
        
            
                
            
        

    

 




 


The Death and Romancing of Marley Craw

By Brindi Quinn

~

Copyright 2014 B.E.L.

Artwork by Ben Clemann

Smashwords Edition

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of this author.

 



This book is dedicated to my fellow
con-goers.

J.S.

T.S.

And all the rest.

Play on, cosplayers. Play on.

 



 


Also By Brindi Quinn:

 


Heart of Farellah: Book 1

Heart of Farellah: Book 2

Heart of Farellah: Book 3

Seconds: The Shared Soul Chronicles

Sil in a Dark World: A Paranormal Love-Hate
Story

The World Remains

The Atto’s Tale Miniseries

EverDare (Book 1 of the Eternity Duet)

NeverSleep (Book 2 of the Eternity Duet)

The Ongoing Pursuit of Zillow Stone

 



Chapter 1: Not Dead

 


All of this – this whole entire thing – is
my cousin’s fault.

Blame him if you need someone to blame.

If that pompous little pimple hadn’t
forgotten to pick me up from work, I wouldn’t have ended up down
this torn-up, run-down, smells-like-dirty-foot alley in the first
place.

Forgetful little scab.

 


Little.

 


Little is relative, really. Milo’s actually
two years older than me. The only nineteen-year-old still waiting
for a growth spurt. A spurt, I’m guessing, that’ll never come.
Scrawny limbs to match a scrawny brain, too many nights cooped up
in the basement playing DotA, not enough nutrients – if you ask me,
excessive hermitude’s to blame.

 


Blame.

 


There’s that word again.

Blame. Blame. Fault.

Maybe this isn’t Milo’s fault, after all . .
.

Okay, if it isn’t Milo’s fault, then the
fault definitely falls on Howard – Howie Mix-Tape-Maniac O’Neil –
who wouldn’t let me leave work, a.k.a ‘the Bistro,’ until I’d
listened to his most recent ‘masterpiece.’ The whole. Damn. Thing.
Now there’s a good chunk of time I’ll never get back.

Speaking of which, masterpiece is relative,
too. Layering one pop song on top of another isn’t any great feat
when all the songs already sound the same.

Growl and hiss. If Howard hadn’t kept me,
there’s no telling how things might’ve ended up differently.

 


There’s no telling.

 


Okay, so maybe this wasn’t Howard’s fault,
either.

I’m a reasonable girl. Downright
down-to-earth if you ask me. The only person I can really
blame this on is myself. At any point in my seventeen years of
existence I could have taken a self-defense class or two. I
could have beefed up my arms a bit. Instead, I’m just wimpy
old me, without the pipes to defend myself.

Not that I didn’t try.

I kicked at him, sure. Kicked him right in
his downtown, too. It didn’t do much good, though. Before I knew
what was happening, that creep was on top of me, and then . . .

 


And then what?

 


There was screaming. My screaming.
But it was muffled by some nasty-tasting piece of fabric. A sock or
a glove or a wad of towel. And then . . .

 


Well, I don’t really want to think about
that.

 


And now, here I am, lying behind the old
movie theater, with my arms tied over my head and a trickle of red
leaking from my side.

Gross.

One thing is certain: I’m not dead.

Well, not yet anyway.

But the trickle of red is quickly starting
to pool and my head feels light – like that one time I locked my
knees in marching band. That time, I went down like a zebra on the
Sahara. . . . Wait, do zebras live in the Sahara, even? Meh.
Geography isn’t really my strong point.

Or would that be zoology?

Above me, the sun hides behind a foggy sky.
I can still see its shape, but it’s smogged over by cloud. People
don’t die this way. Not in the daytime anyway. This whole thing
would be much more predictable if it were the dead of night. Yeah,
I can see it now: Defenseless girl walks along a shady alley with
nothing but a flickering streetlight overhead. Briskly, she
scurries, stealing glances over her shoulder, when–

BABAM! A rapist strikes.

 


Rapist.

 


Let’s change the subject, shall we?

Sigh. I wonder what’s going to happen to me
now. I can’t foresee anyone walking by, and when I try to move, the
trickle of red turns into a stream. So what, I’m just supposed to
lie here and wait for THE END? Well, that’s just great! I’ve got
things to do. I can’t be bothered with something like dying.
Carmen and I were supposed to go to Robbie’s cabin this weekend,
and then I was FINALLY going to let Noah Carmichael – who’s a
little weird and has this unhealthy obsession with all things
Russian but all-in-all’s pretty cute, I guess – kiss me!

Guess THAT won’t be happening.

Stupid Milo. Stupid Howard. Stupid
rapist.

 


Rapist.

 


Can’t say I’m fond of the word. But what
else would you call him? Criminal? Jerkwad? Murderer would work
too, I guess. And pervert.

Oooh! Got it! Pedophile. I won’t be
eighteen till next month, after all.

Groan. None of those words make it any
better. This is by far the worst, worst, worst way to go. Whoever
finds me is in for a treat. Hello world, take a look at my . . .
well, all of me.

Everything’s getting fuzzier. Colder.
Distanter. Distanter? More distant, I mean. Eh, who am I kidding?
I’m not so great with grammar, either.

Fuzzy. Cold. Distant. Numb. Drifty.
Red.

No, I’m definitely not dead.

But I’m almost dead.

. . .

. . . . . .

. . . . . . . . .

“Marley?”

Through the fuzz, a voice says my name, but
I can’t answer it. My mouth stopped working some time ago. So did
my lungs.

“Marley Craw, right?” the voice says
again.

Shoot! It’s a guy’s voice. Well,
that’s humiliating. It means I’ve been seen – all of
me’s been seen.

Don’t look. Please don’t look. I’m not
normally this . . . exposed.

There’s the click of a pen, followed by the
sound of scribbling. “Marley Craw,” says the voice. “Female. Human.
Seventeen. Red hair . . .” The scribbling turns vigorous as the
unknown person scratches out what he’s just written. “Fake
red hair. Naturally a brunette.”

Well, he doesn’t need to say it like that!
So sue me, I like dye.

“Green eyes. Wound to the abdomen. Scrapes
on the arms and wrists. Discoloring on neck. Bruises at the inner
thigh. But what really did her in is that gash on the back of the
head.”

 


Gash.

 


Oh, excuse me; I didn’t realize I had a
gash.

The scribbling carries on. “Morality is at a
six. Charity is at a four. Seems like she’s right on the fence.
Believes in God, but not particularly devout, so she doesn’t get a
free ride.” The scribbling stops. “Marley Craw, can you hear me?
Would you say you have love for your fellow man?”

That depends which fellow man.

I can’t say my answer, but he seems to hear
it anyway.

“Heh.” The pen clicks. “All right, I’m going
to assign you two different reapers, Marley Craw. We do that
sometimes, when a soul isn’t leaning particularly one way or
another. Two weeks should be enough to determine where you’re
going. If we were under old law, you’d go straight to purgatory.
Lucky for you, that place was closed up some two-thousand years
ago. Expect your reapers later today. Here’s my card if you have
any questions.”

Through the haziness, something flutters
down from the sky and lands on my numb stomach.

“Beck Lemmings. That’s me. And beneath
that’s my number. . . . Well, I expect you can’t see it right now,
but take a look once you’re up, okay? Okay. All done here. Goodbye,
Marley Craw.”

He’s . . . leaving? But I need help!

There’s nothing else. Not a single clickety
pen click.

Fine then! Leave me here! See if I care!

Ugh.

Smell you later, Beck.

Reapers and purgatory and God. Who knows
what the hell that was about? The guy could have at least helped me
up. Or called an ambulance.

. . .

. . . . . .

. . . . . . . . .

Brrr. I’m cold.

So super insanely cold.

No . . . wait.

I’m not cold. I’m hot. I’m so
hot that it feels cold! It feels like I just ran into a sauna after
a dip in an icy lake! I did that one time, you know. It was at
summer camp and . . . oh, what does it matter?

I’m deathly cold. I’m deathly hot.

 


And then I’m just fine, and I find I’m
standing over the naked body of a dead girl with dyed red hair.
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~ Marley Craw ~


Chapter 2: Definitely Dead

 


That’s me.

Ohmigosh, that’s me!

Naked, pale, corpsey! Beck was right –
there’s definitely a gash. And from the looks of it, I am most
definitely dead.

So not cool!

I can’t look.

But . . . I also can’t stop looking.

Oh gawd. I’m like one of those grisly
accidents you can’t help but stare at! Like a car wreck or a bar
fight or an unkempt woman toting four screaming kids around the
supermarket! I always feel bad for women like that, you know, but
then at the same time, I’m like, ‘Can you PLEASE scoot your toddler
over approximately six inches so that I can grab some mac and
cheese?’

Anyway, if I’m going to lie there like that,
I have to cover myself at least. I look here and there for
something to throw over my corpsey body. Here yields
nothing, but there! Beside a broken pallet leaning against the back
of the movie theater is a sketchy-looking pile of clothing. Not
ideal, but it’ll work. I start for the dirt-stained rags when
suddenly I realize something:

If that dead body is me, then how am I also
here standing over it?

I look down at myself. Hands, waist, legs .
. . pretty sure I look the same as I always have. WAIT!

 


HAVE I GAINED WEIGHT?!

 


No, no, phew, must’ve been a weird angle or
something. Okay, so I look the same as I always have, except for
the fact that I’m wearing a matronly black smock I’ve never seen
before. SO not flattering. More importantly – there are two mes?
One dead me, one alive me.

What . . . am I?

A ghost? Creepy. An angel? No thanks. A
spirit?

 


Spirit.

 


A dead spirit.

What was that Beck guy saying? Something
about purgatory? And reapers? And leaving me his card?

. . .

His card!

Speak of the devil. On the dead me’s
stomach, there’s a small red rectangle of paper – Beck’s card,
presumably. I’ll grab that first and then see about covering up the
dead me’s body. I inch forward, towards the victim.

 


Victim.

 


I’m a victim now, it seems. All because that
stupid rapist decided to make me one. Poor dead me. I feel bad for
her . . . well, for me, I guess.

I inch a little bit more – inch, inch, inch
– and stop because my feet won’t go. My shoes are stuck, like
they’ve suddenly become caught in goo or gluck, most likely
biohazardous in nature. I can’t move any closer to the dead me,
because the closer I get, the more this very unwelcome feeling
threatens to grip my organs. Maybe it’s panic, maybe it’s
dread, I can’t really tell; all I know is if I get any closer to
the dead me, I’ll crash or melt or burst into tiny little
pieces!

Before I know it, my knees have started to
shake. Soon to follow is the rest of me, and within seconds, my
shaking is powerful enough to be its own entity. If it grows
self-aware, we’ll be in trouble.

Oh gosh. I’m losing it. I’m totally starting
to lose it! SO not a good time to lose my head. Get a grip, Marley
Craw. March right over there, grab that business card, and figure
out what’s going on!

What’s going on?

I’m dead, that’s what. D-E-A-D. Dead as a
deadbolt DEAD.

All at once, the truth of what’s happened
hits me square in the gut and I fall down onto those knees of mine
that won’t stop shaking. Along with them, my hands shake, shake,
SHAKE!

Ohmigosh, ohmigosh, ohmigosh!

 


I, Marley Craw, am dead.

 


Not nearly dead. Not dying. DEAD. The proof
is in the pudding, and the pudding’s my dead corpse. Broken,
defiled, disgusting – I really can’t stand it, but I can’t look
away!

I cross my arms over myself and shake. I’m
not one for drama. Can’t stand those dramarama queens, but death
warrants at least a little drama, right? RIGHT?!

 


“You don’t need to look at that.”

 


A warm voice speaks in the midst of my
drama, as equally warm hands cover my eyes, cutting off all view of
the dead me.

“W-who’s there?” I gasp, before realizing
the most likely culprit is: “The RAPI–”

“You shouldn’t have seen that, Marley Craw,”
the voice says into my ear. It’s a guy’s voice, but different than
Beck’s, whose was all business-ish. This new voice is kind of . . .
soothing-like, and soft, too.

“How do you know my name?” I demand. “Are
you in cahoots with that Beck guy?”

“Shhhh,” the soothing voice shushes, hands
securely over my eyes. “You don’t need to be here, Marley Craw. You
shouldn’t be here. It isn’t good for you to see your
body.”

My body?

My DEAD body.

Dead. It’s such a short word, but heavy.
Squat, you could say.

“That was . . . me,” I state.

“Mmm.”

Still, I need to double check to see that
it’s true. But when I try to wiggle out of the stranger’s grasp,
the stranger holds me firm.

“Ah-ah-ah. You’re staying with me, Marley
Craw. I’m going to make you mine.”

Make me his? Yup, that’s what he
said. And his tone was breathy, of all things!

I knew it!

“RAPIS–”

The rapist cuts me off with another loud,
“Shhhh!”

Rude.

“You shouldn’t even be here,” he goes on.
“We’re late, thanks to this guy.”

“Tch. Hardly.” A second voice speaks up from
somewhere behind us. Also a guy’s. One disembodied guy after
another. And this one sounds annoyed.

TWO rapists this time?!

Oh gawd.

“LET ME GO!” Shouting suddenly, I swat at
the hands covering my eyes. “You aren’t supposed to just grab
people like this! Who the heck do you think you are?!”

“We’re your reapers,” the soothing voice
says, matter-of-factly. “And I don’t think it. I know
it.”

Wait . . . reapers?

That Beck guy said something about reapers,
too, didn’t he?

 


Reapers.

 


As in GRIM reapers? As in those who wear
black hooded cloaks and wield scythes? Well, that’s pretty
disturbing. I’ve never pretended to be brave. Really, I’m afraid of
all sorts of things. And ghouls in black garb? Tremble-worthy. A
shiver runs down my back, combating the warmth of the reaper’s
hands.

Apparently, it’s vigorous enough to alert my
captor.

“No need to be scared, Marley Craw,” he coos
in reply, in a voice that’s too gentle, enough so to make me
recant the shiver; and with that, the hands over my eyes force my
face to turn, and begin marching me away from my corpse.

“E-excuse me,” I protest, “but if you didn’t
notice, I was just in the middle of a freak out. You can’t
just storm in and interrupt a spirit when it’s freaking out. That’s
just plain rude!”

“A spirit?” the annoyed voice cuts in. This
time he sounds amused. “At least we won’t have to convince
her she’s dead.”

So it’s true. I’m a spirit. Neat.

Well, that doesn’t make this any better! I
was very recently attacked and restrained and I’m not about to let
it happen again, thank you very much! On that note, I enact the
best defense I can think of. My nails become talons and I start
clawing at the hands covering my eyes. “I don’t care how soothing
your voice is, you ghoul! Let me go or you’ll seriously be
sorry!”

But in response, the annoyed reaper merely
says, “She’s getting unruly. Do it,” and the soothing reaper shifts
his hold on me, positioning one hand so that it covers both of my
eyes, and sliding his other arm across my abdomen. He pulls me
close. He nuzzles his face in the back of my hair. He even goes so
far as to blow on my neck.

Again, I KNEW it! These aren’t reapers at
all! They’re a couple of run-of-the-mill, looking-for-a-kill
RAPISTS!

I’ll show him unruly. I’m going to fight
him! Battle him, even! And this time, I’m going to win. I’m going
to bite him and claw him and do whatever it takes to . . . to . .
.

But the moment my back hits the rapist’s
chest, something happens. Something overtakes me, and I feel
funny. Well, funny’s relative. I feel–

“Comfy,” I blurt, though I certainly don’t
mean to.

My body melts against the stranger’s chest
and I feel like I’ve just woken up from a nap. No, I feel like I’m
not quite awake yet, even.

“Come on, Marley Craw,” the soothing
reaper-rapist urges. “Cuddle me.”

Cuddle? Sorry, I’m not prone to
cuddling someone I’ve just met. That’s what I want to say,
anyway, but I’m feeling sleepy. So, so sleepy. So . . . mmmm.

“Keep her down. I’ll get her calling card,”
the annoyed reaper-rapist says.

“Yes, we can’t forget that,” the soothing
one replies, voice muffled by my hair.

Calling card?

The red paper from Beck, I’m guessing. Yeah,
I was interested to see what it said, too. Fine, fine, if one of
the rapist-reapers can make it past the invisible goo between here
and my dead bod– MY BODY!

In an instant, all-out panic strikes me,
taking place of the sudden set-on sleepiness. The red paper is on
the dead me’s stomach!

“DON’T TOUCH HER!”

My voice rings through the dingy alley. The
mouth against my hair is silent a moment before responding, “He’s
not going to–”

“DON’T EVEN LOOK AT HER!”

Hauntingly, my voice ripples through the
air. The echo of a spirit? I am that spirit. Those
are my echoes. The soothing reaper waits for them to clear before
repeating,

“You shouldn’t have seen that, Marley
Craw.”

But I did. I saw the body – my body –
and now I can’t unsee it.

The soothing reaper meshes his face into my
neck. “Don’t worry, we can’t see it, either. We only see souls; not
vessels.”

“. . . Really?”

“Mmhmm.” He pulls me closer and I start to
melt again. Into butter. Into putty. Into sludge.

Comfy. I don’t know what it is, but this guy
is so incredibly . . .

“To us, your old vessel is no more than an
outline on the pavement,” he goes on.

“Wait–” Despite my relaxed state, I feel my
brows flatten with disdain. “Like what cops do at a murder
scene?”

“What are cops?”

“She means police,” the annoyed reaper
answers. “Authorities? Enforcers? Any of those ring a bell? Tch.
This is going to be fun.”

I’m sleepy.

I fight it. “But . . . you can TOO see the
dead me. That Beck guy was talking about her . . . my
gash.”

“That lameass?” the annoyed reaper scoffs.
“He’s different. He’s your angel. We’re your
reapers.”

“Prove it.”

“Not here,” the soothing reaper murmurs into
my hair. With that, he pulls me with him, away from the dead me,
away from the blood and dirtiness – away, away, away. “Drift,
Marley Craw, and when I finally let you go, you’ll be safe and
sound.”

Is it weird, though, that I don’t really
want him to let go anymore? Comfy – like the edge of sleep
in the plushiest of beds – that’s what this guy’s embrace feels
like.

All right. I guess . . . after what I’ve
been through . . . I’ll drift into this so-called reaper,
for just a little teensy bit.

. . .

. . . . . .

. . . . . . . . .

“We’re here.”

Here? How long, exactly, have I been
whisked? And where, exactly, is here?

The soothing reaper gives me one tight
squeeze before letting me go.

Whoa. Once out of his arms, I’m brought
whizzing back to the land of the living. Well, not really. Still
dead, but awake at least. With the soothing reaper’s arm at last
removed from my eyes, I notice that the world has turned blue and
also kind of glowy. A low humming sound moves through the air.

“Is this the underworld?” I say,
adjusting.

“No,” the soothing reaper’s voice says, from
behind my back. “It’s the fish prison.”

“He means aquarium,” the annoyed one
corrects.

Oh. So it is. The aquarium. Wonder why we’re
in the aquari–

WAIT!

Being released by the soothing reaper was
too abrupt – so abrupt that I totally forgot about the two
mysterious possible-rapists that whisked me away from my body
without so much as giving me a peek at their faces! Quick as a shot
of whisky, I spin to see what they look like, expecting skeleton
arms, hooded cloaks, and eyeless sockets.

That isn’t what I see at all.

My mouth falls open.

“Hot.”

“You’re hot?” The soothing-sounding reaper
tips his head in concern.

No, but I’m quickly becoming.

“I believe she means attractive, and I think
she’s referring to at least one of us,” the other reaper
explains.

Yup. That is completely accurate.

But gawd! Why’d I go blurting it out like
that?!

Well, that’s because . . .

They’re both hot. Really, really hot.

Black hooded cloaks? Well, they’ve got black
hoods, but the hoods aren’t attached to cloaks; they’re attached to
sweatshirts. Regular old hoodies any common burglar would have
hanging in his or her closet. The annoyed reaper’s is unzipped a
ways, showing off a black collared shirt and white tie underneath.
The other has his zipped to the neck.

Both are tall and lean and . . .

Not completely human.

That’s to be expected, I guess. These are
grim reapers we’re talking about.

The soothing reaper has outgrown hair that
breezes around his neck and curls around his ears in a playful way.
It isn’t blond. Not even platinum. It’s white. Stark as my
hermit-cousin’s basement-dwelling bum. Okay, well, I probably
shouldn’t compare anything about this hottie to Milo’s bum, but . .
.

The soothing reaper’s eyes are wide, soft .
. . and without a doubt red. Not like irritated, high, or
allergied red. I mean the irises of his eyes are red surrounding
inky black pupils. Red eyes? Like those contacts people wear on
Halloween. One time, I ordered a pair to change my eyes from
green to blue, but the damn things kept slipping around and
tickling my eyes, and I ended up flicking them down the drain.

I digress.

The reaper’s right ear is hooped with three
earrings – two at the top, one on the lobe. His jeans are loose,
his stance is lax, and his shoes are checkered black and white. But
most striking is his expression. There’s something innocent about
him. Maybe it’s those wide eyes hiding beneath an uncertain brow
line, or the way his mouth holds a slight frown of concern, but
he’s–

So. Insanely. Cute.

In contrast, the annoyed reaper’s expression
doesn’t hold a shred of uncertainty, and now that I see him, he
doesn’t look all that annoyed, really. Actually, he’s a little hard
to read. Mysterious. Downright enigmatic, if I’m trying my
hand at vocabulary. His bottom lip is full and set and complements
a sharp jaw. His hair is shorter than the soothing reaper’s, except
for his bang, which cuts across his face, completely covering one
of his eyes. His hair is dark – darker than dark – the darkest
black I’ve ever seen, and his uncovered eye, which is light – maybe
even silver – is shrewd and drilling. It pierces into me without
reservation. Like the other reaper, this guy also has earrings, one
black stud in each ear.

What’s with these two and their bling?

Meanwhile, I’ve been forced into this
matronly smock that not even Jackie Onassis could make look good. I
stick out my chest for good measure.

The annoyed reaper’s build is a little
fuller than the white-haired guy’s. His arms, in particular, look
strong. Hmph. Bet he wouldn’t have had any problem fending
off the rapist. His jeans are tight and his shoes are nothing but
black, like his hair, like his pupils that bore through the silver
of his eyes and into my soul. Literally. I mean, that’s all that’s
left of me now, isn’t it?

“So . . . you guys are reapers. You’re here
to reap my soul?”

The annoyed reaper nods. “I’m Pine,” he
says, not removing his eye from mine. His stare is even and
unfaltering and direct.

Oh. My. Gosh.

“I’m Minx,” the soothing reaper says, and
upon delivering the name, he smiles and his face lights for the
first time. The concerned look of his eyes changes, becoming
downright impish, as though he’d like to steal me away,
force me into mischief . . . or force mischief into me.

Kill. Me. Now.

Oh wait. Already dead. Whoops.

“Oookaaay, then how does this work? How do
you ‘reap’ me? And why are we at the aquarium, again?” Long
stretches of blue-lit glass encircle the room, behind which
abnormal-looking eels and dumb-stared fish wiggle through the
water. The floor is industrial, cold and hard. The glow bathed over
the space is soft and mythic. The tanks gleam with sheen and
intimidation.

White-haired Minx leans against the glass
and points to black-haired Pine with his thumb. His face turns
pouty. “We’re here thanks to this guy. He navigated us from Dhiant,
but he missed your death site. Our portal’s here now. This is where
we have to stay until your reaping.”

 


Reaping.

 


Pine furrows and hides his eyes in the
starfish pool at the center of the room. In response to being
blamed, I’m guessing. He appears wry. There’s something in the pool
he doesn’t like, though, because he immediately cringes and flicks
his stare back to me. His eyes command my attention the moment
they’re set on me. Their color is striking, making it seem like
he’s staring hard without any real effort.

“What’s Dhiant?” I utter, eyes transfixed on
his.

“The underworld,” says Pine.

Oh, right, the under– THE UNDERWORLD!? As in
. . . HELL? The hotties are from Hell?

I take a step away from them. “You guys are
demons?”

“Of course not!” cries Minx.

“Hardly,” says Pine.

“Oh.” Well, that’s a relief.

Pine crosses his arms. “There are demons and
there are daems, and then there are angels and reapers.”

“Daems? I’ve never even heard of those,” I
say.

“Tch.” Pine swats the air. “Irritable
bastards.”

Minx lets out a light laugh. “This guy’s one
to talk.” He winks at me. “Right?”

I don’t know yet. I don’t know anything
about anything, really.

I fold my arms into myself. “I’m . . .
dead.”

Minx’s laughter falls. Pine shoots him a
sidelong glance.

“Right?” I prod.

“Mmhmm,” Minx says, delicately.

“Like, dead as a deadbolt dead,” I
press.

Minx nods.

“But if I’m dead, why aren’t I . . . sad?
Or, like, regretful? I mean, it’s not like it hasn’t hit me yet. I
saw the dead me. I saw what happened to her . . . to me. And
it made me lose it.”

Minx tips his head. “You shouldn’t have seen
that.”

Yeah, yeah, as he’s mentioned twice
already.

“Why aren’t I sad that I’m dead?” I ask
again.

Yawning, Minx wraps his arms around himself
and snuggles up inside his hoodie. “Because you don’t need to feel
that way. You shouldn’t feel that way,” he explains.

“Grief is for the living,” Pine adds in a
somewhat flat voice. He doesn’t sound very enthusiastic about it.
Either way, I’m relieved. Here I was, worried that death had turned
me heartless.

But there’s something strange. Pine’s
sidelong glance lingers, like there’s something else. Something he
isn’t saying.

Growl.

Can’t say I’m a fan of being lied to.

Pine’s gaze slips back to mine. “We only
have two weeks. We should probably get started.”

“Started? With what?” I ask.

Minx straightens out of his snuggle and
draws a finger along his bottom lip. His eyes reflect the blue glow
of the tanks, making him look like a wizard or something. “Your
judgment, of course,” he says. “Your soul must be weighed, Marley
Craw.”

“Just Marley’s fine,” I tell him.

“Very well, Just Marley.”

Pine rolls his eyes. “She means call her
Marley, dumbass.”

Minx frowns.

“Hold on, you guys are here to judge
me?”

“Not us,” says Pine. He nods to the ceiling.
“Up there. That angel is in charge of building your report.”

“Beck, the so-called lameass. Right.
To see . . . if I’m going to Heaven or Hell?”

Neither of them answers for a moment.

“. . . Something like that,” says Minx.

I feel my brows flatten a second time. That
isn’t a very definite answer.

“Just don’t worry about it.” Pine fiddles
absentmindedly with one of his earrings. “Think of it as a two-week
vacation before the afterlife.”

Minx raises his finger. “AND you get to
spend it with us.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re on the undeclared list,”
says Pine. He comes across the dusky aquarium to where I stand,
holding a red slip of paper between his pointer and middle finger.
I take it from him.

 


~ Beck Lemmings ~

Angel in Accounting

Reachable at #99-840

 


“Turn it over,” he says.

 


Case #887PR2E

Marley Craw

Undeclared, Score 402

Suitable Reapers: #2287, Minx & #508,
Pine

 


Score? Great. If the ranking’s
anything like a credit score, that’s not a very good number at all!
Yeah . . . if I remember correctly, that Beck guy was rating me on
‘morality’ and ‘charity’ and God knows what else. Intrusive little
punk.

“What’s the score out of?” I ask.

“The numbers aren’t important,” says Minx.
He walks over and puts his hands on my shoulders. “All that matters
is that you act exactly as you would have when you were alive. No
cheating or faking, or you’ll have a miserable afterlife.”

I don’t get it. I really, reeeally don’t get
it. Cheating. Faking. What, exactly, am I being judged on? And
what’s with the two-week deadline? Whoever said death keeps no
calendar, obviously had no idea what the hell they were talking
about.

But none of that matters now.

“Marley Craw?”

With Minx’s hands on my shoulders, I realize
again just how attractive he is. His red eyes sear into mine, his
mouth frowns slightly at the corner, and his hair plays around his
ears, as he tips his head and says, “Cuddle me,” in a voice that’s
just as much innocent as it is longing.

Holy. Potato. Salad.

My heart has started to beat loud, loud,
LOUDER until it’s filling my ears.

Minx’s hands move from my shoulders and
begin to slide down my back. Judging by his expression, he’s going
in for an embrace or a fondle or some other similar act of
affection and I’m in no position to stop him.

Why? Why’s he doing that?!

Get a grip, Marley Craw. You very recently
found out that you’re dead, there are loads of things you need to
ask, and you can’t just let some guy, be it a reaper or whoever,
swoop in and grab you whenever he feels like it! That’s just plain
easy. I mean, at least make him get to know you first.

 


Know you.

 


There’s an ache very, very small and very,
very deep inside my pounding heart. It comes on suddenly and is
hardly noticeable, but for some reason, I feel like if I just let
Minx hold me, the ache will snuff itself out. Like a flame without
air.

