “I need to be you,” I said, “and it seems our mutual friend failed to tell you to bring over a change of clothes. Honestly, I thought I would have a chance to go by your home at some point before having to face those who know you best. Alas.” 
 
    I put the suit on perhaps a bit more violently than was necessary, but nothing tore so I didn’t worry too much about it. Damn the Marquis for getting me involved in this, and damn me for seeing dollar signs and going blind. I don’t know anything about modern business. Eighteenth century agrarian business, maybe, but not this. I hadn’t run a particularly successful venture since the Age of Enlightenment and now I had to pretend to be the president of a company other corporations chomped at the bit to buy up? I was doomed, good and proper. 
 
    “On the bright side,” I said as I buttoned up Bill’s shirt, “at least this way we have a chance to pull them into the light with us. Maybe find out who’s behind all of this.” 
 
    “Well, what am I supposed to do?” he asked. 
 
    I tossed him the TV remote. “I hear there’s a Law & Order marathon on channel nine.” 
 
    “Isn’t there something I can do to help?” he asked. It was sort of sad to see him standing there in his underwear, looking so helpless. “Maybe I can get you a Bluetooth earpiece, feed you information so you don’t… you know.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Make a mess of my company.” I’ve never seen a grown man apologize for not letting someone destroy his life’s work. It was more than a little pathetic, and I mean that in its original sense. Causing sorrow, invoking emotion, not the derisive connotation the word had taken on in modern times. 
 
    “No good,” I said. “I read somewhere that according to anonymous sources close to the president, he signed some executive order that lets him monitor all of your phone calls so that the government can know where you are and what you’re doing 24/7. They’ll hear you talking to yourself and then they send in a team to investigate to see what’s going on. Then boom, the game is up.” 
 
    “That isn’t true,” he said. “Never trust anything that cites anonymous sources.” 
 
    “It is true,” I shot back defensively. “I read it on the internet.” 
 
    “You do know that not everything you read on the internet is accurate, right?” he asked. 
 
    “Obviously, but this was a news site. They can’t lie on a news site. There’s a law.” 
 
    He just shook his head and sat down on the couch. Some people get like that when they’re wrong. If he didn’t want to believe TheRealTruth.org, so be it. It was his own tail in danger. Besides, I didn’t have the slightest idea how that whole blue teeth thing worked anyway, and I didn’t want to feel like an idiot by shouting “Can you hear me? Are you still there?” all day. I can feel like an idiot all on my own without the assistance from some stupid computer pretending to be a phone. Smart, my ass. 
 
    I handed Bill the cell the Marquis gave me and a business card. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this?” he asked, looking over my parting gifts. 
 
    “If I need you, I’ll call you on that phone. The Mar… The Quickie Mart guy says it’s a disposable. Practically untraceable since by the time they figure out what number to track, you’ve already gotten rid of it.” 
 
    “Like in that show The Wire? Burners?” he asked. 
 
    “Exactly.” Finally, something about technology we saw eye to eye on. 
 
    He examined the card, then dropped it in horror. “Do I call this number if I need to have someone killed?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “That’s my card.” 
 
    “With the crosshairs, it makes you look like a hitman.” 
 
    “No, I’m the target,” I said. “See it’s… and then… the crosshairs are pointing at the number, and the number is me, so...” 
 
    He gave me a dubious look so intense it made Judge Judy look gullible. 
 
    I grunted and relented. “It’s a first draft.” 
 
    “So, what do I do with the number?” 
 
    “You call me if you need anything.” 
 
    “On this phone?” he asked and raised the disposable. “This phone right here?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “And that phone number won’t just make this phone ring?” 
 
    It probably would, now that I thought of it. I really wished the Marquis hadn’t sprung this whole business on me seconds before taking my first client. It’s awkward having clients ask questions about your company that you haven’t considered yourself. 
 
    “What I meant was, call me in the future,” I said, hoping he bought it. “After this is all over and you need my services again. Or you know someone else who might. Obviously, you know to call your own cellphone number from that one if you need to reach me.” 
 
    He shook his head and muttered, “What have I let Ambrose get me into?” as he collapsed on the couch, took up the remote, and turned the TV to Law & Order. 
 
    I pulled his keys out of the suit pocket and left the apartment for Omaha. I just hoped his car had one of those GPS things in it. It did, and after ringing up the Marquis—I didn’t want to further undermine Bill’s little remaining faith in me—I was able to get the address punched in and be on my way. 
 
    “While I have you on the line,” I asked the Marquis before he could hang up, “I assume you’ve been watching the news?” 
 
    “Are you talking about the speculation surrounding Thompson’s sabbatical?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Any advice on how to handle that?” 
 
    “Why not just ask Thompson? It’s his company. He could tell you best how he would respond. Maybe you can get a Bluetooth headset or something and have him feed you lines.” 
 
    “And let the government track me using my phone signal to send one of their killer drones against me? No chance.” 
 
    “What?” asked the Marquis with an incredulous laugh. “Where did you get that nonsense?” 
 
    “The internet,” I said. “It was on a news website, so you know it’s legitimate.” 
 
    The Marquis sighed and muttered to himself. “The only thing more dangerous than someone with no knowledge is someone with a little who thinks he has it all.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. 
 
    “It means stop reading those conspiracy websites. They aren’t true.” 
 
    “But there was this guy in Montana-” 
 
    “No there wasn’t.” 
 
    “But the experts say-” 
 
    “Not real experts.” 
 
    There was a long bitter pause. “Can you write a press statement or what?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Marquis sighed. “I can write a press statement, but if you value our man Bill’s success, be sure to specify that you will not be taking questions, and once you get to the office, lock yourself in. Do everything via conference calls. No in person meetings. That way you can at least bring up the real Bill Thompson on the phone to do the talking.” 
 
    “What about the drones?” I asked. 
 
    “For you, my oldest friend and one-time lover, I will hack the Pentagon and temporarily disable their drone program. Then I will play their surveillance footage on a loop. You’ll know it’s working because you won’t see any drones following you.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked. “You can really do that?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” he said blankly. “And the government isn’t listening in on this phone call either, you old fool.” 
 
    He hung up. Clever of him. Don’t admit to being able to hack the most secure computer network in the world, not when its gatekeepers are listening. 
 
    I might just be able to pull this off after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    I’M NOT WHO I SEEM TO BE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Infiltrating Thompson’s HQ is painfully simple. I’m only twenty-three and look a little young for my age. I’m not threatening. I can be charming or forgettable, and when dressed appropriately, no one would assume I’m anyone’s mistress who needs to be shuffled away discreetly. In fact, with the right pencil skirt, sweater vest, hair band, and frazzled expression, I look conveniently enough like an intern. 
 
    Accessing the company Wi-Fi takes no effort. It isn’t hard to guess the password. Th0mps0ns. Barely any complexity. Simple substitutions. Barely any length. As bad as that security is, I could probably have just asked. Someone should be fired. From there I’m easily able to pull up the names, pictures, and office locations of seven important employees and department heads on seven different floors, so no matter where someone stops me, I have an excuse to be hurrying someplace else. A stack of files and a four-cup coffee carrier help. Word of advice with the coffee carrier. Only keep three on it. Four looks like you haven’t started. Two is fine, makes you look busy, but it doesn’t balance well, and spills easily. One looks like you’re almost done, and then people start piling work on you, which draws attention if things don’t get completed in a timely fashion. Three, however, balances quite nicely. Three says you’re working, but you still have a lot left to do. Also, those folders? Make them thick. Stuff them with extra copies of that memo about not wasting paper if you have to. A thick folder looks important, which makes what you’re doing look important via the transitive property. Nobody wants to slow you down and risk the wrath of the powers that be. Three coffees, at least three thick folders, and a look like the devil is nipping at my heels, and I have free access to case just about the entire building. 
 
    There are six entrances to the parking garage—two stairwells, two elevators, one door to the lobby, and the gate to the street that cars use. Bill Thompson sometimes grabs meals in the employee cafeteria on the third floor, which has four entrances: two for diners, one for kitchen staff, and one freight elevator for bringing in food stuffs. The executive floor where Thomson’s keeps his personal office can only be accessed via executive elevator and an emergency stairwell, both of which require keycard access from any floor other than the top. Shutting down the building’s power would disable the locks, but that seems like it might raise a few flags. No worries. There are other ways to gain access to Thompson once he comes in. 
 
    As I pass through the bustling cubicle maze on the fourteenth floor, a stern looking fellow in his early to mid-forties, but well-aged, taps my shoulder, nearly causing me to drop my things. Tyler Hanson, head of Marketing. “Are you lost?” he asks, more an accusation than an attempt to help. 
 
    Time to slip into character. I think Martine McCutcheon from Love, Actually will do nicely. It’s the perfect mix of eager, nervous, and bumbling. Maybe a little Anna Kendrick for the voice, though. A cockney accent would be a little too much for Omaha. 
 
    “No? Maybe? I mean probably,” I stammer. “Is this Accounts?” 
 
    “No, this is Marketing. Maybe you’d better move along, little girl.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I say. “Sorry. It’s just it’s my first day and Mrs. Stevens in Receiving told me to bring this file to Mr. Ortez in Accounts, and I was supposed to bring him coffee too, but now it’s getting cold because I can’t find his office, and-” 
 
    “Paulo Ortez?” he asks, cutting me off. If you can keep a frantic rambling going long enough, they’ll always cut you off and give you what you want just to make you go away. “He’s two floors down, but he doesn’t drink coffee.” 
 
    His intimidating stare grows suspicious, so I let the color drain from my face and gasp deeply. 
 
    “Who are you again?” he asks. 
 
    “Shit,” I say, feigning terror and glancing at the empty space in my four-cup holder. “Shit shit shit.” I quickly cover my mouth and shoot my eyes even wider. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to swear it’s just…” I clench my fist and let out a sort of grunt/groan hybrid. “I gave Mrs. Stevens the wrong cup. She’s going to be pissed and now she has the wrong drink and Mr. Ortez is going to have the wrong drink and I don’t even know what floor I’m supposed to be on. I am so dead. Please don’t tell anyone. I can’t lose this job. I need it. I have student loans to pay off. I have my rent. I swear I won’t mix up anyone’s drinks or go to the wrong floor again. I just-” 
 
    “Enough,” he says. “He’s down on the tenth. Just please stop your incessant yammering.” 
 
    He turns to walk away, but I follow. 
 
    “Thanks, sir. I really appreciate it. If you need anything, anything at all, faxes sent, files collated, coffee fetched, just let me know. Honest. I would have been fired for sure.” 
 
    I stay on him like a lonesome puppy, gushing my thanks until finally he breaks down and forces me onto an elevator, mashing the tenth-floor button and waving goodbye to me as the doors close. By no coincidence are we standing next to the executive elevator when he grows exasperated with me. It isn’t terribly hard to corner a person when he’s afraid of the lawsuit that might come if he touches you. Nor is it a coincidence that I end up “lost” on the floor of the most micromanaging, short-tempered exec on the board and at a time when he is most likely be in no mood for games, right before lunch. No sooner do the doors close then I push the button for the top floor and say a silent thank you to the puppet Hanson. 
 
    I put my frantic face back on as the elevator dings and opens upon an impressive second lobby hundreds of feet in the air. The walls have mahogany paneling, and there are large glass windows all around, indicating the offices of this important person or that. This I expected. It looks much like the executive floors I’ve seen on TV. What takes me by surprise is the fountain, nothing large, but still there, over forty stories up. It seems extravagant, but I suppose a company as successful as Thomson’s can afford an extravagance or two. 
 
    Just beyond the fountain, between it and a wall of pure glass stands a round, solid wood desk, and at that desk sits a woman in her mid-thirties, flaming red hair pulled back into a neat bun. She’s older than I anticipated. The faceplate embedded in the front panel reads simply Beverly McFaden. Nowhere on her desk does it say she serves as his secretary, a sign of Mr. Thompson’s high esteem for her. What’s more, her faceplate, upon closer inspection, appears to be no plate at all, which could easily be swapped out, but a permanent feature carved into the desk itself. 
 
    As she stares me down, I look past her into the room beyond. Thompson’s office. I can see the very tip of his graying head sticking up above the back of his leather chair, but he’s turned away from me. I glance quickly, nervously around, ostensibly trying to find a specific office, but my primary focus is not names on doors. I’m hunting security cameras in corners. There are a couple, one already staring me down. They have my face, but they had that the moment I stepped in the building. So long as I do my job properly, no one will suspect foul play or think to even check the footage. 
 
    “Can I help you?” asks Beverly with that same clipped, practiced perkiness she had on the phone. 
 
    “I was running errands for Mister Hanson,” I say, because screw that guy. “You know, running files, getting coffee, and he said I should get one for Mister Thompson on account of his vacation being interrupted and he would probably want something to jump start him on account of his age, though I imagine Mister Hanson probably didn’t mean for me to say that last part, and if it ever gets back that I did, he’ll probably fire me, so could you keep that under your hat because I really need this job and…” 
 
    I gasp for breath. Beverly still hasn’t interrupted me, and I don’t think I have much more of this sort of BS left in me. 
 
    “And you are?” she asks, thumbing through an appointment book we both know I won’t be in. 
 
    “Bette. Bette Davis,” I say and kick myself for not coming up with something less absurd earlier. 
 
    “Bette Davis?” she asks, raising the most skeptical eyebrow I have ever seen, and that’s including the time I was fifteen when Houston caught me sneaking home past midnight and I said that I was volunteering at an animal shelter. 
 
    “Yeah, like the actress but with a ‘y’ instead,” I add quickly, hoping the detail makes it more idiosyncratic and thus more believable. “It’s stupid. I’ve been getting that look my whole life.” 
 
    “And who let you into the elevator, Betty?” She strikes the name like a hammer against an anvil. 
 
    “Please,” I say. “I just need to drop off this coffee and say, ‘Mister Hanson thought you could use this.’ That’s all.” 
 
    She makes a clicking noise with her tongue and teeth, hums a bit, and scrawls something down on a notepad. “He isn’t seeing anyone today,” she says without looking at me. 
 
    “It’ll only take a second.” 
 
    When she regards me again, my blood turns to frozen cherry slushy beneath her withering gaze. “He isn’t seeing anyone today. At all. If you would like to leave the coffee, I can take it in as soon as he’s ready.” 
 
    “Sure,” I say, and pull it from its holder. “Just remember the message. About Mister Hanson.” Because screw that guy. As I move to hand her the cup, I step down as hard as I can on my heel, forcing it to snap. I stumble, and coffee flies everywhere, spilling across her desk, soaking through papers and possibly ruining her keyboard. I worry my pratfall may have looked a little cartoony, but Beverly seems too angry to notice how absurdly I fell. Coffee puddles on the marble floor of the foyer into creamy mocha pools. The hydrogenated oils that made up the fake whipped cream will no doubt be a pain to clean up and will make the floor slick for the rest of the day. I hate to draw attention to myself, but I don’t want to risk anyone else but Mister Thompson taking the cup and having the wrong person keel over dead. That wouldn’t be professional, and I have a name to make for myself. 
 
    “Shit,” I say loud enough for everyone to hear. I hope it comes off as deeply horrified and apologetic and not some bad rehash of Natalie’s bit from Love, Actually. Maybe if I swear enough, she’ll remember the profanity but not the face. “Shit! I’m so sorry. Damn it! Shit!” 
 
    “Get out of here,” Beverly says through clenched teeth. 
 
    I wave my hands apologizing, placating, collecting my broken shoe and files. 
 
    “Should I use the elevator?” I ask. 
 
    Beverly says nothing, only points angrily in the general direction of far away. I nod, stumble to the elevator, and climb in. The poisoned coffee was a bust, but there are other ways to kill a man that will not arouse suspicion. 
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    NO ALLIES FOR PROTECTION 
 
      
 
      
 
    The press conference went well enough. There were several people I struggled not to picture naked, a pox upon Bill’s lecherous instincts, but thanks to the podium, I doubt anyone noticed. A mob filled with reporters wrote down every word the Marquis fed me and then pressed for more, even after I clearly said no questions. At that point, there was nothing to do but keep shouting “no questions” back at them until I could make my way inside. It put me in a bit of a foul mood, which worked in my favor. Though I had to deal with more than a few stares as I walked the halls, people at least had respect enough to keep their distance until I could slam Bill’s office door shut and lock the bolt. 
 
    Everyone seemed to buy that Bill had barricaded himself in the office and barred all visitors as a temperamental side effect of having his vacation cancelled, which was good because it allowed me to sit in his office and, after receiving tech support assistance from the Marquis, get the real Bill Thompson on conference call to handle any issues that may arise. The Marquis likewise had done a stunning job shutting down the shadow government’s spy program because I saw no drones all morning, and the only helicopter to go by was the KETV Channel 7 traffic copter. That gave me plenty of time to take note of everyone I saw walk through the executive lobby, particularly those who gave my office any attention. I would be a fool to think that something as simple as a keycard lock would keep out an assassin. 
 
    There were a couple of deliveries, a frantic intern whom I could feel Bill’s lust hunger for, a number of confused executives. Nothing itched at my paranoia, though. I decided I should also take notes during any conversations Bill had with anyone over the phone. Spotting the killer was important, but so was finding out who was behind it. After all, that piece of information was worth an extra five grand.  
 
    There were several meetings regarding the rumor mill and how it may have started. Everyone blamed everyone else for being the inside source. The head of accounts thought it was the head of sales because “she seems like the type of person to do that.” The head of sales thought it was some attention seeking kid in the mail room. That kid said it was probably IT because of access to company e-mails. I’m inclined to believe him, but the Marquis said the kid was probably an idiot and I should ignore him. Just to be safe, I checked with IT to see who they suspected, and they pinned their suspicions on the VP, because in movies, it’s always the second in command causing trouble. The vice president, Nick Presario, thought it was probably just some blogger wanting to legitimize his own wild speculation, and everyone else jumped on the bandwagon and it’s all a big game of Telephone by this point. To his credit, Nick seemed as surprised at the rumors as he was at the idea that I or Bill or whoever was taking leave. Either way, he claimed he was glad to have me “when it hit the fan.” 
 
    I ran all of these by Bill, and he agreed generally. Jenna Donaldson in sales did seem the type. The Bill part of me wanted to ask if she was the type to do other things but I shut that part down by chomping hard on my tongue. How did he even function? When the pain finally replaced his inconvenient urges, I forced my thoughts back to the topic at hand. 
 
    The snot nosed kid in the mail room was always causing trouble for Legal by posting wild nonsense on the Facebook. IT, he said, could theoretically pull off tapping everyone’s e-mails, but since Bill had never said word one about anything related to the rumors, there would be nothing for the IT snoop to read and report on. Finally, Nick Presario constantly pushed for big changes, mostly slashes to product or employee quality to boost profits. It wouldn’t be unreasonable for him to want to take charge more directly. I pressed Bill for anyone else who might want him dead, and having already run down a list of a half-dozen theories, the paranoia part of his brain must have kicked into high gear. Suddenly everyone had some possible motive. His secretary Beverley. She asked for a raise several months ago and he said not now, maybe later. The maintenance man. Bill once blamed a fart on him, only later to find out he had an interest in a woman who was riding in the elevator with them at the time. When someone wants you dead, suddenly everyone looks like an assassin. 
 
    “Bill, do you honestly think Elevator Guy would have you killed over a fart?” I asked. “Be reasonable.” 
 
    “There’s nothing reasonable about hiring someone to kill another human being, so why should the motive be?” he said. 
 
    “Then do you think Elevator Guy could afford to have you killed?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Bill. “Not a top of the line killer, but maybe some friend who’s strapped for cash or maybe a drug addict who needs money for a fix. A hit for a hit, right?” 
 
    “I think if it were that sort of assassination, they would have made their move already. Drug addicts aren’t known for their patience, and they certainly aren’t going to wait several days when there’s a piece of sweet relief waiting for them on the other side of that murder.” 
 
    Bill didn’t seem entirely convinced, but I pushed on. After all, he wasn’t the one staring down the barrel of a gun. I was. And coming back or no, that’s unpleasant if the killer isn’t a dyed in the wool professional. 
 
    “Let’s change our plan of attack, Bill,” I said. “How about instead of looking at who might want you dead or who could afford what quality killer or why someone might want you dead, we look at how people respond to the rumors or how they feel about you being back at work?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, that makes a bit more sense.” 
 
    There was an awkward pause. “Bill?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What are your thoughts on how people have responded?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Bill. “I haven’t seen them. You have.” 
 
    He had a point. I was really hoping to use his familiarity with these people to weed out suspects, but he wasn’t here to help, to see who was behaving oddly. And because I wasn’t physically seeing people, technically, I couldn’t see who was behaving oddly either. Damn again. I hated leaving myself vulnerable before I knew what to look for. 
 
    “Before I go step out of the office and put my neck on the line, I’d like to ask you about a few people.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “Anything to catch this killer.” 
 
    “Three women,” I said. “When I became you, there were these flashes. I almost never get memory flashes from bodies I put on, but with you, I had a flash of three women. A short haired blonde. Young. Really pretty.” 
 
    “You’ll have to be more specific than that,” he said. “I’ve known a lot of pretty young blondes in my life.” 
 
    “There was an Elvis song scratched in the background,” I said. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, then more sadly, “oh…” 
 
    He was silent for a moment and I thought I heard a sniffle. 
 
    “That was Constance. My wife.” 
 
    “You’re married?” I asked. 
 
    “Was,” he said. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I’d… I’d rather not talk about it.” 
 
    “It’s important,” I said. “I need to know about anyone who may want you dead for any reason.” 
 
    “All you need to know is it isn’t her.” 
 
    I thought to push him for more information, but there was a hard edge I didn’t feel like blunting my resolve against. I moved on. 
 
    “Black woman in the back of a truck.” 
 
    “Her?” he asked. “Really? How do you even know about her?” 
 
    “She popped into my head,” I said. “You tell me how I know about her.” 
 
    “She was nothing,” said Bill. “I only saw her the once. I don’t even know her name.” 
 
    “So why does she spring to mind so quickly when you’re…” 
 
    “When I’m what?” 
 
    I hemmed and hawed a bit, trying to figure out how to phrase it delicately. “What makes her significant?” 
 
    “That was a memory from a couple of years ago,” he said. “I’m pretty sure you noticed by now that I’m no Sean Connery. I’m not aging well. She was the first person in a long time that made me feel attractive, virile. You know what I mean? No, no of course you don’t. You’re a young man. You don’t know what it means to be yesterday’s leftovers.” 
 
    I know more than you could imagine, I thought, but kept silent on the point. “So, no love child? No paternity suits or anything like that?” 
 
    “Did you see how old that woman was?” he asked. “If she got pregnant by me, the first person she should call is Ripley’s Believe It or Not!” 
 
    “Lastly. Young girl. Dark hair, round face that comes to a point. Cupid’s bow lips. Spring dress. I think it was in a park.” 
 
    “You’re just meddling in all my dirty laundry,” Bill said with a touch of venom in his voice. “Didn’t you get a single clean memory from me? Something about my mom or a high school best friend?” 
 
    “I didn’t choose to see your memories,” I said. “Trust me. If I could control it, I would have gotten something that would help me fake my way through this whole running a retail giant thing.” 
 
    “I guess,” he mumbled, but didn’t seem too keen about it. 
 
    “Who was she?” 
 
    “A mistake.” 
 
    “And what was the name of this mistake?” 
 
    “Valerie Edgerton.” He resented telling me, I could sense it. “She came on to me a few months ago. I’m sixty-four. Pretty young things don’t come on to me anymore.” 
 
    “So, what did you do?” 
 
    “You saw it,” he said. I couldn’t tell if he was angry or embarrassed or both. “What didn’t we do? We screwed like rabbits. We did every dirty thing we could think of. Fire hoses couldn’t separate us.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what? A gal can’t be an important memory to a guy by simple virtue of being the best lay he’s had in over a decade?” 
 
