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CHAPTER ONE

Here’s the scoop: I’m dead. And awesome. Mostly awesome. But seriously, I was killed—murdered, actually—and there will be no coming back to life.

Stick a fork in me, I’m done.

Someone decided it’d be a good idea to deprive the world of a national treasure. Boo, hiss. BUT. There’s always a but with me. Though I know who, what, when, and why, the information isn’t exactly a priority for me. I’ve moved on to bigger and better, yo.

Dude. Check it. My spirit has lived on.

News flash: everyone’s spirit lives on. The good, the bad, and the ugly. But that’s a story for another day. Today is all about me, myself, and I—my three favorite subjects. A girl’s gotta love herself and all that jazz.

Anyway. One moment I was in agonizing pain, the next I wasn’t. I ended up in a new realm, a holding zone of sorts with a mansion for every resident. I’m now plugged in to a higher consciousness. My mind is an open door, and knowledge simply walks in. As long as I remain connected, there’s no fear, no hate, only love and determination.

The moment I opened my eyes and “awoke,” I knew I had a choice to make. Move on to the final resting place or stay in the holding zone to help the people I left behind. People like my boyfriend, Frosty. The original ice man. His real name is Aston Martin. Yep, just like the car. How he loved when I teased him about taking him for a ride.

My eyes fill with tears. Dang, I miss him. I’m dead, but he’s alive, and that’s a little too long distance, even for us, the greatest couple ever to date. I miss my friends, too. Ali Bell, Reeve Ankh, and Cole Holland.

My loved ones are the reason I opted to stay in the holding zone. Like a boss! I’ve mentioned my spectacular awesomeness, right? Anyway. Apparently, the best way to help my friends is to remain in the holding zone and attended higher court. That is where the magic happens.

I know, I know. The fact that I’m plugged in to undiluted love and determination should mean I have no more problems or obstacles to overcome, blah blah blah. Live and learn, right? Or die and learn, as I like to say now. Here’s the deal. We gotta get permission from the Supreme Judge before we can do anything for our family and friends back on Earth. Why? Because our enemy—yep, we’ve got an enemy, even up here—likes to sue us in hopes of tying our hands and keeping everyone we care about helpless.

Today I’ll be fighting my first case. I must have disconnected from the higher consciousness somewhat because I’m a little nervous. If “little” is the new word for “extremely.” See, Frosty hasn’t handled my death well. If he doesn’t receive divine intervention—and fast—he’s going to join me in this realm far before his time.

That’s right. Not everyone dies at their appointed time. Because of free will—my free will, yours, and everyone else’s—some people die far too soon.

Proof: Me!

If Frosty dies, well, it will be a tragedy for the world. Seriously. There will be a ripple effect, and people will suffer in ways they shouldn’t.

“You ready?”

I jolt at the sound of Emma Bell’s voice. Emma is Ali’s younger sister. She died a while back, decided to remain in the holding zone, and now the darling is showing me the ropes.

“Yeah, I’m ready. Of course I’m ready.” Just have to get my trembling under control.

Em stands on her tiptoes and places her delicate hands on my shoulders. Her dark gaze is steady, and for a moment, I’d swear she’s older than me. She’s definitely more confident. How is that possible? I’ve got the ego of… Who or what has the best ego in the history of ever?

Easy. Me. I’ve got the ego of me.

“I’ve given you pearls of wisdom,” she says. “Use them and you’ll rock a victory, no problem.”

Right. Absolutely.

Maybe?

Crap! Doubts are little devils skittering across the edge of my mind. I hate doubts! They are the country cousins of fear, and fear ruins everything. Fear is darkness. Surrendering to fear is destruction. No good comes from it, ever.

I lived with fear most of my life. Born with wonky kidneys I inherited from my mom, I spent more time in hospitals undergoing dialysis than I spent playing outside with friends. I was supposed to die years ago, but I kept motoring on.

In my last months, I learned to let go of fear and grab hold of love. Love is power. Love is strength. That is why my latter days were far better than my former days.

I love others, I even love myself, and I fight for better. No matter how many times we’re knocked down, we have to get back up. If we won’t quit, we can’t lose.

Emma links our arms and draws me through the mist that leads to the higher court, a spirit realm connected to our holding zone. A massive gate looms ahead, and it’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen—and I used to look in a mirror every morning. What? I mentioned my ego and my love for myself, right? There are no cracks, no mortar, as if the entire arch is part of a single pearl.

We pass through, and a golden street stretches before us. The gold is so pure it’s translucent, allowing us to see the glittering jewel tones beneath the surface. The beauty takes my breath away.

Yep. People in the holding zone breathe. We even bleed. Only difference between humans and us is our intangibility to people who are still living. Of course, that will change after we enter the final zone.

Em and I march past different groups of people. Some of those people smile and wave, and despite my nervousness, I smile and wave right back. The compassion I feel for every person from the holding zone… well, I’m amazed. I’m as connected to them as I am to the higher consciousness. We’re individuals, but we’re all part of the same body if that makes any sense.

And yes, they are lucky to have me in the family. I make everything better!

The people who scowl at us are from a different holding zone. Wait—did I forget to mention there are two holding zones?

Remember the enemy I talked about? Well, our competition is from the other zone. Their family is made up of those who helped zombies, whether intentionally or unwittingly. Our family is made up of zombie slayers or those who helped zombie slayers. I’m thrilled to know I helped.

Oops. Did I forget to mention zombies exist?

Real zombies are worse than books and movies suggest. They don’t eat brains. Heck, no. They’re spirits, and they hunger for other spirits. Like always calls to like. They hunger for what they lost—life. They are pitiless darkness while (some) human spirits are brilliant lights.

I feel nothing but pity for the citizens of the other zone. Really. Not hate. Not disgust. Just pity. I mean, now that I’m here, they’re about to get their butts kicked in court. Am I right?

I hold my head high as I climb the steps. When we reach a plateau, a cluster of both towering and sprawling buildings overtakes the horizon. The center is made up of multiple crystal columns. The sides—tunnels with ivory walls—are linked to palaces that make every Disney princess look like she lives in a cardboard box.

We climb another set of golden steps, winged warriors holding swords of fire at our sides. These warriors sit atop winged unicorns, here to prevent fights from breaking out in front of the courthouse. The men and women nod in greeting, and the unicorns bow. As if I’m royalty. Because I am. I’m Her Royal Highness of Awesomeness. And yet my nervous system is still a little frazzled.

What if I say the wrong thing? What if I lose? Sure, I’ll have a court-appointed advocate who will help me out, but unless he smacks his hand over my mouth every few seconds, this could go horribly wrong.

Ugh! Gotta get the doubts under control. Doubt = fear. Fear = ruin.

“You’re tense,” Emma says. “Just remember, you’re doing this for Frosty.”

“I know! That’s why I’m tense.” He needs me. He needs me bad. Because he’s been bad—and I want to spank him real good for his actions since my death. My boy has been getting blackout drunk every danged night. He’s been sleeping around, wallowing in guilt because he didn’t save me. As if he could have. Check it. I got nailed by a bomb blast, a crumbling house, a hailstorm of bullets, and zombie toxin. All in the same day! Heck, all in the same hour.

Frosty’s guilt about the entire mess is only growing. With every new conquest, he feels worse about himself and his life, so he drinks more, trying to forget, then he hooks up with another random hag.

What? Truth is truth.

He can’t go on that way. And I’m not saying all this because I’m jealous. Shockingly enough, I’m not. My feelings for him are what they were always meant to be: love with a big dose of affection and loyalty… without the romance. I was never the right girl for him.

“I’ve never seen you fail,” Emma says. “Except when Death beat the crap out of you.”

Death smeath. Nothing has ever been this important to me. “I still love him. I will always love him, and I want the best for him.” Plowing through a skank parade isn’t the best. “If someone doesn’t help him soon, he’ll never want the best for himself.” At that point, nothing I do will benefit him. No matter how many times I go to court, free will matters. He can refuse help.

“The judge wants the best for him too,” Emma says. “Don’t worry.”

I haven’t met the judge yet. Apparently, he presides over millions of cases—at the same time. Don’t ask me how it’s possible. All I know is that anything is possible in the spirit realm. An-ee-thing. Things that would blow the circuits in a physical mind.

“Why do I have to go to court then?” I grumble. “Why doesn’t the judge just rule in Frosty’s favor right now and call it a day?”

“Because.”

Oh, wow. That’s soooo informative. “The fact that you’ve actually won a single case is a miracle.”

She rolls her eyes. “Spiritual laws have to be obeyed, even in the natural. Like, you can’t just break the law of gravity because you want to fly. You have to supersede it with the law of lift. Besides, if everyone did everything they wanted, chaos would reign. There have to be rules, and there have to be guidelines. And to be fair, exceptions can be made only if they are lawfully made, or again… chaos. Justice will be perverted for no one.”

How is this pint-size cutie so smart?

My guess? Osmosis. She’s touching me. Yeah. I’ll go with that.

“This might surprise you,” she continues, “but your way may not be the best way for Frosty. There could be a better one, and if so, the judge will help you find it. More important, we aren’t allowed to go where we aren’t wanted. We aren’t allowed to violate another person’s free will.”

“I know, I know. I was just thinking about this.”

“Remind yourself the judge knows the heart and mind of everyone involved, and we’ll be good to go.”

The judge knows the heart and mind o everyone involved, and he wants to help me. He will help me.

“Frosty will welcome my aid,” I say, “so at least I don’t have to worry about that.”

“Unless he’s been blinded by his guilt and sorrow and he’s decided he doesn’t deserve help. I’ve seen it happen with others.”

Ugh. It’s like she’s been reading my mind. I stop, just stop, and stare at her. She’s super adorable with dark pigtails and dark eyes alight with mischief, but right now I kind of want to shake her brain out of her ears.

“Thanks for that.” My dry tone is rougher than sandpaper.

“You’re welcome.”

Brat. Ali would love seeing her sister like this. Teasing and sassy. It’s a shame Emma didn’t get to finish her life in the land of the living.

I sigh. I’d once thought her early death was part of some master plan. That’s what I thought when my mom died of kidney disease. All for the greater good. God needed a new angel in the choir and all that jazz. I suppose the thought consoled me, helping me make sense out of what happened. But I couldn’t have been more wrong. So many times meant to be is a lie. Bad decisions, bad outcome. Free will. A world full of toxins—zombie and otherwise. These are the reasons people die too soon. Emma wasn’t meant to die as a kid, and I wasn’t meant to die as a teen, but bad people did bad things, and we weren’t where we were supposed to be—wrong place at wrong time—and together our decisions put us in harm’s way.

Anima steals, kills, and destroys…

Wait. How do I explain Anima without overhyping its awfulness? Okay, I’ll give it a shot. It is the worst company in the history of the universe, ever. It is enemy one, two, and three, and it helped create the zombies. When civilians and innocents got in the way of Anima’s ultimate goal—eternal life in a physical body—those civilians and innocents were killed. I’m a shining example of that.

One day, after Anima has breathed its last tainted breath, I’ll step into the final zone. But only then. I’ll see my mother. She’s there.

“All I’m saying is,” Emma adds, “don’t be too cocky. But don’t be scared either.”

I toss my arms up. “Don’t do this, don’t do that. What can I do?”

“Win.”

Now I want to vomit. And she’s not even done taunting me.

“By the way, you won’t just be presenting your case. The other side will question you and—”

“What?” I squeak.

“—present their side. They’ll argue that Frosty dug his own grave and now he needs to lie in it.”

I sigh. Basically, they have nothing to lose, and I have everything to gain. Or rather Frosty does.

Time to pull on my big-girl panties and give myself a pep talk. I’m a force of nature. I died at the age of seventeen, but I endured more pain in those too-short years than most people do in a century. Kidney disease sucked butt! I had no real future. I was told I wouldn’t live long enough to marry, and having kids was completely out of the question. And yet, despite the doom and gloom, I lived with a smile and hope.

I dated Frosty. I planned ahead. I was going to go to college and do the whole medical thing, helping others with terminal conditions.

I am Kat freaking Parker. Hear me meow.

Okay, that sounded better in my head. So scratch that. I am Kat freaking Parker. Hear me roar!

Better.

Emma whoops and gives a fist pump to the sky. “There she is. The Alley Kat with claws.”

That’s right. I have claws, and they’re sharp. Deadly! “I’m going to march in there and give the best—”

“Second best,” Emma corrects. “I can’t be beat.”

“Don’t sass me, Bell. The best petition this realm has ever heard.”

“Well. That’s some good talk.” She grins and pats my butt. “Now go do.”


CHAPTER TWO

“Court is now in session, the honorable Supreme Judge presiding.”

The bailiff’s voice echoes through the courtroom. I wipe my sweaty palms on my thighs and sit in my assigned seat behind a hand-carved wood table. I’m wearing a dark green robe. In fact, everyone involved in the case—Kathryn Parker versus Turd Face (that’s just a guess on my part)—is wearing a robe. Ceremony is big up here.