At least, I think that’s how it works.
Science isn’t really my strong point.

Body closing in on mine, Minx’s arms slither
down my back as he pulls me to his chest and–

“Stop.”

Pine snatches Minx by the hood. “Let her get
settled. You can nap later,” the dark-haired reaper says.

Settled. Suuure. Settled inside the
A-QUA-RI-UM.

Minx lets out a whine and removes his hands
but continues to stare at me like he wants to . . . take
me.

Awkward.

Distraction mode commence! I take another
look around the place. Fish are okay, I guess, but I never really
understood what was so special about them. We came to this place on
a field trip in seventh grade, and while most of the maggots had
their noses pressed up to the glass, my friend Carmen and I were
scratching our names into the concession stand with a nail file.
The file was hers. Mine was confiscated earlier that year.

Hah. No wonder my morality’s only at a
six.

Anyway, we just barely finished digging our
names in when we were caught. I wonder if they’re still there.

. . .

Wait just a gosh damn minute! Something just
occurred to me! It’s the middle of the day, isn’t it? This place
should have at least a handful of browsers unfortunate
enough to think a trip to the aquarium is fun.

But there’s no one. Just me and sexy Minx
and sexy Pine.

There’s the concession stand, with a lit up
case displaying sweating pretzels . . . the empty bottom of the
dolphin tank . . . the starfish pool, complete with hand-washing
stations . . . one of those cheesy wooden displays with the head
holes cut out of the picture – you know, the ones where visitors
can stick their faces in, take a picture, and see themselves in a
silly scene? So lame. . . . Actually, there was this one time that
we made one of those for Homecoming. The picture was of our
school’s mascot, Char-Char the big red bear, stomping on the neck
of the opposing team’s hawk or eagle or something – anyway, it was
funny because this plump kid got his head stuck in the hole and . .
.

Oh never mind.

The important thing is that there are no
living people to be found in the aquarium. The air in here
is muggy and warm, and that sickly blue glow over everything’s a
little creepy, now that I think about it.

Listen to me, practically a ghost, saying
something’s creepy.

Classic.

“Something wrong, Marley Craw?” Minx watches
me with wide-eyed wonder.

“Just Marley’s fine,” I tell him again. “And
yeah, there’s no one here,” I mention. “It’s a little weird, isn’t
it?”

Minx and Pine exchange a look. One of
those unsure-of-how-to-deliver-the-bad-news looks. Lovely.
What’s that supposed to mean?

“There are SOME people here . . .” says
Minx, voice trailing.

“Tch. Not very many,” mutters Pine.

Oh. So that’s it. There are
people. I just can’t see them.

Because I’m dead.

Because I’m definitely dead.

 


Definitely, definitely dead.

 


“You guys can see people here?” I say.
“Where?”

“Not their vessels, just their souls,” Minx
delivers carefully.

“And it isn’t important where,” says
Pine.

I look around and squint. Nothing. I try
squinting even more until my eyes are practically closed. Still
nada. “Well, I can’t see them. Not their souls or their
‘vessels’ or their mom-jeans. I do see those pretzels, though. Look
pretty tasty, too . . .”

“You don’t need to see people, Marley Craw,”
says Minx.

I don’t NEED to? Weird.

“What about the fish?” I ask. “I can see
them.”

“Fish are fine,” says Minx. “You’re allowed
to see fish. Fish won’t sway you.”

How lucky. Because I SO wanted to see fish.
More importantly– “What do you mean by sway?”

“Dumbass!” Pine lets out a huff and shakes
his head at Minx.

Minx dips his eyebrows. “What? I can tell
her that much.”

“No, you can’t. Argh! Come on.” That said,
Pine grabs Minx’s hood and begins pulling him away. I’m left
standing in the empty-but-not-really-empty aquarium.

Really, reapers? You’re just going to storm
off after delivering that? So frustrating! Grumble, mumble,
scowl. The least they could do is explain themselves.

Stupid death. Stupid fish. Stupid
pretzels.

No, I take that back. The pretzels did
nothing wrong.


Chapter 3: Aquarium-Sweet-Aquarium

 


“So if I’m dead, am I allowed to haunt
people? Because there are a few girls from my school that more than
deserve a good possessing.”

For the second time, Minx’s face shows off
an impish quality that’s all too cute. He touches his nose. “Maybe
I could teach you . . .”

“Are you hearing yourself?” says Pine,
stony.

Minx shakes his head and wide-eyed concern
returns as quick as a shot of rum. “He’s right, Marley Craw. You
shouldn’t think about people. In fact, don’t think about
people you knew, all right? Just think about me . . . or HIM, if
you must.” He frowns at Pine.

What a strange guy. Getting all excited over
causing mischief one minute, only to tell me what I
shouldn’t do the next. He reminds me of something . . .
something cute . . . something conflicted. Ohh! Got it! He’s like a
puppy – a naughty puppy – in training.

Maybe Pine isn’t the mysterious one, after
all.

“Just Marley’s fine. Anyway, what are we
doing here?”

The reapers tore through the whole aquarium
before stopping inside a tunnel-like tank, one meant to immerse
aquarium-goers in the underwater experience, where the glass arches
over a moving conveyor belt, allowing the fish to swim a full 180
degrees over fish fanatics. The belly of an ugly shark with bulging
eyes swims over our heads.

Well, that’s pleasant.

Nasty, slimy thing.

“Here’s where the portal is,” says Minx.

“This is where we’re staying?” I gape
up at the swimming fins. “Under Moby Dick?!”

Pine’s uncovered eye looks at me smartly.
“Moby Dick was a whale.”

“Awesome! A damn grim reaper knows more
about pop culture than I do!”

Well, one of them does, anyway. Meanwhile,
Minx stares up at the tunnel’s glass ceiling, wondering what ‘dick’
we’re talking about.

“We aren’t staying out here.” Pine taps the
glass. “We’re staying in there.”

Oh, of course. It’ll be much better shacking
up in, you know, the WATER for the next two weeks! But while I
shake my head at the pair of them and glare at the aquatic life,
Pine and Minx don’t bother explaining as they flip up their black
hoods, turn to face the glass, and begin rolling up the sleeves of
their sweatshirts.

“You guys have tattoos?” I blurt.

Yup, sure seems that way. The two reapers
have identical tattoos – one on the inside of each arm, just above
the wrist. I’ve always wanted a tattoo. Sometimes, when I was bored
in Mr. Donnelson’s biology class, I’d doodle on my hand with a
permanent marker. Snakes . . . roses . . . snakes eating roses. You
know, something kind of badass to say, ‘Yeah, see me? I’m totally
legit.’ Sigh. What a shame that my body remained uninked right up
until the end, and now I’ll never have a tattoo, be it reptile or
flower, to show off my badassdom. But that’s okay, I guess. My
grandma wouldn’t have approved of a tattoo. In fact, I’d probably
be disowned even worse than that basement dweller, Milo.

“What are they?” I ask. “Sickles?”

“Our scythes,” says Pine.

Grim reapers. Scythes. Should have
known.

“So predictable,” I say, under my breath.
Pine glances shrewdly at me over his shoulder. “Well it IS,” I tell
him.

Pine says nothing and returns his attention
to the glass. Then, he positions his hands in front of his body so
that his palms are facing one another. He places his right middle
and pointer fingers on his left wrist, and his left middle and
pointer fingers on his right wrist. Minx does the same.

“The wages of sin is death,” they say in
unison, and the ground beneath them kicks up with wind in response.
Now they really don’t look human. Swirling, the gust billows
upwards until it’s tossing the black hoods that frame their
faces.

“Are you guys doing . . . magic? As in
non-hokey-pokey, real-life magic?!”

Or am I supposed to say ‘real-death’
now?

Neither one of them answers, but something
unseen is whirling around them – I just know it!

I’m a reasonable girl. Downright
down-to-earth if you ask me. I’ve seen enough fantasy-magic-hoodoo
flicks to know when nether-powers are at work. And this has nether
written all over it. Around Pine’s hand, a green light forms
– while around Minx’s, forms a blue. The light from their hands
casts onto their faces, and for the first time, the pair of them
look . . . dark.

Holy. Potato. Salad.

This whole thing’s so
supernatural.

“Uh, guys? You aren’t, like,
summoning anything or anything, are you?”

Still, they don’t answer me, and I’m left to
watch, as the side of the glass appears first to roll, and then to
melt. The fish on the other side don’t take any notice. Could be
they can’t see us, the way I can’t see people – but they’ll for
sure notice if Pine and Minx break the glass. If that happens,
water will come spilling onto the floor and bloaty sharks and
wriggling rays will be left flopping around in the aftermath!

“Guys?” No response. “Reapers?” Nothing.
“MINX AND PINE?!”

At that, the pair of them stiffen and very
slowly turn to look at me from over their shoulders.

Ooookay.

“She said our names,” says Minx, voice oddly
light.

Pine’s uncovered eye blinks. “She did,” he
says, voice low.

“For the first time,” says Minx . . . and
his red eyes glow for a split second. Definitely nether-powers!

“Whoa, Minx, your eyes!” I say.

“She said it again,” says Minx, and his eyes
glow red again. With their glow set on me, he starts away from the
glass . . . and he looks . . . pining of all things.

Ohmigosh! That’s definitely
pining!

Did I do that? Très bizarre . . .

Minx’s hands drop to his sides and along
with them the blue glow falls. He begins to unhood his hood.
“Marle–”

“Control yourself.” Pine grabs him by the
collar, breaking the green glow around his own hands. The wiggling
of the tank’s glass stops. Pine glances at it sardonically. “Ugh.
Now we have to start over.”

Minx’s eyes dim. “What is it, Marley Craw?”
he asks and his voice is reverted to normal.

“I just . . .” I’m distracted. Me saying the
reaper’s name out loud did something – it had some kind of
effect on him. “Never mind.”

The two reapers start up their nether-powers
once more.

“The wages of sin is death.”

Their hands glow; the glass ripples, and
while I stand chewing on my thumbnail, the side of the tank melts
and a door-shaped hole is left in its place – but rather than water
and gnarly eels crashing through the opening, dark-colored fog
creeps out.

Well, if that isn’t ominous, I don’t know
what is.

Pine dusts his hands together. “Done.” Then,
he turns to me and extends his hand. The dim glow of the aquarium
falls over it.

Everything is so quiet all of a sudden. Like
that feeling you get when you’re alone in someone else’s house.

The still, warm air pricks my skin in a
weird sort of way. Over Pine’s head, a brown-toned fish sidles by.
I don’t know what kind of fish it is, mind you – fishology’s never
really been my thing.

“Come here, Marley.” Pine’s voice is
commanding, unwavering, and direct. His jaw is sharp and defined,
his arms strong and toned.

I don’t have a choice, really, but to take
his hand.

Pine’s palm is warm and steady and big. It
engulfs the whole of my hand as it draws me towards the
doorway.

 


Draws.

 


When Minx first embraced me it was . . .
comfy. With his arm around my stomach, this unbelievably
comfortable sensation came over me – no, it took over
me.

Holding Pine’s hand is the same . . . but
not. With his hand surrounding mine, something takes over me, but
it isn’t comfortableness, at all.

“Take me somewhere,” my mouth says without
first asking permission of my brain.

 


Take me.

 


Slowly, Pine turns his head and his
uncovered eye studies me. “What?”

“Nothing! Nothing at all!” Good going,
Marley Craw! Reeeeal smooth. Well, it’s not like I could help it!
Holding Pine’s hand is exciting – like at any moment he could whisk
me away to some far-off land. It’s almost like he knows it,
too, because for the first time since meeting him, the reaper does
something that goes against his enigmatic quality.

He grins.

And my heart hiccups for just an
instant.

It’s short-lived, though. Pine turns his
head to hide the grin as he pulls me after him through the
doorway.

I prepare to be wet – I mean, that’s what
should happen when you walk into a tank of water, isn’t it?
But no wetness comes. My hand stays dry as dry can be.

On the other side of the doorway, there’s a
large room. An empty room, perfectly square and symmetrical with
white walls and a white floor. Yuck. My matronly smock sticks out
more than ever in here.

“Where is this?” I ask.

But to answer, Minx slips his hands over my
eyes again. “Fill the room, Marley Craw.”

“Fill the–”

Minx’s mouth presses to my ear. “Fill it
with your desires.”

Desires? At the moment, the only ‘desire’ I
have is standing right behind me, whispering into my ear all
seductive-like.

Now, I’m a reasonable girl. Downright down
to earth if you ask me. I know it isn’t normal to allow two
strange men to take you into a secluded room and pull you around
wherever they please, but there’s something you have to understand.
Something about Minx – no, everything about Minx – is
comfortable. He’s like . . . the strongest anti-anxiety med ever.
No, more like a tranquilizer. A cup of tea that’s been spiked with
brandy?

Whatever. You get the idea.

Being around him makes me lower my guard for
no gosh damn reason. I only just met the guy, but . . .

Keep your head, Marley Craw.

I swallow to push back the magnetism of
Minx’s presence. “How, exactly, would I go about filling the room
with my desires?” I ask.

Minx nuzzles his nose against my ear. “Just
think about what you want most and it’ll come.”

Great! If I do that, a hundred Minxes will
appear, smooshed into the room like sardines!

So not cool.

“Think, Marley Craw,” Minx whispers. “Think
about what you really want most.”

“Are you sure?” I say flatly.

I guess there’s no helping it. Soon, both
Minx and Pine will know what a shallow, indulgent girl I am. No
wonder I didn’t get into Heaven. I take in a long, slooow breath,
and–

“Ah, I see. That’s . . . interesting,” says
Minx.

Oh no!

“W-what is it?” I say.

“Take a look, Marley Craw. Look at your
desires.” Minx removes his hands from my eyes. Even so, I keep them
shut tight.

“But I haven’t thought of anything yet!” I
protest. “Swear I haven’t! There’s been some kind of mistake.”

Like a wussy kid at a scary movie, I peek
one eye open while keeping the other securely clenched.

Through my one open eye, I see . . . Minx.
Shoot, shoot, shoot! Oh wait . . . there’s only ONE Minx still.
Well, that’s good, I guess. I breathe a breath of relief. There’s
one Pine, too. And . . .

In the corner of the room sits a small bed
with a faded quilt showing cartoony elephants balancing on balls
and spouting water out of their trunks. Next to that, there’s an
old school desk with a collection of pink gum stuck underneath. On
the opposite wall, a rusty blue locker – number 367 – stands,
conspicuously decorated with magnets that say things like:
girlfriend, LOL, and TTYL.

This is . . . SO TOTALLY LAME!

Minx scans the room with a frown.
“This is what you desire most?”

“No!” I say. “This is . . . my old
stuff.”

At the admission, Minx gives a small jolt.
“What?” He folds his arms uncomfortably.

“Well gosh! I don’t know! All of my old
stuff just showed up for some reason! That bed over there – that
was my first big-girl bed.”

Oh gawd! Did I just say ‘big-girl bed’ in
front of the hotties?! I hang my head in shame. Minx is clearly
disappointed by my lame-o ‘desires.’ I don’t know about Pine,
though. His back is turned. “Go on,” he says quietly.

“But–!”

“I want to hear.”

“My great-aunt made that elephant quilt for
me before she died, which is sort of ironic because I’m actually
terrified of elephants! They’re just so wrinkly, you know? And you
can never tell what they’re thinking through those beady little
eyes, and don’t their trunks kind of remind you of . . . of . . .”
I’ll stop myself there.

“And that?” Pine motions to the desk.

“My desk from third grade. I used to stick
one piece of strawberry-flavored Bubble Blast gum under there every
day. I thought if I accumulated enough, it’d eventually grow
sentient. Doesn’t it sort of look like a brain?”

From behind, I see Pine shudder. “It does,”
he says. He points to the locker. “And that?”

“My locker from middle school. See those
magnets? What you’d do is write funny sayings on the outside of
your friends’ lockers. I got detention once for writing . . . well,
something I shouldn’t have, but Amy Jo TOTALLY deserved it because
she was a complete beyotch back then. See, she told this guy I
liked that I needed to use MAN deodorant because I had overactive
pits, and after that he wouldn’t even come within a ten-foot radius
of me! Can you believe that skank?! Sigh. To this day, I’m still
scarred.”

Pine and Minx continue to look around at my
old belongings. My prom dress from last year hangs in the corner,
glittery and short. Posters and artwork and failed origami attempts
litter the walls.

Minx’s eyes fall on a pile of anime plushies
I ordered from the Internet. “Has this ever happened to you
before?” he asks Pine.

“. . . Once or twice,” says Pine.

“This is bad, isn’t it?” says Minx, and is
it my imagination, or does he sound a little panicked?

Pine takes a moment to study a collection of
dangling Mardis Gras beads before nodding once.

“What’s bad?” I say. “Besides my taste, I
mean.”

The reapers exchange another of those
looks. I hate those things! Ominous side-glances should be
banished from life AND death!

“Just tell me,” I demand, shifting my body
to hide an embarrassing wall poster of Jonathan Taylor Thomas.

“What you desire most is life,” says
Pine.

Oh. And that’s bad because . . . I’m
dead?

“You shouldn’t think about life, Marley
Craw,” says Minx, urgency in his voice. “Don’t think about anything
but me . . . or HIM, if you must.” Minx looks to Pine. “What should
we do?”

“Work harder.”

And with that, Pine brushes the hair from
his face, uncovering his other eye for the first time. So he
does have two of them. And here I’d been wondering if he was
hiding some sort of ugly defect.

Nope.

Still perfect.

With both eyes uncompromisingly set on me,
he comes right over to where I stand concealing JTT.

“Let’s try this again,” he says, and brings
a hand to the small of my back.

My stomach somersaults. Too hot. WAY too hot
for a spirit like me to handle.

His eyelashes are dark, and as he looks down
at me through them with those silvery, unnatural eyes, my stomach
somersaults again.

He presses me close using the hand on my
back and puts his other hand at the side of my neck so that he’s
holding me between the cheek and ear.

Now, a normal, alive girl might fight
back when taken hold of by a guy they don’t know – no matter how
attractive that guy might be – but I, you see, am very recently
dead and feel an unnatural . . . weakness regarding the two
reapers.

To be honest, I don’t mind his hands on me
at all. Nope, not one little bit.

It’s sort of strange, isn’t it, when you
consider the way I died?

 


But I don’t really want to think about
that.

 


Still, the nasty, gruesome, so-not-welcome
memory lingers – the ripping, the pushing, the forcing – and I
can’t help but ask, “W-what are you doing, Pine?”

At my mention of his name, Pine’s silver
eyes light around his pupils.

“What do you desire, Marley?”

 


Desire.

 


There’s that word again! And again, how am I
supposed to think of something ‘desirable’ when there’s something
so distracting right in front of me? I feel the temperature of my
neck rising embarrassingly high. Oh gawd, I hope it doesn’t show!
What if my neck’s turning red at this very minute? Like one of
those nervous, blotchy people?

My neighbor’s like that, you know. Anytime
someone asks him a direct question, his neck starts getting all red
and patchy and he looks totally suspicious. I’m guessing he has a
guilty conscience, but I’ve never been able to think of what he
could’ve done. Now that I think about it, he does kind of seem the
type to have someone locked in his basement . . .

Whatever.

Back to Pine.

In the absence of an answer, the sexy reaper
asks again,

“What do you desire, Marley? What does your
soul desire?”

I can’t take it. His stare’s too intense for
me to handle. His voice is too steady, too. If he keeps
probing me with his eyes like that, I’ll definitely pop like
an overblown balloon! And I’ll probably make that gross farting
noise while I zoom around the room, too. It’ll only end with my
deflated body hitting Jonathan Taylor Thomas in the face, at last
alerting the reapers that I ever even owned a poster like that in
the first place! And then they’ll probably make fun of me because
that was SO before my time, to which I’ll counter by saying that
cuteness never fades and then they’ll think I’m just the worst,
worst, worst girl they’ve every reaped.

Just. Great.

“Stop thinking,” Pine demands.

Right. Okay. Anything you say.

Even my inner-monologue turns
breathless.

Without lifting his glowing stare, he brings
his face closer to mine, closer, closer, until his mouth is inches
from mine and I can feel the warmth of him settling in-between
us.

My breath comes unevenly. My skin twitches
and I feel unnaturally aware of myself – where my hand is placed,
which of my arm hairs are standing, how often I blink.

Pine’s presence is exciting. I want him to
take me. Somewhere. Anywhere. On an adventure. Just take
me.

“Now,” he says, mouth nearly to mine, “tell
me what you desire.”

This time, I don’t even have to think about
the answer. “You,” I say.

“No fair!” says a voice someplace far
away.

. . . Oh yeah. That’s Minx.

For the second time since meeting him, Pine
grins. I know because I’m watching his mouth very carefully, to see
if it’ll make contact with mine.

It doesn’t.

After the grin, Pine releases my face,
removes his hand from the small of my back, and steps away. While I
fall victim to my own thudding heart, which is so obnoxiously loud
in my ears, Pine glances around the room.

“Much better,” he says.

Still recovering from the too-hot-to-handle
encounter, I look to see what he’s talking about. The locker and
bed and this-and-thats of my old life are gone. In their place . .
.

Whoa.

I grab onto Pine because it feels like I’m
going to fall, and even after I realize that’s not going to happen,
I still hold onto him for support because my mind refuses to
believe I’m safe. The walls, floor, and ceiling of the room have
been replaced with glass, and if that glass weren’t vaguely showing
our reflections, I wouldn’t even be able to tell it was there!

But how?

While Pine came near to kissing me, the room
transformed – or something – into a glass box – a glass box
that’s somehow outside EVEN THOUGH we were just deep within the
aquarium a minute ago.

Again, whoa.

The sky out there is blue. Bluer than blue,
even, and painted with rows of white cloud. Cottony, the clouds
stretch all across the sky in dragging puffs of white. Below us,
and as far as the eye can see, jagged, piney landscape covers the
ground.

Well, I say below, but below
doesn’t really cut it.

That’s because our glass room is high, high
up in the air, you see. That’s the reason I feel so queasy
and unbalanced – that’s why, even now, I’m gripping to Pine for
support. Not that I really mind touching him at all.

Don’t look down, Marley Craw. Whatever you
do, don’t look . . . damn and a half!

 


I looked down.

 


Way, waaaaay below us, green tips of land
peak here and there.

But the biggest peak of all is right at my
feet.

No. Way.

“Hold on!” I hold Pine’s chest for support.
“Are we balanced on top of a mountain!?”

“Mm,” says Pine.

Minx mutters something beneath his breath.
Whatever it is, it sounds like denial. Arms folded, he leans
against one of the see-through corners and frowns.

“This is a trick, right? Like some weird
reapery mind thing?”

“This is what you desire most, Marley,” Pine
says.

“For now,” Minx adds, sour.

What I desire most is . . . to be inside a
glass room sitting on top of a mountain? That doesn’t sound like
me. I mean, I don’t even really like outdoorsy things at all. This
one time I had to go camping – don’t even ask me why. Okay, fine,
go on and ask. It was for Campfire Girls of all things. My
dad wanted me to learn how to build a fire from a flint or
something rustic like that, but I just kept thinking that I’d never
really need a fire because our house had a furnace, and anyway, I
went along with it, but I didn’t sleep at all that night because
something in the woods – probably Bigfoot – kept making this noise
that was too ferocious to be a chipmunk. Not to mention
there was this stick under the tent and somehow it kept finding its
way under my – oh never mind.

“Is something wrong, Marley Craw?”

I’ve been zoning out and Minx is no longer
in the corner. Now, he’s standing next to Pine, head tipped with
concern.

“Is Bigfoot real?” I ask.

“Huh?” says Minx.

“You know: Bigfoot . . . Sasquatch . . . Big
smelly bear-man?”

Minx blinks. “It has big feet?”

“Oh never mind.” He clearly doesn’t know
what I’m talking about. “And anyway, what do you mean this is what
I ‘desire’? It’s my desire to be on top of a mountain?”

Minx frowns at the floor. “. . . Something
like that.”

The corner of Pine’s mouth gives a slight
twitch.

Oh hell. I remember now! I definitely said
that what I desired most was . . . Pine. With that in mind, I pull
away from him, very slooowly. Maybe if I do it slowly, he
won’t realize that I was clinging to him in the first place.

Seeing the open ground makes me woozy all
over again, though. I make my fists tight and look to the ceiling
for comfort.

“Okay, neat trick, guys, but I’m ready to go
now.”

Minx’s ears prick. He looks up from the
floor. “Go?”

“It’s not like I’m afraid of heights or
anything, but this isn’t just ‘heights.’ This is the HIGHEST of
HEIGHTS! I remember this one time my not-friend, Amy Jo, dared me
to ride the Killer Dragon Coaster at the amusement park, which had
this super high, fall-till-you-cry drop, and I was like, ‘Psh, I
don’t need to prove anything to you,’ even though I totally
did need to prove something to her, so I rode the thing and
I swear I felt my dingle ball hit my brain.”

“Dingle ball?” says Pine.

I open my mouth and point to the back of my
throat where the . . . the dingle ball hangs. “Anyway, that
was like the bunny hill compared to this. You guys expect us to
stay here for two weeks?”

“Ah.” Minx’s face lights up into a bright,
mischievous smile. “Did you hear that?” He smirks at Pine. “Marley
Craw isn’t comfortable here.”

Before I can say anything, the gloating
reaper grabs my shoulders from behind and yanks me away from Pine,
pulling me into himself so that my back is flush against his
body.

Pine doesn’t approve. “Tch. Dumbass,” he
mutters.

Minx wraps his arms around my chest and sets
his chin atop my head. He’s a lot taller than me, so it feels
natural like that.

“Minx, what are you–”

“Shhh.”

My thudding heart starts up at once. Not
wasting any time, eh, heart? Not even going to give me a
second to breathe, eh, bloody thing?

“Close your eyes, Marley Craw,” Minx
commands.

Sure, but only because the view is
daunting.

And only because Minx’s grip is melting.

And only because . . .

“You’re a new spirit, Marley Craw. You’re
impressionable. Let me impress upon you.”

. . . Impress upon? Sounds
heart-stoppingly close to press upon. A whole slew of dirty
thoughts flashes across my mind. It doesn’t help that I can feel
Minx’s belt buckle through the back of my ugly smock. It doesn’t
help that one of Minx’s hands has moved from my chest and is now
sweeping the hair from my shoulder. It doesn’t help that his chin
is no longer resting on my head, but moving towards my now-exposed
neck. It doesn’t help that the whole experience of being restrained
by him is pushing me to a place on the edge of dream.

With the warmth of Minx’s mouth dangerously
close to my exposed neck, the soothing-turned-mischievous reaper
asks me a question I’ve heard several times already:

“What do you desire, Marley Craw?”

His body is warm behind my back. I
feel his chi, even though we’re separated by layers of
matronly fabric and black hoodie. Chi. . . . Is that right?
Whatever it is – his energy or mojo or vibes – I feel them
rippling through his body into mine.

Thud. Thud. THUD!

It didn’t take long at all for my pulse to
reach annoying new heights. HEIGHTS. There’s that word again. Even
now, we’re balancing atop a mountain I somehow summoned with
Pine. Even now . . .

“You don’t need to think about that,” says
Minx. And his breath warms my neck.

Too sexy. Too, TOO sexy.

How the hell is it that I’m getting more
action dead than I ever did alive?

 


Dead.

 


I’m dead. Dead as a deadbolt dead.

“Minx?”

His body gives a small jolt. I imagine his
eyes have probably turned red again.

“Hm?”

“How long have I been dead?”

His body gives another jolt, but this time
it’s more rigid than the first. Whoops. I feel like I probably
shouldn’t have asked that for some reason. It’s just . . . it sort
of feels like I’m very recently dead . . . but also like I’ve been
dead for a very long time.

“You don’t need to ask that, Marley Craw.”
Minx squeezes me tighter, making me inhale sharply.

“Just Marley’s fine,” I say. But my voice is
all shaky.

It’s his dominance or something.

“What do you want, Marley Craw?” One of
Minx’s hands is moving down my abdomen. The other still resides
tightly across my chest.

My neck flares with heat. Oh gawd! If his
mouth ever makes contact with my skin, I’ll burn him for sure!

So. Not. Smooth.

His hand is moving lower, lower–

Drat! If only I was wearing something sexier
than this stupid smock. It’s got to feel like he’s caressing a
freaking nun.

Lower, lower . . .

Wait, just how low does he intend to
go!? . . . And why aren’t I stopping him? It’s totally ridiculous.
I only just met him today, right?

 


Or have I been dead for a long, long time
already?

 


I can’t tell because it feels like I’m
tightrope-walking along the edge of dream. If I teeter too much to
one side, I just know I’ll fall in.

My stomach hiccups at the place where Minx’s
hand is. Ah! I bet he felt it, too! Beneath my smock my body
fumbles because it doesn’t know what to do. Stomachs aren’t usually
touched so sensually. Well, mine isn’t, at least.

