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			—RT Book Reviews (top pick)

			“So far, this has been an incredibly fun series, and a breath of fresh air in an increasingly crowded field. While there’s no denying that the basic premise is fascinating and entertaining, the real draw here is Angel’s personal journey of growth and self-discovery. . . . Angel’s a heroine worth cheering for.”

			—Tor.com
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			Chapter 1

			Blood and fat greased the thick needle as I fought to work it through the slab of flesh. I’d closed up hundreds of bodies after autopsies, and could usually sew up the Y-incision in nothing flat. But of course the day I had plans for lunch, the corpse had a beer gut the size of a keg.

			“Omentum,” I said through gritted teeth, pulling the string through. “That’s what all the lard in this dude’s gut is called.”

			Derrel Cusimano looked up from his clipboard, wide mouth curving into a smile. “Look at you with all your college biology smarts.”

			“Yeah, well, Mr. Granger’s omentum has too much momentum,” I grumbled, earning me a laugh. A linebacker for LSU turned death investigator, Derrel had been my partner for most of my time with the Coroner’s Office. We weren’t permanent partners anymore, thanks to my ever-changing work schedule, but we still made one hell of a pair—short, skinny, white girl with bleached blonde hair, and a hugely muscled, bald, black guy who was easily the most compassionate person I’d ever met.

			The faint scent of Mr. Granger’s brain teased me from the bag of organs between his knees. A rush of saliva filled my mouth, and my hands trembled. The smell of baking bread was as appetizing as dog shit compared to the delicious aroma of a fresh human brain. And hoo boy, I needed that brain. Now. “I thought you were leaving for lunch ten minutes ago.”

			“Leaving for the day,” Derrel corrected as he scribbled notes. “Checking my last report now. I’m off ’til Tuesday.”

			The needle slipped against the slick flesh, drove into my gloved middle finger and ripped through the side. I clamped down on a yelp of pain and yanked it free, then shot a look at Derrel. To my undying relief, he was focused on his report and hadn’t noticed a thing. Needle sticks were bad news, and no way did I want to deal with the paperwork and tests and other crap.

			Especially since I had nothing to worry about. Not with my zombie parasite on internal cleanup duty. But the injury twisted my brain-hunger a notch tighter. Shit. I couldn’t forage for that particular sustenance until Derrel left. At the rate he was going, he’d still be here tomorrow.

			The blood from my finger and the body mingled as I continued to wrestle with needle and string. “You’re almost done though, right?”

			Derrel gave me a knowing look over the clipboard. “You trying to get rid of me?”

			I batted my eyelashes. “Would I do that?” My stomach made an obnoxious gurgle.

			Derrel chuckled. “Sounds like someone skipped breakfast. I can finish sewing him up if you want to head out for lunch.”

			“No!” I cleared my throat, annoyed at how nervous I sounded. “I mean, no. I’m on call tonight, so I’m taking a long lunch then cutting out of here early. Don’t let me hold you up from your days off.” I struggled to get the damn needle through for the next stitch. “I have this under control.”

			Derrel hung the clipboard on its hook and tugged on gloves. “I can see that.”

			Cripes. He was never going to leave. The scent of his warm, live brain wafted over me as he stepped close. Didn’t he know I was starving? I focused on the needle.

			Derrel held the dead guy’s impressive belly together so I could stitch. “You going tonight?”

			I didn’t have to ask what he meant. For the past month, zombies and movies had dominated conversations all over St. Edwards Parish, even crowding out the juicy scandal involving the Chief of Police and a box of ferrets back on Valentine’s Day. The movie High School Zombie Apocalypse!! had been filmed here in Tucker Point, and its nationwide release was this very weekend. A few hundred locals had made it into the movie in bit parts or as extras, and I couldn’t think of a single person who didn’t have plans to go see it, if only to watch the scene where the mayor—played by the actual mayor of Tucker Point—ended up covered in blood and zombie splatter.

			And tonight Tucker Point was home to a big red carpet premiere, complete with celebrities and all sorts of other cool stuff.

			“Yep, I’m going with Marcus.” Three more stitches and I’d be done. Then I could get away from Derrel and his brain before I—

			“You two back together?”

			In my head, I let out a primal scream of frustration at his refusal to leave. Outwardly, I faked a casual shrug. “Nah, but we’re still friends. It’s nice having someone to talk to. We’re both going through a lot of changes right now, with me starting college and him taking over his Uncle Pietro’s business.” I didn’t mention that business also involved Marcus becoming the public head of our zombie Tribe.

			“Uh huh,” Derrel said with a dubious twist of his mouth. “As long as it stays ‘nice’ and he doesn’t try and run your life again because he thinks he knows what’s best for you.”

			I smiled as I made the last stitch. “You have the best brain ever.”

			Derrel let out a booming laugh. “Angel Crawford, I think that’s the weirdest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

			Crap. So much for think before you speak. My stomach gave an almighty gurgle loud enough to wake the dead. I clamped a forearm over my belly. “Oh, jeez.”

			He clapped me on the back then steadied me as I staggered. “Let’s get Mr. Granger into the cooler so you can go feed yourself.”

			Sigh. The guy was a seriously nice pain in my ass. He was thinking burgers. I was thinking brains. Didn’t help one bit that all the effort to get the body bagged, on the gurney, and rolled into the cooler fired Derrel up like a brain-scented plug-in air freshener.

			I breathed easier once we were out of the close confines of the cooler. “I can handle it from here,” I told him. “Go have fun.” I disposed of my gloves and protective gear, then hurried to wash my hands before Derrel could spy the blood on my finger. My parasite had done its job and stopped the bleeding, but I needed brains now for it to finish the healing.

			Derrel tossed his gloves into the medical waste can. “I’ll be hiding out at home.” With that he smushed me against his massive chest in a hug—and immersed me in brain scent.