I scan the courtroom and do a double take. The judge is… not human. And by ‘not human’ I mean he’s never been human. He’s too big, too packed with muscle, and it’s difficult to make out his individual features. Light shines from his pores. If he even has pores. Basically he’s a living candle. Or better yet, a living flame.

There is no jury here, but there is an audience behind me. A big one consisting of people from both holding zones. The walls are transparent, and I can see a rainbow behind them but nothing else.

My court-appointed advocate is sitting at my side. He’s an unassuming guy with brown hair and blue eyes. Honestly, if I’d seen him on the street I wouldn’t have looked twice at him. I’m not sure what good he’s going to do me, but no matter. I’ve watched the entire season of The Grinder. (He could get anyone off. Hee-hee.) I’ve got this. Objection! Overruled! Sustained!

Dude. I’m soooo danged good at this.

My competitors are staring at me from their side of the room—a man and a woman around the age of thirty. Meaning: OLD. Up here, and I guess in the other zone, no one ages past thirty-five. These two are somewhat marginally a bit attractive. If you don’t compare them to me. What? I’m exquisite. It’s not bragging if it’s true. And yes, my modesty is one of my best qualities, among thousands of others. But back to the competition. They are former Anima employees, and they, too, have an advocate.

“Those two… they are the best in their realm, and they came with the best advocate,” Emma whispers to me. She’s seated on the other side of me. “But we’ve got the best advocate in our realm, too.”

Our guy—Jay—smiles at me. He’s totally at ease. Pure confidence. “On Earth and up here, mistakes have consequences. A price must be paid. Always. Good news for you, the price for your mistakes has already been paid by a generous benefactor, but only if you accept. Free will matters with you too. But, because the price has been paid for everyone in our holding zone, do not admit to guilt of any kind no matter what you’re asked,” he says. “Not for yourself, and not for Aston. And don’t lie. It’s an automatic loss.”

Ugh! How do I tell the truth without admitting to guilt? There’s so much about this afterlife I do not yet understand.

“Who’s this generous benefactor?” I ask. “And why would he—she?—do such a thing?”

“He was the first slayer ever born. And the price was eternal death.”

Dude.

Emma gives my hand a comforting squeeze. “You may not be asked any questions. Cases like this one tend to move at warp speed, and there’s never a deliberation. Usually after the two sides speak, the judge renders a decision.”

My throat goes dry. Again, she isn’t done.

“All you have to do is present the facts, dazzle the judge with your wit and charm, and make sure you debunk everything the other team says while creating an argument they can’t debunk.”

Oh. That’s all?

The judge bangs his gavel and says, “Begin. I’ll hear your arguments.”

My mind goes blank. Crap! Of course I bluff my way through it, offering a royal wave to opposing council, indicating they should go first. And look at me, already getting my lawyer-speak on. Opposing council. I’m already ahead of the game.

The man—I suddenly know his name is Lawrence Smith and he’s the uncle of Rebecca Smith, who is currently running Anima in the natural realm. Thanks, higher consciousness! I owe you one.

“He’s so calm and confident,” I think, only to realize I whispered the words out loud.

“That’s because he’s done this before. Like… a lot. And he’s won more than he’s lost. He’s even won against me,” Emma says with a pout.

Oh… double crap.

“Your Honor,” Lawrence says with a nod at the judge, “there really is no reason for this case to be open. Aston Martin isn’t asking for help, nor does he deserve it. Your very own justice system claims that what a man sows, that is what he must reap. Key word. Must. The past four months, Aston Martin has sown hate, bitterness and, most importantly, heartbreak. How can we legally change his harvest to one of happiness? The answer is simple. We can’t. He must be made to eat the fruit of his own labor.”

Silence. Part awed, part oppressive. And amid that silence, I think I hear my chances for success shattering. Yeah. That. I definitely hear that.

Lawrence sits down and smirks at me. Will I be in contempt of court if I give him a double-birded salute?

Emma pats my shoulder, all listen carefully because what I say next is going to change everything and help you. “Everything he said is true.”

Uh, how does that help me?

Jay says, “You have nothing to fear, Kat. Remember, you are fighting from a place of victory, and he’s fighting from a place of defeat. His argument attempted to pull you to his level. Pain and suffering. Fear and hate. Resist. Love triumphs over hate every time in every way.”

Love. Right. That’s what I have on my side, and there’s nothing stronger.

The judge motions to me, and I stand to shaky legs. Seriously, my knees are knocking together.

“Your Majesty.” Snickers arise from opposing council. I think the woman even mouths, Suck up. I lift my chin. “I mean, Your Great and Glorious Majesty.”

Chuckles abound in the packed-to-the-brim benches behind me. Members of Frosty’s family, no matter how distant the connection, came to lend their support to me. Members of Anima came to make me more nervous.

Another silence descends as everyone waits for me to speak. Come on, come on. Open mouth, say words. Isn’t like it’s hard.

I can do this. I clear my throat. “Mr. Lawrence is… right.” Crap! That isn’t what I meant to say, but it’s true nonetheless. Even Emma knew it.

This time gasps rise from the crowd. Emma even drops her head into her upraised hands and moans, as if I’ve just lost.

I plow ahead. “He’s right. We do reap what we sow, and we should. Always. The law is the law and should not be violated for anyone, even those we love and adore. Truth must always be truth, and exceptions must not be made without just cause—and without perverting the law.”

Smirking again, Lawrence tugs at the cuffs of his sleeves. He thinks he’s won.

I square my shoulders. I’m just getting started. “Over the years, Frosty—Mr. Martin—has dedicated his life to helping mankind. Actually, he’s done a lot more than help. He’s saved innocents from the clutches of evil. He’s saved fathers and mothers. Children too young to defend themselves. Friends and family. Even people who despised him. He has spent hours… days… years training to be the best zombie slayer possible. He has spent countless nights patrolling his city, just in case a Z-nest is on the loose. He’s forgone sleep and given up the chance for a social life. And I should know! I can’t count the number of times I asked him to go to the movies with me only to be turned down flat. All because he spent the bulk of his nights off helping his friends patrol for zombies.”

“Getting off track,” Emma mutters.

Right. “Frosty has had to bury many of his friends because of this war, and yet he continues to risk his own life time and time again to protect and save others. When he had the opportunity to act like Anima and kill Rebecca Smith, he didn’t. He let her walk away. And why did he do this? Because he loves, and love doesn’t lash out in hate. He offered her a second chance. Love is what he has sown, watered, and grown for years. Not just a few months. Years. Now is the time for one of his harvests to come in. Thank you for your time.”

I sit, and my trembling redoubles. Once again, silence reigns.

I turn to Emma. She’s gaping at me. I turn to Jay. He gives me a nod of approval.

Well, okay then. I must have rocked it. As I rock everything. I’m gonna go ahead and pat myself on the back.

Lawrence jumps to his feet. “I have witnesses. They will give a firsthand account of Mr. Martin’s most recent offenses. He—”

“Enough,” the judge says. “Planting hate is like planting weeds in a garden. A garden Mr. Martin has cultivated with love for years, as stated. Weeds can and should be removed before they consume everything in their path. Mr. Martin has forgotten and needs a reminder. A reminder he has sown to others and will now reap for himself. That is why I’m allowing you to visit him, Kathryn Parker. Show him the light. If he plucks out those weeds, you may visit him again… and again, until he’s on the proper path.”

“But—” the Anima woman says.

“But,” the judge interjects. “Do not let yourself grow weary of doing what is right, Miss Parker, no matter what the circumstances seem to be. Fight the good fight. But. If Mr. Martin ever tells you to leave him be, you must leave him be.” He bangs the gavel. “I have made my ruling. So it is, so it shall be.”

My heart leaps in my chest. I just won my first case! Because I’m that good! “I have this in the bag, Judge.”

He winks at me before he vanishes—there one moment, gone the next.

“You did it!” Emma throws her arms around me, bear-hugging the crap out of me.

“Well, duh. The only time I was ever wrong was the time I thought I was wrong.”

Jay gives me a shoulder bump. “Until next time…” He leaves us to our celebration.

“I wish I could stay,” Emma says, “but I promised Helen I’d help her with her two other cases.”

Helen is Ali’s biological mom. “What cases?”

“I’ve only been briefed on the first one. Anima is trying to get a ruling against the use of rabbit clouds to warn the slayers about coming zombie attacks. They say it’s not fair to other slayers throughout the world. Well, here’s a solution. Let’s show the clouds to every slayer!”

In a perfect world, Anima would still complain about something. This is too perfect. We have to fix it!

Suddenly Emma goes stiff. But then I do as well. I can sense… something. An unease or blast of fear from someone I’m connected to.

“Ali’s in trouble,” she says.

My stomach churns, but I ignore the sensation. I just won a major battle. I’m not going to crumble at the first sign of distress. “What kind of trouble?”

“Maybe she chipped a nail. Maybe she’s been shot. I never know till I know.”

Seriously. So informative, this one. “I’ll check on her. You help Helen, as promised.” She needs all the help she can get.

“Hurry.” Emma gives me a push. Not that I need to walk a single step.

I close my eyes, envision Ali, and suddenly I’m standing in her bedroom. Welcome to holding zone travel.

Ali is pacing back and forth, wringing her hands together. But she’s alive and well, no wounds that I can see. Phew.

She spots me, and her entire expression lights up. “Kat!”

“The one and only.”

Tall, blond with freaky cool blue eyes, Ali is a closet supermodel. Her beauty is understated and delicate. Frosty once told me guys take one look at her and want to protect her—after stripping her and getting a little some-some of her goods and services. I’m paraphrasing of course. But he did add he was the exception… after I threatened to remove his apple bags.

Unlike most of the other slayers, Ali is filled with so much faith—a spiritual power source—she’s gifted with extra visits from witnesses like Emma and me. Basically, she draws us straight to her.

She sinks onto the edge of the bed. “I’m so glad to see you, but… Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re also the last person in the world I want to talk to right now.”

“Wow. Such a sweet welcome makes my heart tingle with joy,” I say drily.

“I’m sorry. It’s just… the journal my ancestor left me predicted death was coming and it is. It really is. I had a vision. A bad one.”

Oh, no. I rush over and crouch before her, reaching for—nope, my hands ghost through hers. I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to that. “Tell me everything.” Since becoming a zombie slayer, she’s developed abilities the others don’t have. Or didn’t have. Long story. The gist: she sees glimpses of the future, and those glimpses always come true. “I’m sure I’ll have a solution.”

She bites her lower lip. “Well, it’s about Frosty.”

“Tell me,” I repeat with more force. “Leave nothing out.”

“Here goes. I saw two visions actually, of the same thing, with only one variable changed. The variable made a big difference. Huge. But it’s just as bad and—”

“You’re babbling. Stick to the facts or I’ll find a way to stop witnessing and start haunting.”

“I liked you better alive.” She pushes out a heavy breath. “In one, a woman shoots Frosty… and he dies.”

With a gasp, I reel backward. “No.” I give a violent shake of my head. “No.” Not Frosty. Never Frosty.

Although…

If he dies, he will join me in the holding zone. We can—

No! What the heck? I will not entertain such despicable thoughts. I will not act selfishly. He is needed on Earth. He saves lives. Without him, how many innocent humans will die of zombie toxin?

“In the other vision,” Ali continues, “a girl steps in front of him and takes the shot for him. He survives… but she dies.”

My stomach churns again, only worse. My ears ring and gravity stops working; it must. I feel as if I’m floating up… up… as light as a feather, but in reality, I remain firmly in place.

“That’s not all,” Ali says, looking away from me. “The girl who saved him… she was Camilla Marks.”

No. No, no, no. Camilla—Milla to her friends, so of course I’ll forever refer to her as Camilla—is the one who betrayed Ali, giving her to Anima in exchange for her brother’s safety.

Her courageous brother. Her irreverent and beautiful brother. River Marks. Why am I thinking about him in terms of hotness? Get back on track, girlie!

Right. Anima threatened him in the most heinous way.

Help us or lose him, they’d told Camilla. So she did it; she helped them. River is more than her only remaining family member. He is the boy who saved her from their father’s physical abuse. She is fierce when it comes to his protection. But let’s be honest. She handled the situation poorly.

The wrong thing, even for the right reasons, is still wrong.

Camilla’s actions led to my death. The slayers were staying at my friend Reeve’s house, which meant Frosty was staying at her house, which meant I was staying at her house. Camilla turned off the security alarm and opened the gate, allowing the enemy to sneak in an army of bomb-wearing zombies and armed soldiers.

I survived the house crumbling down on top of me and being bitten by zombies, but not the gunshot wound to… well, just about every inch of my body.

“You used your mind-wiping ability to make Camilla a blank slate,” I remind her. Camilla lost everything from the childhood she abhorred to the brother she adored. “She no longer remembers zombies or the war or Frosty.” How is she supposed to save him?

Ali wrings her hands. “I know.”

Without Camilla… Frosty could die before his time…

I scrub a hand down my face. Okay. Enough fear. It’s time for Camilla’s harvest. “I’ll work on her. I’ll help her remember.” Once, Ali’s mind was wiped too. The slayers shared stories of her past, and her memories came flooding back. “Camilla owes us. Me specifically, but mostly Frosty. She will remember. She will guard him twenty-four seven until… the end.” Her end. And I won’t feel bad about that. I won’t!