His hand slides low – almost too low – until
it’s at the bottom of my stomach. That’s where the reaper’s
slipping finally stops – and he whispers,

“What do you desire, Marley Craw?”

His voice is different than before. Before,
when he told me to ‘cuddle’ him, he sounded longing. Now,
he’s . . .

I called it.

Minx is naughty.

My arm, dangling at my side, grabs a
gathering of his pant leg. I crush the jean material beneath my
fist.

“What do you want?” he asks, toyingly.

“Yo–”

Really, Marley Craw? You’re going to succumb
to him? Just like that? Go me. Some willpower I’ve got there. Then
again, willpower doesn’t do much good when the temptation’s this
strong.

 


Again, no wonder I didn’t get into
Heaven.

 


Minx’s lips make contact with my neck. It’s
not a full-blown kiss, though. If it were, I’d probably implode or
explode or corrode. Lucky for everyone involved, it’s more like a
graze. “Say what you want most,” Minx coaxes.

“To sleep,” my mouth tells him.

His hand starts to slip again.

“With you,” I add.

His mouth opens against my neck.

“. . . And Pine.”

He stops. “Are you sure about that?” The
question is muffled by my neck.

“I think so.”

Minx pulls his mouth away but doesn’t
release me. “Why?” he says, and his voice isn’t toying any longer.
“Why him?” It isn’t that he sounds hurt at all, just genuinely
confused . . . and a little curious.

“I don’t know,” I answer truthfully.

Minx’s mouth moves to my ear. “Marl–”

“Give it a rest,” says a voice far, far
away. “That’s as much as you’re going to get. It’s still
early.”

“But with you, she–”

“I cheated,” the far away voice says. “I
went first.”

“Oh . . . okay.” Disheartened, Minx slowly
releases me, but I don’t want him to. I cling to his arm as it
pulls away.

“I can’t have you yet, Marley Craw,” he says
into my ear, “but I will.”

 


I was under a spell.

That much becomes clear to me the moment
Minx’s arm slips away.

Goober! It happened again: I was a complete
goober.

I whirl to face him. Well, he’s still hotter
than hot, but there’s no way I’d say that stuff so openly!

“I hope you know I didn’t mean SLEEP with
you! I meant sleep with you.”

Forehead slap. That doesn’t really make it
better.

Minx tips his head. “What else would you
mean besides sleep?” he asks, brow bent.

“I . . . uh . . .” Seriously!? After all
that seductiveness?

“Ignore him,” says Pine. The dark-haired
reaper looks bored, resting his cheek in his hand and staring out
the window absently. But he also looks annoyed – like he’s forcing
himself to look out there. Well, I can’t really blame him. How
awkward would it be to watch Minx and me going on like that?

Ohmigosh. I just realized something.

What if I’m . . . a slut?

Okay, next time one of those guys starts
putting on the moves, I’m going to resist. Got that? I’ll
resist.

“At least it worked,” says Minx, looking
past me.

What worked?

Oh!

I was so focused on the reapers that I
didn’t notice.

The floor of the glass room is filled in
with carpet, hiding the mountain below. Now, it’s a nice, safe,
solid-looking floor. And portions of the walls have filled
in, too. The windows still gape across the room, showing off the
momentous landscape beyond, but tiny slivers of wall reassure that
I’m not going to fall out into space if I get too close.

The room is no longer empty, either. There
are a few pieces of homey-looking furniture scattered around – all
dangling from the ceiling for some reason, suspended by bungee-type
cords. A vintage fridge, a carved rocker, and a wooden coatrack all
hover just over the ground. They’re the kind of things you’d find
at a lodge or something.

And one huge addition:

There’s a couch.

An enormous, plushy-looking couch, filled
with pillows and wide enough to sleep on, has appeared along the
far wall – the only piece of furniture not dangling.

So there’s a couch but no beds? Then, are we
ALL supposed to sleep on that together for the next two weeks?
Well, I can’t say that would be horrible.

Geez, Marley Craw! Am I a pervert now? I’m
pretty sure I wasn’t a pervert when I was living, but who can say
how death changes the soul?

Yeah right. That’s a load of garbage. If I’d
met Pine and Minx while alive, I’m sure I’d have turned into a
pervert then, too.

“Do you guys even sleep?” I ask, eyeing the
couch.

Minx studies my face with interest. “Yes,”
he says.

Pine shakes his head. “But we don’t need to.
And neither do you . . . anymore.”

“You don’t know that,” says Minx. In a rapid
shift of attitude, his eyebrow twerks disapprovingly at Pine.

“Tch.”

Then, Minx backs against the couch and opens
his arms to me. “Come here, Marley Craw.”

For the millionth time, my stomach drops
because he’s just too playful, too longing, too desirable.

“MARLEY is fine,” I say, trying to play
cool.

Minx looks to Pine before responding. For
permission? Maybe. Pine nods at him sternly.

“Marley.” Minx tugs teasingly at the
zipper of the black hoodie. “Cuddle me.”


Chapter 4: The Name of the Game

 


Sometimes, people tell me I look like a
tennis player, and I don’t really know what to say. I don’t know –
maybe it’s because I dress a little preppily that they think that
way. It sure the hell isn’t because of my agility or skill or any
other similar attributes, I can tell you that much. When it comes
to sports of any kind, I’m the worst. Quick footwork? Please.
Hand-eye coordination? Not so much. And if you haven’t figured it
out already, I’m also not what you’d call academic, so my
outsides don’t match my insides at all. Not one little bit. That’s
okay, it’s fun to surprise the assumers with my lack of poise.

You know what they say about assuming. When
you assume, you make an ass out of you and . . . well, just you. I
did nothing wrong.

Anyway, I blame my older sister, Mallory,
for the misunderstanding. She’s academic and athletic –
practically perfect if you ask me – and I’ve been wearing her
hand-me-downs since the footie-pajama days.

Apparently, that trend carries over into
death.

One of the bungeed furniture pieces is a
hand-carved dresser. At Pine’s suggestion, I rifle through the
drawers in search of attire to replace the matronly smock, hoping
to find something sleek and sexy – like a leather cat costume – but
finding nothing but Mallory’s old clothes. Polo after polo after
god-forsaken polo.

I settle on a green short-sleeved one,
tucked into a pair of dark jeans that are tight at the waist and
bell out from there. Make it fancy by adding a large-buckled
belt.

“You can look now,” I tell the reapers, who
agreed to turn their backs while I changed.

Minx’s eyes widen when they find me. “So
that’s how you dress.” Absentmindedly, his hand finds his
bottommost earring and begins to fiddle, as he studies me up and
down. “Your shirt looks good with your red hair.”

“Oh, than– Ack!”

My hair!

How could I forget?!

Probably a snarly mess from being pulled
this way and that. If I could just find a brush or a comb . . .
even a fork would do. I’m in luck. There just so happens to be a
brush on top of the dresser.

Wait, was that there before?

Whatever.

I pull the brush through my dyed red hair
until my reflection in the window shows sufficient bounce. Full at
the root with a slight curl at the end. JUST like a shampoo
commercial. Or . . . at least that’s what I was going for.

Red. I feel like there’s something important
about the color, but I can’t remember what.

Huh.

Anyway, my tools are limited, but it’ll have
to do.

I’m not the only one to have changed. The
reapers’ hoodies now hang from the suspended coatrack. Beneath his,
Minx was wearing a tan v-neck t-shirt – one that now shows off his
abs in all their splendor. I indulge in them.

Holy potato salad. You have to be dead to
encounter abs like those.

Pine, on the other hand, is dressed in that
black shirt and white tie that only dared to peek out of the hoodie
before. The shirt is a button up with the sleeves rolled up past
the elbow, and I couldn’t see it before because of the sweatshirt,
but he’s also wearing a vest. He doesn’t look formal at all,
though. More like kind of artsy, I guess. The collar of his shirt
is undone and the style of the vest matches his tight jeans. I
guess even grim reapers can be trendy.

None of that’s really important, though.

Without the sweatshirt to hide his arms, I
can now see them for their true glory. The scythe tattoos stretch
from wrist to elbow, but beyond that . . . muscle and sinew push
against his skin.

Who knew sinew, of all things, could
be sexy?

“Well, what now?” I look between the two
reapers. “Don’t we have some haunting to do?”

Minx’s eyes widen.

“Don’t even think about it,” says Pine. But
the way he stands with his hands in his pockets, kicking at the
bottom of the wall with his boot makes it seem like he’s a little
restless, himself. “We’re staying put for now. It’s probably time
to call that lameass anyway,” he says.

That lameass. Riiight. Beck, my
angel, the lameass.

I pluck the red card from the top of a
nearby hovering table.

 


~ Beck Lemmings ~

Angel in Accounting

Reachable at #99-840

 


“Doesn’t look like any phone number I’ve
ever seen.” I turn the card over in my hand. “And do we even have a
phone in here?”

Pine points above my head, where an old
spiral-corded phone dangles. This time I’m sure – that definitely
wasn’t there before. So things are just appearing out of nowhere
now? Wonderful. Nether-powers, I tell you. Nether-effing-powers.
And with a cord and everything? Man, I haven’t seen one of those in
. . . actually, I’m pretty sure I saw one out in my garage the
other day. It wasn’t hooked up or anything, just piled in a box
with a bunch of other old junk. Now that I think about it, it was
the same color as this one. Maybe it’s the same . . .

Whatever.

I stand on my tiptoes to reach the phone,
but because I’m a shorty, my fingers only graze the bottom.

Come on, Marley Craw. Think tall! Be the
height you know you can be! Maybe now that I’m dead,
self-motivation will actually work – as in bring about real,
nether-powered results. Taller, taller, just a little–

Minx is in front of me before I even realize
he’s coming.

Whoa.

I smell him before I see him, too. He smells
like fresh . . . freshness. Like one of those linen candles, you
know? The ones that are meant to smell like air-dried laundry.
Only, my laundry never did smell quite that good.

Minx does smell that good, though.
For sure.

Wonder why I didn’t notice before?

He’s standing closer than you’d normally
stand to a person – so that our bodies are almost touching.
Apparently, grim reapers aren’t aware of personal bubbles. And as
he looks up at the hanging phone with his head tipped back, his
eyes catch the light beaming through the window and gleam,
ruby-like, but I can’t tell if they’re wicked or lovely. Probably
something in-between, or a mixture of the two.

The ‘v’ of his t-shirt cuts low, allowing
for a glimpse of his collarbone. Now that he’s showing it off, his
neck’s pretty sexy too. And it’s so close . . .

He swallows and his adam’s apple bobs.

 


I wonder what would happen if I kissed
it.

 


No! I told myself I was going to resist any
come-ons the reapers threw at me!

Then again, maybe this is innocent on Minx’s
part. Maybe he isn’t trying to seduce me by granting me
obvious access to his neck.

He pulls the bungeed phone down to my hand.
“There you go, Marley.” Then, he steps away.

Yup, innocent. So I am a pervert,
after all. Neat.

“Thanks, Minx.”

But at my use of his name, whatever
innocence he had runs away to some far off corner of our glass
abode. His eyes sear, and his arms open like he’s about to
catch me.

“Mar–”

“Leave her alone,” says Pine. “Let her check
in.”

Halting abruptly, Minx scowls and glances at
his partner, but soon undergoes another of those drastic changes
he’s prone to. His mouth softens, and he takes on a look that’s
something like sympathy. “He’s right,” he says. “You should
call your angel, Marley. It’s good to check in.” He pats my head
once before turning to the oversized couch. “I’m going to take a
nap.”

With that, he gingerly hops onto the
cushions, throws an arm lazily over his head, and rolls onto his
side so that his back is turned to us.

Weird.

I stand with the outdated phone in my hand,
trying to make sense of his strangeitude.

“Just ignore him,” says Pine. The
black-haired reaper has again taken to looking out the window at
the mountainous expanse. He reminds me of something . . . something
impatient . . . something caged. Ohh! Got it! He’s like a lynx – a
wanderlusting lynx – in captivity.

“You really want to go out there, don’t
you?” I say.

His uncovered eye shoots to me. “Do
you?”

“N-no.”

Whoops. I stammered because he caught me by
surprise.

The corner of his mouth frowns, disapproving
of my answer or something. Well, excuse me for not wanting
to traverse a mountain.

He puts his hands in the pockets of his vest
and stares out the window. “Call the angel,” he says.

Great, now I feel bad for some reason! What,
because I don’t want to climb Mount Everest, I’m suddenly a
disappointment?!

I stretch the phone’s bungee tight. I’m
tempted to pull it even tighter, release it, and send it
catapulting across the room. I could send it right for Pine, even .
. . heh, heh, heh.

“Just call him,” Pine says without looking.
“We can play later.”

Dang! It’s almost like he heard what I was
thinking or something! Not good. If those two start hearing my
not-so-innocent thoughts, we’ll be in serious trouble. Not to
mention, play? What the what does he mean by
play?

I hurry to punch in the number on the
phone.

A nasally woman answers. “Case
number?”

“Uhhh, hold on.” I read off the back of the
card: “887PR2E.”

“A moment while I connect you.”

The line clicks and the woman’s voice is
replaced by some kind of jazzy flute. I cover the mouthpiece.
“Angels have cheesy elevator music?”

Instead of answering, Pine merely makes a
small noise. “Pfft.”

“Marley Craw.” A voice comes on the
line. A guy’s voice. I remember that voice. I uncover the
mouthpiece.

“Beck, right?”

“Beck Lemmings, that’s right. Have you
settled in, Marley Craw?”

I look around the odd glass room with
hanging furniture. “Uh, I guess.”

“And how are you feeling?”

“Fine. Dead-ish.”

From the other end of the line, I hear the
scribbling of a pen. “Have you found yourself experiencing any
disagreeable emotions?”

“Disagreeable emotions?” I repeat.

“He means, are you sad?” Pine throws over
his shoulder.

“Oh. Sad? Umm, not really. I’m doing
okay.”

“Perfect.” The scribbling continues.
“Call me instantly if that changes, okay? Okay.”

“Sure. Soooo, Beck. You’re an angel, right?
Do you have wings?”

“Now is not the time to–”

“Wait!” I cut him off. “Are you, like, a fat
naked baby with wings?”

Pine snorts.

On the other end of the line, the scribbling
stops. “No.”

“No, you don’t have wings, or no, you aren’t
a fat baby cherub?”

“That’s a highly inaccurate
misrepresentation.”

“The wings?” I persist. “Or the baby?”

Beck pauses. “The baby.”

“So you do have wings?”

“We aren’t here to talk about me, Marley
Craw. We’re here to talk about you. And yes, I have wings.”

“Feathery ones?”

“They’re light.”

“As in not heavy?”

“No, as in they’re MADE of
light.”

“Ooooh.” I coil the cord around my finger
and hold the phone to my ear with my shoulder. This convo is
getting interesting. “Sounds pretty. So are you sitting on a cloud
right now?”

“Heh.”

Aha! I broke him! From the sound of it,
Beck’s all-business attitude is just a work thing.

Sadly, though, he’s quick to pick up where
he left off. “That isn’t how it is at all. Now, enough about me.
Just answer a few questions, and then I’ll hand you over to them
for good.”

“Hand me over?”

“Until your judgment.”

“About that. What, exactly, am I being
judged on? I mean, it’s not like I ever killed anyone, right?” I
fiddle with the cord.

“You’ve lied . . . a lot,” says
Beck.

“Not true!”

The scribbling picks up. “There’s
another.”

Whoops.

“No! Don’t write that down! Just–! Ugh. What
am I supposed to do now?”

“Simply do what comes naturally to
you.”

“Naturally?”

 


Naturally.

 


Yeah, Minx said something like that before,
too. But what does that mean? I’m supposed to . . . “Wait a
second!” I steal a look at Pine, who’s still transfixed on the
window, before turning my back to him and cupping the phone. “Is
that why you shacked me up with two hot reapers, Beck!?” I whisper.
“Are you just waiting for me to give in to their seducing so that
you can sentence me to eternal torment, or what?”

“I’d be careful if I were you. Reapers
have very good hearing.”

“Eep!” Slowly, very slooowly, I turn
to find Pine no longer looking out the window. Now, he’s leaning
against the wall, fully facing me, with a smug sort of look on his
mouth. No way! He totally DID hear!

Good going, Marley Craw. There’s really no
saving face now. Sigh. I feel my cheeks heating up.

Whatever. I’m sure Pine already knows
he’s hot. It’s not like it’s some big secret.

I drop my cupped hand. “That IS what’s going
on here, though, right? I mean, lust is a sin too. And I’m pretty
sure it’s one of the Bad Seven,” I tell Beck.

“Bad Seven?” Pine raises his eyebrow. “The
seven deadly sins aren’t in a biker gang, Marley.”

I stick out my tongue at him.

On the other end of the line, there’s the
sound of something being set down. Kind of like a mug or a cup.
Does that mean Beck’s at some kind of heavenly office right now? Is
he sitting in a cloud cubicle drinking angel coffee?

“Are you wearing a suit?” I ask him.

He ignores me. “Back to your other
question, Marley Craw. The mortals have one thing right: Everything
isn’t black and white. More accurately, NOTHING is black and white.
Not life, not death. Not the universe or the worlds beyond. Your
judgment is catered to you, Marley Craw.”

“Meaning?”

“Things aren’t as they seem. Think about
what you want – what you REALLY want – and your soul will end up
where it should. Now then, tell me what you’re feeling at this
exact moment after hearing all that.”

“I’m . . . fine.”

Well, that’s a big whopping lie. Beck knows
it, too. He clears his throat.

Gah! All right, all right!

“I’m–”Again, I turn my back to Pine, and in
a small voice, say, “Scared.”

“Then think about this: Life isn’t fair,
Marley Craw, but the Creator of Worlds – God, as you know him – is
fair, and you’ll be judged fairly.”

“Oh.” Am I supposed to be relieved?

“Next,” Beck goes on, “answer me
this: How are you getting along with your ‘hot reapers’?”

“They’re . . .” Too hot to handle? Prone to
rapid shifts of personality? Built like mustangs? “They’re okay, I
guess.”

Scribble, scribble, scribble. Wait! That was
another lie, wasn’t it? Oh crud. Maybe if I don’t say anything,
Beck won’t notice.

But the scribbling continues on dangerously
long. Scribble, scribble– “Alrighty then, you have my card. Call
me if your feelings begin to change.”

CLICK.

Wow, Beck. Not one for lengthy goodbyes,
eh?

I hang up the phone and let it bungee back
into place. Pine has returned to gazing at the outside terrain.
Meanwhile, Minx is still right where he was. Napping,
apparently.

“How long’s he going to stay like that?” I
ask.

“As long as you let him, I suppose.”

“As long as I do? Why’s it up to
me?”

“This is your reaping, Marley. You make the
rules.”

“Oh reeeally? Because so far it seems
like YOU guys have just been pulling me here and there and not
really letting me in on the name of the game, even. How am I
supposed to make the rules if I don’t even know how to score?”

Pine doesn’t feel the need to answer me
outright. “Do you want to go outside?” he says.

Random much?

I let out a huff. “What does that have to do
with anything?”

“It has to do with everything.” Pine taps
the glass with his finger. “Everything,” he says again. Then, he
looks expressionlessly at me from over his shoulder. “So, do you
want to go outside?”

“Not rea–”

In a flash, Pine’s no longer at the window.
Now, he’s in front of me with his hand over my mouth. “You have a
choice, Marley. You can choose to wake HIM up, or you can choose to
go outside with me. Think about it before you answer.”

Pine carefully removes his hand from my
mouth, but in the aftermath, he’s standing closer than close,
towering over me. For the first time I notice that he, too, has a
scent. And it’s kind of familiar, too. It’s like . . . wood? A
forest?

Ohmigosh. I’ve got it.

Pine smells like an actual pine.

Wait, is that why his name is Pine? That’s
kind of corny.

Because he’s so close, I take a step
backwards, but it doesn’t do much good. The step puts me flat
against the wall. I’ve been cornered. Pine leans in, putting the
tattooed part of his arm, from wrist to elbow, against the wall
over my head. With his face tipped forward like that, both eyes are
uncovered. The silver part of each iris is outlined by a ring of
dark, but the inner silver shines and shifts behind drilling
pupils.

I’m not quite sure, but it seems like Pine’s
nether-powers might be stronger than Minx’s. At least, his
stare is stronger than Minx’s.

“What will it be, Marley?” he asks in a
voice that’s deep and even.

My breath comes in and out louder than it
usually does.

Oh gawd! That’s so embarrassing! But the
harder I try to make it quiet, the louder it becomes.

It reminds me of this one time I had to give
a speech for my basic com. class, and I was way nervous and sweaty.
So sweaty, in fact, that I was in danger of being one of those
people with the pit stains that look like someone just squirted
them under each arm with a water gun, and no matter HOW hard I told
myself to quit sweating, my body just kept producing more and more
liquid until I looked like someone from a sports drink commercial
all doused in orange or blue drink-sweat, only, lucky for me, my
sweat was clear. I ended up swallowing four packets of salt because
my not-friend, Amy Jo, told me it’d help me dry out, and when that
didn’t work, I finally went running to the bathroom to dry myself
under the hand dryer.

I made it through the ordeal without any pit
stains, but I had a hell of a time spurting off my speech anyway
because my mouth was all salty, and I swear my tongue shriveled up
just a little.

“Marley.”

Pine calls my attention to him once
more.

Whoops, I was totally zoning out. But, hey!
My breathing’s gone back to a normal level again! Oh shoot. Not
anymore. Thinking about it makes it get louder!

Damn it, Marley Craw!

“What do you want?” Pine persists, stare
unwaveringly on me. “To wake HIM, or to go outside with me.”

I slip a peek at Minx. He looks comfy over
there, buried in his pile of cushions. It doesn’t look like he’s
even moved at all. Heavy sleeper, I guess. I don’t really feel like
going outside to that nether-powered mountain that appeared out of
nowhere, but it wouldn’t be very nice to wake Minx up when he’s
sleeping so soundly, would it?

“Do I have to pick one of those things?” I
ask.

Pine nods.

I study Minx again. There’s something sexy
about it – the way he’s sprawled out like that. So vulnerable too.
I wonder what he’d do if I woke him up, anyway? Probably just want
to cuddle or whatever. Hm, what would cuddling Minx be like?
I remember that cozy, sleepy feeling of melting against him. I
remember the comforting, soothing sound of his voice.

Holy potato salad.

I think I really want to wake him up!

My heart beats like a traitor, so loud that
I’m sure Pine can hear it.

The corner of Pine’s mouth frowns. “Got it.”
He starts to pull away.

“Wait!” Before I know what I’m doing, I’ve
grabbed the tie tucked into his vest, and stopped him from
leaving.

His eyes widen just a tiny bit. Mine do too,
I’m sure, because I have no idea why the heck I just did that.

Pine waits for me to say something else.

“Uh . . .” I look at Minx and then I look at
Pine and then again at Minx. Lastly, my eyes settle on Pine.

He shakes his head, but it isn’t because
he’s upset. There’s a strange little something hiding now in the
corner of his formerly frowned mouth. “Don’t force yourself,” he
says. “If you want to wake him up, that’s what you should do. He
was telling the truth before. ‘No cheating or faking, or you’ll
have a miserable afterlife.’ Remember that?”

I do remember that, but that’s not what I’m
thinking about now. With my hand still firmly on Pine’s tie, I tip
my head. Something just occurred to me.

“Why do I even have to pick?” I ask.

Pine looks taken aback. His mouth opens and
closes and then he says, “What?”

“I have to either go outside with you or
wake Minx up from a nap? WHY?”

Pine’s hand slips from its resting spot over
my head. “You just do,” he says.

“Okaaay, sure. But what relevance
does it have?” I persist.

Pine studies me a moment, then starts, “You
have a choice, Marle–”

“Yeah, I get that.” I’m suddenly realizing
that this whole ‘choice’ the reaper gave me is a little suspicious.
I squint at him. “And what’s your deal, anyway? Are you,
like, the boss in this scenario?”

Pine narrows his eyes, and again says,
point-blank, “What?”

“There’s something different about you. You
seem . . . I don’t know, more mature than Minx does. No,
that’s not right. I don’t mean mature as in your maturity
level.”

Pine raises his eyebrows.

Am I not making sense? My bad.

“I mean, you seem more experienced.
Like you’ve been at this longer than him. Like you’re the one in
control. I get the feeling you’ve reaped a LOT of souls. Loads,
probably. And you’re not as eager . . . or something. Like you
don’t actually care all that much about any of this. Sure, you
seemed a little disappointed that I might want to hang out
with Minx over you, but . . . maybe you don’t really care. Maybe
you’re the one that’s faking.” I tug on his tie. “You said I
make the rules? Then this IS a game. And you don’t really care if
you win, do you? I don’t know, it’s just a vibe I get from you. Am
I making any sense at all?”

Pine’s face has fallen into concern. “Too
much.”

“Then again,” I go on. “Why should
you care? You don’t actually know me at all. This whole thing feels
off. Like it’s some kind of a setup, and it’s your job to
seduce me. Am I in the ballpark, or–?”

Pine’s forehead furrows. “How are you–?” He
stops himself. “Why would you come to that conclusion?”

“Easy peasy. This one time, Amy Jo asked my
crush to go to the game with her, but it was only because she knew
I liked him, not because she actually cared about him. You could
just feel it, you know? The whole night she was doing everything
over the top, just so that I could see! And she positioned
the popcorn right under her boob, too, so that whenever he reached
for popcorn, he’d have to graze her chest. That’s kind of
the feeling I get from you. . . . Well, not the boob part, but you
know what I mean.”

Pine swallows uncomfortably. “Are you a
psychic? There was nothing in your file about you being a
psychic.”

“I’m just thinking practically. You’re
acting all over me and stuff, but why should you? It’s just like
with Amy Jo. It isn’t real. She was doing it because it was
part of a game; not because she actually liked Noah.”

“Don’t.” Pine shakes his head. “You aren’t
alive, Marley. Stop thinking like you are, and whatever you do–”
Pine points at sleeping Minx– “Don’t say any of that in
front of him, understand? He’s . . . dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” I examine sleeping Minx. He
doesn’t seem any more ‘dangerous’ than a sleeping puppy.

Pine lets out a grunt and shakes his head at
the ceiling. “This doesn’t usually happen. You shouldn’t be asking
questions like those.” He sets his stare on me. “If your mind tries
to think about it, don’t let it or you’ll be sorry. This ‘setup,’
as you called it, is all for your sake, Marley, so stop pretending
to be alive. Stop thinking as though you’re alive and let us do our
jobs. Besides–” Without warning, he takes both my shoulders and
slams them into the wall.

The sudden use of force makes my stomach
kick and the blood in my veins rush.

Whoa.

Pine lowers his mouth to my ear. “Your
wrong. The choice has to be yours. That’s why I can’t force
you into anything. That’s why I have to let you go to him if you
want to.” He takes a small bite of my earlobe.

Ah!

Shivers run all the way down my back.

“But, of course I care if I win,” he says
with my ear lightly between his teeth, “because the prize . .
.”

“The prize?” I repeat, breathless.

“The prize is your soul, Marley Craw,
and there’s nothing I’ve ever wanted more.”

And for the first time, I believe him.
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~ #508, Pine ~


Chapter 5: Heart-Pounding Encounters of the
Reaping Kind

 


When I was alive, everything was different.
Time moved expectedly, from morning to night, and if I closed my
eyes, I’d probably dream, barring the existence of caffeine in my
system. In the morning, I’d see Milo, looking pale as ever,
stuffing waffles down his gullet. I’d check my phone twice, once to
see if I’d gotten any texts, and again to see if my sister,
Mallory, had sent me any funny pictures of her boozer of a roommate
the night before. Once, I got this great one where the boozer woke
up in the middle of the night next to a cat she’d stolen from
someone else’s room. But since cats aren’t allowed in any of
the dorms, it meant someone had originally smuggled the cat in in
the first place, and well, the boozer never did figure out whose
cat it was, and they ended up naming it Kitten Chow and making it
the dorm’s mascot.

College life, man.

Not that I’ll ever get to go to college
now.

 


But I don’t really want to think about
that.

 


What’s important is that back then,
everything was different. Now, time doesn’t seem to move at all.
Either that, or it moves insanely, crazily, too-quick-to-realize
fast. I can’t tell which it is. I have no idea how long I’ve been
dead, or even how long Minx has been napping, and the harder I try
to think about it, the less certain I am.

“So I’m not allowed to ask about any of
this?” I ask Pine as he zips up the front of his shirt. Apparently,
leaving the room warrants putting on his nether-hoodie.

“No.”

“I’m supposed to just go with the flow?” I
press.

“Yes.”

“And at the end of this, whichever
one of you wins gets to eat my soul?”