			A low growl escaped before I could clamp down on it. Oh god, Derrel, please leave before I eat you!

			“Call me if you need anything,” he said, releasing me.

			“Will do,” I choked out and covered my dismay by pretending to push my nose back into place. He chuckled then grabbed his jacket and departed, leaving me alone in the morgue.

			My hunger thrashed like a bobcat in a trap, yowling at me to chase Derrel down before my meal could escape. I tightened my hands into fists and breathed through clenched teeth until the monster within me settled. Now that Derrel was finally gone, I’d give it what it wanted.

			I held my breath and listened for any hint of another living soul in the morgue.

			The drip of the sink in the cutting room. The low hum of the cooler behind me. But no voices or footsteps. Not even the tiniest fart. I relaxed and exhaled, slipped back inside the cooler and tugged the heavy door closed. The cold air lifted goosebumps along my arms, and an underlying stench tickled the back of my throat—blood and rot and antiseptic. The morgue cooler had shelf space for ten bodies, but at the moment the only resident was the one on the gurney Derrel and I had rolled in here a few minutes ago.

			Blood pounded in my ears, and a chill swept through me that had nothing to do with temperature. Even though I’d raided corpses more times than I could count, the fear-of-discovery adrenaline rush still hit me every single time.

			“Get it done and get out, Angel,” I muttered as I gave the zipper a tug. It slithered open to once again reveal Noah Granger, dull eyes half-closed and lips parted. White male, fifty-nine years old, dead of a heart attack—confirmed by the clot that Dr. Leblanc had found in his left anterior descending coronary artery.

			Sucked for Noah, but good for me. The faulty heart rested in the clear plastic bag between his knees along with his kidneys, liver, lungs—and the brain I was after.

			My mouth watered as I unknotted the bag. I snatched a chunk of frontal lobe and shoved it into my mouth. It slid down my throat with the consistency of a raw oyster but tasted a thousand times better. A warm tingle like life itself rippled through me. The tear in my finger closed, healing without a trace, and I breathed a sigh of deep pleasure. A second brain chunk settled the hunger enough that I wouldn’t try to eat the next person I ran into.

			It used to freak me out that human brains tasted so damn good, but I got over that in no time. The guilt was harder to shrug off, but the unpleasant truth was that I needed to eat human brains to stay alive and in one piece. Moping about it was nothing more than a waste of time and energy. At least I wasn’t killing people for brains.

			Not unless they tried to kill me first.

			I scooped the rest of the brain pieces into a plastic freezer baggie then retied the organ bag and tucked it back between Mr. Granger’s knees. Hunger urged me to scarf down another chunk, but my tattered self-control told the hunger to sit its ass down and wait until I was in a safer place. That settled, I sealed the baggie nice and tight then wiped a dribble of bloody yuck off its side.

			The clunk of the cooler door handle sent my heart spasming like an electrified frog. I whirled to face the doorway, jerked the baggie behind me and shoved it into the back of my pants even as the Chief Investigator—my supervisor—stepped in.

			“Allen!” I forced out a laugh and put on my best I’m-so-innocent face. “You, uh, scared the crap out of me.”

			He regarded me for an endless second then frowned at the body. Holy shit, was I ever glad I’d already closed the organ bag.

			Allen flicked his eyes back to me. “What are you doing, Angel?”

			“I was double-checking that all the property had been logged.” I tried for an easy smile but it felt more like a freaked-out grimace. I’d rehearsed clever lies for this sort of thing a hundred times, and here I’d managed to blurt out the worst one to use on Allen. Ever since an incident last year involving missing property, Allen checked and logged each case personally. Shitfuckgoddamn.

			Mouth tightening, Allen stepped to the gurney. I shifted away to give him space, and the baggie slipped down the back of my pants to the bottom of my scrawny butt. I froze as I envisioned the baggie sliding down my pant leg to flop onto the floor. That would be epic.

			Allen pulled the zipper open all the way to Mr. Granger’s feet. With his attention off me, I arched my lower back to stick my butt out, trapping the baggie between my pants and the crack of my ass, then edged back against a steel cadaver shelf until the baggie squished, pinned in place. Except now I was equally trapped, since I couldn’t move without risking the baggie going plop. I also couldn’t lean back and chill, since all I needed to make the day perfect would be for the bag to bust open and spill brain splooge down my legs. I doubted Allen would believe I was having the Worst Period Ever.

			“Did you find anything amiss?” Allen asked.

			My pulse stumbled. “With the, uh, property?”

			“That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “I mean, no, I didn’t find anything. Looks like everything got inventoried.” God almighty, I hoped nothing had been left on the body. I’d been so focused on the brains, Mr. Granger could’ve been wearing the Hope Diamond as a nose ring, and I wouldn’t have noticed.

			Allen’s eyes lingered on the organ bag, and my gut did a somersault. If he noticed the missing brains, I’d be fired and charged with . . . hell, I didn’t know what I’d be charged with, but I had no doubt that stealing organs was illegal. And I knew that Chief Asshole Allen Prejean would demand full prosecution. The pathologist, Dr. Leblanc, had my back for most on-the-job issues, but I couldn’t see him stepping in to save me on this one. What was the punishment for corpse desecration anyway?

			Damn it, why hadn’t I made absolutely sure everyone was gone from the whole back of the building before doing something so risky? Hey, maybe for my next trick I could munch on a brain in the break room and hope no one noticed. Moron.

			Allen zipped the body bag without checking the organs. My heart finally descended from my throat.

			“I need to see you in my office after lunch,” he said, words crashing over me like a wave of ice water.

			“Is something wrong?” I squeaked out.

			“We’ll talk about it then.” He shoved the cooler door open and exited.