    “She can be,” I said, “but you don’t strike me as the kind of person to be ashamed by something like that.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I suppose I’m not.” 
 
    “So why are you?” 
 
    Another pause long enough to read Russian literature. 
 
    “She was Hanson’s daughter,” he finally admitted. “I didn’t know it at the time. I mean, her name was Edgerton for crying out loud. Some illegitimate kid he had back in high school or college. I can’t remember.” 
 
    “Hanson?” I asked. 
 
    “Tyler Hanson, my head of marketing,” he said. “I swear I didn’t know they were related.” 
 
    “Why do you think she came to you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “We never really talked, not about anything personal. Just movies and music and stuff. Maybe she wanted a father figure.” 
 
    “Some father figure,” I said before I could stop myself. 
 
    Bill ignored me. “Maybe she wanted to spite her old man. Maybe she wanted my money, but finally saw she wasn’t going to get it. For all I know, the two are working together to blackmail me or pump me for info. I don’t know. Who knows what daddy issues do to a girl?” 
 
    “Does Hanson know?” 
 
    “About daddy issues?” 
 
    “About your affair with Valerie.” 
 
    “I sure hope not.” 
 
    “Hopes don’t stop bullets.” I said. “Does he know, or doesn’t he?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but then who knows how close those two are? I wouldn’t have thought so, but then this whole killer thing has me rethinking everything. At this point, I’d be willing to consider a case against my own mother.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Better we don’t leave any stones unturned.” 
 
    I waited for some kind of response, but got none, so I hung up. I figured I should be looking into who might want Bill Thompson dead anyway. I could really use the bonus money. 
 
    From his lusty reputation, Bill seemed to have been quite the red apricot blossom peeking over the fence. I started my search into his sordid past with his wife. It sounded like there might be some bad blood there. A quick internet search said there wasn’t. She had died of a respiratory infection three years ago. I found a journal file on Bill’s computer and pulled up the day of her death. A little more digging because being thorough pays, and my research said technically there was bad blood. She had AIDS. Being a relationship that started in the seventies, they had an open marriage that would come back to haunt her. It seemed she caught it in the 1980s “back when everyone thought it was only for homosexuals.” Once they found out, he got tested and somehow came back clean. Their relationship remained open, he with clean people and she with newly discovered groups of infected people who wanted sex without the fear, all very discreet. Of course, for all the public knew, she was a just a health nut and a saint for putting up with all her husband’s affairs. She died of pneumonia, which was sad but not unreasonable for a woman her age. End of story, the sordid truth buried with her. 
 
    “One down, several to go.” 
 
    I didn’t want to leave the office, but I needed to get up close with my suspects. Jenna Donaldson in sales, consensus had it, was a huge gossip who often started up rumors not to be malicious but to appear “in the loop.” She might start a rumor that threatened the integrity of the company just to look like a vital part of said business, but she wouldn’t have someone killed. The mailroom kid just loved shooting off his mouth because that’s what kids his age do. The IT rumor made no sense at all when one had the facts. That pretty much left me with Nick Presario and Tyler Hanson within the company and probably Valerie What’s-Her-Name. Valerie wasn’t in the building, at least I hoped not, so I focused on the other two. I figured I could hit up Presario’s office first since he was on the same floor as me, and then ride the elevator down to whatever floor Marketing was on. 
 
    It wasn’t difficult to find Presario without asking. As vice-president, his office wasn’t far from mine, and it was particularly large and ostentatious to boot. The man had a golden eagle statue on his desk. To be clear, I do not refer to the species, the golden eagle Aquila chrysaetos. It was a statue of an eagle made of or at least plated with gold, talons out, wings spread. The pose conveys a sense of composed majesty but of a hunter a heartbeat away from the kill. I had the nagging suspicion if I sent a private investigator to his house, I would find him masturbating to DVDs of Wall Street and Glengarry Glen Ross. Specifically, the parts with Gordon Gecko and Alec Baldwin’s unnamed characters, waxing poetic about the unbridled quest for more money. The Marquis’s favorite bits. 
 
    He turned to me, all sleaze and charm, and while I have been broke for too long to know much of anything about suits, I knew his was valuable because I had seen the Marquis wear something similar two years prior. He offered his hand to me, which I took like a proper co-worker. He was a squeezer, a bone cruncher. I couldn’t tell if it was the power of his grip or simply Bill’s tired old body, but it hurt like the dickens and took a decent bit of control not to wince. 
 
    “Bill, how are ya?” he asked, sliding behind his desk as smooth as so much oil. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Missing my vacation, but when someone is drilling holes in your boat, you have to rush to plug them.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting analogy from someone who hates the water,” he said. 
 
    Damn. This was the sort of thing I had hoped to avoid. I thought desperately of how I might back pedal. Maybe something about hearing the line in a movie or reading it in a book, but what if Bill didn’t read or didn’t go to the pictures? I decided to avoid it by taking a tangent instead. 
 
    “Actually, it’s an interesting metaphor. Similes use the words ‘like’ or ‘as,’ and analogies tend to use an A is to B as X is to Y sort of format.” I held my breath. 
 
    He looked like he wanted to say something, to come in with a well-timed “Well actually…” He didn’t, thankfully. Instead he pinched his lips ever so slightly, cast me a sizing stare, then offered me a seat. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Bill?” 
 
    “Trying to get a sense for how the rumor is affecting everyone,” I said. “Who is updating their resumes and things like that. What fires need to be put out first.” 
 
    “Triage?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Triage.” 
 
    He nodded sagely, but said nothing. 
 
    “So, what’s your take?” I asked. 
 
    “On what? Priorities? Well, what I would do in this situation-” 
 
    “No, what’s your take on the rumor going around?” 
 
    “Which one?” he asked. “The takeover? The health troubles? The illicit tryst?” 
 
    “In general,” I said. 
 
    “I know there’s not a merger in the works, and I know we’re not going public either,” he said. “I’ve worked here beside you for how long now?” 
 
    He paused, waiting for me to answer. Damn it. Again. “Long time,” I said. “A real long time.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how long?” 
 
    My mind went blank. I froze like a thief who just knocked over a platter. I sweated, my eyes darting about as though there might be some clue on the walls. His eyes seemed to twinkle with sadistic delight, seeing me squirming on the hook he baited for me. My mind went blank like a new apartment wall, and without thinking, I blurted out, “Must be twelve years this August.” 
 
    He blinked, stunned. “Yeah,” he stammered. “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 
    I did my best to hide my surprise at my lucky guess. He seemed too caught up in his own thoughts to notice. 
 
    “So, like I was saying, in all that time, if there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that you’re never going to sell out and you’re never going to let someone buy you out. Bill Thompson is Thompson’s, and Thompson’s is Bill Thompson. Anyone who thinks you’re about to step away is a fool.” 
 
    I nodded. “What about the rest?” 
 
    “I don’t know much about your health,” he said. “You seem well enough, but who knows what it’s like at your age. There’s cholesterol, cancer, Alzheimer’s, heart conditions. There are a thousand things that will grab a guy like you out of the blue. 
 
    “As for the possibility of a sex scandal, I wouldn’t dare to propose you would be involved in anything like that.” 
 
    He gave me a wink that made me feel like no amount of scrubbing would make me clean again. 
 
    I wanted to press the issue, but couldn’t figure out the most Bill way to pry apart his comment, and the longer I mulled over my approach, the more awkward it came to do so. Thankfully, a knock at the door gave me a reason to keep on not talking. 
 
    It was a mail kid in a nice shirt and tie, so not that mail kid. He had a few envelopes and a small box, perhaps three inches wide and ten inches long. New business cards, normally nothing of interest. What caught my eye, however, was the text on the sample card stapled to the outside of the box. It read, “Nick Presario, President, Thompson’s.” 
 
    “New business cards,” I said, trying not to seem too intrigued. “May I take a look?” 
 
    Nick hesitated for a moment, then opened the box and offered me one. I took a moment to pretend to be reading it for the first time. 
 
    “President?” I asked, masking my concern. I wondered how he would play it. Would he cower behind a typo? It didn’t seem his style, but what else could he do? 
 
    “Successful people visualize their goals and bring them into reality through strength of will,” he said. “I won’t apologize for wanting to run this company someday. These help me focus my efforts, like a totem. I’ve made business cards in advance of every position I ever held.” 
 
    He smiled at me, the type of smile that made me want to check my wallet or look under the hood of a car that was all polish and no gears. Then he laughed and broke the chilling moment. “Don’t take it personally, Bill. Hell, I still have a box somewhere that says I’m Secretary of State left over from the one semester I was a political science major.” 
 
    “It’s just a little strange is all, seeing someone else with a business card for your job.” 
 
    “I get that,” he said and put a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s not kid ourselves though. Nobody lives forever.” 
 
    I laughed. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t help but cackle madly. Here I was, effectively immortal standing in for someone so he wouldn’t die, and I was being told that no one lives forever. It couldn’t have been better if I had planned it. 
 
    “Or they retire or move on do one of a hundred different things,” Nick said, suddenly uneasy. No doubt, my laugh unsettled him the way his smile unsettled me. “The point is, one day you won’t be running this company, and I intend to be there to fill that awfully big void you’ll leave at Thompson’s. It’s what vice presidents do. I’ve put a lot of thought into what will happen to Thompson’s if anything should happen to you.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. He was creepy, sleazy, conniving, sure. All those things and more, but he wasn’t wrong. I nodded. “As they say, ‘the general who wins the battle makes many calculations in his mind before the battle is fought,’ right?” 
 
    Nick gave me a solid glare and spoke slowly. “You don’t strike me as the type to quote Sun Tzu.” 
 
    Crap. He was right. Bill didn’t seem like the Sun Tzu type to me either. I would have to be more cautious of what I said if I were to continue this masquerade. I scrambled to cover but came up with nothing but a child’s “Sun who?” 
 
    “Tzu,” he said easing off the suspicion just a touch. “He wrote The Art of War. You’ve heard of it, right?” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, trying to cover my gaff. Of course I had heard of it. I fought under generals who swore by it centuries before this country was discovered. Not that that meant Bill was a fan. “Yeah, I’ve heard of it, but can’t say as I’ve read it. Is that what that line’s from? I got it in a fortune cookie once. I think I might still have it in a desk drawer somewhere.” 
 
    Really? his eyebrows seemed to ask. 
 
    “Anyway, I’m sure you’ll take good care of her.” I gave a folksy shrug and hoped that would end it. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “Now, is there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Can you get Hanson on the phone. Tell him I’m heading down to talk to him about something important.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” Nick picked up the phone and began to dial as I left his office. 
 
    Something in his tone left me unconvinced he was innocent, but I would have to deal with that later. I had other leads to follow. 
 
    I bid him good morning and hurried to the elevator, hoping to catch Hanson before he went to lunch. I didn’t think Bill could run, and people would probably think it strange if he couldn’t and I did, so instead I walked quickly like I had some important meeting to attend. No one seemed to notice or care. With my cancelled sabbatical, I’m sure they expected me to look bothered by every urgent thing I had to do and would do their best to stay out of my way. Good. 
 
    I pulled out my phone and dialed up Bill to keep him apprised of the situation. He picked up moments later. 
 
    “Bill,” I said and hoped no one thought it odd, me speaking to myself. Rationally, I knew they shouldn’t. Bill isn’t exactly an uncommon name. Still I felt paranoid, like someone would instinctively know something was up if I spoke to someone also called Bill. 
 
    “It’s so weird hearing my own voice over the phone,” he said. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “I mean, I’m sure that it would be, but I don’t even recognize my voice when I hear it played back to me. It sounds different in my head.” 
 
    “You aren’t the head of a multinational corporation. You don’t hear your speeches and press conferences played back to you on the evening news at least once a week. Believe me. I am well aware what my voice actually sounds like.” 
 
    “You have a point, but it’s not why I called. I just spoke with Presario. He gave me the creeps.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Bill. “He’s like a shark who smells blood all the time.” 
 
    “And he already has business cards made up for your job.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Does that mean you knew or…?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Bill. “Did he say why?” 
 
    “Some wish-fulfillment sounding nonsense about totems and visualizing your goals. Making business cards for the job you want to keep you focused or something.  Does that seem like something he would genuinely do?” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. Who knows? I mean, someone is out to kill me. Everything looks suspicious. Why is he having Jell-O for dessert? He normally eats a cookie. You know what I mean?” 
 
    “Did I mention that he casually dropped a couple of times in the conversation that I or we or whatever wouldn’t always be running the company? He said stuff about no one lives forever, and accidents happen, and maybe I’ll have a heart attack and only mentioning something as innocuous as retirement after I shuddered under his gaze. Maybe I’m the one being paranoid this time, but maybe he knows you know.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to think about,” said Bill. “I wish I could have been there, to see how much was out of character for him and how much was just Nick being ruthless old Nick.” 
 
    “Me too,” I said as I reached the elevator. “Look, I’m heading down to Hanson’s office now, to see if I can shake any clues out of him. I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    I hung up the phone and looked about, just to make certain no one had been listening in on my conversation. After I had convinced myself I had been safely ignored, I mashed the call button and double checked the directory to be sure Marketing was, in fact, on the fourteenth floor. It was. I mashed the button again. And again. For an elevator with exclusive access, it was taking a rather long time to come up. After what felt like several minutes, I gave up and raised my hands in what I hoped was a good, folksy, Omaha huff. 
 
    “Damn elevator!” I shouted and made my way to the stairs. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to take the stairs?” Beverly called from her desk. 
 
    “Well, I certainly don’t want to wait any longer,” I shouted back, hoping I sounded more inconvenienced than angry. Bill Thompson didn’t strike me as a quick to anger type, and I would hate to spoil my disguise with the wrong inflection. 
 
    “What about your knee? Do you think it’s up to it?” 
 
    My left knee had been a little stiff, but I had assumed that was just me not being used to old age. I racked my brain for something Bill-ish to say. “Hang the knee,” I called back. “I’ll live.” 
 
    She looked like she wanted to add something to our dialogue, but seemed to think better of it and returned to her work. 
 
    I pushed open door to the stairwell and began to hobble down. After only one flight, I regretted not waiting for the elevator. Beverly wasn’t kidding about that left knee. As I walked, I passed a dark-haired girl, cute in her own way, I suppose. Not the jammiest of the jams, but still attractive. Maybe it was the sweater or maybe it was Bill’s hormones, but I couldn’t help but picture her naked. She smiled coyly, and I felt a flash of recognition. 
 
    “You’re that poor girl who spilled coffee all over Beverly’s desk,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” she blushed. “I just got a replacement cup to bring up, but the elevator must be out of order. But it seems you know that already.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    She smiled sheepishly, then went to pass me. I turned awkwardly to let her by and couldn’t help but inhale deeply the scent of her hair as she passed. What the hell, Bill?  
 
    I must have taken her by surprise because she spilled her coffee once again. It was warm, but not hot, thankfully. No doubt it had cooled down after so many flights up. Still, it soaked into my suit and ran down the stairs. 
 
    “Shit,” she said. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to swear. It just…” 
 
    “Isn’t your day?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I guess not. Looks like I have to go all the way back down again.” 
 
    I nodded and shrugged. “Sorry, kiddo.” 
 
    “No,” she said and brushed a few rogue hairs from her face. “I should apologize, not you. I ruined your suit.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” I said. “I’m old, my knee is going out, and now the stairs are wet. If you could help me down, I’d be glad to call us square.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. 
 
    She took my arm and placed a steadying hand on my back. The warmth of her touch stirred thoughts within me that Bill would have been more practiced containing. I tried to keep my breath from quickening, but with little success. Together we took two steps down, splashing in the pooled coffee as we went. Then I felt her lean in close and whisper in my ear, “We’ll get you all the way down in no time.” 
 
    There was a hard shove, and I went falling, flailing, and slamming hard into landing after landing of cold, unforgiving concrete steps. I felt my ribs shatter, my legs twist in agonizing angles, and my skull crack hard into the cinder block wall. Excruciating pain tore at my body like wolves devouring their prey. Not an exaggeration. I’ve been eaten by wolves before. 
 
    And then there was blackness, and I felt nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    I’M AT ODDS WITH DESTINY 
 
      
 
      
 
    After following the old man all the way down to the bottom, carefully avoiding stepping in any blood so as not to leave incriminating tracks, I slip on some latex gloves to check his pulse. It’s present, but weak. One could barely call the movement in his chest breathing. Blood pools all around him. I feel a little sick, seeing him lie there in such grotesque, misshapen angles, but I remind myself what a bastard he was, and that eases my discomfort. He’s not dead yet, but he will be so soon the difference is academic. I want to finish the job properly myself, but don’t dare touch the body in case I accidentally leave some trace of evidence behind, subtle things like strangulation marks or bloody shoe prints all over his face and neck. You know. Things that might make someone suspect foul play.  
 
    I’m just thankful that whoever installed the security system never thought to put eyes in the fire stairs. I had re-enabled the executive elevator shortly after he entered the stairwell, so I figure no one will find him in the fleeting moments leading up to his death. I’ll have to make do with good enough. 
 
    Taking a moment to compose myself, I wipe a few beads of sweat from my brow and double check my make-up. I’ve never been much into “girly” things, but YouTube has tutorials for everything, and with just a little practice, I’m able to freshen myself up the way people expect young overwhelmed interns to be. The last thing I want is for someone to catch me looking like I just walked down forty flights of stairs and then start investigating why. When I feel I’ve put myself together well enough to attract no attention, I walk out of the stairwell, through the lobby, and onto the sidewalk where a cab waits. 
 
    Climbing into the back, I pull out my phone, dialing as the taxi slips into the Omaha streets. The phone rings several times, and I grow anxious. Why isn’t Houston answering? I can’t exactly leave any sort of voicemail for someone else to find. I haven’t secured his line yet from possible eavesdroppers. 
 
    Right as I move to hit the end button, I hear his voice. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey,” I say, once I know it’s him. I don’t dare use his name, just in case. 
 
    “Finished with work already?” he asks. “It’s only eleven fifty-three.” 
 
    I consider how to answer without saying anything that might expose me. What might work for an office environment? “Just about. It’s sent to the printer. Just waiting for it to come out.” 
 
    “So not finished yet?” 
 
    “Like ninety-nine percent. Or even ninety-nine point nine nine,” I say, and fumble for how next to disguise murder talk with Office Space dialog. “For all I know, it’s probably done already, sitting on the print tray waiting to be collected.” 
 
    “Remember the job requirements,” he says. “It needs to be submitted for public review by mid business day. It may be done, and it may not be, but if it isn’t up for public review on time, the boss is going to cry foul and may even dock your pay.” 
 
    He is so much better at talking in code than I am. 
 
    “It will be,” I say. “Care to have a celebratory drink tonight?” 
 
    “Can’t,” he says. I can just make out the sounds of gunfire in the background. “They’ve got me in Taiwan tonight working on a hostile takeover. But keep me posted on your project.” 
 
    “I will. Be safe.” 
 
    “Be careful and avoid any typos,” he says back. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I hang up the phone and ride in silence, thinking about what I’ve done. I killed a man. For years, I’ve trained for it. I’ve even given Houston an assist on a few jobs, but this one, this death is all mine. It feels strange. I thought I might feel a sense of pride at a job well done or satisfaction at removing a scumbag from history. I thought I might feel terrified that I would be caught. I thought I would be looking over my shoulder constantly, worrying about fingerprints and security footage and witnesses. I thought there might be the slightest possibility I would feel regret. After all, with a simple push, I ended a human life. Poof. Gone, never again to rise. To a degree, I do feel all of this, brief bursts of giddiness or fear, fleeting pangs of sadness. On the whole, however, I don’t feel much of anything. It occurs to me how much it feels like the conversation I just had with Houston, with all the emotional impact of paperwork. The only lasting sensation is one of relief at it finally being over. For a moment, I worry over what that says about me, that I rank killing a person with filing a report, but then I decide it says I am a professional and take it in stride. 
 
    The cab driver lets me off at a predetermined location. I wait until he disappears completely out of sight before boarding the next bus to come by, which I ride for several stops. Then I hop off, walk several blocks in a random direction, board another bus, ride at random, walk more, then another bus, taking a long, winding trip back to the crash pad Houston had me set up for the job. 
 
    It’s a Howard Johnson’s booked under an assumed name. We made sure to get into a busy hotel that got a lot of convention overflow. Things get hectic at certain specific hours, making inconspicuously checking in and checking out a breeze. After all, when two hundred dentists all need to leave at the same time, who is going to notice one more professionally dressed woman in the mix? However, because most of the guests are conventioneers, when it isn’t check out time, the halls are as devoid of life as the moon. 
 
    I slide my keycard into the lock and duck into my room, certain that no one has followed me back to the hotel. The cleaning lady left my room alone. A “Do Not Disturb” sign and background porn left playing on a loop keeps housekeeping away better than anything else I can think of. The paranoia Houston has trained into me presses me to check the room anyway, just to be safe. I do a quick sweep for bugs, compare my things against photographs to make sure they haven’t been moved. Everything turns up out clean. Even the cotton swab I left leaning up against the inside of the deliberately messy bathroom door is still standing. A good search team will take their own photos and put stuff back as precisely as they can. If they don’t realize they’ve moved something, however, by say, accidentally knocking over the cotton swab when they opened the bathroom door, and seeing the rest of the clutter, assume the swab had always been lying there, they tend to overlook putting it back. 
 
    My three bags lie by the far window right where I left them. One contains personal effects, clothes toiletries, a small assortment of tools, a few vials of assorted poisons, etc. The locked suitcase contains Prince Charlie. I know I don’t need him for the job, but I brought him along anyway in case I find a free moment to go practice. The third contains an emergency fire escape rope ladder should I need to make a quick getaway. As a rule, I never take a room higher than the second floor, so if worse comes to worst, I can always jump out and have a reasonable chance to survive with only minor injuries. Even so, I prefer the ladder. It’s hard to run with a twisted ankle or heaven forbid, a broken leg. That’s how they caught John Wilkes Booth. Not that I admire his work or his tradecraft, but it’s good to know the cautionary tales just the same. I glance down at my rental car. It’s right where I left it, parked directly beneath my window. I hope I won’t need to utilize my escape plan, but it’s a comfort to know I have it. 
 
    After a quick shower to wash off all the coffee I spilled on myself today, I kill the porn on my laptop to see what the news has to say about our poor departed friend Bill Thompson. Typically, if a story is big enough, you don’t need to break out your good Google-fu to get info to come up. I hope that will be the case. I don’t want to do something foolish like plug in “Bill Thompson dead” or “Bill Thompson fall” if his body hasn’t been discovered yet. It’s been at least an hour since I left Thompson’s corporate offices. Surely someone has discovered him by now. I type in his name only, just to be safe. 
 
    After scrolling past his personal web page, the Thompson’s home page, and Bill Thompson’s Wikipedia entry, I come to the Recent News tab. There are headlines about his unfortunate accident, but they’ve been truncated. I click a link at random to see what the word is, and my jaw about drops to the desk. 
 
    “Dumb fucking luck.” 
 
    Bill Thompson is at Nebraska Medical Center in critical, but stable condition. After that absurdly long fall, after all that blood, he is alive. Battered to Hell and back, not going anywhere any time soon, but alive. “What sort of multi-vitamins do you take in the morning?” I mutter to myself under my breath. 
 
    My phone rings. 
 
    I don’t bother checking the caller ID. Only one person knows this number. “Hello?” 
 
    “Seems there was a paper jam at the printer,” Houston says as gunfire pops in the background. “You’re going to diagnose the problem and resend.” 
 
    “Yeah, so I noticed.” I toy with saying something about the printer being old, but stop myself. It will only confuse the metaphor because Bill’s advanced age should have worked in my favor, but didn’t. 
 
    “Well, hop to. Don’t forget that two o’clock deadline.” 
 
    “Can do.” 
 
