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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The number to dispatch hadn’t changed, which made locating the crew of Sin City Construction a cake walk. Gravel crunched under my tires as I eased my motorcycle to a stop. At first sight of the beat-up Chevy pick-up with the showgirl in a hardhat logo on the driver’s side door, notes of melancholy twanged in my heart.  
 
    Somehow, that downhearted feeling played right into the Bon Jovi song Blaze of Glory, which had been stuck in my head since hearing it at a dive bar I stopped at for a burger the night before. Humming to myself, I altered the lyrics for my own benefit. “Wake up in the morning, and I raise the weary dead. Got a fat pig for a pillow, a dirty hotel mattress for last night’s bed.”  
 
    Unclasping my helmet under my chin, I tugged it off and shook out my long, fuchsia strands.  
 
    Strapped to my chest in his infant carrier, my piggy sidekick, Bacon, snorted himself awake.  
 
    “Good morning, sir. I hope you had a nice nap. You woke up just in time to see my old stomping ground.” Unfastening the buckles that held him in place, I eased his little hooves—currently painted a brilliant sapphire blue—to the ground. “Elba was killed months before I came to work here, but maybe there’s something here that can help us find whoever made him disappear before I could get to him.”  
 
    In a normal world, bodies stayed buried and death was the ultimate finality. But my world was far from ordinary. Nearly ten months ago Elba, my fiancé, died in a horrible accident on a construction site—much like this one—in Tallahassee. Being a necromancer, that should have been little more than a momentary hiccup in our relationship… if his body hadn’t disappeared. My hunt for answers now had me retracing my steps across the country, back when I thought outrunning the pain was actually an option.   
 
    The latest stop on my quest was the scorching heat of Las Vegas in search of my old boss, Mike Bowmen. Big Mike, to all those who knew him.  
 
    Buzzing saws and clapping hammers welcomed me to the birthplace of yet another lavish Vegas estate, the smell of sawdust hanging heavily in the air.  
 
    “You waiting for a written invitation, Nowak? Get those two-by-fours out of the back of the truck!”  
 
    I would recognize that gruff growl anywhere. With a smile tugging at the corner of my lips, I followed that booming voice into the framed-in garage, anticipating a warm reunion with one of the few bosses I remembered fondly. After pausing for a potty break, Bacon trotted along at my heels. “Hey, Big Mike. Long time, no see. How’s it going?”  
 
    Spinning to face me, his heavy jowls were set in a permanent scowl. The thin blue t-shirt he wore was stretched taut over his beer gut. Sweat stains soaked through the fabric under his arms and ringed his collar. “Hollows, where the hell have you been? Grab a hardhat and help me carry the shingles up onto the roof.”  
 
    Pulling up short, my gaze flicked to the pallet full of bundled shingles. The memory of just how heavy those sons of bitches were quickly returned. “I… uh… don’t really work for you anymore. I just wanted to ask you a couple of quick questions.”  
 
    “Time is money.” Dragging his forearm across his forehead, he wiped away a stream of sweat. “You wanna talk? Grab a hardhat and follow me.” He stalked past me with wide strides, jerking his forehead toward a canvas tent at the edge of the job site. “You can set your pig up in the doggie day care.”  
 
    Snatching a scratched up yellow hard hat from the folding table at the side of the garage, I signaled Bacon to follow with a few quick air kisses. “Doggie day care?”  
 
    “Complete horseshit, if you ask me.” Not bothering to glance back, Big Mike stalked straight for the tent in question. “Grown-ass people needing emotional support animals around just so they can do their fucking jobs? It’s a joke. But, their union rep used it as a bargaining chip when I capped overtime, so what choice did I have?” 
 
    Inside the shade of the canvas canopy, roomy pens were set up for the four-legged guests enclosed within. Giant oscillating fans were set up for their comfort, along with automatic refilling water bowls and cushy pillow beds. I had stayed in hotels about three stars below the comfort level being offered to these treasured pets. Finding a vacant suite on the end, I gave Bacon an assist into his temporary oasis. All the dogs were instantly on alert, whining and whimpering at the alluring scent of swine. Lucky for my little pig bestie, he was bigger than any of the scarf-wearing ankle-biters in there.  Except, of course, for the Great Dane in the corner who was busy flossing his teeth with a loose corner of the tent. 
 
    “If they give you any crap, pig stomp ‘em,” I quietly coached as Bacon sniffed his new surroundings.   
 
    Seeing Big Mike had already moved on, I jogged to catch up. On the north side of the house, he clipped the safety tether’s carabiner to his belt. With two bundles of shingles flung over his shoulder, he scaled the ladder with surprising agility for a man his size. One of his men met him at the roof’s edge to relieve him of the supplies.  
 
    Tipping my face in Big Mike’s direction, I squinted into the sun and shielded my eyes with one hand. “I’m sorry if I left you shorthanded when I took off—” 
 
    Easing himself down a couple of steps, Mike motioned for me to pass up another bundle. “People come, and they go. That’s no business of mine. You show up and put in a hard day’s work, that’s all that matters to me.”  
 
    Squatting down to spare my back, I tossed a bundle of shingles over my shoulder and heaved it up to his waiting hands. “Normally, I would appreciate that kind of discretion, but today I need a little bit more.” One bundle successfully transferred, I gathered up the next. “After I left, did anyone ever come here looking for me, or asking about me?” 
 
    Chewing on the inside of his cheek, Mike’s forehead crinkled into a scowl. “Now that you mention it, someone did. Normally, I wouldn’t remember something like that, but this guy stuck out. He was wearing a Maine Black Bears hat. I remember, because I admire a person that hangs with a team even through the rough years. Before 2018, they hadn’t won a conference in five years. Good for him, not being a fair-weather fan.”  
 
    “Yep, that’s exactly what I was wondering about; the team loyalties of the guy who might be following me,” I muttered under my breath, waiting for Mike to inch back down for the next load. Clearing my throat, I tried again. “Do you happen to remember what this sports enthusiast said?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Mike’s cracked and calloused fingers closed around the edge of the bagged shingles and tossed them onto his shoulder. “Typical broken-hearted ex-boyfriend stuff. Asking when you left, and if I knew where you had gone. I wouldn’t have offered that up, even if I knew. Don’t care enough to meddle. Hey,” his chin jerked toward a box by the air compressor, “hand me that box of roofing nails.”   
 
    Swiveling around, I followed his directions and passed them up the ladder. “If I told you that the guy wasn’t my ex, and I’m not even sure I know him, would that make his questions or behavior seem slightly odder?”  
 
    “Keep them away from the edge this time, or you’re picking every damned one of them up when they fall!” Mike barked at the guy on the roof before turning his attention back to me. “You might not know the guy, but he definitely knew you. Said you had history, and he needed to find you to resolve some things. There may have been more to it than that, but I stopped listening. He had the face of one of those guys who are really in touch with their emotions, and I don’t have time for that shit. I’m forced to listen to my seventeen-year-old daughter’s never-ending drama. I’ll be damned if I’m going to listen to it from a grown-ass man I don’t even know.”  
 
    Someone who claimed to have history with me…  
 
    A shiver of unease skittered down my spine.  
 
    I came down to Vegas from Seattle. The day I arrived in Seattle, a guy bumped into me, planting a burner phone on me which connected me to a family in need of my help. That man… wore a Maine Black Bears cap. It seemed the theory that I had a stalker was gaining merit.  
 
    “Do we need to stop for mimosas and braid each other’s hair, or can you hand me up the next bundle?” Mike snapped his fingers for the load.  
 
    “That’s gender reductive, boss,” Roof Guy cringed, sucking air through his teeth. “Remember that video they made us watch at the last union meeting? Gender blind is gender kind. Plus, mimosas are delicious. Men shouldn’t deny themselves things like that just because of toxic masculinity.”  
 
    Sweat streaming down his forehead, Mike tossed another bundle into the Ambassador of Political Correctness’ direction. “Shut the hell up, and take the shingles, Jonah.”  
 
    I could feel the weight of the burner phone in my back pocket as though it was the intrusive hand of whomever planted it on me.  
 
    There had to be a way to trace the phone back to who purchased it. I mean, that was a thing people did, right?  
 
    Staring at the arid ground, I kicked at the sand with the toe of my boot. “There’s no more shingles down here. Is that all you had?”  
 
    Hopping off the ladder, Big Mike grabbed the gallon of water he brought with him to every job site and slugged down a gulp. “Back of the step van. Should be unlocked; just slide the door up.”  
 
    Mind clicking and whirring over how I would even begin to have the phone traced, I walked to the truck on autopilot. My hand closed around the rusted handle and tried without success to yank its rollers up their track. “You sure this thing is unlocked?” 
 
    Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he stalked over to help. “Yeah, that thing has been sticking lately. I think Jonah bent the damned track when he threw the stepladder in.” Elbowing me out of the way, he grabbed the handle and rocked it side to side before forcing it up with the squeal of grinding metal.  
 
    A potent stench rolled out of the truck, causing me to hide my nose in the crook of my arm as I heaved. “Whoa! What the hell is that?”  
 
    “Smells like burning hair.” Knocked back by the smell, Big Mike fought the urge to recoil and opted instead to step into the truck to investigate.  
 
    I didn’t have to see it; I could feel it calling to me in a luring darkness that coiled around me to whisper the unthinkable against my ear.  
 
    Death.  
 
    Brutally vicious death.   
 
    “Mike, get out of there. We need to call the cops.”  
 
    “Why? Did someone do something to my truck? Did you see them?” Jamming his hands on his hips, the jaded contractor spun my way, his features set in a mask of accusation.  
 
    The bed of the truck creaked under his weight, that slight shift allowing the door of one of the built-in cabinets to swing open. Propped inside were the charred remains of a body surrounded by stacks of neatly arranged cash.   
 
    “Is that a body?” Jonah shrieked from his perch, voice bordering on hysteria. “Because if so, my union contract allows bereavement days for my mental health!”  
 
    “Shut the hell up, Jonah!” I shouted, stealing the sentiment from Mike.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Still shaking from his grim discovery, Big Mike sat on an overturned five-gallon bucket. Elbows on his knees, he hung his head and focused on steadying his breathing. Jonah and the other members of his crew huddled around him, blinking their stunned confusion at the cop cars and ambulance that filled the job site with a wash of strobing red and blue lights. Standing at the edge of their cluster, I kept my stare fixed on the ground in the hopes it made it less obvious that I was eavesdropping on the EMTs as they transported the filled body bag into the back of their ambulance.  
 
    “Second burn victim in as many weeks,” the older of the two—a weasel-faced man with a pencil-thin mustache—muttered.  
 
    The second EMT was a baby-faced albino who nodded his agreement. “The similarities don’t end there. It seems they were both coming off the night of their lives. Looks like this guy won close to a hundred grand at the Rabbit’s Foot Casino. There were indications that the other guy spent the last hours of his life with a couple of showgirls.”    
 
     “No.” When Big Mike finally managed to force his head up, I got a glimpse of his complexion drained sheet white. “I recognize the iron cross around his neck. That’s Nate Charles. He had a gambling problem he fought hard to kick. He wouldn’t have stepped foot in a casino.”  
 
    Clearing his throat, Weasel-face exchanged matching glances slathered in judgment with his cohort. “We… can’t really discuss the crime scene.”  
 
    Further deliberation was thwarted by the tall, lanky sheriff with wavy black hair and a cocky smirk sauntering around the side of the ambulance. “Got another crispy one, huh? I’d say we have a homicidal arsonist on our hands, if the last one hadn’t been deep-fried from the inside out.”  
 
    Powder—as I chose to dub the albino EMT—rolled his eyes skyward. “Or, you know, we could blurt out key elements of the case in front of everyone.”  
 
    Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I filled my lungs to capacity and exhaled slowly. The dark recesses of my mind had been invaded by haunting whispers that grew in intensity with every beat of my heart. While the messages of the dead were little more than inaudible gibberish, their intent was crystal clear.   
 
    Two deaths. 
 
    Both seemingly linked by hedonistic pleasures.  
 
    At least one dead by unexplainable means.  
 
    If I was going to embrace this journey I was on, I needed to believe this case fell into my lap for a reason.  
 
    There was something here I needed to learn. Something that may lead me to Elba.  
 
    That could only mean one thing…  
 
    I would soon be longing for air-fresheners and hoping my resurrection powers could do something about fried-flesh funk, because I would be needing a moment alone with the scorched remains of Nate Charles. It seemed life wasn’t quite done with him yet.   
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    Technically speaking, I could trip my way into the ambulance, and—oops!—fall on the body. As long as I was magically primed going in, with a simple touch, Nate Charles would no longer be in the past tense. However, him making a grand, David Copperfield-esque appearance may have raised a few red flags. That was the thing about resurrections; everyone wanted them, but they were a bitch to explain.   
 