			I stayed where I was, breathing shallowly and certain that if I moved I’d fall over. No way. No way could he have any clue what I was really up to. No way could this be the worst case scenario. No. Way. None of my coworkers knew I was a zombie, and that was mighty fine with me. Allen probably wanted to see me for some stupid work thing. Yeah. That’s all it was. That’s all it could possibly be. Not a thing to worry about. I pulled the baggie out of the crack of my ass, slipped it into the thigh pocket of my cargo pants then staggered out.

			The air of the hallway felt smothering after the thirty-four degrees of the cooler. A glance at the clock told me the entire incident had only burned five minutes of my lunch break, which meant I had an hour and twenty-five minutes to get my shit together. Plenty of time, but best done the hell away from the morgue.

			I jerked in shock as my phone vibrated in my pocket, and I fumbled it out only to drop it to the tile floor. Cursing, I snatched it up then breathed a sigh of relief that it wasn’t damaged. I’d earned a sweet bonus on my zombie R&D lab paycheck for helping rescue Marcus and Pietro Ivanov—who was now Pierce Gentry—from the Saberton lab in New York. After paying tuition, I had enough left to buy myself a fancy new smartphone and a MegaCase that would protect my phone from all sorts of awful things, including the perils of being owned by one Angel Crawford.

			My mood eased as I saw I had a text from Marcus. He’d saved my life in more ways than one when he turned me into a zombie. We’d then dated on-and-off again for about a year but finally broke up for good a few months ago after he—once again—made plans about our life together without consulting me. Big plans that involved me quitting my job and moving to New Orleans. Despite all that, I was glad we’d remained friends. He was a good guy and would always be dear to me, no matter what else happened.

			I thumbed in my passcode and read the text.

			Have to back out on the movie tonight. Leaving with Pierce, Brian, and Kyle on business. Back Wednesday. Sorry. Miss you.

			I sighed. This was the third cancellation in a month.

			What kind of business? I typed. Anything interesting?

			A moment later. On the way to the airport. Can’t talk now.

			Great, now I was anxious and pissy.

			Stepping outside the Coroner’s Office building was like passing into an alternate universe. Harsh fluorescent lighting and questionable odors gave way to brilliant sun and the cool air of early spring. Not that I was in the mood to enjoy the weather. I hurried to my car then drove a half dozen blocks before I pulled into an empty parking lot. The instant I came to a complete stop I had the baggie open and half the cerebellum stuffed into my mouth. Blood and cranial fluid dribbled down my chin, and my eyes rolled back in pure bliss. The texture and taste of that particular section of the brain was too good for words. Once I swallowed that mouthful down, I noshed on the left parietal lobe then reluctantly tucked the rest back into my lunch box.

			A year and a half ago, I woke up in the ER after a supposed overdose and without a scratch on me, yet with the vivid memory of being horribly injured in a car crash. I soon discovered that an anonymous benefactor—Marcus—had arranged a job for me as a morgue tech with the Coroner’s Office. I’d been harvesting brains out of body bags to feed my zombie needs ever since, but this was the first time I’d come so close to being caught.

			But Allen didn’t catch me, I reminded myself as I wiped brain gook off my face and checked my teeth in the mirror. He wouldn’t have let me leave on my lunch break if he had. So what if he wanted to see me in his office? Everything was okay. Most likely, he was going to pull an asswipe move and change my shifts and days off for the billionth time. No biggie.

			Then why was my heart still thumping like a rabbit in a sack?

			The lunch box remained open. My last vial of V12 modifier rested beside the baggie of brains. Unlike regular drugs, V12 was a kick butt pharmaceutical specifically formulated to work with the zombie parasite rather than be neutralized by it. I knew too damn much about regular drugs—especially the not-so-good kind. I’d been a pill-popping loser until I was turned into a zombie. All of a sudden those drugs had stopped working on me and, just like that, my addictions disappeared.

			The V12 mod was different, of course. I’d discovered its benefits a few months back, after all the godawful shit I went through during the rescue mission in New York. V12 was the one thing that kept me from turning into a complete basket case and, as a mega-super bonus, it countered a good portion of my dyslexia. I was currently struggling through Biology 101 and Basic English Composition, and I needed all the help I could get.

			I peered at the milliliter of colorless liquid left in the vial. One cc. One full dose, which I needed to save to help me study tonight, especially since midterms were in a couple of weeks.

			But I was supposed to meet with Allen after my lunch break, and I didn’t need to be looking guilty and freaked out for that. Calm. Chill. Like ice. That’s how I needed to be.

			I opened the glove box and dug out a 3cc syringe—a special one with a coating on the needle that kept my parasite from trying to heal the cells around it.

			I grabbed the vial then paused. Last dose, but I could obtain more soon enough. My shift at the morgue today ended at two, and my second job at the zombie R&D lab had a flexible schedule. I could squeeze in a few hours at the lab today and load up on enough V12 to get me through another two weeks. I’d do only a half-dose right now, enough to take the edge off my nerves. The rest would be a reserve in case I didn’t make it to the lab today. Yeah, that worked.

			Satisfied, I drew half of the remaining mod into the syringe, pinched my side and jabbed the short needle under my skin. With a sigh of anticipation, I pressed the plunger then pulled the syringe free.

			Fifteen seconds.

			I dropped it into a plastic bottle to join three other used syringes and returned the vial with its half-dose to my lunch box.

			Ten seconds.

			Later I’d dispose of the used syringes deep in the medical waste bin at the morgue, but for now I chucked them back into the glove box.

			Five seconds.

			I closed my lunch box and leaned back.

			Three . . . two . . . one.

			Delicious warmth spread through me like a smile. The sun shone brighter. My lips tingled. Diamonds glittered on the dash and sparkles tickled my nose. Laughing, I put the car in gear and left the parking lot.