    I hang up. He seems too busy to chat what with the shooting and killing, and I have too much to do anyway. I don’t have time to bus hop. I need a straight shot to the hospital if I want to avoid any complaints from our Mister Johnson, who might decide he won’t pay if the news hits even a second after two. I fish around in my bag for a couple of poison vials and some of latex gloves. Tucking them into my pocket, I turn the porn back up, put the privacy sign back on the door, and slip out of the room. Down in the car, I fish a set of nursing scrubs from the trunk and change in the parking lot. A dentist back early from the convention gets a quick show, but I don’t have time to worry about him. He’s a dentist. Let him have one good thing happen to him in his life. I climb into the driver’s seat and pull out onto the road, speeding as cautiously as I can for the hospital. 
 
    I arrive without incident, and I slip behind the first unoccupied nurse’s station I find to pull up Thompson’s room number. While I’m there, I grab a sterile face mask for anonymity and quickly pull up the user’s manual for whatever vitals monitoring systems they keep on hand. Finding a secluded corner of the hospital, I skim to the troubleshooting guide and figure out how to reverse engineer a malfunction that will slow the nurses finding out our poor friend Bill Thompson has died, hopefully stalling them just long enough to keep any hero doctors from bringing him back. 
 
    As I make my way to his room, I notice a small crowd has begun to form around his door. Throngs of well-wishers and looky-loos and press types circle about in numbers great enough that hospital security has to be stationed at his door. Damn. I hope my scrubs will save me. I force my way through the mob of onlookers to the door where a security guard stops me. 
 
    “Badge?” he asks. 
 
    Man. Questions? Talking? I take a breath and channel my best Edie Falco/Nurse Jackie. She wouldn’t take this guard’s shit. Reaching down to my waist, I pull up nothing, look at the hem of my top, get frustrated, groan, cast accusing glances back toward the crowd. “I think I lost it,” I say. “It must have slipped off while I was squeezing through. If one of you could look for it?” 
 
    Naturally, they pay me no mind. I’m just a nurse. I repeat myself, knowing I’ll get the same result, then return a pleading gaze back to the security guard. 
 
    “Look, I just have to go in and out. You can even go in with me. No big deal.” 
 
    “Why the gloves and mask?” he asks. “You look like you’re prepped for surgery, and usually, that’s the sort of stuff you don’t put on until you get in the room anyway. Keeps things cleaner.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, “But it’s not for his benefit. I have bedpan duty, and there weren’t any gloves in the last room. I’m not wiping another shit-covered ass unless I know I don’t have to touch it or smell it.” 
 
    He eyes me suspiciously. 
 
    “Come on, man. Look at me. I’m not a journo. No camera, no notepad. I don’t even have a pen on me. You can watch me work. Seriously. This is my last pan before I can clock out.” 
 
    He weighs my words and after a few seconds decides they are good enough for him. He follows me in, which I didn’t think he would. No problem. There are ways to chase away a snooping eye. 
 
    I survey the room and see Bill Thompson looking like he has been on the receiving end of the worst kind of mugging. Bandages cover most of his body, and bruises peek out from what little skin can be seen. Two people hover over him, a young woman and a man I recognize as Tyler Hanson. The air feels tense, as though someone has hit the pause button on a big battle, and they turn to eye me, the interloper who no doubt stopped them in the middle of some last goodbyes or words of encouragement. More witnesses. 
 
    “Sorry, friends,” I say. “Time to change the bedpan and check the catheter. You don’t want to see this, and it’s the hospital’s privacy policy not to let you anyway. I’m going to need you to step out for a bit.” 
 
    They look at each other, then Bill. “We’ll talk later,” Hanson says, and turns to leave. The girl says nothing aloud, but the sadness in her eyes speaks volumes. Still, they leave without any objection. 
 
    I walk confidently to Bill, whose eyes seemed glazed over from the morphine drip by his bed, and prepare to scare off Big Brother. For all their talk and bravado, security guards can be pretty squeamish. Hoping my friend here is just such a guard, I take Bill and gently move him onto his side, revealing a large adhesive hospital pad. I give it a prod and nod, then let the old man rest back flat while I fetch a replacement. Rolling him over again, I peel off the pad and make sure the guard can see the smears of feces all over it. By no means coincidentally, the front of the hospital gown falls aside as I work to wipe away the shit, exposing the old man’s wrinkled, gray-haired scrotum and penis with an uncomfortable tube running down its urethra. While I clean, a decent bit of feces rubs onto my gloves, and the old adhesive pad fares only slightly better. I gesture to the hospital pad. 
 
    “While you’re in here, can you give me a hand and toss this while I keep cleaning?” 
 
    The guard looks revolted, and I can practically see his lunch fighting its way up. 
 
    “I actually think I hear a commotion out in the hall,” he says. “I should probably go look into it. You… finish up in here and hurry out.” 
 
    I nod and resume my work. Once he leaves, I replace the hospital pad—someone might ask questions if I don’t—and set to work disabling the monitors. Once I have that done, I check his chart for injuries and decide that with his punctured lung, respiratory failure seems as likely as anything. Unscrewing his IV, I begin to pump a vial of succinylcholine into his veins. It’s a powerful muscle relaxer, one that doesn’t get checked for in most tox screens, and in high enough doses causes lungs to simply stop working, completely normal for someone in his condition. They won’t check for poison and probably won’t even do a thorough autopsy. 
 
    Bill Thompson eyes me the whole time, and soon he begins to flail, almost causing me to spill my poison. He speaks in a weak little mousy voice. Most everything he says is garbled by injury or morphine, but a few words come through. 
 
    “You…” he says. “…coffee… killer…” 
 
    I shrug and reconnected the IV. I don’t want things looking strange should someone come in before he dies. “You got me, Bill. But look on the bright side. You were supposed to be dead yesterday at the golf course, so take a moment to appreciate the extra time you got to enjoy, you bastard.” 
 
    He begins to mash his call button as frantically as a man in his condition can. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not going to work,” I say. “I disabled it just a second ago. All of it. But if it makes you feel better, press away.” 
 
    “…don’t…” 
 
    “Sorry, but you pissed off some rich people. Instead of begging me not to kill you, maybe the thing to do would be to re-evaluate those life choices that made someone hate you enough to want you dead.” 
 
    “…who…?” 
 
    “No idea. It’s all fake names and shell e-mails, but good try.” 
 
    I finish my work and tidy up the room a little, making sure I leave no DNA anywhere. As I clean up, I see his eyes go wide in panic. The poison no doubt has begun to take hold, and his lungs have begun to seize. As he flails desperately trying to grab air, he pulls his heart monitors loose. Perhaps it’s deliberate, an effort to call in the nurses. It doesn’t matter. The steady beep of a heartbeat continues to fill the room. Someone wasn’t paying attention when I told him I had disabled everything. Still, one has to admire a fighter, even if he is a lying, cheating bastard. I wait until he exhausts himself, and hook the monitors back up to him. The fewer questions they ask later, the better. 
 
    “Have a nice life,” I say as I leave the room. Bill replies with an unintelligible groan. 
 
    I shut the door tightly behind me and give the guard a nod. “Thanks for the hand in there, champ.” 
 
    He looks away uncomfortably. It may be childish of me, but I have always loved to watch authority figures squirm. As I turn from him, I see Hanson and the young girl waiting anxiously at the front of the crowd. I give them a solemn nod. “He’s sleeping now, but you can come back in a bit.” 
 
    As they turn away, a journalist catches hold of my arm, asking if there’s anything I can tell him, anything he can report back to his boss. “That would be unethical,” I say with a smile. 
 
    He nods, slips me a business card and a hundred. “Well, if you change your mind after you get off, give me a call.” 
 
    I nod back and slide the money and the card into my pocket. With that, I push my way through the crowd to the elevator, slip down to the parking garage, and disappeared into the Omaha streets. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    JAMIE 
 
      
 
    BARELY HANGING ON 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I woke, I found myself in a strange room, full of beeping and air that had somehow found a way to be both sickly and sterile. I didn’t recall the agony of hellish flames licking at my body while the blackness took me, so I hadn’t died. I wish I had. I can recover from any injury while I’m dead, but alive, I’m as fragile as anyone. More so now because I found myself suddenly a sexagenarian, or whatever you call the sixty-year-old version of an octogenarian, and all of Bill’s bad life choices, things like sausage and gravy for breakfast every morning and deciding regular exercise was for the birds, they were all coming back to haunt me like a ghost that isn’t content to just kill the guy who offended it but to get everyone who ever crossed his path too. 
 
    A cough welled up from deep within my chest. Struggling to breathe, I felt like I had mud coming up, and when I finally let the cough out, the sensation of sledgehammers crushed down on my ribs. Punctured right lung. Cracked ribs. I would guess three. Second from the bottom on the left. Third and fourth from the bottom on my right. My right arm had a compound fracture just above the wrist. I couldn’t feel anything below it, so I assumed I had severed a nerve somewhere, and had no way of knowing what shape my hand was in. I had a cracked pelvis, a broken leg, some internal bleeding, and several other injuries I no longer felt like dwelling on. My vision blurred a bit in my left eye, and for a moment, I suspected damage to my retina or cornea, but when blinking caused no real pain, I figured I had probably simply lost a contact lens falling down those stairs. One fewer injury to deal with. Yay. 
 
    In my long life, I’ve been maimed and battered and killed in every way imaginable it seems, so I’ve gotten disturbingly good at diagnosing myself based on exactly when, where, and how things hurt. I tried being a doctor once, thinking it might give me an edge, but it didn’t really. It’s easy when you can feel the pain yourself and can tell if it’s a sharp, grating pain or a jagged sandpaper pain. It’s a lot harder when patients simply point and say, “It hurts real bad right here, doc.” Plus, I didn’t have the mind for med school. I did once, long ago, but at the time I matriculated, the body I wore didn’t have a brain with a working sail plan. It turns out, becoming the guy who has the best grades and enrolling at a different med school doesn’t guarantee you’ll have a high performing brain. Sometimes it just means you look like a guy whose parents bought the school a new dormitory. 
 
    Knowing the many things wrong with me didn’t make the pain more manageable, but I did at least know what not to do. For instance, scratching my nose would hurt like the dickens. To be fair, doing anything would hurt like the dickens. With a catalogue of injuries a mile long, the list of what I could do included “wallow in pain” but not much else.  I figured I was at a hospital somewhere, probably in Omaha. In my condition, I wouldn’t dream of transporting me anywhere. That being said, I was in Omaha, and who knew the sort of medical facilities they had here. For all I knew they had shipped me to the Mayo Clinic for special treatment. I could have been unconscious for days. I may have even slipped into a coma. 
 
    I wiggled the fingers of my left hand. They always put some kind of button near your hand so you could access it as soon as you wake up. It didn’t take long to find two buttons. One, I assumed called the nurse. The other would dispense morphine. I didn’t know which was which, but I figured if the nurse showed up, she could push the morphine button for me. 
 
    The nurse did not come. Instead I got the sweet relief of heavy duty narcotics, the sort I could only dream of while getting my leg amputated in the Genpei war. Of course, centuries of use, including a decade of addiction, had tempered its effect on me. On the other hand, millennia of injuries had inured me to everyday pain and made the rough stuff more tolerable as well. I imagine if actual Bill had been here without morphine, he would have gone into shock long ago. 
 
    Eager to put my newly numbed nerves to use, I looked around the room and discovered a garden of flowers, which was pleasant. Not being the real Bill Thompson, I knew they weren’t technically for me, but it was nice to feel appreciated just the same. I could see my limbs as well, and was relieved to know my wounds had been dressed and bones set. 
 
    As I rested, a nurse entered, her eyes wide in shock when she saw me conscious. “Mister Thompson! You’re awake!” 
 
    “I was going to go with ‘alive,’ but awake works too,” is what I tried to say. What came out was a garbled mess of sounds and a new pain I hadn’t noticed before. I must have cracked my jaw as well. Fantastic. I was just thinking things were going too well. 
 
    “Don’t try to speak, Mister Thompson. You broke your jaw.” 
 
    I had to remind myself that she wasn’t used to patients who had endured more broken jaws than she had treated. I nodded to her to show I understood, but that hurt as well. I wondered how she intended to communicate. Probably the old blink code, once for yes, two for no. 
 
    She told me she was going to ask me a few questions, and explained how I could answer. I blinked once to let her know I understood. She asked me about my injuries, and what happened, but she never considered asking if my fall was accidental. Why would she? She was a nurse, not a cop. My report would have to wait. 
 
    And then I realized I was damaged beyond belief and what that meant for me, for Bill. How long would I have to recover for him? He couldn’t fake these injuries for the months or years of physical therapy it would take to get back to his level of health. I doubted he would pay me for that much time, and I know I couldn’t fake being him for that long, having to bluff my way through business meetings. Not unless I had a brain injury, which I didn’t think I did. My thoughts were too clear, morphine considered. No, there wouldn’t be any brain damage to blame it on. 
 
    I answered her questions to the best of my ability. They were simple and straightforward, which let me focus my thoughts on how to proceed with Bill. I hadn’t really considered how this sort of work might play out. In my mind, it was all being killed and then tossed into a river or buried in the woods, someplace where I could conveniently come back and write off the absence as an unplanned vacation. It never occurred to me that the assassin might fail disastrously, leaving my clients stuck having to feign paralysis or some other such injury for the rest of their lives. I really wished my mind were clearer so I could think things through. 
 
    The nurse finished playing Twenty Questions: Diagnosis Edition, and brought in the young girl from Bill’s memory. Victoria? Veronica? 
 
    “Billy?” she asked. “I don’t know if you can see me or hear me or what. It’s me. Valerie.” 
 
    “Va…la…rie...,” I said, taking my time to sound it out, both to help ease the worry in her voice and to help me remember her name. More pain. Good job, me. 
 
    “I know you said you didn’t want to see me, that we couldn’t be together but when I heard…” 
 
    I tried to say I understood, but the words slurred together, like trying to do a portrait with too thin paint. Broken jaws and morphine do that. The sentiment must have gotten across, because she came close and took my hand, and gave it one of those concerned pats you give when you don’t know what to say, but you actually do know and just don’t want to think about it, don’t want your mind to put it to words. 
 
    I wanted to ask her about us, or rather her and Bill. I don’t know why I said us. Maybe it was the morphine causing the confusion and letting Bill’s biology trump my consciousness. 
 
    I guess she saw the bewilderment in my eyes and mistook it for something else. “I couldn’t… I thought I lost you… the nurses say… Well, I could never forgive myself if I didn’t come to see you.” 
 
    I muttered a few unintelligible words that she interpreted as agreement because she leaned in and kissed me. Softly first, on the cheek, then forehead, then lips, and her passion overwhelmed me. Her hands took hold of the sides of my face and she seemed determined to share her life with me in a literal sense, like she could kiss years into me. The fall must have busted me up worse than I thought, because I thought for sure Bill’s body would react a bit more in the trousers than it did. Still, though she was not my lady love, kissing her, being near her, smelling the scent of off the rack soap on her neck and hair intoxicated me, and I felt loved like I hadn’t felt in years. Bill was a lucky man to have this and a fool for sending her away. If he didn’t want it, I would gladly take it for him. 
 
    Without a moment’s thought, I kissed her back, getting lost in her lips, her aroma. Even the salty scent of tears intoxicated me, as they ran down her cheeks, soaking between her palms and my face. Despite the cries from my neck and back as I leaned into her, I could not stop. She was more potent than morphine. 
 
    Then she pulled away. I felt blood on my lip and assumed our tender moment had caused cuts to reopen. All the pain I had ignored stabbed into me at once and I whimpered not from happiness or longing, but agony. 
 
    “…you…” I said, barely getting that single word out, but she nodded, smiled, and squeezed my hand again. 
 
    We sat there in each other’s silence for several minutes when the nurse returned, calling out “knock, knock” as she entered. 
 
    She came in with a smile and Tyler Hanson. I swore aloud, but no one could tell, thanks to my broken jaw. The look on his face told me he did not expect to see Valerie, and the way she leapt to her feet, releasing my hand as she did, said the same held true for her. 
 
    “Dad?” she asked, stunned 
 
    “Valerie? What the hell?” 
 
    Then the confrontation scene of an after school special played out before me in glorious Technicolor. What was she doing here? What was he doing here? What had I done to her? How dare I sully his daughter’s integrity? You don’t understand, dad. I love him. I came on to him. Leave him out of this. How could you? He’s my boss. Like I care who is who to you. You weren’t even a blip on my radar growing up. Well, that was your mother’s decision, not mine, and all the other greatest hits. I should have paid more attention, I’m sure. These were real lives unfolding before me, but the only thought circulating my mind was, Hanson was not out to kill me for getting together with his daughter. He may be now, but not when this started. 
 
    For several minutes, this went on and could have run all through the night, except a nurse entered with a security guard and talks of changing my bedpan. She wore scrubs and gloves, which made sense to me. Almost no one wants to get someone else’s waste on them. The face mask, however, took me by surprise. Was I so bad, they didn’t dare risk someone breathing on me? It made no sense. They let Valerie and Tyler in without masks. The other nurse didn’t have one. Perhaps this one was paranoid about disease. 
 
    It also occurred to me that I don’t know that I had a bedpan. They had that gauze stuff taped to me to catch my feces, and they had a catheter in me. What sent off warning bells, however, was the way she rolled me. I had broken ribs, along with several other “do not move” injuries, and yet she reached to roll me over. 
 
    I cried out, trying to warn the guard, to tell him she was no nurse but an assassin, but between the broken jaw, the pain killers, and the torment of mishandled injuries that got through the meds anyway, all that came out was an inhuman, zombie moan that sent the security guard scrambling for the door with mumbles about a problem outside. 
 
    She checked my chart, I guess to see how close to death I was. I imagine she didn’t want a repeat of the stairs. I can’t say I blame her. I hate having to drive all the way across town to work on a job I thought I had already finished. It didn’t make me any more eager to die, but at least this time she would do it right, I could heal, and have a head free of pain to figure out what to do next. Not that I had any good options. No matter how this played out, live or die, Bill was screwed. Either she dropped the ball again and I faked being him for the next few years while I healed, or she kills me, I resurrect, and suddenly everyone wants to know how Bill recovered from a massive list of life threatening injuries overnight. I could try to see a faith healer, but I don’t believe in that sort of thing. The last thing I want to do is give one of those con artists a celebrity endorsement. 
 
    There was also the very real possibility I would die, and the nurses would charge in before I resurrected. With these heart monitors everywhere, they would know the instant my heart stopped and would rush to my rescue. Perhaps they might revive me, but in my condition, they might not be able to. I would be dead for however long it took my body to heal these injuries and revert to the shape Bill was in when I turned into him. Surely Bill would be pronounced dead and sent down to the morgue. What would he do then? 
 
    My killer put down her chart and reached into a pocket, pulling out a small vial. After unhooking my IV, she popped open the glass container and injected the liquid into my arm. I tried to slap her arm away, but my injuries were too great, and my arm flopped sickeningly around. Maybe it would make her spill it, or at least dislodge the needle so whatever it was didn’t slip into my bloodstream. No good. I fought for as long as I could, but I found myself winded almost instantly. Damn lung injury. Gasping for breath, I forced what scant few words I could through my numb lips. 
 
    “You… coffee… killer…” 
 
    I couldn’t stop her, but at least I could let her know she wasn’t as slick as she thought she was. 
 
    She shrugged and reattached the IV to the needle. “You got me, Bill. But look on the bright side. You were supposed to be dead yesterday at the golf course, so take a moment to appreciate the extra time you got to enjoy, you bastard.” 
 
    I tried to call out for help, but didn’t have the lungs or strength for it. But I did have a call button! I thumbed it madly, a wild desperation blooming within me. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not going to work,” she said. “I disabled it just a second ago. All of it. But if it makes you feel better, press away.” 
 
    Damn. Not as slick as she thought, but still better than I gave her credit for. I inhaled a rasping gasp of air and squeezed out my last plea. “…don’t…” 
 
    “Sorry, but you pissed off some rich people. Instead of begging me not to kill you, maybe the thing to do would be to re-evaluate those life choices that made someone hate you enough to want you dead.” 
 
    Rich people? Like Presario or perhaps the head of some rival company I never even considered. Maybe I could get her to monologue like some James Bond villain. “…who…?” 
 
    “No idea. It’s all fake names and shell e-mails, but good try.” 
 
    She busied herself around the room, no doubt trying to remove any evidence. I tried one last time to call out, but I could barely get any breath at all, like a weight had begun to press down upon my lungs. My arms, too, began to feel leaden. Muscle relaxers. Focusing all my strength, I reached for my heart monitor cables and pulled. Surely if I flatlined, the real nurses would charge in not only save me, but catch her in the act. The monitor came off with a good, hard, yank but the steady beep of a heartbeat continued. I don’t know what my killer had done to the machine, but no one would be coming for me. I tried to protest, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t even lift my middle finger to her. She just smiled a cold smile, reattached the monitors to my chest, and walked to the door. 
 
    “Have a nice life,” she said as she left the room. 
 
    She couldn’t understand me, I’m sure, but I told her to fuck right off. 
 
    The weight came down harder, pressing the last of the air out of my lungs, my arms hanging limply, ineffectually by my sides. I braced myself for darkness and flames. 
 
      
 
    When I woke, I could still see sunlight, but it was paler. I glanced at the wall clock. Just after seven a.m. It had taken all night to heal those many injuries. I would have guessed longer, but I assumed because the physicians had set my bones, they were able to mend much quicker. Still, it was more than a little disconcerting that I had been dead for more than twelve hours and no one noticed. The machines all worked away with their steady beeps and clicks. How over-reliant had we become that doctors no longer physically checked to see if a patient is alive? So long as the EKG kept a regular blip, blip, blip what did they need to touch me for? They must have assumed I slept when they pronounced me unresponsive, and who could blame them, after the trauma I had suffered and the morphine I had flooded my system with before my most recent death? I’m sure it did not help either that my body doesn’t cool much while I’m dead. I don’t know why, but I always assumed it was much the way a person becomes feverish when fighting off infection. Death was the infection, and my body could get pretty feverish when it fought it off. The more I thought about it, the more I couldn’t blame them for not catching on I had passed away. 
 
    There would be a shift change soon, which meant a new nurse would come in, maybe even a doctor. This one might even be attentive, so they might notice how not seriously injured I was. Physically, I felt great. I could climb out of bed and make a run for it if it weren’t for two things, these braces and splints that held my arms in place and the guards stationed at my door. 
 
    I could move decently well, given all the slings I was in, but freeing myself quietly would still be a trick and a half, plus I didn’t know how to slip out undetected. Shaking my right arm loose, I reached for a phone by the head of the bed, no doubt there for patients they did not think as gravely wounded as I had been last night. I hoped they didn’t monitor when it was in use, or I would have some serious explaining to do. Plucking the handle from the wall mount, I punched in the Marquis’s number and waited for a response. 
 
    “This is Ambrose Wentworth IV.” 
 
    “Marquis? It’s me.” 
 
    “Everyone I know is a ‘me.’ Kindly be more specific.” 
 
    “Right now, Bill, but I was Jaime a few days ago when you dragged me into this mess, and Genevieve when we met in Paris back in-” 
 
    “Yes, I recall now. What is the issue?” 
 
    I took a deep breath to steady my thoughts. It was nice to have lungs that would let me do that. It would be nicer still once I got back into a young body, one that knew what lung capacity ought to be. 
 
    “The problem is I feel fantastic.” 
 
    “Good for you,” he said. 
 
    “No,” I said, emphasizing the point. “I feel completely healthy.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, then again. “Oh. Yes, I could see how that would be a problem.” 
 
    “I need to get out of here undetected. Any ideas?” 
 
    “What is your situation?” 
 
    “Security at the door, probably paparazzi, plus usual hospital stuff I imagine. I can’t exactly leave the bed to find out.” 
 
    “I believe I know someone who can help.” 
 
    “Anything you need me to do?” I asked. 
 
