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BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU reap. You might fall in love with her...

One act of mercy before dying was all it took to turn soldier David Anderson into a reaper—an immortal who guides souls-of-untimely-death into the afterlife. But the closer he gets to atoning for his mortal sin and finally escaping merciless Fate, the more he feels his own humanity slipping away for good. Until he encounters Sarah Griffith. This skeptical scientist can’t be influenced by his powers—even though she has an unsuspected talent for sensing the dead. Her honesty and irreverent sense of humor reignite his reason for living—and a passion he can’t afford to feel.

Now Fate has summoned David to make a devastating harvest. He’ll break every hellishly-strict netherworld rule to save Sarah...and gamble on a choice even an immortal can’t win.
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Chapter 1
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DEATH NEVER TOOK A holiday.

No, Death was the consummate workaholic, more steadfast and diligent than the U.S. Postal Service. Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night stayed the agents of Death from the swift completion of their appointed rounds.

Always the professional, Death never discriminated, taking young and old, weak and strong, healthy and infirm. It couldn’t be bought, or bullied, or reasoned with. Death had a mission and come Hell or high water, it would be accomplished. 

For David Anderson, today was an easy day. As one of Death’s more experienced agents, he’d been given the task of training the newest inductee in the tools of the trade. And with only two terminations on the day’s docket, it wouldn’t take too long to drink the memories away.

He looked down, checking his watch. Shit. Time to move. He gulped the last of his soda, crumpled the can, and tossed it in the trashcan by the curb. 

“Let’s roll,” he told Adam Javorski, his latest trainee. He gestured to the left before sliding on a pair of dark tinted sunglasses. “We’re due for our appointment.”

“Appointment?” For a second or two, Adam appeared confused, but then a light bulb must have gone off inside his head. “Oh. Yeah, right. Appointment.”

David’s gaze slanted to his apprentice. The kid seemed bright enough. Tall and rangy, with sharp brown eyes and distinctive Eastern European features, he had the look of a man always on the watch for trouble. Which made sense. He’d been a cop in his mortal life, fiercely dedicated to protecting and serving. Well, up until his last assignment, which was what led to his current situation. 

“So when’s this going down?” Adam asked with a youthful exuberance, and David let out a mental groan.

Newbies. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d ever been that green. Stopping at the busy intersection, he closed his eyes and focused inward, tuning out the sounds of early rush hour in downtown Orlando. “Not for another seven or eight minutes,” he said, homing in on the low-grade buzz pulsing through his veins. The vibration was barely distinguishable, but nevertheless, it was there. 

“How do you know?”

“I can feel it.” When the light changed, they crossed over to Washington. Not wanting to be late, David picked up the pace, skirting around a homeless man camped out on the sidewalk, a foul odor radiating from the overflowing shopping cart holding all of his worldly possessions. 

Adam glanced at him, a bewildered expression on his face. “You can feel death?”

“Of course.” Then he remembered mortals couldn’t feel death, couldn’t scent mortality like a bloodhound. He cursed under his breath. It had been so damn long since he’d drawn mortal breath he was beginning to forget the little things. Or was it more of a choice?  He suspected it was the latter. 

“How?” Adam asked, clearly intrigued. “What does it feel like?”

The pair cut through the park, paying no attention to the cluster of small children squealing with glee as they tossed chunks of bread to a trio of greedy mallards. They were close now; David could feel it. The buzzing had intensified, growing stronger and more insistent as it rumbled inexorably toward its macabre crescendo.  

Deciding they had enough time for a quick lesson, David came to an abrupt halt at the edge of the park and turned to his trainee. “Close your eyes.” 

“Why?”

Patience was never one of David’s strong points. He gritted his teeth and counted to ten. “Just close your eyes, damn it, I’m trying to teach you something.” 

Adam shot him a guarded look but complied without further question or comment.

“Now quiet your mind. Ignore everything but the sound of my voice.”

After a few moments, Adam said, “Okay.”

“Do you notice a low hum in the background?”

“I thought you said to ignore everything but the sound of your voice.”

David let out a low growl before clamping down on his temper. “I did,” he said, jaw clenched. “But now I’m telling you to listen for the hum. Can you hear it or feel it?”

Adam went silent for what seemed like forever. Then his expression shifted to one of near wonder. “I feel it! It’s kind of like a low electrical current, right?”

For the first time in days, David smiled. The kid might not be a total waste after all. “Yes. Very good. That’s what you need to focus on. The stronger the sensation, the closer you are to the point of death.” 

He paused to scan the area, making sure no one noticed. Of course, he had nothing to fear. People were such creatures of habit, scurrying about their daily lives, oblivious to the forces working around them. Tourists snapped pictures in front of the fountain while locals hurried along the sidewalk, eager to reach their destinations. A bus stopped at the curb and opened its doors, letting passengers off while others waited to board. 

Adam opened his eyes and scanned the area as if searching for signs of imminent doom. “So how’s this going down?” 

“I have no idea.” David watched the bus pull away from the curb, spewing out a cloud of noxious exhaust as it merged into traffic. Out of habit, he checked the time again. Less than a minute. 

A pair of deep grooves formed between Adam’s eyes. “What do you mean, you don’t know? I thought you knew what was going to happen.”

David shook his head and felt a trickle of sweat run past his temple. So much for fall in Florida. Late October, and the temperatures were still cranked above ninety. “Nope. The docket only gives a place and approximate time.” He watched Adam’s face scrunch up with confusion. He vaguely remembered giving his handler the same expression when he was new, so he decided to fill in the blanks. “Look, if you really want to know the exact details ahead of time, you can request it. But from my experience, you’re better off knowing as little as possible.” 

As far as he was concerned, the less he knew, the less he had to purge from his mind afterward. Just how many times had he stared into the face of death? To be honest, he’d lost count. Maybe that was for the best, too. In his six decades of harvesting souls, he’d witnessed every act of savagery known to man. First, he’d been shocked. Then revolted. Eventually, he’d gone numb. Now he viewed the world through the jaded eyes of an ambivalent spectator, always watching from a comfortable distance. 

The sound of tires screeching jerked him from his thoughts. Like countless times before, familiar events unfolded. Horns blared, tires screeched, and metal crunched against metal in a twisted symphony. Somewhere in the distance, a woman screamed. And then everything grew quiet, leaving only the smell of burnt rubber and the faint whimper of the dying.

Time to get to work.

The accident had blocked traffic in all directions, creating a rush-hour nightmare that would take hours to unravel. David wove a path between the idling vehicles, leaving Adam no choice but to follow. The stench of gasoline grew stronger as they got closer, until they reached the intersection and the scene came into view.