Pine blinks at me before flipping up the
hood of his sweatshirt. “We aren’t demons, Marley. The winner gets
to reap your soul. You keep it, but we get to reap
it.”

“Riiight. That SO clears it up. And in order
to ‘win,’ you have to . . .?”

Come on, Piney, old buddy, old pal. Fill in
the blank.

He turns to face the glass. “Don’t worry
about it.”

Damn.

Boo, hiss, drat.

I just KNOW it’s got something to do with
their seductive tendencies. My guess? Whichever one of them gets to
me to swoon the hardest gets to reap my soul . . .
whatever that means.

Well, it’s a little late for that. Both of
them have made me swoon plenty hard already.

Pine takes up his reaper stance, putting his
right middle and pointer fingers on his left wrist and vice versa.
“The wages of sin is death,” he says, more like a command than an
announcement or a confession. There’s something ultra demanding
about his tone, like he’s forcing the words into existence at
gunpoint, rather than just saying them.

His bossiness works. The dark-haired reaper
is immediately enveloped in netherly wind. It billows around his
hood and sleeves as though it’s fighting to remove the black
sweatshirt I’m only now realizing might be a magical source all its
own. His hands light with the green glow I’ve seen from them
before. The aura around his body takes on a wholly
supernatural feel.

I check to see if the commotion’s woken Minx
at all.

Nada. Looks like Pine was right: The lazy
reaper won’t get up until I get him up.

With his hands enveloped in mystic glow,
Pine raises his right two fingers to the window and draws a large
X.

“Criss cross applesauce,” I mutter.

The glow of his hands transfers onto the
glass where he drew, and a visible X flares green upon the window.
Satisfied, Pine drops his hands, but the glow on the glass doesn’t
fall with them. It remains, searing, stained into the window.

“Now what?” I whisper, eyeing the mark with
disdain. I don’t trust it. It looks kind of cursey.

Then again, it could just be a regular old
X. Occultism isn’t really my know-how.

Pine removes his hood. “Come here.” This
time that commanding voice is directed at me. My stomach doesn’t
mind. My throat doesn’t mind. My skin doesn’t mind, either.

It makes them feel . . . wanted.

Before I can even say anything, Pine grabs
my hand and forces it to the glass. He uses the whole of his hand
to press mine against the center of the X, spreading my fingers out
with his and holding my hand in place with his palm. His palm is
warm over mine. It covers all of mine. His hand is mature and
strong, and it doesn’t falter or shake.

The green X sears with conjured power, I
expect. Downright magic, I expect. Touching it doesn’t burn
me like I thought it would. To tell the truth, the glass doesn’t
feel any different from regular glass at all.

Except . . .

For whatever lame reason, when I look at
Pine’s hand over mine, my stomach gives a small hop followed by a
big hop.

But I refuse to let my neck get hot.

I refuse to let him get to me.

Now that I know the name of their game, I
intend to win.

No one said I couldn’t, right?

Go, me! Rah! Rah! Rah! I’ll even be my own
cheerleader if I have to. Speaking of which – internal uplifting
aside, I never had much of an interest in cheerleading. Remember
me? Clumsy feet . . . zero agility . . . yeeeah, being
thrown into the air and flipping across the field and all that jazz
sounds like a WHOLE lot of fun. Just the absolute BEST.

Not.

Even those god-awful pom-pom movements are
enough to send a person straight to an asylum. It takes a special
kind of control freak to be able to perfectly match their movements
to someone else’s.

It’s all a little creepy if you ask me. Body
snatchers come to mind. Robots, too.

Either way, coordination is overrated.

Then again, I might just be bitter over my
lack of skills.

Huh.

“Ready, Marley?”

Yowsa. As is becoming standard practice for
me, I zoned off to zoney land again. If I keep doing that, the
reapers are going to think I’m dim in the brain. Well, Pine would
for sure. I don’t really know if Minx would even notice. Anyway,
now that I’m back to reality – after-reality, I mean – I
realize just how close Pine’s face is to my ear. Why are the
reapers’ mouths always abnormally close to my ear!? Part of their
game, I’m betting.

Reapers 1, Marley 0.

Pine’s breath tickles, as he says again,
“Ready?”

 


Ready.

 


“It depends what I’m getting ready for,” I
answer, swallowing down the hotness that badly wants to rise up my
neck.

Come on, body! Would you work with me,
here?

Leaving our hands pinned against the glass,
Pine wraps his free arm around my side and pulls me in front of
him. His hand is big against my waist, and I swear he draws my
shirt up just a little on the way. Either that, or it’s a natural
phenomenon of friction. Even friction wants me to swoon. Thanks a
lot, physics.

. . . Or is it mechanics?

“Tribology,” Pine says against my ear.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You said something,” I insist.

“Hardly.”

Whatever. He did say something, but
whatever.

Being held like that, with his hand cupping
my waist, makes me feel small and slender for some reason.

It also makes me feel like I’m under his
control.

Phoo. I focus on my breathing to make
sure it isn’t too deep.

“Are you ready?” he says a third time.

“For what?”

He clenches my fingers against the window.
“To go through,” he says.

Oh . . . yeah . . . sure . . .
through the glass and out into, what, the AIR?! There’s
nothing directly below the window – not for a long, long way, at
least.

To make matters worse, Pine pushes his hand
harder against mine, forcing me firmer against the window, and this
time, the glass reacts. From the center of the X outwards, the
glass starts to ripple.

 


And then it’s gone.

 


WHOOSH!

Faster than a shot of . . . well, anything,
really, the glass disappears, and now Pine’s holding my waist and
hand, keeping from falling through the open hole. We might have
been inside the aquarium at some point, but we definitely aren’t
there anymore. The wind and chill of the outer mountain is real as
real can be. It blows my hair around my face and bites at my skin,
and if Pine weren’t there to hold me back, I would have teetered to
my second death by now.

I don’t know what I was expecting, but it
wasn’t this. We are really, truly on top of a mountain. A
real-death, rocky-mountain-high MOUNTAIN.

Oh gawd. I think I’m going to faint.

“Ready?”

Nope. Definitely not ready to jump from, you
know, the HIGHEST OF HEIGHTS!

“You’re kidding!”

“I’m not.”

Wide-eyed, I look up at him. “You can fly,
right? You’d better be able to fly, Pine, or I’ll never forgive
you!”

“Relax,” he says with a hint of a grin,
uncovered eye lighting at my usage of his name. “You’re already
dead. You can’t die again.”

Oh.

I guess that’s true.

But still!

I root my feet to the edge of the room,
where the carpet meets the opening, and push against the reaper,
trying to get him to back off. It doesn’t do even an iota of good.
Pine wraps his arms around me like a straight jacket and–

“WAHHHHHHH!”

Before I know it, we’re falling through the
air, sinking like a cartoon anvil – careening, even. The
wind past my ears is deafening. And there’s one other major
problem.

I can’t breathe.

I can’t breathe!

I clamp my eyelids down tight and wiggle in
Pine’s arms, but through the screech of the wind, his voice is
clear:

“Feel me, Marley. And think. What do you
desire?”

All that baloney about DESIRE again?! How
the heck am I supposed to think about my DESIRES when we’re
totally, impossibly falling to my second death?! DESIRE, my ass!
Stupid DE–

 


Desire.

 


Right. How could I forget? Pine has a FEEL
to him, doesn’t he? More than a FEEL, he has an overtaking aura
that pricks through every centimeter of my skin that touches his.
Calming down quick as quick can be, I take in a deep breath, and my
lungs aren’t only filled with air; they’re filled with
wanderlust. My heartbeat, formerly speeding from fear,
speeds now with something else, which I’m pretty sure is
excitement.

Wait . . . do I . . . like this?

Clutching to Pine’s arms that are still
wrapped firmly around me, I open my eyes just a smidge and discover
that we aren’t falling straight down anymore. We’re falling
diagonally down the mountain.

What the–!?

Nether-powers at work again. Go figure.

In the distance below us, the tips of pines
flash by in a smear of green. Overhead, the sun is much, much
larger than it should be. Through the chill of the wind, the top of
my whipping hair is warmed by unnatural rays.

“Well?” Pine says, and his voice is
almost inside my head this time. “What do you want most
right now?”

Thrill. Adventure. Awakening. To fall to the
far-off corners of the world. If I could be on a rollercoaster with
anyone, I’d want it to be Pine. Even the Killer Dragon would be
manageable with him, I think. Maybe even fun. Exciting.

 


Exciting.

 


Yeah . . . that’s what I want right now. I
want excitement.

But when I open my mouth to tell him so, the
rushing wind takes it away. Not fair! His voice reaches me just
fine! Neat. Looks like the voices of lowly spirits aren’t
granted the same magical properties.

Whatever. The fault is his for asking a
question I can’t even answer.

“It’s all right. I got it,” he
says.

Got it?

“Excitement.”

Wait, he heard me? But my voice was
carried away before I even got the second word out!

“I got it anyway,” he says.

Ack! It’s totally like he’s reading my
thoughts again! I think HE’s the one who’s psychic.

I feel my eyebrows flatten. Psh. Stupid
reapers.

But however stupid he may be, there’s no
denying that he feels good. His body is warm against mine.
His arms are strong around me. He smells good, too. And
familiar. Mmm. His scent reminds me of something I did recently,
but I can’t put my finger on what it was . . .

Huh.

The thought drifts away like a floater on
the wind.

And the longer I’m against him, the stronger
I realize–

I like being near him.

“Remember it,” he says.

Remember?

“Remember this.” He squeezes me
tighter. “It’s the best fit for you, Marley. Don’t forget
it.” Our fall slows, and as it does, it tips until we’re
falling straight downwards again. Slower and slower we slow as
though we’re harnessed to a parachute. But when I check, there’s
definitely no parachute or bundle of balloons or umbrella attached
to us anywhere.

Thought you’d pulled a Mary Poppins there
for a second, Pine.

The reaper doesn’t say anything in response.
Maybe he can’t hear my thoughts after all.

As we fall through the tops of the trees,
the bright sun and clear air do something strange to me. They
invigorate. Is that the right word? Invigorate. Like
in one of those body-wash commercials where the showeree lathers
themselves up and animated flowers roll off their skin, and as they
breathe in the steamy shower scent, they act like they’ve just
experienced some great rejuvenation or something.

That’s how I feel now.

It’s strange, isn’t it? When I’m so not
outdoorsy at all? When I’ve never been into nature and all
that?

The trees are tight, but not so tight that
they scratch us on the way down. We slip between two of them, ever
slowing, until we’re just barely floating. Gently, Pine’s feet hit
the ground first. He releases me with care onto the mossy floor of
the mountain forest.

Hair check.

Yup, a total mess. I smooth it out the best
I can.

Everything’s weirdly quiet. I don’t hear a
rustle or a squawk or a howl. If anything, I only hear my own
breath.

“Is this America?” I ask.

“It’s somewhere,” says Pine.

“Helpful.” I roll my eyes.

Pine kicks against the rough bark of a tree,
arms folded, and watches me expectantly. What’s he waiting for?

I look around. “There aren’t, like, spiders
and stuff out here, are there?”

“Do you really want to know?” he asks.

“Not really.”

The corner of his mouth twitches. SO happy
my dislike of things creepy and or crawly amuses you,
Pine.

“What now?” I ask.

He shrugs but doesn’t remove his stare from
me.

I stare right back. “Why are you looking at
me like that?” I ask.

“Why are you looking at me
like that?” he asks.

Am I looking at him some way? Oh gawd. I
just noticed! I’m grinning. Not only that, but I’m grinning like a
complete idiot! Stop it this instant, Marley Craw!

No use. Seems spirit me is prone to being a
goober.

I turn my back to him to spare him from the
gooberness. The ground of the forest is cluttered with rock and
dirt and plants that are stringy from lack of sunlight. On the side
of a tree, there’s a patch of gnarled, snarled fungus. A mushroom
or toadstool or something, I guess. I give it a poke.

“Ugh.”

Yeah, ugh. But the ‘ugh’ didn’t come
from me. I turn in time to see Pine shuddering.

“What?” I say.

He looks aloofly at a branch higher up.
“Nothing.”

“Yeah right! You’re totally disgusted! Grim
reapers can be disgusted?”

He shrugs again. Nuh-uh, not getting away
with it. I swipe the fungus right off the tree and march over to
him. “Here you go.”

This time I see the full effect of the
shudder. From the bottom of his stomach, Pine does a roll. The roll
travels up his body, through his shoulders and to his mouth, which
opens and gags.

“Are you going to puke?” I ask,
dumbfounded.

“NO.” He frowns and swats the mushroom out
of my hand. It goes flying into the side of a boulder. In the
aftermath, he coolly folds his arms and stares at me with his
uncovered eye.

Like I’m going to let him go back to normal
after that display!

I put my chin in my hand and study him. “You
hated that thing.”

“Nope.”

“You did! The way I hate my Spanish teacher!
Actually, it was probably more than hatred; it was downright
loathing. Did you order a bad mushroom pizza or
something?”

Pine lets out a sigh and rubs his face. “I
just . . . don’t care . . . for patterns,” he says, strained.

I feel my brow fall flat. “Patterns? Like,
checkers and stripes and argyle?”

“No, not those patterns. Just drop
it.” His foot taps impatiently and he chews at his mouth so that he
comes off looking fidgety and uncomfortable. But then he changes
drastically. Brushing the hair from his eyes, he tilts his head
back hotly. “Let’s make out.”

I’m hit through the center by an invisible
arrow.

“W-w-what?”

Ohmigosh, ohmigosh, ohmigosh!

Did he really just say that?!

He’s still chewing at his lip, but now it’s
not in a fidgety way; it’s in a tempting way. His eyes,
though silvery, probe at me darkly. I imagine his mouth moving with
mine. I imagine him tugging on my lip softly with his teeth.

Again, ohmigosh.

No amount of suppression will keep my neck
and cheeks from heating up this time.

My heart thuds in my chest as he stares me
down with the look of a predator. Not the molesty kind of predator,
I mean like an animal on the hunt. His eyes gleam even though the
trees block the sun. His throat swallows like he’s trying to hold
himself back. He tugs at the zipper of his sweatshirt with
angst.

Holy potato salad. Seduction mode to the
extreme!

Wait . . . is he just trying to distract
me?

. . .

That’s it! He’s definitely trying to
distract me! Well, it’s working pretty damn well, but if he’s
blatantly trying to distract me through seduction, it means I was
on to something!

“What do you mean you don’t ‘care for’
patterns?”

Just as quickly as it set on, Pine’s
seduction mode falls. So does his head. Aha! So it WAS an act.

A little disappointing. His mouth still
looks just as desirable. His bottom lip is full and perfect.

“Things that look like brains,” he says in a
mutter. “Pustules. Pockets.”

“Pockets?”

“Not like the ones in your jeans,” he
explains. “I’m talking about crevices. Boils. Skin
conditions. The suction cups on the bottoms of tentacles.”

“Those are patterns?” I ask.

He nods, shifting his eyes away. “But the
worst is coral.”

“As in Barrier Reef coral?”

He nods again.

Huh. Okaaay. I’ve never heard of anyone
disliking coral before.

But now that he mentions it, I did see him
looking uncomfortably at both the starfish pool and the wad
of brainy gum on my childhood desk.

“And the fungus?” I say.

“Pattern.”

“Why don’t you like them?” I ask.

He lets out a huff. “They get to me.” He
taps the back right side of his head. “Right here.”

“How so?”

He looks at me dryly. “They make me
twinge.”

“Twinge? What’s a twinge?” Because I’m
really not sure, I decide to test it out: “I saw this video once
where someone extracted a botfly from someone else’s back using a
pair of tweezers–”

Pine’s poise falls and his body gives
another large shudder.

Bullseye! NOW who’s the goober?

The reaper resumes his nonchalant
stance.

“I saw another video where these spider eggs
hatched in the back of a frog, leaving these perfect little circles
where the eggs once–”

Pine’s face distorts.

A twinge, eh? “You weren’t kidding.
It really does get to you,” I say.

Pine leans again against the bark and folds
his arms. “Don’t tell anyone,” he says.

“Who am I going to tell? I’m dead.”

“Yeah . . .” He shakes his head like he’s
shaking away confusion. “Of course you are.” But it looks like
there’s something else he wants to say.

“What?” I prompt.

“You’re unusual.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“For a dead girl.”

I paw at him. “Not better.”

“You notice things.” He stares off absently
into the forest. “And you get distracted easily. It could be bad.”
Again he shakes his head. “Never mind. Forget I said anything.”

“What do you mean bad?”

He looks like he’s thinking about something
distant. There are far-off thoughts running around behind his eyes.
They stay there for a little while; then, he flips his hair away
and sets his eyes squarely on mine. “I’ll just have to work
harder,” he says.

With that, he pushes himself from the bark
and walks over to where I stand dwelling. And because I’m
dwelling on his strange proclamation of my so-called
unusualness, I don’t move even after he takes my chin in his
hand.

“Stop thinking so much,” he says.

Yeah right. Easier said than done. Whenever
someone tells you NOT to do something, it just makes DOING that
thing all the harder to resist. Don’t smack your gum, Marley. Don’t
look at dirty anime pictures, Marley. Don’t steal lawn art from the
neighbors, Marley!

“What should I do instead?” I ask, looking
up at him.

“Feel,” he says. “And shift.”

“Shift?”

He doesn’t bother to explain as he removes
his hand from my chin, drawing it along my jaw until he reaches the
place where my ear meets my face. My back shivers in response.
Then, he glides his fingers down the side of my neck, to my
collarbone and all the way down my collarbone. He rubs his thumb
over my throat before letting his hand fall completely.

I swallow in the aftermath, frozen in wait
of what else he might do.

The world is quiet and breathless and
unmoving. So am I. I’m all of those things. The sun tries its
hardest to push through the top of the pines, marking the floor of
the forest with a fuzzy pattern. Somehow, though, I doubt it’s the
sort of pattern that would have Pine reeling. There’s something
kind of pleasant about it. It’s delicate and soft, and it tells a
story of persistence.

Whoa. Am I feeling deep, or what?

Anticipation falls all around the still
wood, as Pine stares at me and I stare at Pine.

I’m supposed to shift? I’m
unusual for a dead girl? I think too much?

But there’s just so much to think about,
isn’t there?

Pine shakes his head. “Just think about me,
or HIM if you have to.”

Him? Who’s ‘him’? I can’t remember at
the moment.

“Good.” Pine’s mouth looks like it wants to
smile. “That’s very good, Marley.” He takes a step closer to me and
puts his hand to the back of my head.

My pulse kicks. My veins heat. Holy, holy,
holy! What’s he going to do!? Before, he said we should make out,
but that was just to distract me, right? RIGHT?

“No.” His silver eyes probe me. “I’ve been
wondering what you taste like for a while now.”

Okay, the incredible hotness of his
statement aside, this time I’m sure: That was a direct
answer to the question I asked in my head. That proves it!

“You CAN hear my thoughts,” I say.

Mouth softening, he leans in. “Shh.”

That wasn’t a ‘no.’

“You can, right? Is that one of your
nether-powers, Pine?” His eyes light up since I’ve just used his
name. My curiosity grows. “And why do your eyes glow whenever I say
your name?”

“Shh,” he says again. His face closes in on
mine, but when it’s just a breath away, I utter something that
ruins it all–

“And Minx’s eyes, too.”

Pine screeches to a halt.

Oh yeah, I remember now. ‘HIM’ is Minx. Or
rather, HE is Minx – the other person I’m allowed to think
about.

Pine’s expression looks like I’ve just
stolen his last bite of ice cream.

Whoops.

But there’s something more urgent. Now that
the sexy reaper’s let up his pursuit, I notice what I didn’t notice
before. My lungs are totally empty! During the whole of Pine’s
seduction, I was holding my breath, using the last of my air to
interrogate him, and now, I have no choice but to take in a huge
gulp of air! Ugh. Gasping, of all things, is so not cool,
but I can’t help it!

Quick, Marley Craw! Evasion technique! I
hide my eyes in needles of a tree high over my head. “Is Minx still
sleeping?” I ask, panting.

Expression flat, Pine puts his fist to his
cheek. “Do you really want to know?”

“Well yeah, kind of.”

“Tch.”

Whoops, again.

“Then why don’t you go see?” Pine
says, strained. “Unless you’d like to pick up where we left off?”
He slides his finger down his own neck.

Because I’m mortified over my desperate,
unflattering gasping, I lie, “Uhhh, I think we should probably
check on him, don’t you? It’s unhealthy to sleep all day.”

No, that’s not it. One of the nether-powered
hotties, a freaking grim reaper, almost just KISSED me –
something I was SO not prepared for – and now the flesh beneath my
skin is screaming at me to run and hide. I always knew I didn’t
have much game, but this is the absolute worst.

But as soon as I think it, I realize it’s
more than that. It wasn’t only the too-hot-to-handle nature of
Pine’s seduction that made me want to run. I feel . . . weird.
There’s a darker feeling inside me. Something that writhes. Deep
down inside my stomach – deeper, even – I feel like I should get
away from him.



Away.

 


What’s up with that? Leftover from the
memory of my death? No . . . it isn’t a fear-for-my-life kind of
feeling. It’s . . .

Pine puts his hand on the top of my head.
“You’re shaking.”

“No way. Definitely not shaking,” I lie
again. My feet crunch the bristle of the ground as I hurry to step
away from him.

“It’s okay, Marley,” Pine says, carefully.
“I’m not going to take it unless you give it to me.”

“Take what?”

“Here.” He makes a move for me, but my body
reacts all by itself, turning on toe and making a run for it. What
the heck?! Now I’m really going to seem like a goober! Pine
anticipates my movement and makes a lunge for me, wrapping his arms
around my shoulders and pushing me to the ground.

I was right about him. He’s strong.

I land on a bed of fallen needles and other
foresty debris. My body may have wanted to run before, but now it’s
stuck stiff like the corpse I am.

“P-Pine?” My mouth stutters due to the
sudden attack. My chest shakes due to the dark feeling in the pit
of my stomach.

Pine’s eyes light only briefly as he holds
me down.

“You don’t have to be afraid of me,” he
says. “I’m not going to take it unless you offer it, okay?”

Oh gawd. I get it! He’s talking about my . .
. you know.

 


Oh wait, the rapist already took that.

 


“Not that, dummy.” Pine says. “Your
soul. I won’t take it. Not now.”

“My soul?”

“That’s what you’re feeling,” he explains,
straddling me. “Your soul’s resisting me. Here.” He places his palm
in the center of my chest and without any kind of incantation this
time, his hand glows green.

Instantly, the darkness melts. My tense
shoulders calm; my shaking limbs let up; and my mouth, stupid
thing, lets out this soft, moany groan – “Mmm.” – which I
immediately regret.

Ahh! Uncute!

Pine doesn’t acknowledge the groan, at
least. “How’s that?” he asks, removing his hand.

“Better,” I say. “But I don’t get it.” I sit
up on my elbows, yet Pine doesn’t move off of me. He stays right
where he is, knees on either side of my hips.

I swallow.

“It happens,” he says. “Your soul could tell
what I am and it feared me. I secured it back in place for
you. You should be okay now.” He leans over me, so that his hair
falls straight downwards. He places his hands on the ground to
either side of my face. He locks his silver eyes onto mine,
unwavering, unfaltering, and direct. “Just know I won’t take it
unless you give it to me, and even then, it’ll be only after your
judgment.”

“But I thought you said I get to keep my
soul,” I say, breathless.

“You do. But first you have to hand it over
for reaping. It’s . . . complicated.”

“What exactly is the job of a
reaper?”

“You don’t need to know.”

“And what’s the underworld like, anyway?” I
press, ignoring him. “You called it Dhiant, right? Do you have an
under-house there and stuff? Do you have a neat little under-garden
that you water with an under-hose?”

The corner of Pine’s mouth twitches. “I
don’t think I’ve ever had a spirit ask about my ‘under-garden’
before.”

“Har. Har.” I roll my eyes. “Tell me about
your under-life.”

“You don’t need to know,” he says.

“But I want to know.”

“I know. You’re unusual.”

An unannounced wind moves through the
forest, pushing Pine’s . . . well, his pheromones at me, I’m
guessing.

“You smell good,” I blurt.

Whoops. Shoot. Well, if there was any
question of my gooberness, I think it’s pretty much set in stone
now.

Pine grins. “Thank you.”

Quick! Recovery mode! “I-I mean that you
smell familiar,” I stammer. “It reminds me of something, but
I can’t figure out what. I guess, it kind of smells like
home. Does that make any sense?”

A weird little pain pangs in my chest.

Pine’s eyes widen. “Home?” He begins to
mutter to himself. “Marley Craw. Craw. You’re . . .”

“What?” I ask.

He shakes his head. The air falls silent.
Beyond Pine’s face, I see the towering evergreens and small pieces
of the sky.

“So.” Pine drops his waist to mine. “Should
we have sex?”

The sound of someone choking on her own
tongue resounds through the naturey atmosphere.

“Ack! Ack! Ack!”

Oh right, that’s my choking. That’s
my tongue and it’s become lodged in my throat.

“You’re joking,” I manage through the
coughs.

“Hardly.” One of the reaper’s hands finds
the button of my jeans.

Pop!

He undoes it with a flick of his finger.

“Oh, okay, in that case– NO!” I sputter.

“Fine,” he says, removing his hand. He eyes
my mouth impatiently. “Can we at least make out now?”

“Hellll no! Not after you led with
THAT!”

My neck is hot. Hotter than hot. Burning in
a furnace H-O-T.

My dad always wanted me to learn how to make
fire in the woods. It seems like he’s on the verge of getting his
wish.

Great, now I’m thinking of my dad . . .
which also makes me a little sad and hollow-feeling for some
reason.

You really know how to unsexify the mood,
Marley Craw.

I push Pine off of me because I know if I
don’t, I might really deflate like a balloon this time and go
zipping off through the trees. Besides, it’s still up in the air
whether or not I’m a slut, and I’m pretty sure letting Pine have
his way with me now, after everything, would be the determining
factor.

“Let’s get out of here,” I tell the
dark-haired reaper. “I’ve had enough trees and nature and all that
shiz for one day.”

“Tch.”

Begrudgingly, Pine slips up the hood of his
sweatshirt.


Chapter 6: Waking the Dragon

 


The way up the mountain is as thrilling as
the way down, only it’s much, much shorter. Pine wraps his arms
around me, jumps into the air, and faster than a shot of scotch,
the world whizzes by and we’re at the opening to the glass room.
Once our feet hit the carpet, the hole in the glass closes on
itself, reforming into place.

Inside, everything is how we left it. Even
Minx is lying where he was, buried in cushions, with his arm over
his head. Dang! Pine was right. Minx would have just kept sleeping
all day if we hadn’t come back. I feel a little bad now that we
didn’t come back sooner.

I start for the soothing reaper, but Pine
grabs my wrist to hold me back. Actually, his hand fully
wraps around my wrist. I’ve never really considered myself
dainty before – more like awkward and average – but little
actions like those from the reaper make me feel small and
fragile.

“What is it?” I ask, eyes on my daintified
wrist.

“Remember,” he says.

“Remember?” I repeat.

“Remember the feeling.” He nods to the
glass. “Out there. And whatever you do, don’t start asking
questions around HIM.”

Right. Because he’s dangerous or
whatever.

“You got it, Captain.” I give Pine a playful
salute.

But something unexpected comes out of it. A
dumb look hits Pine’s face and stays there. “How did you know I’m a
captain?” he says.

“Huh? You are?”

Concerned, Pine nods once slowly.

“Oh. It was just like a fun nickname, you
know? I didn’t mean that you’re an actual captain. Wait,
there are captain reapers?”

With his uncovered eye wide, Pine releases
my wrist. “Unusual,” he mutters. He stays that way for a minute;
then, he unzips his hoodie, throws it onto the coatrack, and
situates himself against the wall in the corner of the room, taking
up his old practice of staring out at the clouds.

“How did you get to be a captain?” I
persist. “Is Minx a captain?”

“He isn’t,” Pine says. “And it doesn’t
matter. You don’t need to know.”

Fine, then I’ll find out from Minx. To tell
the truth, I intend to find out a lot from Minx. I know I told Pine
I wouldn’t, but there’s this very strong tick in the back of
my skull, urging me to find out more about this situation I’ve
found myself in. Being dead, getting reaped, nether-powers, the
afterlife, the hierarchy of reapers, my judgment . . . it’s like a
dull ache. Not that the tick’s causing me any real pain, but it’s
there, obviously so, and the more Pine tells me not to give in, the
more I want to.

I start again for the sleeping reaper.

“Marley.” Pine doesn’t look away from the
window.

“Yeah?”

“Promise you’ll come back.”

 


Promise.

 


“Promise?”

“I wasn’t lying,” he says. “I want it bad.
Even more now.” From where I stand, I see his jaw tighten. “Promise
you’ll come back at least once.”