    Leave it to my boy, Bacon, to squeal in with the ultimate assist.  
 
    The maze of pet gates folded in on themselves in a screaming crash of metal, spilling the pampered pets out into the yard. An excited Cocker Spaniel crashed into one leg of the canvas tent, causing it to buckle, and a frenzy of pups ran to escape the mass of fabric crushing down on them all. The giant doggo, pint-sized floofers, and mini-smooshfaces ran as fast as their assorted sized legs could carry them. Driving the chaos was a riled up pig who was fed up with having his butt sniffed. Ears flapping with each stride, the pack chased him onto the job site.   
 
    “Shit!” Pretty boy sheriff planted his feet in a wide-legged stance, arms out as if he could somehow halt the storming mass. “We have to protect the crime scene! Get ahold of those animals, before they destroy any evidence that may help us button this bitch up!”  
 
    Sucking air through his teeth, Jonah straightened his spine and held up his index finger. “That’s not a gender considerate statement. Maybe the local law enforcement needs to work on eliminating toxic labeling.”  
 
    Pushing off his knees, Big Mike rose to his full height, his expression returning to his standard stoic neutral in a blink. “If that stampede messes up my freshly poured concrete, I’m filling it in with your ass. You all insisted on having those animals here—They’ll be no trouble at all, you said. I promise you this, if you don’t get control of them right the hell now, this will be the last day I let any four-legged pests on my job site!”   
 
    Construction workers, local law enforcement, and EMTs alike scrambled to round up the loose herd. Which, conveniently, left me all alone with the dead body.  
 
    Sure, it was risky, but if I moved quick…  
 
    Glancing in one direction and then the other to make sure everyone was good and distracted, I edged into the back of the ambulance before self-preservation could talk me out of it.   
 
    The instant I eased the door shut behind me, I came to a horrible realization. As bad as the smell was outside, in here it reached a stomach-churning new pinnacle of gross. Covering my nose with the bend of one arm, I used the opposite hand to open cabinets and drawers in search of items to stuff in the body bag when it no longer had an occupant. Kind of like the Indiana Jones bag of dirt for the diamond switch… only way ickier.   
 
    After locating four rolled blankets I figured would work, I dropped them next to the gurney and stared hard at the next hurdle before me… unzipping the bag.  
 
    Hand shaking, my fingers closed around the zipper. The chill of its metal released ice into my veins as I slowly guided the zipper down its track. Cracked and blackened flesh greeted me. My stomach lurched in protest, acidic bile scorching the back of my throat. For some reason, I thought squeezing my eyes shut would make things better, as if temporary blindness would somehow help the odiferous dilemma approaching my nose.  
 
    It did not.  
 
    Hopefully my magic would do something about that smell before I made things worse by puking on the guy.  
 
    Channeling the ever present current that sizzled through my core, I let it ripple out in emerald waves that crackled their way down to my fingertips. The pads of my fingers made contact with crunchy flesh, prompting a cringe I couldn’t have suppressed if I tried.   
 
    Normally, I tried to ease into awakenings. No one likes a harsh wake-up call. But in the case of human-brisket Nate Charles, the quicker I got him up and around, the better it was for all parties involved. Clenching my teeth, I let my magic slam into him. It coursed through his depleted vessel with a force that blew my hair back and rattled the I.V. bags from where they hung on the walls.    
 
    How a person died had a powerful effect on their temperament when they woke up.  
 
    I knew this all too well.  
 
    Yet, it still came as a complete shock to me when he came shrieking back to life like he was still on fire. Which, in his mind, he probably was.  
 
    “AHHH-AHHHH-AHHHHHHH!”  
 
    Clamping my hand over his now-healed and plump-with-life features, I shot a glance over my shoulder in fear the ambulance doors were about to be ripped open. When that didn’t happen, I spun around on Nate.  
 
    Eyes wild with a mix of panic and confusion, his gaze swept his surroundings in search of answers.   
 
    “Nate? I need you to listen to me, okay? My name is Octavia Hollows. I’m a necromancer, and I brought you back to life.” 
 
    From behind my hand came an involuntary whimper.  
 
    “I know this is a lot to take in, but everyone outside of these doors thinks you’re still dead. If they find out you’re not, neither of us will be leaving here. I’ll be subjected to a slew of questions I can’t answer, and you’ll be poked and prodded like an undead guinea pig. What we need right now is to be cool so we can get out of here. If I move my hand, can you promise not to scream?”  
 
    Dutifully, he nodded.  
 
    “We have time for one question, then we need to move. That seem fair?”  
 
    Again, Nate’s head bobbed. 
 
    Filling my lungs to capacity out of fear of the worst, I hesitantly pulled my hand back. “What’s your question?” 
 
    “Can you get off me?” Nate wheezed. “You’re kneeling on my nuts.”   
 
    “Oh, shit! Sorry!” Springing off the gurney, I turned my back while he repositioned himself. “As first questions go, that was a stellar one.”  
 
    One element I failed to consider: he was a burn victim, meaning his clothes had burned off, too. A public outing for Little Nate did not figure well into our travel plans.  
 
    Grabbing one of the blankets off the floor, Nate eased himself out of the body bag and tied it around his waist. His shiver of unease did not go unnoticed. “Thanks. So… I died? For real?” 
 
    “Those were questions two and three. Which I already mentioned we do not have time for.” Shoving him aside, I bundled the remaining blankets into the body bag, hopefully giving the appearance there was still a charred corpse inside, and zipped the thick plastic bag shut.  
 
    Mouth hanging slack, Nate adjusted the blanket beneath the thick paunch of his midsection. “I’ll… talk in statements, then.” Voice high-pitched and frantic, his tone bubbled with barely contained hysteria. “I bet you have a plan to get us out of here. Which I would love to hear, mostly because I feel another shriek coming on.”  
 
    Peeking out the back window of the ambulance, I mentally maneuvered a route that would keep us out of sight. “I’m going to open this door enough for us to slip out, then we’re going to run like hell. How’s that for a plan?”  
 
    “Running naked in broad daylight? Are you sure I’m not still dead? Because that sounds like my personal definition of hell.” Realizing those were more questions, I watched Nate struggle to find a way to fix his faux pas. “I mean… uh…”  
 
    “Save it.” Crouching down, I ducked out of view as Jonah darted past in pursuit of a wiener dog. “The pig just led everyone on another loop around the port-a-potties. We need to move.” 
 
    Eyebrows raised, Nate’s mouth opened with a pop. “Okay, but that sentence just prompted a whole new set of questions.”  
 
    “And I will do my best to answer them all, as soon as we get out of here.” Glancing back, I jerked my chin in his direction. “Blanket in place? It’s time to move.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I pushed the door open as quietly as I could and peeked out to make sure we had a clear getaway path. “I’ll go first. No one will think things have gone full Dawn of the Dead if they see me.”   
 
    “That’s offensive.” Nate’s lower lip protruded in a mock pout. “I mean, I haven’t seen a mirror, but unless there’s some tragic facial disfigurement, this Humpty Dumpty has been put back together again.”   
 
    “Oh yeah?” Face crinkled into a grimace, my gaze swept over him. “So, this wasn’t your first horrible accident, then?”  
 
    That was just me being a salty bitch. Truth be told, for a dead guy, he looked great. No trace of the trauma he endured could be found. That was what set me apart. While most necromancers could only resurrect bodies into mindless meat-puppets, I returned them fully. Body and soul. The Real Deal Holyfield. That was my own brand of weird.  
 
    Any trace of emotion scrubbed from his features, Nate clamped his lips into a thin white line. “I get that was sarcasm, but it was a hurtful thing to say.” 
 
     “Noted. Now, can we go, or would you like to stay for your autopsy?” Not giving him a chance to answer, I stepped out and gestured for him to follow. “When I say go, I need you to stay behind me and move quick. Got it?”  
 
    “On second thought, I don’t think I’ll be taking orders from a rude, bossy stranger today. At least, not without an apology first.”  
 
    “You have got to be kidding. The coast is clear. We need to move!”  
 
    Nate folded his arms over his bare chest with a huff, one brow lifting in challenge.  
 
    “You have got to be kidding me!” I hissed in an urgent whisper. “Fine, I’m sorry! Now, will you please exit the vehicle?”   
 
    Seemingly satisfied, Nate hitched up the bottom of his blanket dress and stepped out of the ambulance. “I have no idea who you are, yet I’ve taken your word on everything thus far. It would be a shame to mess things up by questioning you now.”  
 
    Hearing voices approaching, I grabbed his shoulders and shoved him around the passenger side of the ambulance. “Go! Move!”  
 
    Backs pressed to the rear quarter panel, we held our breath while whomever it was darted past. While I couldn’t see my motorcycle from there, I did have a clear shot of the service alley that ran behind the laundromat next door.  
 
    “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do.” Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I tried to steady my hammering heartbeat. “I’m going to create a diversion. When you’re sure all eyes are on me—and they will be—you run for that alley. Follow it down to the sidewalk, then walk east toward the strip. Hold your head high and own that blanket. Anyone you pass, invite them to a toga party at Caesar’s Palace. This is Vegas. No one will give it a second thought. Any questions?”  
 
    “Yeah. What are you going to do?”  
 
    Pushing off the side of the ambulance, I strode in the direction of the pet-pocalypse ruckus. “Watch. Marvel. And don’t repeat a word of what you’re about to witness to anyone.”   
 
    Bacon had been in my life for a few months now, meaning we had time to learn the idiosyncrasies of each others’ personalities and behavior. Translation: I knew how to work him up into an excitable swine-clone (pig cyclone) with a booming hog call that would have impressed the most seasoned farmer.   
 
    Filling my lungs, I threw my head back and shrieked my embarrassment to the world. “Sooooooooooeeeyyyyyy!”  
 
    Bacon immediately responded with a series of enthusiastic snorts. The sound grew closer by the second, ushered in by a cacophony of pattering footfalls. As it turns out, dogs were equally fascinated by my call. The pack rose over the top of a dirt pile with Bacon leading the charge. The sight of all their eager little faces was adorable… for about fifteen seconds. That’s how long it took me to figure out they weren’t slowing or stopping.   
 
    “Ah, hell.” Stumbling back, I spun on the ball of my foot and sprinted for my bike for all I was worth. “I did not think this through!”  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nate hesitating in his runner’s stance. Frantically waving him on, I veered in the opposite direction, knowing without a doubt that my four-legged pursuers would reroute right along with me.  
 
    Big Mike huffed and puffed his way over that same rise of dirt, his face beet red and dripping with sweat. Hands on his knees, he gasped for air. “Stop… running. They think… you’re playing.”  
 
    “I think we’re past that point!” Legs pumping, I developed a sharp stitch in my side. I definitely needed more cardio in my life. If I had to keep this pace up, I was going to need that oxygen mask and defibrillator hanging in the back of the ambulance. “Now… holy crap, I’m out of shape… how do I stop without getting trampled?” 
 
    Complexion fading to a more human shade, Big Mike jabbed his finger toward the front of the job site. “Inside,” he managed, “stairs!”  
 
    “You got even one verb to help that sentence along?”  
 
    Jonah’s head popped into view alongside Big Mike. Hair still coiffed in messy-styled perfection, he showed no signs of being even remotely winded. No doubt he was the kind of dude that took yoga, spin classes, and all of that bullshit daily. In that moment, I hated him for that far and above all his obnoxious comments combined.    
 
    “They reflect whatever emotion you convey. If you offer serenity into the universe, that’s what you’ll get back,” he offered.  
 
    I get he was trying to help. 
 
    I still wanted to throat punch him for uttering those words.  
 
    “It’s hard to be serene when you’re being chased by furry death!” Rounding the front corner of the framed-in garage, black spots danced before my eyes. That was it. The deciding moment. If I made it out of this alive, I vowed to invest in a gym membership. I could find one of those nationwide chains with a franchise in every city. I’d sign up for Zumba and yoga. Those are things, right?  
 
    Ducking inside the garage, I pressed my back against the rough surface of the cement block wall. Chest rising and falling in ragged gulps, my head fell back against the cool stone. I could only pray that the big dog would finish me off before the little nippers dove in. Somehow, death by a million tiny bites sounded far worse.   
 
    Bacon was the first to round the corner, his beady little eyes wide with panic that far surpassed my own. The second he saw me, he leapt into my arms, fully trusting I would catch him.  
 
    Yep, that terrified little pig flew.  
 
    Eyebrows raised, I gathered him to my chest. “Oh, you can start the riot, but you can’t finish it? We will be discussing this later, young man.”  
 
    The nose of the Great Dane poked around the corner, emitting a thundering Woof!  
 