It was a wonder she was still alive. The young woman’s broken body lay pinned inside the wreckage, the steering wheel crushing her chest like a vise. Her ribs were shattered, puncturing her lungs, making each desperate gasp increasingly painful. 

Her passenger got the better end of the bargain. He’d died on impact; his mangled remains barely recognizable among the tangled heap of metal. Already, his soul was separating from his body, confused and chaotic in its search for some semblance of order. 

David rounded what was left of the front end and sank down beside the passenger side door. “Take the driver,” he ordered Adam before turning his attention back to the passenger. 

“How?” Adam kneeled down by the driver’s window, taking in the sight of a life soon to expire. 

“Just do it like I told you!” David barked, too busy to hold his trainee’s hand. Already, a crowd was forming, human vultures eager to witness carnage, so long as it wasn’t their own. Sirens wailed in the distance as emergency vehicles rushed to the scene. They needed to finish the job and get the hell out of Dodge before the cavalry arrived or anyone got suspicious. 

David opened himself up and the soul swept into his body, drawn in by the unspoken promise of warmth and answers. He could feel its essence now, could feel the swirling tempest of love, hate, unfulfilled hopes and dreams, and regrets. When the soul realized its body was gone, there was a sharp spike of bitterness, disappointment, and despair, and David thought, right there with you, pal. 

“David?” Adam called out from the opposite side of the car. “I could use a little help over here.”

Moving around to the other side of the wreck, David crouched down next to Adam. His gaze tracked briefly to the dying driver, her breaths coming closer, her life force bleeding out. A trickle of blood seeped from the corner of her mouth, but she didn’t seem to notice or care.

“What is it?” he asked. 

“She’s not dead, yet,” Adam whispered. “I think I can save her.”

David studied the driver for a lingering moment, assessing her condition. Already, he could smell the sharp tang of Death, waiting to swoop down to claim its prize. “No, you can’t,” he said with a shake of his head. “She’s not going to make it.”

“How do you know that for sure?” Adam asked, his tone ripe with accusation. He tugged on the handle, but the door wouldn’t budge. “She’s still alive. If I can figure a way to get her out of the car, maybe I can—”

“No, you can’t.” Patience exhausted, he grabbed Adam by the shirt collar and dragged him away from the window. “I know you mean well, kid, but let’s get something straight. You’re an agent of Death, not the angel of mercy.” He gave his apprentice a good shake. “Stop acting like a damn Boy Scout and do your job. If you need to comfort her until she takes her last breath, that’s your choice, not mine. Do whatever the Hell you have to. But do not forget why you’re here.” He gestured toward the woman. “She will die, no matter what you try to do. Get over it.”

He let Adam go and stepped closer to the window. “Take it easy, ma’am,” he said calmly, digging deep for a slice of compassion but coming up with crumbs instead. “Adam’s going to take real good care of you.”

The woman’s gaze drifted up, distant and unfocused. Her mouth cracked open but no noise came out. Then a strangled moan escaped her lips and her eyes went blank.

David grabbed Adam’s arm and dragged him to the door. “Time to pop your cherry, boy.” 

~~~~~
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SARAH GRIFFITH TOOK a deep breath, straightened her spine, and then strode through the double doors of the Auburn Green Retirement Community. She ignored the pungent scent of disinfectant as she crossed the modest lobby and approached the reception desk. 

The middle-aged woman manning the desk was on the phone, her tone calm and reassuring. “Dr. Jamarcus is visiting with a resident at the moment. If you like, I can have him give you a call once he’s available.” She glanced up over the rims of her glasses and silently mouthed, “I’ll be right with you,” before resuming her phone conversation. “Uh-huh. Yes, ma’am, of course. You’re very welcome. Have a blessed day.”

“Good afternoon, Ms. Griffith. Dr. Patel is expecting you,” the woman said once she ended the call. She leaned forward and pointed to the left. “He’s in his office. Down the hall, third door to the left.”

“Thank you.” Sarah hurried down the long, narrow hallway, a sense of foreboding creeping up her spine. Dr. Patel was a busy man. He never requested a meeting unless her grandmother was causing trouble. Again. 

What was Grandma Pearl up to this time? Tarot card party gone awry? Séance to contact Frank Sinatra? Coup attempt? When it came to her grandmother, the possibilities were endless. What had once been a harmless eccentricity had turned into a full-blown psychosis. 

Like mother, like daughter. Hopefully, not like granddaughter. The possibility haunted her thoughts on a daily basis.  

“I appreciate you coming on such short notice, Ms. Griffith,” Dr. Patel said when he saw her standing in the doorway. With his usual genial demeanor, he motioned to the chair on the other side of his desk. “Please, have a seat.” 

“Thank you,” Sarah replied with a practiced smile, trying hard to conceal her underlying apprehension. This was the second retirement home for her grandmother in less than three years. With her schedule, she didn’t have time to hunt down another facility willing and able to take on a seventy-six-year-old woman suffering from the advanced stages of dementia. “I’m sorry I couldn’t make it sooner, but I didn’t get your message until a short time ago.”

“Perfectly understandable.” His voice contained a note of compassion that probably went a long way toward soothing belligerent patients and grieving relatives. “I understand you’re a busy woman, so I’ll try to be as brief as possible. There was another incident with your grandmother. She’s currently under mild sedation and is resting in her room. In the morning, if she’s lucid, I’ll re-evaluate her condition.”

The sense of foreboding turned to dread and sat like lead in Sarah’s stomach. “What happened?”

Patel glanced back down at his notes. “Pearl became disruptive shortly after lunch. She insisted that Dolores, another one of our residents, was going to die tomorrow and should put her affairs in order.” His gaze drifted up, meeting Sarah’s. “You can imagine how Dolores took the news of her demise.” 

“Oh, God.” Sarah leaned back in her chair and rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m so sorry.”

“It seems your grandmother has quite the preoccupation with death. Although I must admit, it’s somewhat common among people her age.”

“It’s not a preoccupation with death. My grandmother thinks she’s psychic.” Boy, was that an understatement. Her mind flashed back to the “Palm Readings by Madam Pearl—$5” sign, blazing bright neon in the front window of her childhood home. Her friends would snicker behind her back while her dates played along with Grandma, hoping a little bit of understanding would yield something more rewarding later in the evening, in the backseat of their daddies’ cars. 

Thank God they never heard about her mother. She never would have lived it down.

“Yes, so we noticed,” Patel replied, his Indian accent taking on a lyrical quality. He clicked the top of his pen a few times before setting it down on his desk calendar. “I’m afraid your grandmother’s outbursts are becoming more frequent and pronounced. If her behavior continues along this line, I’m concerned she may become violent.”

Sarah’s pulse pounded in her ears. Please don’t boot her out, please don’t boot her out, she mentally chanted like a prayer. She loved her grandmother with all her heart, but an in-home nurse was beyond her budget. With her demanding schedule at the lab, she wasn’t home enough to watch over Pearl, and the thought of her wandering off on her own gave Sarah the shivers. “Is there anything you can do?”

The doctor picked up his pen again, clicking it a few more times before setting it back down. “For the short term, I’d like to increase the dosage of her medication. With your permission, of course.”

“What would it do to her?” Sarah asked, the memory of her mother in an anti-psychotic stupor still fresh in her mind. “I don’t want her drugged senseless.” 

“She won’t be,” Patel said with a shake of his head. “I firmly believe in quality versus quantity of life, Ms. Griffith. The increased dosage would only serve to calm her down and make her less prone to episodes like the one we witnessed today.”

Sarah fell quiet for a moment, weighing her options. In the past six months, she’d come to respect Dr. Patel and valued his opinions. While he had the business acumen of a seasoned administrator, he was also a doctor, one deeply committed to the care of his patients. He didn’t strike her as the type to unnecessarily dope up little old ladies. Still, she bristled at the notion of drugging her grandmother into submission. Pearl had her quirks, but she was a warm, loving woman who deserved to live out the rest of her life with some semblance of dignity.

“Can I speak to her, please?” she asked. “Perhaps, if I talk to her, I can convince her to tone down the Miss Cleo routine.”

Patel’s expression looked doubtful. “And if that doesn’t work?” 

“Then I’ll authorize the medication.” 