Frosty first, everyone else second.

“Kat,” Ali begins.

“We can’t let him die,” I tell her, desperate for her to agree. “We just can’t.”

“If she knows the truth, she won’t guard him. No matter how much she owes us.”

“Then we won’t tell her. We won’t tell anyone.”

What I’m suggesting is against holding zone rules. We aren’t supposed to value one life over another. We are all priceless to the judge. I don’t have to be told. Thanks to being plugged in, I can feel the truth in my bones. If I arrange this—using my time with Frosty to save his life rather than change his perspective—I’ll be kicked to the final zone, never able to help my friends again. And yes, the judge already knows what I’m thinking because of the hive mind.

Thanks a lot, higher consciousness! I don’t owe you one.

But. Always but. He won’t stop me. We have free will, and intentions don’t mean anything without actions to back them up.

Still. I have to do this. If Frosty dies, I’ll have no one to help anyway. Emma and Helen have Ali covered.

“We can’t sign Camilla’s death warrant,” Ali says. “We’ll be hypocrites, doing what she did to us. What we punished her for.”

Again, I don’t care. I meet Ali’s gaze with an intensity I’ve never before displayed. “Can you live with yourself if Frosty dies when you had a way to save him? Will Cole be able to live with it?” I’m manipulating her. I know it. I hate it. But I won’t back down.

She bows her head. “No.”

“Then we proceed. Which means you can’t tell anyone about Camilla’s death, not even Cole.” Her boyfriend, the love of her life. “This stays between you and me. Promise me.”

Ali never lies. I’ve always loved that about her, because it means no matter the circumstances, I can trust her. What I’m asking, no, demanding she do isn’t lying, but it isn’t honest either.

“Promise me,” I insist. “For Frosty. For Cole.”

“I promise,” she whispers.

Good. That’s good. “I’ll convince Camilla to stay with Frosty, and Frosty to stay with Camilla.”

“How? Frosty hates her guts.”

“True story, but he still loves mine. He’ll do whatever I ask.” Maybe. Probably. Crap! In his current state, I don’t know what he’ll do or say. I’ve never seen him like this.

A knock sounds at the door. “Ali-gator?” Cole Holland has come for his girl. The two can’t stand to be apart.

Once, I could have said the same about Frosty and me.

“Just a sec. I’m changing.” She pulls off her shirt, even though it’s clean. See? She refuses to lie.

Cole chuckles, and the husky sound makes my flesh prickle with warmth. And oh, wow, if that’s my reaction, I bet Ali is melting.

“Are you dirty? Do you need a shower?” he says. “I can help.”

“He’ll only get your dirtier,” I say and wiggle my brows. My attempt at levity is met with a frown. I sigh. “If there’s a way to save Camilla too, I’ll find it. For now, Frosty is all that matters. Okay?”

Her nod is stiff, but it’s a nod all the same.

Determined to do what needs doing, I picture Camilla…


CHAPTER THREE

I materialize in one of those traveling carnivals. My target is sitting on the base of a carousel, watching the sun set on the horizon. I expect a punch of dislike. Or revulsion. Something! Thanks to my connection with the holding zone, all I experience is another dose of pity.

This girl is alone. She has no one.

I study her. Her pale hair hangs in tangles around delicate, feminine features. There are two silver hoops in her jet-black eyebrows, giving her a punk rock edge. But… her eyes remind me of honey made by depressed bees. The color is fantastic, but the irises themselves are dull and filled with sadness. Her arms are heavily tattooed, all the images black and white. Well, all the images I can see, anyway.

She’s beautiful but clearly miserable. Her shoulders are hunched, and she’s lost weight she couldn’t afford to lose. She looks frail, as if she’ll shatter with the next gust of wind. Dirt streaks her cheeks, and her clothing is torn. Is she homeless?

She’s a classic example of reaping what you sow. She sowed death, and she lost the life she knew and loved.

This is the girl who is going to save my Frosty? How? Why her? My confidence withers.

I need to plead my case, but without permission from the court, I can’t manifest to her. Not visually and not audibly.

How am I going to do what I promised Ali?

I follow Camilla’s gaze. The sun is disappearing from the sky, allowing the moon to glow with new life. Night has officially fallen. Lamps cast golden light over the sidewalks.

I almost leap out of my skin with a mix of excitement and dread. Good news: There’s a rabbit cloud in the sky, which means Helen and Emma won their case. Bad news: Zombies will attack tonight.

I’ve got to get through to Camilla. Or is her memory already starting to return? Does she already recall the meaning of the cloud?

As I take a step toward her, she jumps to her feet, a dagger in hand. Wow! Her reflexes are freakishly fast. Does she see me? She scans the area: a broken Ferris wheel, an empty snack shack, and a petting zoo without animals. Her gaze skips over me, and I wilt with disappointment.

She remains tense, like a rubber band about to snap, and demands, “Who’s there?”

So… she can sense me?

Her voice has the huskiness of a phone sex operator and the strength of a warrior. I’m impressed. I’m also reminded of her stubbornness. When she makes a decision, she sticks with it. She never wavers. I’ve got one shot to reach her.

Dang it! If she can’t see or hear me, I can’t convince her to help. Which means I can’t do this on my own. I’ve got to send Ali. Problem is, Ali will cave and find a way to tell Cole without actually telling him. She’ll keep her word while ruining my plans. Secrets have always been her kryptonite. And I admire her for that. I really do. But this isn’t the time for scruples. A life hangs in the balance.

Save Frosty. Then sweat the details.

How am I any different from Camilla?

Ugh! Stupid question. I won’t dignify it with an answer… because I don’t have an answer.

Emma appears at my side, and I jolt with surprise. My heart races.

“Why are you here?” she asks. “With her?”

I don’t know if she heard my conversation with Ali. Witnesses are allowed to listen in at certain times. “Camilla needs to remember,” I say and leave it at that.

“You went to court for Frosty, not Milla.”

“Trust me, I know.”

She smirks. “But I went to court for both.”

Squealing, I clap and jump up and down. “You did? When?” Never mind when. Time passes differently for those in spirit and those in body. “How did you know we’d need her? What was the verdict?”

“Helen has been watching over Ali, and she found out about the vision.” Emma

fluffs her hair. “And what do you think the verdict was? I told you I’m the best of the best.”

I throw my arms around her, hugging her tight. “Thank you. I concede. You are the best. The cream of the crop. The elite.”

“I know. During the case about Milla, we reminded the court that Frosty was granted another chance, so Milla deserves one too.”

Guilt rises like a tide, flooding me. A second chance… to die. That’s what I’m giving Camilla, what I’m expecting her to do.

But… but… death doesn’t have to be a bad thing. Being a willing sacrifice to save someone else is the ultimate act of love. Of course, for Camilla to be truly willing, I’ll have to tell her everything. What if she says no?

Can’t risk it.

I relay none of my inner turmoil to Emma. “What are my terms?”

“You have twenty hours. During that time, Milla will be able to see and hear you,” she says. “But… even if her memory returns, she will not remember your visit once your time ends. Her decision to help Frosty—if that is her decision—will be fair and unbiased. Knowing you aided her today could make her feel indebted.”

Exactly! She should feel indebted.

But maybe I’m biased?

“I’m rooting for you both.” Emma pats me on the cheek and vanishes.

A shuffle of feet sounds behind me. Does Camilla see me now? I turn. She isn’t looking at me. She’s looking beyond me. I do a full-on spin and spot two zombies headed toward us. I groan. They’re roughly two hundred yards away, no obstacles in their way.

Zombies sleep during the day, or maybe they hide out. Whatever! They avoid light; it’s too rough on their rotting spirit-flesh.

Can Camilla see the zombies? Probably. She lost her memory but not her slayer abilities.

Those abilities… Only slayers and witnesses can see zombies. And only slayers can push their spirits out of their bodies to fight them. Spirit to spirit, like to like. But any human can be bitten or infected.

Does she know what the zombies are? Probably not.

I can’t allow the fiends to roam free and infect innocents. Or her!

One hundred away…

I’ve never fought a zombie, much less two zombies at the same time, so I lack the proper skill. “Camilla.” Her name leaves me in a rush.

Success! She glances in my direction, frowns. “Who’s Camilla? Who are you? Do I know you?”

She doesn’t even recognize her own name? Poor girl.

No, no, no. No more pity. “My name is Kat Parker. We’ve met. You don’t remember me because your mind got sprayed with mental Windex. And FYI, I’m about to throw a whole lot of knowledge at you because I need the old, bitchy Camilla back, not this new un-beta-tested version.”

Her eyes widen.

Sorry, but I’m not done. “You used to fight zombies. Like the ones currently closing in behind me. You’re really good with knives, guns, and betrayal. Oops. How’d that last descriptor get in there? Anyway. Are you equipped to go to battle tonight?”

I glance over my shoulder. Fifty yards away…

The color drains from her cheeks. She stares at our enemy as she croaks, “Zombies?”

“Spirit zombies to be exact, not the brain creepers you’re used to seeing in movies.”

“They aren’t real,” she says, shaking her head. “I’m crazy, and I’m out of here.” She pivots.

She’s going to leave? Oh, heck no. I take a step, a single step, and suddenly I’m whisked directly in front of her. Spiritual laws supersede physical laws, and dude, I can break the sound barrier!

She scrambles backward, the knife outstretched. “How did you move so quickly?”

Twenty-five yards away…

“Would you believe me if I said I’m your fairy godmother?” She shakes her head more adamantly, but I continue anyway. “I’m going to need you to disconnect your spirit from your body, disable those zombies, and create fire in the palm of your hand. Without a match! By the way, that fire is the only thing capable of killing the undead.” True story. Only slayers can produce the necessary flames and not burn to death.

Tonight’s eager beavers lock their eyes on Camilla and quicken their steps.

“Do yourself a favor and—” She places her free hand on my shoulder, intending to push me aside, but ghosts through me. Her frown returns, and she bats at me. “I can’t… You can’t…”

The scent of rot saturates the air, stinging my nostrils.

“Look out!” she cries and shoves me out of the way.

I straighten, watching as she throws herself at the zombies.

She wanted to save me? My, how times have changed.

My guilt redoubles.

If she had her memory, she would have used me as a shield.

She and the duo of undead topple to the ground. Teeth snap at her, but I rush over to kick out my leg. Contact! A zombie’s jaw snaps out of place. So cake! Despite the self-defense lessons Frosty gave me… or rather, tried to give me while his muscles distracted me… I’m clearly a master.

Considering Camilla is stabbing the zombies in the eyes… the temples… and cutting their throats, she moves with fluid grace and shocking elegance. But the fiends never stop clawing at her. I perform another kick, miss, and just start punching. And okay, okay, I’m actually slap-fighting while squealing, and I look ridiculous, but she still manages to extract herself from the tangle of limbs, so I consider my moves a win.

“This is happening,” she says, her tone heavy. “This is really happening.”

“I know! So do us both a favor and ash these Zs!”

As she kicks the zombies, she says, “How do I create fire without a match?”

I’ve heard Ali say she “summons” her flames, but what does that mean exactly? “Maybe picture yourself burning?” My dad used to say: If you can imagine it, you can do it.

The zombies stand. Like all their brethren, their flesh is paper-thin, pitted, and gray. Open wounds have caused sagging, revealing rotted muscle and bone. Both creatures are bald with only a few strands of hair hanging limply at their temples; they have red eyes and yellowed teeth.

Camilla shakes her hands. “Come on. Come on!”

“A little faster,” I tell her, doing my best to fend off the Zs.

Finally a flame sparks at the end of her index finger. She looks at me and grins, only to hunch over with a cry of distress. When she presses her palms against her temples and squeezes her eyes closed, the flame spreads to her hair but doesn’t burn the strands. Her knees give out and she collapses.

“I… I am Camilla. And my brother… River!” Hope in her eyes… quickly dashed. “No, no, no, he hates me.”

Is her brain being flooded with memories?

Sweet! That was fast. Kat Parker, master of everything, strikes again.

The zombies lunge for her, but she’s not ready. I act on instinct, jumping in front of her, blocking any contact. I don’t know what will happen if I’m bitten, if the Z-toxin will affect me or simply fizzle. I mean, I’m dead and the creatures crave life.

Guess we’ll never find out. I’m batted and kicked as the two do everything in their power to move me out of the way, but I’m not bitten. I take the blows like a champ, only cringing and yelping a few times. A few thousand times. Whatever.

I always hated when Frosty battled zombies. I let fear get the better of me, imagining the worst. I tried to talk him into abandoning the war. Staying indoors, staying safe. I even did the whole guilt-trip thing. All this stress is making my kidneys worse.

Dude. I sucked. Maybe he’s better off without me.

Frosty always did his best to comfort me. What he didn’t do? Abandon the war or his friends. He kept fighting, determined to make the world a safer place for his friends, his family, and even for people who would lock him up and call him crazy if they discover what he’s doing. He’s a hero.