    One after another, more of the wayward canines peeked in, adding themselves to the growing pack. Licking their lips, all their attentions were fixated on my favorite little pork rind. 
 
    “Okay,” I corrected, swallowing hard. “We might discuss this later. If we haven’t been eaten by then.”   
 
    Like dingoes after a baby, they crept in, slowly surrounding their prey.  
 
    Pulling back as far as the unyielding wall behind me would allow, I squeezed my eyes shut and waited for that first vicious chomp.  
 
    What came instead was a pitiful whimper.  
 
    Prying open one eye, I risked a peek down at the dogs. A nervous peal of laughter bubbled from my chest. Each pooch had politely sat down. Tails wagging, they anxiously awaited the next round of chasing the ole pig-skin.  
 
    See what I did there?   
 
    “Let this be a lesson to you, Bacon,” I giggled to my quivering pig, offering him a scratch behind the ears. “Don’t start nothin’, won’t be nothin’.”  
 
    Huffing and puffing his way into the garage, Big Mike sagged with relief at the sight of the tamed canines. Collapsing with his hands on his knees, he peered up at me from under his sweat soaked brow. “Always a pleasure to see you, Octavia. Thanks so much for dropping by.”  
 
    “You say that,” I clucked my tongue against the roof of my mouth and shook my head, “but the vibe coming off you tells a far different story. You know how when it’s really hot outside you can see heat ripples on hot asphalt? That’s you right now.” Shifting Bacon to one hip, I provided a visual aid by rolling my hand. “See this right here? This is your current level of annoyance: scorching asphalt mad.”  
 
    “If you’re talking about auras, that’s a real thing.” As if forever waiting just out of sight for the perfect moments to inject useless information, Jonah picked that moment to appear. “I read an article last week in The New Yorker about a new kind of research that proved some individuals who claim to see auras actually do have a neuropsychological phenomenon known as synesthesia. Which, for the first time, offers a scientific rationalization to that phenomenon.”  
 
    Head tilting, I offered him a winning smile for no other reason than to further irritate Big Mike. “Thank you, Jonah, for your wisdom. It’s so nice to have my random sarcasm validated. ”  
 
    Pushing off his knees, Big Mike stood and arched his back to stretch out his cramping spine. “Friggin’ millennials.”   
 
    Flipping a wave of black hair from his eyes, Jonah pulled a knit beanie cap out of his back pocket. Thumbing his nose at the ninety-degree heat, he positioned it on his head with prime, fashion-forward expertise. “Seeing as we’ve been priced completely out of the housing market, our only options are to live with our parents, or in a one-bedroom flat with six other people. So, yeah, we read a lot.” 
 
    Big Mike blinked his way in stony silence for a beat. “Every time you open your mouth, I question if you’re getting smarter, or I’m getting dumber.”   
 
    Momentary fear of being mauled behind me, my thoughts drifted back to the resurrected corpse I sent off on a hike, clad only in a makeshift blanket toga. “I should go. Big Mike, if you remember anything else about the guy who came looking for me, you’ve got my number.” Turning sideways, I weaved my way through the blockade of dogs with Bacon cradled against my chest. Pausing in front of Jonah, I pantomimed a sad smile. “Aw, I’ll miss you most of all, Scarecrow.”  
 
    “What the hell? Where’s the body? The corpse is gone!”  
 
    That shout from the recently vacated ambulance announced it was officially time for me to go. “Wow, well, that has nothing whatsoever to do with me. I can barely handle live folks, much less trying to steal a dead one. I mean, where would I even put it? Sling it over the back of my bike? That would be…” clearing my throat, I capped off what had turned into a painfully awkward ramble, “… weird.”    
 
    Jonah’s eyes narrowed as he considered me. “I like you. You’re kooky. Hey, there’s this oxygen bar at the Venetian I think you would really be into, if you ever wanted to hang.”  
 
    “Jonah! Come on!” Big Mike barked. “We need to get all these dogs back in their pens, then help the EMTs figure out how the hell they misplaced a body!”   
 
    Backing out of the garage, Jonah treated me to what he must have considered an alluring half-grin and jabbed one finger in my direction. “Airdrop me your info. I’ll call you.”  
 
    “Sorry, the pig is actually my husband. While our love is an unorthodox one, he’s the only one who truly understands me.”  
 
    “I get that, I get that.” Jonah nodded a little too emphatically. “It’s all about love. Blessings to you both.”  
 
    Turning on my heel, I strode to my bike without looking back and fastened Bacon into his carrier. “Sorry to bring you into that, but he didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who would accept a simple no.”  
 
    Bacon’s body quaked with an involuntary shudder, as if shaking off all the crap we’d stepped in by showing up there.  
 
    As I straddled my bike, I caught sight of the sheriff stalking my way with one hand waving over his head. Pretending not to notice, I kick started my Scrambler to life. Gravel spit out from beneath my tires as I zipped in the direction Nate headed.  
 
    I found him about a mile down, schmoozing bystanders into attending the fictional toga party with impressive finesse.  
 
    Pulling up beside him, I tossed him my extra helmet. “Hop on. We need to get gone.” 
 
    Nate glanced from his blanket dress, to the bike, and back again. “I’m… uh… not wearing anything under this.” 
 
    “I am aware. Little Nate and I were briefly introduced in the ambulance.”  
 
    “I’m just saying,” heat rose from his neck to the tips of his ears, “with the rumbling of the bike… if you were to feel anything poking you in the back, I don’t want you to think it’s in any way intentional.”  
 
    I flipped down my tinted visor to signal this conversation needed to come to an immediate halt. “We will just add that to the growing list of things we’re never speaking of. Now, get on.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    For years, my primary residences had been hotel rooms in various cities across the country. Home and community were an elusive concept I couldn’t quite wrap my head around. That being said, even I found Nate Charles’ apartment to be a huge friggin’ bummer. Actually, calling it an apartment was a really loose interpretation of that word. It more closely resembled a utility closet someone decked out with a hot plate and cot, all of which stank of Fritos and ball sweat.  
 
    “It’s… quaint,” I managed. To avoid the smells aggressively trying to violate my nostrils, I tried to breathe exclusively through my mouth. 
 
    “It’s a shithole.” Nate squatted down beside his cot to dig underneath in search of something. “But thanks to some less than stellar life choices I made, it’s all I can afford.”  
 
    Looking for somewhere to lean, and/or sit, I found my only options to be his filthy cot, or a narrow folding table that was so cluttered with junk it looked dangerously close to the weight limit on its flimsy legs. Good thing I had tied Bacon to a bike rack outside. One excited little butt wiggle from him would have sent this whole house of cards tumbling.  “And these life choices, did they play any part in your untimely death?”  
 
    From under the cot, Nate retrieved a pair of jeans and a tattered Calvin and Hobbes t-shirt. “I went from being a software architect making six figures a year and living in a three thousand square foot house with his gorgeous girlfriend, to this hellhole where I regularly got spit on by a hooker. So, you tell me.”  
 
    My face folded into a grimace. “Why the hell are hookers spitting on you?”   
 
    “Hooker, singular.” Nate’s voice was temporarily muffled as he tugged his shirt over his head. “It’s not intentional. She lives upstairs and her dentures don’t fit right. Honestly, she’s a nice enough lady, other than the excessive saliva spray.”   
 
    Eyes narrowed, I blinked hard and tried to figure out how the hell the conversation landed us here. Out of ideas, I sidestepped that landmine altogether. “So, how is it that you landed in this little paradise?”  
 
    The cot creaked under Nate’s weight as he sat down to tug his jeans on underneath the blanket. “I sat down at a Blackjack table for the first time three years ago. It was all over after that. I lost everything chasing that next lucky hand.” 
 
    “Big Mike said you quit and got clean.” Realizing a Snickers wrapper from his domain was stuck to the bottom of my boot, I tried to scrape it off on the crusty carpeting.  
 
    Rising to his feet, Nate zipped his pants under the blanket before casting it aside. “I did… for a while.”  
 
    “What knocked you off the wagon?”  
 
    “Not what, who.” Before he could explain further, the door to his teeny bathroom opened.  
 
    Out stepped a rough looking character with slicked back hair and thick gold chains strung around his neck that disappeared into the black forest of chest hair sprouting from his unbuttoned shirt. Drying his hands on a towel, the intruder seemed as surprised to see us as we were him.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Throwing the towel down, he scrambled for a gun tucked into the waistband of his insanely tight jeans. “You card counting cazzo. I knew you faked your death!”  
 
    Ducking down, Nate flipped the cot onto its side and shielded us both behind it. “You can’t fake being burned alive.”  
 
    Leveling his gun, the thug craned his neck to line up a shot around the flimsy cot. “Let’s see how you fake a bullet hollowing out your skull! Carrington wants her money back!”  
 
    “To reiterate, I didn’t fake anything.” 
 
    “I don’t think that argument is as effective as you think it is!” Throwing the door open, I grabbed Nate’s shirt collar and dragged him behind me in my mad dash outside.   
 
    A shot rang out that tinged off the metal handrail. Sounds of a scuffle from inside the room signaled that the cramped space worked to our benefit, forcing the shooter to finagle his way outside. Taking full advantage of that, I raced down the cement stairs straight for where Bacon was tied by my bike.  
 
    “You counted cards? That’s how you ended up as a smoked brisket?” I shouted over my shoulder, fingers fumbling to free Bacon’s leash.  
 
    A second shot pinged through the air as the shooter tripped his way out into the hall.  
 
    Ducking down, Nate’s face bloomed from red to purple. “Yes—I mean no! There’s way more to it than that, and I will tell you everything if you get me the hell out of here!”  
 
    Scooping Bacon up, I slapped him into Nate’s arms and threw my leg over the seat of my bike. “Hop on and hold the pig. Anything happens to him, and you’ll wish Scarface finished what he started.”  
 
    Hearing footfalls thundering in our direction, I revved the engine and impatiently waited for Nate to maneuver himself onto the bike with Bacon wedged between us. The instant I felt his arm lock around my midsection, I peeled out in a spray of flying gravel and inserted much needed space between us and certain death.  
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    “You pissed the pig off, Nate. You pissed him off bad.” Standing beside my Scrambler, I took off my helmet and set it on the seat.  
 
    “I don’t think he liked riding on the motorcycle without his carrier.” Nate tucked his chin to his neck, hoping to avoid Bacon’s flailing head as the aggravated swine squealed and kicked for all he was worth.  
 
    After pulling his leash from the tattered leather saddle bag strapped on the side of my bike, I stepped closer and clipped it to Bacon’s harness. Hands closing around his round little belly, I eased him to the ground. “He might not have appreciated you holding him, but I do. Thank you.” 
 
    Plunging his hands into the pockets of his jeans, Nate cast his gaze to the blacktop driveway and blushed a deep tomato red. “S’okay.”  
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, I squinted into the sun and tried to read the sign on the sprawling stucco oasis behind us. “Canyon Ridge Christian Church. Did you have a reason for routing us here? Or are we just popping in for confession and a wafer cracker?”  
 
    Biting his lower lip, Nate peered toward the masterpiece of architecture that looked more like a resort than a church. “You asked how a guy goes from a cushy IT job, to living in a dump and being chased by the mob? A lot of those answers can be found right here.” 
 
    “You… severely over tithed?” I deadpanned, to distract from the fact that I honestly had no idea where he was going with this.  
 
    “Addicts Anonymous meets here every day at noon.” With a far off look in his eye, his tone took on a wistful quality. “This being Vegas, addiction tends to run rampant. I lost everything: job, house, and girlfriend. I was selling blood just to fund my next trip to the casino, in hopes that would be the trip that turned it all around. After I punched a security guard at the Bellagio, I was sentenced under court order to start attending meetings. For a while, it was the best thing that ever happened to me.”   
 
    “How long were you clean?” Squatting down, I tied the end of Bacon’s leash to a light post. My little pork belly was still so peeved off, he found a shady spot under a palm tree where he laid down with a huff to pout.  
 
    “Fourteen months, six days.” Biting the inside of his cheek, Nate shook his head. “I was finally turning things around. All that went to hell when my friend, Sam, from group offered me a chance at the impossible.”  
 
    “Let me guess; high stakes and an underdog sure to win?” 
 
    Nate combed his fingers through his thinning hair, which had been whipped wild by our fast getaway. “Sam’s addiction wasn’t gambling. It was…” Silver eyes—a side-effect of the reanimation process--flicked my way. Shifting his weight from one foot to the other, Nate mouthed the word, “sex.”  
 
    “It’s been a while, but I am familiar with the act.”  
 
    “I was Sam’s sponsor. He hadn’t shown up for a meeting in two weeks, so I stopped by his apartment looking for him. When he answered the door, I could see two women in the bed behind him. Not just any women—” 
 
    “The toothless hooker variety?”  
 