~~~~~
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“CAN YOU BELIEVE THIS?” Pearl said when Sarah walked into her room. She set down the August edition of Reader’s Digest and slid off her reading glasses, letting them dangle from the silver chain around her neck. “The nerve of these people, sending me to my room like a petulant child!”

“Grandma,” Sarah said, feeling awkward about lecturing the woman who’d raised her from the age of seven. At what point had the roles reversed? She honestly couldn’t say. The process had occurred so gradually over time, it almost seemed like a natural progression.

She leaned over and gave her grandmother a kiss on the cheek. “You have to understand, you can’t go around telling people they’re about to die. You scared the crap out of Dolores.”

“Ain’t nothing for her to be scared of.” Pearl’s voice was thin yet defiant. “Death is a natural part of life. I was just giving her the courtesy of an advance warning.”

Sarah settled into the chair beside Pearl’s bed and placed her purse on the floor. “And exactly how do you know Dolores is going to die tomorrow?”

Pearl’s lips pressed into a pale, thin line. “Gordon told me so.”

Oh boy. She was pretty sure she knew where this was going. “And who’s Gordon?”

“Dolores’s husband. He died the end of last year. Poor fellow had a stroke, right after bingo.” Pearl’s fingers toyed with the chain holding her glasses. “I saw a vision of him yesterday, out in the main hall. He told me he was happy because he and Dolores were going to be together again, real soon. I asked him when, and he said tomorrow afternoon.”

Sarah pinched the bridge of her nose and muttered a barely audible, “Jesus Christ.” How come psychics never had any worthwhile visions, like next week’s Powerball numbers or the winning bracket for March Madness?

“You know I’m telling the truth!” Pearl spoke with such passion that for a moment Sarah understood why Dolores had taken her grandmother seriously. 

But she knew better. 

No, she knew there were no such things as ghosties and ghoulies and things that go bump in the night. They were little more than the figments of an overactive imagination, an imagination now suffering from the ravages of mental decline. It made her heart ache. 

“Grandma,” she finally said, “You can’t go around telling people things like that.”

“Why not?”

She met her grandmother’s gaze, hoping she could breach the divide and reach the sweet, rational woman buried beneath the psychosis. “Because Dr. Patel wants to sedate you if you keep causing trouble.” 

Pearl recoiled as if physically struck and Sarah felt like the biggest jerk on the planet. 

“Please, Grandma,” Sarah pleaded, desperate to keep her grandmother from a drug-induced haze. She knew it was impossible to convince Pearl that the visions were a product of her imagination, so she tried a different tact. “Can you just tone it down a bit? Just for a little while?”

Pearl went silent for a long moment, studying her granddaughter with a critical eye. “I had a vision of you yesterday. You’re going to meet a man soon.”

Sarah fought the urge to roll her eyes. She knew this trick all too well. “Meeting a man” could mean anything from the man of her dreams to the guy who delivers her pizza. It could even mean her next-door neighbor, the hot blond with the steel gray eyes, the one who kept such odd hours she never knew when he was coming or going. 

As far as she was concerned, clairvoyants were nothing more than charlatans skilled in the art of reading people and telling them what they wanted to hear. As a child, she watched with fascination while her grandmother practiced her trade, asking all the right questions and then using the information to her advantage, making grand predictions that could be interpreted a million different ways. And every time they ate it up and came back begging for more. 

Back then she thought it was magical. Now she saw through the parlor tricks and sleight of hand. 

“Oh?” she said, doing a poor job at masking her skepticism. “Any idea what this guy looks like? Does he have a name, so I don’t tell him to shove off when I meet him?”

Judging by the pursed lips and narrowed eyes, Pearl was not amused. “You know it doesn’t work that way, Sarah. I just saw a vision of you with a young man, and you both looked very happy.” 

She was probably just happy to get her large pizza with extra pepperoni in thirty minutes or less. 

“Thanks, Grandma.” She leaned in and gave Pearl a hug. The warmth of the embrace brought her comfort, despite the frailness in her grandmother’s bones. “Now, will you please try to tone it down a little? Please? For me?”