			All was right in my world. Time for a sandwich.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The half-dose of V12 was enough to keep me from obsessing about the meeting with Allen. Knowing him, it was some teensy issue that gave him an excuse to give me grief. That seemed to be a favorite hobby of his. I sure wished he’d take up whittling or cake decorating instead.

			Traffic was hellacious, and even the chill-out effects of the mod weren’t enough to keep me from snarling as my lunch break ticked away. I only needed to go two miles, but at this rate I was never going to make it to Alma’s Café. Ever. I’d starve to death behind the wheel of my car. Rigor mortis would forever preserve my hand with my middle finger extended, aimed at idiot drivers everywhere.

			Screw this. In a desperate move of navigational brilliance and law-breaking, I whipped through a gas station and onto a quieter back street. Distance-wise it was longer, but at least I’d be able to go faster than three miles an hour.

			As I passed Scott Funeral Home, a black Escalade SUV in the parking lot caught my eye. Brian Archer, head of our zombie Tribe security drove one, but of course lots of other people probably did, too. Well, maybe not lots since they weren’t exactly cheap. And how many people also had the same black roof rack rails and front and rear molded splash guards and 22" five-spoke silver and black machined wheels?

			Hey, I dated a car guy for four years. I noticed that kind of stuff.

			But the kicker was the bright blue Ford F-150 pickup next to it. Marcus’s truck, I was damned near positive. The Tribe owned a bunch of funeral homes—part of the supply network for brains—but Scott Funeral Home wasn’t one of them. So why would Brian and Marcus be here when they were supposedly on their way to the airport?

			I cruised on past. It was none of my business. Really.

			Not my business, but curiosity wasn’t a crime. Maybe those weren’t their vehicles after all? I made the block and got another look.

			Nope, that was most definitely Marcus’s truck, right down to the small ding on the rear bumper. It was possible he’d lent it to someone while he was out of town, but that didn’t explain Brian’s Escalade. What the hell, I had time to spare. I pulled into a parking space where I had a good view of the two vehicles and the front door, but not so close that my surveillance was obvious.

			I barely had time to come to a full stop before Marcus exited the funeral home and plopped onto the bench beside the door. He was a seriously good-looking guy, tall and fit with dark hair and eyes, and strong Russian features. As I watched, he dropped his head back against the wall and slumped, clearly tired in more ways than just physically. I winced. Looked like his sudden “promotion” wasn’t all puppies and ice cream. Had to be especially tough considering he’d been deliberately excluded from the Tribe’s inner circle right up until they actually needed him.

			Damn. Now my curiosity felt more like stalking. I climbed out of my car and started his way. The funeral home door opened again, and security specialist Rachel Delancey prowled out like an elegant, athletic cat, dark-skinned and with braids to die for. I stopped, still on the far side of the truck from them, and watched as Marcus smiled up at her.

			Rachel took his hand and gave it what I knew damn well was a squeeze. “Call me later if anything turns up.”

			“You know I will,” Marcus said like a promise. Grr. I knew I had no good reason to get my hackles up over Marcus getting involved with another woman. Except that this was Rachel, who hated me for no good reason.

			Rachel turned away from him and headed toward his truck—and me. I scrambled to get my game face on and managed to pull off cool and natural by the time she rounded the front.

			Surprise flashed in her eyes for only an instant before she gave me a tight smile. “Angel. What are you doing here?”

			I smiled right back. “Seeing what y’all are up to.”

			“Tribe business,” she said with a haughty lift of her chin.

			“What a coincidence! I’m Tribe, too.”

			She glanced toward Marcus then leveled a cool gaze at me. “For now.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Really? You’re gonna talk Marcus into kicking me out? Your shit ain’t that hot.”

			Rachel’s lips pressed thin before she shouldered past me and climbed into Marcus’s truck. As my shock settled, she looked down on me with a triumphant smirk then cranked the engine and backed out.

			Bitch. Did she know I’d never driven his truck?

			Marcus stared at me in shock as the departure of the truck left me exposed, then scrambled up from the bench. I closed the distance and gave him a sour look. “On your way to the airport, huh?”

			“In a manner of speaking,” he said a bit stiffly. “I was going to text you.”

			I snorted. “Is that why the big neon sign over your head is flashing ‘guilty’?”

			He frowned. Guiltily. “Nothing to feel guilty about.” He gestured toward the Escalade. “We’re leaving soon.”

			“Gimme a break, Marcus.” I rolled my eyes. “You bailed on the texting when I asked for details on the business trip.”

			A scowl tugged at his mouth. “It’s Tribe business.”

			As in, none of mine? I could take a big sucky hint. “You could’ve just said it was confidential Tribe business instead of lying,” I said, grimly pleased when he flinched. “But hey, whatever. I obviously don’t deserve to know shit. It’s not like I proved myself in New York or saved your ass and Pierce’s, too.”

			His face could’ve been carved from stone. “It’s not my call.”

			“Your call?” Acid dripped from my voice. “You mean Pierce won’t let you make the call.” Marcus’s uncle, Tribe leader Pietro Ivanov, had died in a fiery private plane crash on the way back from New York a few months ago. Except, he hadn’t, and only a handful of people knew the truth. In order to escape Saberton Corporation’s zombie dungeon lab, Pietro had been forced to make a bold move. He’d eaten the brain of enemy security guard Pierce Gentry and used the DNA blueprint to change from Pietro-shaped to Pierce-shaped. Only mature zombies had that freaky ability.

			Unfortunately, once he became Pierce, he couldn’t return to Pietro-shaped. After we returned from New York minus Pietro Ivanov, Pierce Gentry had joined the Tribe with the cover story—supported by Brian and Dr. Nikas—that he’d been a long-term mole in Saberton. However, Pierce couldn’t exactly waltz into Pietro’s vacated shoes as if nothing had happened. In order to keep everything running, he had to work from behind the throne.