    “Exactly the opposite. These women could have been Victoria Secret models, and that’s not an exaggeration.” Eyebrows disappearing into his hairline, his expression was pure conviction. “I really think I saw one of them in a catalog.”     
 
    Letting one shoulder rise and fall in a dismissive shrug, I gave credit where it was due. “Sucks that he fell off the wagon, but ya can’t really blame the guy.”  
 
    Nate sucked air through his teeth and cringed. “But that’s the thing. It makes no damned sense. I mean, I’m no Chris Evans, but Sam? The guy looked like a thumb. Broke as hell, unattractive, and somehow lands two drop dead gorgeous women? Something there didn’t add up. Then… he wound up dead.” 
 
     A warning siren blared in the back of my mind. “The other body they found burned alive.”  
 
    Nate dropped his voice to a whisper, his head swiveling in one direction and then the other to make sure no one was listening. “He said he met someone who could give us the ultimate rush. It was as easy as a phone call. No one said a word on the other end of the line. The only stipulations were that I had to give this person the name of someone else in the group, and then speak my heart’s desire—” 
 
    “In wish form?” I guessed, deeply hoping I was wrong.  
 
    Nate jerked as if stunned I guessed right. “How did you...? Yeah, that’s exactly right.”  
 
    Nostrils flaring, I filled my lungs to capacity. “Little tip: now that you know magic is real, anyone who wants you to make a wish is bad news. It’s a well-known fact among the magically inclined community. That was lesson number one the coven I lived with taught me after their healer smoked peyote and made a wish to a nymph that she could fly. Last I heard, she was still a pigeon.”  
 
    Nate’s shoulders rose sheepishly, giving him the appearance of a giant toddler after being scolded. “Is that what you think this could be? A nymph?” 
 
    “Could be.” My head tilted to the side. “Genies, leprechauns, and psammeads also grant wishes—just to name a few. I don’t have a ton of supernatural knowledge, but I was schooled to steer clear of the likes of them. A more pressing concern is whose name you gave to this person?”  
 
    Nate blanched, his jaw swinging slack. “Oh God, Karen. She comes here because she’s battling a food addiction. Her name was the first to come to mind because she’s the kindest, most amazing woman I’ve ever met. You don’t think this thing has plans to hurt her, do you? I couldn’t live with myself if I caused her any pain.”   
 
    “Only one way to find out.” Dragging my tongue over my teeth, I pulled my phone out of my pocket to check the time. “Eleven fifty-five. A meeting is about to start. I’ll head in and see if she’s there.” 
 
    “Should I come, too? Maybe to explain and warn her?” A hot rash of guilt spread up Nate’s neck to his cheeks.  
 
    Opening the saddlebag once more, I pulled out a Detroit Tigers baseball cap. I tossed that and my sunglasses to Nate. “We don’t know if anyone in there has already heard you were dead. Stay here and try to make amends with Bacon. I’ll go see what I can find out about your friend, and whatever it is that killed you.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Let’s begin with the serenity prayer.”  
 
    I followed the other members of the sparse group to their feet and joined hands with the people on either side of me. My mouth moved, managing only to mumble along as they recited their well-practiced verse.  
 
    “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can; and wisdom to know the difference.”  
 
    Chairs squeaked over the tile floor as we all took our seats once more.  
 
    “You’re new.” The twitchy guy to my left, whose palm had been so slick with sweat I had to wipe my hand off on my jeans, nudged my elbow with his. “What’s your pleasure?”  
 
    “Pardon?” Stifling a cringe, I scooted to the edge of my seat to get further from his eye-watering B.O.  
 
    “He means your addiction,” the girl across from me with sunken-in cheeks and dark bags under her eyes clarified.   
 
    “I… thought you weren’t supposed ask that,” I stammered, glancing to the group’s chairperson in hopes she would intervene.  
 
    No luck there. Her attentions were intently fixated on the clipboard resting on her lap. “The group is too thin today. Who are we missing?”  
 
    As a kid, being shuffled from foster home to foster home, or group home to group home, the only treat I was ever really allowed was television. And I soaked up hours of viewing. Because there, every problem was resolved in thirty minutes to an hour, and things always worked out in the end. All of which was as much a fantasy to me as the latest episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. During those hours of viewing, I caught more than my share of cheesy B movies. Amongst those cinematic masterpieces could be found this chairperson’s doppelganger.  
 
    She looked like an extraterrestrial come to earth, struggling to disguise her bulbous head and rail-thin frame. Her ill-fitting brunette wig sat just crooked enough to be noticeable. The pink sweater she wore—with its tiny pearl buttons—was both an odd choice for a hot Vegas day, and about two sizes too big for her. Its neckline fell to the side, revealing one bony shoulder. Maybe my time surrounded by supernatural anomalies had jaded me, but something about this woman seemed… off.   
 
    “Can’t heal if you don’t open up, and spread that… heart wide.” Scooting down in his chair, the blond frat boy across from me let his hand linger grossly close to his groin. As he bit his lower lip, his lecherous gaze traveled the length of me. “My vice is porn. You partake? I bet you do. You look like a dirty girl.”  
 
    Clucking my tongue against the roof of my mouth, my eyebrows darted into my hairline. “I do not. But, I have been meaning to get hooked on nut-stomping some perverts. Wanna help me out with that?”  
 
    “Bitch,” frat boy grumbled under his breath and folded his arms over his chest.  
 
    “I bet it’s meth,” Twitchy-guy’s eyes narrowed as he considered me. “Look at her skin. That’s meth.”  
 
    A chorus of nods and yeahs rippled through the group.    
 
    “My skin? What’s the matter with my…” Holding up both hands, I pumped the brakes on this spiraling conversation. “You know what? Doesn’t matter. I’m not a meth head.”  
 
    Sucking air through her missing teeth, a woman with matted hair and a vacant expression blinked in my direction. “We find that term offensive. We prefer ‘Sufferers of Meth Abuse Disorder’.”  
 
    Mouth falling open, words failed me.  
 
    It seemed in search of information, I stumbled down the rabbit hole and found myself a guest at a trippy tea party.  
 
    “Where’s Karen?” Head snapping up, the chairperson’s tone was sharp and cutting. “She’s been clean for so long, she can’t afford to start missing meetings!”  
 
    I perked up at the mention of the name, my gaze searching each member of the group for any tell-tale sign that someone knew something.   
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Just indifferent shrugs and bored blinks.  
 
    “Maybe she’s cured.” Stretching out his legs, Frat-boy tugged at the front of his jeans. “I mean, isn’t that the goal of us coming here? To become functioning members of society, or some such bullshit?”  
 
    “No one is ever cured.” Shoving her chair back, the chairperson sprang to her feet and threw her clipboard to the floor. Its ear-splitting crack echoed through the room. “We just go round and round on this endless Ferris wheel of misery until it spins off its track and crushes us all.” With those as her parting words, she spun on the ball of her foot. Her sensible heels clapped against the floor as she marched off.   
 
      
 
     “Depressed girls are hot.” Head tilting with appreciation, Frat-boy dragged his tongue over his lips. “They are almost always down to clown, if you know what I’m saying.”  
 
    “She’s right,” a soft voice croaked. Chair positioned on the outskirts of the circle, a man with a hangdog expression sat with his shoulders hunched by a heavy cloak of defeat. “There’s no hope for any of us. Sam got clean, then wound up dead. Nate was closing in on his two-year chip, and then vanished. Now Karen is missing meetings? They were the strongest among us, and even they couldn’t make it. What hope is there for the rest of us?”  
 
    Head falling back, Frat-boy expelled an exasperated groan. “No one cares what you think, Marv. Eating toilet paper doesn’t make you an addict, it makes you a freak. You wanna know real struggles? My nana kicked me out of Thanksgiving dinner because I was watching Pornhub under the table. Uncle Rob was watching the football game on his phone! How come he didn’t get in trouble? Why was his little sneak okay, but mine was ‘gross and taboo’?”  He air quoted the words.  
 
    “Because the NFL doesn’t do rim jobs on camera.” Princess-Needs-a-Nap, the moniker I gave to the tired looking woman next to Frat-boy, pursed her lips in open disdain for his antics.  
 
    That was it for me. Pushing off my chair, I exited stage left. Sure, this was a downtrodden group, but they didn’t deserve to be picked off one by one. Their chairperson had stormed off after one of her lost sheep like a ravenous wolf, leaving the group aimless. A voice in the back of my mind whispered that she could be the monster… in a rather poor disguise. If she was going in search of Karen, I needed to get there first. I could only hope Nate had some idea where she lived…  
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    A short ride with a properly fastened pig later, we parked opposite a modest-looking apartment complex built around a fenced-in pool. Positioned alongside the coffee shop across the street, we had a prime vantage point of the gated entrance.  
 
    Nate kept his stare fixed on the apartments.  
 
    I kept mine on him. “So, Karen never invited you over?”  
 
    “Nope, not yet.”  
 
    Lips pursed, I nodded. “And she never actually gave you her address?”  
 
    “No, not directly.” Picking up what I was laying down, Nate shrank back, his shoulders sinking. “I don’t trust some of the people in group. I liked to make sure she got home safe.”  
 
    My tongue clucked against the roof of my mouth. “That’s equal parts sweet and creepy. Which basically sums up my entire dating life, so who am I to judge?”  
 
    Smacking at my arm—ow—Nate pointed toward Karen’s building. “There’s Madge, the group chairperson! Why would she be here? She’s not Karen’s sponsor. Could she be the genie-monster thing? I didn’t see it in person—” Pulling up short, his brow furrowed. “Or did I? Honestly, some parts of my death are still kind of fuzzy. I think it was the blinding pain of erupting in flames. It kind of blocked out some of the traumatizing aspects of it.”  
 
    “Your girl Karen could be heading toward the same fiery end if we don’t find a way to stop Madge from going inside.” Flipping my ponytail over my shoulder, I glanced toward Bacon to make sure he was okay. Tied to the bike, he was chewing on an apple core he’d found, in pure piggy bliss. “You said Sam gave you a way to get in touch with this… thing. Do you remember what it was?”  
 
    A fresh idea bolted Nate upright. “I have a card in my wallet!” His enthusiasm was quickly squashed by the reminder of how that turned out. “Oh, but that burned up.” A second perk. “But I typed it into my phone!” Deflate. “Which, I kept in my back pocket, and most likely melted to my butt before I died.”  
 
    “You have yet to reach the point of helpful.”  
 
    Oblivious to my snark, Nate drummed at his chin with his fingertips. “There was something about the number that made me laugh.” Yet again, the spark of an idea brightened his eyes. “Give me your phone, quick! Before I forget!”  
 
    Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I thumbed the lock screen open and handed it over. “We’re talking about a magical entity here. Usually, they’re summoned through incantations, spells, or enchanted relics. I’m finding it hard to believe this thing actually has a data plan.”   
 
    Phone cradled in his palm, Nate’s lips moved as he typed in the number. “Five-one-six-twenty-three-forty-two.” Before hitting send, he showed me the screen. “Minus the four, eight, and the one that would turn the five into a fifteen, it’s the numbers from Lost. Remember that show? This person was offering good luck at the tables, and the numbers were lottery winners on the show. At the time I thought that was a good sign.”  
 
    Face vacant of emotion, I blinked in his direction. “You ignorant potato. Did you pay attention at all when you watched that show? The numbers were a bad omen. Add that to the fact that this is supposed to be the phone number for a mystical creature, and this is all starting to sound like bullshit. There is absolutely no way this is going to work. The whole phantom phone call thing could be a red herring.” 
 
    Eager to prove himself right, Nate read aloud as he comprised a text message to his possible murderer. “Hey, Professor X—” 
 
    “Seriously? And an X-Men moniker on top of everything? I’m beginning to think you deserved to die. This could have been a natural selection situation.”   
 
    He glanced up to stab me with a little stink-eye before continuing on. “This is Nate. We need to talk. You have thirty minutes to contact me, or what I know goes public.”  
 
    “Wait… what do you know?” Feeling a bead of sweat from the hot Nevada sun trickling down my cleavage, I pulled out the bottom hem of my t-shirt and waved it back and forth just enough to get my boobies a little air.    
 
    One of Nate’s meaty shoulders rose and fell in a lazy shrug. “Nothing, but developing a sense of urgency seemed like a good idea.”  
 
    My hands stilled as I cocked my head to consider him. “Threatening the thing that killed you seemed wise? Yep, absolutely natural selection. How about if we edit that message to a slightly more passive tone?”  
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably ri--- Oh, hell.” Complexion draining milky white, his wide-eyed stare snapped in my direction.  
 
    “Accidentally hit send?” 
 
    I could practically hear the rocks in his head rattle as he nodded in confirmation. “Accidentally hit send.”  
 