“Well, okay,” Pearl said reluctantly as she pulled back. She pressed a kiss to Sarah’s cheek then wiped away the smudge of pink lipstick left behind. “But I don’t know how long I can hold back my talents.”

~~~~~
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ADAM DRAINED HIS BEER and stared down at the bottom of his mug with glassy eyes. “Oh God, we have to do this every day?” Horror twisted his face. “Every fucking day?”

“Pretty much.” David signaled the bartender for another round. “Some days are harder than others.” He didn’t have the heart to tell the poor bastard that today was one of the easier days. Better to save that little nugget of joy for a later occasion. “Think of it this way, kid. It beats the alternative.”

“You sure about that?”

“You want to find out?” David learned that particular lesson a long time ago. Back in his impetuous younger days, he’d challenged authority and asked the same question. And in return Samuel had sent him on a field trip to the other side, the side he’d go to for eternity if judgment on his soul were rendered prematurely. The experience had enlightened him to the true nature of torment and degradation. A shudder went through him at the memory of what he’d seen, of what he’d been subjected to. 

The bartender returned with a fresh round of drinks. Adam took a long pull from his beer, his focus fixed on the TV above the bar. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

“Sure you can.” Feeling uncharacteristically sympathetic, David clapped a hand on Adam’s shoulder. He’d never been any good with the comforting thing, but he figured it was worth a shot. “Look, we’ve all been in your shoes. I know you’re not going to believe me right now, but after a while, you get used to it.”

Adam paused, the glass halfway to his mouth, his expression anything but convinced. “You’re right. I don’t believe you.”

A faint smile creased the corners of David’s mouth. “Don’t blame you, kid. I didn’t believe my handler, either. But it’s the truth. Eventually, you’ll find your own way of coping.” He let out a sigh and raked a hand through his short blond hair. “We all do.” 

He raised his glass in a toast before tossing back the double shot of whiskey. The alcohol blazed a trail down his throat, making his eyes water and reminding him for a brief moment that yes, he was indeed still alive.

Technically.

Adam caught David’s pale gaze in the mirror behind the bar. “How can anyone get used to what we did today?”

“It’s different for everybody,” David said with a shrug. He pointed to the opposite end of the bar. “You see the big guy over there by the dart boards?”

Adam squinted as he strained to see through the haze of smoke. “The one in the black shirt?” 

“Yeah. That’s Dmitri. He copes by doing the extreme sports thing. You know, sky diving, bungee jumping, drag racing, shit like that.” 

“He’s a—” Not wanting to say “reaper” in a bar full of mortals, Adam paused to choose his words carefully. “He’s one of us?”

“You got it.” David dug a handful of peanuts from the bowl on the bar and tossed them into his mouth. Still chewing, he gave Adam time to watch Dmitri close out his game with a double bull’s-eye, then motioned toward the pool table. “The guy playing eight ball with the floozy in the tube top is Martin. He specializes in bar fights and vigilantism. He’ll also fuck anything with a pulse and a port of entry, so I wouldn’t drop the soap around him, if you get my drift.” He let out a snort of amusement at the deer-in-the-headlights look on Adam’s face. 

“Just how many of us are there?” Adam asked, looking more shell-shocked by the second. 

David gave his trainee a long look. “Samuel didn’t tell you much during the orientation, did he?” Honestly, he wasn’t surprised. Knowledge was power, and Samuel loved keeping his people in the dark. David leaned against the bar and did a quick mental count. “I don’t know how many of us there are world-wide, but there’s seven of us in Metro Orlando.” 

It was the most they’d ever had in the area. But with the growing population in The City Beautiful, they’d had no choice but to increase their numbers. 

“And who do we have here?” a feminine voice said from behind. 

“Hello, Ruby,” David said, his voice taking on a tired tone. 

“Hello there, Soldier Boy.” Ruby’s words came out in a silky purr as she situated her willowy frame between the two barstools. 

Tonight, she was dressed to kill in black leather pants and a top so tight it fit her like a second skin. The choker around her neck was black lace, a bold contrast to her pale skin and vibrant auburn hair. 

She brushed against David and he felt the warmth of her body through the fabric of his shirt. There was a time when her touch simmered his blood. But not anymore. Though, to be fair, it had been a long time since he’d felt much of anything. 

“Who’s your friend?” she asked, her breath a hot whisper on his ear.

Here we go again. David signaled the bartender for the tab. “Ruby, this is Adam, the new kid. Adam, this is Ruby. She eats men for breakfast, so keep your distance.”

“Don’t you listen to him,” Ruby said on the heels of a throaty laugh, shifting her weight so her body now leaned against Adam. Her green eyes glittered with amusement while she ran her fingers over the ridge of Adam’s ear. “He’s just mad because I won’t give him any loving.” 

David bit back the smartass rebuttal perched on the tip of his tongue. “He’s had a rough day, Ruby. Give him a couple days to acclimate before sinking your claws in, okay?” He shot her a silent warning and she dropped her hand to her side. 

Applause erupted on the far end of the bar, where Martin had just pulled off some sort of intricate trick shot to win the game. 

“In that case, I’ll go see what Martin’s up to.” Ruby shot David a glare before blowing a kiss to Adam. “See you later, boys.”

Adam watched with expressed interest while Ruby sashayed across the bar, commanding the attention of every red-blooded male in the room. It didn’t take long before she had a drink in her hand and a man by her side. “Wow, that’s one heck of a woman.”

“You can say that again.” 

Adam swiveled back around to face the bar. “Why did she call you Soldier Boy?” 

“For the obvious reason.”

“You were in the military? What branch?” 

“Army. 7th Infantry Division.” 

“When?”

Damn, he’d been hoping to avoid this conversation until at least the end of the week. Talking about his past wasn’t anywhere on his list of favorite things. It always led to memories he had no interest in revisiting. “It’s not important.”

“Oh, come on. Now I’m curious,” Adam persisted, perking up for the first time since their afternoon reaping. “Were you in Iraq?”

“No, I served before then.” 

“Desert Storm?”

“You’ll need to go back a bit further.”

Adam’s forehead furrowed. “Vietnam?”

“Close, but no cigar.” David’s gaze slanted over to Adam, his lips fixed in a solemn line. “I was one of the Chosin Few.” 

The kid didn’t catch the reference right away. But when he did, his jaw nearly dropped to the floor. “Holy shit, you fought in fucking Korea?”  

“You got it.” A forgotten soldier from a forgotten war, who was later forgotten by everyone he’d ever known and loved, his lasting impression on the world a rectangular granite slab with his name and rank carved on it.

David could almost hear the gears clicking in Adam’s brain while he mulled over this latest revelation. Then the full weight of the knowledge hit him like a ton of bricks and the color drained from his face. 

“You’ve been doing this shit since the fifties?” Adam’s eyes widened with horror, and he looked as though he might hyperventilate. Or puke. At this point, it was hard to tell the difference. “I can’t do this shit for that long.”

“Yes you can, but I doubt you’ll have to.” 

“Why?”

“Because you only have the blood of one on your hands,” David said by way of explanation. “You won’t have to serve as long to clear your tab and move on to the next realm.” 

The confusion on Adam’s face gave way to curiosity. “What did you do?”

“Nothing I plan on talking about.” David slammed back his drink, but it didn’t do a damn thing to quell the pain inside. Images of the dead lingered in his mind, reminding him of times he’d rather forget. He pulled out his wallet and slapped two twenties on the bar. “It’s late, you’re drunk, and we have an early start tomorrow. Time to call it a night.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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“RISE AND SHINE, NEWBIE,” David said as he walked past Adam’s rumpled form. “Time to face another fun-filled day of death and dismemberment.” 

He’d given the kid an extra half hour to sleep off the booze from last night, but now they needed to get moving. When Adam mumbled something incoherent and burrowed deeper under the covers, David gave the end of the couch a solid kick. “Come on, get your ass in gear. We’re rolling out in twenty.”

The covers shifted and Adam’s head popped out, squinting like a mole under a floodlight. He pushed himself up to a seated position and swung his legs over the side of the couch. Teeth gritted, he cradled his head in his hands and groaned. “Just kill me now and get it over with.” 

“Too late. You’re not getting off that easy.” David moved to the kitchen and filled two mugs with coffee. In a rare act of mercy, he brought one to Adam. “Here, it’s good and strong. It’ll help with the hangover.”

“Thanks.” Adam accepted the mug and took a healthy swig. “You got any aspirin?”

“Bathroom. Medicine cabinet, bottom shelf.” He watched while the kid gingerly eased up from the couch and lumbered toward the bathroom, mug in hand. “If you think you’re going to puke, do it now. I’ll kick your ass if you blow chunks in my ride.”

Adam glanced back over his shoulder, his expression saying, “Drop dead,” but instead he uttered, “Thanks for the fucking compassion.” 

David could have sworn he heard a muffled, “asshole” right before the bathroom door slammed shut. 

Fifteen minutes later the rookie emerged, clean-shaven and hair still wet from the shower but appearing slightly more human and a little less green around the gills. He set his empty mug on the kitchen counter before moving to the couch to lace up his shoes. 

“Feeling better?” David asked.

“Define better.”

“You still feel like heaving half your body weight?”

Adam shook his head and winced. “Already did.”

“Good, let’s move. We’ve got a busy day, four stiffs on the schedule.” David rinsed both mugs and loaded them into the dishwasher. 

“Four?” What little color Adam had left his face.

“Yeah, but between the two of us, it shouldn’t be too bad.” Besides, it wasn’t like they had much in the way of alternatives. Reap or damnation? When you boiled it down to the bare essentials, there wasn’t much left for debate. David stuffed his wallet in the back pocket of his jeans and picked up his keys. “Two for me, two for you. First stop’s at the railroad tracks on Colonial. Give you three guesses how this one’s going to play out.”