“A little help here,” I grate.

Eyes narrowing, Camilla stands. Her lips press together into a grim line as the flames crackle from her hair and fingertips. She looks like a mass-murdering doll, beautiful but deadly. With one leg in front of the other, her knees braced and at the ready, she spreads her arms. The flames thicken, smoke billowing from her.

“Move,” she commands.

I scramble out of the way, and she pushes her spirit out of her body. Suddenly there are two Camillas. One immobile. The other a spirit, like me. She throws herself at the zombies, once more taking the pair to the ground. This time she punches into their chests. The zombies scream and writhe in pain until… Boom!

They explode. Ash thickens the air, raining in every direction.

Relief surges through me. “We did it! Well, mostly me. I did it. You swooped in at the end.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t leave me to die.” The flames extinguish. She moves in front of her body. In her spirit form, her clothes cover her private parts, but the edges are burned and covered in soot. When she brushes one form against the other, the two join together. “Why did you help me?”

Well. She remembers me… and what she did to me. But she won’t remember this conversation, so there’s no reason to ply her with details just yet. “Look. I did what I came here to do. You’ll get no answers out of me.” Cruel of me, yes. I don’t really care.

She takes a step toward me, her hands fisted. “Tell me.”

I smile at her. “Don’t worry. Tomorrow everything changes.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Camilla’s memory—check. It’s back, and she’s once again her normal witchy self. She’ll forget my aid, if she hasn’t already, allowing me to return to her and ask for a favor without bias on her part.

Now it’s time to deal with Frosty.

I focus on my ex only to find myself in the middle of Hearts Nightclub. Seriously? This is where he comes to get over me?

Well, why not? Grief has hollowed him out, and he’s searching for ways to fill an empty void.

I hate that he’s suffering.

He’s sitting at the bar, watching the patrons with hate in his eyes. As if he blames everyone else for his pain.

He stands and takes a step toward a girl on the dance floor. Thinking about nailing her? Something, anything, to forget losing me?

I allow myself to materialize in the natural realm right in front of his target. His gaze meets mine, and he goes still.

I offer him the best smile I can, considering I’m so sad for the state of affairs, even while I memorize every detail about this precious boy I’ve loved for so long. He’s well over six feet of muscle and brawn. He has pale, shaggy hair and eyes a mix of blue and brown. Like chocolate-covered blueberries. His skin is bronzed to perfection, and his features are straight-up girl porn.

The first time I saw him, I finally understood why some women throw their underwear at rock stars. Frosty devastated my senses, and all I’d wanted to do was rub up against him—a kitty with a new scratchpad. But I resisted him because we were in junior high and he scared the pee out of me. He was always covered in bruises, and the intensity he radiated… Well, I had a gut feeling all things Frosty would overwhelm all things Kat. But he continued to pursue me, as if no other girls existed, and eventually my attraction to him overcame my reservations.

Now he stalks toward me. Knowing we can’t have a proper conversation in front of all these people, I whisk myself to the back door. A glance back proves Frosty is following me. I wave him over, a little—lot—impatient to get him on board Operation Save Frosty’s Stupid Life. The mission title is a work in progress.

When he’s almost within reach, I whisk outside. I’m in a dark alley with a row of disgusting dumpsters and a mouse that’s scurrying between them. Bits of shredded paper float through the air like zombie ash.

Frosty plows through the door and stops to scan the area. “Kat!” His voice is ragged and sends a blackbird flying away. “Kat!”

I need to wow him with my first words. Or, you know, just get his attention. “Dude. I prefer your indoor voice. Let’s tone it down a notch—or twelve.”

I’m behind him, and he turns. He tenses. He trembles as he reaches out. I remain in place, letting him do his thing and figure this out. If I tell him, he won’t believe me. When his fingers ghost through my hair, he shouts enough F-bombs and creative curses to bring down a city.

“Wow,” I say with a grin. “I’m not sure some of those things are anatomically possible.”

He calms. “You’re here.” There’s awe in his voice. “You’re really here.”

“Yep. But you, Frosty, are an idiot.”

His lips quirk at the corners. “Even your hallucination is mouthy. I like it.”

“I’m not a hallucination, dummy. I’m a witness, and—get ready to be humbled by my greatness—I’ve come to help you.” I fist-pump the sky. “Super Kat to the rescue!”

He frowns. “You want to help me? You stay with me. Don’t leave my side.”

I wish! I could be the one to save him from certain death without putting anyone else in danger. “Tsk-tsk. Thinking only about yourself.” I walk around him, letting him know I’m in charge. The cat who has a mouse in her sights. “I know you’ve had trouble parting with me. Who wouldn’t? But du-u-ude. I didn’t expect a total meltdown. You used to dine on prime filet, and now you’re nomming on old cuts of mystery meat.” That is not okay.

He bows his head, projecting sorrow and guilt. “I’m sorry, kitten. I’m so sorry.”

I’ve always loved his nickname for me.

“You were gone… I think I tried to punish us both,” he says. “But I hate what I’ve—”

I hold up my hand to silence him. “Enough. I don’t want to hear your excuses. You’re ruining your life, and that is not acceptable to me.”

“Are you kidding? Ruining my life? Kitten—without you, I have no life.” The words explode from him, his expression agonized. “I would rather cut off my left nut than yell at you. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have raised my voice.”

“Well, you are not forgiven!” I place my hands on my hips. “Since I’ve been living up there”—I hike my thumb toward the sky—“I’ve had the opportunity to watch you behind the scenes. And guess what? You’ve turned Beefcake TV into Bama’s Crappiest Videos. Starting today, you’re going out there and doing good deeds.”

He projects determination that puts mine to shame. “What do you consider a good deed?”

“To begin with, you’re going to help your friends by participating in the zombie-human war. And you’re going to do it with a smile!” I stomp my foot. “Do you hear me?”

“Yes. Help friends. Fight. Smile. If I do these things, you’ll stay with me?”

Stubborn boy! I close my eyes for a moment and pray for patience, then sigh. “And I told the council I had this in the bag. Bad Kat. Bad!”

“Council?” I can see a multitude of thoughts rolling through his mind, and they must bring him to the conclusion that I’m a hundred percent the real deal because he jolts, joy flooding his features. “Never mind.” He marches straight for me.

I back into the brick wall. A wall I know he has doused in Blood Lines, a chemical used to make the intangible to spirits tangible again. That way zombies can’t ghost inside the building and infect everyone.

When I’m almost within reach, he pushes his spirit out of his body, an action that requires faith. I know why he’s doing this. Like to like. Only a spirit can touch another spirit. But as he stretches out his arm, I jump to the side to avoid contact.

“Hold on there, grabby.” I shake my head. Gotta get us on the right track. “I haven’t always followed the rules—or ever followed the rules—but all that’s behind me.” Maybe. Probably. For a little while at least. “You have no idea what I had to do to get here, or what will happen if I mess up, and there’s no time to explain. Not during this visit. Just know that one touch of your spirit to mine will ensure I’m never allowed back.” That was lesson one from Emma.

He clenches and unclenches his fists as he returns to his body.

Affection flows through me. Only want the best for him. “I’m your past, Frosty, and for now, I’m your present. But you need to come to grips with the fact that I will never be part of your future.”

“You are my past, present, and future, kitten.”

Stubborn! “Frosty—”

“Kat.” He flattens his hands at my temples. “Why am I just now seeing you? Why did you stay away so long?”

Memories rush up and overtake me. When I first woke up in the holding zone, Emma was with me. She explained that time ticks by differently in the spirit realm. Only a few days have passed for me. Or so it seems. For Frosty, four months have passed.

Concentrate. Right. “Like I said, there’s no time to get into the nuts and bolts during this visit.”

“But you will visit me again?”

All depends on you, buddy. Still, I give a sharp incline of my head because I know he’ll come through. He always does. “For the next few months, you’ll be the lucky recipient of one visit a day, every day.”

A muscle tenses in his jaw. “I won’t be satisfied until you’re surgically attached to my side.”

I roll my eyes. “This isn’t a negotiation, and you didn’t let me finish. I will visit you once every day… as long as you’ve done something productive for our cause.”

He arches a brow. “You’re bribing me?”

“Oh, good. You understand.” Good boy. “And no, tonight wasn’t a bonus. You still have to earn the privilege.”

His expression softens, and his gaze locks on my lips. I think he’s imagining kissing me.

Once, I would have been all over him. I would have risen on my tiptoes and planted a dirty kiss straight on his dirty mouth. He would have loved it, but he would have taken over quickly—my boy likes control—and soon we would have been pulling at each other’s clothing. But… the urge just isn’t there anymore. Seeing him hadn’t caused my feelings to revert to what they used to be, and it makes me a little sad. And yet it’s probably for the best. Probably? Ha! Now he needs someone unafraid to go into the dark with him… someone who will bring him back into the light.

“Get ready to see a whole lot more of me, kitten. I’ll do anything to spend time with you.”

“Duh. I’m so cake I’m the cake.” I begin to lose my hold on the natural realm. I feel the strength of the connection dwindling and know my fellow witnesses need me for something. Dang it! I haven’t done what I came here to do.

Frosty shakes his head violently. “Kat!”

“Listen, Frosty, I’m almost out of time, and I haven’t told you what you need to do. It’s imperative—”

“No. You stay with me. Do you hear me? We’re not done.”

His determination and raw vulnerability make me ache.

“Kat!” Emma’s voice.

I twist to see the little girl standing in the back of the alley.

“Milla’s in trouble,” she says. “She’s surrounded by zombies, and things aren’t looking good. If you want to help Frosty, she has to make it.”

“Crappity crap crap. It’s worse than we thought,” I say to Frosty. “She’s alone, and they’re surrounding her. She desperately needs your help, Frosty. You have to go to her.”

“Who? Emma?”

“No, just—”

“Who?” he demands again.

I can’t tell him. He’ll refuse to help. “It shouldn’t matter who she is.” I stare up at him, projecting every bit of my concern and dread. “She’s a human being, and she needs help, so strap on your big-girl panties, get to Shady Elms, and freaking help her! It’s almost too late.”

A moment later, I lose my bond to the natural realm and return to the holding zone, to watch… to wait… to pray Frosty does what needs doing. Otherwise, he’s doomed.


CHAPTER FIVE

Frosty does what needs doing! He saves Camilla. And as the weeks go by, I’m amazed by his progress. I promised to visit him once a day, every day, as long as he worked with the girl, and he took my words to heart.

The shocking part: Camilla is helping Frosty! She forgot our tag team with the zombies in front of the carousel, as predicted, but she remembered her crimes against me. For that reason, among others that she’s keeping to herself, she agreed to guard Frosty from the faceless woman in Ali’s vision night and day. But…

I didn’t tell her she would die in the process. I should have, I know. And I want to hate myself. I do. But that would be like hating a unicorn or a rainbow. I just can’t.

If I continue to maintain my silence on the subject, I’m going to get in trouble. I might be barred from court first and kicked out of the holding zone second. I mean, if I can’t be trusted to protect innocents, I can’t be a responsible representative. But dang it, I’m stuck between a rock I love and a hard place I need.

Strangely enough, Camilla has been somewhat kind of maybe good for Frosty. He let her move into his apartment; he’s no longer alone. He’s fighting zombies rather than sleeping around and drinking himself into oblivion. He’s even watching her… the way he used to watch me.

Even though I’m no longer romantically attracted to him, part of me is eaten up with jealousy. Give way to one negative emotion, and others will follow, I guess. Anyway. Camilla has hijacked my life!

I pace the bedroom of my new home. A gorgeous estate with a marble waterfall in the center of the living room, a hand-carved balustrade around the winding staircase, and a shaded balcony. There’s an orchard in the backyard, boasting all my favorites: lemon and pecan trees, each and walnut, cherry, apple, and almond. My reward for helping slayers.

Yeah, but am I really helping slayers now? Let’s face it. I pushed Frosty to hang around Camilla. To save his life, yes, but what if she’s some kind of a plant?

Days ago, Anima sent a mole or Trojan horse—a teenage girl they recruited—to poison my friends. Because of her, Ali’s abilities are suppressed, or just plain gone for good. Actually, most of the slayers have lost their abilities while Camilla has gained abilities. And these abilities hurt slayers, not zombies. She can lift her teammates into the air with only a thought, and somehow squeeze them until they pop.

Anima’s way of having the good guys rid the world of themselves?

On the flip side, Camilla is plagued by dreams of burning alive and even wakes up covered in soot. Sometimes she’s overcome by intense hunger… for the slayers. Just like a zombie, and yet she’s not a zombie. It’s weird.

What if she dies? Who will save Frosty? And dang it! Frosty can’t lose another friend. Not that Camilla is his friend. She’ll never be his friend. But I did mention he stares at her like she’s an all you-can-eat-buffet and he’s starving, right? He’s defended her to the other slayers. He’s protected her instead of letting her protect him. He’s even laughed at her jokes.

My jokes are better! Right? Right.

Ugh! Why would he desire the scum of the earth?