    “It’s going to be a real bitch if you get burned alive a second time.” Lips screwing to the side, I hitched one brow. “On the other hand, this could crucify or clear Madge as the culprit.” 
 
    Both of us swiveled in the direction of the oddly dressed counselor. Across the street, she paused, her spine straightening. Slapping at Nate’s arm to make sure he was seeing this, I curled my hand into a fist around the thin fabric of his t-shirt sleeve.  
 
    Pulling up short, Madge scowled.  
 
    Nate and I sucked in a sharp intake of air.  
 
    Slowly, she lifted one foot… and scraped the bottom of her shoe against the pavement to remove a hunk of chewing gum lodged there.  
 
    Cheeks puffed, I released an exaggerated exhale. “Okay, so it’s not her. I’ve gotta say, I’m surprised. Her whole look isn’t entirely convincing as human.” 
 
    “Wait, wait!” This time Nate got to do the smacking. “Look!” 
 
    Across the street, Madge reached into her crocheted shoulder bag and dug out her phone. One glance at it and her head whipped up, features sharpening with a dangerous edge. Her nostrils flared as she pivoted on the ball of her foot and marched off in the direction from which she came.  
 
    “Damn, dude. You better pray she doesn’t find you. She looked pissed.”   
 
    This time it was Nate’s turn to offer me a blank-faced stare. “That’s reassuring, thank you.”  
 
    A quick check to make sure Bacon was safe and somewhat hidden from view, and I elbowed Nate in the ribs. “If that put you on edge, you’re really going to hate this. We don’t know how much time we have until she comes back. We need to move fast. Karen’s life may depend on it.”  
 
    Resolve puffed Nate’s barrel chest. Curling his hands into fists at his sides, he stalked across the street with the purposeful gait of raw determination. I broke into a jog to keep up. We made it as far as the gate when a meek voice averted our attention.   
 
    “H-hey guys, everything okay?” Marv, the waif-thin paper-eater, teetered on the edge of the curb. Gaze shifting from me to Nate and back again, he anxiously wrung his hands. “Madge left group so quick, I got worried. So, I followed her here. I’m guessing you did, too?”  
 
    Jaw clenched tight, the tendons in Nate’s neck bulged. It was with great reluctance that he forced his stare from Karen’s building long enough to deal with Marv. Digging into his pocket, he snatched a loose twenty he must have pocketed at his apartment. “You can’t be here right now, man. It isn’t safe. Take this. Hit a dollar store and pick up your favorite paper products. Gorge yourself on me, just promise you’ll stay at your place tonight.”  
 
    Eyes widening to goose eggs, Marv smacked his lips at the delicious opportunity. “Wow, man. Thanks. But… uh… what about when this comes up at group?” 
 
    Seizing him by the shoulders, Nate physically turned him in the opposite direction and gave him an encouraging shove. “Your secret will die with me. Now go.”  
 
    With the twenty clutched to his chest, Marv scampered off, all the while muttering to himself about finally being able to get the brands with the “fancy” absorbance.   
 
    Slapping a hand on Nate’s back, I watched the happy little weirdo fade into the distance. “That was equal parts odd and noble. Now, let’s go.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
     “Karen, you need to put the fork down.” Hand in the air, I approached Karen with extreme caution. There was no judgment in the statement, but extreme concern.  
 
    Dry-heaving as yet another forkful of pumpkin pie neared her lips, tears welled in Karen’s beautiful chestnut eyes. “I want to stop… but, I-I can’t.”  
 
    Half a dozen empty pie pans littered the table, crumbs and pie-filling staining the front of her silk blouse. Deep fissures cracked her skin, revealing red hot embers burning her from the inside out. By the way her hand shook, struggling to pull the fork away, she loathed every bite forced past her lips. Still, whatever gasoline the wish-granting entity threw on her addiction fueled it into a raging inferno that burned far beyond her control.  
 
    Nate and I knew something was wrong the instant we stepped off the elevator onto Karen’s floor. The smell of something burning wafted down the hall, growing stronger as we neared. Wrought with concern, Nate kicked in the door to get us inside.   
 
    At the sight of her, he crumbled. Details of his own death stabbed into him, folding him to his knees. “Oh, God. I remember. I was at the Blackjack table. I could count cards just by looking at them. I couldn’t lose. I went from casino to casino, unable to stop. Each win just fed that burning need within me for more, just… one… more… hit.” 
 
     The haunting memories of his demise having crippled him, it fell to me to try and reason with the struggling stranger. “Maybe you can’t do this by yourself, Karen, but you don’t have to.” With a careful sidestep, I ventured further into her tastefully decorated abode. “We’re here to help. Together, we can beat this. I just need you to loosen your grip and drop the fork.”  
 
    At that one daring step, her hand jerked up as if acting on its own twisted agenda. Her lips clamped shut, the bite sizzling against her steamy skin. “Stay where you are!” she pleaded through tightly clenched teeth.  
 
    Rising to his feet, Nate wiped away the tears streaking his cheeks. “I know what you’re feeling, Karen. You feel small compared to this monstrous addiction that’s crushing you. But it’s an emotion. A feeling. Not unlike what I feel for you.” Nate paused and peered down at his hands, as if the words he was hunting would magically be scrolled there. “You’re the most beautiful, kind, compassionate person I’ve ever met. The way you volunteer to sit with anyone at group who may be having a rough moment, needs a ride, or a shoulder to cry on showed me a glimpse into your soul. But it was your smile, the one that lights up any room, that caused me to fall head over heels in love with you.”  
 
    Pulling up short, my head whipped in his direction. “Oh, wow. We’re doing this right now? I’m all for true love prevailing and all that crap, but she’s moments from going full Vesuvius.”  
 
    Karen’s shoulders shook with a fresh peal of sobs. “You never said a word. Literally. I tried to get you to, but couldn’t even get a hello out of you.”  
 
    “That’s the part where I’m a chicken-shit coward. I thought it would be worse to be rejected by you than never having taken the chance at all. I was wrong. And for that, I am so very sorry. But it’s not too late. I will gladly spend the rest of my days making up my shortcomings to you, if you put down the fork and take my hand.” Taking three bold strides forward, Nate extended his hand to her like a chivalrous knight ready to swoop in and save her from herself.  
 
    Glancing at his outstretched hand, Karen considered it.  
 
    Bless her heart, she truly did.  
 
    Chewing on her lower lip, divots of confusion creased her brow.  
 
    Tears slipping past her forest of lashes, she peered up at Nate. The look on her face pleaded for him to understand what even she couldn’t.  
 
    “I would have taken your hand,” she hiccupped, “and it would have been for forever.”  
 
    The demons of her addiction refused to be suppressed or ignored a second longer. Karen’s arm jerked up, shoveling that last, fateful forkful into her mouth.  
 
    A gurgle.  
 
    A rumble.  
 
    Then, the embers smoldering beneath Karen’s skin ignited into a sweltering blaze. The flames of addiction consumed her, blowing away the ashes on what might have been a passing breeze. Both Nate and I were blown back by the blast. Our shoulder blades smacked against the dining room wall before we thumped to the floor on our knees.  
 
    Scrambling across the hardwood floor on his hands and knees, Nate scooped up ash in both hands. “Bring her back! You have to bring her back!”  
 
    Closing the distance between us, I squatted down and gathered the sobbing man in my arms. “I would, Nate. For you, I would if I could. But… there’s nothing left. When you died, you left a vessel I could heal. Your soul had a place to go. But, Karen? She’s…” I glanced around at the cloud of dust and ash settling over every surface in the room, “… gone.”  
 
    Nate slumped against me, his hands gripping the fabric of my shirt in tight fists as he poured out the pain of his heart in anguished wails. “I gave him her name! This is my fault! I was so weak and greedy for that next fucking rush that I gave him her name!” 
 
    Pulling back, I cradled his tear-streaked face between my palms. “Hey, look at me.” Eyebrows raised, I waited for him to meet my gaze. “This is not on you. You didn’t know what this thing was. Still don’t, in fact. But when you knew she was in trouble, you busted ass to try and save her.” He tried to pull away, making me dip my head to hold his eyeline. “You did. You can try and lie to yourself about it, but I was right here and I know the truth. This was a horrible tragedy, but it doesn’t end here. Do you hear me? You can’t break right now. More people will die if we don’t find this thing and kill it. Painful as it is, you have to ask yourself what Karen would want you to do.”   
 
    Nate pulled away the few inches needed to wipe his face on the back of his hand. “She would want me to find this thing and kick its ass.”  
 
    Relaxing my hold, I clapped a hand on his shoulder to offer a friendly jostle of solidarity. “Then that is exactly what we’re going to do.”  
 
    Pushing off the floor, he rose to his full height and blinked down at me through slowing tears. “How?”  
 
    “I’m guessing it will involve the two badass swords strapped to my bike.” 
 
    Nate sniffled and wiped his nose on the back of his hand. “Is that what those weird, black tube things are? I thought someone did a hack job on your exhaust system.” 
 
    I ground my teeth to the point of pain at that insult to my precious chariot. “You thought I would let someone get away with a hack job like that on my baby? I’m going to need you to give me a little credit, here.”  
 
    Ignoring my ill-timed comment, Nate turned his chin to his shoulder to survey the scene where he watched his beating heart shatter. “What do we do? How can we possibly make this right?” 
 
    Slapping a hand to my knee, I rose to my feet. “We’ve got the phone number of this entity, which is a weird sentence when you’re talking about the supernatural. Regardless, I can track their location. We’ll find this piece of shit monster and make it answer for what it’s done.”  
 
    Nate placed a hand on Karen’s wall as if making a solemn vow to her alone. “We won’t let it hurt anyone, ever again.”  
 
    Meeting his stare, I held it with iron-clad conviction. “On that, you have my word.” 
 
    Grabbing my phone, I found the number he had texted. With the help of my GPS Phone Tracker app, I pinpointed the device with a few easy clicks. “Whoever has that particular phone is at Sunrise Hospital and Medical Center, not far from here. I say we move now, before we lose them.”  
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    “That’s Madge’s car!” Nate shouted, jabbing his finger toward a boat of a Pontiac that was docked at a curbside parking spot. Unease clouded his features as Nate’s arm dropped. “Something about this doesn’t feel right.”  
 
    Shoving the kickstand down with the heel of my boot, I eased the bike onto it and kicked my leg over the seat. “Is it the fact that we’re chasing your killer and the group chairperson just happened to show up? Because, that’s the thing I’m currently hung up on.” 
 
    Shoulders sagging, Nate glanced around, his expression a question mark. “No, it’s not that. It’s more like… déjà vu of a memory I can’t quite place.”  
 
    “This is where Google pinged the phone, which makes me think my hunch was right. I knew Madge wasn’t believable as a human.” My rant was interrupted by my phone buzzing in my pocket. Pulling it out, I answered without hesitation… and instantly regretted it. “Hello?” 
 
    “Octavia,” I recognized Dina’s cutting tone the instant she uttered my name.  
 
    Squeezing my eyes shut, I cursed quietly under my breath. “Sister Dina, did you draw the short straw in the coven to become my constant chaperone? Because, if my opinion on the topic matters, I’d like to throw Sister Tralynn’s name in the hat for that job. I liked her. She used to share her weed.”   
 
    “Don’t be coy. You know very well that as the Elder in this coven, it falls to me to investigate troublesome matters… such as the surge of your dark magic I felt.” From the other end of the line I could hear her bangle bracelets jangling against her phone. “Did you bring someone or something back from the dead, again?”  
 
    “Who is it?” Nate whispered.  
 
    I swatted at the air between us as a none-too-subtle hint for him to shut up. “Bring someone back? What? That’s crazy talk. I don’t know where you got that idea—”  
 
    “Fine. If that’s how you want to play this, I’ll be there in five minutes.”  
 
    “Oh, wait! A magical surge? You know what, I think I have an idea of what that could be from. But, really, it’s not a big deal at all.”  
 
    Dina clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “What a marvel that you suddenly remembered.”  
 
    Pacing back and forth beside my bike, I popped off the child-sized aviators I got for Bacon and rubbed the bridge of his snout where they had been resting. “This guy hit a kid’s puppy with his car. Horrible situation; poor little Cocker Spaniel didn’t stand a chance.”  
 
    Face folding into a frown, Nate pulled his chin to his chest. “Is that true? Poor puppy!”  
 
    Hushing him with one raised finger, I rolled my eyes. “The kid was inconsolable, Dina. It was a mess. Blood and fur everywhere. And, in that moment, I remembered what you said about my abilities bordering on the dark arts, and I took it to heart. I really did. But, I think we can both agree that for the sake of that sweet kid, I had to bring that...” my gaze fell on Nate, as the nonstop gush of bullshit continued to spill from my lips, “scorched and pitiful puppy back to life.”  
 