Geesh. Dramatic much? But I have to admit,
there’s something sexy about the way he badly wants to win my soul.
I have something he wants but can’t have. I wonder how far he’d go
to get it . . .

 


I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again:
No wonder I didn’t get into Heaven.

 


“I’m only going to the couch,” I answer.
“You’ll be here the whole time.

Pine shakes his head. “Spend a little time
with him. See how you like it. I’ll leave you two alone. It’s only
fair after the dumbass let me have you first.”

I don’t really get it. Then again, I don’t
really get any of this.

Tepidly, I walk to the oversized couch. I
don’t know why, but I’m a little nervous about it. Like, I don’t
know what’s going to happen when I wake him, but I feel like it’s a
big deal for some reason, and also like something bad might come of
it.

Is that what they mean by
foreboding?

“Minx?” I say his name, but he must not hear
it because there’s no light from his eyes. I get closer. His body’s
stretched out like a cat, the bottom of his shirt pulled up a
little at the waist.

ABS.

Yup, they’re still there.

Minx’s white hair falls over his face. His
mouth is half open against one of the pillows. It’s as though he’s
indulging in sleep, more than just sleeping. His head is
tipped so that his neck is exposed. His stomach rises and falls
with deep, sleepy breaths.

Cute.

Oh yeah, he’s definitely a cutie.

“Minx?” I say his name again, and this time
I poke him in the arm.

No response.

“Mr. Reaper?”

Nothing.

“You’ve been sleeping for a long time . . .
I think. I can’t really say for sure. Anyway, it would probably be
a good idea for you to get up now. I mean, it’s the middle of the
day and–”

Without a word of warning, Minx’s arm is
around my waist. Quick as a whip, he tosses me onto the couch with
him.

Umpbf!

“Marley Craw?” Sleepy words reach me.

“Jufft Mbfarley’s mbfine.” Thanks to Minx’s
toss, my face is buried in a pillow. “Mforry to mbake you,” I add,
muffled – then break out, gasping for air.

But the second I’m free of the pillows, I’m
taken captive again. Minx grabs ahold of my shoulders and rolls me
to my back; then pounces on top of me like a playful puppy.

My stomach sinks over the fact that I’m
being straddled yet again by someone inhumanly attractive.

Holiest of holy potato salads. Guess he’s
the type who’s pretty boisterous after a nap.

“H-hey,” I stammer. “How’s it going?”

“You came back!” he cries. His eyes are wide
and eager and . . . delighted.

Aww, man. Now I feel even worse for leaving
him up here sleeping all day.

Ohmigosh. I just realized something.

Am I . . . a jerk?

Probably.

“You came back,” he says again, and his
excitement falls into a mischievous smirk. “You didn’t forget about
me.”

Forget about him? No, though I almost did.
But telling him so would solidify my status as a jerk, so I say
nothing.

He puts his nose to my neck and takes a deep
smell.

Ah! Tickles!

Now, I’m a reasonable girl. Downright
down-to-earth if you ask me. I know it isn’t normal behavior
to let a grim reaper you barely know pounce on you as he pleases. I
know that to take it without resisting makes me less than
chaste. But I can’t help it.

You see, the couch is just too soft,
too inviting, too melting.

And the reaper over me is just too
appealing, too warming, too much.

I have no choice, really, but to surrender
to his whims.

He buries his face in my hair at the nape of
my neck and inhales again. My arms rest limply over my head as I
wait for him to finish whatever it is he’s doing. He draws the tip
of his nose along my collarbone and smells my throat. When he
raises his face, the corner of his mouth is scowling.

“M-Minx?”

His eyes flare ruby red.

“You stink like that guy,” he says
with disdain.

Rude!

I stretch my neck to see that Pine hasn’t
moved from the window. In fact, he isn’t acknowledging us at all.
He’s still as still can be like one of those human statues. You
know, the ones that paint themselves gray or gold and fool
unsuspecting tourists?

Minx shifts his head to block my view of
Pine and as he does, his face softens into his go-to expression,
the one of careful, sympathetic uncertainty. “I’ll fix it,” he
says.

And before I can say anything in reply, he
smothers me with a hug, cuddling my face to his chest and wrapping
me in his fresh laundry scent.

It starts as soon as his arms are around me.
That drifty, sleepy, satisfying, edge-of-dream feeling.

Minx pulls me into his world like a
vortex.

His embrace is the most comfortable thing
I’ve ever felt.

The next closest was the time I got to stay
home from school for a whole month. I slept until noon every day,
and for the final two hours of each afternoon, I’d just lie there,
half asleep, staring at the sun coming through the blinds, and
having weird half-dreams.

 


Now that I think about it, I can’t really
remember why I stayed home for a month. I don’t remember how old I
was then, either.

 


It’s weird, isn’t it?

“You shouldn’t think about that,” Minx’s
voice drifts into my ear.

Okay. I’ll trust him because the memory
feels like forbidden territory.

Vaguely, I feel Minx’s body pressed to mine.
Vaguely, I feel his mouth on my neck. Is he . . . kissing me?
Spirit me likes it. Spirit me puts my arms around his back and
holds him in return.

Inside my head, there’s a voice.

“Cuddle me, Marley.”

“I am,” I mutter, sleepy.

“Harder.”

My hands grip the thin fabric of his
t-shirt, feeling the muscle of his back beneath. The mouth kissing
my neck moves to my ear. I feel the warmth of his breath there, and
the light bite of his teeth.

“Minx,” I groan his name without thinking
about it.

He nibbles my ear harder.

“Ow.”

“Punishment,” the voice in my head
says. “For almost forgetting about me.”

He knows?!

“I’m totally, TOTALLY sorry,” I tell him and
my voice is clearer than before. “I’m having a hard time
remembering things lately. Side effect of being dead?”

The teeth on my earlobe let up.

“I forgive you.”

Minx’s mouth moves from my ear to my cheek.
This time the kiss is clear.

“Cuddle me, Marley. Don’t stop.”

I fall under his trance again. I sink deeper
into the cushions. My body is heavy, full of sand or some other
gritty substance. And here I thought sprits were supposed to be
light and buoyant and vapory. Then again, Casper never had a sexy
reaper pressing against him, sinking his stomach like an anvil. At
least, not that I know.

I draw my hands down the back of Minx’s
shirt until I’m at the bottom where it wrinkles up, exposing his
skin.

My fingers drift.

Minx snatches them.

Whoa. Abrupt.

But I soon find out he didn’t grab my
fingers to stop them. He grabbed them to guide them. He
takes my hand and slides it beneath his shirt before releasing it
into the wild. Permission to wander. Am I the wandering sort, all
of a sudden?

Turns out I am.

Shaking, my fingertips slide along his back,
to his side and up his firm, warm stomach. Minx shifts his weight
so that my waist is pinned under his. He finds my unwandering hand
and moves it over my head, locking his fingers in mine, and daring
me to fight free.

I don’t fight.

I like being held down.

. . . Does that make me a weirdo?

Minx uses his other hand to pull my shirt up
halfway. He brushes his thumb across my belly button. For a split
second I worry that my belly button might be abnormal compared to
other belly buttons, but luckily, the thought is fleeting and lost
quickly to the comfiness of the couch.

“You like this.”

My mouth answers, like a zombie, “Yes.”

“You like being with me.”

“Yes.”

“You’ll stay here forever.”

Forever? Well, not forever.

Even though I don’t answer him, Minx seems
to hear it anyway.

He squeezes the fingers of our entwined
hands. “Why not?” And his voice is no longer drifty. Now, it
sounds agitated.

Why not? Hmmm. That’s a good question. I
can’t think of anything more important than this couch, this
reaper, this moment. After all, nothing else exists, right?

Wrong.

Oh yeah . . . I remember now.

Pine. Death. The aquarium. A million
questions Pine warned me not to ask of ‘dangerous’ Minx.

 


Dangerous.

 


Dangerous is relative, so that means that
Minx is only relatively dangerous. I know Pine warned me not
to ask him any questions, but I have a crazy strong urge to ask
anyway. Like, if I don’t find out more about this reaping thing, I
won’t ever be able to rest again. Besides, Pine wouldn’t have
warned me against asking if there wasn’t a good chance Minx would
answer, right?

That’s my thinking, anyway.

“There are things I want to know,” I admit.
“I have a lot of questions. I was actually waking you up so that we
could talk, maybe?”

“You shouldn’t ask questions, Marley. You
should only think about me, or HIM, if you must.”

‘HIM.’ ‘This guy.’

Wait a minute.

I just noticed something. Something
potentially important.

“You two never say each other’s names, do
you?”

“Cuddle me.” Minx attempts to subdue
me by smothering my face to his chest again.

“Why is that? Why don’t you ever say Pine’s
name?” But deep down, I think I already know the answer. I figured
it out a while ago. Saying the reapers’ names has some sort of
power over them.

“Minx.”

The soothing reaper’s body, pressed to mine,
jerks.

Everything becomes rapidly clearer. We were
lost deep in the pillows, a mix of limbs and tension, but now I
realize we’re only snuggled together on the couch at the side of
the glass room. Minx’s twitch broke me out. It’s as though I’ve
just been doused in a bucket of icy water. Or more like submerged
in a dunk tank. One time I had to sit in one of those for a
marching band fundraiser. It was Homecoming week, so it was all
fallish and chilly outside anyway, and it wouldn’t have been that
bad, except that my not-friend, Amy Jo, has an arm like a Major
League pitcher and she kept walloping ball right for the bullseye
and sending me into the floaty-filled water over and over and over
again.

Beyotch.

I digress.

Back to Minx.

If saying his name once makes him jerk, what
about–

“Minx. Minx. Minx.”

“Aargh!” Minx’s voice isn’t in my head
anymore. It’s out in the open. He lets out a cry that, if I’m not
mistaken, is tortured.

It hurts him?!

Or maybe not–

With vigor, he pounces over me again,
holding my shoulders into the cushions with tight fingers. “Say it
again.” His eyes are practically aflame with red sheen.

“Will you answer my questions?” I whisper
because I’m again aware of Pine standing in the corner, gazing out
the window.

“You shouldn’t ask questions, Marley
Craw.”

“Miiinx.” I make an attempt at
purring his name.

His eyes light brighter, and with a
mischievous grin, he closes in on me. “Questions are dangerous,
Marley Craw.” He speaks into my ear. “Are you sure you want to ask
them?”

 


Dangerous.

 


This time I speak into his ear
– the one donning three earrings. “Are you dangerous,
Miiinx?”

BaBAM! I’m surprised at how seductive I can
sound when I put my mind to it! Nice going, Marley Craw! Thumbs up!
High five!

Minx bites the top of my ear this time. “I
can be,” he says through his teeth.

No matter how much I pretend to be sexy, I’m
no match for the artful reapers. From the tips of my toes to the
top of my head, I heat up like a thermometer.

Shoot. Minx is totally going to feel the
heat coming through my ear and then he’ll know that I’m actually a
goober deep down.

I know! I’ll wiggle out from under his grasp
before that can happen. Wiggle. Wiggle. Wiggle.

Fwomp!

I fall off the side of the couch. Well, I
didn’t spare myself any gooberdom, that’s for sure.

I scuttle away.

Minx sits up on the couch. “Where are you
going?”

“I thought we were going to–” I glance at
Pine and decide to cup my mouth away from him. “Talk,” I mouth.

Minx tips his head to the side. He pats the
cushion next to him. “Over here.”

Nuh-uh. It’s a trap. If I crawl back into
that clusterfudge of pillows and near-sex, I’ll only get distracted
again.

“Let’s go out,” I say.

The reaper’s eyebrows tip in confusion.
“Out?”

“Out of this room.”

The corner of Minx’s mouth scowls. “You want
to go out THERE. With HIM.”

“No, no.” I put my hands up in defense. “I
just mean out into the aquarium. Fish and stuff? Totally my
thing.”

Maybe the biggest lie I’ve ever told.

“The aquarium . . .” Minx taps his chin.
“Hang on.” He hops from the couch and walks to where Pine stands
stiff. Pine tears his uncovered eye from the window in a flash. The
two of them look to be discussing something serious.

Oooh. Official reaper business.

A minute or two later, Minx returns.

“I can’t take you to the aquarium, Marley
Craw.”

“Marley,” I correct. “And why
not?”

He slides his finger down my cheek
sympathetically. “You don’t need to go there. You shouldn’t
want to go there, okay? That guy made a mistake by opening
the portal here. It’s dangerous that we’re inhabiting somewhere you
visited when you were still alive.”

“Dangerous. Like you.”

Minx’s expression shows a fast glimmer of
naughtiness. “That’s the story,” he says, tone changed
impishly.

Aha! I SO was right! Pine IS the one in
charge, and Minx is like a puppy in training. He’s
conflicted. Run by two different sides: one comfy and
unsure; one naughty and jealous . . . and dangerous. If I’m going
to find out anything, it’s going to be from him.

The tick in the back of my skull throbs.

“So we’re just stuck here?” I ask.

Minx shakes his head. “Wait here.”

With that, he trots away to retrieve his
nether-hoodie. Then, he positions himself in front of one of the
windows and takes up reaper stance.

Score!

But before I can start celebrating my
victory, Pine kicks off of the corner. “Marley.”

“Hm?” I ask, raising my brows in fake
innocence.

“You’re manipulating him.”

“Am not!”

“Tch.” Pine frowns at me. “If you want to go
somewhere, I should be the one to take you.”

Yeah, but . . .

“The more you encourage him, the worse he’ll
get. I wasn’t lying. He’s dangerous. Think about it, Marley. What
do you desire?”

Right now? I just want to satisfy the
tick.

Pine squints at me. “Tick?”

“Yeah, mind reader, tick. It can tell
there’s something funny about all this, and it won’t let me rest
until I figure out what’s really going on.”

Pine’s face falls. “Marley . . . you’re . .
. unusual. You notice things. Just . . . try to remember that
you’re dead. If you have questions you should talk to your
angel.”

Yeah, I get it, okay? I’m dead. Dead as a
deadbolt DEAD. And right now, my strongest deathly desire is
to get Minx alone and figure out what my reaping and judgment are
really about. At the end of these two weeks, I’ll be judged on
something that no one’s bothered to explain. For all I know, I
could seriously be screwing over my afterlife as we speak!

Besides, I’ve already decided. If this is a
game, I intend to win, but being the only one who doesn’t know the
rules puts me at a major disadvantage.

I think the tick wants to level the playing
field.

“Sorry, Pine. I know it’s your job or
whatever, but I’m going.” I glance over my shoulder to see his eye
lit bright. “But this time I’ll promise.”

“Promise.”

“I’ll come back.”

“Ready, Marley?” Properly hooded, Minx
beckons to me. There’s a fresh hole in the glass where he worked
his nether-powers. The hole doesn’t open to the sky, though. It
opens to foggy darkness.

“Ready, Freddy,” I say.

Minx looks hurt. “It’s Minx,” he says.

From behind my back, Pine lets out an
annoyed sound.

“Er, yeah, I know. It’s a saying, you know?
Never mind.” I give up. He clearly doesn’t get it.

All the same, Minx takes my hand and pulls
me through the nether-powered doorway.


Chapter 7: Fingertips

 


“A library?”

On the other side of the doorway is a
massive room, with walls lined floor to ceiling with disheveled
stacks of books, and lit only dimly by the glow of a bonfire in the
center of the room.

Oh, sure, a bon– A BONFIRE?! Inside?!

If you ask me, that doesn’t seem very
safe.

The fire is contained in a brick-built
circle – the kind you’d find on any common patio. The outside of
the pit is circled with folding chairs and crushed, empty cans of
beer, and upon closer inspection, the fire itself is fueled with .
. . books. Pages curl and brown in the center of the hungry
flames.

What the hell?

A short distance away, stretched between two
marble pillars, a rope-braided hammock swings. Minx tears off his
hoodie, flings it onto a stack of old-looking tomes, and makes a
run for the hammock.

I should have known that wherever he brought
me would have a device for lounging.

“Come on, Marley!” he calls.

“Where is this?” I spin, taking in the high
shelves.

When I was in middle school, I thought it
would be really cool if my bedroom were in a library. Not that I
was super into reading or anything, but the whole feel of being
surrounded by rows and rows of dusty books is kind of mysterious,
isn’t it? Downright enigmatic. Like if I brought any of my
friends home, they’d think, ‘Whoa! What a cool and unique girl! Bet
she’s got loads of secrets!’ Sigh. Yeah, still think that would
have been great. I also wanted a lamp beside my bed that was
actually a secret lever, which when pulled, would make the bed
slide over, revealing a trap door in the floor that would lead to a
bevy of connected secret passages that I could use to spy on Milo
and his parents.

 


Wait . . . why his parents? . . .
What about mine?

 


Meh. Whatever.

“From the looks of it, this place hasn’t
been used in a really long time,” I say. “And I’m preeetty
sure it’s not a good idea to start fires, you know,
inside.”

“It’s okay, Marley. I made it for us.
Now–” With a pleasant tip of his head and a wide grin, he opens his
arms to me. “Come cuddle me!”

“You know, I don’t think so because I feel
like we won’t get much talking done if–”

Quicker than a shot of gin, Minx is behind
me.

Oh? I didn’t realize he was able to
zip.

He puts his hands to my shoulders and wheels
me to the hammock, and without waiting for permission, shoves me
onto it. The hammock responds to my sudden entry by fighting back.
It swings unevenly, threatening to buck me off.

Minx gingerly hops over me to settle the
rocking. He presses his cheek to my chest.

Ah!

Okay, calm down, Marley Craw. This is less
like ‘copping a feel’ and more like a little kid snuggling up to
his mom.

 


Mom.

 


Why does that word make me sad and a little
. . . hollow-feeling?

“I love you, Marley.”

“You don’t,” I say flatly. My stomach
doesn’t even fall for it. All parts of my body know he’s just
trying to distract me.

“But I do.”

“Naw.” I swat the notion away. “Think about
it. Why should you? Like, what qualities do I have that you like,
hmm?”

“You have a soul,” he says. “And you taste
good.”

Wow. Just wow. Those are his
criteria?!

I shake my head at him. “Now that we’re
alone, though, you ARE going to give me the LD, right?”

“LD?” He wraps his fingers in mine, setting
my veins calm and comfortable. Mmm.

“The lowdown,” I clarify.

“What’s low down?” He peeks through the
bottom of the hammock. “The ground?”

I look at him first to see if he’s kidding.
Nope. Completely serious. I shake my head at him a second time.
“You haven’t . . . interacted with humans that much, have
you?”

Minx says nothing.

“Not as much as Pine, am I right?”

The white-haired reaper stiffens. “So?”

“So Pine’s, like, your boss?”

“That guy’s not my boss,” Minx
lashes. “That guy’s an Usher.”

“Usher? What’s that? He said he was a
captain.”

Minx releases my hand and sits up on his
elbow. “Why are we talking about HIM?”

Whoops. Struck a nerve. If I’m not careful,
Minx might not tell me anything. New approach. This time I
take his hand. A tactical move. A show of trust and
whatnot.

. . . So I say, but mainly, I just really,
really like touching him. So sue me! It isn’t every day you find
yourself next to such an attractive guy! With my fingers through
his, Minx settles down. He begins to rub the side of my hand with
his thumb, slowly and controlled, making my chest kick.

“What’s the point of this whole reaping
thing, anyway?” I ask.

Minx puts his free hand to my stomach. “To
find out what you desire the most.”

“Between you and HIM?” I press.

“. . . Something like that.”

Lovely. More of the same ambiguousness.
Never thought I’d need to use a word like ‘ambiguousness.’

“You said before that you could teach me how
to haunt. Were you just kidding or is that something that can
happen? I mean, not saying I’d want to be a ghost, per say,
but it’d be so fun to mess with people. Move stuff around. Write
REDRUM in the mirror steam of Amy Jo’s shower. That kind of
thi–”

In a rapid movement, Minx is over me,
covering my mouth. And he looks . . . scared. So scared, in fact,
that it makes me scared.

Yowsa.

Minx’s hand is shaking, even.

“Be careful,” he says, wide-eyed. “I’m on
parole.”

Parole? As in recently released from prison?
As in recently reinstated into society? Minx is a convict?!

Uh-oh, for some reason that makes him even
sexier. Am I becoming one of those girls that are into bad
boys?

Still holding his hand over my mouth, he
goes on, “But I understand, Marley Craw. I understand more than
anyone, why you’d want to. Your soul is so . . .” He tips
his head forward, allowing his hair to fall darkly over his eyes.
“If it were up to me, I’d help you.”

“Mfbut are you talffing ambfout?”

Translation: What are you talking
about?

“I might not have reaped as many souls as
he has, but I’ve had my fair share, enough to know that your
soul is . . .” His shoulders shudder. “Special.”

Special?

“Out of the many souls . . . so many souls .
. . your soul is the loudest soul I’ve ever
heard.”

Minx removes his hand from my mouth and uses
it to brush the hair from my forehead, and as he does, he tips his
face so that his eyes are showing again. And they’re completely
sad. Sadder than sad. They’re downright sorrowful.

In fact, it looks like he’s about to
cry.

What the heck!?

“Minx?”

At my usage of his name, his eyes glow, but
only dimly as he stares down at me with dripping pity.

My stomach falls, but not in an excited way.
Suddenly, I feel wrong. Sick. Out of sorts. I don’t like it. I
don’t like the way he’s staring at me.

“What is it?” I whisper, afraid to.

“Your soul, Marley Craw,” he says, voice
oddly light.

“My soul?”

The reaper averts his eyes from mine.

 


“Your soul is screaming.”

 


With his assertion comes a wild zing through
my body. Terror, panic, fear. I swallow them down. I hold them back
from rising. There’s no need to let a minor little thing like a
SCREAMING SOUL get me off-kilter, is there?

Besides, I don’t hear anything. Only the
crackle of the fire drowned by the sound of my own pulse. No
screaming. No shouting. No anything. Not from me, not from him.

Minx’s eyes gradually find mine again.
Softly, they roam my features, until settling on my mouth. At which
point he says, “These are no good,” and brushes something from my
cheeks. It isn’t a lock of dyed-red hair this time.

It’s . . .

I’m crying?

Yes, I am. Even as he brushes them away, I
feel more wet drops taking their place.

Oh. When did that start? And why? I don’t
feel sad at all. Sure, his bizarre-o behavior is making me feel out
of whack and kind of queasy, but lately I’ve been a-okay. Actually,
I’ve felt chipper.

“You shouldn’t think about it. You shouldn’t
think about any of it.” Minx presses his hand to the center of my
chest.

How can I not? How can I just ignore phantom
tears?

“But I feel it,” the reaper continues, voice
light. “Right here.” Hand still on my chest, he draws in an uneasy
breath and his eyelids flutter like he’s in some weird state of
ecstasy. His fingertips drag down the collar of my shirt. “I know
why you’d want to. Your life was wretched. If it were up to me . .
.”

His ruby eyes snap open. His stare hits me
hard.

“Can I kiss you?” he says.

My heart is sprinting now, trying to win a
race against my breath. I don’t remember my life being wretched at
all. And I don’t understand why I’m crying. Minx must be mistaken.
Yeah, he’s definitely, definitely . . .

 


But if that’s true, why are my eyes so
wet?

 


Expression compassionate, Minx takes the
side of my head in his hand. He draws his thumb along my cheekbone.
He stares at my mouth while I stare at his.

“I’m going to, okay?” he whispers.

I don’t say anything.

But I’m pretty sure I feel my head nod.

The fire’s warmth reaches us. Shadows
flicker along the book-stacked walls. The air is cozy and thick.
Minx closes in. Closer, closer, and when he’s too close to handle,
my eyes shut.

He kisses me first gently on the bottom lip.
Then, he pulls away for a tenth of a second before meeting his
mouth fully with mine.

Ah!

I don’t know if the gasp is outside my body
or just in my head.

Warmth fills my chest and neck. My mouth
opens partway. His mouth moves with mine. His tongue moves with
mine. And as I respond to him, he becomes more determined. Heated.
Passionate.

Who’d have thought that I, Marley No-Game
Craw, would ever have need for words like those?

Minx keeps his body over mine. My hands find
the back of his hair. They grip and pull. I think he likes it. I
mean, I’m pretty sure he does. He responds by tearing at the bottom
of my shirt.

Meanwhile, the deeper he kisses me, the more
moisture accumulates at the corners of my eyes, dripping down the
side of my face and into my ears and hair.

Way to go, Marley Craw. Weeping while
making out is SUCH a turn on.

Minx doesn’t seem to care, though.

This is a different side of him. This isn’t
the Minx from the couch, who made me drift into sexy, sleepy
oblivion. This Minx is more connected or something. He’s
naughty. He’s relentless. He’s . . . on parole?

At the thought, Minx bites my lip.

“Ow!”

“Stop thinking or you’ll be
punished.”

His voice is inside my head.

Well, that clears things up. If there was
even a shred of uncertainty left, now I know for sure: The reapers
can read my mind. Scary. When I think about the past thoughts I’ve
had around them . . .

Lame!

And even now, I can’t stop thinking. My
mind’s always been disobedient like that. Like during a math test.
The harder I’d tell it to focus and remember the Pythagorean
Theorem, the more it’d daydream about Noah Carmichael, who happened
to sit two seats up and one to the left. A perfect angle for
non-obvious staring, by the way. See, all I’d have to do is rest my
cheek on my fist and pretend to be zoning out, but in reality I’d
be taking in a full helping of teenage dream.

It’s more like an art form, really. I
probably could have gone on to become a great stalker.

If I hadn’t died, that is.

Minx bites my lip a second time, even harder
than the first.

“Ow!”

“You must WANT to be punished, to be
openly thinking about some other guy. And a kid, at that.”

Whoops. I guess he’s right. Kind of skanky
of me to think about another guy right now. Though I wouldn’t say
Noah’s a kid. He turned eighteen last month. I wonder how
old Minx is – with his long, lean body . . . and his defined neck .
. . and his broad shoulders . . .

Never mind. I guess compared to sexy,
magic-wielding reapers, regular guys do seem kind of like
boys.

Minx responds to the thought by positioning
my waist under his and then sliding his hand up my shirt to the
bottom of my ribs.

His fingertips drift along my skin.

My fingertips pull up the bottom of his
shirt.

 


I wonder what he’d look like naked.

 


WAAAH! Stop, Marley Craw! No pervy thoughts
allowed now that you know beyond a shadow of a doubt that Minx can
hear them! Quickly, I try to think of something else. Rabbits.
Ginger. Candelabras. My mind races from one thing to another.

It’s too late. Minx removes his kiss from me
and sits up, head tipped to the side. Then, he begins to lift off
his shirt.

“STOP!”

I grab the bottom and hold it firmly in
place.

He frowns. “But didn’t you–”

“Yes, but NO, I . . . I don’t know what came
over me.” I wipe my tears away with the back of my hand.

Minx tips his head the other way. “I
came over you.”

“Well, that’s true, you were literally on
top of me, but I mean the crying and stuff. And that aside, I’m
usually not so . . .” I feel my cheeks redden. “I don’t usually
just randomly let guys . . . you know. I’m not, like, Queen
Make-Out or anything.”

Minx looks confused. “Who’s that?”

“Never mind. What I’m saying is I . . .”
Argh! So embarrassing! Come on, Marley Craw, spit it out.

I draw in a breath.

“I like letting you kiss me, Minx.
But is it really okay? I don’t really know you. I mean, it took me
years to build up the courage to finally let Noah Carmichael kiss
me – that was supposed to happen this weekend at Robbie’s cabin, by
the way – plus I’m dead and you aren’t even human, and then there’s
Pine, and this whole reaping thing . . .”

“You don’t need to think about that.”

“But I DO. Just because I’m dead, it doesn’t
mean anything goes, does it?”

“Does it?” he repeats.

I feel my eyebrows flatten. “So not helpful.
Can you please just tell me what I’m being judged on, exactly? And
why you and Pine are continually in seduction mode? And while
you’re at it, explain to me why my life was supposedly so
wretched. I always thought I had a pretty good life,
actually.”

“None of that matters, Marley Craw.”

“Marley.”

Minx takes my chin in his hand and draws his
thumb along my bottom lip. “None of it matters, Marley. We only
need to find out what you desire.” He tips his head back
haughtily. His eyes gleam in the firelight. “Do you desire me?”

Of course. Who wouldn’t?

Minx’s lip smirks.

“Ugh, knock it off,” I say, self-conscious.
“So have you guys been able to hear my thoughts this whole
time or what?”

Minx releases my chin and shifts his weight
so that he’s leaning back on his arm. “We can’t hear them. We
feel them. And only if your soul’s open to us.” Minx tails
his finger down my arm. “Your soul is wide open to me right
now.”

I don’t really get it, but at least we’re
getting somewhere.

“Why do your eyes light up when I say your
names?”

Propped on his elbow, Minx stares at the
burning pile of books. “I’m not supposed to tell you. HE wouldn’t
like it.”