I know, I know. Hate is bad, love is good. I need to forgive and forget. But Camilla isn’t right for him. When she’s not cracking her lame jokes, she’s too serious. She encourages Frosty to march into dangerous situations despite the death vision hanging over his head. Most important, she has no future!

Being the proactive girl I am, I set Frosty up on a date with a civilian Ali knows. A date I’m not allowed to attend. Boo, hiss! But, according to Frosty, nothing happened. Also according to Frosty, I broke his heart.

That day, that moment, that second, that’s when he began to distance himself from me… and soften toward Camilla.

Still. I remain determined to find him another girl. Anyone but Camilla, whose brother is in town.

My heart flutters in my chest. River is hotter than ever. He has pale hair like Camilla and golden eyes. In contrast, his eyebrows are black as night. He has flawless bronzed skin decorated with a multitude of black-and-white tattoos.

My reaction to him baffles me. I’m not in the market for a new boyfriend. And if I were, he wouldn’t be on my list of possibles. He’s living; I’m dead. He reminds me of Frosty… the Katless version of Frosty. He sleeps around, drinks too much, cusses too much. He plays with zombies before he kills them. With humans, he attacks first. Actually, attack is his default setting.

He is the bad boy my dad always warned me about.

But I’m not going to think about him. Nope. Not gonna do it. I’ll visit Frosty. We’ll talk and laugh, and I’ll feel better.

I picture Frosty and appear… in a bedroom. This one is in Reeve Ankh’s new house, where Frosty and Camilla have moved. It’s better if the slayers stay together and watch each other’s backs.

Heavy breaths and husky moans catch my attention. I search the room—and gasp. Frosty is pressed against Camilla. They are shirtless, both of them. She’s braless too. One of her legs is wrapped around his waist while her nails cut into his back. They are kissing as if they’ll die in the morning.

I’m rocked to the core. This can’t be happening. He can’t be kissing the girl who killed me. The girl who will die one day soon. If he falls for her, only to lose her… lose another girl…

“Frosty?” I say, my voice trembling.

“Kat?” His head snaps up, and his gaze lands on me. His cheeks are flushed, his lips kiss-swollen and glistening. He’s panting. In a blink, his expression darkens. Pleasure gives way to guilt and panic.

I back away from him. I… I’m responsible for this. I’m the one who put him in Camilla’s path. Me. I set him up for another heartbreak.

Not knowing what else to do, I return to my estate.

Frosty shouts for me. I hear his voice echo through the great distance between us. “Kat. Let’s discuss this. Please.”

To return or not? Hot tears cascade down my cheeks, and I don’t want him to see me crying. But I can’t leave him in the lurch either. He’ll think I hate him. I could never hate him.

I picture him in my head… and appear in a different bedroom, no sign of Camilla anywhere. He’s directly in front of me, and I wish I could touch him, wish I could shake him.

“How could you kiss her?” I demand. Ugh! I sound accusatory. This isn’t his fault. It’s mine.

His eyes narrow to tiny slits, and the muscles in his shoulders knot. “You can’t have it both ways. You can’t cut me loose and then act jealous when I’m with someone else.”

I flinch. “I’m not jealous.” Not much. “I just… I told you anyone but her for your benefit.”

He scrubs a hand down his face, his anger deflating. “I like her. She’s a good person, and she’s had a crap life. She’s my friend.”

Friend? Friend! This is even worse than seeing her as a make-out partner! I know, I know. Everyone has hidden depths. Everyone has baggage, and Camilla Marks is no different. But this isn’t a time for me to be rational. “Do you usually suck the air from a friend’s lungs?” I snap.

“That’s no longer your concern, is it?” he snaps back.

Again, I know he’s right. I wanted him to move on. I pushed him to do it. And now that he’s on board with the plan, I can’t whine about his choices without being a hypocrite.

I release a heavy breath. “I want you with someone, and I want you happy… but you can’t be with her, Frosty. You just can’t. Pick anyone else, and you’ll get my gold-star stamp of approval.”

He bares his teeth at me, clearly done playing nice. “I said I would love you forever, and that hasn’t changed. I do, and I will. You’re one of the best things to ever happen to me, but you’re not my girlfriend. Not anymore. If I decide to be with Milla, I will be with Milla. You don’t get a vote, and your stamp of approval isn’t necessary.”

Once, he loved my stamp of approval. Did everything in his power to get it, to make me happy. I’ve lost something precious today. My tears fall harder. “Frosty.” I clap my hands together, creating a steeple. “Please, don’t do this. You don’t understand.”

“Kitten—”

“You remember my cousin Teresa, right?” They can have a long, happy life together. “She’s smart and pretty, and she has—”

“Kitten,” he repeats. “Enough.”

“No.” I close my eyes, tears catching in my lashes. I have to tell him. I can’t keep the secret any longer. He deserves to know the horror awaiting him. The horror I insisted on. “She’s going to… Frosty, Camilla is going to die.”

His smile mocks me. “Of course she is. Death is hereditary.”

“Yes, but her death will come sooner rather than later. Ali’s vision…” My throat quivers. “Camilla will save you… but she’ll die doing it.”

He loses the smile. He blinks, shakes his head. A moment later, the truth registers and rage explodes in his eyes. “Tell me everything you know about the vision. Every detail. Now.”

I flinch but obey. “You’re inside a building. You’re cut, bleeding. Cole, Ali, and the others are lined up behind you. There’s a gun trained on you, held in a very feminine hand. A series of shots go off. Camilla moves in front of you and takes the hail of bullets.”

His hands curl into fists.

“I never thought you’d grow to like her.” I should have told him sooner. So much sooner. Now he might never forgive me. “I thought she’d get what she deserves, and that would be that. I made Ali promise not to tell anyone, not even Cole, because I thought the end justified the means. I wanted you safe. More than anything, I wanted you safe.”

“So you did to Milla what we crucified her for doing to us? You decided to trade one life for another, Kat. I can’t imagine those higher courts would approve.”

“They approve of sacrifice,” I tell him. “When it’s by choice.”

He vibrates as the rage spreads through the rest of him. “But you haven’t given Milla a choice, have you?”

I hear bitterness and despair, and I hate myself. I’m not a unicorn or a rainbow. I’m a troll. I have destroyed this boy again and again.

“No,” I admit, “and for that, I’ll be booted out as soon as Camilla… When she’s gone.”

“You need to go. Now.”

“I’m sorry,” I tell him. I would die in Camilla’s place if I could. Seriously. Go ahead and wipe me from the world. She hurt me, yes, but she learned from her mistake and marched on. I didn’t do the same. I used her mistake as an excuse for my own.

“You’re sorry? You’re sorry? Do you think that makes everything better? Do you have any idea how badly I suffered when you died? I was shredded, Kat. For all intents and purposes, I was dead. Milla brought me out of the abyss. She showed me again and again how to live, how to move on, and now you’re telling me I’m going to lose her too. That I’m going to survive and watch, helpless, as another girl dies in front of me.”

I wrap my arms around my middle, hoping to insulate myself from the darkness of his emotions. “If she doesn’t take the bullets for you, you’ll die.”

“If you think I’d rather watch her bleed out, the way I watched you, you don’t know me at all.” He stalks to the far wall, as far away from me as he can get without actually leaving the room, and punches the wall, cracking the plaster. His knuckles slip, and blood spills out.

I gasp. When he raises his hand to throw another punch, I don’t have the stomach to watch him hurt himself. To be honest, I don’t want him to see my reaction. I return to my estate and drop to my knees, sobbing.

I can’t blame Camilla for this. I alone am responsible. Me. If I’d told the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth from the very beginning, this situation might have been avoided. Or maybe not. The two obviously care for each other, are attracted to each other. Maybe they would have ended up kissing… dating… despite the inevitable end. But he could have guarded his heart. He could have prepared himself for the end.

Now only suffering awaits him.


CHAPTER SIX

I stay away from Frosty, knowing it’s for the best. In fact, I stay away from everyone, even Emma. At best, I’m a bad-luck charm. At worst, I can’t be trusted to make quality decisions. In court, Anima can use my actions against me to win cases.

I never before realized the far-reaching consequences of my actions. Everything I do affects the ones I love, not just in the now, but in the future.

When I hear Milla has been hurt by Anima, that she almost died in a way that had nothing to do with Ali’s vision, I decide to end my self-imposed exile. Sitting on the sidelines obviously isn’t the answer to our problems.

And yeah, I’m calling her Milla now. And I’m calling myself Kathryn. I’m no longer a friend to myself. I screwed up my life—death—too badly.

Before checking on Milla, however, I visit Ali. I’ll need her support if I’m going to convince Milla to welcome me back to the team. And I do want to be welcomed back. I got us into this mess, and I want to help get us out. But I’m done steamrolling and pushing my own agenda. This is her life, and I’ll do things her way.

Ali is—

Hubba hubba! She’s kissing Cole as if she’s dying and needs to suck the oxygen out of his lungs. Envy pricks at me. I miss kissing my guy… but it’s not Frosty I’m thinking about right now. It’s River, Milla’s brother. He’s so tall and strong he would dwarf me. Are his lips as soft as they appear? Will he taste like his favorite blueberry Pop-Tarts?

Oh… crap. What’s wrong with me? I’ve got to get that boy out of my head.

I clear my throat, and both Ali and Cole jolt, ending the kiss. Their gazes find me. Cole scowls, and it does nothing to detract from his hotness. Seriously, he’s third-degree-burns hot. He has black hair, violet eyes framed by a thick fan of lashes, and the face of a fallen angel. Like River, he’s covered in tattoos. According to Ali, one of his nipples is pierced.

I wonder if River has any hidden piercings…

Enough!

Ali leaps to the wrong conclusion, asking, “What’s wrong?”

“Only everything. But don’t worry, I’m determined to clean up the mess I made with Milla, and you know I always sometimes accomplish my goals. This time I need your help. Since you don’t want to delay victory, I’m sure you’re champing at the bit to head to Milla’s room with me.”

She expels a relieved breath.

Cole plops onto the chair at the vanity and leans over, anchoring his elbows on his knees. “Why don’t you come back in an hour? Or even half an hour?”

“Why don’t you take care of yourself while Ali and I take care of business?” I ask. “And half an hour? Really? Maybe I need to sit you down and explain how the female body works.”

Ali barks out a laugh. She pats her boyfriend on the cheek and says, “You heard her, Coleslaw. I can’t delay victory. I’ll be back.”

He mumbles under his breath as we exit the room.

Milla’s door is shut. Ali knocks, but there’s no answer.

“Maybe she’s—” Ali begins.

“Nope. She’s in there.” I sense her. “Break in.”

She rolls her eyes but picks the lock. As soon as we’re inside, we hear the shower running in the bathroom. We sit on the bed to wait.

Ten minutes later, Milla steps out of the bathroom. She’s wearing a pink top with lace and a short white skirt, and she’s breathtaking. No wonder Frosty couldn’t resist her. Since I’m no longer looking at her through resentment-covered glasses, I can see the depths of her appeal.

“Hey,” she says, her lack of condemnation surprising me.

She’s a better person than I am, and that is upsetting. “Let’s just get it over with,” I say. “But first, let’s procrastinate. You look pretty, Milla. Tough and pretty. And it’s totally not fair. I kinda wish you were a toad.” Okay, my attempt to lighten the mood blows chunks.

Her brow wrinkles. “Thanks?”

“We’re not here to complain,” Ali says with a pointed look at me.

“Right. We’re here to, ugh, I can’t believe I’m doing this, but… ugh.” The moment I say the words, I’m locked in. I can’t—won’t—renege. I lift my chin and meet her gaze. I sigh. “Milla, I want to apologize.”

She blinks at me, and it isn’t the reaction I hoped for. “For what?”

Wait. My jaw drops, and I stare at Ali. “Fork!” I’m not a cusser. Never have been, never will be—obscenities bothered my mother—but “fork” is an F-word used by Ali’s grandmother, and if ever there was a time to use it… “She still doesn’t know?”

“Know what?” Milla demands.

“Good glory.” Ali’s shoulders slump. “I expected Frosty to tell you.”

“He’s not here.” She looks between us. “You are. Explain.”

I soooo want to kick Frosty’s butt. And my own! I probably should have visited him before Milla to find out how he handled the situation and what he wanted—needed—from me, but I didn’t. I’m here, and the bag of secrets has already been opened. I’m not going to backtrack.

And you know what? I change my mind. I’m glad I didn’t visit Frosty first. Milla deserves the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

I play with a lock of hair. “We told you that you’ll save Frosty’s life, and you will, but… you die doing it.”

“Die.” The color drains from her cheeks, leaving her pale and waxen.

“I’m sorry,” Ali says. “I didn’t know you when we first approached you, and granted, at the time I was angry with you, even hated you. You helped Anima hurt me. But I never should have—”

“Stop.” Milla holds up her hand, palm out. “What’s done is done. Now we move on and figure out what to do.”

I’m utterly flabbergasted. She’s not going to lambast us. She’s not going to take a moment to weigh the pros and cons of losing her life in order to save Frosty’s. What she is going to do? Save Frosty.