    “Wait,” Nate winced, slowly catching on, “am I supposed to be the puppy in this story? I resent that label. Why couldn’t I be, like, a beautiful stallion, or an imposing Rottweiler?”   
 
    Planting my feet, I silenced him with a glare. “I remember now, it was a teeny little pup. One of those teacup chihuahuas that shake all the time.”  
 
    “Well, now you’re just being cruel,” Nate scoffed, folding his arms over his chest.  
 
    Filling her lungs to capacity, Dina exhaled her audible frustration. “This dog somehow got scorched after being hit by a car?” 
 
    “The car flipped, exploded into flames. Driver got out alive, thankfully. You should google it. It will be all over the news for sure.” One hand stabbed on my hip, I shook my head toward the heavens and prayed I would miraculously learn how to shut the hell up. “Long story short, I did use my ability. But only to bring a puppy back for a heartbroken child. Had it woken up and gone full Cujo, I would have reversed my magic right away. Thankfully, that wasn’t the case. But, I mean, after what happened in Seattle, can you blame me for wanting to see a kid smile? Remember? That wraith tried to kill an entire family and siphon the life out of their kiddos.” 
 
    Kicking his leg off the motorcycle, Nate froze with his foot still a few inches from the ground. “Wait, is this a thing you do? Going town to town, bringing people back from the dead? If so, I can see why whoever that is would be concerned.”  
 
    “It was a week ago, Octavia. Of course I remember.” Sister Dina’s tone remained dangerously devoid of emotion. “I wonder if you remember the warning I left with you? The coven is watching and we will intercede if we must. Research has been done for possible binding rituals—”  
 
    Across the street, Madge rounded the side of her car and headed toward the passenger side door. Sliding out of the backseat like he had caught up with her to hitch a ride, paper-eater Marv gave a casual wave before sauntering off in the direction of the bus stop.  
 
    Instantly, I stopped listening, my attentions fixed on the enigmatic chairperson. “Magical handcuffs won’t be necessary. I really hope no one was inconvenienced coming up with them. It would be horrible if they got bit by their familiar, or choked on their own tongue. Thanks for checking in. You take care now.”  
 
    Not giving her another chance to respond, I ended the call.  
 
    “Where’s Madge?” Nate spun in a slow circle, having temporarily lost sight of her.   
 
    “Around the side of her car. We need to move before we lose her!” Supporting Bacon’s weight with my hands, I sprinted for Madge’s Pontiac. Clasping one hand on her waif-like shoulder, I spun her aside. Wrenching open the passenger side door, I acted fast to free her next victim from a fate as horrible as what Nate and Karen suffered.  
 
    There sat a frail looking, old woman with a scarf wrapped around her bald head. The heavy bags under her eyes were amplified by the lenses of her fuchsia-framed glasses.   
 
    “Your baby is hideous,” she stated, nose crinkling in Bacon’s direction. She wore bright red lipstick that sank into the deep lines and wrinkles that bracketed her lips.  
 
    I was anticipating someone eager to bolt. An unwilling victim that would fall into my arms and profusely thank me, their valiant savior.  
 
    Instead, I had to defend the honor of my little pink sidekick.  
 
    “He’s a pig,” I corrected.  
 
    “I’ll say. Maybe you could hide his ugly under a wide-brimmed hat?” Scarf-lady offered, adjusting a giant bauble of a ring that had slid down her bony knuckle.   
 
    Jogging to catch up, Nate waved his hands over his head in a desperate attempt to catch my attention. “Her nana…” he wheezed. “That’s her nana.”  
 
    With her purse clutched tightly in her fists like a weapon, Madge marched straight for the face she recognized. “Nate? What is the meaning of this? Did you follow me here?”  
 
    Tipping my chin in Nate’s direction, I covered my mouth with the back of my hand. “Her nana?”  
 
    Planting his hands on his knees, Nate fought to catch his breath. “Her nana has cancer; she brings her here for her treatments.”  
 
    Brow creased, Madge squinted in his direction. “Why are we telling this stranger my business? I could have sworn there was sort of an anonymous aspect to our group.”  
 
    Jaw swinging slack, I rapidly blinked my way to clarity. “That’s why Madge is bald, and looks like a disheveled mess.” 
 
    Tucking her purse under her arm, Madge cleared her throat and straightened her spine with palpable indignation. “Yes, strangely forward pink-haired woman, I shaved my head out of support for my grandmother’s fight, and occasionally appear distressed, and flustered because of it. Thank you for inquiring about something that is, frankly, none of your damned business.” 
 
    Face blanching, I stared Nate’s way in hopes of rescue. 
 
    All he offered was a bewildered shrug.  
 
    Asshat. 
 
    Wetting my suddenly parched lips, I tipped my face back toward Madge and offered what I hoped read as a friendly smile. “You know what? I think I just have you confused with someone else.”  
 
    Shifting her weight from one foot to the other, Madge shrank me with a glare. “And who, exactly, did you think I was?” 
 
    Chin falling to my chest, Bacon’s snout gave me a supportive boop to the nose. “I… uh… thought you were an evil genie feeding off the addictions of your group members.”  
 
    When all else fails, hide behind the absurdity of the truth.   
 
    Madge stared my way for a beat, seemingly chewing on the inside of her cheek.  
 
    Her head snapped in Nate’s direction. “Is she high? You really shouldn’t be around people in this state, Nate. It’s not conducive to your recovery.”  Shoving her way past me with harsh pokes of her bony elbows, Madge gently took her nana’s forearm and guided her out of the car. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, my sister flaked on bringing Nana to her appointment, again, but I was able to convince them to hold the spot for us. I don’t want to test their patience, as you have mine.”  
 
    After slamming the car door shut behind them, the pair shuffled toward the sliding glass doors at the hospital’s entrance.  
 
    Edging closer, Nate bumped my elbow with his. “I bet that’s why she rushed off at Karen’s apartment. Her sister probably texted her.”  
 
    “I figured that out. Thank you.”  
 
    Nate stepped up on the curb to allow an SUV to slide into the parking spot beside us. “So… where do we go from here? We were kind of hedging our bets on Madge being the bad guy.”   
 
    His question bounced off me, my mind whirling to place the pieces of this dizzying puzzle.  
 
    “Octavia?”   
 
    Struck by a sudden epiphany, I smacked my forehead with the palm of my hand. “How did we not see it? It’s so obvious! We just need to go after the person who’s been right under our noses this whole time!”   
 
    Confusion creasing his sweat dampened brow, Nate glanced down at Bacon… who happened to occupy that particular piece of real estate. “The… pig?” 
 
    For a beat, I found myself dumbstruck into silence. “Yes. My pig is a villainous mastermind who works under the alias Mr. P. Iggy. Or—in a world of the sane—I’m referring to the one person who keeps popping up at each and every turn. So much so, that we even gave him money to go away.”  
 
    A spark of realization brightened Nate’s silver eyes. “Marv!”  
 
    “That’s right!” Catching Bacon’s ear between my thumb and forefinger, I rubbed the pads of my fingers over his velvety skin. “It has to be. You made the call, and there he was. We just blew him off because he uses the human façade of a weird paper eater! If he is our guy, we need to find him. Any ideas on where he lives or hangs out?”  
 
    Chewing on his lower lip, Nate peered at the steady flow of traffic moving in and out of the hospital entrance. A pregnant woman was being wheeled inside. An older gentleman with a walker shuffled his way toward a waiting Your Ride van. It seemed a perfect metaphor for the pulse of life of which he’d recently been robbed.  
 
    “He seems to fixate on those of us in group, but I doubt he’s looking for a kill tonight. Not this close on the heels of Karen’s death. More likely, he’s scoping out the next deal to strike. During that phone call, he showed me what I could have. It was a vision of me at a roulette table, where with every single spin of the wheel, my number came up. For him to do that, I’m guessing he would have to be close by to work his magic, but remain unseen.”  
 
    “Most likely. It would be hard to maintain a magical current over a wireless network.”  
 
    “If that’s true, we might be able to find him with a group member, giving them a teasing glimpse of their deepest fantasies come to life.”   
 
    Shushing Bacon, who had begun to squirm, I bounced on the balls of my feet to placate him. “I remember mostly drug addicts. This thing has yet to target any substance abusers. There could be a reason for that. Who else is there?”  
 
    Nate’s nose crinkled in disdain. “There’s Brad… the porn addict.”  
 
    A shiver of disgust rippled through me. “I don’t even want to think about what his enticing fantasy would look like. I’m guessing it involves a pizza boy getting a grossly generous tip. Any idea where the pervert lives?”  
 
    A hot red blush spread up Nate’s neck to his cheeks. “I went to his house once for the most awkward poker game of my life. If I wasn’t an addict with an uncontrollable compulsion, I totally would have left before the first hand was dealt.”   
 
    “How long did you stay instead?” 
 
    “Long enough to lose my watch… and my pants.” Noticing the smile tugging at the corners of my lips, his tone sharpened with a hint of accusation. “Hey, I thought this was a judgment free zone?” 
 
    “Oh, I never said that,” I called over my shoulder, already striding back to my bike. “Think you can keep your pants on long enough to show me where this guy lives?” 
 
    “I do!” he countered, falling into step behind me. “Do you think you can…” trailing off, he hunted for a witty comeback. Unable to manage a slam dunk, he settled for a three point free throw. “Oh, shut up. Your best friend is a farm animal.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Knotting Bacon’s leash around a parking meter, my eyes narrowed at the Craftsman-style house across the street. “Pervert boy still lives with his parents? Somehow that makes his habit even ickier.”  
 
    Unclipping his helmet, Nate hung it on the grip of my bike. “His mom offered me meatloaf after I lost my pants. She’s an attractive woman. I thought it was a metaphor for something else. It was a confusing night all the way around.”  
 
    Pig securely fastened and supplied with fresh water in his Everything’s Better With Bacon bowl, I arched my back to stretch the cramping muscles. “I’m both terrified and intrigued by that story. We will be discussing it further—guaranteed. In the meantime, I need you to be honest with me.” Hands on my hips, I swiveled to face him. “Did you make things so weird with his mom that you won’t be allowed back inside?”  
 
    “No, not at all.” Nate took a brave step forward, only to reconsider and shrink back. “Wait… I forgot about the ‘Do you want sauce with that’ part of the ordeal. Yeah, I should definitely stay here and keep Bacon company.”  
 
    Lips pursed, I shook my head. “I’m disappointed in you, Nate. I’ve only known you a day, but I know you’re better than that.”  
 
    His head hung in shame. “I know.” 
 
    “You two stay here.” I jerked my head toward my swine side-kick, who was rooting around in his water bowl in search of the ice cube I occasionally threw in there. “Bacon, you’re in charge.”  
 
    “Why him?” Nate tsked.   
 
    Jogging across the street, I shouted back, “Because he’s never lost his pants!”  
 
    “He doesn’t wear pants!” Nate lobbed back.  
 
    “See? You have so much to learn!” A car honked in annoyance that I wasn’t moving fast enough. Granting them a middle finger salute, I quickened my pace.  
 
    Hopping up three cement steps, I flipped my hair from my eyes and knocked on Brad’s door. It was a cute, albeit modest house. One in which you would anticipate the door to be opened by a fifty-something mom with graying hair and high-waisted slacks. That… would not be the case. I guessed the vixen leaning against the doorframe to be around forty. Her parts appeared to be primarily plastic. She had a headful of flowing, platinum extensions, and enough Botox and fillers to erase the signs of aging to an eerie, mannequin level.  
 
    With one elbow on the door jamb and her bust straining against her shockingly transparent sundress, she sized me up with a bored glance. “Can I help you?”   
 
    “Uh, hi.” I offered her a tight smile and an awkward wave that made it seem like interacting with humans was a new experience for me. “I’m looking for Brad. Your… son?”  
 
    Pushing off the door, she rolled her shoulder to stick her tits out farther still. “Step son, and I’m sure he’s downstairs molesting himself. That’s kind of his thing.”  
 
    Leaving the door hanging open, she sauntered inside with her hips swishing in a way that would make Shakira envious. “Suddenly, his addiction makes sense in a much more disturbing way.”   
 
    “What was that, doll?” she asked, tossing her cascades of hair over her shoulder.  
 
    “Your home is lovely!” I corrected, smile widening. “Where can I find Brad?”  
 
    “Down those stairs.” The scantily clad MILF jerked her hip toward a six-panel door. “I would knock first. Really, really loud.”  
 
    Without another word, she meandered off.   
 
    Hand on the door knob, I bit the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste the coppery rush of blood. Squeezing my eyes partially shut, as if that could somehow protect me from any traumatizing images I may stumble upon, I peeked inside. To my great relief—and regret—there was another door at the bottom of the stairs. From behind that blared the campy music soundtrack of cheesy porn, accompanied by overexaggerated moaning.  
 