			And it was Marcus who now wore the crown.

			I poked the zombie king in the chest. “Don’t you dare let Pierce treat you like a figurehead! You gave up your badge and law school to take over for him. You deserve better than his bullsh—”

			The funeral home door banged open, and Pierce himself stalked out, black eyebrows drawn together in a fierce glower. “Bullshit is right. I don’t have time for it.”

			“A big ol’ hello to you, too,” I said with a healthy dollop of sarcasm.

			Ignoring me, Pierce pulled Marcus a short distance away while I folded my arms over my chest and scowled. The two put their heads together, speaking too low for me to get the slightest whiff. Pierce was tall like Marcus and looked hella formidable in no-nonsense charcoal-grey polo shirt and black pants. On his belt he had a big-ass knife that I’d seen him use with scary-deadly ease. I still had trouble thinking of him as the same person as the older, stocky Pietro Ivanov. But there was no mistaking the Pietro confidence and attitude. And, occasional assholeishness.

			Brian exited the funeral home, face set in unreadable mode. He took in the Pierce and Marcus conversation then gave me a faint smile, angled his head in the opposite direction in a clear “come with?” gesture. Suppressing a sigh, I nodded and moved down the sidewalk with him. Brian was guarding Pierce’s privacy, but at least he was being nice about it.

			Brian stopped after about twenty feet. “Don’t mind Pierce,” he said. “The FBI has him worked up.”

			I sucked in a breath. “The FBI? What’s going on?”

			“An agent visited three of his funeral homes in other states in the past two days.”

			“Did they show up here?”

			“About an hour ago. Mrs. Scott says the agent asked a few simple questions about how they handle bodies. Showed her a photo of a man and asked if she’d seen him come through. That’s it. The other funeral homes reported the same.”

			I chewed my lower lip as I considered that. “If the FBI is also poking around non-Tribe funeral homes, then isn’t it less likely they’re tracking zombie-related stuff?”

			“At this point, we’re baffled, but we can’t take any chances,” Brian said. “There’ve been some uncomfortable inquiries into Mr. Ivanov’s death as well.” His gaze drifted to Pierce. “We’re checking all leads.”

			“Is that why y’all are here instead of on your way to the airport?”

			Brian gave me a sharp look. I gave him a bland one in response. I knew he’d realize who spilled the beans, but no need to throw Marcus under the bus. Even if he was a Lying LiarMcLyingPants. Besides, if I didn’t let on how much I knew, maybe I could wheedle a few more details out of Brian.

			But my wheedling hopes shattered when the door opened yet again, and a lanky black man. Tribe weapons specialist—and my trainer—Kyle Griffin. Pierce and Marcus broke off their conversation and moved his way.

			“Her description of the photo is useless,” Kyle told them. “I did find out that at least one agent will be in town over the weekend.”

			“Goddamn shitty timing,” Pierce said through clenched teeth. He blew out an angry breath. “Let’s roll.”

			Brian gave me an apologetic look and fished car keys from his pocket. “Take care, Angel,” he said and headed to the Escalade with Kyle in his wake.

			Marcus stepped close and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Sorry, Angel.” He pressed a movie premiere ticket into my hand. His. “I’ll tell you what I can when I get back.”

			“Yeah. Sure,” I muttered as he moved past me toward the SUV. That was probably yet another lie-to-Angel-for-no-good-reason thing. Brian was head of security, and he hadn’t been so tight-lipped. I was no doubt being a petty bitch, but it sucked that once again Marcus hadn’t trusted me enough to believe I’d act like a grownup. This day was already lousy enough with Allen’s surprise visit to the morgue cooler, thank you very much. And what the hell would I do if Allen found out the truth? My gut tightened. If I got fired—

			Pierce’s gaze snapped to me. His nostrils flared as he stepped close and sniiiffffed. “What are you afraid of, Angel?”

			“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Damn mature zombie super-senses. Still, it was probably smart to tell him. “I’m not afraid,” I corrected primly. “I’m a little worried about a stupid thing at work, that’s all.” I gave him a quick and dirty rundown of my encounter with Allen and the impending meeting. “I don’t think anything will come of it,” I added. “He’d have fired me already if he knew the deal, but it still makes me nervous.”

			Pierce shot Marcus a dark look. “See?”

			Marcus pressed his lips together, jaw tight as if holding back a comment.

			“What’s going on?” I asked.

			“Far too much scrutiny,” Pierce said. He took my shoulders in a firm grip. “Call Dr. Nikas ASAP if you have trouble at the morgue with Allen Prejean. Ari will get hold of me. Got it?”

			“Sure. Okay.” I had the uncomfortable sensation Pierce could see right through me. “What about the FBI agent here in town? Anything to worry about?”

			“Rachel will be keeping tabs on the funeral homes. Naomi is undercover at the Zombie Fest, watching for anything noteworthy.” He huffed out a breath of frustration. “Not that we know what we’re looking for.”

			I perked up. “I’m going to the Zombie Fest tomorrow. I can be another set of eyes and ears there as well as around town.”

			Pierce regarded me for a long moment, giving me time to prep my I’ve-proven-myself-over-and-over speech. But he squeezed my shoulders and let out a weary sigh. “That would be great, Angel. We certainly need the help.”

			He meant it, I realized, and a tendril of worry crept through me. He shouldn’t need my help. Not with Tribe security on the ball. But this was a job I could do. I had no trouble—

			Without warning, Pierce leaned in close and sniffed again. I twitched in surprise then grabbed his head and licked his damn cheek.

			He jerked back and stared at me.

			“See how creepy it is on the receiving end?” I snapped. “Maybe a little warning next time? Or, I dunno, privacy?”