She is a good person. And she loves him. She must. I misjudged this girl far more than I realized.

I don’t know if she’s Frosty’s happily-ever-after, but I think… I think she’s better for him than I ever was. I wanted him to stay behind, to stay safe and avoid the fight. She marches by his side.

“I’d feel better if you yelled at me,” Ali grumbles, but Milla refuses to oblige.

“I’m sorry too,” I say, managing to push the words past the lump in my throat. So very sorry. “We had no right. We aren’t your judge, jury, or executioner.”

Milla draws in a breath, holds it, then slowly releases it. “Here are the facts. If I knew in the beginning that I’d die, I might not have agreed to guard Frosty.” Let him who is without sin cast the first stone… I don’t qualify to even hold a stone.

The door opens, and the guy in question enters the room. My heart races. This is my first sight of him since The Kiss, and all I want to do is hug him. Would he push me away? Well, if he could actually touch me.

He looks gorgeous and so wonderfully alive in a black T-shirt and a pair of ripped jeans that hang low on his waist. He pauses, nods to Ali, nods to me, then stares at Milla. “I heard voices.”

Inside me, sadness collides with happiness. Once upon a time, he would have focused on me and me alone. He would have pulled me into his arms and the rest of the world would have faded away for both of us. That era has come to an end. We’re different now, both of us.

He might love Milla right back. In his eyes I see raw adoration. The sadness fades, leaving only happiness. No, not just happiness, but acceptance too. This is good. This is right.

“We were just leaving.” Ali stands, gives Milla a hug, and slinks from the room.

“Again, I’m sorry,” I whisper to Milla. “I wish… Well, it doesn’t matter, does it? Wishes mean nothing. Actions mean everything.” I return to the holding zone.

Actions do mean everything, and I need to act. I need to prove myself. But how?

I spend the rest of the night studying cases fought for and against my Bama slayers, as well as cases fought for and against other groups of slayers. I’m looking for inspiration, because I also set a date for court. For tomorrow morning. I need to know what to ask for. The court doesn’t decide who lives or dies. Humans do that with their actions. Their own actions, as well as the actions of others. We can only provide guidance and arrange protection. But how do I protect Frosty and Milla?

“Hordes of zombies are headed for Reeve’s house.” Emma’s voice yanks me from my thoughts. “Every undead wants a piece of Milla. There’s something about her blood… They crave her and her alone.”

Crap! “I’ll warn the slayers.” I return to the mansion and find the slayers in the armory.

“There are probably two hundred zombies,” Cole says. “Justin and Gavin were on patrol and spotted them. In our favor, they aren’t wearing collars, so there are no bombs. Also, when our boys tried to engage, they were ignored. The hordes are acting just like Milla when she searched for Mackenzie Love.”

Mac Love. Another slayer. She was recently kidnapped by Anima. Milla found her.

“But I scented slayers,” Milla replies. “Why would zombies ignore Justin and Gavin?”

“The serum draws like to like, remember.” Frosty hands her two guns with retractable axes and shows her how to work them. “But why aren’t zombies fighting other zombies right now?”

“It’s not Milla they hunger for,” I pipe up. Someone give me a gold star, because dang! My studying has paid off already, in a way I hadn’t anticipated. “They want thánatos.” The poison Anima’s mole injected into Milla’s body. The company claims it will cause zombies to eat each other rather than slayers and humans. What they failed to mention during their first court session about it was the fact that a single bite would strengthen the zombies exponentially. No, that information arose in the second court case.

“But she’s not lit up with red flames.” Ali slams a clip in place. “How can they scent it?”

Red flames are the hallmark of thánatos and the reason Milla once caught fire in her dreams and woke up covered in soot, as well as the reason the zombies hungered for her. “As with any fire, heat and smoke waft. In this case, spiritual heat and smoke. And it’s only growing stronger.”

Milla flattens her hands over her stomach, her features taut. “I don’t feel hot. Don’t see any smoke. Should I wear one of the suits?”

A hazmat suit would prevent the zombies from sensing her.

“No. Let the hordes come,” Frosty snarls. His protective side has come out to play. “Let them ignore us while trying to get to you, unable to reach you. Because yes, you’ll ride the pine.”

She is rigid as steel, but she nods.

“And if they can’t scent you,” Cole says, “they might attack any humans nearby. That we can’t allow.”

“Okay. No suit,” Milla says, losing some of her rigidity.

“Be on the lookout,” Cole says. “Smith might try to use our distraction against us and snatch Tiffany.”

Bronx—one of Frosty’s best friends—smiles, but the gesture lacks any hint of amusement. “I wish her good luck with that. I set some wicked-ass traps around Tiff’s cage.”

Tiff. Tiffany. She is the mole who poisoned Milla.

“I’m thinking we need to stay together, just in case zombies turn on us,” Ali says. “If someone gets bitten, we do whatever it takes to inject him—or her—with antidote. Speaking of, Reeve and Weber played with the formula so it works on anyone who’s built up an immunity.” She opens a case filled with syringes. “Take as many as you can carry.”

Frosty stuffs a handful in his pocket, and everyone else follows suit.

I approach his side. “I’m sorry.” Dang it! I meant to give him a pep talk. I’m good at those. You can do it—because I’m on your side.

Milla meets my gaze, a thousand emotions glittering in her eyes. The front-runners? Pity, envy, worry, and hurt. I don’t want to hurt her.

I open my mouth to tell her I’m on her side, but she dons a blank mask and walks away.

“I know,” he tells me. “You’re forgiven.”

Relief sweeps through me. “Frosty the softy,” I say, teasing him. I give him the biggest smile I can manage. “Thank you.”

He holsters a gun. “Let’s talk later, okay?”

There’s something about his tone—a finality I’ve never before heard—and I know. He’s going to tell me good-bye. We’ve been building toward this moment for days. Maybe weeks.

The words of the Supreme Judge roll through my mind. If Mr. Martin ever tells you to leave him be, you must leave him be.

A new lump grows in my throat, but I nod and return to the holding zone to watch the battle—and pray for victory.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Victory has never seemed farther away.

What happens when Kathryn decides to get involved? The worst!

Milla and Frosty are ambushed by Anima soldiers hiding among the zombie hordes. Frosty is terribly injured. He and Milla are hauled to a secret lab where he is shot—again—and Milla is given an ultimatum: kill the rest of the slayers, or watch Frosty die.

I watch everything from a TV screen in my house, cheering, booing, and screaming in denial. Ultimately, Milla agrees to kill the rest of the slayers. The same way she agreed to kill Ali in order to save her brother. The past is repeating itself, and yet…

I know her better now, and I think she’s misleading the people of Anima.

She loves Frosty, yes. Or at least, I still believe she loves him. She wants him to live, and she’s willing to die to save him. But. Frosty loves the other slayers. If she hurts his friends, he will hate her. He will hurt.

What will she do?

She’s released into the wild and rushes to Reeve’s house. Cole and Ali want to trust her, but they are skeptical. Though I’m due in court soon, I appear in the kitchen of Reeve’s house, where the couple is discussing their very limited options.

“I think she’s wearing a hidden camera,” Ali said, chewing on her bottom lip.

“She is,” I announce. “But I can talk to her. The camera won’t detect me. I’m a spirit.”

Ali presses her hands together, forming a steeple. “Yes! Please, talk to her. Help us.”

“Always.” Wasting no time, I appear in front of Milla and cross my arms over my chest. “Is Rebecca watching you?” I know the truth, of course, but I’m testing her, assuring myself she’s here to do the right thing.

She offers a barely discernable nod, and I want to hug the crap out of her.

“Is she planning an ambush?” I was able to watch the people of Anima while Milla was there, because I’ve been authorized to aid Milla. But I’m not allowed to watch the people of Anima without one of my people present. I don’t have clearance.

Although… Frosty is there. He’s with Anima. In theory, I should be able to appear to him. I should be able to listen in to any conversation about Anima’s plans. Unless the courts are stopping me for some reason?

Milla offers another nod, and I return to Cole and Ali, confirming their fears. Cole curses.

Ali scrubs a hand down her face. “What are we going to do?”

Smiling, I rub my hands together. “Gather everyone in the gym so I can talk to you all at once. Then… let me work my magic.” I return to Milla. “Okay. Everyone’s gathered in the gym. Let’s see if we can figure this out.”

She walks into the bathroom, grabs a bottle of Advil, and swallows two little pills.

Is this a sign? “Headache?” I ask.

A shake of her head.

So, yes, a sign. “Advil… medicine… drug! You’re supposed to drug everyone?”

After she moves away from the mirror, she nods.

“To kill?”

She gives another barely noticeable shake of her head.

Okay. If not to kill, then what did Anima intend for her to do? “To make everyone sick?”

Another shake.

What else, what else? “Sleep?”

Ding, ding, ding. She nods.

So. She’s supposed to put everyone to sleep. But why not kill everyone outright?

As if she hears my unasked question, she paces back and forth in front of her desk and traces her finger over her cell phone.

Another sign? “Is the phone significant?”

A nod.

Think, think. Only one reason makes sense. “You’re supposed to call Rebecca? After everyone’s asleep?”

Another nod.

Well. Anima demanded Milla kill the slayers but also demanded she let everyone live? I don’t understand. “When?” Before or after everyone is asleep? “Why?”

She lies on the bed and closes her eyes.

“When everyone is asleep?” I ask.

A nod.

Okay. I know when, but not why. Why must be too difficult to convey. “I’ll be back.”

I materialize in the gym. All the slayers and their significant others are present and seated on the bleachers, as requested. The dark-haired Reeve and her green-haired boyfriend Bronx. The blond Gavin and his on-again, off-again girlfriend Jaclyn. Jaclyn’s twin brother Justin. The rough, tough Chance and delicate-looking Mac Love. Even River is here.

I avoid looking in his direction as I explain the situation.

He refuses to remain in the periphery and voices the same questions I raised earlier. “Either they don’t really believe Milla has the stones to kill us and lied to her about the drug they gave her, or they want some of us alive and plan to murder the rest of us when the keepers are culled from the targets. They’re watching her, so they’ll know whether or not she doses us. Whether or not they should strike at her too.”

Avoidance doesn’t work. I look. His desire to rescue his sister is clear. A muscle jumps beneath his eye. He’s tense but also vibrating with rage. His hands clutch his knees, his knuckles white. He wants to be her shield, and the knowledge warms me to the core.

“I’ll be back,” I tell the slayers. My gaze meets River’s, and my breath hitches as the gym vanishes and… an alley appears. A brick building at each side, graffiti on the walls, trash on the ground. Emma is peering through a dirty window. “Why are you here?” Obviously she’s searching for a way to help the slayers, but…here? Seriously?

She gasps, her little hand pressed against her chest. “I’m on the lookout for Frosty the old fashioned way because I lost a case,” she says with a frown. “Anima won a third chance for their leader, citing our victories with Frosty and Milla. I reminded the court our friends had only received a second chance, but Anima argued neither Frosty nor Milla could be granted a third chance, if needed, if I pursued the case. I dropped out. But why are you here?”

Darling girl. No wonder I love her. “I came to ask if you’d won us any cool, new perks. Just…keep searching. I’m working with Milla to learn what we can.”

I return to Milla’s bedroom. She’s still on the bed.

“We’re trying to figure out a way to give Rebecca what she wants without actually giving her what she wants,” I say.

She rolls her eyes, sighs. Yeah, yeah. I stated the obvious. So what? In times like this, no detail is too small to share.

“Emma is searching for Frosty, but so far no luck.” I sit on the edge of the bed, feel the tension radiating from her and offer her a momentary reprieve. “You’ve been good for him, you know. And I think he’s been good for you too. Your eyes light up every time you look at him.”

Surprise registers on her features.

“Do you love him?” I ask.

For a moment, her gaze is faraway, as if she’s returned to Frosty. A tear leaks from the corner of her eye, and I smile. She does. She loves him.

“Good,” I say.

Her eyes widen, surprise deepening into shock.

“Love always finds a way.” More determined than ever, I stand. “We’re going to figure this out, don’t worry. We won’t let Frosty die.” Or anyone else, for that matter.

Thank you, she mouths.

I reach out to pat her hand but ghost through her. A plan begins to form in my mind. “In about five minutes,” I say, because I’ll need time to convince the others to do what I want, “Ali’s going to come in and ask if you’re up to cooking dinner for everyone. You’ll say yes, and you’ll let Rebecca watch you pour the sedative, or whatever it is, into a pitcher of sweet tea. Ali will carry the pitcher out of the kitchen to fill the cups at the dining table, but as soon as she’s out of range, she’ll exchange it for an untainted one. While you eat, everyone will discuss what to do about the situation. Nothing they say will be true. As soon as we’ve got a real plan worked out, I’ll let you know.”
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Things quickly go from bad to Lord help us all.

Milla has a small baggie of powder—poison—sewed to the inside of her pants. She “secretly” dumps that powder into the pitcher of tea. Ali takes the pitcher and fixes everyone a drink. After the slayers pretend to fall asleep, Milla calls Anima. Well, the leader of Anima anyway. Rebecca Smith.

