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Chapter 1

Aunt Liz seriously needed to get laid. Or maybe she just needed a vacation. A real one. Someplace warm where they put those little paper umbrellas in all the drinks and the waiters didn't wear shirts. 

The bright morning sun of early summer streamed through the kitchen window highlighting the dark circles under her eyes. Her face was more drawn than usual, and there were new lines bracketing her mouth. I suddenly realized she looked older than her forty-two years. Stress was taking its toll.

Ever since the murders, she'd been on my ass day and night. With each passing day, she'd grown increasingly uptight. She'd even given up her second job to "spend more time with her beloved niece." 

As if. She was driving me nuts. When she was home. For someone who was down to one job, one that was on hiatus for the summer, she sure didn't spend much time at home these days.

I felt for Liz. I really did. She was honestly trying to do her best. She just wasn't very good at it. Also, I wasn't actually her niece, which probably complicated things. 

My name is Zipporah (Zip to my friends), and I'm a ten-thousand-year-old djinni stuck in an eighteen-year-old girl's body. Her name was Abbie Roberts, but she died of a brain hemorrhage. Once her spirit departed for the other side, my soul got sucked into her body and now I'm stuck living her life. Abbie's family, including Aunt Liz, never even realized she died, it happened so fast. The only person who sort of knows who I really am is Mick Egan. And he's got secrets of his own.

"You are going to college, young lady, and that's final." Liz sloshed coffee into her plain blue mug. I think it was her third cup. Possibly fourth. I was starting to wonder if there was some human law that required school principals to be over-caffeinated even on their days off. "Your parents did not send you to live with me so you could shirk your education."

I rolled my eyes. I was millennia old. A college education seemed… superfluous. "Who's going to pay for it? Dad's practically broke. You don't have the money. Even if I got three full time jobs, I couldn't cover the cost."

Liz clenched her jaw so hard she was in danger of cracking her teeth. "I have contacts and your grades were excellent. I can probably still find a scholarship somewhere."

I snorted. "It's way too late for that." Abbie could have gotten a scholarship. In fact, she probably would have been thrilled. But me? Not so much. 

"There are always student loans." Liz tucked a lock of pale blond hair behind her ear and gulped down half her coffee.

"Right. And spend the rest of my life working them off? No, thanks." I poured my own cup of coffee and dosed it liberally with raw sugar and organic half-and-half. Liz was on a health kick. "How about we compromise?"

She stared at me over the rim of her mug, eyes suspicious. "How do you mean?"

"I take one year off. Work full time and save up as much money as I can. Next year, I go to community college."

"Community college? I don't…."

"Don't be a snob," I interrupted in a very non-Abbie way. I did not get this human obsession with appearances. The "right" schools, the right "job"… In the grand scheme of things, it was all meaningless. I guess if you only lived a handful of years, stupid little things took on greater meaning. "Lots of people go to community college for the first couple of years." I had no intention of doing any such thing. I was simply buying more time to figure out my next move, but Liz didn't need to know that. "I can live here to cut costs. Keep working part time." Again, no way in Infernus, but it sounded good.

Abbie's aunt sighed. "Fine. As long as you promise to go next year."

The djinn did not swear unless they meant to keep their promise. Since I didn't, I just nodded, avoiding speaking the words that would bind me to the promise. I didn't know if the human part of me would cancel out the binding, and I had no intention of finding out.

"Good. I expect you to begin job hunting immediately. I know you only graduated high school last week, but this is the real world, Abbie. Adults don't get summer vacation." Her tone was firm as her face took on that pinched, no-nonsense expression I was starting to hate.

Except you. But I didn't say it out loud. Instead, I gave her an innocent smile. "Don't worry. I've already found a job."

That surprised her. "Where?"

My smile widened. "At the mortuary."

***

Mick Egan slipped into his usual meeting a few minutes late. Gregory was already out front welcoming the newcomers and encouraging them to share. A couple regulars waved at Mick as he slipped into an empty chair. The chill of the metal quickly seeped through his jeans. Someone really loved their air conditioning; Portland wasn't that warm this early in the year.

The guy next to him nodded in greeting. Mick nodded back, feeling awkward as he always did around the guy who called himself Jake. Narcotics Anonymous was supposed to be just that: anonymous. But Mick knew who Jake really was. He'd been the detective who'd investigated the murders at the high school a few months earlier. Fortunately, Jake had no idea who Mick was since he and Zip had been hiding behind a bookshelf during the initial murder investigation in the library, and they'd kept out of Jake's way the rest of the time. As long as he didn't slip up and call the man "detective" everything should be fine.

The meeting passed surprisingly quickly. Several people left right away, but Mick wasn't about to turn down free cookies and coffee. As he helped himself to a handful of treats, Gregory appeared at his side. 

"How you doin', Mick?"

"Great. Thanks." The past couple of months had been rough, but Mick felt things were back on an even keel thanks to Gregory. "I really appreciate your help over the last few weeks. Stuff's been…" He shrugged.

"Yeah. I get it, man." Gregory snagged a cookie from the table. "This is a process, you know. Ain't gonna happen overnight."

"Yeah." Mick sighed. 

Gregory's dark eyes narrowed. "You haven't told her yet, have you."

Mick winced. "No. Not yet. When the time is right." Except it never seemed to be right. Every time he thought he might be ready to tell Zip about his past, about NA, he'd chicken out and clam up. He was a freaking coward. 

"If you're serious about this girl, you gotta tell her, man." Gregory grabbed another cookie. "If she's serious about you, she ain't gonna run."

"Oh my God, you guys, did you hear?" A chubby, dark haired woman scurried up, eyes bright with excitement. 

Gregory rolled his eyes. "Hear what, Jessica?"