“I won’t tell Pine or Beck or anyone.
Please, Minx.”

His eyes glow.

“Miiinx.”

His shoulders shudder.

“Miiiiiinx.”

He grips the netting of the hammock with
angst. “You’re marking me,” he says through his teeth.
“Giving me access to your mana.”

“Mana?”

“The substance that connects your soul to
this world,” he explains.

I tuck my hair behind my ear. “And it feels
good for you or what?”

“It feels especially good when you
say my name, Marley. Your mana is thick. Your soul’s sticking to
this world more than average.”

Is that what Pine meant when he said I was
‘unusual’?

“Why is my soul doing that?” I ask. “Is it a
bad thing?”

Minx doesn’t answer.

At least now I have something I can use
against him: “Minx,” I purr. “Miiinx.”

“I can’t tell you why,” he says
through his teeth, twitching oddly. “I’d get in trouble. We have
to be careful what we talk about. I’m on parole.”

“Parole. Right. Is that why Pine says you’re
‘dangerous’? Are you some kind of criminal in reaperville? And you
didn’t answer my other question. Is it BAD that my mana is
thick?”

Again Minx says nothing. He’s uncomfortable.
He chews his lip and stares at the fire.

Fine, if that’s how he’s going to be, I’ll
say his name until his eyes glow as bright as the sun. “Minx.
Miiiinx. MINX.”

“Yes, it’s bad!” he shouts at last, eyes
flaming. “Your soul is screaming, Marley Craw, and I’m
dangerous . . . because I like it.”

Because he likes it?

Minx’s brow line isn’t sporting that
uncertain, cautious, compassionate look anymore. Another side of
him is in charge, and it’s leering at me with a dark
expression.

Ohmigosh, that’s definitely
leering!

I get it. Well, not really, but for the
first time I see it.

Minx is dangerous.

 


Dangerous.

 


With that look still hanging darkly on his
face, he begins to move over me again. “I understand more than
anyone, why you’d want to, Marley. If it were up to me, I’d help
you.”

Why I’d want to? Why I’d want to
what?

I have no idea what he’s talking about, but
for some reason, the tick in the back of my skull that’s been
bugging me lets up just a little.

But something else in me feels
wrong-ish.

Maybe it’s instinct. I’m not really sure.
All I know is that my body moves on its own, not even asking
my opinion, as it makes a quick roll off the edge of the
hammock to get away from the leering reaper.

Thunk!

I land on a messy stack of books.

Minx immediately stops his pursuit.

“No.” He shakes his head vigorously. “No,
Marley Craw. You shouldn’t think about those things. You
shouldn’t.”

“M-Minx?”

Eyes lit, he springs swiftly from the
hammock, landing in a crouch on the floor in front of me, and his
face, though covered in moving shadows from the firelight, is
softer. “I messed up,” he says, and looks to the ceiling. Letting
out a sigh, he shakes his head like there’s someone up there he’s
apologizing to. Then, he drops his eyes to mine and puts his hand
lightly over my clenched fist. “Please don’t ask me anything else.
Please don’t make me tell you more.” He swallows. “Please don’t
tempt me.”

ME tempt HIM?

That’s a laugh and a half.

But because I’m still all flustered over the
darkness I just saw in him, I nod. Whatever it takes to keep
that at bay, I guess.

“I’m thinking we should probably head back
to our room, don’t you?” I say.

Minx rubs his face out of guilt or worry or
a mixture of the two. Like someone about to be in BIG trouble.

I’ve seen that look before. Once, Milo’s mom
found a stash of weed in his sock drawer. It was tied up in a
little bundle and stuffed inside a pair of wool work socks, real
sneaky-like. Milo’s mom gave him the first round of punishment, but
the worst was yet to come. My cousin’s pale face was even paler
than normal as we waited for his dad, ‘the big bad dad,’ as Mallory
called him, to get home. Crestfallen, too. Mallory and I were never
super fond of Milo, so we just sat on the couch, eating grapes, and
watching the little scab squirm. It was great.

But it isn’t so great seeing Minx that
way.

Aww man.

I know I wanted to find out as much as I
could, but I feel bad for the guy. After all, if he’s about
to get in BIG trouble, it’s my fault.

“I won’t tell,” I promise. “You really
didn’t tell me all that much anyway. I still don’t know anything
about anything.”

He shows a little relief.

I put my hand on his shoulder. “It’ll be
okay, okay? And if anything happens, I’ll tell them I forced you to
tell me. I’ll tell them it was what I desired.”

Minx perks. “Really?”

I shoot him a giant thumbs-up. “No
problemo.” I’ll prove once and for all that I’m not a jerk. No
siree! Not me!

Minx reacts to the news with gumption, zest,
and pizazz. His face lights up brighter than a glow stick. Then, he
throws his arms around my shoulders and pulls me into his chest,
wrapping me in his linen scent. “I love you, Marley Craw.”

“You don’t.”

 


But for some reason, hearing him say so
takes my breath away.
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~ #2287, Minx ~


Chapter 8: What Will You Give Me?

 


When we return to the glass room, it’s
changed.

Three of the four walls are filled in solid,
leaving only one wall of glass. The room has filled in some, too,
with large cushions scattered along the floor and puffy beanbag
chairs settled in the corners. From the ceiling, metal containers
hang, out of which, tails of wispy smoke linger, staining the air
with a fragrant aroma. Incense, I think. It smells like one of
those record shops, you know? The ones that sell indie band posters
and candy dispensers made to look like Jesus? I always feel out of
place at those shops. Like a poser or something.

“What’d you do to the room, Pine?” I ask,
taking in a hearty draw of smoky air. The smoke is calming. With it
in my lungs, I feel like I should be drinking tea and listening to
obscure, unsigned music.

The annoyed reaper stands with arms folded
against the last remaining wall of glass. Annoyed, yup. That’s him.
For the first time, his expression outmatches his irritated tone.
“I didn’t do anything,” he barks.

Minx, on the other hand, is joyous over the
change. “Oooh, this is much better. Nice work, Marley!”

Nice work, me?

Not bothering to explain, Minx makes a dive
into a pile of floor cushions. He pokes his head out of rubble.
“Cuddle me, Mar-mar!”

Mar-mar?

Is that supposed to be a nickname for me
now? I feel my mouth flatten. It sounds like something you’d call a
horse.

“Later,” I tell him. To be perfectly honest,
I’m a little scared of what might happen if I lie with the sporadic
reaper.

I fan the incense away and sneak a look at
Pine. He’s shifted over to the center of the window, putting the
sun directly at his back. Because of the brightness of outside
framing him, his figure is dark, his face hard to make out.

I feel guilty.

I don’t know why I should, though.

Liar.

Okay, I know why I should. This whole
reaping thing is clearly a competition between the two guys, and
I’m guessing Pine would be less than pleased to find out what went
down in the library.

Speak of the devil.

With his face still in shadow, Pine raps his
knuckles on the glass at his side.

I look at him with forced innocence. What?
Who me?

Without saying anything, he raps again.

Yikes.

I fiddle with the end of my hair and inch
toward him a little. “W-what’s up, Pine?”

His eyes flash, lighting his dark face.
“We need to talk,” he says.

Uh-oh. He’s mad. He’s SO definitely,
mad-as-a-bull MAD! I should run. Skip town. Rent a car and drive
away to no-man’s land. Yeah. That sounds good right about now.

But sigh and grimace. It’s no use. I have to
face what I’ve done. I might not be perfect, but at least I know
when I’ve acted irresponsibly.

Like the time I snuck Chinese food into swim
class. Or the time I stole the welcome rug from a rivalry school on
a band trip. That was pretty badass, actually. The rug had a sleek,
wide-fanged panther on it. It complemented my collection of stolen
cardboard cutouts from the movie theater nicely.

I guess I kind of stole a lot when I was
alive.

I hang my head and march to the window.
“Talk. Sure thing, Captain.” I don’t meet his eyes when I
reach him. I stare at my toes, as though toes are the most
interesting things on the planet. I suppose they are quite
interesting. Did you know if you cut off one toe, it can seriously
screw up your balance? I mean, crazy! One measly little toe can
really do a lot of damage.

“How was it?” he says. “With him.”

“Honestly? Kind of intense,” I tell my
toes.

“Are you all right?”

“Me?” Finally, I meet his eyes. “Yeah, I’m
fine. Why?”

Pine snatches my chin and turns my face
first to the left and then to the right. And he’s peering,
of all things.

Eep! What the what’s he looking for?!

Next, he bends over and puts his ear to my
chest like he’s listening for my heartbeat. The weight of his head
against me makes me forget to breathe. Awkward! . . . Or does it
just make me nervous? Either way, I have a weird impulse to wrap my
arms around his head and . . . nuzzle it, or something. He
stiffens. “I knew it.”

“You knew it!?” I spurt. He knows about the
nuzzle?!

Standing, he puts his hand around my
shoulder and protectively tucks me into his armpit before shooting
a death glance at lounging Minx. “YOU, dumbass. Get over here.”

A sleepy groan erupts from Minx’s cushion
pile.

“NOW,” Pine orders. But when Minx still
doesn’t move, the dark-haired reaper defers to me. “Call him,
Marley.”

“Maybe we should let him sle–”

“Call him.”

Right! Aye-aye, Cap-I-tan.

“Minx? Can you come over he–”

The cushions burst from within. A
Minx-fueled explosion. Faster than a shot of vodka, Minx is at my
other side, chin rested on my shoulder and fingers ensnarled in
mine. “Yes, Mar-mar?”

In one fluid motion, Pine shifts me to his
other armpit and uses his free hand to take Minx by the throat.

Whoa! Ninja reaper mode commence!

“What the hell are you thinking, dumbass?”
Pine says, deadly.

Oh no. This is about the KISS, isn’t it?
Pine can tell, somehow! I mean, if this is a seduction game for
them, then obviously he’d be really mad that Minx’s seduction got
to me before his, right?! . . . But I was feeling vulnerable then!
I was hardly aware of what I was doing!

But I liked it.

But who wouldn’t like it? There isn’t a gosh
damn girl in the world that wouldn’t like it. Well, unless guys
aren’t your thing, I guess. But that’s not the point! I’m sure I
probably would have liked it if it had been Pine kissing me,
too!

Oh crap. I AM becoming a slut. Sigh. Just
look what death’s done to me.

“P-Pine!” I cry, feeling more and more
guilty by the second. “H-hold on, would you–”

Thwump!

Minx takes advantage of the small time
window of Pine’s lit eyes. With a sudden spin, he chops his captor
across the arm and breaks free.

Whoops. That was my fault, too. Now Pine’s
going to be even madder!

. . . But at the same time, I’m glad Minx
got away.

Minx brushes himself off and glances over
his shoulder. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he
says.

Pine keeps his arm firmly wrapped around me.
“Enough, dumbass,” he spits. “Did you think it would go
undetected? While you were gone, it rained in here.”

Minx sticks his hands into his pockets.
“Stay out of it.”

Without releasing me, Pine punches the
window. “What are you trying to do? You’re a Sleeper now,
remember? Stop messing around and do your job.”

“I just want to give her what she wants,”
Minx responds, quiet.

“Tch!” Pine squeezes me closer. “If you
ruin her, I swear I’ll make sure they never let you out
again.”

Ruin?

 


Ruin.

 


Minx says nothing. He digs his shoe into the
carpet.

“I’m taking her out for repair.” Pine gives
me a sidelong glance. “You don’t have a choice this time, Marley.”
He spins me around and pushes my shoulders to the window.
“Stay.”

Then, in fast-forward, he throws on his
nether-hoodie and begins conjuring his green glow. Meanwhile, Minx
stands below an incense burner, chewing his lip, as though he’s
deep in thought about something. I’m also in deep, deep thought.
Maybe even deeper than I’ve ever been. I’m downright
contemplative.

Minx is dangerous. I saw it with my own
eyes. What’s more, Pine is worried that Minx will ruin me?
Minx and Pine are fighting to win reaping rights to my soul, but
Minx isn’t doing it right? And then there was that thing about Minx
being a ‘Sleeper.’ Sure, he’s sleepy, but what’s a Sleeper?
It sounded like a title. So then, Pine is a captain and something
called an Usher, and Minx is a Sleeper? And now
Pine’s taking me out for ‘repair’ whether I want it or not?

Yeah, my thought is deeper than deep.

So deep that I barely notice when Pine draws
a green rectangle around my body. I barely notice when said
rectangle opens into air. And I barely notice when he wraps his
arms around me and pushes me through the opening.

 


“AAAAAAHHHHHHH!”

 


When I regain recognition of time and space,
Pine and I are falling straight downward and I’m screaming.
Ohmigosh, ohmigosh, OHMIGOSH! Pine’s arms are wrapped firmly around
me, but that doesn’t make the sensation of falling any less
perilous. This isn’t like before. This SO isn’t a fun little zip
down the mountain. This time, we’re completely upside-down,
pummeling towards the ground.

Freaking gravity!

The fall lasts a minute or more, and is
ended by a loud–

SPLASH!

We’re submerged in wet, wet wetness.

Like a rocket, we’ve landed in a pool or a
lake or an ocean. Who knows which it is? What’s important is that
I’m unwillingly underwater and I don’t know which end is up.

I’ve never really been a water person. No,
maybe it’s more that I’m not a bathing suit person. I think
they’re hypocritical. If a girl’s bra shows through her shirt,
she’s sent to the nurse’s office to change, YET if the same girl
walks around the beach in a tiny two-piece, it’s perfectly okay?
That makes no sense!

. . . All right, you caught me. I
might just be bitter over being sent to the nurse’s office
that time to change. I could also be bitter over my not-beach-ready
bod.

Either way, swimsuits aren’t my favorite,
and so, swimming isn’t my favorite. Not that Pine bothered to ask
my opinion on the matter before, you know, DIVING OUT THE
DANG WINDOW WITH ME! I flounder around a bit, ungainly, I’m sure,
until vaguely, I feel someone pulling me.

Down, down, down . . . oh wait. That way’s
up. Up, up, up. We break the surface of the water with a bob.

Heaving in a deep gasp, I shake the water
from my eyes and find that we’re in a small lake. Or maybe it isn’t
a lake. It’s bigger than a pond, though, that’s for
sure. You could call it a pool, I guess, but not like a
man-made pool.

Let’s just say we’re in a small, circular
gathering of water surrounded by rocky, plant-covered boulders and
vine-wound trunks.

This doesn’t look like the same forest we
were in before. The trees aren’t needled, and the air is wetter.
Maybe it’s a jungle.

Hm. Botany isn’t really my thing, but if I
had to guess, I’d say it’s definitely a jungle.

Pine releases me without warning. I start to
splash but only until I realize my feet can touch the bottom.
Nether-powers must be at work. We were way deeper than that just a
moment ago.

“Next time warn me before you decide we
should go skydiving, okay?”

“Sorry.” He shakes out his hair.

I make my way for the shore. “That whole
thing was confusing. You and Minx and your fight.”

Pine is silent.

“What’s a Sleeper, anyway?” I pry.

“You don’t need to know.”

Ugh. Frustrating.

“Well then, what’s an Usher?”

Pine freezes. “Where did you hear that
word?”

Uh-oh. If I say where, will Minx get in
trouble?

“N-nowhere,” I lie, before diverting, “You
know, if one of you would just bother to explain everything
to me, I’d have no problem declaring you the winner of this little
game.”

“You aren’t the one who makes that decision,
Marley.”

Great. So I have zero power.

. . . Or do I?

We reach the shore, but instead of dragging
my soppy body from the water, I whirl to face Pine. Because of the
water, his hair isn’t in its usual state. Both of his eyes show
fully. Wow. They’re even more piercing that way. Silver arrows.
Silver bullets. Drilling, boring, penetrating. I lock onto
them. “Pine?”

His eyes flash.

Yes, I do have at least a little power.

“Piiiine?”

His eyes flash brighter.

“Piiiiiiine?”

He swallows. Beads of water drip down his
neck. “What?”

“Did I have a wretched life?”

He lets out a loud swear as his face falls
into something crabby. “I knew it. That stupid, inexperienced–”

“Called it!” I interrupt his angry rambling.
“Minx hasn’t been at this as long as you, Captain.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“My bad, Captain Pine.”

Rolling his glowing eyes, the annoyed reaper
pushes past. “I suspect you gave your aunt and uncle a lot of
trouble, Marley Craw.”

His wording catches me.

My aunt and uncle?

Milo’s parents.

Why should I give them trouble?

Pine lets out another loud swear, and then
comes bolting at me, taking my cheeks in his palms. “Shhh. Sh. Sh.
Sh,” he tells me – then to himself, mutters, “Damn. This is HIS
fault. I’m even starting to slip.”

My mind’s racing. Knocking on a forbidden
door in the far reaches of my memory. Pine holds my face tight and
places his commanding stare on my feeble one. “Don’t think about
that, Marley. Just think about me. Or HIM if you have to. Even
he would be better than . . .”

I feel my eyes widening as my thought probes
into a dark part of my mind. I’m forgetting something. No, I’m
forgetting lots of things. Shaking, my hands latch onto Pine’s
wrists as he holds my face.

Water drips off the tip of his nose.

“Marley, you’re soaked.”

The tick at the back of my skull ticks. A
door. Yeah, there’s a forbidden door with light streaming out from
underneath it. I want to open that door and see what’s behind.

“You’re soaked,” Pine says again, lowering
his eyelevel to mine.

“I wonder whose fault that is,” I murmur,
though my mind keeps racing.

Distantly, I notice that he’s worried. “We
could take our clothes off to let them dry,” he suggests, but the
suggestion doesn’t roll out as smoothly as usual. Maybe he’s more
than worried; maybe he’s closer to frantic.

I ignore him. I’m not fazed. Seduction mode
won’t distract me from remembering what I need to
remember.

Remember, Marley Craw, remember.

Tick. Tick. TICK!

Splash!

From out of nowhere, Pine pounces on me,
forcing us both under the water. I don’t close my eyes in time.
Through the water, I see him over me, pushing me down. I see the
bubbles stream from both of our mouths. I see the sky above the
water distort.

Somehow, the water’s much deeper again than
it was when I was just knocking on the forbidden door in my head.
Downward, Pine pushes me, kicking his feet, until the sky is no
longer visible and my back hits the sand far, far below.

A sole sliver of light comes from directly
above us, illuminating only a foot or so in either direction from
where we are.

It’s a little creepy down here. Who knows
what kind of wriggling creatures and grabby weeds are lurking in
the dark, out of sight, waiting to strike? Not to mention sharp
things hiding in the sand.

Ish.

I imagine little spikey crabs and needled
urchins and barbed snakes.

Double ish!

And I thought the aquarium was bad.

With Pine holding my shoulders to the sand,
it seems like I should gasp for air, but I don’t. Even though the
last of my bubbles left my mouth on the way down, I don’t have the
urge to breathe now. I’m not panicking over lack of air. My limbs
aren’t thrashing, and my head isn’t reeling. My body isn’t
struggling to float, either. Don’t bodies normally float?

Well, our bodies might be unusually heavy,
but not our hair and clothes.

Pine’s hair floats around his face, and his
hood lifts behind his neck like a cape. He looks paler than usual
down here. Downright ghostly. I wonder if I look that way
too.

Around my face, my hair rises toward the
surface, getting in the way of my view of the ghostly reaper. I
swat it away, but it retaliates.

Red. I feel like there’s something important
about the color, but I can’t remember for sure.

The water is chilly on my arms, and because
my shirt tries to float upwards, my stomach is cold too. I pull the
bottom of my shirt into place, but all the while, Pine holds me
against the sand, staring.

Staring.

Staring with eyes that are silver even
through the water’s distortion. He lowers his face to my ear.

“Good,” Pine’s voice says inside my
head. “Think about me, Marley. Think about us. This is better.
This is safer.”

Safer? It’s safer to think about us. Safer
than thinking about . . .

 


Wait . . . what was I just thinking
about?

 


There was something I was trying to think
about up there, above the water, but now I have no clue what it
was.

Oh well.

“It’s better, isn’t it?” Pine
presses.

I wouldn’t say this is really better,
per se. I mean, isn’t he worried about the creepy stuff hiding in
the shadows? After all, how does he know there’s no coral
down here?

At the thought, the mind-reading reaper
shoots his face from my ear and looks disapprovingly over his
shoulder. Aha! Goober.

When he’s satisfied, he glares at me before
drawing close again.

“I’m positive there isn’t any
coral.”

Well then, what about other bulbousy
underwater creatures? Like maybe some sort of anemone with forty
eyes all in a neat little block? Or a scuttling scuttler with a
hard shell and two-hundred legs and little suction pockets on its
belly?

I feel his arms tense. Bullseye. A
twinge if I’ve ever seen one.

“You’re a brat, Marley Craw.”

So sue me, Captain.

“Close your eyes.”

Why?

“Close them.”

Fine. I block out the underwater scene, and
as I do, Pine wraps his arms around me in a tight embrace. There’s
a strange noise – like a whoosh! – and I feel the water
around us swirl. When it settles again, Pine’s voice in my head
says,

“All right. You can look now.”

I open my eyes.

We aren’t at the dark bottom of the abyss
anymore; now, we’re at the bottom of a shallow . . .

“Lagoon,” Pine’s voice says.

Oh, a lagoon.

“Better?” says Pine.

The surface is no longer distant. The sky
shows wide over the top of the water.

Better? Much, thanks.

The bottom of the lagoon is white sand,
clean and even – the water clear enough to show that we’re the only
things in the entire wet place, with the exception of a few vibrant
shells. Pine takes my hand and rolls over onto his back beside me
so that we’re both lying in the white sand, staring up at the top
of the water. My hair reaches for the sky, glowing red in the
sunlight through the surface, though my body stays flush against
the grainy bottom.

Yup, much, much better.

I reach my free hand to the surface of the
water and swish it around. Where are we, anyway? Bali? Thailand?
Tahiti?

“You’re unusual.”

I look over at Pine and he’s watching
me.

Psh. Bet you get loads of girls back home by
calling them things like unusual, Pine. I shake my head at
him through the water. Not impressed, Cap-I-tan. Not
impressed at all. You’d think that someone who specializes in, you
know, seduction would be better with his adjectives. For
instance, you’re cute, would make a girl swoon much quicker,
I bet. And, you’re thin, would work just as well.

Pine’s lips grin just a little. “That’s
what I mean,” he says without moving his mouth. “You’re
lively.”

It’s hard to be lively when you’re dead,
Captain.

The just-a-little grin falls. “Don’t call
me that.”

Stop calling me unusual, then.

“But you are unusual.”

Whatever. I return to moving my free hand
through the water over my face. My other hand is still firmly in
Pine’s

“It’s difficult to make you shift,”
he goes on. “And I don’t think I’ve ever had a spirit banter me
before.”

Banter? Shift?

“That’s probably why HE is having a hard
time. Tch. Hardly an excuse.”

Who’s HE again? Red eyes flash in my memory.
Right. Minx.

I kissed Minx.

SH-SHOOT!

My mind just went ahead and thought about
the kiss, even though it knows Pine can hear! Crap, crud, damn.
Hiss and growl and boo. The hand holding mine tightens.

“Look at me, Marley.”

Suddenly, I’m a robot. With jerking
movements, my head slowly, very slooowly, twists to the side
to look at Pine. My smile is wide and unnatural, like someone
caught in the act.

You think, Marley Craw? That’s probably
because you were just caught.

So yeah, I tell Pine with my eyes,
that happened.

“Oh.”

Pine’s bang sways upward in the water like
seaweed. Despite what I was picturing, his expression doesn’t look
to have changed much. That’s good, at least. Maybe he doesn’t even
care that I kissed Minx. Phew. Worried for nothing.

“Did you kiss him, or did he kiss
you?”

Well, he kissed me, and I sort of kissed him
back, I guess.

“Oh.”

Again with the ominous ‘oh.’ Guess I know my
new least favorite letter. Let’s just exclude it from now on, shall
we? L-M-N-P. Perfecto.

“Did you enjoy it?” Pine says, face
stiff.

Enjoy? Uhh, no, not really. It was okay, I
guess, if you’re into that sort of thing, but–

“Marley.”

Yes, I ‘enjoyed’ it, okay!? So sue me! I’m
only human! . . . Well, spirit technically, but still! Geez, what
do you want from me!?

Without a word of warning, Pine scoops his
arms under me and lifts me out of the water. I grab onto his neck
because it’s a natural response.

“P-Pine?” I say, once emerged.

The sun overhead is bright and warm and
makes the water sparkle. Our surroundings are more open now. A
beach extends beyond the water, and on the opposite side, there’s
another turquoise pool. So it is a lagoon. Pine stands with
me firmly in his arms, holding me as you’d hold a princess who has
very recently woken from a deep slumber. Water falls off of us in
dripping pearls. I was right about those arms of his. Super strong.
Strong enough to pick up practically-adult me as if I were as light
as a pack of toilet paper.

He says nothing.

“Are you mad?” I ask.

Still nada.

The air is floral. Temperate, too. The world
is wide.

We’ve managed to travel to paradise.

Pine hoists me up and begins trudging with
me out of the water. He doesn’t say a word as he sets me down in
the sand.

“You’re definitely mad, aren’t you? I’m
sorry I kissed Minx, okay? I didn’t plan on it. It just sort of
happened.”

He doesn’t answer as he begins to strip.

Wait, STRIP?!

Starting at the feet, he kicks off his shoes
and peels off his socks. Next, he unzips his drenched hoodie and
tosses it away. With vigor, he tears off his vest and tie.

Is he getting all the way naked?!

I wouldn’t really blame him, though. Now
that we’re out of the water, soggy clothes are even more of a
nuisance. The sand sticks to my jeans and my jeans stick to my
body. I’m not quite sure what to do with myself, so I watch him
further undress. Without shame, he unbuttons his black dress shirt,
showing off his form underneath.

Oh gawd.

Oh gosh. Oh gawd. Oh golly.

Inhuman.

Too fine for a spirit like me to handle,
that’s for sure.

Still, I ogle as he discards the shirt and
then bends down to roll up the bottom of his pants.

And that’s where he stops.

Sporting only his rolled up jeans, Pine
plops onto the ground and stares off into the lagoon, heels in the
sand and elbows rested on his knees. His arms dangle, lacking
purpose. Whatever water’s left on his back, chest and shoulders
shines in the sunlight.

“I’m not mad,” he says. “You can’t help your
desires, Marley.”

Desires again, eh?

“Oh.” This time I’m the one to use the
forbidden letter.

The air is silent.

Awkward.

It reminds me of the air after a fight.

“If you want to take off your wet clothes, I
won’t watch,” Pine says to the distance. “I’m not ready to go back
yet, so we have to stay a little longer. Sorry.”

“That’s fine . . .” I murmur, trailing.

Okay, he may not be mad, but he
definitely sounds kind of sad. Grim reapers can get sad?

“If we’re staying, can you conjure me up a
towel or something?” I ask, delicately. “I can’t just take off my
shirt like you can. I mean, I could, but I’m not going to .
. .” Again with the trailing.

Pine barely seems to notice I’m there. “Hm?
Of course. There should be a shack over behind those trees.”

Huh? A perfect opportunity for a seductive
remark and he didn’t take it? But I left him wide open!

That proves it. He IS mad . . . or sad . . .
or something.

“Be right back,” I mutter. To the ‘shack’ it
is. I draw my feet through the sand on the way, feeling guiltier
than ever. I knew it was a contest between them. I knew that, and
yet . . .

 


You’re dumb, Marley Craw.

 


Beyond the grouping of smooth-trunked trees,
I discover there is indeed a shack. A tiki shack? Is that a thing?
Whatever. It’s a squat shack made out of banana husks or palm tree
leaves or some other kind of big dried plant product. The door is
nothing but a strip of fabric. Inside, I find a gray beach towel
folded next to a white sundress. I hold the dress up to inspect.
Simple. Airy. To the knee.

Is that what Pine likes?

I pull it on, wring out my hair, and exit
the shack, leaving my wad of old clothes in a wet pile.

Warm breeze flutters the bottom of the dress
lightly. How girly. Does that mean Pine likes girly things? Did
Pine want to specifically see me in this dress? Is
that why he left it there? My cheeks blush.

With my hands behind my back, I walk to
where the reaper still sits, staring out over the lagoon. He hasn’t
moved.

He’s practically stoic. Like one of
those old men on a park bench – not the creepy ones that stare at
joggers, but the other kind – the ones who watch the day,
reflecting on their lives and coming to terms with the world.

“Pine?”

Without looking at me, he responds,

“So that’s what you picked.”

“Picked? You didn’t give me much of a
choice.” I look down at the dress. “This was the only thing in
there, and you . . . made this place, didn’t you? Like how
Minx made that library?”

“You helped make it, Marley,” Pine says.
“You chose that dress.” Finally, his uncovered eye slips to me.
“You must have known I’d like it.”