			Eyes on me, he wiped a hand over his cheek then brought it to his nose. Sniffed. He gave me a frown I couldn’t read then strode to the Escalade without a word.

			Weirdest day ever.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Normal food-hunger jabbed at me as I climbed back into my car, informing me that I needed to get my ass to Alma’s Café before I starved to death. Brain-hunger chimed in as well, and I dug another chunk out of my lunch box to shut that one up for the moment. One of the few drawbacks of V12 was the way it tripled my brain hunger, but I figured that was a small price to pay for the benefits it offered. Besides, I only needed to use it until I finished the semester.

			It also didn’t suck that I felt more relieved than upset about the encounter with Pierce and Marcus. Though it irked me to be left out of the loop about the confidential business, I was more than happy for the others to deal with the big crap. New York had been a trial by fire of enormous crap, and I still felt singed by everything that happened. I’d killed people. A lot of them. And my nightmares didn’t care that there’d been no choice, didn’t care that those people would have done far worse to me and my friends.

			So yeah, I’d done my time in the trenches. Being eyes and ears—and not much else—was fine with me.

			The hideous traffic had eased, and I made it downtown with a minimum of stress. But once there, I slowed and gaped at the sight of an enormous putrid green banner strung over Main Street. Lurid red letters screamed “5th Annual Deep South Zombie Fest” with “-er” at the end, printed to look as if it had been spray painted on.

			Fest-er. Because zombies rot and . . . fester. Heh.

			The Deep South Zombie Fest was held in a different place each year, but it was Mayor Turnbuckle who deserved props for bringing it to town. He’d worked political magic and southern charm to convince Infamous Vision Studios—the makers of High School Zombie Apocalypse!!—that a return to Tucker Point as sponsors of the Zombie Fest would be great promo for the movie’s opening weekend. With the studio’s money and prestige as incentive, the organizers of the Fest had been more than happy to bring it here.

			For a small town whose interests usually ran toward hunting season, NASCAR, and Cochon de Lait, Tucker Point seized onto the zombie mania with fevered passion. Not only did all the hoopla pump tourist money into the community, it also gave the locals yet another reason to let loose and have a good time. Not that they needed one. Hell, this was Louisiana. We partied when the weather changed.

			I turned down a side street and into the lot behind Cathy’s Candle Creations. Parking there meant I had to walk an extra block, but considering the earlier traffic I doubted there’d be any open spaces closer to the café.

			The giant banner over Main Street turned out to be merely the tip of the festering iceberg. It looked as if the zombie fairy had paid a visit and waved her magic wand to transform downtown Tucker Point into an undead circus. Moans and groans and hungry growls issued through a town PA system usually reserved for holiday music. All the local businesses had jumped onto the rotting bandwagon in an effort to cash in on the weekend of zombie craziness. Roaming vendors peddled makeup kits and latex gore. Sidewalk sale zombie stuff was everywhere. Posters, bumper stickers, T-shirts, you name it. A local youth group was even selling tickets to the Zombie Petting Zoo.

			I didn’t want to know.

			To add to the total weirdness, Mardi Gras was coming up in four days, on the heels of the Fest weekend, which made for a strange hodgepodge of decorations. Carnival and corpses. Putrid colors of zombie rot mingled with the glitter of gaudy purple, green, and gold. And no one seemed to mind one little bit.

			Least of all me. I absolutely loved it. The last lingering worries about Allen or Marcus or the FBI slipped away as I took it all in and headed down the street toward Alma’s Café.

			Moe’s Hardware had been in business for over a hundred years and was as much a museum as a store—filled with all sorts of tools made obsolete by technology. Not many people had a need for a two-man saw anymore. Gimme a good chainsaw, any day. But I also knew that if we ever had ourselves a real apocalypse, Moe’s would be my first stop to load up on useful shit that didn’t need gas or electricity.

			The current Mr. Moe was the son of the original owner. He was ninety if he was a day, but that hadn’t stopped him from joining in the fun. With a denture-baring grin, he shambled up and down the sidewalk in front of his store, fake blood smeared on his face.

			I evaded a leering zombie hug—which, knowing Mr. Moe, would include a zombie ass-grab—but stopped in awe when I reached the next shop, Le Bon Décor. Displayed in the window were a pair of exquisite carnival masks. Zombie carnival masks with sculpted rot and realistic paint. The grinning one had teeth exposed in maggoty flesh, and the mouth of the frowning face dripped blood from rotting lips. Bedraggled feathers and tarnished sequins completed the cool risen-from-the-grave effect.

			A deep yearning lust for wearable art filled me.

			I wanted those masks.

			I needed those masks.

			Squaring my shoulders, I stepped into the shop and brazenly asked the salesgirl the price.

			She told me with a smile. I thanked her with a smile, and stepped right back out. Okay, maybe I didn’t really need zombie carnival masks. Moving on.

			A guy wearing cheesy zombie makeup and sandwich boards shuffled along the sidewalk in front of Alma’s Café. The front placard advertised “Zombie-licious Étouffée” and the back, “Fried Brain Po-Boys”—all made from calf, pig, and lamb brains. I shuddered. As yummy as I found a human brain, the idea of eating any other sort left me queasy. Only the human kind had the components my zombie parasite needed to do its thing. I’d stick to Alma’s turkey club sandwich, thank you very much.

			Alma’s brain supplier was no doubt Wyatt’s Butcher Shop across the street. My clue was the “Get Your Braaains Here!” painted in shocking pink on his window along with “Great addition to your zombie costume!” in smaller lettering beneath.

			Before I could think too hard about fake-zombies wandering around toting animal brains—and what that would smell like after a few hours—my gaze fell on the red 1968 Dodge Charger parked in front of the butcher shop. The only person around here who owned a car like that was my other ex-boyfriend, Randy.