Two men in black arrive at the house, and they shoot everyone in the head. Or rather, they think they shoot everyone in the head. They shoot pillows and wigs. The only slayers they leave “alive” are Ali and Milla.

The men drive Ali and Milla to a lab downtown… and yes, Frosty is there. I alert Emma and then the slayers, who are planning to ambush Rebecca. I want to help, I’m desperate to help, but I’m due in court for a case I requested. Problem is, I still don’t know what I want to fight for. If I miss the hearing, I can’t request another case for a year.

Emma accompanies me, intending to speak on my behalf if anyone tries to shame me for my past actions. By the time we’re seated behind the bench, I’ve finally figured out what I’m going to request: Milla’s life. I know, I know. The court doesn’t decide who lives or dies, but there is a loophole. The third chance Anima insisted on giving Rebecca.

Milla should be given a third chance as well. She can decide to live again, and no spiritual rules will be broken.

“Your Honor,” Lawrence says after I’ve made my case. Yep, I’m up against that quackball again. “Miss Marks is dying right now.”

“What!” The word explodes from me, and Jay, my advocate, reaches over to squeeze my hand in comfort.

I can’t be comforted about this. Milla was shot, probably by Rebecca. When Milla takes her final breath, she will appear in the holding zone. Once she passes the gate, her life is over, done; there will be no returning to the land of the living.

“She knew the consequences of saving Mr. Martin, but she did it anyway,” Lawrence adds.

“She gave up her life to save another,” I shout. “What the first slayer, my generous benefactor, did for me—for all slayers and witnesses. If that isn’t grounds for a third chance, I don’t know what is. I mean, come on. Milla put love before hate. Can you truly claim Rebecca Smith has ever done the same?”

“Motives do not matter,” he grates. “Actions do. You’ve said so many times. Rebecca fought to live. Miss Marks chose to die.”

He’s using my words against me! “She chose to save a life,” I reply. “If given the chance, she will choose to stay with Frosty. I mean, Mr. Martin. She just needs another— What? Say it with me. Another chance.”

“You change your tune to suit your needs. You can’t—”

“Enough. No one has changed their tune,” the Supreme Judge says. “Least of all me. Miss Smith received a third chance, and Miss Marks will as well.” His gaze lands on me. “If it’s not too late.”

Relief and urgency collide. I zoom to the gate—the empty gate. Praise the Lord, there’s still—

Milla appears in front of the pearl gate and does what I did: gawks at the beauty around her. On Earth, her body is dead. A body cannot live without the spirit inside. That body will soon begin to decay.

She can finish gawking the next time she dies. Time for her to go!

“The journal!” Emma shouts as she rushes toward us. “Remember the journal!”

“I won my case, Milla Marks,” I say. Go ahead and pat me on the back. “You’re going back.” I shove her with all my strength. Spirit meets spirit, and she falls. Returning to Earth… to her body. Relief is a cool, soothing tide inside me.

“The journal,” Emma pants a final time. She reaches my side.

“Ali’s journal?” I ask Emma. Her however-many-greats-grandfather was a slayer who’d seen into the far distant future, and he’d left instructions for all generations.

A passage opens up in my mind. Two fires burn. The light and the dark. One purifies, one destroys, and the two never coexist in harmony. One is truth, and one is lies, lies, the darkness lies. But it’s not too strong, never too strong, for light cannot be extinguished by dark, only covered, covered, covered, but dark can always be chased away by light. Look inside… Look inside.

“Milla thought she lost her slayer’s fire,” Emma says. “She’s wrong. It still burns within her even though it is covered by thánatos. What is covered can be uncovered, even if she gets burned when she lifts the lid.”

“Let’s tell—”

“No.” She grabs my wrist, holding me in place. “You missed the rest of the judge’s ruling. The battle between our slayers and Anima ends today. We are benched, but so is Lawrence. The humans have been given the tools to succeed. Now they must use those tools or fail.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

Our guys barely survive the final battle. They are shot, burned, and stabbed, but they live. They live! They work together, drawing strength from each other. And Milla, well, she remembers the journal. She allows the thánatos to burn through her and burn itself out, unveiling the slayer light still crackling inside her. She saves the slayers and she saves the day. Anima is defeated, and Rebecca Smith is killed. Best of all, Milla survives! She has a future with Frosty. A future both of them embrace.

We the witnesses watch everything on a big screen in my house.

The war is over—for now—and we won! We won, we won, we won!

In the middle of my living room, Emma and I jump up and down and cry tears of joy. I hug her so tightly I probably flatten her lungs.

Other witnesses flood into my house to celebrate. Ali’s birth mother Helen, slayer ancestors who have died over the centuries, plus their friends.

All the while, a clock ticks inside my head, dimming my excitement. The war is over, and I’m no longer needed. At least not overtly. I’ll always be needed behind the scenes. But now Frosty and Milla have a future… one that doesn’t include me in a front and center kind of way.

While the other witnesses party, I continue to watch the slayers, who are loading up in a van.

“Let Rebecca be a cautionary tale for all of us,” Milla says on the drive to Reeve’s. “Act like a hooker, get screwed.”

Oh, good one!

Frosty chuckles, only to sober quickly. “River. Chance.” The two are sitting across from him. “You guys need to hack into Rebecca’s accounts and drain her money. She’s dead, yeah, but we can’t allow anyone else to use her resources and keep the company afloat.”

“I’ll do it,” River replies. “Then I recover from battle, Marks-style.”

I don’t have to wonder about Marks-style. He’s going to sleep with some random chick. A lance of jealousy nearly rends me in two. Jealousy? Seriously? No, no, no. I’m Kathryn Parker. Fine! I’m Kat Parker. I think I earned back my shortened name. I’m not dependent on a relationship. I don’t need a guy to obtain self-worth. I’m already priceless.

The van arrives at Reeve’s, and the slayers split up. Frosty takes Milla’s hand and drags her toward the bedrooms.

River steps in their path and says, “Is now a bad time to mention you guys have to do my laundry for a month?”

He must have made some kind of bet with them.

Milla flips him off. Good girl!

He slaps her finger aside. “Is that any way to treat your favorite person on Earth?”

“Currently you hold the exalted position of least favorite,” she replies.

He arches a brow. “Even though I promise not to stand in your way if you decide to live here?”

He and Milla are based in Alabama, but they are an hour and a half away from the others.

Frosty gives him a look of pure challenge. “Try to take her away. I dare you.”

River studies his sister before nodding. He turns away and calls, “Justin. We’re the only smart—I mean single—guys left. After I pad our bank accounts with Rebecca’s money, we’re going to Hearts, and I’m going to teach you how to score any chick you want—except the ones I want.”

As the two head for the front door, Milla pouts—the way I foolishly want to pout about River! “You don’t want to do long distance with me?”

He grinds his teeth. “Do you want to return with him?”

“Well,” she says, twirling a strand of hair around her finger. “I haven’t been offered an official position here.”

“Let’s settle that once and for all.” He hefts her over his shoulder, and she laughs as he carries her to their bedroom, shuts and locks the door, then sets her on her feet. She remains in place, nibbling on her bottom lip.

I expect the screen to go blank at any second. Witnesses aren’t voyeurs; we aren’t allowed to view any getting-freaky times.

“I love you, Milla Marks,” Frosty tells her. “I love you more than pizza and victory, which I used to think were my two favorite things. But it’s you. You are my

favorite hello. If you die, I die. We’re bonded in a way I never expected and never before experienced. You are a treasured part of me, and I don’t care if you put me first or last, just as long as you put up with me.”

My heart starts to melt inside my chest. He’s done it. He’s found his happily-ever-after. He’s learned to love again, to trust and to look forward to the future rather than dread it. He believes in possibilities, and he’s hopeful.

Milla’s eyes fill with tears, and her chin trembles. “I don’t… I can’t… Aston. I love you so freaking much.”

The screen finally blanks, but my heart continues to melt. She’s found her happily-ever-after too. She’s forgiven herself for her past and found the strength to carry on. She could have accepted death. I’m certain the pain of her injuries was great when she returned to her body, but she chose to live on. To fight for Frosty… for what is right in a world gone wrong.

I couldn’t have picked a better partner for Frosty.

Emma approaches my side and rests her head on my shoulder. “My sweet Kat. I know you’re happy but also dejected. I felt the same way when I realized my interactions with Ali would be… not coming to an end, but no longer an everyday thing.”

Have I mentioned the wisdom this little girl carts around?

“What do I do?” I ask.

“Tell Frosty good-bye. Closure for you both. Then every other interaction you have with him in the future is pure gravy.”

I do love me some gravy. I hug her and picture Frosty—

I end up in Reeve’s kitchen. Frosty is alone, gathering ingredients for… something. Well, well. He must be cooking for his girl.

He often cooked for me. I’m going to miss him. Milla is a lucky girl.

Frosty is a lucky man.

“Hello, Frosty.”

He loses his grip on bags of sugar and flour but manages to set them on the counter without dropping them before facing me. Happiness has given him a glow, and the sight of him sends a pang through my chest. A good pang.

“Hey,” he says.

I smile at him. “I came to say congratulations on your V-I-C-T-O-R-Y.”

“We couldn’t have done it without you.”

“I know,” I say and fluff my hair.

He laughs the way he used to laugh when we were dating, and I experience another pang.

Say good-bye, experience closure. I add a step. Let him get on with his life. “I just came to tell you that I’m glad you ended up with Milla. You two fit in a way we never did. One day you would have resented me for my fears, for trying to keep you out of danger. I know it.”

“Kat—”

“No, don’t try to deny it.” Or maybe he wanted to confirm it. Either way, I don’t want him ever feeling guilty. “I’m glad you’re at peace, Frosty. You deserve a happily-ever-after.”

He pauses, breathes in… out… “So do you.”

“Don’t worry. It’s not too late.” An image of River flashes inside my head, and my pulse races.

Why am I fascinated by him?

If I wasn’t good for Frosty, how could I be good for River? He’s fought more battles than Frosty. He seeks danger, even craves it. His sense of honor is questionable at best. The only person he’s a hundred percent loyal to is Milla.

I blow Frosty a kiss. “Well, I better go. Petitions to file, people to help.” I pivot on my heel and spot Milla, who is standing in the doorway. She looks uncertain about her reception. Does she think I resent her relationship with Frosty now that they’re officially a couple?

I smile at her. “If you ever need advice about the best ways to torture him, all you have to do is call for me. Kat to the rescue!”

She smiles back.

I appear in my bedroom. I’m alone. Cheers sound from the living room, drifting up the stairs to tickle my ears, but I decide to stay put. Part of me expected the world to stop when I died. I mean, hello. Bright light, beloved friend, precious treasure. Yep, that’s me. But the world spins on.

And that’s okay. I lived a good life. Here, now, I’m fighting the good fight, and I’ll continue to do so. For the slayers, yes, but also for myself. I’ve changed. I’m no longer afraid of loss or pain or failure.

What I lose, I can regain.

The pain I feel is only temporary.

Any failure can be used as a stepping-stone. If I fall, I can stand. And I will. I must. I finally have a purpose. To help when I’m needed. To love in the midst of hate. To shine light in the darkness.

One day my friends will join me here. Let’s face it—as Frosty said, death is hereditary and no one is getting out alive. Together we will go to court and help future generations of slayers.

One day even River will join me…

I fan my cheeks as they overheat. One day I can put my best moves on River and…

Well. That will be a story for another day.

Kat Parker, signing out.
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There are worse things than death.

Read on for an excerpt from LIFEBLOOD,

book 2 in the Everlife series

only from Gena Showalter and Harlequin TEEN.
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“Lifeblood ramps up the action “Ten”fold—don’t miss this exhilarating sequel to Firstlife!” --#1 New York Times bestselling author P. C. Cast
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“My Firstlife is over, but my Everlife is only now beginning.”

With her last living breath, Tenley “Ten” Lockwood made her choice and picked her realm in the Everlife. Now, as the war between Troika and Myriad rages, she must face the consequences.

Because Ten possesses a rare supernatural ability to absorb and share light, the Powers That Be have the highest expectations for her future—and the enemy wants her neutralized. Fighting to save her Secondlife, she must learn about her realm from the ground up while launching her first mission: convincing a select group of humans to join her side before they die. No pressure, right?

But Ten’s competition is Killian, the boy she can’t forget—the one who gave up everything for her happiness. He has only one shot at redemption: beating Ten at a game she’s never even played. As their throw-downs heat up, so do their undeniable feelings, and soon, Ten will have to make another choice. Love…or victory.
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It’s time to do what I was born to do. It’s time to arise and shine.

Whatever I face—be it war, persecution, hunger, simple threats or my Second-death—I will not be deterred. Night will be replaced by day, and those who cry in the dark will rejoice in the morning.

The day is about to dawn. Time is short. Let the battle begin.
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CHAPTER ONE

“Tribulation reveals your greatest strength… or greatest weakness.”—Troika

Present day

Sand in the hourglass falls, one grain at a time… time… one second bleeds into two… three… I try to piece together my fragmented thoughts. A difficult task. My mind is hazy, my thoughts blurred. Four…

A fact clicks into place. Numbers are my greatest obsession; they always tell a story, and they never lie.