    Can we just pause here to discuss that? Sure, sex is fun. That doesn’t change the fact that no one makes that much noise unless being paid to do so. If you’re really having that good a time, are you going to be physically able to announce that pleasure audibly? Hell no. You’re going to be riding those waves of pleasure and praying your O face doesn’t look like you’re choking on a chicken bone.   
 
    Inching down the stairs, I said a silent prayer for all parties on the other side of that door to have their pants on, then I knocked with two crisp wraps. A beat later, I knocked again.  
 
    When he didn’t answer, I said a silent prayer to any god, goddess, or deity that happened to be listening, and hesitantly opened the door. One step inside, and a shroud of regret instantly fell over me.  
 
    “Another girl?” Brad marveled with a throaty chuckle. While shirtless, he was dressed from the waist down as a handy man—toolbelt included. Leaning back against the counter of his wet bar, he let out a throaty moan as a curvy red-head licked whipped cream off his chest. His phone was nestled between his shoulder and his ear as he murmured his desires to whomever was on the other end of the call. “Are they going to make out? There is nothing hotter than a little girl-on-girl action.”  
 
    With resolute strides, I closed the distance between me and Brad and snatched the phone from his hand. “Marv? That you, ya creepy little paper-eater? Secrets out, pal. You can go ahead and reveal yourself.” Brave words for someone expecting Marv’s scrawny frame to appear. That… was not how this went down. “Jinn? Big ass scary Jinn!” I called out. 
 
    Ah, yes. I handled that with my usual cool-headedness.  
 
    While the facial features of the beast who materialized from thin air strongly resembled Marv’s, that was where their similarities ended. His bare chest rippled with muscles that tapered down into a swirling mist of golden wisps. Onyx talons stretched from his fingertips, ragged slices cut into the flesh of his torso. All of which appeared self-inflicted.   
 
    “You’re quite the delectable treat. I’ll grant you whatever you wish.” Jinn-Marv flipped his Mohawk ponytail over his shoulder, floating just below the basement’s drop down ceiling. “You need only speak your heart’s desire out loud.”  
 
    “See now, that is not going to happen.” Wagging one finger in the air, I cut off that line of thought right the hell now, secretly wishing there had been a casual way to bring my swords into the house. “I won’t be making any wishes. I want no part in that mess.”    
 
    One corner of his mouth curling into a smirk, Brad’s lecherous gaze wandered the length of me. “It looks like you already are, and I am on board.”  
 
    “What? How am I...?” As it turned out, stepping into the room during his wish cast me as a player in Brad’s shockingly unoriginal fantasy. My jeans and black tank top were replaced with a slutty French Maid costume. Oddly enough, the changes didn’t stop there. “Are my boobs bigger? What the actual hell? These things are pushed up so far they could choke me!” 
 
    “Yeah, they could.” Brad bit his lower lip and nodded his exuberant appreciation.   
 
    Jinn-Marv rolled his fingers, nails clicking together. “Speak the words, child, and I’ll make her your plaything the remainder of your days.”  
 
    Grabbing Brad by the ear, I slapped a hand over his mouth. “If you utter even one syllable, I will rip your tongue out of your mouth and slap you with it. I need you to know that I’m here to save your dumb ass, but it’s not because I like you or approve of any of this. This is disgusting, and you’re a cockroach. Stop viewing women as pieces of meat and you may actually be able to find a real one that’s willing to touch you. In the meantime, get the hell out of here before I reconsider kicking you in the nuts just for funsies.”  
 
    In case my message was having any difficulty sinking through his thick skull, I turned him toward the door and gave him a kick to the ass for good measure.  
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” Biting his lower lip, he kept his horny leer locked on me as he obeyed my command.  
 
    “Just keep walking, creeper,” I barked, jabbing my index finger toward the stairs.   
 
    The second it shut behind him, the red-headed vixen vanished in a puff of white smoke.  
 
    “Octavia,” Jinn-Marv swirled around me, wisps of his mist-like lower body brushing the ends of my hair from my back. “You’re a far more delectable treat than that overly beaten meat. I can taste your obsession, it whispers to me all that you long for.”  
 
    “First of all, mad props on that ‘beaten meat’ comment. That was quality snark, my friend. As to the tasting thing, I suggest a palate cleanser. Because any and all fantasies of mine involve me being far more covered.” I waved my hand at the skanky ensemble he cursed me with. “Layers. I’m a big fan of layers.”  
 
    Hovering above me, his pointy black tongue dragged over his teeth. “I will have you. Mark my words: moments from now, you’ll be begging to make a deal.”  
 
    “Pretty confident for a guy with a paper-eating alter ego.”  
 
    A snap of his fingers, and the clothes I came in with returned. I cannot stress enough how relieved I was not to have a draft blowing up my tailpipe anymore.  
 
    The Jinn kicked up a current as he swirled around me in another taunting pass. “It’s far easier to go unnoticed when I make a nuisance of myself. Then I’m free to stalk my next victim, for my only master is the power of the wish.” 
 
    That statement gave me the first inklings of an idea, I just needed to keep him monologuing long enough to work out the details. Truth be told, I was still wishing I could have found a way to smuggle in my swords. His talons of terror would have seemed slightly less off-putting if I was armed with more than the footprint of an idea.  
 
    Feet planted in a wide-legged stance, I squared my shoulders and met his haunting stare head on. “I guess we’re all slaves to something. Me? I’m Netflix’s bitch. Absolutely can’t turn down a good binge. Now, before we get back to the ominous threats, I have a question I have to ask. Do you have a little lamp that you live in? Follow up question: is it furnished like the one in I Dream of Genie, or is it more of a ‘phenomenal cosmic power, itty bitty living space’ thing from Aladdin?” 
 
    “I’ll be the one asking the questions here.” Darting in intimately close, Jinn-Marv caught one lock of my hair and gave it a rough tug at the roots. “Speak the words; what is it you wish for? Could it be… a second chance at happiness?”  
 
    Another snap of his fingers, and everything faded around me. I was alone in a dark room, lit only by flickering candlelight. Rose petals peppered the floor beneath my feet. Brow furrowed, I spun in a slow circle and waited for the second shoe to drop.  
 
    The longing of my heart drew him into life.  
 
    Chin to his chest, Elba stepped from the shadows. Peering up at me from beneath impossibly long lashes, a knowing smile tugged back one corner of his full lips. “Hey Raspberry Tart, did ya miss me?” 
 
    My breath caught at the nickname. We’d told no one about that. It was our thing. A flirty secret we kept between us. It came about during a weekend spent in bed, when the TV was on, but our attentions were well occupied. Rolling over in a tumble of sheets to catch his breath, Elba peered up at the screen to find a kids cartoon on. The show was Strawberry Shortcake, and it only took one glimpse of the character Raspberry Tart—whose hair was the same shade of pink as mine—and the moniker stuck.  
 
    “This isn’t real.” Tears slipped down my cheeks unchecked. “It can’t be.”  
 
    He closed the distance between us with two easy strides. Tingles coursed through my core, earning a shocked gasp through my parted lips as his body brushed mine. With the side of his knuckle, he caressed my cheek, his hand drifting back to comb through my hair. “Haven’t you figured it out yet?” he breathed the words into me. “When it comes to us, nothing is ever impossible.”  
 
    His bottom lip teased over mine, taunting me with the sweet surrender my soul ached for.  
 
    I wanted nothing more than to dive in and lose myself in the waves of pleasure from his simple touch. Still, I forced myself to pull back. My greedy eyes were hungry to memorize every detail of his face. His skin was a warm mocha hue that beautifully highlighted the brilliance of his wide, beaming smile. He kept his hair sheared short to his scalp. The light stubble of an almost beard accentuated his chiseled jaw line. He wore a pair of jeans that sat low on his hips, and a light blue t-shirt that clung to his muscular torso.  
 
    Catching his hand in both of mine, I turned it over in inspection. My thumbs dragged over his skin. Soft, with a few rough edges from his years spent slinging lumber. I exhaled a ragged breath and forced my gaze to meet his. A fresh rush of tears burned behind my eyes. I knew this wasn’t real, but it was exactly the kind of lie I wanted to get lost in.  
 
    “Please,” I managed in a throaty whisper, “don’t look at me like that.” 
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “Like you know me. Like… I’m yours.”  
 
     “Raspberry Tart, you’re my favorite song, and I know all the words.” Cradling my face in his palms, his mouth staked claim of mine. So many memories of him were burned onto my brain, but his taste… Oh, his taste. That was my last, wistful memory before I drifted off to sleep each night. In life, Elba often kept a peppermint candy tucked in his cheek, that he would click against his teeth when he flipped it over on his tongue. It was that simple bite of peppermint that elicited a soft groan of appreciation.   
 
    My hands snaked around his back, exploring the thick bands of roped muscle that tapered down to his narrow waist. He had never been a gym rat. There was no need to pay for any kind of membership to achieve his sculpted physique. It came from a career of building something out of nothing.   
 
    “I’ll never leave you again,” he murmured, peppering kisses over the nape of my neck.  
 
    Squeezing my eyes shut tight, I allowed myself to get lost in the bliss… if only for a moment.  
 
    “If this is what you want,” his tongue teased over my earlobe, “I just need to hear you say it. Tell me you want me… that you wish for me to stay.”  
 
    My hands gripped the thin material of his shirt, curling into tight fists. Pulling back, I looked into his eyes to bury my painful truth there. “I want that more than anything in the world, and we will have it. Do you hear me? I’m coming for you, Elba, and I won’t stop until I find you. Our story isn’t done. But this? It isn’t real, and no amount of wishing will ever change that.”   
 
    Elba pulled back, a V of confusion slicing between his brows. “Wha...?”  
 
    I silenced him with one finger to his lips. Even one more syllable and what little resolve I had could slip away. “I wish… for Marv to no longer be a slave to the wish. From this moment on, let his only master be his mortal form.”  
 
    “No!” The mirage faded around me, Elba disappearing like a flutter of déjà vu that never really existed at all. In a blink, I was back in Brad’s sad little basement watching the Jinn’s strapping form shrink back into frail, ordinary, paper-eating Marv. His talons retracted, muscle withering away. Even his ponytail rescinded to a thinning hairline. The crackle of magic abandoned him, leaving behind his abandoned shell. “What have you done? You bitch! What did you do?”  
 
    Not sure if I wanted to punch him in the throat or thank him, I squatted down beside Marv as he curled into the fetal position on the floor. “In time, you may even thank me for this. Think of this as your chance to become a better person. Now, you’re going to have to learn how to rely on the same humans you once fed off of.”  
 
    He couldn’t hurt me now, not that the desire wasn’t there. Lips curling back from his teeth, he glared daggers of hatred my way. “You’ll pay for this. One day, I will find a way to return this brutal unkindness.”  
 
    Pushing off the floor, I rose to my feet and shook out my legs where my jeans had started to ride up. “You want to join the ‘I hate Octavia Hollows’ club? Get in line. I think they sell t-shirts. More importantly, you have a choice to make, Marv. One all supernatural beings make every damned day. We either acclimate with society, or get crushed under its boot.” Digging into my back pocket, I tossed him the twenty Big Mike gave me for the time I helped out. “Use that, and get to a meeting. I happen to know a great group that really wants to help people. Especially those who aren’t killing their attendees.  They’ll help you get on your feet.”  
 
      “Should have just killed me,” he harrumphed, gnawing at the corner of the twenty. 
 
    “Get that out of your mouth!” Snatching it from his mouth, I hooked one hand under his scrawny elbow and hauled him to his feet. “Come on, we’re getting you an Uber. At which time I will personally hand the driver the money. Do you have a place to stay tonight?” 
 
    “In the hollowed-out gut of your mother,” he grumbled, whilst letting me usher him along. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no. Which gives weight to my theory you lived in a lamp.” At the foot of the stairs, I dragged him in front of me and gave him a push to go first. “No worries, we’ll get you to a shelter for tonight, and I will pay for the car to pick you up there tomorrow and take you to that meeting. If you tell Madge you’re really ready to get clean, she’ll make sure you get help. Just… stick with the paper thing. Burning people alive with the fuel of their own desires may create more questions than answers.” 
 
    Halting mid-step, Marv spun on me, his beady eyes narrowed with distrust. “Why are you helping me?”  
 
    For a beat, I could only stare back as I tried to answer that question for myself. “Because I’m different, too. And the people who were kind enough to look past that made all the difference in my life.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Marv begrudgingly offered, before tagging on, “I’m probably still going to find a way to kill you for taking my powers.”  
 