			Maybe he’d come into town for sausage or steaks? He sometimes had friends over for beer, pot, and barbecue on Friday evenings. I shaded my eyes and scanned the butcher’s shop. No sign of him through the window, so I shifted my looksee to the business next door: The Bear’s Den Gun Shop and Indoor Range. A huge Zombie Fest poster filled one corner of the window, but beyond the poster, I saw Randy lounging against a counter inside. I’d known him since I was fifteen, and he’d never shown any interest in camping, hunting, or owning a gun. But his buddy Judd worked there, and they were most likely cooking up plans for the weekend. Judd wasn’t my favorite person ever since he asked me out during one of my many breakups with Randy and got all kinds of pissy when I turned him down. But, hell, lots of people weren’t my favorites. For the most part, I put up with them anyway. Life was too short to hold more than a handful of grudges.

			Randy and I had dated for about four years, breaking up and getting back together a couple dozen times. We finally broke up for good not long after I became a zombie but, when I got back from New York, we started hanging out again some. Randy knew me better than anyone else—except for the fact that I was a zombie—which meant I could relax and be myself and not worry about coming off as trashy or ignorant. And though I never ever wanted to date Randy again, it turned out we worked pretty nicely as friends.

			And, as a friend, I was totally allowed to be a nosy bitch. Might as well go with my strengths.

			I left Alma’s brainy menu behind and jaywalked through the slow-moving traffic. A chime sounded as I pushed the Bear’s Den door open, barely audible over the hubbub in the store. It was more crowded than I’d expected, and I took a couple of seconds to get my bearings. I wasn’t exactly a gun shop kind of chick, especially since I became a convicted felon right about the time I was old enough to buy a gun. Fortunately, I wasn’t a felon anymore. About a year ago, someone—most likely Pietro Ivanov—had pulled a few dozen strings to get me pardoned by the governor.

			My adventures in New York had included shooting myself in the ass, an event that was sure to end up on the blooper reel of the life of one Angel Crawford. However, the upside of my little mishap was that Mr. Deadly Operative himself, Kyle Griffin, took me under his wing and taught me how to shoot a variety of firearms safely and precisely. I suspected his generosity was more a desire to reduce the chance that I might accidentally shoot him, but I didn’t mind. Though my concealed carry application was still in process, Louisiana law allowed me to have a gun in my car, where I currently had a Tribe-loaned Kel-Tec PF9 in the glove box. As crazy as my life was, it made sense to keep a little heat close at hand.

			Even though The Bear’s Den took up a good chunk of the block, I hadn’t realized how big the place was. To my left, half a dozen black-shirted salespeople prowled behind a glass-enclosed display case that ran the length of the shop. Handguns and knives and other deadly stuff filled the case, and the wall behind it was one long rack of rifles and shotguns. To my right, a mounted deer head with enormous antlers loomed over a broad archway that led to the hunting, camping, and archery supplies. Everywhere else, shelves and racks held all sorts of accessories, equipment, and clothing. Posters hung from the ceiling with warnings such as: “ALWAYS TREAT A GUN AS IF IT’S LOADED” and “FINGER OFF THE TRIGGER UNTIL YOU’RE READY TO FIRE.” But my favorite was “ASSHOLES AND IDIOTS WILL BE MAULED BY THE BEAR” complete with a picture of a scary, burly man—the owner of the shop himself, Bear. He stood behind the counter, wide shoulders hunched, hands huge but nimble as he demonstrated to a customer how to break down a handgun. His T-shirt read “Don’t just survive. Thrive!”—a testimony to his standing as the local expert on survival and disaster preparedness.

			A murmured “Excuse me” to my rear jarred me out of my gaping. I stepped aside to let a Hispanic man in black tactical pants and a form-fitting grey shirt go by, then shamelessly ogled him as he continued past me and down the counter toward Bear. That was the kind of male body those compression shirts were made for. V-shaped torso, trim waist, and biceps that popped from the sleeves in a way that said “I have these muscles as a result of being fit and strong in a lot of different ways” as opposed to “I have these muscles because I do bicep curls while I stare adoringly at myself in the gym mirror.” Sparkly fireflies danced between us. I took a step toward him. Holy crap, that ass was like two firm apples that—

			Jesus, Angel, get a grip on yourself! The V12 was still kicking in hard. The sparkly fireflies side effect wasn’t so bad, but the suppression of impulse control—a remnant of the original combat version of the mod—could be downright inconvenient. Useful in high danger situations to tweak reaction time, but not so helpful while lusting after a stranger. But I could handle it. I always got it under control before anything embarrassing happened.

			I reined in my inner sexual harassment of Tactical Pants Man and looked around for Randy. The entire section by the front window was nothing but Deep South Zombie Fest paraphernalia—posters, T-shirts, caps, coffee mugs, key chains, and a buttload more novelty items. Randy stood by a pyramid of dark blue duffel bags emblazoned with the Bear’s Den logo and Zombie Hunter Survival Kit in searing red letters. Long and lanky, Randy didn’t have movie star good looks or a Tactical Pants Man body, but he had a nice face and a sweet, lazy smile. A bright blue Zombie Fest cap covered light brown hair nearly the same color as his eyes. He had a duffel slung over one shoulder and was talking to Coy Bates—a slim black man with tidy shoulder-length dreads. Randy and Coy had been friends since sixth grade, and Coy was one of a very small number of Randy’s friends who I actually liked. He always seemed to have a smile for everyone, and though he smoked pot with Randy most weekends, he stayed focused on his growing taxidermy business.

			I skirted a display of paintball supplies, edged past a gaggle of men who were enthusing over a catalog of reloading equipment, then sidled up to Coy and Randy and gave them matching light arm punches. “Hey, guys. Coy, is that deer head above the arch your work?”