~~~~~
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HERE WE GO AGAIN.

Sarah’s grip on the steering wheel tightened, her knuckles turning white from the tension. It was bad enough she was twenty minutes late for work. Some idiot had tried to beat the train near Colonial and the resulting wreck had shut down traffic in both directions. To make matters worse, now she had to contend with the Bambi Brigade, the latest, most rabid group of animal rights activists. 

She slipped her car into first gear and cautiously navigated through the mob of protesters picketing the front entrance of Cava Technologies. She took deep breaths to keep her blood pressure level, trying her best to ignore the signs that read, “Cava Tech — Stop the Cruelty,” “Animals Have Rights,” and, “No Torture.” One protester was decked out in a full-sized pink bunny costume, while another wore a white lab coat splattered with what was supposed to be blood.

Lovely. 

Sarah’s research didn’t involve animal testing, but she understood the importance of it. Computer models and cell cultures only went so far in the development of drugs to combat ailments such as diabetes, cancer, or Alzheimer’s disease. It saved lives, made lives better, and gave countless people hope for the future. But before any drug could receive approval for human application, its safety and viability had to be tested on animals. 

Unfortunately, the activists didn’t see it that way. They saw Cava Tech as the evil empire of biomedical research, cackling with glee as they sliced and diced their way through the animal kingdom. 

“Morning, Ms. Griffith,” the security guard said when she pulled up to the gatehouse, his thick southern drawl dragging out each syllable. He frowned at the protesters when one of them shouted, “How can you live with yourself?” “Looks like we’re in for an exciting day.”

“How long have they been here?”

“They were already here when I clocked in at six.” After scanning her ID, the guard pressed a button and the gate began its slow roll open. “Don’t you worry. I’m sure the news vans will show up any minute. Once these jokers get their fifteen minutes of fame, they’ll start clearing out.”

“I hope so. Good luck.” Sarah rolled up her window and drove past the gate, leaving the protesters in her rearview mirror. 

“Can you believe those people?” Sarah asked Jackie, her friend and assistant, when she entered the main office a few minutes later. After stashing her purse in the bottom drawer of her desk, she began the daily ritual of clipping her security badge onto her lapel and pulling her dark brown hair into a ponytail. “I barely got my car past that mob at the gate.”

“Consider yourself lucky.” Jackie finished the last bite of her bagel and tossed the wrapper in the trash. “The guy in the lab coat threw himself on the hood of my car when I came in.”

The mental image brought a smile to Sarah’s face. “Is that where the blood came from?”

“I wish.” Jackie snorted. “For the record, it’s not blood. It’s syrup and food coloring. Took me forever to wash that crap off my car.” She swiveled around in her chair and typed in the password to access the data files for their current project. 

Sarah shrugged into her lab coat. “Has the Hartwell lab finished their analysis yet? Their results should have been available yesterday afternoon.” 

While the latest round of tests looked promising, her team couldn’t move forward until the secondary lab confirmed their results. If the drug worked during both of the preliminary in vitro trials, they could proceed with the next round of testing. And if that proved successful, the human trials could begin.

It would be a huge step toward the fulfillment of her dream—to discover a viable long-term treatment for dementia-related illness. So far, there was no known cure, only treatments to slow the progressive decline. Sarah was determined to change that. If successful, the new drug could dramatically improve the quality of life for countless sufferers, her grandmother included. Not to mention it would ease her own worries about the ticking time bomb buried deep in her family’s DNA. 

“Not yet,” Jackie said with a shake of her head. “I’ll shoot Donovan an e-mail. Maybe it’ll light a fire under his ass.” 

“I hope so. Otherwise, I’ll have to take it to Angelo.” That was something she hoped to avoid at all costs. Just being in the same room with her boss gave her a case of the heebie-jeebies. Most of the time she avoided contact with him; the last thing she wanted was to owe him a favor. God knows what he’d demand in return. 

Jackie sent out the e-mail before spinning back around in her chair. She flashed Sarah a mischievous grin, the one that always meant trouble. “So, did you see the story on the Today Show this morning?”

“Which one?”

“The one about the hunters in Oregon. They found Bigfoot tracks while they were out in the woods. How cool is that?” Jackie’s eyes gleamed with genuine excitement. “The guys from Monster Chasers are flying out to verify the find.”