    “Just keep calm and don’t draw any attention to your health.” 
 
    “I can do that,” I said. “Also, could you tell Bill I don’t think Hanson is our man. He seemed genuinely surprised to find his daughter here.” 
 
    “I will be sure to pass on your message,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and before I hung up, “Oh, one more thing. Our assassin, the balding guy? He isn’t working alone. He may have been tailing Bill, but it was a young brunette girl that shoved me down the stairs and poisoned me last night.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, then the Marquis said, “Good to know. If she comes back, just knock something over. You’re feeling well enough that it shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Hey, Marquis?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “How long before your guy gets here? I know hospitals are all about recovering, but I don’t want to get caught here feeling better.” 
 
    “A few hours,” he said. “Don’t be afraid.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” I said. “You don’t know what it’s like to be cut open like a lab rat. It’s already happened to me once in the last hundred years, back in the forties. That’s enough for a good long while.” 
 
    “I understand it’s unpleasant when that happens,” he said, “but don’t be such a child about it. It will be terrible, but you will survive it. Humans instinctively fear harm because it leads to death. That isn’t a problem for you, so there is no need to fear.” 
 
    “Well what is a legitimate fear, in your estimation?” 
 
    “Me personally? I fear being powerless. Without the ability to assert his will on the world, a man is nothing, and I refuse to be nothing.” 
 
    “I have a legitimate fear,” I said. “Not torture, and not being powerless. If nothing else, I can outlive anyone who oppresses me.” 
 
    “And what could an immortal possibly be afraid of?” he asked with no small portion of condescension. 
 
    “Eternity,” I said, and shuddered in my bed. 
 
    “That’s not a curse,” he said. “That’s a blessing. You’re just too pessimistic and uncreative to treat it as such.” 
 
    “You say that because you haven’t really noticed it yet,” I said, “and even if you had, you could do something about it. Yes, you’re over two centuries old, but you can’t imagine more than a thousand years, I’m guessing. Not really. You can acknowledge the time, but you can’t understand it. I’ve been around over ten thousand years, and I’m beginning to have a pretty clear picture of eternity. I will almost certainly live forever and that terrifies me.” 
 
    “What’s so frightening about that?” 
 
    “Forever,” I said. “Not a century. Not a millennium. Forever. One day, mankind will be extinct except for me. All life on earth will cease to be except for me alone, suffocating on thick, unbreathable air because there are no more plants to make oxygen. Not a single living thing except me. Maybe it will be a Mutually Assured Destruction nuclear war that kills everyone off. Maybe a plague. Maybe time. But it will happen eventually, and I’ll have to watch it happen. I’ll have to live with the nothing that remains. 
 
    “And then one day, the sun will become a red giant and swallow the earth and here I will be, charred to a crisp in its corona. Then I will resurrect and promptly char again and again, flaring back up like a trick candle in the heart of a star until the universe ends, and after that? Who knows? Maybe I’ll still be here. Maybe I’m the one destined to turn off the light at the end of it all. 
 
    “You can live a really long time if you choose, Marquis. But you can also die if it ever becomes too much. You aren’t immortal like me. You’re just living an extended life, one whose constancy keeps me sane in an ever-changing world. But one day, even you will die. And humanity. And then plants and animals. And then it’s just me, my thoughts, and the endless stream of death until the end of time. That’s what scares me.” 
 
    “What are you, some kind of nihilist?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Nihilists believe in nothing. I don’t believe in anything. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “Oh, and what’s that?” 
 
    “Nihilists believe nothing is real. We come from nothing, we return to nothing, and everything in between is relative. Morality, truth, belief? These are meaningless concepts.” 
 
    “That sounds like you to me,” he said. 
 
    “The bit about the middle, I agree,” I said. “The part about returning to nothing? Not so much. After so long, it’s hard to put faith in anything, even nothingness. In every society I see goodness triumph over evil and vice versa with coin toss predictability. I have seen countless One True Gods replaced by new One True Gods. But the difference is how can I believe I will one day return to nothing when that’s the one thing I’ve learned I cannot do?” 
 
    I sighed as deeply as this old body and older soul could. 
 
    “I would love to believe in something,” I said. “I just can’t anymore.” 
 
    The Marquis said nothing, and I suspected for the first time in all the years we had known each other, he had truly listened to what I had to say. 
 
    “I’ll see if I can’t hurry my associate along,” he said and then hung up the phone. 
 
    Once again, it was just me and my thoughts. I looked at the cars outside to remind myself that it wasn’t time yet. For now, there was still life in the world. Somewhere out there, some of those lives were working to get me free. 
 
    Now all I had to do was wait. I hated waiting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    DETERMINED NOT TO FAIL 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have the financial networks running constantly throughout the day, waiting for news to break of poor Mister Thompson, who shuffled off this mortal coil at the hospital following a nasty little tumble that was complicated by old age. It does not come in the first hour, and I worry that my Mister Johnson will not pay if news of Thompson’s death comes outside the prescribed hours of ten to two. How can so much time possibly pass without the hospital staff realizing he died? The monitors would keep repeating echoing the heartbeat and breathing, but someone should notice he’s gotten cold. Unless... 
 
    I practically kick myself when I realize the error of my ways. I glitched the monitors to keep a pulse and breathing pattern going whether there was one or not. It bought me time to escape and made sure Thompson would be dead long enough that there would be no saving him once they finally discover the malfunction. With all machines pinging normal, no one will discover the body until someone thinks to physically examine my victim. No, not my victim. My target. Victims are wronged, but targets have it coming. Surely, the thermometer will have to eventually tell them he has passed, or at least rouse their suspicions when his core temperature drops to the low sixties while his pulse keeps up a steady fifty-five beats per minute. 
 
    But hours pass and there’s still no news of the ex-Mister Thompson. Short of criminal negligence, I can fathom no possible way the doctors have not noticed how cold the body has become, and yet the news and the financial websites make not one peep about his passing. Equally strange, there’s no scrolling update about doctors charging in at the last moment to save him. And yet they must have, or else he would be pronounced dead by now. He cannot possibly have survived that much succinylcholine on his own. Not even a ventilator could keep him breathing with that much in him. There must have been some medical intervention, an intervention no one seems to be talking about. Does he have press agents working frantically behind the scenes to crush whatever rumors may be circulating? 
 
    I sit in my dim hotel room on pins and needles all afternoon, anxiously tabbing through blog after blog, first hoping someone will finally pronounce Bill Thompson dead once and for all, then when the market bells close and the only thing down is corn futures, I tab from blog to blog hoping old Bill survives the night. I clean Prince Charlie at least a dozen times while waiting for news. Killing a man between ten and two seems like such a simple request. I’ll never get another gig if I can’t accomplish so direct an assassination. 
 
    When my phone rings, I want nothing more than to curl under my covers and hide. But I answer. I have no reason not to, and Houston knows it. 
 
    “How are you? Have a good dinner?” I ask, trying to keep the conversation as light and non-business related as possible for as long as possible. 
 
    “There are enormous time zone differences between your office and Thailand. I haven’t had dinner yet today. But you knew that. You’re stalling.” 
 
    “What? Me? Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because it is well past time and the paperwork still hasn’t been filed.” 
 
    “It’s a very tricky printer,” I say. Is it printers we blame things on now? And is the printer his death or the media finding out about it? 
 
    “Then find a new printer,” he says, his voice harder than I have ever heard it before. “You will file it no later than midday tomorrow. Use a typewriter if you have to, but get the job done. It isn’t just your career on the line.” 
 
    It’s his turn to hang up on me. I don’t even get a chance to ask how his business went, but knowing Houston, it went swimmingly. How could it not? He is a professional among professionals, practically a legend, and I’m the new kid working the dish room. I want to protest, to say it’s not my fault. I shoved an old man down forty flights of stairs. I pumped so much muscle relaxant into him that even machines shouldn’t be able to keep his lungs going, and I made it virtually impossible for anyone to notice until well after he was good and dead. The man has more lives than Rasputin, and that’s just the times I could get close to him. That’s not counting the attempts thwarted by dumb luck. The poisoned coffee. The initial plan to get him drunk and drown him in a small lake he was known to drive by every single Monday for years, that for some inexplicable reason, he did not pass. The man must have a platoon of guardian angels looking out for him.  
 
    I want to tell Houston that even Castro would be dead by now. I want to shout all of this at him, to make him see that none of this is my fault, that my plans were exceptional, only undermined by the strangest, most unforeseeable whims of fate. But I don’t. If I call him back to tell him any of this, he’ll only tell me that a good plan leaves no room for fate. 
 
    I resolve myself. At ten a.m. sharp, Bill Thompson will die, no more escapes. I will not walk away until I have confirmed his death personally. It will be clean, it will be decisive. There will be no doubt he has died once and for all, and if everything goes according to plan, no one will think it anything more than a tragic happenstance. I will finish the job. I may have been a disappointment, even an embarrassment to my profession with my earlier clumsy attempts, but I will rise like a phoenix from the ashes of those failures and kill this man. I will make Houston proud. 
 
    I sit down at my desk and make my Plan A. Then I pick apart every flaw, hone it, and sharpen it like a razor. And just in case it goes to hell, I refine Plan B. Then Plan C and Plan D. 
 
    It’s two a.m. and I’m still at my desk, surrounded by the crusts of a cheese sandwich and a stale cup of coffee. My wits have dulled from overuse. My vision blurs as I slump to the desk asleep, drooling on a half-finished Plan Q. 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    JAMIE 
 
      
 
    CRUSHED UPON THE FLOOR 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re hoping to get you into radiology in a little bit for some x-rays. There looked to be some swelling that we need to check on. The good news is your vitals have been really stable except for that fever you slept through last night, but after an accident like yours, it’s to be expected.” The nurse smiled, all bubbles and sunshine. “However, it has gone down, you’re awake and responsive, and like I said, those vitals are very promising. I’m not going to say you’re out of the woods, Mister Thompson. Not by a long shot. You still have years of therapy ahead of you. But I will say, it looks like you’ve at least found a well-traveled road that will get you out of the woods safely.” 
 
    I groaned in understanding, careful not to let slip how out of the woods I was. Of course, I was so far out of the woods, I was right back in them. If they scanned me, I was in big trouble. They would marvel at my progress, release me from the hospital, at least on paper they would, and then someone would whisk me away to a research facility. It had happened to me before. I did not look forward to it happening again. 
 
    I tried to ease my nerves with a little TV. The nurse had been kind enough to put it on the financial news. She didn’t ask. She just assumed that because I was a big powerful businessman, it was what I would want to watch. It happened to be true, but how did she know Bill wasn’t a Days of Our Lives guy? 
 
    I scanned the ticker at the bottom and saw that according to reports my condition was still critical. Yeah, yeah, tell me something I don’t know. As if the TV had read my mind, in the middle of their talking head, Crossfire, “let’s get four people to just speculate wildly about the news of the day” show, word broke that apparently, I, or rather Bill, had filed paperwork to take Thompson’s public just a few weeks before my tragic fall. 
 
    The talk immediately jumped to the timing of the news. Was this the reason Thompson had taken his sabbatical, to meet with the SEC about the filing? Table talk said probably, though one speculated Thompson had taken the time to plan for how he would spend all that money. How would the accident affect this? The paperwork should still go through, but they debated whether the stock would be a buy, buy, buy or a wait-and-see. It was an even split. Half felt that the company was so successful currently that buying initially would pay off because even if something happened to Bill and the company tanked, the initial demand for the stock would turn a quick profit for early investors with time enough to sell before the bottom dropped out. The other half felt that attitude was irresponsible. The paperwork still had a few weeks or months of SEC review before anything came of it, and a lot could happen in a few months, especially with the company’s president potentially at death’s door because, “let’s be realistic. Not a lot of old people do well after a fall like that, and from there it all depends on what direction the new leadership decides to take, whoever that new leader is.” 
 
    They then began discussing who the new head of Thompson’s might be and how the company had managed to keep the filing secret for so long. 
 
    I was confused right along with them. Weeks? That didn’t seem right. Surely if something had been filed for weeks, it would have been in the news already. Plus, Bill had said not long ago that he had absolutely no interest in going public. Something didn’t jive. 
 
    I glanced at the clock on the ticker scrolling beneath these talking heads ranting about the best way to profit off Bill’s death when he wasn’t even dead yet. The clock read nine thirty-seven. My senses had itched all morning, flickering at every piece of new stimuli that might be the Marquis’s friend. Earlier I was anxious for him to get me out of here. Now, I was desperate. I had no idea how I would do it on my own. 
 
    A taller fellow with dark hair and glasses stepped in wearing pale green scrubs. I didn’t know if scrub color had any indication what they did around the hospital, but I sure hoped he wasn’t my radiologist. 
 
    “How are those bones feeling?” asked the man. “Up to moving?” 
 
    Damn, damn, damn. I grunted a noncommittal noise that I hoped said, “No, leave me alone, I’m watching my stories.” 
 
    He moved to my monitors and hooked them up to the bed for easy pushing. “Yeah, I believe it,” he said, clearly misinterpreting my groans. “We’re going to get you all taken care of.” 
 
    I wondered if perhaps someone had told him he was working with a particularly tall child today. He certainly smiled enough and made silly faces. I expected any moment now, he would ask if he could give me a sticker or maybe draw a smiley face on one of my many casts. He continued to strap all the assorted beep makers and medical thing-doers to the adjustable bed, and he disabled the brakes on the wheels. This was it. I would get caught. I would be probed and experimented on. Again. 
 
    Panic overtook me as old memories long buried flashed through my mind. The feeling of the scalpel cutting into me, dissecting me alive. The smoky stench of antiseptics and death burning into my nostrils. The dispassionate nod after every scream, followed by the endless scribbles in the doctor’s notebooks. And that was only the most recent time a medical professional discovered my curse. I flailed, perhaps more than someone in my presumed condition should, but he would find out I had no broken bones to examine anyway. 
 
    “If you don’t settle down, we’ll have to sedate you.” 
 
    Not that it mattered. Shaking wildly would throw off the x-ray clarity, concealing the lack of fractures, but it would also strongly imply that I was a man with no fractures to look at. At least with the sedative, I might not feel it when they started to cut me open in yet another futile attempt to find out what makes me keep ticking. I resisted. 
 
    With one deft injection, the tall man took away my will to fight. Sedatives of the kind he hit me with were always a strange sort of thing to me. I couldn’t tell if I just didn’t feel like moving my arms and legs or if I no longer could and had convinced myself I just didn’t want to as a matter of pride. I would have worried about it, but I didn’t care. The nice tall man was going to take me away, and that was nice of him. What a great guy. 
 
    “You’re a good guy,” I said, not caring that I spoke clearly, or probably clearly, even though I was supposed to have a broken jaw. What’s the worst they could do? Kill me? Good luck with that. 
 
    The doctor didn’t seem to care either, as involved as he was in prepping to move me. He did give me a half-hearted, “Shhh… no talking,” but that was it. Then he began the long, squeaky, one-wheel-veers-to-the-left journey to radiology and all the dangers that would come with it. 
 
    The journey stopped short at the door, where a mob of photographers and reporters clustered around the overwhelmed security guards stationed at either side. The tall man took exception to this, what with it being a hospital and a place for healing and not a place for “worthless vultures to circle, picking the meat off people who weren’t even dead yet.” He slapped at them with his clipboard, told them to get lost, and then gave the security guards a good tearing into as well for doing absolutely nothing that resembled security. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you two?” he shouted. “You have a crowd of all sorts of people on the floor, not relatives, not nothing, and you’re letting them hang out in the halls harassing patients? Get them out of the hospital, or at least get them out into the waiting room! Don’t let them block the halls snapping pictures! Geez! What if this had been an emergency?” 
 
    The security guards mumbled awkwardly, then shooed the reporters away. Good for the tall man, doing his job and making sure the other doctors could do theirs. 
 
    He moved me down the now vacant halls past the nurse’s station, where he flashed the charts and said “radiology.” They gave him a nod and he pushed me to the elevator, giving them a friendly wave as the door shut. 
 
    Alone with the tall man, I began to babble because sedatives make me stupid. “Look,” I think I said, “I understand you’re just doing your medicine thing, but when you’re cutting me open later, I don’t want you to do that, but I know I can’t stop you, but just so you know, I don’t want to be cut open again.” 
 
    “I have no intention of cutting you open,” the tall man said. “Now be quiet. We don’t want to attract any attention to ourselves.” 
 
    “Yeah, secret torture science is secret. I get it.” 
 
    He just shook his head, pulled a bit of gauze from my arm and wrapped it tightly over my mouth.  I mumbled. It did no good, but I did it anyway because sedatives make me stupid. 
 
    I babbled unintelligibly as he wheeled me down the hall, and he gave me a friendly bedside manner, “that’s right” or “yeah.” He waved casually to those we passed but did not stop for conversation. Mostly, he kept his attentions, his gaze, his words on me. Pulling me into a side room, he slid me into a wheelchair that made no sense being in that room. I didn’t know what the room was, just that the wheelchair looked out of place. He popped the wheelchair open and shuffled me into it before I’d even realized he had started moving me. He posed me like a child’s toy, adjusting my limbs to make me look comfortable. The monitors he had so carefully secured to move with us were disconnected one by one and cast aside. Then, pulling a blanket from somewhere I couldn’t quite see, he covered the worst of my bandages. By the time he finished with me, I looked less like a man suffering from catastrophic injuries and more like a guy who had too many beers and said, “Hey guys, watch this.” 
 
    It wasn’t until we got to the parking garage that I put together he was the Marquis’s contact. Clearly whatever drug he carried around in his pocket, it was the good stuff. Opening the rear door to the car, he hoisted me into the back seat but didn’t worry about buckling me in. I couldn’t blame him. I barely fit, and I imagine the kind of people who did discreet rescues drove carefully. When he had finally managed to get me tucked comfortably into the back seat, he stuffed the wheelchair in the trunk, got in the driver’s seat and cranked the engine. 
 
    “And that,” he said, “is what we call a successful extraction.” 
 
    Without another word, he pulled out of the parking garage and into the streets of Omaha. I didn’t know where he was taking me. Maybe back to my place, but Baltimore was a long way off, so I doubted that. More likely, the Marquis had arranged for some safe house where I would lay low until we could develop some plan for what to do about Bill. 
 
    The tall man kept glancing back at me in the rearview, I presume to make sure I was still alive and alert. I don’t know how much detail the Marquis went into when explaining my condition. My guess was he said no more than he had to, so the tall man probably thought at least most of these injuries were legitimate. 
 
    “We’re being followed,” he said after some time. “A car’s been tailing us for the past little while now.” 
 
    I guess it wasn’t me he’d been looking at in the mirror. I began to panic again, mumbling something about the killer coming back to finish the job. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said, trying to placate me. “This isn’t my first rodeo. I’ll lose him.” 
 
    We merged and swerved through traffic trying to shake my assassin. He deftly maneuvered the car like a tailor threading a needle, but our pursuer seemed to know his way around a car chase as well. We broke from the surface streets to the interstate, hoping to use speed where maneuverability failed. 
 
    I would guess we were easily doing ninety miles per hour. We flew past commuters in a dizzying blur and I thanked my lucky stars that the freeways weren’t as crowded as usual and that the tall man seemed to possess absolute confidence in what he was doing. Even so, just because I couldn’t stay dead didn’t mean I liked dying. I clung tightly to the “oh shit” handles above the door, thankful that my left arm wasn’t broken and that my right arm just had a forearm cast. We carved our way through mid-morning traffic like a daredevil or NASCAR racer, moving so quickly even I could barely keep track of where we were, and still, glancing back over my shoulder, I could see my killer hot on our tail. 
 
    “I’m going to try to lose ‘em in the stack,” said the tall man as he took an exit for the I-80/I-480/US 75 Interchange. I’m not too proud to admit that I literally pissed myself when he took the exit at eighty-seven miles an hour and dodged minivans all the while. 
 
    Peering out the window, I watched in fear as the car climbed higher and higher in the interchange. I wasn’t afraid of heights, necessarily. As far as ways to die are concerned, it’s one of the better ones. You get to experience the magic weightlessness of free fall for a few seconds and then it’s over instantly and painlessly presuming you fell from high enough. We were high enough. A lethal fall took a long while to recover from, but that didn’t bother me so much. I was dead for the time anyway, and I barely remembered the fires of Hell afterward. Unfortunately, as often as I have died, the biological fear response is a hard one to overcome, especially where death is involved. It did not matter that I had fallen to my death many times before. All my body cared about was “Oh shit, oh shit! So high up! Please don’t die!” 
 
    I laid down in the back seat and curled up into a terrified ball, preferring not to look. I would just have to trust the driver unreservedly. The Marquis did not keep company with unexceptional people, and that the tall man had the Marquis’s endorsement gave me comfort. 
 
    With my head down, I could no longer see the long way down or even the cars we passed, except for the occasional semi-truck, which being taller, could not be hidden from me. Something else I couldn’t see? Any overpasses. We had reached the top of the interchange, and fear gripped my guts hard. I could hear the banshee screams of rubber against pavement as the tall man swerved and braked and accelerated his way through the cars which blurred by, and it assaulted my nerves worse than fingernails on a chalkboard. 
 
    “We haven’t lost him yet,” said the tall man, “but I’ve at least been able to put a few cars between us. If I can keep us out of sight a little bit longer, I can-” 
 
    Then there was a loud popping sound like a gunshot or… 
 
    Or a tire blowout. 
 
    Accidents like this are over in seconds to the external observer, but I’ve found over the course of my life that adrenalin carries within it a sort of time magic, forming a bubble around you, accelerating the senses and slowing down all time in the immediate area to a crawl. 
 
    “Oh…,” said the tall man as the car slumped low in the rear passenger side, the sound of metal rims grinding against concrete a hundred feet in the air. The back of the car began to fishtail, swinging wildly away, the whole car pivoting on the driver and colliding hard with the stony sides of the overpass. 
 
    “…shit…” 
 
    The car closed in at my feet, crushing toward me and sending a sharp explosion of pain up my body as the splint on my leg cracked apart and the bones shattered deep within my calf. Ricocheting off the side wall, we began to spin back into traffic. I could feel the rear of the car begin to rise up with the beginnings of a roll. 
 
    “…the…” 
 
    A jarring crunch as the trunk of the car came rushing toward me. I thanked my lucky stars I hadn’t been buckled in or I would have been cut in half by the seat belt. Instead I was jolted into the air, my body contorting, flying from the back seat toward the ceiling of the car as it dipped forward. 
 
    “…tire…” 
 
    Sailing through the air, broken glass slicing at my face and blurring my vision, I saw the front end of an eighteen-wheeler pushing at the driver’s side rear of the car, crumpling the ton of metal and glass like so much tissue paper as it came. I twisted like a ragdoll as my back slammed against the headrest of the passenger seat. 
 
    “…oh…” 
 
    The whole car rebounded off the truck, which had also begun to swerve, and our car began to flip end over end. Spiraling back down into the cramped right-side floorboard, I slammed hard against the broken window, the jagged glass biting into my arm, severing at least one major artery. My blood shot out in jets, painting the side walls of the overpass a bright crimson, like Jackson Pollack had taken up graffiti. 
 
    “…fuck…” 
 
    The roof of the car slammed down against the pavement, closing me in tighter. I couldn’t see much, but I could make out massive tires spinning wildly as they rolled over the driver’s side of the car. The shriek of brakes, of metal twisting as the semi tried to stop. The groan of the trailer giving way and tearing free from the out of control semi, unable to take the sudden turn. 
 
    “…o-” 
 
    The spray of blood as the tall man found himself pressed between the weight of the semi’s wheels, the various bits of car that surrounded him, and the overpass. The big rig’s latest impact took not only the tall man’s life but also my right arm, which had snapped off mid-bicep when the car collided with the wall again, the rough gravel texture of the side wall sanding away the limb. 
 