I tuck the bottom of the dress beneath my
butt and settle down next to him. The sand is soft and not so bad,
now that I’m dry.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“Mm.”

Yeah, right.

“Are you . . .” My mouth starts to ask him
something but changes its mind.

“What?”

“Are you giving up now?” I whisper. For some
reason, it’s really hard to say, and afterwards, my chest
hurts.

His uncovered eye turns shrewd. “Tch. You
like having us fighting for your soul.”

“Ugh, nooo! That’s not true!”

But my voice sounds totally suspicious! And
it even rises in pitch halfway through the ‘no’! So I’ve turned
into that kind of girl, have I? Amy Jo would be SO proud.

“Don’t worry.” Pine leans back on his hands.
“You’re supposed to like it. And of course I’m not giving up,” he
says. “I told you, I want to reap your soul more than anything. I
just need to think awhile, away from him.”

Oh. I get it now. He isn’t mad or sad.

That look on his face is worry.

I tip my head. “What are you worried about,
Pine?”

“You don’t need to know,” he says, eyes lit.
Then, he looks at me peculiarly. “. . . And I’m not worried.”

Sure, sure, even though you basically JUST
admitted it.

“We can, like, talk about it, you know. I
hear that helps some of the more touchy-feely people.”

The worried reaper swears under his breath.
“You shouldn’t be noticing this,” he says. “This could be bad. I’m
not doing my job.”

Of seducing me, right? Because it’s a
job.

If Pine can hear the sarcasm of my thoughts,
he doesn’t say anything. And as he sits there, pensive, mulling,
staring, I wonder: Is it possible I’m seeing a shred of something .
. . real? For the first time in my seduction-shrouded,
nether-powered, not-so-deathly death, maybe this is something
genuine. Pine’s face certainly looks tortured enough. My
heart gives an extra-loud thump.

Yowsa.

“Pine?”

“Only think about me. Or him if you have
to.” Woodily, the reaper puts his arm around my shoulder, but I
shrug him off.

“I’m serious,” I tell him. “What are you
worried about?”

“I can’t. I can’t tell you anything.”

Side-by-side, we stare into paradise. Fine.
If he won’t talk, I will. “You’re pretty powerful, to be able to
make all this. Ever think about just quitting and becoming a super
hero?”

Pine’s uncovered eye drifts to me.

“Yeah, think about it,” I say. “It’d make a
great comic.” I move my hand before my face and make my voice sound
like an old-timey announcer: “Pine such-and-such, just your
ordinary god of death, grows sick of his mundane life, sides with
the living, and uses his powers to fight that which he was sworn to
protect: death!”

“I’m not a ‘god of death,’ Marley. I’m only
a reaper.”

I put my finger in the air. “Sir
Cap-I-tan reaper,” I correct.

“And my life isn’t mundane.”

Psh. I was only trying to spice it up a bit.
So sue me. There’s just no breaking him out of his bad mood, I
guess. I resort to twisting the bottom of my hair around my finger
and letting the sun soak into me. It feels good. Like a warm bath.
I wonder if spirits can tan.

 


Spirit.

 


I am a spirit. And Pine is a reaper. And so
is Minx. So crazy, right? I’ve seen my share of haunting flicks,
where tortured spirits haunt the halls of a hospital or a school or
a factory – the more industrial the creepier, I guess. Ghosts are
known for scratching names in walls, making dolls’ heads turn
around, clogging sinks – real demented acts like those – yet here I
am, on an exotic beach, next to a brooding hottie, getting my tan
on.

Well, I’m not arguing with it.

“You’re a spirit,” Pine says, reading my
thoughts. “Not a ghost.”

I perk up because he’s finally decided to
turn chatty. “But there are ghosts?” I ask.

Pine nods once.

Scary.

I shake my head because it’s proven that
shaking your head can shake away unpleasant thoughts. Who wants to
think about scary ghosts, anyway? I fall back onto the sand and
stretch out.

“If only Milo could see me now. He’d be WAY
jealous. Amy Jo, too.” For clarity, I add, “She’s my
not-friend.”

Pine looks over his shoulder at me. “She’s
not your friend?”

“No, she’s is, but she’s a NOT-friend. Don’t
ask. The important thing here is that she’d be super over-the-top
jealous if she could see me out here in Bora Bora or wherever.
Carmen, though, she’d be happy for me.” I pause to explain: “She’s
my best friend from the land of the living. Not a not-friend, but
an actual friend, you know?”

Pine gives a nod.

“Anyway, her family’s been to Hawaii a few
times, and she’d always bring me back little bracelets made out of
coconut or earrings made out of shells. Ohmigosh, one time, her
parents got bamboozled into this timeshare scam when they were down
there and they lost all their spending cash, so they were stuck
there for like a month while their bank tried to sort out their
account, and when Carmen came back, she seriously looked like a
bronze goddess. Like someone from a shaving commercial, you know?
Anyway, that time, she only brought me some shells she’d collected,
but you know what? I kind of liked that better than the jewelry
she’d brought me before. Anyway, too bad I can’t bring her a
souvenir from death. Hah. That’s weird, right?”

Pine takes a moment to answer. “Very.”

“Hey!”

“It’s true. You’re unusual, Marley.
Your memory of life is vivid. How do you feel when you think about
it?”

“I miss Carmen.”

Pine turns over in the sand so that he’s on
his side, facing me. “Are you sad?”

“No. I just miss her. . . . I know! We
should go back out to the aquarium so I can show you where we
carved our names into the concession stand! I’ve been curious to
know if they’re still there or not. What do you say?”

“NO.”

His answer is firm.

Poo.

“Don’t pout.” The shirtless reaper grabs my
wrists and easily pulls me into his chest. “I’m done thinking and
I’ve made a decision to tell you something I shouldn’t.”

I hear him, but just barely.

His skin is warm and smooth and tight.

Forget super hero – Pine should give up
reaping and become a freaking model. How much does a person have to
work out to be so . . . heart-stopping.

Unless! Nether-powers!

“Cheater!” I blurt as half-clothed Pine
wraps his arms around me.

“I’ll hold you while I tell you,” he says
into my ear. “That way, if you start to think too deeply of things
you shouldn’t, I can make you shift.”

 


Shift.

 


So does shift mean distract?

“I need to get control over you first,
okay?” Pine goes on, nuzzling my ear. “But remember what I told you
before. I won’t take your soul. Not now. So you don’t need to be
afraid of me.” He slips down the strap of my sundress and puts his
mouth almost to my shoulder. “I’m going to start.”

I’m not sure, exactly, what he’s going to
start, but my neck heats over his words. The skin of my
shoulder pricks with a chill, even though the air is warm.

Pine puts his lips to my shoulder and–

Babam!

I erupt with a sensation. An
exhilaration, you could say. My adrenaline rushes, my veins
move faster than even the fastest veins, and it feels like I’m
sticking my head out the window of a fast-moving semi.

Holy. Potato. Salad.

“Take me somewhere,” my mouth whispers.

Pine sets me backwards, into the sand, and
opens his mouth against my shoulder. He holds my lower spine and
presses me firmly to himself. One of my hands falls limp, the other
moves to the back of his head as he shifts his mouth to my neck and
bites me softly.

“You’re undeclared, Marley.”

Yeah, they mentioned that before. Death’s
like a major, I guess.

“That’s why there are two of us. Some
spirits only get one reaper.”

Lucky me.

Pine’s mouth moves down my chest as his hand
slips to my waist.

“Your desires are what matter, Marley.
Your afterlife will depend on which one of us gets to reap
you.”

“So . . .” I mouth. “Which one of you is
Heaven and which one of you is Hell?”

Abruptly, Pine freezes and the escaping,
rushing, adventurous feeling leaves my body. The dark-haired reaper
sits up. “Excuse me?” he says, dryly.

“Yeah, Heaven and Hell, right? Is Minx Hell?
I kind of have a feeling he’s Hell. Am I going to Hell because I
kissed him? Then again, you could be Hell. Minx only went
for the smooch; you flat out asked me to have sex with you right
off the bat, and sex has GOT to be worse than kissing, so maybe
you’re Hell.”

The reaper’s mouth wiggles. “You aren’t
normal,” he says.

“Well, which is it?” I demand.

“It has nothing to do with Heaven and
Hell.”

“Oh.” I eye him up. “Really?”

“Sh,” he says. “Or I’ll change my mind.”
Then, he goes back in for seconds, taking the top of my dress in
his teeth. Crawling over me, he puts his knee between my legs and
forces my hand over my head.

Ah!

I’m filled with rushing again. I close my
eyes and bite my lip and clench my toes.

Pine is a drug.

“I want you to be careful around
HIM,” his voice in my head says. “I think it’s because
you’re unusual that he’s going off script. If I can feel it, he can
feel it, but he and I are different. He has a history. If you play
into him, I’m worried he won’t be able to resist.”

Pine kisses my jaw.

“I can’t do much because he has just as
much right to you as I do. If he’s what you desire in the end, I’ll
have to concede.”

Pine kisses my chin.

“That said, losing you in a fair fight is
one thing, but I refuse to let him ruin you.”

Pine pulls away and I open my eyes. His face
casts a shadow over mine. His silver eyes drill into me with
determination. I don’t even notice until it’s already happening
that my fingers are reaching for his face.

“That tick in your head is bad,” Pine
says out loud. “Don’t listen to it. If you start to notice it,
shift instead. Think about me, or him if you have to,
and shift.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” I mutter, while holding
his cheek.

“Don’t call me that, Marley.”

“Why?” My eyes are soft, transfixed on his.
“It suits you.”

Pine swallows. “Because every time you do,
it makes me forget what you are and what I’m here to do.”

I draw my fingertips across his mouth, and
he swallows again.

He smells good. And familiar. I can’t put my
finger on it, but his smell reminds me of something I did
recently.

“Say my name,” he says.

“What will you give me?” I toy.

“You’ll see,” he says, smoldering at
me darkly.

Hotness.

Is that enough incentive? Yes, my body is
under his spell. Even the paradise around us feels distant.

“Say it,” he orders.

“Pine.”

His eyes glow. “Say it again,” he says,
lowering his face to mine until we’re inches apart.

“Pine.”

His eyes sear. “Thank you,” he says. “That’s
better.”

 


But then something happens I SO didn’t
expect.

 


“Pine?” I whisper his name a third time,
adding, “I think I really like you a lot.” And then I grab the back
of his head, push his face to mine, and kiss him.


Chapter 9: Starting Over

 


“You . . . like me?”

In the aftermath, Pine’s eyes are wide.

He chews his lip. “And you kissed me?”

Ohmigosh, ohmigosh, ohmigosh, I DID! If this
doesn’t make me a slut, I don’t know what does! Especially since I
was making out with another reaper not that long ago!

Or . . . was it a very, very long time
ago?

“Sorry,” I say, face red and chest racing.
“Sorry for just . . . you know, going for it.”

Then again, we were kind of heading that way
anyway, right? I just beat him to it.

“Something’s wrong.” Pine pulls himself away
and rolls over, sprawling, onto the sand – and he looks
exhausted. Like one of those runner types who’s just
finished a marathon.

My kiss . . . KILLED him?!

Good going, Marley Craw! You probably had
stank breath or something!

“What do you mean something’s wrong?”
I ask cautiously, as he starfishes himself out.

“Feel this.” He grabs my hand and presses it
to his chest.

Ho! His heart’s pounding just as hard as
mine! Okay, I’m guessing that’s a good sign. At the least it means
my kiss excited him.

“S-so?” I say.

“This isn’t right,” says Pine.

ISN’T RIGHT!?

Okay, keep your cool, Marley Craw. Growing
hot in the neck due to an extreme case of embarrassment, I retract
my hand and shuffle away.

“L-like I said, I’m sorry, Captain. I just .
. .” Ruby-faced, I stare at the sand. “You kind of confided
in me just now, and earlier, when you were worried, you were so
real, and then you just started seduction mode, and .
. . isn’t that what you were going for anyway? Both of you guys
have just been trying to get me to make out with you and . . . DO
it and stuff, right?”

Damn right, that’s right! So for him to be
acting like this after one measly kiss is totally alarming! I feel
like there’s ‘something wrong’ with me now!

Ohmigosh! I just thought of something!

Could I be . . . a bad kisser?

Neat.

Pine grabs my elbow and pulls me to the
ground beside him.

“Did you mean what you said?” he asks. “That
you think you really like me a lot?”

“Not anymore! Not when you react like
that to me kissing you!”

“You don’t understand,” he says broodingly,
shaking his head. “I’m here to . . .” His adam’s apple bobs.

Not helping, Pine! Spit it out, would you?!
You’re making me feel like the biggest goober yet!

“All of this–” He motions to the surrounding
lagoon– “Is for you, Marley. But when you . . . when we . .
.”

Not bothering to finish his fractured
explanation, the shaken reaper abruptly takes my face at the side,
leans over, and kisses me back.

I clench my lips tight because I was so not
expecting it.

What. The. HECK?

This is all too confusing for a spirit like
me to handle!

All too . . .

But with Pine’s lips on mine, I forget to
breathe. My heart fills in the empty space, giving a few obnoxious
thumps, and making my body throb.

Before I know it, I’ve opened my mouth to
his.

A slut, through and through, Marley
Craw.

But it’s worth it. Pine’s mouth is soft, his
bottom lip full. His kiss is different than Minx’s. Though just as
passionate, it isn’t as aggressive and hungry. It’s
controlled. Like he’s savoring every movement. It’s
romantic, too.

Is it cheesy to say that?

Well, it’s true. His kiss is miserably
romantic. The kind of kiss someone gives as they depart for
the Navy, when they know a long separation is coming and they want
to remember every morseled minute. It’s the sort of definitive kiss
seen on cinema screens in the time of black-and-white, all
cherishing and sincere. The kind of kiss someone gives when they
have either all the time in the world or no time left at all.

That’s what Pine’s kiss is like.

And as he kisses me that way, I realize
something.

This isn’t just a kiss of seduction; it’s
meaningful.

I’m dead. Dead as a deadbolt dead, and at
the end of my reaping, my soul will go somewhere beyond. I
might even end up on one of those ghost communicator shows. You
know, the one where the psychic says something ambiguous like, ‘I
see a woman and the color red and the letter P.’ Only, for me,
it’ll be the letter M.

I digress. What’s important is that I’m
dead, my fate unknown, and even with all of that, being in the care
of two gosh damn reapers, even, I can’t help but notice–

This person kissing me . . . I think I
really like him a LOT.

Pine pulls his mouth away, but not his body.
He hugs me tight to his chest, so that I can feel the rush of his
pulse mixed with mine.

“You’re really going for it this time, huh?”
I whisper. “Your nether-powers must be full-bore, to make me think
I like you so much.”

“Powers?”

“Yeah, you know. Your lusty-lusty seduction
powers? They’re making me think I actually like you, which we both
know is completely ridiculous and obviously just the magic talking.
I mean, it’s not like I even know you that much at all.”

Oh gawd. I’m blabbering. Blabbering
is so not attractive! But it won’t stop!

“And your nether-workings must be extra
strong right now because they’re making me not just want
you, but want to be with you. Whoo, whoo, Pine. Going for
the win!”

“What are you–?”

“I mean, you’ve kissed lots of other girls
before me, right? Oh sorry, lots of other spirits. You and
Minx both.”

“Er, yeah?” Pine looks confused. Still, my
mouth blabbers on:

“Congrats on making me all crazy enough to
go saying weird things, Captain. I get it now. Grim reapers are
like prostitutes. Or rather, escorts. I always knew it was a
contest to see which one of you could get me to fall for you or
give in to you or some other pervy goal, but you’ve really messed
me up because even though I know all of that – even though I know
it’s just your job or whatever to distract me from thinking about
things and make me want you more than Minx – my heart’s starting to
feel really strongly for you, enough to make me proclaim lame
things, and I guess that’s just part of it, right? Is this what you
were waiting for when you said you wouldn’t take my soul
yet? And now that you’ve tricked me into liking you, you’re
going to–”

Pine takes my mouth captive with his palm.
“Stop talking. You’re wrong. Yes, I’ve kissed many spirits, Marley
Craw, but none of them ever . . .” He chews his lip again. “It
shouldn’t be possible for you to ‘like me a lot.’ You should
want me, you should desire me, but you shouldn’t
like me. If you ‘like’ me, that isn’t my power at work. I
don’t know what it is. You’re unusual.” He releases my mouth. “How
did you do it?”

“Do what?”

“How did you make me feel like I was really
kissing you?”

“You . . . weren’t?”

Pine looks on the verge of explaining
something, but whatever it is, he restrains himself, saying
instead, “We need to go back right now. I need to make a call.”

With that, he yanks me up from the ground
and tugs me after him through the sand and into the water, grabbing
his sand-covered hoodie on the way.

Geez, break my arm off, will you?

We dive below the water and when we come
back up, there’s a door standing awkwardly in the sand. With the
white dress clung to my body scandalously, I try to keep up with
dashing Pine as he yanks me over the sand and through the door.

The door opens to a room. The same room we
left from, I think, only, once more, it’s changed. The walls have
reverted to their former state of solid glass. The floor and
ceiling, too, and we’re again suspended in the air atop a mountain.
This time, though, the blue sky doesn’t show through the windows.
Now, it’s inky blue night. Directly over us, a silver moon, larger
than any moon I’ve ever seen, hangs in the sky, painting our glass
box in pale silver glow.

Furniture no longer dangles on bungees from
the ceiling. The couch is missing, too. All that remains is one
cushion in the center of the room, upon which a certain
white-haired reaper is sitting, clinging his knees to his
chest.

Guilt, true and fierce, takes hold of my
gut, wrapping around and around me like a cobra. . . . Or are those
pythons?

Doesn’t matter. What does matter is
that Minx looks totally dejected. Like the only person not
invited to the party.

Well, duh. What’d I expect? Pine and I
basically blew him off to go island-hopping all day!

“Mar-mar?” Minx looks up at me with obvious
pining. “You were gone a long time.” He extends his arms. “Come
cuddle me.”

Aw. He looks . . . sweet. It makes my
heartstrings pluck.

“Get up,” Pine orders.

In a flash, Minx’s face contorts into a
scowl. So much for sweet!

“Up,” Pine says again. “I’m giving her to
you for a while. I need call HQ, so take her somewhere. Somewhere
safe.”

Minx perks up. He jumps to his feet and
reaches for me with an expression of tenderness, but Pine steps
between us. “I’m warning you, dumbass. Stick to your
role.”

With a glare of death, Minx motions to the
room. “Judging by the dwelling, you had plenty of fun while
you were gone,” he says. “I’m sure I won’t do anything you haven’t
already done to her.”

Well, that’s pretty rude. Talking about me
like I’m not even here! Not to mention making it sound like I’ve
been up to something ultra risqué!

Pine turns to me and puts his hands on my
wet shoulders. “Be careful, Marley.” Then, he throws on his hoodie,
not bothering to zip it, and begins drawing strange shapes on the
window with his thumb.

Quick as a shot of tequila, Minx sets about
throwing up his hood and conjuring a door in the window opposite of
Pine. In the midst of everything, I stand there, clinging my
dripping dress, while Pine makes his window glow with green
nonsense symbols, and Minx makes a doorframe glow blue on the other
end of the room.

Everything since my kiss with Pine has been
a mad, rash dash. SLOW down, people! Let me catch up!

But both of the reapers are frantic – Pine
apparently due to an extreme sudden need to find out what’s wrong
with him . . . or me . . . or our kiss. Minx, on the other hand,
just looks starved for attention.

“Come on, Mar-mar,” he says with lust in his
red eyes, as he takes both of my hands and pulls me through his
newly formed door. At the last moment, though, I turn for one last
look of Pine. I feel bad for Minx. Sure, I do, but . . . I have a
strong desire to stay with the dark-haired reaper. I want to tease
him about his patterns and call him ‘Captain’ and watch him with
that worried look on his face and feel him savoring the
taste of my tongue. I . . . I don’t really know why.

And as I turn to look at him, I notice that
he has also turned to look at me, chewing his lip in a thoughtful
way.

He disappears from sight as Minx gives me an
extra aggressive heave through the door.

We land in a sea of blankets.

Literally, as far as the eye can see,
blankets cover the world, rising and falling the way waves
would.

Minx shoves me from behind, and I topple,
landing in softness. The sky overhead glows orange with sunset,
though no sun’s around, as far as I can tell. Is it just me, or are
these locations getting more and more unrealistic?

Minx dives into the blankets beside me and
begins forming a mound.

“Minx?” His eyes flash. “Who’s Pine
calling?”

Minx sets his eyes dangerously on mine.
“Don’t talk about him.” Whoa! I’d even go so far as to say
there’s bloodlust in them for a moment. Luckily, the
bloodlust is quick to dissolve, and is replaced by that careful
uncertainty I’ve seen him sport so many times before. “Sleep with
me, Marley Craw. I’ll dry you off.”

He wraps his arms around my shoulders and
pulls me backwards with him against the newly formed mound, so that
I’m situated between his legs, leaning back against his chest, with
his warmth pressed into mine. He keeps his arms firmly around me,
and even goes so far as to hold me in place with his knees.

“Now then–” he whispers, “Let’s start,” and
my body is instantly overtaken with his sleepy, intoxicating power.
If Pine is a drug, Minx is a different kind of drug. He takes me
far away, fading, until I’m on the edge of dream. Only then, does
his hold on me loosen.

This whole death thing is starting to get a
little muddled. I feel like it’s back and forth, back and forth,
between being completely exhilarated to totally subdued.

I barely remember what it’s like to have a
normal heart rate.

“You like it here,” Minx’s voice in
my head says.

“Yes,” my mouth murmurs.

“You’ll sleep here forever.” His
voice is soothing. Like steam from the shower, or the first sip of
a latte.

But still.

Sleep? . . . Forever?

A person can’t really sleep forever,
can they? Rip Van Winkle style? If I sleep forever, here with Minx,
then what about Pine? I . . . like Pine . . . I think.

“Minx?” I ask.

“Mm.”

“Is there something wrong with me?”

“No,” says his voice.

“Are you sure? I’m really confused about
what’s going on. I thought I’d kind of figured it out, but then
Pine was acting all weird, and now I have no idea what the goal of
your guys’ game is anymore. Plus, there’s this tick at the
back of my skull, like an annoying dull pain that won’t go away,
and every time I start to feel comfortable, it pangs me. You
know, like when you’re out in the sun too long, and then you get a
headache, but it’s kind of a back-of-the-brain ache, which is more
of an annoyance than anything all that painful. You know? Kind of?
Or maybe you don’t get out much. You’re pretty pale, now that I
think about it.”

Minx jerks.

He’s silent for a second.

Another second.

A third second.

Uh-oh. Not good. Just how many seconds is he
going to wait?! Is this because I called him pale? So sue me! It’s
true, isn’t it? And besides, pale can be really sexy. Like vampires
and Edgar Allan Poe and that one guy from that one screamo
band.

When at last Minx answers, his voice is
outside my head:

“This tick of yours, did you tell HIM about
it?”

“Yeah, but he just told me to ignore it,” I
answer.

Minx sets his chin on top of my head.
“Typical of an Usher. It doesn’t affect him, so he chooses to
ignore it. Contrariwise, it poses a big problem for me. I probably
won’t be able to have you unless it’s fixed . . .” His words
trail away.

Fixed? Wonderful, so I’m broken.

“If someone doesn’t satisfy your tick,
Marley Craw, you won’t be able to rest.”

 


Oh. Is that it?

 


I’m a spirit and the tick won’t let me rest?
As in, rest in peace?

Minx spins me around so that I’m facing him.
His eyebrows dip. “I told you before, your soul is
screaming. You can’t hear it, but I can. Your tick is
probably an echo of it.”

Right my screaming soul. Because
that sounds healthy.

“It isn’t your fault, Marley,” he adds with
sympathy. “If it were up to me, I would help you.” I feel his
fingers begin to tremble. “I would.”

This looks like an opening if I’ve ever seen
one.

“Well then, let’s fix it,” I say, pounding
my fist into my palm with umph. “Okay? Let’s fix it, and once it’s
gone, we can get on with this reaping stuff, right?” Maybe during
that time, I can even forget about stupid Pine and his stupidly
confusing actions. “What do you say, Minx?”

At the suggestion, something in Minx snaps.
Eyes aglow, the corner of his mouth gives an unstable twitch.
“You’re doing it again,” he says, voice oddly light.

“Doing what?” I ask.

His teeth clench dangerously.
“Tempting me. Please stop. I told you I’m on parole.”

“So you won’t help me fix it?” Gag. “Then
why are we even talking about this!?” I take out my annoyance on
the blankets at my feet, shuffling them around until I’m satisfied
that they’re at least a little messier than when we got here.

Minx leans over and bites my earlobe.

“I’ll think about it,” he coos, seductively
enough to send a shoot of warmth up my spine. “But first–” he says,
teeth nipping my ear. “Cuddle me, Mar-mar!”

With that, the soothing, sometimes-naughty
reaper uses his full weight to tackle me into the blanket sea. Reap
on, reaper. Reap on.

. . .

. . . . . .

. . . . . . . . .

After either a very, very long or a very,
very brief cuddle, sleepy Minx and I return to the glass room.

Per usual, it’s changed.

The floor is filled in, and so is one of the
walls. A few piles of cushions have returned, scattered about the
room, plush and inviting. Not all of the hanging furniture is back,
but a few smaller pieces dangle on their bungees. A dresser, a
nightstand . . .

My heart gives a hop to see that Pine is
once again staring out the window.

Only . . . that isn’t Pine.

I know it the millisecond I see him.

There’s someone else at Pine’s usual
place, staring out at the moon. Someone with a short-sleeved
nether-hoodie and ripped jeans. His arms are wrapped in leather
bands.

Accessorize much?

Because I haven’t seen anyone but Minx and
Pine lately, the sight’s as shocking as if I were looking at a
something horrific – like one of those shows about strange
addictions where people eat cotton balls and sleep with their
curling irons.

The stranger doesn’t really deserve that,
though. From the back, there’s nothing horrific about him as far as
I can tell. When he hears us enter, he glances over his shoulder
with a smile. Sly, even from where I stand. “You’re back,” he says
in a quiet voice. “Did you have restful time?”

“Who are you?” I ask blankly. “Where’s
Pine?”

The stranger lets down his hood, releasing
with it jet-black hair. Out it comes like a silky waterfall,
dropping over his shoulders and to the middle of his back. It
shines, inky like the sky. Mesmerizing, almost. He pushes it
from his face and tips his head back smugly. “What do you mean,
Marley Craw? I’m your reaper, of course. Don’t you remember?”

No, I don’t ‘remember.’ I’ve never seen this
dude before in my life! . . . Er, death. The stranger’s eyes are
pale green. Olive, I guess. And on the end of one of his eyebrows,
there’s a glimmer caught by the moonlight. A piercing? The zipper
of his short-sleeved sweatshirt hangs open loosely, revealing a
black t-shirt with white writing in a language I don’t
recognize.

He’s got kind of a grunge look going on.

Guess reapers come in all kinds.

Even Bandus garagio.

“I’ve never seen you before,” I say.

“Sure you have,” the stranger insists. “Let
me hold you, Marley Craw. Then you’ll remember how I make you feel,
I’d bet.”

“Just Marley’s fine,” I say absently as I
back against Minx. “Do you know this guy? One of your coworkers,
perhaps?” But turning to Minx, I find that he’s smiling a wide,
cat’s grin. He looks like a dweeby kid on Christmas morning. “Yeah,
Mar-mar. Don’t you remember him?”

Liar!

“Uh, noo.” I look from Minx to the
newcomer, and back to Minx. “What is this? Another part of the
game? Great, just when I was starting to get a grasp on
things.”

SO NOT COOL.

“Just drop it, guys, would you?” I say,
folding my arms into myself. “We all know I’ve never met Mr.
Locks-of-Love before, so you can just save yourselves the trouble
and cut the crap, okay?” My chest makes a strange squeezing
movement. “Where did Pine go?” I ask.

“Who?” says the stranger.

“PINE, my reaper.” Ouch. Saying his name
hurts a little bit. Could it be that I miss him?

 


Miss.

 


Yeah, I’m pretty sure I miss him.

The stranger shakes his head, and along with
it, his raven hair catches in the moonlight. “Darling Marley, WE
are your reapers.”

“NO,” I correct, “Minx is my reaper. Pine is
my reaper. You’re just some stranger.” I give Minx a nudge in the
ribs with my elbow. “Tell him, Minx, or so help me I’ll never
cuddle you again!”

Minx flinches.

Aha! Gotcha!

“I-if you’re unsure,” Minx says, voice
faltering, “why not check your calling card?”

“My card?” The red card from Beck. “I lost
it,” I say. “I left it in the pocket of my pants on the beach.”

“Are you sure?” Minx points to the waist of
my dress where a small pocket has appeared.