Sarah stared at her friend with open disbelief. For the life of her, she couldn’t understand why an educated woman like Jackie believed in such ridiculous stories. She had dozens of conspiracy sites bookmarked on her computer and bought into every tale from the outer limits: Bigfoot, Chupacabra, UFOs. Heck, she even believed in Swamp Cabbage Man. “How can you buy into that garbage? You’re a scientist, for Pete’s sake!”

“True, but that doesn’t mean I’m closed to the possibility of paranormal phenomena. It could be real, you know.” Defensiveness brought out the New York in Jackie’s voice. “There’s thousands of acres of forest in the Pacific Northwest that haven’t been explored. It’s possible something might be living out there that hasn’t been discovered.”

Fox Mulder, eat your heart out. 

Sarah leaned a hip against the desk and folded her arms across her chest. “Oh please. Think about it, Jackie. For a species that large to survive, it would require a huge area and large enough numbers to sustain a genetically viable population. We’re not talking one or two. We’re talking hundreds, if not thousands. Do you honestly think something like that could run around undetected? And what about the lack of physical evidence? Scientists have unearthed the bones of animals that went extinct millions of years ago, but we can’t find one Sasquatch skeleton?”

Jackie put her hands on her hips and blew Sarah a raspberry, which looked really odd coming from a plus-sized woman in lab gear and goggles. “Killjoy.”

“Realist and proud of it, thank you very much.” Sarah adjusted the fit of her own goggles before tugging on a pair of clear plastic gloves. “If you dig deep enough, and there’s a scientific explanation for everything.”

“Not everything.”

“Everything.”

Jackie let out a huff. “One of these days you’re going to come face to face with something you can’t explain through the scientific method.”