    “…fuck…” 
 
    I screamed, finishing the tall man’s final thought. The air filled with the burning scent of gasoline as the semi spat the mangled wreckage of our getaway car from underneath its wheel wells. I barely noticed that I had gone numb from the waist down as the trailer gave the car a shove, accelerating our flip and sending the battered vehicle tumbling over the side of the overpass. 
 
    I lost myself in near darkness as the car flew through space, only slivers of light coming through the cracks where the roof had not collapsed completely. I floated weightless for a moment, slamming around in my tiny sardine can. The car must have hit another overpass as I went down, because there was a loud crunch, and everything lurched violently in a new direction. Some new jagged bit of metal pierced my abdomen and I could no longer scream, only cough up pools of blood. The impact with the ground far below broke my remaining arm and crushed my ribs as inertia pressed the rest of the car’s weight down on me. I lay paralyzed, gasoline burning my glass-filled wounds. Soon, I would be dead. That’s when the flames came. Not the familiar fires of death, but the kind that reeked of melting rubber and vinyl upholstery. The kind that lit the car from the inside and filled my already blood-soaked lungs with smoke. The kind that made my last few seconds total agony. 
 
    I welcomed death with my only surviving arm wide open. 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    WHEN YOU FELL, I FELL AS WELL 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Holy fucking shit,” I say as I watch the accident unfold through the scope of Bonnie Prince Charlie. The cars continue to pile up, one on top of another like a kid hastily putting away his Hot Wheels into too small a shoebox. So many innocent people dead.  Plan J is not as perfect as I thought. “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.” 
 
    All my plans rush through my mind as a I scramble to follow the many threads of chance that led to this catastrophe. This is not how it was supposed to go.  
 
    I was supposed to give Bill a heart attack during a shift change. That was Plan A. But he wasn’t there. So much for Plans B through G. The hospital staff were a regular beehive of activity trying to find out where he disappeared to by the time I arrived. Someone had come from radiology to scan him for swelling, but he was gone, the nurse’s station reporting that a taller guy had already beat me to it. Damn it. I had hoped to be that someone. 
 
    I had been too sloppy. I failed to kill him twice, and each time I had to gloat, had to let him know it was me who did it. He had probably used his rich people contacts to get himself whisked away to some safe and secure private facility that has no doubt been set up in the back room of his mansion or something. 
 
    While everyone else ran around checking signatures and asking who saw what trying to find the missing tycoon, I checked with hospital security. If you speak with enough authority and call enough people stupid and they will assume you are their boss somewhere along the chain. 
 
    “How the hell do you guys let a patient disappear like that?” I had demanded, slamming the door closed behind me. “Didn’t you incompetent fuckwits have guards at his door?” 
 
    They exchanged glances and began to stammer excuses. “Well, the thing is…” 
 
    “The thing is with two of you standing at his room at all times, someone still managed to slip him by you! Weren’t you checking badges?” 
 
    “Well, with all the press there…” 
 
    “Have you even gone over the tapes to see where he might be?” 
 
    More looks. 
 
    “I swear, you worthless fucks couldn’t find your own dicks if I drew you a map. Pull up the feed. I want to see everyone who has been in and out of that room for the past two hours!” 
 
    I watched as they played the tapes back. A few nurses came and went, all of whom wore their badges in place. A little before ten, a tall man in scrubs wheeled Bill Thompson out of the room. 
 
    “You didn’t think to follow him?” 
 
    “Well, the nurse told us right before he showed up that someone was coming to take him to radiology. That guy said he was taking him to radiology. We checked his badge and everything.” 
 
    “So, follow him through the halls. Track him through the building, morons. Run those tapes.” 
 
    They did. “Hey, radiology isn’t on that floor,” said one guard. 
 
    “It isn’t?” I asked, hoping he could taste the sarcasm so intensely it would flavor his coffee in the morning. 
 
    They followed the tall man through the halls until he disappeared off camera. 
 
    “Where did he go?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Into a blind spot.” 
 
    “You have blind spots in your security here?” I asked, incredulous, then I caught myself. “In our security? In my hospital?” 
 
    “Well, they aren’t near any drug storage areas. They aren’t near any vital rooms or exits or anything.” 
 
    “And yet, someone used one to kidnap a patient!” I said, slamming my fist into the desk. “These camera feeds, do they record on tapes or are backups digital?” 
 
    “Digital,” said one of the guards. 
 
    “Good,” I said, and turned to the first guard. “I want you to scan the footage for all exits for our tall man, and I want your friend here to work backward. Back to the tall man entering Bill Thompson’s room. Then following him back through the hospital to see when and how he came in. We’ll find him.” 
 
    After about five minutes looking, they did, and though he had already left, they were able to get a good look at the car they had slipped out in, including its license plate.  It was a white Subaru with Oklahoma tags. 
 
    “Well, he got away, no thanks to you, but at least it’s a start.” 
 
    I stormed out of the office then slipped away to the nearest payphone. Putting on my best old lady voice, I called the police and reported some man driving recklessly near the hospital, complaining that he almost hit me as I tried to cross the street and mentioned that he may have been drinking. I gave dispatch the car’s description and tag number and thanked them for their service. 
 
    Then I fumbled around in my pocket and pulled out the reporter’s number. 
 
    “Steve Daggett,” he answered. 
 
    “Hey, Steve. It’s me. The nurse you gave that card to. Listen, you didn’t hear it from me, but I saw Bill Thompson moved into a white Subaru, tag number LHC 985. The hospital notified the police, so you might be able to track it using a police scanner. Maybe you could send a photographer to get a shot of him making his getaway. I imagine your boss would love something like that, just like I would love another present like you gave me with your business card.” 
 
    “Lady,” he said all smarm and smiles, “if this tip turns out good, you can expect several presents like that.” 
 
    I smiled and made my way to the parking garage. Inside my car, I turned on my police scanner and drove out into the streets circling the area until someone spotted him. Not long after, a cop came over the squawk saying he had eyes on a car matching the description, but that the driver was obeying all traffic laws. He followed for a while, then pulled off, convinced the old woman had overreacted. 
 
    I waited a few moments, then gave Steve a call. “How did that tip pan out?” I asked. 
 
    “Good so far,” he said. “I’m following now. Got my photographer riding shotgun. That’s definitely our man in the back seat.” 
 
    “Where is he?” I asked. 
 
    “About to pull onto the I-480, south bound. He knows we’re onto him. He’s been trying to shake us for a while now, but he’s hardly the first celeb to try to give me the slip.” 
 
    “So, when do I get paid?” I asked. 
 
    “As soon as the Inquirer runs my story.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, trying to sound shocked. “You’re with a tabloid? I thought you did respectable news.” 
 
    “Fuck you, respectable,” he said. “You want to get paid or not?” 
 
    “I’m not comfortable working with the paparazzi,” I said. 
 
    “Suit yourself. More money for me and my boy here.” 
 
    He hung up. Fine by me. If he was where he said he was, they would be passing by the interchange within ten minutes. No problem. I could be in shooting distance within five. 
 
    I raced down side streets to the tallest building in the area with easy roof access. Once atop my impromptu perch, I opened my suitcase full of high quality British engineering and began to assemble Prince Charlie, then watched the southbound traffic from I-480. Their pace had quickened and drawn the attention of a police helicopter who followed the movements of the two cars as they charged headlong toward the stack. Listening in from my pocket scanner, I tracked their movements until I could find Thompson’s car in my sights. 
 
    The client wanted an accident, something public, something shocking, something irrefutable? He had it. Who would even think to look for bullet damage on the shredded rubber of a popped tire? At these speeds, a tire blowout wasn’t improbable, but it would certainly be fatal. I took aim on the rear tire, remembering everything Houston taught me about shooting a moving target. Giving some lead way, taking a breath. I had barely landed the shot on the corpse in the field, but that was just practice. I always performed better under pressure. I lined up my sights again, gauged distance and wind, took a breath, held it, and squeezed. 
 
    I didn’t breathe again until I saw the tire blow on the car. Then, in an instant, it had out of control, slammed into the overpass wall, began to flip, got crushed by the semi behind it, flew over the side, and exploded. Bill Thompson was undeniably dead in an undeniably public fashion. I hoped it would be ruled accidental; it certainly looked like a bad accident. However, if anyone came to ask what Thompson was doing in the back seat of a car doing ninety miles an hour on an overpass, I had no answer except to say that it had nothing to do with me. Mostly true. I felt pretty pleased with myself until I realized the horrible crushing sounds had continued high above. 
 
    I brought Prince Charlie back up and watched the carnage unfold on the upper stack as the semi jack-knifed and began to roll. Other cars careened wildly into it as they tried to avoid the accident. On lower levels, still more cars began to pile up as rubberneckers and those who in a panic at seeing a smashed car fly over the side of the interchange slammed their breaks only to be rear-ended by those behind them, one accident begetting another. 
 
    What had I done? 
 
    The sound of sirens rocks me back to the present, the stench of burning rubber beginning to fill the air even from this distance. 
 
    “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.” 
 
    I feel sick to my stomach. Bill, I can stomach killing. The guy cheated on his dying wife throughout their marriage. That sleazy fuck had it coming. The driver probably did too. Guys like that get paid vast sums to look the other way while their bosses behave like reprehensible scum. They enable sleazebags. Unfortunately, I can’t have the same cavalier attitude about those others in the pileup. Sure, most will survive, but they will suffer because of my carelessness. Some will almost certainly die for it. 
 
    There’s a scene in a movie, I can’t remember which or even what it was about, but I remember a bomb had just gone off, and for the next few minutes, everything was muted, like all sound was coming in through mud wrapped in thick blankets deep underwater, and there was shaky, handheld footage of the protagonist stumbling through the wreckage, clearly not thinking, too numb to think, moving on autopilot away from the blast zone. You don’t have to be near an explosion to experience that. 
 
    I pack up Prince Charlie in a daze and make my way down stairs without thinking, without feeling. The next few hours are a blur. The next thing I remember is sitting in the hotel shower crying, the hot water long since turned cold, and my phone beeping from seven missed calls from Houston. 
 
    After some impossible to quantify slice of time, I shut off the water and change out of my wet clothes. Feeling dry again helps restore my mind to a more even keel. I still feel detached, like my entire body’s been severed, but I can at least move of my own accord and remember that I must have done so because my clothes are dry. 
 
    Climbing up onto the hotel bed, I cross my legs and lean back against the headboard, breathing deeply, drinking in the darkness. My phone rings again, but I ignore it. Instead I turn on the TV and watch as the news runs story after story about the accident. My accident. Stories about what a philanthropist Bill Thompson was. His housekeeper, apparently aware that her steady paycheck just got a lot less steady, now sits on the comfy couch of a tell all show and is spilling the lurid details of Bill and Caroline’s open marriage, the wild orgies that the poor cleaner had to clean up after. She tells about his wife’s AIDS. I could kill myself. He wasn’t even a dirty, filthy cheat. Others can say what they like about his lifestyle, but at least he wasn’t abusing his wife’s trust and good name. 
 
    No one mentions a gunshot, though they are investigating the driver. I’m in the clear, but I have never wanted to be punished more in my life. 
 
    My phone rings again, and because nothing Houston can say will shame me more than I already feel, I answer. 
 
    “What would you call that?” he asks. 
 
    “A successful kill,” I say, my voice as hollow as the round I just fired. As hollow as my heart. “Public. Between the hours of ten and two. No foul play. It’s over.” 
 
    “It was sloppy,” he says, though his words lack the anger and disappointment I expected. 
 
    “I know,” I say. “I didn’t think. Too much collateral damage.” 
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up, kid,” he says. “It was your first job. One time, I set a bomb on this guy’s car. Mis-wired the trigger. It didn’t detonate when he cranked the car, but when he cut it off. Blew up his house with his wife and kids inside. It happens to everyone.” 
 
    “And you don’t feel bad about that at all?” 
 
    “Of course I do. I’m not a monster, but it happens sometimes. It sucks, but it happens. You just have to do better next time. Don’t let it get you down. Like you said, you hit all our Mister Johnson’s requirements. Now it’s time to get paid and get the hell out of Omaha.” 
 
    I nod, which he can’t hear or see, and hang up the phone. I’m sure he has a point, but I don’t care to hear it and I don’t want to believe it. I have seen the sort of people who don’t let themselves be bothered by accidental casualties and “acceptable losses.” 
 
    I refuse to become my parents. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    JAMIE 
 
      
 
    BURIED BUT NOT GONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The flames had passed, but the total darkness remained. The air was cold, and I found myself lying on something hard. My head rested on a small pillow, the only consideration for my comfort. The memory of fires still burned fresh on my skin. The longer I’m dead, the longer the sensation lingers. I’m not surprised this one took a while. I lost an arm at least, and missing limbs take no small while to regrow. Particularly bad resurrections always make me feel itchy. I tried to scratch, but my hand slammed against something silky but solid just above my head. I expected as much. 
 
    I knocked gently at the lid to my coffin, hoping desperately that Bill’s next of kin hadn’t decided on one of those metal, pressure cooker coffins. That would take forever to break out of. I could be trapped for years. The sound of knuckles meeting lid was soft and resonant. Wood. Thank goodness. Rolling over as best I could, I put my arms beneath me and pressed up against the lid with my back. Bill was moderately fit for his age, but it would take more than a so-so sixty-year-old to break out of this coffin. I heaved with all my might, but felt no give. The air had grown thick and stale with my exertions, but I had to keep trying, all the way up to the moment my vision blurred from oxygen deprivation and I blacked out. Then came the flames. 
 
    Seconds later, I was alive again, gasping in the thick, toxic air. I used my precious few seconds before dying to press at the lid again. Then death and resurrection flames, then pushing through poisoned air, then death and flames, then pushing again. 
 
    Suffocation does not take long at all to revive from, since there is little physical damage to the body. In cases like this, I can be back up again in under a minute easy. Probably only seconds. Because my death is so brief, the memory of flames is also just a flicker of an instant. But it just keeps coming. Over and over and over and over and over and over, and if that sounds awful, imagine each time you come back, there’s the full body sensation of having just put your hand on a red-hot stove. A brief, complete searing hell that is gone before your mind can process it. In between these agonizing instants, the frantic sensation of drowning in a dry, confining blackness. Now imagine this happens every thirty seconds or so. It can drive a person insane. I can say for certain it had driven me insane in centuries past. 
 
    So, what do you do? You do your best to ignore the pain, to ignore the stagnant, murderous air and dedicate yourself to getting out. You start counting the deaths just to give your mind something else to focus on, something to drive away the panic that claws at the back of your thoughts every claustrophobic second that you’re underground breathing in the same vapors that killed you a hundred times before. You count seconds to see if maybe you can live a little bit longer this time, anything to keep your mind off the pain as you die over and over and over again. It’s a damn tedious agony. 
 
    Several hundred deaths came and went before I got the lid to crack just a little. I couldn’t even begin to count how many it took to be able to wiggle my fingers outside the lid so I could begin the long, excruciating process of digging my way out. 
 
    For a while, I contemplated charging Bill for each death, as per the original agreement, but considering he almost certainly lost his business and all his assets when he “died,” it seemed cruel. I would just charge him the five-thousand-per-day torture fee because I’m compassionate like that.  I would even let him keep this wooden right arm I discovered, no doubt buried with me to replace the one I lost in the wreck. 
 
    But first, before I could give him the arm and collect the massive paycheck I had accumulated, I had to break through an oak casket and dig my way up through six feet of earth. It would take time, but time is one thing I’ve always had in abundance. 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    LIVING WITH MY DEAD 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bill Thompson wasn’t a cheating bastard. He didn’t deserve to die. Helen Jenkins was a school teacher. She didn’t deserve to die. Neither did her child Robert she was bringing home from a dentist appointment. Jamarcus Reed was a doctor. He didn’t deserve to die. “Red” Clay Irondha, the truck driver, wasn’t getting much news coverage but he probably didn’t deserve to die. The same went for Hy Cho, the quickstop employee, Stan Laroue, the pizza delivery guy, and Linda White, Avon sales representative. They almost certainly didn’t deserve to die. 
 
    At least Daniel Clayton, alias Danny Crow, Danny Charleston, Clay Daniels, deserved to die. Danny was the tall man who kidnapped Bill Thompson and drove so recklessly. The police found a ransom note in his desk drawer, and in their own desk drawers they found his criminal record. Between the two, few tears are shed for poor Danny Clayton. His death is the only solace I find in the whole affair. 
 
    The names have been running in my head since the accident. I swore I would use my particular talents to remove scumbags from the world and make a healthy profit for myself for my troubles. Instead I have killed eight innocent people with my carelessness, to say nothing of the many life-changing injuries to be borne by those who’ve survived. 
 
    When I was a kid, my parents ran a protection racket for the mob, shaking down decent folk for money, breaking legs when they didn’t pay, and then burning buildings down, often with people inside when they kept not paying. I used to ask Santa for new parents every year. 
 
    A little after my eighth birthday, my parents got on the wrong side of someone, and on Christmas Eve while I hid in the downstairs closet waiting for Jolly Old Saint Nick, Houston slipped in the front door and double-tapped my parents both in the chest and finished with a pop in the head each. Right in front of me. 
 
    All I could say was, “There is a Santa Claus.” 
 
    Houston, noticing me for the first time, scratched his chin with his pistol and stared for a long moment. “Kid,” he said after considerable thought, “your parents had it coming.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. 
 
    After another long moment in which we both eyed each other, taking the other’s measure, we packed my presents and the cookies in the trunk, and I started my new life and new profession. I don’t imagine there are many people who could watch Leon the Professional and relate on a personal level, minus the creepy sexual overtones of course. Houston was always a perfect gentleman and father. 
 
    I wonder, after all this, if he thinks of me the way I think of my parents. 
 
    I sit on my bed beside my favorite pistol, Lady Di(e), and a suitcase full of money, supposedly twenty thousand dollars but I haven’t opened it yet to count. I don’t care to. If not for Houston, I wouldn’t even have it. I left Omaha without a second’s thought about getting paid. He went all the way back to collect for me since, according to him, I’m “in no shape to drive, let alone negotiate.”  
 
    Our Mister Johnson refused to pay at first, saying he wanted no trace of foul play associated with Thompson’s death, but thanks to Danny Clayton’s sordid past, the police are investigating more than they would a usual interstate accident. Thankfully, Houston was kind enough to explain to him that any foul play the police pick up on is coincidental and in no way related to our hit. Therefore, it would be in our Mister Johnson’s best interest not to slight the fellows who kill people for a living, especially after all the hard work they put in trying to make him happy. I thank Houston for that, but I don’t feel it. Not that I don’t appreciate him defending my interests. I just don’t care to have them defended anymore. I care about nothing anymore. 
 
    So, I sit next to my gun and my money, blindly eating Cheetos and running down the list of names, wondering if this is how I start turning into my parents, hurting innocent people. It starts here, with me dismissing them as accidents, then one day when gunning down a Peruvian drug lord and the maid gets caught in the crossfire, I’ll say “Well, what’s one life when weighed against the hundreds I saved?” Then I’m killing people just trying to make a living because they work for bad people in an innocent way and they should know better. And then it’s killing anybody that comes along so long as the price is right. And then maybe I don’t even have to get paid. Maybe someone does something stupid to piss me off, and I decide they have to die. It seems like an absurd progression as a single thought, but spaced out over the course of years it’s entirely possible. 
 
    My chest aches with a vast hole, eight people across, that leaves barely enough of my heart to keep my blood moving. I can think of nothing that will ever fill it and make me whole again. Without conscious thought, my hand caresses Lady Di(e), and a gallows laugh breaks my stony silence. How strange that something only a few millimeters across can make so large a hole? And can another round fill that hole for good? 
 
    Houston knocks on my door, softly like he used to do when I was a kid. 
 
    “Go away,” I say. “I’m a killer. I don’t deserve… whatever it is you have.” 
 
    “Hot chocolate and a fresh case of hollow points for my special princess.” 
 
    “I don’t deserve hot chocolate and hollow points. I’m a terrible, horrible killer.” 
 
    “I’m a killer, and look! I have chocolate.” 
 
    “Well, you’re the good kind. I’m the bad kind. I killed a bunch of innocent people.” 
 
    “Not your fault. It was an accident. These things happen.” 
 
    “It is my fault,” I say. “It’s my fault for pulling the trigger. It’s my fault for not planning better. It’s my fault for not doing my own research instead of taking whatever info our Mister Johnson gives us, because that shit is going to be biased and I should have known it.” 
 
    “Okay, yes, technically, when you put it that way, it is your fault,” he says, “but you can’t stay in there forever.” 
 
    “Yes, I can.” 
 
    “I’m not bringing you any food and the moment you start peeing in bottles, I’m kicking you out of my house. Why not keep it easy and come out now?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “I killed innocent people. I don’t deserve easy. I don’t deserve happy. I don’t deserve anything.” 
 
    “Thomas Wright,” Houston says. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Thomas Wright was the first person I accidentally killed. It was a long time ago, long before I met you. There was this lawyer someone wanted dead. Some old lady’s husband gets killed by the mob, lawyer gets the bad guy off. He always gets them off. So, she pays me a hefty slice of the insurance to get him off the mob’s payroll so to speak. I don’t want the mob coming back on me. I know this lawyer, Hormel, he’s a real boozer of a guy, won’t be told what to do, at least not in his personal life. If he has an accident driving home from the bar one day, who’s to be the wiser? I follow him out after the office. Slip him a little something and two drinks feel like four, you know? I casually tell him maybe he should lay off the sauce, so of course to spite me, he has another. I tell him I’ll call him a cab because he’s in no shape to drive, so of course, he shoves me and gets in his car. Crashes into some college kid on his way home from a study session.” 
 
    “Thomas Wright?” 
 
    “Thomas Wright came from a disadvantaged background and busted his ass to get to where he was. Great grades, volunteered. On track to be exactly the kind of lawyer Hormel wasn’t. Saw a bad but easy path before him and wanted to walk the straight and narrow instead. And I was careless and now he’s dead. When I see scumbags get off for what should be cut and dry convictions, I think of him and how he might have been able to convict that guy if I hadn’t been careless. That was almost twenty years ago. I still think about him every time I see a headline like that.” 
 
    There is a silence from the other side of the door. 
 
    “You never forget it. Unless you’re a monster, it haunts you. But you learn to deal with it. To live with the ghosts. And then you do better because you have to, because you can’t keep company with any more dead men. Now come on out and we’ll talk. Maybe watch some Netflix. Just me and my ghosts and you and your ghosts.” 
 
    “Alright,” I say and put Lady Di(e) back to bed. I won’t be needing her right now. “But can you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Sure, princess. What do you need?” 
 
    “I need a ride to the cemetery.” 
 
    “What cemetery?” 
 
    “Bill Thompson’s,” I say. “And Clay Irondha’s and Helen and Robert Jenkins’ and Jamarcus Reed’s and Linda White’s and Hy Cho’s and Stan Laroue’s.” 
 
    “You know they’re all buried in Omaha, right?” 
 
    “I figured as much,” I say. 
 
    “And that’s a full day’s drive, right? And you’re asking for a ride like it’s as easy as going to the gas station for a candy bar?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    There’s a long pause. 
 
    “I can do that,” says Houston through the door, his voice as soft as marshmallows, which reminds me of something important he said. 
 
    “I also need that hot chocolate.” 
 
      
 
    It takes a while to find Bill Thompson’s grave. It isn’t the large, ostentatious affair I expected, with statuary or perhaps the Thompson’s logo. Instead, it’s a tombstone like any other, standing only mid-thigh. There are the usual dates, the name, and a simple epitaph, Beloved Husband, Businessman, And If He Was Quite Lucky, Boss. 
 
    The funeral was over a week ago, so the crowds have died away. The dark cover of night gives me even more of the privacy I so desperately want. I have some things I want to say and if anyone were to overhear, it will be not only embarrassing but incriminating, and while I no longer want to be punished by anyone other than myself, I know killing someone to keep me out of prison will be a big step on that slippery slope I worry so much about. 
 