Five…five…five. The numeral gets trapped in my head, set on constant repeat. Click. Five minutes and fourteen seconds ago, I died.

Whoa. I’m…dead?

I must be. My heart no longer beats, and my lungs are deflated. I can’t breathe. I need to breathe. Sweat beads on my nape and trickles down my spine, and yet my limbs remain ice-cold.

Calm. Steady. Though my body is wrecked, my spirit lives on. This is a new beginning. A new life.

Calm? Seriously? From now on, I’ll have zero second chances. Zero do-overs. Everything I do will matter: every word I say, every action I take, every person I befriend and every enemy I slay will positively or negatively affect me. No ifs, ands or buts.

Welcome to the Everlife.

The words whisper on the wind, and a quiet ring erupts in my ears. In seconds, the volume cranks to high. I cringe. My bones vibrate, and a light tap registers against my ribs. Tap, tap. Tap, tap. Bang, BANG!

I gasp, taking my first breath, the real me awakening at last. My chest cools, and my lungs fill. I can breathe again. I’m dead, but still I live.

Arise! Arise and shine!

Another whisper drifts on the wind…or a voice is speaking inside my head.

I’m dead and crazy?

Inside, I wither and return to my default setting: counting. Six… seven…

Click. Seventeen! I’m seventeen years old. I was born on the tenth day of the tenth month at 10:10 a.m., and I died on the eleventh day of the eleventh month at 10:14 a.m.

1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 0 + 1 + 4 = 10

The work of Fate, some would say. Wrong! Fate is a myth, an excuse, a way to cast blame. While we might have a divine purpose, not everything that happens is through divine intervention. Our actions change the course of our lives for good or for ill.

We are the final authority.

My present is the sum total of decisions made in my past— my own decisions, and even those made by the people around me. We are accountable…count…eight, nine… Ten!

Click, click. My name is Tenley Lockwood. “Ten” to my friends.

5 + 5 = 10. A representative of two equal parts.

The last piece of the puzzle snaps into place. Two realms in the Everlife—Troika and Myriad—are currently locked in a fierce, brutal battle.

Troika fought to save my Firstlife while Myriad strove to end it. Myriad proved successful. My body lies on a blood-drenched street in the heart of LA.

Congrats, Myriad. You won a battle. You won’t win the war.

With my last breath, I pledged my allegiance to Troika, evermore, and I have no regrets. I value Firstlife. I like rules and enjoy structure. I understand every punishment is meant to teach rather than harm.

I’m a Troikan now, born anew in blood and violence. A soldier in a war as old as time. I’ve become enemies with people I’ve never met as well as people I know and love.

I’ve become enemies with Killian, a top Laborer in Myriad.

Killian! His name is a ragged cry from the depths of my soul. I’d say we dated, but dated is too mild a word. I craved him like a drug…and yet I still chose Troika over Myriad.

Home sweet home. Something I’ve never really had.

I’m supposed to hate him, but every fiber of my being flinches at the thought. I will never harm him. He means too much to me.

“Is she dead?” A harsh, unfamiliar voice claims my attention. “Did she make covenant with Troika?”

“Aye and aye.” The husky Irish lilt I recognize, and relief is a cool cascade. Killian never left my side!

I want to see him so badly, I shake.

“Sucks to be you,” Unfamiliar continues. In the distance, I hear the clink-clank of dueling swords. “Now that Madame

Bennett is dead, you fall under Zhi’s command. When he learns you failed to recruit the Lockwood girl, he’ll mount your head at the end of a pike.”

Relief gives way to distress. Killian is in danger. Because of me. I need to help him, have to help him, but though I try to stand, I’m stuck, walled in. Useless!

What’s the problem? My outer casing is dead, any ties to my spirit now broken. I should be able to ghost out, yes?

“Leave.” Menace drips from Killian’s command. “Protect our kinsmen from the Troikans.”

“So you can kill Lockwood before her spirit escapes her body and collect the bounty on your own? No.”

Bounty?

Buzzing noises erupt. Flames crackle. Smoke fills the air, sharp and pungent.

There’s a pained gasp. A hard thump.

“Stay down,” Killian spits.

He just attacked Unfamiliar?

Why would he harm his brother-by-realm to save an enemy? Why would he risk punishment?

The answer is simple: he wouldn’t, except for me, only ever for me. I vacillate between melting and rallying.

Get free, protect Killian.

When he had the chance to seal the deal and convince me to make covenant with Myriad, he urged me to follow my heart instead. We’d both known I belonged in Troika. To him, my needs had been more important than his wants, a reward or a penalty.

He sacrificed his happiness for mine, but I failed to do the same for him. What kind of maybe, maybe not, girlfriend am I? My final moments replay inside my head. Sloan Aubuchon, once my enemy, then my friend, then my bitter enemy, nailed me with a poisoned spear.

I hate him more than I love you, she told me.

Him. Dr. Vans, the monster who oversaw every facet of our torture at Prynne Asylum, a “home” for wayward teens. Myriad vowed to help Sloan punish Vans. If she made covenant with them and murdered me. She agreed to both.

Her treachery cuts as deeply as the spear. Granted, Vans did terrible things to her. Things no one should ever have to endure. But his behavior does not excuse hers. In her quest for vengeance, she became his mirror image, betraying my trust the way he betrayed hers.

Consequences were immediate.

Killian yanked the spear out of me and, to protect me from further harm, impaled her. Another reason he will be punished. I’ve got to help him. I punch and kick, but even still, I make no progress.

“Where is she, Killian?” A new voice registers. This one is easy to recognize, too. “Where are you hiding her?” Deacon, a TL. My friend. He’s always reminded me of a die-hard warrior of old, his sense of honor as much a part of him as muscle and brawn.

If anyone can free me, it’s Deacon.

“Over here,” Killian croaks. “She’s already…it’s too late to save…”

Something hard and warm shackles my wrist. Suddenly I’m steady on my feet, and I can see!

I gasp, glimpsing the spirit world in operation around me for the first time. Dappled golden sunlight spills from a sky of sapphire silk. Fat clouds sprinkle the land below with a breathtaking rain of diamond dust.

Realization. They aren’t just clouds, but an array of oddly shaped buildings with armed soldiers marching along the parapets.

A floodgate opens in my mind, releasing a wave of information. They are guard towers, from which humans can be watched and spiritual battles fought. They move between the realms and the Land of the Harvest, and ownership is ever-changing. Winner of every battle determines rights.

I shake my head, my brow furrowed. I’ve never been taught about guard towers, and yet I now know all about them? I shouldn’t—

I have been taught. Years ago. At the age of five, I attended a mandatory realm-history class. I had…had… Oh, wow, I’m being bathed by drugging warmth, my senses fogging with the most delectable scents: wildflowers, fruit trees and newly ripened berries. How am I supposed to concentrate? I inhale deeply, savoring.

“Don’t let anyone near her until she’s hooked,” Killian says, jolting me.

Hooked?

“My men and I will keep the area clear as long as we can,” Deacon says and rushes off.

My gaze finds Killian’s, and my heart thuds. His eyes are gorgeous, soulful gold with flecks of electric blue. In one, there are five flecks. In the other, three. At our first meeting, I compared those flecks to an octave. The fifth and third notes create the basic foundation for all chords. Whenever he looks at me, my blood sings.

Today is not an exception.

A Myriadian soldier breaks through the protective ring created by Deacon and his men. Without disrupting our stare- down, Killian reaches out with a quick jab-jab, a dagger in hand. I gasp. He just killed one of his own. Savagely. Brutally.

Lifeblood coats the weapon, clear and glittering, a macabre but lovely sight. He closes in on me, menace in every step, but I remain rooted in place, unafraid. This boy will never harm me.

“Stop slaying your people on my behalf,” I command.

“I’ll protect you however I see fit, lass.” He sheathes his dagger and cups my face, his palms calloused from years of combat.

Those calluses tickle my skin, creating friction—heat. Such delicious heat. Soon the battle is forgotten. I’m basically on fire for him, my blood steaming, tormenting me—thrilling me. All because of an innocent touch!

I’ve always reacted to this boy, but never this intensely. Maybe because we’ve never before experienced skin-to-skin contact, nothing between us. Not flesh, not a Shell. Not life-or-death stakes.

I lean into his grip like a kitten being petted for the first time.

Are the sensations this potent with all spirits?

I close my eyes and breathe him in. Peat smoke and heather. My favorites. My head fogs all over again, and I know he’s intoxicating me without even trying.

“Look at me, lass.”

I obey. He is studying me, as if he’s memorizing my features. I study him right back, helpless to do otherwise. Shadows cling to him, but they fail to detract from his otherworldly beauty. Ebony silk hangs over a strong forehead and swoops to one side, creating a roguish frame for equally roguish features. His eyebrows are thick and black, his skin bronzed and poreless, as if his flesh has been painted on. His nose is blade-sharp and leads to a mouth so lush, it could be classified as feminine. His triangular jaw is dusted with sexy stubble.

“In the coming weeks,” he says, agonized, “I need you to trust me, no matter what. Can you do that?”

Without hesitation, I reply, “Of course.” I trace a fingertip over the seam of those lavish lips, acting without thought. He might be firm and muscled everywhere else, but he’s soft as rose petals here, and I shiver.

His pupils dilate, a sign his awareness of me is deepening. “There’s no of course about it. The situation will be bleak, but you must trust that I will always have your best interests at heart.” His grip tightens. “Please.”

I want to reassure him, and I totally mean to do so until a burst of wind blows a strand of hair in my eyes. I frown as I hold a lock up to the light. Cobalt blue? What the what? Before I died, my hair was black.

“I don’t understand,” I say.

“You should see the other changes.” Killian’s hand brushes mine as he sifts the strands between his fingers.

A sharp lance of pain sends me stumbling back, a cry parting my lips.

Was I just…stabbed?

“You’re tense.” Killian catches me, latching on to my wrists and holding me steady. “Relax.” His obey me or die tone is usually reserved for everyone but me.

I bristle. “You relax! I—” Agony claws at my insides, and it’s too much, far too much. “I don’t know what’s… I can’t… I’m…” Dying for the second and final time? So soon?

“You’re being hooked to your realm’s Grid.”

Grid? “I think something’s wrong with the connection.” I manage to push the words past the barbed lump growing in my throat.

“Nothing’s wrong.” He draws me against him, caresses the ridges of my spine, offering comfort. “Everyone goes through this. Even Myriadians.”

I rest my head on his shoulder, breathing in and out with purpose. Despite our efforts, I feel as if I’m trapped inside a never-ending pit, falling into one sword after another while taking an endless rain of bullets to the brain and torso.

Kill me! Let me die.

But…the pain is fading just as swiftly as it began.

Warmth envelops me, sinks into me and shines…shines so brightly that emotions I’d hidden in dark corners long ago are suddenly exposed. Those emotions scramble in every direction like tiny bugs. Hatred for my father. Rage for circumstances beyond my control. Sorrow over the loss of my mother and little brother.

Nothing can hide. I hiss and sob in unison. The sound a wounded animal must make.

“You’re strong. You’re brave,” Killian tells me. “You’ve got this, lass.”

As the warmth gathers in three distinct places—both hands and an arm—I squeeze him so tightly, I’m sure I bruise him. He never once complains. The warmth…it burns now. I think I’m being…marked?

In the center of each palm, a circle with three leaves appears. The Troikan symbol. They are pale at first but gradually darken. Along my right arm, three sets of numbers emerge.

“Spiritual brands,” Killian says, passing his thumb over one of the symbols without actually touching me. “An outward sign of your inward loyalty.”

Finally, blessedly, the remaining pain subsides, and I whimper with relief.

“A Key.” Killian moves his attention—and his phantom- touch—to the numbers. “I’d heard rumors Troika forces their new recruits to work for their rewards, but no one has confirmed or denied.”

“A Key?” When his thumb strokes my skin, I’m hit with a punch of cold. My jaw clenches, and my teeth chatter.

Fury contorts his features, startling me as much as the punch. He releases me and steps back, increasing the distance between us.

I’m not yet ready to part with him. Lifting my chin, I step toward him and flatten my hand over his precious heart. Another blast of cold hits, this one stronger, unbearable.

“Zero!” My favorite curse escapes, and I jump back. In a blink, the horrible cold vanishes.

“I tried to warn you,” he grates.

As I gaze into his siren-eyes, the truth becomes clear. Physically, our bodies will forever reject each other. Darkness and Light cannot coexist. One will always chase the other away.

By siding with Troika, I doomed our relationship.

Tears well. “Killian,” I say. He did try to warn me. I convinced myself we’d find a way to be together, not yet comprehending the obstacles we’d have to face.

“What’s done is done.” He gives an almost imperceptible shake of his head as he backs away from me. “If I fight for you, I help my realm lose the war. If I fight against you, I lose you. There’s no middle ground. Not with us. Like you, I have to choose.”
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