"Well." She snagged a paper cup and threw in four teaspoons of powdered creamer and six of sugar before holding it under the spigot of the coffee pot. "It's all over Facebook. Hi, Mick." She gave him a flirtatious smile.

Gregory frowned. "You should be participating in the meeting, Jessica, not spending your time on social media. If you truly want a better life, you've got to work the program."

Jessica took a sip of her coffee, frowned, and added another two teaspoons of sugar. "Duh, Greg. Point is, I've got the most insane news!"

Mick and Gregory exchanged looks. "Fine," Greg said. "What's this big news?"

"You will never believe this." Jessica took another sip of her coffee. "You know that weird chick who was all into Goth and stuff?"

Mick dredged the name out of his memory. "Yoli? She's Wiccan, not Goth."

"Whatever. She's not anything anymore."

Mick got a cold feeling in the pit of his stomach. "What do you mean?"

"She totally OD'd last night. Her sister found her this morning. Can you believe it?" She dumped more sugar in her coffee. "They're saying it's suicide. I mean, I knew the chick was cray cray, but seriously." She glanced toward the door. "Oh, gotta go. Bob's getting antsy." 

She hurried across the room toward one of their other members. She turned and gave them a little flirty wave before hustling out the door after Bob.

"My God." Gregory sounded strained. "That poor girl."

"You knew her?"

"Not really. She was a quiet person. Kept to herself. But she'd been coming here for two years. She was so much better, stronger." He sighed. "I wished she'd come to me. Or someone."

"You really think she killed herself?"

"What else?"

Mick shrugged. "Could have been an accident."

"Yoli?" Greg shook his head. "It's possible, but… ."

"You don't sound convinced."

"Girl had a lot of demons. Maybe they finally got the better of her." Greg sighed. "Such a shame."

"Yeah." Mick shoved a couple cookies in his pocket. "See you next week. I'm real sorry about Yoli." The two men shook hands, and Mick headed for the door. He had the sudden overwhelming urge to see the one person who both rocked his world and made it make sense.



Chapter 2

"Once the casket is in place, we lay the flowers out like this." Mr. Dennison draped a spray of yellow freesias over the mahogany coffin, his boney fingers delicately arranging the flowers until they lay just so. His neat black suit was appropriately somber, as was the mournful air that made his saggy jowled face look like a bloodhound's. "This is a closed casket ceremony so it's easier. You don't have to worry about the flowers falling in on the deceased."

I nearly laughed, but his solemn expression told me it wasn't a joke. Apparently, funeral directors didn't have a sense of humor.

"Why is it closed casket?" I asked. What can I say? I found the whole human funeral thing fascinating. The djinn didn't have funerals. 

Mr. Dennison glanced around as if someone might be spying on us. He lowered his voice to barely above a whisper. "Gunshot to the head. Messy business. Carla did her best, but there's only so much you can do when half the face is missing." He carefully adjusted his dark gray tie and smoothed back the few wisps of white hair remaining on his head. 

"Somebody killed him?" This whole job thing was shaping up to be an interesting experience.

"Oh, no, dear." Mr. Dennison patted my hand in a fatherly way. "Suicide. Very sad. He was a veteran, too." He shook his head, his face drooping even more. "Such a brave man. Suffered from terrible post-traumatic stress disorder. Such a waste."

I stared at the coffin. Er, casket. It was sad. To survive a war to end up killing yourself. I'd seen a documentary about soldiers and PTSD, but this was the first time I'd seen the results up close. That I realized just how fragile humans were. How short their lives. I reached out and touched the smooth, cold wood of the casket. My throat suddenly felt thick and tight.

"Once you have the flowers arranged," Mr. Dennison was back to business, "you can place the service bulletins on the chairs. Not all of them, but at least half. Then place the rest of them by the door." He rambled on, showing me where to brew coffee and set out the cookies - as if coffee and cookies made anyone feel better - how to answer the phone and all the other tasks that came along with my new job. Frankly, I'd tuned out. My thoughts were back with the soldier lying under a bunch of pretty yellow flowers. I thought of all the people who'd loved him and would miss him. I imagined all the things he would never see or do. The wonderful things about this world. This being human.

I think my heart broke a little.

***

Mr. Dennison left me alone in one of the mortuary's cubbyhole offices with a massive pile of musty old documents and orders to shred them. It sounded boring as hell, but whatever. If he wanted to pay me to sit on my ass and feed the shredder, that was his problem.

It was a mind-numbing task. Stuff the paper into the slot of the shredder, watch as it whirred and ground away. Rinse and repeat. I must have zoned out because the next thing I knew, something tickled the back of my neck. I swatted at it, and it went away. Probably a fly. 

My mind had started wandering again when the tickle returned. It was cold, too, like icy fingers skittering along my collar. My skin crawled. I turned, but there was no one behind me. The moment I returned to my shredding, the tickle started up again. 

"Knock it off." I felt like an idiot talking to an empty room, but it was the first thing that came to mind. I'd dealt with a lot of supernatural creatures as a djinni, but this was a new one for me. What sort of being was cold, invisible, and liked tickling people's necks?

The tickle persisted. Another glance behind assured me no one was there. At least no one I could see.

"Who's there?"

Nothing. Not so much as a breath. 

"Listen, you son of a faisha, I don't have time for your games. Either show yourself or leave me alone," I snarled. Still nothing.

I picked up another bunch of papers to shred. "Fine. If you're not going to talk, then leave me alone."

"What do you want to talk about, babe?" 

The voice startled me so badly, I dropped the files I was holding. I whirled around, knocking over the shredder and scattering tiny bits of paper all over the floor. "Mick. What are you doing here?" I narrowed my eyes. "And don't call me babe."
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