    “Hello, Mister Thompson,” I say. “Or Bill… whichever you prefer.” 
 
    I stare awkwardly at the numbers, my eyes transfixed by the death date. My own sin carved in stone. “No, not Bill. That’s too friendly. I don’t deserve that… closeness? Familiarity? What’s the word?” I mull it over, opening every drawer in the vocabulary part of my brain, but I can’t find the one with the word I’m looking for. It doesn’t take long to give up. I’m not here to compose a speech, but apologize to someone I have wronged. 
 
    “Mister Thompson.” Yeah, that sounds right. “Mister Thompson, I’m sorry I killed you and all of those other people. I’m sorry I tried to poison your coffee. I’m sorry I threw you down forty flights of stairs. I’m sorry I poisoned your IV in the hospital, and I’m sorry I shot out your tire on the interstate. I’m sorry I planned to drown you on the golf course, to smother you with a pillow in the hospital, to slip metal into your casts so when they ran an MRI, very bad things would happen, to fake your suicide, to put out the pilot light in your house so it would explode once you lit the stove. There are others I’m forgetting, but I think you get the idea. 
 
    “I killed the guy who was trying to kidnap you, but what good does that do you? I killed one bad guy, not the one I thought, but one. But eight other decent people had to die for it. What does that make me? What kind of bad guy am I? Do I deserve to die for this? Probably. Probably. But I’m weak and I’m worthless and I can’t do it. I tried. Don’t tell Houston, but I tried. At least I think I did. I assume that’s why I had my gun out on my bed tonight. I don’t remember taking her out, but there she was. Lady Di(e). My first princess present. I thought about it. I deserved it. You didn’t, but I do. But I couldn’t do it.” 
 
    I pull Lady Di(e) from my pocket and look at her. My Walther PPK, just like James Bond used. It’s why I named her that. Because the gun was On Her Majesty’s Secret Service. The connection was always tenuous at best, but I was a little girl and I had just seen a show about Princess Diana, and what better name for a princess present than a princess? And here she is, my oldest friend. Ready to give me a goodbye kiss if I would just let her. But I can’t. Apparently, I can kill innocent people no problem, but not the guilty. Maybe I already have turned into my parents. 
 
    “I wish I could say that I didn’t mean to kill you, but I did. I planned it out time and again. Your death was a deliberate, conscious decision on my part, and I regret that. I didn’t mind killing you for twenty thousand dollars because I had reasons to hate you personally, to think you were the kind of person who had it coming. I took someone’s word for it, and I was wrong. I didn’t do my due diligence, and I made a mistake, and I was wrong. I was wrong and now you’re dead, and I’m sorry. Do you hear me, damn you? I’m sorry.” 
 
    I didn’t intend to cry or to shout, but I find myself doing both. Tears stream down my face in torrents, flooding my cheeks and soaking into my shirt. 
 
    “I’m sorry, okay? I’m genuinely fucking sorry, and it doesn’t change anything, but I wish it could. I really do.” 
 
    I collapse to the cold, damp earth, the grass not fully grown back yet from when they buried him. The mud and dew soaks into my jeans, chilling me with the cold grasp of death on my knees. My fists pound against the grave, against the headstone, against my own thighs to make it hurt, to feel pain for what I have done. I can handle physical pain. I can deal with the pain of a fist or a burn or a knife wound. Pain is temporary. Guilt is eternal, and try as I might, no amount of self-abuse can convert my guilt into pain. 
 
    “If I could bring you back, I would. I would do anything to bring you back. But I can’t. I made one stupid fucking decision and now you’re gone forever and I can’t change that. I was sloppy. I was careless. And now you’re dead and seven other good people are dead, or at least three other good people and several people who didn’t deserve to die but did anyway, and it’s all my fault. I just…” 
 
    I wipe the tears from my face, the act of which smears mud all over my cheeks and around my eyes. I hear a rustling nearby and worry someone may have heard me. I look around as best I can, hoping to see Houston or perhaps some animal, but I see nothing. I hoped that would ease my jangled nerves, but it only makes them worse. 
 
    “I just wish I could take it all back. I wish I could bring you back to life. But I can’t… I can’t…” 
 
    Lacking the strength to keep going, I collapse on the dirt and lie there, breathing in its earthy scent and watching the bugs of night crawl across the ground. The scratching, rustling noise draws closer, but I no longer care. Let them come. I can fight no more. I’m not suicidal. I just want to die, just as I want Bill, Helen and Robert, Jamarcus, Red, Hy, Stan, and Linda alive once more. It’s a trade I would gladly make. 
 
    I feel a tickle on my cheek, then a scratching. Startled, I try pulling back, but something grabs hold of my hair. I press my hands against the earth, hoping to heave myself up, but I’ve gotten tangled in something roots or… 
 
    I scream. 
 
    Rising from the grave dirt, a withered old hand claws at my hair, pulling me down. My fingers fumble along the ground trying to find where I left Lady Di(e). My sorrowful tears have turned fearful, and I realize I was wrong. I don’t want to die, and though I feel terrible for what I’ve done, I certainly do not want to be punished by the undead hands of my victims. Poetic justice is overrated. 
 
    “Zombie!” 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    JAMIE 
 
      
 
    I’M NOT ME ANYMORE 
 
      
 
      
 
    In retrospect, I found myself wondering a great many things about that escape from Bill Thompson’s grave. How would investigators explain away the fact that I had clearly been dug out from the casket up rather than the surface down? And what of the forensic evidence? Many times, my fingernails tore off as I struggled to break free. Those fingernails were still down there in the dirt and muck, waiting for some crime scene investigator to find. And because my body regenerated completely before reviving, there were no doubt more fingernails than Bill Thompson had fingers, all of which would match his DNA perfectly. How often had I died? I couldn’t tell how long I had been digging, how many hundreds or thousands of deaths came and went trying to free myself from that cold, earthen tomb. These questions only occurred to me much later. At the time, I was possessed of one singular thought. I just knew on a deep, primal, savage level, that I had to get out. 
 
    I did not care what injuries I sustained. The frantic climb to sweet, clean, unconfined air pushed me upward, hands raking at earth and stone and root like a madman.  
 
    No, not like a madman. I was a madman, maybe less. Maybe a beast, the last of the true wild things consumed by the need break free from his cage. There were sounds, thuds, muddy whispers that some part of me knew meant danger, meant I should be cautious. The beast devoured that part of me and kept digging. 
 
    The earth had grown warm around me from my furious exertions and the heat of resurrection, so when at last my fingers felt the coolness of air, they scratched wildly, urgently seeking something to get a little leverage, to pull myself free. Twisting my fingers into a knot of grass, I pulled hard. I felt a little give at first, then the grass held mostly firm, save some wild movements, and a muffled scream. Let the grass scream, the beast said. I pulled harder. 
 
    Something cold pressed against my wrist, some branch perhaps. Then with a roar of thunder, my arm screamed in savage pain, and everything above it went numb. I howled in mad agony. Some part of my brain told me that meant something, but the beast ate that part of my brain too. I would show that thunder branch what happened when it messed with the beast. My other hand shot wildly out and scrambled to find the branch. It was gone and so was the struggling grass. With nothing to hold onto, I again clawed at the ground to escape. The hole grew. Cool air came down and the fires of the beast began to wane. I could breathe the first clean air in some unmeasurable amount of time and with a choking gasp, I inhaled the world again, each lungful of air a thousand lives deep. 
 
    I struggled to remember how words were formed as things came back into focus. It was night. Someone must have been near because I finally realized that the thunder branch was gunfire. I tried to think of what to say, how to draw suspicion away from my circumstances to avoid more gunfire, and I hoped I had command of language by the time some semi-reasonable explanation came to me. 
 
    When my eyes finally crested the lip of the hole, I had to squint to pull any detail out of the silhouette that stood before me. The person was lean, determined, poised to strike. Feminine. Some part of my brain told me I should recognize her, but the beast ate that part of my brain and it hadn’t come back to life yet. I resolved myself to keep climbing, and it wasn’t until my shoulders broke the earthen plane that I finally recognized her, even with her mousy hair gone unkempt, her office attire exchanged for worn pajama pants and a Bauhaus t-shirt. 
 
    How determined, how professional an assassin was she that after killing me several times, she still waited at my grave to kill me once more? Dumb luck. 
 
    “…coffee girl…?” I said with a dry cough, clearing who knows how much grave dirt from my lungs and parched throat. “…fu-” 
 
    Then there was a burst of gunfire and I fell back into the flames. Dumb. Fucking. Luck. 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    I’LL MAKE THINGS RIGHT INSTEAD 
 
      
 
      
 
    Running on pure killer instinct, my left hand closes around the Lady’s grip, and in a blink, I press the barrel tightly against the monster’s wrist. A clean shot through the center will sever the tendons the hand use to grasp. I could pull free, take several steps back, and easily pick off the monster as it rises from the grave. 
 
    The rapport of the 7.65mm round erupting from the barrel and blasting through the monster’s flesh fills the once peaceful cemetery air. Blood and bone fragments splatter across the dirt, and from somewhere beneath me, an unearthly howl of inhuman agony rises up. The hand flails, scraping frantically at the dirt and soon another hand thrusts upward from the earth and joins it, digging at the ground surrounding it, pulling itself up. My first instinct is to shoot it the moment it breaks free from the grave, but I decide each burst of gunfire increases the odds of someone stumbling upon the surreal scene. Even with zombies, I will be a professional. I will wait until I can see the head and finish the creature off once and for all. 
 
    The back of my mind screams about the impossibility of it all, consumed by the fear that comes with wondering whether this is just one of many zombies rising to devour all of humanity or whether it is a spirit of vengeance risen with the single purpose of destroying me. Either way I am right and proper fucked. But I don’t have time to listen to that part of me. I have a thing to kill this thing. I have to survive. There will be a time for whats and whys later, but not now. Now is all about killing. After that will come disposing, unless this is not an isolated corpse coming for me. In that case, then it will be a time for running and hiding. 
 
    But first things first. I listen intently, watching the hole grow larger, the dry, rasping moan beneath the surface growing louder as it rises. It doesn’t take long for the head to crest the hole’s rim, but I don’t shoot. Not yet. Not until I can see the whole thing. I want a good, clean shot. 
 
    Slowly, the head inches its way out of the ground, the accusing eyes, the nose, the mouth and chin. I aim my pistol at the thing as it breaks through, its face twisting into an expression of rage and confusion. 
 
    “…coffee girl…?” it says with a dry cough. “…fu-” 
 
    I let Lady Di(e) punctuate its sentence with a period right in the eye. I watch the zombie for a few moments, making sure it doesn’t move, making sure no others are coming. So far so good. Of course, now I have the dead body of Bill Thompson half hanging out of the ground with a bullet through its head and hand. I can’t exactly leave it that way. What if it’s contagious? The body will have to be burned. Plus, there is the issue of someone coming through, thinking grave robbers hit up the place. I’ll have to clean up the grave. Damn Bill Thompson. Everything about this guy means more work for me. Can’t he let anything be easy? 
 
    I begin to pull at the body, but it must have gotten itself wedged into the ground good and solid. Maybe I should have waited until it climbed completely from its grave, but too late for woulda’s and shoulda’s. What I need now is help. 
 
    I have only gone a few yards back toward the car when I meet Houston, huffing and sweating. When he sees me, he rushes me and held me tight. 
 
    “Oh, thank heaven,” he says. “I heard the gunshot, and I thought maybe you’d done something stupid. But then I heard the second one and I didn’t know what to think.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I say. “Houston, I’m okay. But there’s something you need to see.” 
 
    I lead him back to Bill Thompson’s grave where the pale body lies in the moonlight, soaking in a pool of dirt and blood. My mentor says nothing for a minute, though he tries, his mouth opening and closing like a fish as he struggles to piece a thought together. 
 
    “I see you did something stupid after all.” 
 
    “It’s not what it looks like,” I say. 
 
    “Good, because it looks like you went crazy, dug up Bill Thompson’s body, and decided to kill him all over again.” 
 
    “No,” I say. “He dug up himself. He was a zombie. But I did kill him all over again.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says after a moment’s consideration. “That’s exactly what happened. You went crazy, dug him up, and killed him all over again.” 
 
    “I know you don’t think all my marbles are in the same bag right now,” I say. “Hell, I know I’m missing a few after what happened, but I do know I have at least most of them. You can doubt my sanity all you want later, but for now, I need you to help me get the body out of the ground so we can burn it. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from zombie movies, it’s that burning it is the only way to keep it from infecting anything else.” 
 
    Houston considers me, then the body before crossing to the grave. Without fanfare, ceremony, or explanation, he begins to stomp the body back down the hole it dug its way out of. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask. “Get away from it!” 
 
    “Look,” he says. “I’m old. It’s late. We have a body maybe one eighth out of the ground. It’ll be a whole lot easier just to shove one eighth down than to dig seven eighths up. We throw a little dirt over it and we never talk about this again.” 
 
    “It could bite you!” 
 
    “You said you killed it. I can see the hole in its head with my own eyes.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how do we know that’s what kills zombies in real life?” 
 
    “There are no zombies in real life,” he says impatiently. “Olivia, I don’t know how to tell you this, but you’re having a psychotic break. We have to get this cleaned up and we have to get you out of here before you do something stupid, or rather something even more stupid than you’ve already done.” 
 
    He gives the hollow head another stomp. “And no more zombie stuff. No more Walking Dead. No more Game of Thrones. No more of those video games. You’ve got to pull yourself together.” 
 
    I refuse to yield. “This is my mess. It’s my victim come back to haunt me. I say we dig him up and cremate him. It solves the zombie issue and it’s a lot more dignified than stomping a guy’s head trying to get him back in a grave like some stuffed animal that won’t quite fit in a backpack.” 
 
    Houston sigh. “Fine. Whatever. We’ll call it therapy or something. If this is what it takes for you to move past this, if you need some kind of ceremonial, metaphorical closure, let’s do it. But for the record, you need help. At least admit that there are no zombies and that you dug up the body yourself.” 
 
    I say nothing, just kick at the dirt around the body to loosen it, and then I pull at the arms. Houston joins me with the other arm, and in ten minutes, we’re able to get the body up and into the trunk of the Prius. It takes about the same amount of time to fill the hole as it did to pull the body out, and from there, we’re on our way to the rolling hills and plains of the Nebraska countryside. 
 
    After a couple hours’ driving, we finally find a nice remote spot where our car won’t be seen. Given the body in the trunk, we don’t want to be bothered by law enforcement or farmers. I grab the collapsible shovel we keep beneath the spare tire and hoof out into the woods for half a mile until I find a decent clearing, someplace where our fire’s glow won’t be seen, and I set to digging. 
 
    “I thought we were burning the body?” asks Houston. 
 
    “We are,” I say, “but we don’t want to burn the woods down. We need to dig a fire pit. Plus, we probably aren’t going to get a fire hot enough to get rid of the bones altogether. We’ll need someplace to bury them.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want,” says Houston, “but this is your circus. Don’t expect me to throw on some clown make-up and help.” 
 
    I don’t expect him to, and he lives up to those expectations. He sits on a fallen log reading a paperback by the light of an LED flashlight keychain as I dig my pit. It takes a while, but I finally make a hole to my satisfaction, about six feet by three and maybe a foot to a foot and a half deep. Content with the size, I fill it with leaves and sticks and anything else flammable I can find. To the surprise of neither of us, Houston sticks to his log and his book while I retrieve the body. I try to convince him to give me a hand, arguing that Bill is a heavy guy, that we don’t want to leave a trail for someone to follow, that it will go quicker with his assistance, but he just keeps rattling off excuses to each one. 
 
    “It’s your mess, kiddo. You should get in the habit of cleaning it up yourself,” he says. 
 
    “If anyone spots the trail you make, then clearly the burial place you chose isn’t as good as you think it is and they were going to find the body anyway,” he says. 
 
    “Nope, I just got to a good part. The pack of vampires are descending on the brothel and the old German wizard just convinced the demon’s gang of outlaws to help him save the place,” he says. 
 
    And finally, “What did I say? I’m not putting on any clown make-up for this, Livy.” 
 
    So, I make the long slog the half mile back through the dark woods with a one hundred and eighty-pound man slumped over my shoulder. It takes forever, and I can barely breathe by the time I get there. I must have worked up quite a sweat, because the body feels downright hot against my back. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re back,” says Houston. “We only have a couple of hours before the sun comes up, and we don’t want anyone seeing the smoke.” 
 
    I say nothing, just give him a death glare. Then with a final heave, I toss the body into the fire pit on the bed of pine needles and twigs that fill it, which I hope will be his no-more-games final resting place. Unlike his last final resting place. 
 
    “Got a match?” I ask. 
 
    “We come all this way, do all that driving and all this digging to burn a corpse, and only now do you think to make sure we have something to light a fire with?” 
 
    “You don’t have anything?” I ask, beginning to panic. Houston taught me a lot growing up, stuff about weapons and medicine and anatomy and computers, but nothing about wilderness survival. I don’t know how to start a fire with sticks or string or whatever. 
 
    “Of course I have a lighter,” he says as he pulls out a pack of smokes, placing one in his mouth and lighting it. He offers the Zippo to me, but withdraws it like a high school bully holding another kid’s backpack when I reach for it. “But you need to think of these things ahead of time. Just in case.” 
 
    “Lesson learned,” I say. “Now can I please have the lighter?” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose you can.” 
 
    Still he keeps the lighter clenched in his fist behind his back. I let out a peeved growl. 
 
    “May I have the lighter?” 
 
    “Yes, you may,” he says and places it in my outstretched palm. “Now what do we say?” 
 
    “Thank you, father” I say more than a little sarcastically. 
 
    “You’re welcome, sweetheart,” he says, seeing my tone and raising me a smug parental smile. 
 
    I fumble around in the dark until I find a stick. Then I gather a handful of leaves at the end, tying them on with pine straw and long grasses. I don’t feel like reaching my hand into the fire pit to light it, just in case the zombie isn’t quite as dead as I think. A strong breeze kicks up, making it difficult to light the makeshift torch. Why can’t anything be easy? 
 
    “Olivia,” Houston stammers. 
 
    “I’m busy, Houston. Read your book.” 
 
    “Olivia,” he says, more insistent. 
 
    “Look, I’ll get it lit. Be patient.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “You didn’t want to help me dig the hole or move the body. I don’t need your help now.” 
 
    “Seriously, Olivia,” he says. “There’s something you need to see.” 
 
    My latest attempt finally takes, and as the leaves give way to fire, a warm glow spreads through the clearing, illuminating my smug look and Houston’s fearful stare. “What did you need to show me now?” 
 
    “That…” 
 
    I turn to follow where he points. The torch falls from my limp fingers into the pit and catches fire the kindling I’d piled up. Firelight spreads, chasing the shadows away from Bill Thompson, who has risen once more from the earth and is edging his way toward the tree line. 
 
    Houston finally says what I’ve been thinking for hours.  
 
    “Zombie!”


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    JAMIE 
 
      
 
    FINALLY SPEAKING TRUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t shoot!” I shouted, throwing my hands in front of my face. My hands had never stopped a bullet before, but instinct doesn’t care about things like that. In my experience, shouting “Don’t shoot” seldom accomplished anything either, but here I was shouting it anyway. This instance must have been an exception, because instead of gunfire, I heard voices, one young and feminine, the other masculine. 
 
    “You see?” she said. “You see why it took me so long to kill this guy? He’s got more lives than a cat!” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” stammered the man. 
 
    In the darkness, I could make out little more than fuzzy silhouettes. My assassin couldn’t have known, but she shot me in the only eye with a useful contact lens. Between the bad eyes and the night, I was practically blind. Even the fire did little to help, turning things from black blobs to orange blobs.  
 
    Before me stood two people, presumably a man and a woman by their voices. He sat far off, too far from the light to do my poor eyes any favors. Not her. She lit the flames, which put her close enough to make out the vaguest of details. She wasn’t tall, I knew for sure, and she had dark colored hair. Didn’t matter. I didn’t need to see her to know what she looked like. I had heard her voice often these past few days. My assassin. “Again?” I said, my exasperation finally beating out my fear. “Seriously?” 
 
    “I watched your funeral on TV. You lost an arm in that crash, for goodness sake!” The man’s voice seemed more offended and accusing then shocked. How dare I come back from the dead after the media wasted all that time covering my demise. 
 
    “Oh shit,” the girl said. “Bill Thompson is fucking immortal.” 
 
    “Just like Highlander,” said the man. 
 
    “No, he’s not,” I said, because if they were talking, they weren’t killing, and if I could get a moment to explain, maybe I could stall them indefinitely. They looked at me blankly, as though wondering who invited me to the conversation. “I mean, I am. Not like Highlander, but I am immortal. But Bill Thompson isn’t.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” said the girl. “I pulled you out of Bill Thompson’s grave.” 
 
    “Do you possess dead people?” asked the man. “Or just replace them?” 
 
    Good. They were asking questions. That meant they were curious, and curiosity would keep me alive. If Scheherazade could play this game and string along a sultan for a thousand and one nights, surely, I could keep them going long enough to make my escape, and from there, all I needed was a few minutes and a little blood and they would never find me again. 
 
    “Neither? Or both, but mostly neither,” I said, keeping things vague. Vague led to more questions. More questions meant more time. “It depends.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “The thing is, I’m not exactly immortal,” I said. 
 
    “But you said…” 
 
    “Yes, I did, but mostly because I’m like those TV immortals. I can die. I die a lot. Hell, your girl killed me twice in the last however long it’s been.” 
 
    “Twice?” she asked. “The car crash and the cemetery?” 
 
    “You caused the car crash?” I said. “Then I guess three times. You also killed me in the hospital with that stuff that shut my lungs down.” 
 
    “The succinylcholine,” she said. “That killed you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “and if you hadn’t forgotten to reset the heart monitors, someone might have even noticed.” 
 
    “What about the stairs?” she asked. 
 
    “That just hurt a lot, but it didn’t kill me.” 
 
    “So, you don’t heal quickly like immortals on TV?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “I heal just like a normal person. Unless I’m dead. Then I can come back from anything.” 
 
    “Anything?” asked the girl. “Like even if I cremated you or you were devoured by a thousand piranha?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Even cutting off your head?” asked the man. 
 
    I hoped he could read the condescension on my face. As though getting decapitated were somehow a more difficult heal than being charred to dust and scattered on the breeze. “Anything.” 
 
    “But only if you’re dead?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “So, what you’re saying,” said the man, “is if we shoot you in both legs we could leave you here and make good our escape?” 
 
    Damn. I had overshared. I really didn’t feel like hobbling on two bad legs through the woods until I died yet again. There might be wild animals that devoured me before I woke, and that would take forever to come back from. Thankfully, the coffee killer had my back. 
 
    “Remember what you said to Mister Johnson about pissing off the killers?” she asked the man. “I think the same goes for immortals.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good point.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “If we’re going to ever get rid of this guy, we have to bury him in concrete.” 
 
    Damn it again. 
 
    “Or!” I shouted before I even knew what I might say. The both turned their gazes to me, waiting to hear whatever offer I might have to make. 
 
    “Or…?” 
 
    “Or we could just forget about the whole thing,” I said. “I understand you were just doing your jobs. Everyone has to make a living. So how about this. You drive me back to town. You go your way. I go mine. No harm, no foul.” 
 
    They seemed to consider it for a while. They gave each other meaningful stares, communicating wordlessly the way only people who have known each other most of their lives could. 
 
    “No deal,” said the man. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “We got paid to kill you,” he said. “What happens if our employer sees us driving into town with you alive in the back seat?” 
 
    I nodded. I hadn’t considered that. “A legitimate concern,” I conceded. 
 
    “Besides, how do we know you’ll keep your end of the deal? What if you come for us later, or finger us for the murder?” said the girl. 
 
    “Another good point,” I said. “You two really are professionals, aren’t you? Sorry, I’m still new to all of this.” 
 