			Randy gave me a grin, and Coy’s face lit up with pride. “It sure is,” Coy said in a gentle drawl. “Bear’s son bagged it last fall. I got a lot of new business after Bear trusted me with it.”

			“It’s gorgeous. You did a great job.” I smiled up at it.

			Sparkles glittered over the antlers. It turned its head toward me, eyes glowing like hot coals, and winked.

			I sucked in a breath. “Holy shit!”

			“Angel?”

			I flinched at Randy’s voice and yanked my gaze to him. He looked perfectly normal, to my relief. “I mean, uh, holy shit, those are big antlers,” I said with only the tiniest hitch in my voice, despite the thumping of my pulse. I’d never had a hallucination like that before. Could the V12 have caused it? The sparkles sure added weight to that suspicion. I shot a wary glance at the arch. The deer stared straight ahead with glassy brown eyes. Maybe it wasn’t a hallucination. Maybe I’d just imagined it. Hallucinated having a hallucination. Right.

			Randy eyed me, but Coy beamed. “It’s a ten point that scores in the one-sixties!”

			I managed to give Coy a winning smile. “I have no idea what that means, but I assume it’s good.” I glanced at the perfectly normal deer head one more time. Okay, so now I knew seeing weird shit other than sparkles was a possibility. It wouldn’t catch me off guard if it happened again. Worst case scenario, I’d have to decrease my dose a bit to stabilize. No biggie. I could handle it.

			Randy gave my arm a soft punch. “I was gonna give you a call later. Didn’t expect to run into you.”

			“I was heading to lunch and saw your car outside. Whatcha doing here?”

			Randy swung a puzzled look around the store. “Dunno what you mean. I’m shopping.”

			I snorted. “You hate shopping unless it involves car parts.”

			Coy gave a low laugh. “She’s got you there, dude. You don’t even like doing beer runs.”

			Randy chuckled. “Yeah, well, I wanna get ready for the weekend.” He patted the duffel he carried—one of the zombie hunter survival kits.

			“You’re going to the Zombie Fest?” I asked in disbelief.

			“Sure,” he said with a shrug. “Everyone’s going.”

			I peered at the tag that dangled from the duffel’s strap. “A hundred and fifty bucks? Are you crazy?”

			“It’s got a lot of great stuff!” He flipped the tag around to show me what the kit included. “It’s good for any kind of disaster, not just a zombie invasion.”

			My shock at the price eased as I read the list of contents. Three days’ worth of emergency rations and water purification packets for two, a LifeStraw personal water filter, firestarter, multi-tool, paracord, rain ponchos, light sticks, first aid kit, compass, fishing hooks and line, knife, insect spray, sunscreen, whistle, and a survival blanket. And, to justify the zombie hunter survival kit marketing, a baseball bat and a machete. “Okay, that looks pretty cool,” I grudgingly admitted.

			“I’m getting one, too,” Coy said. “It includes an equipment vest Bear had specially made for the zombie hunts at the Fest.”

			The hunts? That explained the pile of gear heaped on the floor between the two. A big pile. This was more than an impulse purchase of a survival kit. I pressed my lips together to hold back the laugh. “You two are dressing up like zombie hunters for the Fest?”

			Randy held up three fingers. “Me and Coy and Judd.” He gestured toward the long counter where a black-shirted employee—Judd Siler—was giving an animated demonstration of proper grip and sighting to a rapt audience of teen boys. Judd wasn’t a bad-looking guy—decent teeth, tall and wiry, sandy hair in a military buzz-cut—but his arrogance tended to wear thin on me pretty quickly.

			“You three,” I said. “Gee, sounds great.”

			Randy grinned, unfazed by my lack of enthusiasm. “We got us a team together for tonight’s hunt,” he said. “We’re also signed up for two hunts tomorrow. You wanna join us? We got space for a fourth. It’s gonna be a blast, and we’re closing down Pillar’s Bar after we kill all the zombies tonight.”

			I couldn’t hold back a laugh. “Randy, I’ve seen you shoot. You couldn’t hit a broken-down bus with a target painted on its side.”

			“We’ll see what you say when I got a kickass zombie body count.” He flashed me a Randy smile. “Come with us. You know we always have fun.”

			Despite the personal squick factor of “zombie body count,” a tiny part of me couldn’t help but be intrigued. Randy’s usual idea of fun was hanging out at a car show or smoking pot around his fire pit. He liked zombie movies, but I never thought he’d get into it on this level. Then again, the entire damn town was getting into it. How could I say no to that kind of enthusiasm? It was all about having a good time.

			“Can’t do tonight since I already have plans, plus I’m on call with the morgue,” I said. “But tomorrow might work. I’ll buzz you in the morning and let you know.” No way was I dressing up as a hunter, though. That hit a little too close to home. “What happens if a zombie bites you? Do all your hunting buddies take you out?”

			“I ain’t gonna let no stinkin’ zombie anywhere near me.” Randy lifted a hand and pretended to shoot me. “Kapow! Right between the eyes!”

			My stomach jerked into a knot as I forced a laugh and batted his hand away. “Or, in your case, twenty feet to the left.” Would he shoot me right between the eyes if he knew I was a real zombie?

			Coy gave me a wink. “Why do you think we wanted Judd on our team? He’s a crack shot.”

			“I ain’t that bad,” Randy said. “But you won’t know the truth if you don’t join us, Angel. This paintball stuff is a blast and don’t have much more kick than a BB gun.” His eyes lit up. “Bear’s letting people try the paintball guns in the alley out back.” Before I could respond, he slung an arm around my waist and propelled me toward the counter. I cast a desperate look back at Coy, but he gave me a helpless shrug.

			“Hey, Judd,” Randy called out. “Angel wants to try out the paintball rifles.”

			I didn’t give a
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