    “No good deed goes unpunished. Now, let’s get out of here. Brad’s blow-up doll in the corner is wearing a clown mask, and I need to leave before my imagination starts to question why. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Two hours later—after following Marv to a shelter and explaining to Nate for the millionth time why we were helping the cranky ex-Jinn—we found ourselves back at Nate’s apartment.  
 
    “I don’t know what’s more confusing,” I grumbled. “The fact that you wanted to come back here, or that my dumbass voluntarily came along.” Just in case we had to make a mad dash, yet again, I kept Bacon nestled in his pig-porter. The motion of my bike had put him to sleep, his little hooves giving an occasional twitch as his mind roamed through happy little piggy dreams. I, on the other hand, kept my head swiveling on the lookout for any Glocks being leveled at our heads. “I mean, you remember what happened the last time we were here, right? With the shooting and the running? Because, I haven’t tested the theory, but I’m pretty sure I can’t resurrect anyone if I’m dead.”  
 
    Offering me a serene smile, Nate unlocked the door to his cramped little oasis. “Don’t worry. We won’t be long.” Tossing open the door, he stepped inside and threw his keys onto the card table. “Any killers in here? Come out, come out, wherever you are.” When no one burst out to finish us off firing squad-style, he threw his arms out wide and turned to face me. “Seems the coast is clear. Look around, take whatever you want or think you could use.”  
 
    Adjusting one of the straps of the pig-porter, I maneuvered it into a more comfortable position on my shoulder. “What’s going on here? What are you up to?”  
 
    Hands falling to his sides with a slap, Nate shrugged. “I overheard you on the phone earlier. You can reverse the magic keeping me alive. I would rather have you do that, than for that guy with the gold chains to get ahold of me. Something tells me you’ll be kinder about it. I don’t have much to offer as my thanks for everything, but whatever is here, you’re welcome to it.”  
 
    Punched in the gut by the sudden shift in the conversation, I shuffled to Nate’s flimsy cot and plopped down on the edge with Bacon’s back hooves dangling between my knees. Waking with a snort, he nosed at my chin. “I don’t really understand how we got here. There’s no need to jump right to the fatal conclusion… again. There are other options.”  
 
    The thin mattress squeaked as Nate sank down beside me with his elbows on his knees. “There really aren’t. Not in my heart, anyway. Maybe this doesn’t make sense, but I just keep feeling that if you hadn’t brought me back, I would have been on the other side to welcome Karen to whatever comes next. Now, she’s there alone.” Tipping his chin in my direction, he paused to hunt for the right words. “If the great beyond is the only place where we can be together, then that’s where I need to be. I may have been too much of a coward to tell her before, but when I’m with her, I feel like I’m home.” A hot blush filled his cheeks as he shrugged off that revealing declaration. “That probably sounds stupid to you.”  
 
    Shifting my weight, I rocked in Nate’s direction to bump his elbow with mine. “No, it doesn’t. I get it. Believe me, I just wish I could bring her back for you, instead of the other way.”  
 
    “You and me both.” Chewing on the inside of his cheek, Nate nodded in sorrowful resignation. “Will it… hurt?”  
 
    A lump formed in my throat that I swallowed hard to speak around. “No, not at all. You won’t feel a thing. My magic will usher your spirit back to wherever it was. I can return your body to the form you died in, if you want there to be some sort of funeral and memorial service. Or…” A lone tear streaked down my cheek that I wiped away with the back of my hand.  
 
    “Or?” 
 
    Wetting my lips, I tried again. “I can keep the current of my magic going. Instead of being the burned brisket you were, you’ll be reduced to dust.”  
 
    “Dust on the wind, just like the song,” he huffed with a humorless laugh. 
 
    “Like the song,” I parroted, my heart aching for my new friend.  
 
    “It sounds like a pretty rock and roll way to go. That’s cool, right?”  
 
    “Nate, you’re without a doubt the coolest IT guy I’ve ever met.” Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a Treasure Island Casino hoodie on the floor. Pulling it into my lap, I rubbed my thumb over the worn and faded decal. “Mind if I keep this?”  
 
    The to remember you by message went unsaid, but was deeply felt.  
 
    “It’s yours. Here, I have a couple more things for you.” From under the bed, he pulled out a bundle of straps he unrolled to reveal a black leather, double sword sheath.  “That’s from my D&D cosplay days. I’m begging you to use it for your swords. I peeked at them while you were at Brad’s. They are gorgeous displays of artistry that deserve better than to be stored in PVC pipes. I beg you to use this and do right by them.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I chuckled, accepting his offering.  
 
    “Good. Knowing you’ll look like a total badass makes me feel a lot more comfortable about giving you this.” Once more he rooted around under the bed, this time pulling out a Playstation 4 box. 
 
    “That’s sweet and all, but I don’t have my own place, let alone a TV. I’m sure you can find someone more equipped to take your—” Nate flipped open the box and my jaw swung slack to match, “… giant box full of cash. Nate! What the hell is that?”  
 
    Pulling out one banded stack, Nate dragged his thumb over the edge, fanning out the bills. “Counting cards may be a dangerous pastime, but it pays well. I won’t be needing the money, so consider it a gift.”  
 
    Shaking my head, I peered his way with narrowed eyes. “You’re too much. The world is going to be a darker place without you in it. You sure I can’t talk you out of this?”  
 
    Pushing off the cot, Nate rose to his full height and offered me a hand up. “I think you know the answer to that. Let’s get this over with, before you break that tough chick façade I’ve grown to adore and turn into a blubbering mess. What do we need to do?” 
 
    With a roll of my shoulders, I physically shook off the cloak of sorrow crippling me. “This part is all me.”  
 
    A small box fan sat in the corner of his room. Turning it on, I pointed it toward the door. After muttering a quick “Excuse me,” I ducked around Nate to prop open the door to his room with a two liter of Fresca.  
 
    The scene of his final act set, I positioned myself in front of Nate and gathered both his hands in mine. “You ready? Any parting  words?”  
 
    Anxiously rocking from the balls of his feet to his heels, his lips parted with a pop. “Think of something deep and meaningful, and tell people I said it. All I can think of right now is Star Wars quotes.”  
 
    “Yeah, no one wants ‘That’s no moon’ to be the last words they utter.”  
 
    “Thank you, Octavia.” Nate smiled, his face a portrait of sincerity. “For everything.”  
 
    My vision blurred, tears stinging behind my eyes.  
 
    “Spirit from beyond the grave,” I began, voice cracking with emotion, “I brought thee into light.” Emerald energy coursed down my arms, seeping into him through our interlocked hands. “With your help, I cannot stave. Return thee into night.”  
 
    Rising up on tiptoe, I pressed a tender kiss to his cheek. Closing my eyes, I held the pose. Every ounce of magic and compassion within me poured out until the candle of his life extinguished. A choked sob slipped from my trembling lips the instant I felt his hands crumble in mine. Driven out by the breeze from the fan, all that remained of Nate’s earthly form scattered as he wished it… like dust on the wind.  
 
    Taking a step back, I opened my eyes… and found the gold rope chain-wearing thug standing in the door.  
 
    Covered in ash, his eyes bulged in disbelief. “I… don’t understand what the hell just happened here, but you could have a hell of a career in personal protection.”   
 
    “Not looking for a job as a hitman, thanks.” Grabbing the PlayStation box off the bed, I took out one stack of bills, then tossed the rest to the guy there to break Nate’s kneecaps. “I’m keeping this as my fee for doing your job for you. The rest you can give back to your boss. Or take your chances, and hightail it out of town. That’s for you and your sense of self-preservation to wrestle with.” 
 
    “And… the card counting kid? He’s just… gone?” Craning his neck, nameless Guido searched the room  for clues as to what it was he witnessed.   
 
    “If there’s any justice in this crazy cosmos of ours? He’s falling into Karen’s arms right about now.” With all my other Nate-related goodies tucked under my arm, I forcibly bumped the hired enforcer with my shoulder as I pushed my way past him.  
 
    He had enough sense not to try and stop me, not after watching my literal kiss of death.  
 
    “Wait! Hey, pink-haired girl! Who’s Karen?” 
 
    I didn’t break stride or bother with an answer. If I didn’t get to understand the cosmic workings of my curse, neither did he.  


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Walden Motel was a far cry from the luxury hotels Vegas was known for, but the rates were cheap, the shower was hot, and the rooms were pig-friendly. That was all I needed to know to book a room there for the night. After a long, hot shower to scrub off the emotional and physical grime from the day, I ordered a pizza for me and Bacon and settled in for a night of rest and garbage television before we hit the road at daybreak.  
 
    I was on my third slice and marveling at how quickly Bacon inhaled his fourth, when a soft knock rattled the door of my room. Immediately, my mind went to Guido with the rope chain. I envisioned his gun raised, ready to blow a hole through my head to take back the rest of the money. Him following me there had been a concern of mine since I checked in, prompting me to bring my swords up to the room. Climbing off the bed, I grabbed one off the TV stand and held it in a tight overhand grip as I tiptoed to the door. Heart pounding against my ribs, I closed one eye and peeked through the peephole.  
 
    Big Mike stood in the hall, thumbs looped in his pockets while he waited. The air left my lungs in a relieved sigh. I’d never been so happy to see his sour mug in my life. Resting my sword on top of the wall mounted AC unit, I slid the chain free and opened the door. “Big Mike, good to see you again. Did you drop by for another round of pig cardio with my boy, Bacon? Chasing him isn’t the most conventional workout, but it sure gets the blood moving.”  
 
    At the mention of his name, Bacon sat up. Curly tail wagging, he open mouth belched his welcome to the newcomer.  
 
    Big Mike removed his baseball cap and curled the tattered brim in his hands. “You stayed here the last time you were in town. I took a chance you’d be here again. Can I come in?”  
 
    Taking note of the firm set of his jaw and creased brow, I took a step back and welcomed him inside with a turn of my wrist. “By all means. Want some pizza? There’s a slice or two left that Bacon hasn’t nosed at.”  
 
    “No, thank you.” Stalking inside, Big Mike paced the length of the room.  “I don’t like to meddle in the lives of others. I feel that nonsense is none of my business.”  
 
    I shut the door and folded my hands in front of me. “We already covered this topic in great detail. But thank you for dropping by to reiterate the point.”  
 
    “Shut up, now. I’m trying to say something.”  
 
    Pantomiming locking my lips, I threw away the key.    
 
    “You asked me about that fella that came looking for you.” Folding the bill of his hat in half, Big Mike stuffed it into his back pocket. “I didn’t want to get involved, but I have daughters and would want someone to let them know if there was something, or someone, they should watch out for.”  
 
    Combing my fingers through my wet hair, I twisted the strands into a bun and secured it into place with the tie on my wrist. “You think there’s something I need to watch out for?”  
 
    Tongue dragging over his teeth, Mike wandered to the edge of the bed to give Bacon a scratch behind the ears.  “That guy who came looking for you… something didn’t sit right with me about him. It’s nothing I could put my finger on, but there was something about him that set my teeth on edge. Whatever this guy wants with you? You need to steer clear. I don’t know if it helps at all, but the car he was driving had Florida plates. Maybe you had a bad experience with someone there?”  
 
    Florida plates and a Maine Black Bears baseball cap. Two places that represented pivotal moments in my life. Maine, where the school shooting took place, and Tallahassee, where Elba died. The hair on the back on my neck rose, prickles of unease skittering down my spine.    
 
    If he picked up on how I bristled, Big Mike didn’t let on. “My advice? Get gone and stay gone. Whoever this is? You need to keep an ocean of distance between you and him.”  
 
    I could form no words, my mind too busy clicking and whirring over why anyone would waste that kind of time and energy on… me.   
 
    After a beat of silence, Big Mike cleared his throat. “You need to get out of town. Do you have somewhere you can go?” 
 
    My journey was centered around retracing my steps across the country. Shoving these disturbing new revelations aside, I tried to remember where I had been before Las Vegas. “Galveston, Texas. I worked at a fish market.”  
 
    “Good, nice and far from here.”  
 
    Folding my arms over my midsection, I nervously chewed on my lower lip. “The guy wearing the Maine Bears hat? He planted a phone on me in Seattle.” 
 
    “And you held onto it?”  
 
    “Free phone?” I shrugged, questioning my own sanity.  
 
    Pulling himself to his full height, Big Mike’s voice dropped to a protective growl. “Let me see it.”  
 
    Crouching down beside my backpack, I unzipped the front compartment and handed the phone over to him.   
 
    He accepted it without a word, then he tossed it to the floor and boot stomped it into a mess of broken plastic and wiring. Chest rising and falling from the effort, he fought to steady his breathing. “If he comes back, I won’t tell him I’ve seen you. But, Octavia? This guy is trouble. Do what you have to do to stay far away from him.”   
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