    “New?” 
 
    “This is the first time I’ve worked a job like this.” 
 
    “A job like what?” 
 
    “Remember how I said I’m not Bill Thompson?” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “I’m not him. He saw someone, I guess you,” I said and indicated the man. “He saw you following him and feared for his life. He hired me to take his place, so if someone tried to kill him…” 
 
    “You mean he’s still alive?” asked the girl. 
 
    I nodded, and the girl sighed in relief. It seemed as though a weight had literally been lifted from her back. She even stood a little taller. 
 
    “I guess we still have work to do,” said the man. 
 
    Fuck. Overshared again. “I don’t see how that’s necessary. Whoever wanted him dead got what they wanted. There’s a death certificate. They get to enjoy the sweet satisfaction of revenge if that was their motivation. You got paid. Everyone wins.” 
 
    “And when the real Bill Thompson shows up again?” 
 
    “I can make sure that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “You would kill him?” asked the girl. “Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of what you did?” 
 
    “Kill him? No. But I can make him look like someone else, just like I made myself look like him. It’s a win, win, win.” 
 
    They considered my proposition for a moment. Houston and Olivia both approached, examining me. They prodded my wrists, my skull, checking me for injuries. 
 
    “You can’t stay dead?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And you can perfectly mimic other people?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “So, we help you get back to town, or…?” 
 
    “Or you spend every waking moment for the rest of your life constantly worrying, wondering if every person you encounter, old or young, male or female, is me waiting to have my revenge.” 
 
    “I think a car ride sounds like a good deal for peace of mind,” said coffee girl. 
 
    “I think so too.” 
 
    They walked me back to the car, the man making the girl take point while he brought up the rear, ready to kill me in case I should try anything funny. Not that he needed to worry. I’d died over a thousand times in the past week at least. The last thing I wanted to do was spend another minute dead. 
 
    In the back of the car, I patiently endured their game of twenty questions as they grilled me about what dying felt like, how long it took to resurrect, how old I was, how I changed appearance. It was kind of nice being able to talk openly about it with someone other than the Marquis. It wasn’t like they could tell anyone, not without having to tell the circumstances, and they couldn’t afford to do that in their line of work. 
 
    “Know what I would do if I were in your place?” said the man. “I would commit crimes.” 
 
    “You’re already a contract killer,” I said. “I don’t think you need my magic to do that.” 
 
    “No,” said the man. “I would commit, like, so many crimes. Rob a bank, change my face. If I get shot, no big deal. Come back alive. Change my face, go to another town, and do it all over again.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    “So damn many crimes.” 
 
    I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I tried that, and it doesn’t work out as well as he’d like to think it does, that often you die on the getaway and all that stolen money gets confiscated before you resurrect. That changing appearance isn’t as simple as deciding to change, that you can’t just use any old blood because you turn into the person as they were at the time you drew blood. Stabbing someone for a sample will only turn you into someone with a big nasty stab wound. Best to let him dream and preserve at least a few of my secrets. 
 
    “What about you?” I asked coffee girl. “What would you do?” 
 
    “I think I’d learn things,” she said. “Like hobbies or skills or stuff. I bet you can do all sorts of things.” 
 
    “Some,” I said, “but not as much as you would think.” 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “I saw Groundhog Day. I’m sure you’ve mastered all sorts of things over the course of your life.” 
 
    “I have,” I said, “and I bet when you were a kid, you could play cat’s cradle like it was nobody’s business.” 
 
    “I never played cat’s cradle.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I had a strange childhood,” she said. 
 
    “Very strange,” the man added. 
 
    “Still, there were some kid things you used to be able to do. Name all the Cabbage Patch Kids or all the types of dinosaurs or recite theme songs to your favorite shows.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “Could you still do it now?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “I mean, I know a couple of the things. Not all of them, but a few.” 
 
    “But you’ve forgotten most of it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she admitted. 
 
    “And that was only, what? Ten, fifteen years ago? Imagine how much I’ve forgotten. I haven’t needed to know how to forge a horseshoe for over a hundred years at least. How much do you think I remember?” 
 
    I waited for a guess, but none came. 
 
    “Forever is a lot of time to learn things,” I said. “It’s also a lot of time to forget.” 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    OLIVIA 
 
      
 
    AS I SHAPE THE WORLD AHEAD 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So…,” I say as we pull out of Nebraska hopefully for the last time, “is your world blown like my world is blown?” 
 
    Houston says nothing. Neither of us had said a word since we dropped off whoever or whatever that was. The drive into Iowa feels dangerous, as though the slightest peep might bring our delicate new reality crashing down on us. I don’t know if it’s a conscious decision not to speak until we cross the state line and leave that madness behind us like so much road dust, but by this point it’s obvious we both signed on to that silent agreement. I can’t imagine what’s running through Houston’s mind right now, but I feel like my world has forever changed in ways September 11th couldn’t touch. The terrorist attack made the world a more terrifying place, one in which entire cities could be brought to their knees by a handful of coordinated, backwater fanatics. It made the world a more paranoid place with twenty-four-hour surveillance and a loss of privacy and freedoms people couldn’t even imagine on September 10th. These are profound changes, but the world is still the world at its core. It just wears a different, scarier suit. But this, an immortal shapeshifter? Magic? The world just took off its mask, a mask I never knew it wore, and I have to wonder if it ever was what I thought it was. 
 
    I joked about Rasputin and Castro when trying to kill Bill, but joking aside, are they like the Bill impersonator? Or have they actually been the Bill imposter all along? Is the creature I encountered tonight Nicholas Flammel, who allegedly discovered the secrets of the philosopher’s stone and with it, life eternal? Sir Galahad? Or is it older? Could that thing have been Gilgamesh or the Wandering Jew? The Roman centurion who pierced Christ’s side, or perhaps even Christ himself? How long would it take that creature to recover from a crucifixion, I wonder? I have never been particularly religious, but even I feel blasphemous at the direction in which my thoughts stray. 
 
    If there is one of these things, are there more? How many more? A handful, or hundreds, or thousands? Are they everywhere and we just don’t know they’re out there? Do they even know if there are others like them? 
 
    What about werewolves? Vampires? Ghosts? Demons? Gods? Not God, but gods, all of them? I feel stupid, absolutely stupid thinking it, but once you accept there are immortal shapeshifters, where do you draw the line? Is it madness to think anything is possible or madness not to? The floodgates are open, and every childhood fear I have ever learned to ignore comes crashing through. The monsters in my closet, the ghost in the woods, all of them could be real, hiding behind the old reassurance, “there’s no such thing.” 
 
    “I mean, I’m not the only one who thinks this is insane, right?” I say, trying to pry something out of Houston. “I’m not crazy to think this is crazy, right?” 
 
    “You’re not crazy,” says Houston. 
 
    I wait for him to say more, but nothing comes. Not that his silence surprises me. As quick as he is to keep things light, he’s always been tight lipped with heavier things, as though he were some mysterious crackpot inventor, unwilling to show anything until his ideas erupt from him fully formed. I, on the other hand, need to hear my thoughts aloud to know what they are. I need to bounce them off other people to see where they fall, where they are weak. I babble, and he brews. It will be an awkward drive until he decides how he feels about the thing. But I’ll keep asking, because that’s my way. 
 
    “What other things do you think exist? There are a lot of legends about vampires all over the world, and they’re really popular in TV. Do you think it’s some kind of secret push to legitimize their kind so they can come out and say, ‘Here we are. Aren’t we sexy just like we told you we were?’” 
 
    I think about sexy vampires, stalking night clubs, leaving exsanguinated corpses. And yet there are no news reports of these kinds of bodies. If vampires exist, are their victims just missing persons, or is there a cover-up? And cover-ups meant government. 
 
    “And if the government is monitoring everything, they must know, right? They have to know what’s real and what isn’t, which means the X-Files is probably real too. Not like Mulder and Scully are real people, but there must be some branch, some department, right? I mean, they would have to have some agency to monitor these kinds of things. Like the Roswell crash. Oh, Roswell! Do you think aliens are real too? At least there’s some scientific plausibility behind those. But why are they covering them up? To quell panic? They’re constantly defending monitoring our communications for our safety. I mean, we think they are talking about terrorists, but there are only so many of those in the world, right? But ghosts? Ghosts could be anywhere!” 
 
    How does one kill a ghost? What if they’re also here among us, passing themselves off as living people? Who says they need to be invisible or transparent? TV, but TV also has cars blowing up if they got shot. TV and realism don’t exactly go hand-in-hand. Might someone pay me to kill a ghost one day? 
 
    “And all of that, monsters and stuff? That’s to say nothing about what it means on a professional level. I mean, do you think you’ve killed someone who wasn’t… who didn’t die? What does this do to our line of work? Is it even ethical for me to charge anyone for anything? We’re assassins, so what’s ethical to us anyway, but would it be ethical to take Mister Johnson’s money? I didn’t kill Bill Thompson. I didn’t really kill anyone, in fact.” 
 
    I feel a wave of relief wash over me, followed by a slight pang of guilt for taking that twenty thousand dollars, which goes away as soon as I remind myself that Mister Johnson is probably some douchebag, since Bill hadn’t done anything execution worthy. Then I feel the guilt come on again, because though Bill survived, the other seven are almost certainly dead. Then a little relief, not much, but a little, reminding myself once again that Bill Thompson isn’t dead. 
 
    “And isn’t it great that I didn’t kill him? I mean, he didn’t deserve it, so it’s good that it’s one more decent person still in the world, right? And that immortal, too, dying for other people to save their lives? Isn’t it reassuring to know someone with that kind of power, that kind of freedom would do something decent with it instead of just being selfish?” 
 
    I don’t realize it until I say it, but it is reassuring. Most people I know would turn to crime or live their lives just amassing wealth and luxury. Even Houston, whom I respect, said he would go nuts with it. I wish I could say I would do what the immortal has done, but I probably wouldn’t. I would probably just use it to do my job better. And probably be selfish as well. Not that I go clubbing or anything, but if I wanted to get into a club without waiting in line, I could turn into a celebrity. If I was in the mood for a nice meal but didn’t have the scratch, I could look like the owner of a local restaurant or one of those guys from those best restaurants in the country shows. I think, given enough time, I would probably go bad. I hate to admit it, but it’s true. 
 
    “And also, professionally, do you think this opens up new avenues and methods for getting the job done? Like draining the blood from someone to make it look like vampires did it? I mean, obviously only after it comes out that vampires are real, if they even exist. Or if it is just immortals like that thing pretending to be Bill Thompson, that we’ll have to change our approach to make sure they’re dead and gone? You know, to make sure that the client gets what they want?” 
 
    “I think,” says Houston with a pause, “that while anything is possible, all of this other stuff, monsters and aliens and things, they have to be rare if they exist at all, or everyone would have a ‘my cousin knows a guy’ story. So, I’m not going to worry about it until I know more. I can’t approach every job like I’m up against an immortal or vampire or werewolf because they all have their own weaknesses and there’s no clean, easy kill that will cover them all. For all I know, it’s just that one immortal in all the world. Nothing else has changed until I know it has.” 
 
    He makes sense. His words have a pragmatic logic that he has a knack for. The news is a shocking revelation, but it doesn’t do any good to speculate at every possible implication. Over-analysis leads to paralysis. 
 
    “You’re right,” I say. “No reason to change the way all cakes are made just because there was a fly in one batter, right? It’s probably just the one, and if it isn’t, we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.” 
 
    “Are you going to keep babbling like this?” he asks with more love than annoyance. What a great foster dad. 
 
    “Until I come to grips with this, yeah.” I say. “It’s one thing to know a thing exists. It’s another to accept it.” 
 
    He nods and turns up the radio, letting the Doobie Brothers drown out my desperate attempt to make sense of this brave new world that has such people in it. One thing I know for certain, if someone that old, that powerful can dedicate himself to doing good and helping people though he could easily brush the consequences for selfishness and evil aside, so can I. 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    JAMIE 
 
      
 
    I’LL RID MYSELF OF YOU 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stumbled into my apartment, dirty, exhausted, and too damn old. Every last one of my muscles ached from sitting so long in the back of that assassin’s car. I just wanted to fall apart, take a hot bath, and slip into pajamas and a twenty-year-old body. I ached too much for a transformation, so I settled for a shower and a few minutes on the couch strumming my guitar with Bill’s awful, uncooperative, arthritic fingers. After several unsatisfying minutes, I figured I would have to get my music secondhand. Throwing on my headphones, I pressed play and took in the comforting familiar poverty of the old place. 
 
    I had expected to find Bill and the Marquis at my apartment when I finally made it back to Baltimore, but the place was as sad and empty as it had always been. Same sad, second hand couch. Same pile of dirty laundry and tiny TV on a plywood and cinder block entertainment center. Same thirty-dollar Wal-Mart book shelf with a few dozen half-read and dog-eared paperbacks scattered among the impulse-buy DVDs. Like anyone really needed to own a physical copy of Cliffhanger. There was less food in the fridge now than when I left, so perhaps the apartment was a bit sadder than before. Even some of the condiment bottles had vanished. Poor Bill. Things must have gotten so bad he had to rely on mustard and crackers to stay alive. That or he hated mustard and crackers and threw all of mine out while I was away. Probably the former. I barely had food enough in my place to last a couple of days without hitting up a fast food shop, and even then, those would be an unpleasant few days. Like tin of beans and can of Spam unpleasant. I’d been gone for three weeks. 
 
    A sense of dread snuck up behind me and put me in a chokehold, dragging me to the floor of my empty hallway. What if he had been discovered? What if I had been discovered? How would I get paid? Plus, there was the insufferable chore that was attempting to establish a new identity. I had been gone from work for almost a month. I might not even have a job anymore, which didn’t only get in the way of the whole paying bills thing. Working as a phlebotomist was how I stayed in blood. The stuff I had in my fridge probably went bad in the time I was gone. I hoped to have at least a pint or two of usable stuff left. 
 
    Shit. I didn’t have a moment to waste. I ran to the fridge and pulled out my samples, sorting them by expiration date. A pint of blood only lasted about forty days in the best of circumstances, but unless I put it to use within thirty, I often felt sick for the first week or two after transformation. Most of this stuff wouldn’t do me any good, but some might. 
 
    Going through my bad, good, and questionable stacks, I couldn’t help but bemoan my losses. No more old lady who was great for getting an extension on the rent. No more bruiser who was great for getting the neighbors to stop playing that awful music at full volume all night. No more blonde bombshell who was great for lonely weekends, of which I had many. No more little girl who could go door to door selling fifty cent candy bars for two bucks to raise money for whatever school activities were underfunded these days. I did still have Mister Trustworthy, the baby-faced twenty-something guy who could get good interest rates. I still had The Track Star for when I felt fat and disgusting and wanted to be in shape without the effort. That guy could run for miles. I still had Soccer Mom, whom I had never used, but she was pushing it. That blood would go bad soon. I decided to use her right away and then draw a fresh sample so I could keep her around. I could refresh the samples from the others later in the week, but she would be a handy face to have in a pinch. 
 
    I put the good blood back in the fridge and took Soccer Mom’s pint to the bathroom for a change. I saved a little of Bill’s blood just in case I needed to change back, but I don’t know why I would. As far as society was concerned, that man was dead and gone, and with the news coverage his death had attracted, that face wouldn’t do me any good for years. And now that I thought about it, I had lost Darren, my old face, as well. I had been so nervous about my deal with Bill, I forgot to get a pint of Darren before I changed. I had no way to turn back. I guess I lost that phlebotomist job after all. Damn. Time to find a new blood source. Maybe the soccer mom could get a job at a hospital. 
 
    I slipped into my thirty-something skin, admired her in the mirror as I let the last of Bill Thompson flush out my system. For several minutes, I just stood there, examining myself top to bottom so I would recognize my reflection in the future and describe myself to others accurately. I was slim, regardless of what society’s standards may be. I would guess I wore a thirty-inch waist. I stood perhaps five foot five or so. Medium length brown hair and eyes. Some thin creases at the edges of my mouth. Stretch marks on my belly suggested Soccer Mom may have had one child, or more if the scars had been surgically reduced.  I felt like I worked out regularly, but didn’t have much definition or tone. I did a few stretches and basic exercises to test out my coordination. All good. I probably did yoga. 
 
    When I had acclimated to the new body, I went to the closet to find the box labeled Female – Medium height/weight so I could have something to wear. Later today, I would need to box up my closet into Male – Above Average height/average weight, but for now, my worry was whether I should wear capris or a skirt and if I had a good bra to fit this chest. I needed to get new ID, and for that I would need to look trustworthy, but desperate. 
 
    As I stood there in my panties considering how best to come off as a wholesome housewife who might reluctantly make an exception, my door swung open. I froze, and Bill Thompson did likewise. At least, I assumed it was Bill Thompson. He was bald and had a thin beard, but he also had a key to the place and looked close enough like him for me to feel safe pegging him as the man indeed. 
 
    “Close the door, Bill. You’re letting the air out.” 
 
    Bill just stood there, soaking in my nakedness. I wasn’t surprised, but I was a little disappointed. You’d think after sixty years a lecher, he would learn to contain his gawking, but I guess not. Or perhaps it was simply the surprise of seeing a naked woman where he had in fact expected to see no one at all that froze him. Still, it would certainly make for an awkward conversation if any parents with children were to walk by. 
 
    I crossed to the doorway, yanked him inside by the tie, and slammed the door shut behind him. 
 
    “Did Ambrose send you?” he asked, stammering as he ravaged my figure with his eyes. 
 
    I had to admit, for someone in a body that was just so-so, I did feel like a supermodel the way he leered at me. I’m sure if Soccer Mom herself were here, she would be freaked out. Me? I had stopped caring about nudity and genitalia and sexual taboos the third time I changed genders. Besides, I had spent some time in Bill’s body. I had crawled out of a grave with it. Though he didn’t seem the type, if he tried anything untoward, I knew good and well Soccer Mom could take him with little difficulty. 
 
    “He said he would make things up to me.” Bill closed the distance between us, his hands out like a man in a pornographic cartoon. I felt bad for the guy. After all he’d been through, watching that he’d died on the news, his whole life over. Plus, I’d been inside his head. I knew what this must be doing for him, and I knew what his standards were. I wasn’t the least bit shocked when he grabbed my breasts like a newborn going for milk. 
 
    I slapped the devil out of him anyway. I could understand his position, but I had one of my own. 
 
    “Bill, it’s me,” I said, sternly. 
 
    “Ambrose?” he asked, casting a sideways glance at me. “Look, I’m really sorry. I had no idea. I thought…” 
 
    “I know exactly what you thought, Bill,” I said, “but I’m not Ambrose. It’s me. The guy you are about to pay for dying for you.” 
 
    “Sorry,” stammered Bill. “It’s just you were gone for so long, and then I came in and saw those spectacular tits, and…” 
 
    They were decent, but I wouldn’t call them spectacular. Still, I decided if I wanted to get anything accomplished, I would have to cover up the girls post haste. I crossed to the box, and though I couldn’t see him, I knew what the old man was up to. 
 
    “Stop looking at my ass,” I said. “We have business matters to discuss. Go to the bathroom until I get changed.” 
 
    I scrounged through the box for the blandest clothes I could find, finally opting for a calf length brown skirt and a sweater. It was too hot for a sweater, but I didn’t feel like wasting time looking for a bra just yet and I didn’t want him staring. After I had made myself as frumpy as I could with what limited clothes I had available, I gave the bathroom door a knock and told him he could come out. 
 
    “Just a minute,” he said. “Be out in just a minute.” 
 
    Damn it, Bill. This is why I hate being a woman for any considerable amount of time. It’s all ogling and catcalls and accidental gropes. Even when I’m not that attractive, there’s always some asshole thinking I’ll be an easy lay because I must be so desperate I’ll take anything. Fucking men. It was definitely better to be one. 
 
    “Wash your filthy hands,” I said as Bill left the bathroom. He went back in and did so. 
 
    “Sit down,” I said, pointing to the couch. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said, and like a puppy who had been swatted on the nose, made his way shamefully to where I told him. 
 
    “First off, where were you? You’re dead. You can’t go walking around like that.” 
 
    “Well, Ambrose said that people would ignore someone who looked ‘close enough’ as a look alike. He shaved my head the day I saw that I had fallen down those stairs, and he told me to stop shaving my face. It’s worked so far. If anyone points out how similar I look, I just say that I get that all the time and they nod and don’t say anything else.” 
 
    The Marquis was right. I had done the same thing when I needed to change face but didn’t have the blood to do it. Still, it felt sloppy to let him walk about freely. It wasn’t just about getting recognized. Someone was out to kill him, after all. And speaking of the Marquis… 
 
    “Well, no more outings,” I said. “Where’s Ambrose?” 
 
    “He should be coming up soon. He said he had to drop something off at the mailbox.” 
 
    I nodded. I wanted to get down to business, but I wanted the Marquis there for it. After all, this whole business venture was his idea. If he could act as my agent, I’d have a much easier time getting paid. 
 
    “So how are you holding up?” I asked. Knowing the Marquis, he hadn’t asked, and it gave me something to talk about until he arrived. 
 
    “Okay, I guess,” said Bill. “Being dead is… it’s strange. Maybe because I’m not really dead. Everything gone in an instant except me. Still, it was nice to see the news say such nice things about me.” 
 
    I joined him on the couch and gave him a pat on the shoulder. 
 
    “It’s weird, losing everything like that in the blink of an eye. When I saw the news, I wanted to run out and tell everyone, ‘Hey, it’s okay! I’m not dead.’ Thankfully, Ambrose was here to keep me from doing that. He said there would be an investigation, and that I might end up going to jail for fraud over that for faking my death or something. He explained the particulars, but it was a lot of legal statute that I didn’t understand. But now I feel like a ghost. I don’t legally exist right now. I’m already dead.” 
 
    I nodded. I would have to do something about that. 
 
    “Not that I have anyone who misses me. Not that I would have anything to go back to but my company, and even that isn’t mine anymore. It’s public. It’s the stockholder’s company now.” 
 
    I wanted to say something, but we were interrupted by the Marquis, who waltzed in with all the grandeur of a king who stepped into his extravagant palace, discovered it was not up to his standards, but graciously accepted the accommodations anyway. 
 
    “Ahh, Jaime, I see you’re back,” he said. “At least I assume that’s you beneath those retched clothes. Tell me, how many spinsters did you have to assault to collect that ensemble?” 
 
    “Hilarious,” I said. “While you’ve been pre-fabricating clever one liners like that, I’ve been shoved down stairs, poisoned, mangled, shot, and suffocated more times than I can count, so let’s dispense with the jokes and talk numbers, shall we?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “Let me just put a kettle on.” 
 
    I politely excused myself and followed the Marquis into the kitchen. 
 
    “You’re making tea?” I asked. “You’re not even going to try to talk me into making it for you?” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t enjoy putting my powers of persuasion to work,” he said. “It’s that somehow, in all the time you’ve been alive, you’ve never learned to make a cup that isn’t offensive to my palette.” 
 
    While the Marquis set to making tea, he and I went over how much my fee should come to. Thirty thousand for the three weeks. Fifteen thousand for the three actual kills, plus a grand for the day recovering from poison, a grand for the time recovering from the clean kill in the graveyard, and we would call it seven grand for the car accident. That was fifty-four thousand, plus we would call the stairwell murder attempt torture. Another five grand. Fifty-nine thousand so far. I don’t know how long I spent digging myself out of the ground, but we would say it took a few awful days and call the whole affair seventy-five thousand dollars, rolling my buried alive deaths together as torture on account of him having such a rough time of it what with being legally dead. I hadn’t made seventy-five thousand dollars in a year in quite a while. To earn that much in three weeks felt really good. 
 
    The Marquis presented Bill with the tea and the invoice. 
 
    “That’s fair,” said Bill. “It goes with the rates you gave me, better than, to hear you tell it, but…” 
 
    “But?” asked the Marquis. “No one likes a person who backs out of a deal, especially once services have been rendered.” 
 