“Aside from the male psyche, I seriously doubt it.”

~~~~~
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IT TOOK DAVID AND ADAM over an hour to reach the site for their final reap of the day. By then, the sun was beginning its descent over the horizon and mosquitoes were swarming the outskirts of east Orlando. Sparsely populated and heavily wooded, it still held the flavor of a slice of Orlando long since forgotten by tourist traps and outlet malls. 

“Christ,” Adam muttered when David’s sedan rolled to a stop along the soft shoulder of a rutted dirt road. “I didn’t realize we were driving out to the middle of fucking nowhere.”

David cut the engine and hit the release on his seat belt. “Death goes everywhere, and so do we.” And sometimes the job took them to shit holes that made this place look like Disney World. “You got the coordinates?”

Adam patted the front pocket of his shirt. “Right here.” 

“Good. Don’t forget the GPS.” While David could operate through senses alone, it would take Adam weeks, if not months, to achieve a comparable level of skill. Until then, he’d have to rely on maps or GPS to get him where he needed to go, especially in remote locations where street names weren’t the norm. 

Together, they maneuvered through the dense scrub until they reached a modest clearing ringed with overgrown scrub pines. In the center stood a dilapidated mobile home, its roof partially collapsed and the exterior covered with thick layers of dirt, rust, and algae. Dim light shined through the only window not boarded up. Beside the trailer was a homebuilt shed, the unpainted plywood warped and faded. A large pit bull mix was chained to a nearby tree, sleeping, while cars in various states of disrepair littered the remaining area, an iron graveyard of Detroit’s finest. 

“Hey, there’s a road right over there.” Adam pointed to the far end of the clearing. “We could have used that instead of hacking through a quarter mile of brush.”

“I know,” David said as he slipped behind one of the battered cars for cover. “But then we’d have no way of knowing if we could get back out once we’re finished.” He’d learned that lesson a long time ago, the hard way. His focus stayed on the clearing, sizing up the area with predatory interest. “Always plan your way out before you go in, kid. It’ll save you a lot of trouble in the long run.”

With a shrill creak, the trailer door opened and a couple of good old boys in faded jeans and ratty tee shirts emerged. The taller one held a can of Black Label beer in one hand and a plastic shopping bag in the other, while his short stubby companion carried two large jugs filled with a pale, murky liquid. They were arguing over the upcoming game between the Georgia Bulldogs and Florida Gators as they approached the shed and unlocked the double doors.

“How do you think they’re going to die?” Adam whispered. “I put dibs on gunshot wounds.”

“Out here, it’s a definite possibility.” David watched while the men tugged the doors open. The inside of the shed resembled a lab of some sort, packed with an odd assortment of beakers, tubing, and five-gallon buckets. Along the back wall, homemade shelves housed a motley collection of glass bottles. “What the hell is all that for?”

The scent eventually drifted over, a sickeningly sweet chemical odor that both enticed and nauseated. 

Adam scowled. “Meth lab. We used to find these all over Chicago, in everything from college dorms to million-dollar homes.” 

“And they use drain cleaner to make it?” David’s upper lip curled in disdain. Most of his drug experience dated back to the sixties, during that brief stint where he buried his disgust and self-loathing beneath a heavy haze of heroin and alcohol. Good thing he was already dead; otherwise, the addiction would have killed him long before he finally kicked it. 

“You got it. Along with battery acid, dryer sheets, and damn near every type of cleaning product known to man. Oh, and cold medicines. We usually found the labs when one of the neighbors started bitching about the smell.” 

Inside the shed, the short and stubby one began mixing a concoction of ingredients in one of the five-gallon buckets, while the taller guy leaned against the counter and drank his beer. When he finished, he tossed the empty can into a nearby cardboard box and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Can you sense it yet?” David asked, trying to gauge Adam’s capacity to detect a pending termination. The talent developed at a different pace for each reaper. Some took to it like a duck to water, while others required months to hone the ability. 

As a seasoned reaper, David could feel death fast approaching; sharp and strong as it pulsed through his system like it was a part of him. Not much longer, he decided, his body nearly vibrating with anticipation. Another minute or so at the most. 

“Yeah, I can feel it,” Adam said with a nod, his narrowed eyes locked on the pair in the shed. “But it’s kind of weak, like it’s way off in the distance.”

“Not good, but it’s a start. Keep focusing on it.”

Adam gestured toward one of the other rusted-out vehicles. “Maybe it would help if I got a little closer.”

“No, wait—”

Too late. The kid took off toward a two-toned Chevy pickup, crouched down like he was avoiding sniper fire. He was halfway there when the tall guy with the mullet pulled a pack of cigarettes from his back pocket. Obviously not thinking about the volatile chemicals surrounding him, he stuck the cigarette between his lips and flicked a lighter.

“Son of a bitch,” David said, just as the flame ignited the chemicals, creating a massive fireball that blew Adam back against a pea green Dodge Dart on blocks. He hit with a heavy thud, his face reddened and his clothes singed by the raw heat of the blast. 

The explosion had reduced the shed to a mass of broken glass, splintered wood, and smoldering chemicals. One of the nearby cars had caught fire, sending a caustic cloud of thick black smoke into the air. The dog was awake and barking its head off, unhurt but panicked, yanking hard on its chain but unable to break free.

David knelt down beside Adam, who was lying flat on his back. “You okay?”

“Yeah, just fucking peachy. Good thing I didn’t put money on gunshot wounds.” With a grunt, Adam pushed up to a seated position and let out a long, hacking cough. Aside from some scrapes, bruises, and the complete and total lack of eyebrows, the kid looked relatively unharmed. 

“Stay here. I’ll take care of this one.” David stood and brushed the dirt off his jeans. He slid on his sunglasses and walked toward what was left of the shed. 

The souls were already rising from the shells of their former selves, not yet fully understanding what happened. David moved in quickly, harvesting the first before it acclimated to its new environment. 

The second soul seemed more reluctant, moving pensively in David’s direction like a skittish animal. Darkness tainted this one; no wonder it wasn’t in a hurry to venture into the great beyond. Impatient, David stepped closer, inexorably drawing the soul to him like a magnet to true north. 

Yep, this one was definitely going to Hell, David thought as the soul merged with his body. Even if he had to do this godforsaken job for a hundred years, he’d never get used to the unsettling sensation of cold, black evil surging through his system. Malevolence ran thick and strong, leaving wicked trails of hatred and depravity in its wake. When the soul realized it held no anchor to the living, when it realized its next destination was an eternity of damnation, it let out a shriek of despair that echoed through David’s body like nails on a chalkboard. God, it never failed to make his flesh crawl. 

So preoccupied with wrangling the souls, David failed to notice the flames spreading toward the far end of the trailer, to the tank of natural gas bolted against the side.

The resulting blast was deafening. Common household objects shot through the air like missiles, embedding into trees and cars. 

And David. 

“Dude, you okay?” he heard Adam’s muffled voice say when he regained consciousness. A hand gripped his shoulder and shook him lightly, sending ripples of pain through his chest. “Come on, man, don’t die on me.”

David pried his eyes open and found Adam staring down at him, his face tight with concern. For a moment, he wondered why everything looked so weird but then he realized one of the lenses from his sunglasses was missing. 

“I’m fine.” That was a lie, but he didn’t want to show weakness to the new guy. He actually felt as though he’d been run over by a truck and set on fire. Not like that happened. Much. 

“Oh, thank God.” Adam blew out a heavy exhale and scrubbed a hand across his jaw. “I thought I was going to have to learn the rest of this shit on my own.”

David let out a huff of annoyance. “We can’t die, you idiot, we’re already dead.” 

Sometimes that was a major downer. He’d been dead for so long that he’d almost forgotten what it felt like to be truly alive. 

Remembering the souls he’d just collected, David did a quick inventory to make sure he hadn’t inadvertently lost anyone in the blast. Yep, all present, pissed off, and accounted for. The first soul continued to wail over the loss of its corporeal form, a cold swirling mass of misery and confusion, while the other raged against its newfound prison, desperate to escape before being sent to its final destination. 

“Could have fooled me,” Adam said, not sounding the least bit convinced. “You took a pretty heavy hit.”

David tried to push himself up but was met with a dizzying wave of pain and nausea. Looking down, he saw what Adam was talking about. In addition to the shards of glass and metal that pierced his clothes and stuck into his skin, a steel rod was imbedded deep in his chest, the only visible evidence a two-inch stub sticking out from between his ribs. No wonder he felt so lightheaded. “Aw, shit. This was my favorite shirt.”

“Want me to pull it out?” Adam offered, his fingers gripping the slender tube of metal. 

David took a moment to weigh his options. The rod hurt like a son of a bitch, but it was probably the only thing keeping him from bleeding out. They needed to get away from the scene and back to the car before police or fire arrived, and that wasn’t going to happen if he ran down a couple of quarts. 

“We’ll pull it out later,” he finally said, his breathing short and shallow. He held a hand out to Adam. “Help me up. We need to get out of here before anyone shows up.”

“But you’re bleeding—”

“No shit,” David hissed through clenched teeth. A metallic tang ran thick in his throat, and he swallowed hard to force it back down. “I’ll bleed a hell of a lot more when you pull that stick out of my chest. If I pass out from blood loss, you’ll have to carry me back to the car.”

Adam looked David over, sizing him up. “You’d be a bitch to carry, dead weight and all that.”

“Exactly. We’ve got to get moving before I lose too much blood.” He tossed the keys to Adam. “You’re driving. Now let’s go.”

As if sensing their pending departure, the dog let out a deep howl of protest.  

“What about the dog?” Adam asked. 

“What about it?”

“We can’t just leave him out here.”

David gave his trainee an “are you kidding me?” look. “Why not?”

“Because.” Adam glanced back at the dog, still barking its head off. The massive pit bull lunged, only to be jerked back when it ran out of chain. “He’s tied up. What if there’s no one left to feed him?  He might starve out here, all by himself.”

“He’s not going to starve.” Feeling weak, David leaned against the hood of one of the junk cars. If he didn’t get out of there soon, he was going to lose consciousness. “The police will take care of him.”

“The police will just call animal control, and animal control will take him to the pound,” Adam said, distress in his voice. “They’ll probably put him to sleep.”

“Jesus, didn’t your parents ever get you a puppy when you were a kid?” David’s unsteady gaze traveled from Adam to the dog. The big lug stared back at him with those huge, black eyes, its nub of a tail wagging a mile a minute. Hopeful. Excited. 

Goddamn it. 

“Fine,” he bit out, cursing himself for being such a pussy. “Let the damn dog loose. But be quick about it. And if he turns around and chews your head off, don’t come crying to me.”

By the time they made it back to the car, darkness had fallen and David was so low on blood he could barely stand on his own. Still, he pushed forward, determined to pass out in the comfort of his own vehicle.  

Adam walked a few yards ahead, the dog close at his heels. The dumb mutt hadn’t left his side ever since he unchained it. It bounded around the kid like a puppy, nudging him with its massive head until Adam gave him an affectionate pat.

“Whoa,” David said when Adam unlocked the back door on the driver’s side. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I figured the dog could sit in the back.” 

“Oh, hell no.” David braced a hand against the doorframe, wishing the kid would hurry up and unlock the passenger door so he could collapse with some semblance of dignity. “I said you could unchain the dog. I didn’t say anything about taking it with us.”

“Come on, man.” Adam placed a protective hand on the dog’s head. “Just until I find a home for him.”

“No.”

Temper tightened the corners of Adam’s eyes. “It’s cruel to leave him out here with no way to fend for himself. He’s not a wild animal. He needs a home.”

With a frustrated groan, David thumped his forehead against the roof of the car. “I don’t need this shit.” He looked back up and saw two Adams floating in front of him. Any other time, he’d crack the whip and tell the kid to get rid of the damn dog, but right now he was too tired and too light-headed to argue. “As soon as we get back, you’re taking it to a shelter.”