    “It isn’t that,” said Bill. “I would gladly pay you, but I don’t have anything to pay you with. I lost my company, my bank accounts. All of it is gone. I’ve got nothing.” 
 
    I had forgotten that important detail. “Surely you at least have some cash lying around, tucked away in a tin can or under a mattress somewhere.” 
 
    “Maybe a few thousand but not seventy-five.” 
 
    “Yes, I see,” said the Marquis. “This is a predicament. You wish to honor your agreement, but lack the funds you had initially. And this is, sad to say, your fault, Jaime.” 
 
    “My fault? How?” I wanted to punch him in the face for trying to pin everything on me. I didn’t care that we’d known each other since the French Revolution. He had been a thorn in my side so many times, and the way he made me feel so worthless, like I should count myself privileged to keep him alive like I do. The more I thought about it, the more my anger boiled.  
 
    Maybe it was the miserable way the job had turned out. Maybe it was the car accident or clawing my way up from the grave. Maybe after our unnaturally long time together, he had piled on one blow to many. Whatever it was, life was too short to endure his nonsense uncontested. I punched him hard in the jaw. It was a blow two centuries in the making. I hoped he felt every year. 
 
    “Well, if you had been able to keep our friend alive, at least publicly, he would still have his business.” He didn’t even acknowledge the blow, but his eyes said I should be grateful to him for that. Bastard. Always more trouble than he was worth. 
 
    “It was your guy who got me killed, driving the way he was,” I said. “And that criminal record? What were you thinking? Couldn’t you maybe vet your associates a little better?” 
 
    “I understand that blame lies on all sides,” he said, “which is why I propose the following solution. Jaime, because Bill’s life is over even if he is still alive, it doesn’t seem fair you should get the full fee for saving him. How does fifty thousand sound?” 
 
    Bill cried out, “I can’t afford-” but the Marquis cut him off. 
 
    “One thing at a time. Jaime, would you take fifty thousand dollars for your services?” 
 
    It was still a lot of money, more than I had seen in one place at the same time in ages. “Yeah, I’ll take it.” 
 
    “Bill, I feel terrible for the way this turned out. You lost your home, your business, even your identity. I blame myself. I will pay your fifty-thousand-dollar fee on one condition.” 
 
    “You screw me over, and now you want a stipulation on paying a fee I wouldn’t have if it weren’t for you?” Bill spat. He had a valid point. I was glad to see him standing up to the Marquis. 
 
    “Ahh, but if not for my intervention, you would have lost your life as well, and who can put a price on that?” Also a valid point. 
 
    “You can,” I said. “Fifty thousand dollars.” I couldn’t help myself. Bill must bring out the best in me. 
 
    “Touché,” said the Marquis. “I’m sure, however, that you will not find this condition so abhorrent. I would like to help you start over with a new identity, a new business, a new life. I will pay your fee if you will allow me to do this favor for you.” 
 
    Bill looked skeptically back and forth between the Marquis and myself. “How are you going to do that?” 
 
    “My friend Jaime here, I’m sure, could find a nice young face for you. I know people who could set you up with all the paperwork you need to have a legal identity again, and I would fund your initial venture. I would request profit sharing, my accountant would have kittens otherwise, but only a small amount. Twenty-five percent of what you make, and you would retain all control.” 
 
    “Can I think about it?” 
 
    “Of course, but while you do, think on this. Think of all the lessons you learned between the time you opened Thompson’s and now. Think of all the times you said, ‘I wish I knew then what I know now.’ Think of all the young ladies you can attract in a new, youthful body. I offer you a chance to live your life over, and to do it right this time. This is a once in a lifetime offer well worth fifty thousand dollars.” The Marquis held out his hand, not all the way. Just enough that Bill would have to rise to take it. 
 
    “That does seem reasonable,” Bill said, cautiously taking the Marquis’s hand and shaking it. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “We’re all settled. I’ll have my lawyer draw up the paperwork. Jaime, if you could go through that fridge of yours and find our friend a nice new body.” 
 
    Of everything I had left, I figured only Mister Trustworthy would fit Bill’s needs, so with a sigh, I took the pint and the former billionaire to the bathroom and had him strip for me. I didn’t want to, but the old man clothes would not fit, and the spell worked better nude, besides. It was awkward, to be sure. You do not want to be a woman telling Bill Thompson to strip. But in the end, I was able to get him into a handsome new skin. He took a few moments to admire himself in the mirror, run his fingers through his full head of hair, flex his new muscles, and check the size of his anatomy. He gave himself a nod of approval and a Fonzie thumbs up. Then, he put on the clothes I had set aside for him. 
 
    Before we could leave the bathroom, I stopped him. 
 
    “Bill, remember how you said you lost everything?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. 
 
    “You didn’t. Not everything. Valerie? She loves you. You aren’t the old Bill. You’re some young, new guy. But you are still you on the inside, the same person she fell in love with. She could use someone to comfort her right about now. Someone like you.” 
 
    “And if I screw up? Know something this new guy shouldn’t know?” 
 
    “Have a date night with her and watch Heaven Can Wait.” 
 
    Young Bill smiled and gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder so genuine it could have come with a certificate of authenticity. “Thanks. You’re alright.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    I was glad to see his new life off to a good start, though something still nagged at me about his old one. Something wrong. 
 
    “Hey Bill,” I said. “I thought you said you never wanted to take Thompson’s public. What was with the news saying the paperwork had been in the works for several weeks?” 
 
    “Oh, that was Ambrose’s doing. He said that the way things were looking, that killer was going to get me one way or another, and since you had all but proven it was Nick Presario trying to get my job, he said the best way to stop that was to make the job disappear. No more president. Plus, a board of directors would have to be appointed who would then choose a CEO, and nobody likes Nick.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I guess I can get that. The old ‘If I can’t have it, no one can,’ but how was it on file for several weeks?” 
 
    “He used the paperwork I started a long time ago and pulled in some favors to make it look like it had been in the system backlog for a while. All it needed was some date changes. He said it would make the paperwork seem a lot less suspicious if it didn’t appear right before I was murdered.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Just curious.” 
 
    That had me worried. The Marquis didn’t call in favors for just anyone. If he pulled strings, he was up to something. I thought about telling Bill, but he had enough on his plate already. I led him out of the bathroom and back to the Marquis, who was just wrapping up a conversation with his lawyers. 
 
    “Ah, Bill, I barely recognized you! You look fantastic! Years younger! Did you get work done?” 
 
    “A little bit, it would seem,” said Bill. 
 
    “So, have you chosen a new name for your new face?” 
 
    Bill apparently had not considered this part of his transformation. “Good question,” he said, and pursed his lips. As he thought, he made a clicking noise with his tongue, huffed his cheeks. I couldn’t decide if he was joking or if this was honestly how he behaved when he weighed a tough decision. Both seemed equally absurd. “Maybe James Monroe?” 
 
    “No middle name?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he said. “I suppose it’d be a bit odd if I didn’t have one of those. I guess Marshall.” 
 
    “James Marshall Monroe,” said the Marquis. “I like it. I think it suits you.” 
 
    Bill looked to me, and I gave him two thumbs up. Satisfied with our seals of approval, he gathered his things and readied himself to let the Marquis’s car drive him away to a brand-new life. 
 
    “Well, it was good knowing you, Bill,” I said, “and it’s nice to meet you, James.” 
 
    “Likewise, Jaime,” he said. “Or should I call you that now, what with you being… you know?” 
 
    “Why do you think I use a name that works both ways?” I asked. 
 
    He gave me a warm friendly smile, patted me on the back, and stepped out of my dingy apartment for the last time. 
 
    “Why did you do it?” I asked, once I had the place alone with the Marquis. 
 
    “Because I’m a gentleman who helps his friends,” he said in that way that made me want to choke him and fuck him at the same time. Was it auto-erotic asphyxiation when I’m the one who wants to suffocate him? I don’t know how he got under my skin like that, my sweet disease, my own special opium addiction. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” I said. “I’ve been your friend for two hundred years, and you don’t help me.” 
 
    “I just gave you fifty thousand dollars,” he said. 
 
    “I earned seventy-five,” I said. “More if I had remembered to charge for finding out who did it. You stiffed me twenty-five grand on that job.” 
 
    “And who gave you that job? Who turned you on to this entirely new enterprise?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me this was gentlemanly friendship,” I said. “Money you’ll spend. Money comes and goes. You called in favors to help Bill. What’s your game?” 
 
    “Game?” the Marquis played innocent, but I could tell from his tone he was dying to talk about it, to gloat about how cunning he was. 
 
    “Why did you hire someone to kill Bill Thompson?” 
 
    “Oh Genevieve, Genevieve,” he said, the name I wore when we met. He must be about to lecture me like a child. “It’s as though you never listen to a word I say. For generations, I’ve been trying to teach you to be a better person—fierce, ruthless, uncompromising—but you keep ignoring me when I say anything important. It’s just as I told Bill when this whole affair started. People with that sort of money and power don’t do anything for themselves. They get others to do it for them.” 
 
    “So, Nick… Did he hire that hit woman, or did you, or did you hire the driver and Presario just happened to hire someone too?” 
 
    “I put the bug in Nick’s ear,” he said, “or rather a dozen bloggers online did, each statement innocuous in itself, but when combined make a beautiful portrait that can only lead to murder, like a George Sarat painting. And now it’s his emails linking him to the criminal underbelly of the internet, and not my clean hands. And now it’s his bank account that shows a twenty-thousand-dollar cash withdrawal.” 
 
    “To who?” I asked. “Your driver or the father-daughter duo?” 
 
    “To whom,” he corrected. “And to the duo. The driver’s pay came out of my pocket posthumously. I know Nick operated via electronic communication because I inserted myself surreptitiously in between both parties, and the payment was a dead drop, never met the killers personally. When the police get the copies of his emails I just sent them, they’ll connect the dead driver to Presario and no one will ever be the wiser. It is an open and shut case.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of trouble for someone whose plan allegedly leaves no crumbs leading back to his own front door.” 
 
    “Do you know nothing about me? I’m always interested in the long-term investment. You want to know why I threw away twenty thousand dollars on a dead body? Because he’s a dead asset. That twenty thousand dollars keeps those two killers Houston and Olivia in my rolodex for future use. Money, I have in spades, but people who can keep even you on the run for weeks are worth their weight in gold.” 
 
    “And Bill Thompson?” 
 
    “The same. He wouldn’t sell his company unless I convinced him someone wanted to take it from him, and the only way to keep it out of the wrong hands was to put it into everyone’s hands. The company goes public, I buy up a controlling interest, thanks in part to the twenty-five percent he entrusted me with as a safety measure, which I quickly unloaded to my shell companies to spike panic. The rest I’ll snatch up easily enough continued investor uncertainty as the board squabbles over who will run the company, and then once they settle on Nick Presario, he gets arrested for murder. Stockholder confidence will plummet, shares will sell for a song, and I’ll be able to purchase a fortune five hundred company for pocket change.” 
 
    “You would ruin several lives just to get your hands on a company that’s only a fraction of your net worth? That’s cold,” I said, and my stomach turned in revulsion. And yet, that uncaring display of power made me want to impress him, please him, do anything for his approval. For the first time, however, the revulsion had a minor advantage. 
 
    “That? That’s the sprint,” he said. “That’s just for sport while I watch the marathon play out. It’s seed money for the real plan. I don’t want control of Thompson’s, but I will take it because it’s a cash cow with a rather great deal of milk left in its teats. I don’t want to control the business. I want to control the man. Bill Thompson has the knack for running a company that is both profitable and socially responsible. That’s going to be increasingly valuable as social media becomes the new normal. I want to control Bill Thompson’s next business, and the one after that.” 
 
    I nodded, finally understanding his game and where I fit in it. “But Bill was in his sixties. He didn’t have another business in him.” 
 
    “And that’s where your new business comes in,” he said. “As I said, I don’t want your pennies. I’m as much investing in you as I am in Bill and Houston and Olivia. You lack purpose, Genevieve. You’re a dead leaf drifting across the centuries. Let me hone you. Let me mold you. Do as I say, learn all I have to teach. You will be my masterpiece. We will rule the world together, and in the end, you will thank me.” 
 
    He was right about being a dead leaf, damn him. My life lacked purpose. In my defense, it was difficult to see the purpose of anything after thousands of years. No momentum lasts forever. Noble causes die away, or they succeed; either way you have nothing to fight for anymore. Skills you dedicate yourself to mastering fall out of use. When one driving force in my life waned, I would grasp desperately to the next like a drowning man, anything to give my eternity a glimmer of meaning. Eventually, I became fatalistic. This purpose would end, and so would the next, and the next. 
 
    I used to be religious. When Christianity took hold in Europe, I devoted myself wholeheartedly. Surely, the fires I felt upon death were the flames of Hell burning at several thousand years’ worth of sin and heresy. I thought if only I could be a better person, a perfect person, I would be forgiven. I would finally be allowed access to Heaven. I lived many good lives. I am three Catholic saints, though I do not like to say which. I would rather not cause those lucky few who can still have faith to doubt themselves. I will say, though, that the holy bones of one of them are fakes. But despite my piety and virtue, no redemption came, no sweet release or eternal reward. 
 
    Then they discovered I was immortal, and they killed me over and over and over again, burning me for witchcraft and consorting with devils everywhere I went. So, I fled to the Far East. I learned of reincarnation, and I accepted it entirely, though by then I was not so much reborn as reformed upon death. But though I obeyed my dharma, I never progressed on the karmic wheel. 
 
    The Renaissance brought me back to Europe, and I hoped science, reason, and philosophy would have answers for me, but even now, it fails me. I used to be passionate about travel and exploration. I journeyed down the Silk Road, and I was among the first to colonize the New World. I have been to every continent on the planet, and when man landed on the moon, I trembled with excitement at the prospect of visiting space. Then Apollo 13 happened, and I realized if something went wrong in space, I could be adrift in the void forever. When a boat sank, it was no small aggravation to float about on the ocean until the tides finally carried me ashore thousands of miles away, or in the worst of circumstances, when I had sunk so low, the water pressure held me down, I could at least crawl along the ocean floor inch by inch and eventually find land. Space afforded no such comforts. With that ill-fated mission, my desire to explore and discover, my last remaining passion died away, finally giving up the ghost after its long coma between Manifest Destiny and the Space Race. 
 
    For centuries, I sat idle like a stagnant, lifeless pond. I only happened to be in France for the revolution out of curiosity, and it was the Marquis’s charismatic speeches on passionate self-interest that gave me even the slightest bit of purpose: pleasing myself. But even hedonism can become boring. 
 
    These past two centuries, he had maintained his zeal for self-worship, but that sort of passion is for young men, and I had lost my youth and vigor long ago. I had nothing left to believe in, nothing to strive for. No principles, no goals. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” I said. “During the second World War, what side were you on?” 
 
    “My side,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “And which side did that happen to favor?” 
 
    “All sides. Everyone needed weapons, and I needed money and an opportunity to help redraw old borders. Everyone got what they wanted. What about you? The way you’ve been moping about, I wonder if you were on any side at all.” 
 
    “I was on the losing side,” I said. 
 
    “The Germans or the Japanese? Either way I’m shocked. They were so organized. So principled. You were neither of those things.” He eyed me up and down once. “But I could see the Italians. They seem laid back and laissez faire enough for you.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Not the Axis powers. The Jews.” 
 
    “That figures,” he said. “You had been a dead thing for decades. Small wonder you should fall in with others.” 
 
    His words brought on a sudden clarity. He was right that I was a dead thing adrift on the centuries, but it was my nature to return to life. And now this parasite wished to have me thank him for his efforts to make me more like him, who survived only because I had been too afraid to face eternity alone? 
 
    He wanted me to believe I was dead until he found me and saved me, that I owed my life to him. He was wrong about one thing. One important detail. I owed him nothing. I did not owe him, not for his fifty thousand dollars or his efforts to improve me. I did not owe him for all the fine dinners and expensive wines. No, he owed me. It was I who kept him alive, who gave him a new body and made him young again every half century or so. Who was he to make me feel weak and powerless? Who was he to make me beg to be part of his games and then be grateful for the abuse he gave? 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, as power and purpose swelled within my chest for the first time in ages. 
 
    The Marquis had saved my life, though not the way he had intended. I grabbed him by the neck and kissed him passionately, then flung him down on the couch, climbing atop him and taking what he withheld from me for years on end to keep me on his leash. I could see the satisfaction in his eyes. It wasn’t the sex that pleased him. I knew him better than to think that. He got off thinking that I had succumbed to his will, that I would agree to be his protégée and puppet. Let him think his silly thoughts. 
 
    This violent primal lust was not hello. It was goodbye. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    JAMIE 
 
      
 
    AND START MY LIFE ANEW 
 
      
 
      
 
    With my bills secured for the year, I spent the next few months establishing the Jamie Wilshire identity and volunteering at the local women’s shelter. There were too many men like the Marquis in the world and someone had to put them in their place. Word had gotten around that for a couple hundred bucks and a pint of blood, I could fix those problems. The popular theory whispered behind my back was that I was either a vampire or a witch. The vampire theory I laughed off, mostly because I volunteered during the day, but also because I hadn’t heard tale of vampires in decades. The witch story I laughed off as well, though it was technically at least somewhat true. I did do magic. What I told them, though, was that I also helped a lot with the Red Cross in memory of my poor, departed hemophiliac father, and to support that fact, I always made a point to collect at blood drives. 
 
    When a woman wanted a problem fixed, I would take her to the soonest blood drive, collect her sample, and charge a fee on a sliding scale based on income. Then I would put her up in my apartment, let her take a week to get herself together and make a list of all the great things about herself. While she took time to celebrate herself and find her inner whatever, I would assume her identity, track down the no-good sons of bitches and scare them into the next state. Those few who didn’t take kindly to being intimidated usually tried to kill me, and I let them. Then, when I would call them at midnight or appear outside their window, they usually ended up committed or they were scared onto the opposite coast. No more problems. 
 
    It didn’t pay as well as being a professional target, but it kept the bank account from depleting quite so rapidly until somehow word got out regarding my unique services. Hopefully Bill Thompson, or as he was now known, James Monroe, had many wealthy associates with people out to kill them. I doubted it. That career seemed dead on arrival, and unlike me, it wouldn’t be coming back to life any time soon. I wasn’t surprised. How does one even advertise without attracting unwanted attention, and even if one got noticed, who would take a person seriously if they claimed to be immortal or hypermortal or whatever I was? 
 
    It came as some surprise then when a small white package arrived with no return address, or even mailing address. Only the name Lazarus scrawled in respectable penmanship gave me any indication that it was for me. 
 
    I opened the box and found inside a stack of business cards, a mobile phone, and a letter. Perhaps it was my experience with Nick Presario and his philosophy of visualizing the career you want, but I checked the business cards first. 
 
    They were fine cards, the color of bone with a linen texture and raised black ink.  Embossed in the center in a simple, somber script, the text read: 
 
      
 
    Lazarus, Inc 
 
    443.648.DEAD 
 
      
 
    No picture, no description of services. Just a business name and a phone number, which I assumed matched the phone. Intrigued, I unfolded the letter. 
 
      
 
    Dear Jamie Wilshire, 
 
      
 
    I doubt that’s your real name, but it is the one you chose for now, so it is the one I will use. I was having a crisis of faith when I met you. I was convinced that with you knowing what I do professionally and what you do, you would be disappointed to learn that you helped me reconcile my job with my morals, and because of you, I can continue doing what I do. Then, in the very difficult process of tracking you down, I’ve seen the work you’ve been doing, and I learned that perhaps we see eye-to-eye after all. 
 
    You showed me that there are good people in the world that need protecting and bad people in the world that don’t. I think we know how that division of labor falls. These business cards should help you uphold your end. I’ve kept a few to share the good word as well. Any work that comes my way that seems like it belongs in your pile, I’ll pass on to you. You live in Baltimore, so I assume you’ve seen The Wire. Well, this isn’t a burner like the phones they used on the show. I went to a lot of trouble to make sure it’s clean. Hold onto it. You keep saving people and I’ll keep paying the phone bill. 
 
    Thank you for helping me realize my purpose, as I hope I can help you fully realize yours. 
 
    Your biggest fan and coffee girl, 
 
      
 
    Olivia 
 
      
 
    With one package, my assassin had brought my career back from the dead. Something inside me stirred to life as well. 
 
    I read the letter over again. And again. Was that my purpose, to protect people? To help them escape those who would do them harm? I held a single business card in my hand and felt virtually no weight at all, and yet the gravity of the thing pulled everything toward it. Not just my gaze, my attention, but also my destiny. I had been looking at my circumstances as dying over and over again, but it’s the opposite. It’s about returning to life, being rebuilt and being reborn. I was about new beginnings. Life begets life, they say, and my rebirth should beget others. 
 
    Bill Thompson had a new life because of me, a new opportunity to learn from all his mistakes, to have the children with Valerie he never could with Caroline. All those women from the shelter could go home without the fear that their oppressors might one day return to drag them back down. They could start over. 
 
    I had no way to get in contact with Olivia, but I knew our paths would cross again, and even if they didn’t, I could rest more peacefully knowing she was out there, holding my opposite orbit to keep the world in balance. 
 
    I don’t know why, but something about that notion of balance, purpose, and destiny sent my spirit back to Japan, a time in my life I hadn’t thought of in decades. Pulling a pen from my pocket, I scrawled a little haiku on the bottom of her letter. 
 
      
 
    A lone grape rolls free. 
 
    Two together on one stem, 
 
    Those grapes reach the king.  
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
    ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
      
 
    This book would not have been possible without my family, especially my wife, who supported me and helped me flesh out the idea back in 2011-2012 and allowed me the time to write the first draft in 2013.  Thanks also go to my kids, who inspire me to write and publish, but also make it hard because they want to spend every waking moment playing with Daddy. Very little thanks at all go to the cats, who sit on the keyboard or my arms or stands in front of the monitor making it virtually impossible to do anything.  
 
    Thank you to my alpha readers: my wife, Josh Dailey, and Houston. My wife’s pretty much the first to read anything I write, and she always provides me good feedback about the characters or pacing. Not being married to me, Josh is usually the second person to read my stuff. He’s also excellent with feedback, and a good guy in general. Lastly, Houston, who’s not only a good guy and a great friend, but also the basis for the character of the same name. He’s not an assassin. He won a contest in which I asked, “If you could be anyone, if you couldn’t stay dead, what would you do?” He replied, “I would commit, like, so many crimes.” It was my favorite response, so I named the character after him and gave him a few of his traits.  
 
    Thanks also to my beta readers: Dick Cox, Kenneth Cox II, and Nate. I sent it out to over a dozen people. You’re the only ones who gave me notes. Thanks. 
 
    LV Book Design, the cover is amazing! Better than everything I came up with. 10/10! Would recommend! 
 
    Thanks to Dead Gentlemen/Zombie Orpheus Entertainment. You had nothing to do with this book, but you convinced me there could be an audience for New Tricks and I forgot to thank you then. 
 
    Thanks to my gaming buddies (Chris, Jessica, Brad, Andrew, Maloy, Same Nate, Stephen, Rachel, Brendan, Abby, Different Chris, Different Different Chris, Chantelle, David, Brandon, Jimmie, Leslie, Robert, and Jere), my improv buddies (Different Andrew, Katie, Different Katie, Different Robert, Matt, Ginger, Different Stephen, Same Houston, and Michael), and especially those friends who exist at the intersection (Different Different Different Chris, Different Matt, Different Different Robert, and Different David) for keeping me creative and telling stories in those times when I wasn’t writing. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ]Sean Arthur Cox is the author of New Tricks, which is a self-published tongue-in-cheek fantasy novel that is rated better than any novel without an editor has a right to be. He has also already written drafts for the next two books in the Corpse series, which he hopes to clean up and push out in the next few years. 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. 
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