~~~~~
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AFTER A GRUELING DAY at work, Sarah trudged up the stairwell leading to her apartment. Contaminants in the lab had ruined a week’s worth of preparations, forcing her to start the tests over from scratch. Then Angelo had caught wind of the contamination problems and things went right down the dumper. Add in the fun of driving past the horde of protesters on her way out, and you had all of the ingredients for a two-drink-minimum evening. 

The handles of the plastic grocery bags dug into her fingers as she struggled to fit the key into the lock and push the door open. Once inside, she nudged the door shut with her hip and rushed to the kitchen, letting out a sigh of relief when she dumped her purse and the bags onto the counter. 

Once everything was put away, she went to the bedroom to change out of her work clothes. She settled on her favorite pair of blue pajama bottoms and a gauzy pink tank top. Feeling relaxed and much more comfortable, she returned to the kitchen, slapped a frozen dinner into the microwave, and poured a glass of wine. 

What a day, she thought as she took a long sip and moved out to the balcony. Angelo had been in fine form after hearing about the contamination, nitpicking everything from her choice of dye for the cell cultures to the way she logged results into the database. Another day like today and she just might snap like a stressed-out postal worker. 

She shut the sliding glass door behind her and stretched out on the Adirondack chair. After being stuck indoors for the better part of ten hours, the heat and humidity was a welcome change of pace. She took another sip and closed her tired eyes, relishing the relative calm of early evening. Little by little, her body relaxed and her mind drifted free of the stress that had dogged her all day. 

The sound of her phone broke the silence. Reluctantly, she cracked her eyes open and checked the screen. The call was from a private number, so she sent it to voice mail and retrieved the message a minute or two later. 

“Sarah, it’s Angelo. I wanted to apologize for being so difficult today.” 

She inwardly groaned at the sound of her boss’s voice. How did he get this number? She’d switched carriers a few weeks ago and made a point of giving the new number to only a select few she trusted not to share. 

“You know how I get when I’m under stress.” He chuckled, and Sarah rolled her eyes. Funny, at first she’d considered him charismatic. But now that she knew him, she saw the real man beneath the polish, a brilliant mind with the morals of an alley cat. “Anyway, I want to make it up to you. How about dinner and drinks tonight? My treat. Call me when you get this, okay?”

“Like hell,” she said under her breath. Not even if it meant losing her job and working the graveyard shift at the Gas ’N Grub.

After mentally running through the short list of people who had her new number, she picked up the phone and dialed her number one suspect.

“Did you give Angelo my new number?” she asked when Jackie picked up.

“Yeah. I’m sorry, honey.” A heavy exhale carried over the phone. “You know how he is. I didn’t want to do it, but he made it real clear that he’d make my life suck if I refused.” 

Sarah took another sip of her wine, but it didn’t taste so sweet anymore. Cradling the phone between her ear and her shoulder, she went to the kitchen and rooted through the drawers for a funnel. She found one in the back of her junk drawer and used it to pour the wine back into the bottle. No sense in wasting good Riesling, after all. 

“Please don’t tell me you gave him my new address. I haven’t even finished unpacking.” The last thing she needed was Angelo showing up on her doorstep. Again. She wanted to stall the inevitable for at least another month. 

“Oh hell no,” Jackie said. “He didn’t ask, and I didn’t offer.”

“Good.” Sarah blew out a breath of relief. 

“I’m sorry, hon, I really am.” 

“It’s okay.” Actually, it wasn’t, but she didn’t see the point in making a fuss over it. By hook or by crook, Angelo always found a way to get what he wanted. Well, almost always. “I was just hoping for a few more weeks of peace and quiet.” 

“Don’t sweat it. He’ll get over it soon.” A note of confidence returned to Jackie’s voice. “I’ve seen him like this before. After a few months he loses interest and shifts his attention to somebody else.” 

“Lucky me,” Sarah said, not looking forward to another couple months of inappropriate comments and “accidental” pats on the ass. 

As the largest testing facility in the central Florida area, Cava Tech had a reputation as the dream employer for scientists aiming to build a good reputation in the biomedical research community. She’d considered herself fortunate when Angelo Cavalli offered her a position at the main lab. He’d even helped secure the government grant to fund her research. But over time his attentions had turned more personal; a whisper in the ear, an inappropriate comment, followed by not taking no for an answer when he asked her out to dinner. And with each refusal, he became more focused and determined. 

A scream from the apartment next door startled her from her thoughts. 

“What on earth was that?” Jackie asked. “It sounds like something’s getting slaughtered over there.”

“I have no idea.” Sarah stepped closer to the wall that separated her apartment from her neighbor. “It’s coming from the guy next door.”

“The hot blond?”

“Yeah.” Since moving in three weeks ago, she’d barely had time to get settled in, much less get acquainted with the eye candy next door. Normally, blonds didn’t push her buttons, but something about this guy made her stomach do little flip-flops every time she laid eyes on him. She’d run into him a handful of times since then—once when Jackie helped her with a load of boxes—but had gotten no more than a cordial nod as they passed in the hallway. 

Oh well. It wasn’t like she had any free time on her calendar. Between work and Grandma Pearl, she barely had time to get her laundry done. Maybe, once her project cleared the next stage of the trials, she’d have some breathing room for the little things in life, like a sunny day on the beach with a drink in her hand and a hot blond by her side. 

She heard another scream, this one filled with such agony that Sarah cringed. Then the grinding beat of Linkin Park filled the air, the thundering bass making the walls vibrate and drowning out all other sound. 

“What’s going on over there?” Jackie asked, her voice barely audible over the noise. 

“I have no idea.” Sarah crossed to the front door and slipped on her sandals. “But I’m about to find out.”

“Are you crazy? Don’t go over there! You said he keeps weird hours. What if he’s a serial killer? You might be interrupting his latest kill!”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m not being ridiculous!” Jackie’s voice shot up half an octave. “It’s always the normal looking ones that do the really sick shit. For all you know, he might try to eat your liver with some farva beans and a nice Chianti.”

“You watch too many movies. And it’s fava beans.” Still, it didn’t hurt to be careful. She took the small canister of pepper spray from her purse and tucked it in her back pocket. “I’ll call nine-one-one if I run into any trouble. If you don’t hear from me in fifteen minutes, you have my permission to call the police.” 

Before Jackie could try to talk her out of it again, Sarah disconnected and ventured next door to investigate. 

––––––––
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