That DEFINITELY wasn’t there before! These
two are using nether-powers on me, and I don’t appreciate it one
bit! Growl. Two can play at that game. With venom, I shoot my hand
into the pocket and pull out a red slip of paper.

 


~ Beck Lemmings ~

Angel in Accounting

Reachable at #99-840

 


I turn it over.

 


Case #887PR2E

Marley Craw

Undeclared, Score 402

Suitable Reapers: #2287, Minx & #1997,
Zae

 


Zae? What the hell kind of a name is
ZAE?

Now, I’m a reasonable girl. Downright
down-to-earth if you ask me. I can tell when I’m being
swindled. There was this one time when I was contacted by
this stranded African prince about loaning him x amount of dollars
so that he could take a boat to his kingdom, after which time I’d
be ‘rewarded handsomely,’ and I could tell stat that it wasn’t
legit. The guy didn’t even have a princely-sounding email address!
You’d at least expect it to be, like, Charming0492 or something,
but I’m pretty sure it had the word ‘boner’ in it.

Anyway, it was a deliberate attempt at
swindlery.

Yeah, kind of like now.

“So what?” I cry. “You planted it there,
just like you planted the pocket!”

That’s when it hits me.

Ohmigosh.

This is SO body snatcher! This is SO
government conspiracy! This is a total cover up! Are they
attempting to . . . erase Pine? And trying to replace him with this
ZAE guy?

From deep inside me I feel a pain, a worry,
an anxious panic.

 


What if I never seen Pine again?

 


That can’t happen because I think I really
like him a lot. My pulse starts up. “I see what this is,” I say.
“He left, did he? My kiss was that upsetting, was it?! Well, you
can just tell him to man up and face me like a . . . like a man! .
. .” I give off a gasp because something just occurred to me: “OR
was he forced to go away? If that’s the case, he didn’t do
anything wrong! All I said was that I liked him, which yeah, was
probably a little reckless because I only just met the guy, but
still, you can’t fault him for something I did! Either way, you
should get him back here so that we can sort this out properly,
don’t you think?”

Neither Minx nor so-called Zae say anything.
Zae takes a step towards me.

“No. Nuh-uh, you stay back there, Mr. Body
Snatcher!” I slip safely behind Minx until I remember just how
infuriated I am with the lying reaper. With nowhere else to run, I
inch along the side of the wall until I’m pressed against the
corner farthest from the longhaired stranger.

Zae sticks his hands in his pockets and
shrugs. “You do it,” he says to Minx.

Minx gives off a somber nod, then, with his
eyes set on me, he approaches.

“Minx?”

His eyes flash.

“MINX! Knock it off RIGHT now or I’ll never
forgive you!”

But to the threat, his eyes only flash
brighter. The next thing I know, he’s over me, in an instant or
less, and his soothing, calming, subduing arms are around me,
melting my throbbing worry.

“It’s okay, Mar-mar,” he whispers. “This way
we can start over. Forget about him. Now you can focus on me. Now,
I can help you.”

 


Forget about who, again?

 


I can’t remember, since Minx’s aura is
pressing into me deeper than ever before, taking over every inch of
space in my body and every single thought in my mind. This time, I
drift nearer to sleep than I ever have before under his influence.
Distantly, I feel Minx holding me. Vaguely, I’m aware of two voices
talking.

“There was a complication,” a quiet voice
says.

“Can’t say I’m disappointed,” says another,
more familiar voice. . . . Oh right, that’s Minx, my
oppressor.

“I’d bet not,” says the first voice. “You
were on the brink of losing.”

“Think she’ll forget him?” says Minx.

“She will . . . eventually.”

“What do we do now? Are they extending her
judgment?” Minx asks.

“No, and we’ve been instructed to do our
best. Otherwise this’ll turn into an even bigger mess than it
already is.” The quiet voice sighs. “I’ve heard of things like this
happening, but he was a captain. My captain.”

“Even Ushers can crack, huh?” says Minx.

“Surprising,” the quiet voice retorts. “We
all thought it would be you.”

Minx sniffs.

“Just because he’s gone, don’t think
I’ll let you get away with whatever you want, by the
way.”

Minx laughs softly. “Yes, but you, unlike
that guy, aren’t in a position to pass judgment. I’ve witnessed
some of your missteps. You’ll think twice about reporting
me.”

“Heh. I can’t believe they still let you
out.”

The quiet voice falls silent. Minx falls
silent. Everything falls silent.

I drift deeper.


Chapter 10: This Is SO Body Snatcher

 


I wake with my head on Minx’s chest.

The sun shines brightly through the ceiling
window with happy sunny morning rays.

Annoying thing.

I only remember seeing one moon since being
dead. Has this whole time been only a day? No, that doesn’t sound
right. It’s been much, much longer than a day. Feels like months,
even. And at the same time, only a few hours.

Minx has changed clothes since the last time
I saw him. Now, he’s wearing a tight long-sleeved thermal-type
shirt. Mmm. The pattern feels nice against his abs.

But hot-hot-hottie abs aside, I’m not sure
how I got here, and there’s a weird pain in my chest. I need to sit
up and clear my head. I’m groggy. It feels like I’m suffering a
minor hangover. I start to sit up, but Minx puts a hand to the back
of my head and forces my face against his chest.

“Don’t go yet,” he groans. “Stay with me.”
He begins to run his fingers through my hair.

“G-good morning, Minx,” I say.

Tensing up, he lets out an enormously cute
yawn and asks, “How do you feel?”

“I feel like . . .” I search my mind. “Like
there’s something I’m supposed to do.”

I begin to sit up again, but Minx pounces,
pinning me down in the pile of cushions. I feel my brows flatten.
Someone’s got a lot of energy for morning time.

“There IS something you’re supposed to do,
Mar-mar.” He smiles at me widely, playfully, puppy-like. “You’re
supposed to cuddle with me.”

“I think I already did that.”

His smile transforms into a smirk. “How’s
your tick?”

Tick?

Tiiiick.

Right. It’s still there. And after being
acknowledged, it grows more persistent.

Minx’s expression switches abruptly,
becoming dark, dangerous, and mischievous– “You might not realize
this, Marley, but we hit luck. I don’t know if it would have been
possible to get away with it before, but now . . .” He lowers
himself over me and into my ear speaks, “I’ll steal you later. Wait
for it.”

Then, he rolls off of me, stretching out,
cat-like, in the cushions.

I stand and try to make sense of my
surroundings. The room is the same as I remember it: one wall,
three windows, cushions scattered about, and a few random bits of
furniture hovering over the floor.

And there, in the corner, staring out the
window is . . .

Who is that, again?

“Darling Marley.” A reaper with long black
hair sends out a sly smile. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

The reaper’s voice is quiet and a little
raspy and seems to have some sort of nether-quality. I say so
because just hearing it gives me the urge to scoot closer, as
though a secret could be delivered at any moment. He’s bigger than
Minx – not by much, but a little more built, I’d say. Like a soccer
player. Not that I’m into sports at all, but if I had to peg him,
I’d say soccer’s his game. His eyes are pale green and fit craftily
into his face, making him look as though he’s on the verge of
starting trickery.

Artful.

That’s the word I’m thinking of.

The reaper looks artful.

And hot, of course. That goes without
saying. Apparently, all reapers are hot.

Hah! What if there were a hundred hot
reapers and one ugly one? I don’t know why, but I think that would
be really, really funny.

Actually, I think there’s a lot that could
be really, really funny right now. Downright hilarious,
even.

From out of nowhere, I release a giggle.

The crafty reaper smirks deeper.
“Excellent,” he says.

“No fair,” I hear Minx say into a
pillow.

Oh gawd! I just thought of something else!
What if the reaper shaved off all of his hair and just had a super
obnoxious rattail? So funny! I release a second giggle.

Quicker than quick, the longhaired reaper
jets across the room. He takes my hand between both of his. “There
you go, Marley,” he says. “Now do you remember? I’m Zae.”

“Zae,” I repeat, mid-laugh, and the reaper’s
eyes light up as green as a stoplight.

“Yeah,” he says, smirking. “Zae. Your
reaper. Your favorite reaper.”

“Hey!” Minx’s voice is clearer now. He
must’ve popped his head out of the cushion. “You can’t say things
like that!”

“I’m sure it’s no worse than what you’re
planning,” Zae calls, singsong.

I don’t really get what they’re talking
about. Everything just seems so insanely funny right now. Hah! What
if I ran and grabbed that dangling nightstand and rode it,
swinging, across the room?

“Yeah,” Zae says. “That’d be fun. You
like fun, right, Darling Marley? We should go out and do something
fun.”

That sounds perfect! I like going out and
doing fun things. I like exploring the world. I like . . .

Out.

Exploring.

. . .

Pine.

Holy potato salad! I remember now! This Zae
guy isn’t really my reaper! PINE is! Pine, who was going to ‘make a
call,’ but then disappeared off the face of the earth JUST because
I idiotically proclaimed my undying like for him!

I snap my hand away from the imposter Zae.
“Where’s Pine?” I ask.

Zae’s smirk falls and he mutters something
obscene under his breath. At least, I’m assuming it’s obscene. What
other reason would there be for him to mutter?

“Did he leave because of me?” I glance at
Minx. “Is he coming back? Is he–”

I stop because someone’s just grabbed me by
the neck in a strangle hold.

 


The rapist!

 


For a brief flicker, the memory of my death
shoots across vision and through my bones. I remember it, every
awful minute of it. Every painful, humiliating–

It’s gone as quickly as it comes.

The person holding my neck now isn’t the
rapist. It’s Zae, body-snatcher extraordinaire. The newcomer takes
me by the neck, and Minx, seeing it happen, jumps to his feet.

“Relax,” says Zae. “Go dormant. It’s my turn
with her.”

Minx tightens his fists. “What are you going
to do?”

Yeah, what? I’d also like to
know.

“We’re going to play. What else? I’ve got
lost time to make up for.”

“Let go of me,” I demand. “Minx, do
something!”

“I . . . can’t. I’m sorry.”

Useless cretin.

Still holding my neck, Zae sets his cunning
eyes on mine. “Now then,” he says, half smirking. “Say my
name.”

“No.”

“Say it.”

Ugh. I get the feeling he’s one of those
cocky guys. “No,” I say again. His grip on my neck tightens. I’m
not afraid, though. I mean, I’m already dead, right? It’s not like
he can strangle me.

And yet, the hold on my neck feels
dangerously tight. Maybe it’s a reflex, but I grab his wrist in a
feeble attempt to pull him off. No good. I’m still wimpy ol’ me. No
nether-powers here.

Firmly gripping my neck, Zae spins me around
and slams me flush against the glass. “You need a little roughness,
after being with that bore all night,” he says, smirking. Then, he
pushes his body against mine, holding me in place with his
hips.

I was already mad, but now I’m madder.
Practically livid. This is definitely not proper conduct for
meeting a person for the first time. Even I know that, and
I’m only slightly polite.

Zae’s eyes, pale and crafty, settle on me.
Uh-oh. Looks like he’s plotting something. Yup, that’s undeniably
plotting!

Stupid reaper. Stupid plotting. Stupid
Zae.

ZAE.

“What kind of a name is Zae anyway?” I
scoff. “I mean, Minx and Pine were weird enough, but Za–”

Damn and a half!

I stop myself from saying it a second time,
but it’s too late to do anything about the first one. That one was
a total slip, brought on by rage. Good going, lamebrain!

To my dismay, Zae gets his wish. His eyes
light green.

Shoot.

His lip curls with wicked haughtiness. “Now,
Darling Marley, that wasn’t so bad.”

Oh no, no – trust me, it WAS so bad.

His hand falls from my neck, and is
instantly replaced by something worse. His mouth. Without
waiting for permission or an opening or a hint to go-for-it, Zae
swoops in, opens his lips against my skin, and begins
sucking, of all things.

Ah! Tickles!

Because I’m not used to being sucked
on, I forget to react for a fraction of a second before coming to
my senses, at which point I begin swatting at his head without
remorse. “H-hey! Knock it off!”

He pulls away long enough to say, “I’m going
to mark you, Darling Marley, so that you won’t forget about me
again,” before plunging in for a second go.

“Stop it, stop it, stop it!” I swat at his
head with even more vigor, but he doesn’t let up, instead moving
over an inch and sucking there too.

“CUT IT OUT, YOU STUPID-NAMED REAPER!”

He pushes the strap of my dress down my
shoulder and moves his mouth to my collarbone.

“ZAE! Zae, Zae, Zae, Zae, ZAE!”

Maybe there’s a chance I’ll be able to
affect him by saying his name, the way I’m able to affect Minx and
. . . and who?

Huh.

Well, spewing off the reaper’s name does
something, at least. Eyes glittering like emeralds, he pulls away
from my neck and throws back his head in ecstasy, gasping, “AH. It
always feels so good the first time they say it. Even better the
first time they shout it. Now, if we can just get you to
whisper it.”

I get the feeling this guy’s some kind of
pervert.

Not like I have any right to judge,
considering the things I’ve been up to lately with Minx and . . .
and who?

Hrm.

The pervert reaper grabs my wrist and plops
down onto the floor in a cross-legged sitting position, pulling me
down with him. I wrench my hand away from him, but he takes me by
the shoulder instead. “I marked you here, here, and here.” He taps
each forming hickey. “You’re mine.”

“You’re annoying,” I tell him flat-out.

Like one of those aggressive, class clown
types. Or the guy putting a fog machine in the locker room.

“I’m hurt,” says Zae.

“Doubt it,” I call his bluff. “I think you
like being annoying. You like havoc and mayhem, too, I’m
guessing. My friend Robbie’s like that, always doing stupid stuff
like forking the school’s lawn, and hitting on the lunch ladies.
Not to mention, he has a habit of sneaking up behind my friend
Carmen and me to give us wet willies. I hate it, you know? It feels
like a slug or an earwig or something.” I shudder. “Anyway, the
difference between you and Robbie is that Robbie’s got a handful of
qualities redeeming enough to make him tolerable. Plus, he
has a sweet cabin. You on the other hand . . .”

The reaper gives a twitch. “Are you
psychic?” he asks bluntly, before looking over his shoulder at
Minx. “There wasn’t anything in her file about her being psychic,”
he says.

Minx shrugs.

Yeah . . . now that I think about it,
someone ELSE asked if I was psychic recently . . . or did that
happen a very long time ago? And who was it, anyway? Someone with
black hair, like Zae’s.

As I try to reach the unreachable parts of
my memory, Zae reaches forward and puts his hand on the top of my
head.

Whoa.

Ho and whoa again.

With his hand on my skull, this crazy,
non-ignorable rushing feeling moves through my body, starting at
the place where he touches and flowing down, through my abdomen,
and to the ends of my feet.

“Take me somewhere,” my mouth mutters.

“Bingo,” says Zae, smirking.

The sensation overtakes me – consumes
me, even. I want to move, run, flee, FLY.

I want to have fun.

Zae removes his hand from me. “Let’s go
outside. What do you say?”

“O-okay.” Suddenly, he doesn’t seem
that bad anymore. Actually, he seems pretty okay. Maybe I
was just being overly harsh before. Judgy, much, Marley Craw?

With my consent, the not-so-bad reaper hops
to his feet, flips up his hood, and begins conjuring his
nether-powers, placing his right pointer and middle fingers on his
left wrist and vice versa, saying, “The wages of sin is death.” On
command, his hands glow green.

Green.

A green glow.

It looks so familiar . . .

Way familiar.

Too familiar to resist.

The green glow falls as I grab Zae’s
hand.

He looks down at me. “Darling?”

I’m not really sure what it is, but I feel
sad. And grabbing the hand that produced the green glow SO doesn’t
make it any better. If anything, it makes me even sadder. Zae moves
into a squat. His knee pokes through a hole in his jeans. He pushes
the hair from his face and leans in to inspect me.

“What is it, Darling Marley? Not ready to
play?”

“I . . .” I stare at the hand holding
his.

Zae’s eyes twinkle mischievously. “Don’t you
remember how much you like playing with me, Marley? Don’t you
remember how fun it is when I make you fly?”

Well, that’s true, I guess. I do LOVE when
he makes me fly. Going down the mountain with him was completely
and utterly terrifying, but that’s what made it sort of
great, looking back. When I was alive, I was never really one of
those thrill-seekers – you know, the ones that go skydiving and
cave spelunking just for the heck of it? But I get it now . . . I
think. Being afraid can be a rush. Like watching a really freaky
movie with demons and ghosts and dolls without heads, and coming
out of it as sweaty as a swamp monster, and with pulse pumping
heart-failingly fast.

It’s . . . fun.

But it’s also not the kind of thing you want
to do alone. Scary movies and mountain plunging – those things are
only fun if you’re doing them with someone else, right?

Huh. Look at me, all
contemplative.

Zae sees the thoughts running behind my
eyes. He waits for them to pass before inching towards me. His hair
cascades over his shoulders. His mouth smirks with smugness. His
sweatshirt hangs open.

“What do you desire, Darling
Marley?”

I spread out my hand on his chest, against
his black t-shirt.

Without a word, he peels off his
nether-hoodie and tosses it across the room, and next, begins to
undo the leather straps running up one of his arms. Now, I see what
the straps were hiding. The inside of his arm, from the wrist to
the elbow, is tattooed with a scythe like Minx’s and . . . and
whose? I can’t remember. I feel hazy. And not quite like myself.
Maybe like a cheap imitation. Maybe I’m the one who was body
snatched.

In an attempt to clear away some of the
muddle fuddle, I draw a finger over Zae’s exposed scythe. His arm
beneath the tattoo is warm and firm, and as I move over the veins
beneath his skin, I feel my pulse picking up.

Everything is silent. Time is nonexistent.
My breath is WAY louder than it should be.

“What do you desire?” Zae asks again, and
this time his face is serious.

“You,” my mouth answers automatically.

“You like being with me?” he asks.

“Yeah.”

“You like the way I make you
feel.”

“Yes.”

He squints. “And . . . do you . . .
like me?”

In the distance, I hear Minx protest.

“Shut up,” Zae orders over my shoulder. “An
experiment. I want to see if it’s with everyone or just
you-know-who.”

 


You-know-who?

 


But before my mind can drift too far, Zae
calls my attention to him again by pressing his mouth hotly to my
forehead.

“Do you like me, Marley Craw?” he whispers
quietly when he pulls away. His eyes probe me deviously.

LIKE? That’s a confusing question. That’s
like asking if I like the taste of the color purple.

Zae frowns. “Interesting,” he says. Then,
over my shoulder, he calls, “You can relax. Seems it’s only the
Captain.”

Captain?

 


Captain.

 


“PINE!” my mouth blurts.

Ohmigosh! I almost forgot about Pine! This
grungy, shiny-haired guy’s been hypnotizing me or something! I
hurry to scuttle away from him, tripping over myself in the
process.

Zae swears under his breath.

“It’s your fault, Usher,” Minx
retaliates from behind me. “You just had to ask.”

Zae folds his arms grumpily. “Why are you
even awake, Sleeper? I told you to go dormant. You didn’t
see me intruding your time with her.” The two reapers continue to
bicker over my head like a cranky married couple.

So not sexy.

Meanwhile, I’m fighting to cling to the
memory of Pine’s face – his sharp jaw, his full bottom lip, his
penetrating silver stare – but it’s fading fast.

NO!

Wait, why is it so important for me to
remember him? I only just met the guy, and if there are a plethora
of other reapers like this Zae guy just waiting to take his place,
then it makes this whole reaping seem like even more of a setup, a
sham, a game.

Seduction’s their job, right?

I know that.

I’m not stupid.

But . . . Pine . . .

I think I really like him a lot.

Why?

I touch my own chest and feel that my blood
is warm beneath.

Gah! Nice work, Marley Craw! How lame of you
to get attached to a guy so quickly! If I didn’t know any better,
I’d say you were turning into one of those needy, clingy girls!

You know, the kind that can’t function if
they aren’t breathing the same second-hand air coming out of their
beloved’s facehole? Howard O’Neil, the mix-tape maniac I work with
at the Bistro, has a girlfriend like that. She’s always hanging
around, painting her nails on the counter, and buzzing all through
the building like an obsessed little bee.

Gag.

He should get her one of those ugly monkey
backpack leashes people put on their kids and hook her up to the
bike-rack outside.

Anyway, back to Pine.

My body won’t let me forget him. It wants to
be near him. Oh gawd, if that isn’t clingy, I don’t know
what is!

“Come with me, Mar-mar.” Minx’s hands are on
my shoulders. “You shouldn’t think about that guy. Only think about
me.” He motions to Zae. “Or him, if you must.”

I’m not above begging. “Let me talk to
Pine,” I say, staring straight ahead. “Please, Minx.”

Minx’s nails dig into my shoulders. His
voice turns vicious in my ear. “What’s so great about him,
huh?”

“I don’t know,” I admit. “I can’t explain
it. I’m not usually like this, I swear. If anything, I’m the
opposite. Those clingy types disgust me. It’s like, get a life, am
I right?” I laugh unstably. “But for some reason, Minx, the thought
of not seeing him again makes me ache. It’s not normal.
There’s something wrong with me. Maybe it’s because he basically
rejected me without a second thought, but . . .”

This time my drifting hand finds my
mouth.

Rejected?

No, his kiss savored me.

When I confessed my extreme like for
him, it felt right. And then he kissed me in that way, and it felt
even more right. Like nothing’s ever been more right.

Minx’s hands slip from my shoulders to my
eyes. He covers them, like he covered them on the first day of my
death. “I know what your heart really desires, Marley,” he
says into my hair. “Come with me. I’ll give it to you.” He nips the
top of my ear. “Tick. Tick. Tick.”

That’s right!

The tick! The one at the back of my
skull.

Acknowledging it ushers in a sweep of
questions.

My supposed wretched life.

My extra thick mana.

My growing, desperate fondness for Pine.

Milo’s parents.

The aquarium.

“Take me there, Minx,” I whisper. “The fish
prison. Now.”
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~ #1997, Zae ~


Chapter 11: Uncorked

 


The blue glow of the aquarium is just as
disorienting as it was the first time around. Bulged-eyed fish
wiggle by over our heads like something straight out of a
steam-and-lasers, sci-fi space movie. When you really stare at
them, fish are really quite unearthly. It wouldn’t surprise me if
there were at least a few aliens snuck in with the rest of them.
Actually, it’d be the perfect hiding spot for them. Attention,
government: I believe this aquarium to be housing beings
extraterrestrial in nature!

Hah. That seems like the sort of call my
friend Carmen and I would make.

If I was still alive, that is.

A gray one to the right looks to have an
abnormally large brain under its fishy flesh. Eighty-four percent
chance that one’s an undercover alien. I cringe at it before
closing my eyes. The air is sickly warm, made even warmer by Minx’s
breath in my hair as he whisks me at reaper’s speed through the
exhibits.

He holds me snugly, with one arm across my
collar, the other hand pressed against my belly. I’m not sure how
he moves so fast. I’m guessing his feet are hovering over the
ground somehow. It wouldn’t surprise me. There’s no telling what
kinds of things nether-powers can accomplish.

Like when Pine took me down the
mountain.

Or when we went skydiving into that
pool.

Or when he forced my soul back into my
after-body.

My stomach topples. Lame. My insides keep
doing weird circus tricks whenever I think about him.

It’s like the slow-mo moment at the top of a
rollercoaster before the plunge, or when you run into your crush at
the coffee shop. I’m giddy or something.

One giddy ghost, coming right up.

Whoops. I meant spirit.

The tick at the back of my skull
protests.

After a few more minutes of blur, Minx stops
and release me. I open my eyes. The starfish pool. The dolphin
tank. The cheesy cardboard cutout.

I point at it. “Hey, Minx. Wanna get a
picture?”

He cocks his head to the side. A confused
puppy.

“Kidding,” I say.

“Oh.”

I walk to the starfish pool. Leaning over
the edge reveals a tiny world of wiggly anemone arms and
prickly-backed starfish clinging to clumps of colorful coral. I
squint at them.

A twinge, huh?

I don’t get it.

But I really wish I could hold Pine down and
force him to look at them. Again, my heart thuds. What the HELL,
Marley Craw!? You’re losing it. Totally.

“What now?” I ask, turning away from the
pool and resting my back on the rocky holding tank.

Minx’s red eyes reflect the blue glow,
glowing purple themselves. “That’s up to you, Marley,” he says.
“For starters, come over here and tell me what you desire.”
He opens his arms wide to me.

I take in a deep breath. The air feels so
weighted. Was it like this the first time we passed
through?

Back when it was me and Minx and . . .

Pine.

My heart kicks.

“Something’s wrong with me, Minx. I can’t
stop thinking about him,” I whisper.

Eyes aglow, the corner of Minx’s mouth
scowls menacingly for a brief second before turning soft and
downturned once more. His arms remain open to me. “You might think
you desire him, but I know something you desire more; and now, with
him gone, I can finally give it to you.” His eyebrows dip with
sympathy. “I alone understand why you’d want to. I alone understand
your tick, and that’s why–”

A hungry look – ravenous, even –
invades the soothing reaper’s face.

“The one to claim your soul, Marley Craw,
will be me.”

 


Claim.

 


The name of the game.

I don’t understand anything about anything,
really. But apparently, my legs know something they’re not telling
me. In a zombie stagger, they move toward Minx. With his hood up
like that, he looks even more . . .

Dangerous.

Minx is dangerous.

Pine warned me of it, but Pine’s no longer
around, and for some reason, I know that if I just understand more
about my life and death and reaping, I’ll understand why I want to
be with Pine so badly.

Timidly, I approach.

“Tick, tick, tick,” says Minx, voice oddly
light, head jerking in a weird way.

 


Tick, tick, tick.

 


I reach him and he throws his arms around me
in a bear hug, forcing my face into the zipper of his hoodie. “I
know that tick, Mar-mar,” he says softly, into my ear. “I know it
better than anyone. That’s why I’ll give you a choice.” He squeezes
me tighter. “You can rest with me, here, forever. Or–” He
thrusts me away from himself, holding me at arms length.

“O-or?” I say, losing all nerve.

He places his knuckle beneath my chin and
tips my face to his. “You can let me satisfy your tick.”

“How?” I ask.

“Let me remove the seal.”

I don’t know what it means, but at the
suggestion, the tick at the back of my skull acts up,
throbbing uncontrollably. By heartbeat races. My breath
grows hot.

“Is it wrong to do that?” I mouth,
breathless.

In a flash, Minx changes. His mouth grins –
darkly, mischievously, almost wickedly. “Mm,” he says, with
a nod.

The world falls quiet, except for the hum of
the tanks.

Minx’s dark wickedness remains, but it mixes
with darkness of a different kind. Temptingly, seductively, he
looks through his white lashes at my mouth.

“I understand why you’d want to anyway,
though. You had such a wretched life.”

But my life wasn’t wretched. I had
Carmen and the others, and this weekend I was finally going to let
that Russia-obsessed cutie, Noah Carmichael, kiss me! Finally, I
was going to . . .

Something wet falls down my cheeks.

Oh. I’m crying again?

“Your soul is screaming, Marley Craw.
Screaming.” Minx slides one of his hands to my chest. Upon
contact, his eyelids flutter. He throws his head back and lets out
a moan. “It’s the loudest I’ve ever heard. Let me make it even
louder, all right?”

“W-what about your parole?”

Minx laughs lightly. “That guy’s not around
to report me. We’re safe.”

Safe. Riiight. It’s obvious that
we’re so NOT safe! My shoulders are shaking, now, because I’m
afraid of him. Because I know this isn’t even remotely a safe place
to be.

And at the same time, I want to be
here.

Death has made me a mess.

The dangerous reaper snaps his head up
again, causing his hood to fall off. His hair settles around his
neck innocently, but his expression is far from innocent. “You’ll
let me, won’t you, Marley? You’ll let me help you?”

Tears continue to rush from my eyes,
dripping down by face and chin, but I’m too stuck to wipe them
away. Something is wrong. This place. The aquarium.

Why did I want to come here, again?

Oh yeah.

That carving Carmen and I made of our names
– it should be just over there on the back of the concession stand,
beneath those sweating pretzels.

“That’s right, Marley,” Minx whispers, eyes
wide. “Think about that. Think about your life.”

But . . . I thought I wasn’t allowed to
think about anything but them.

“Think about it,” Minx orders.

I . . .

It’s getting harder to breathe now, with
salty tears rolling down my face and my heart beating in my throat,
wedged in my airway.

Minx again takes to watching my mouth. “Have
you made your choice?” he asks, hungrily. “Will you rest with me,
or will you let me remove the seal.”

I don’t know. I don’t know anything!
Everything is pressurized, and I can’t move, and my tears won’t
stop!

GET A GRIP, MARLEY CRAW!

 


Tick.

 


“R . . . remove it.”

Minx is on me before I even finish the
words. His mouth eats them away, and then begins to move with mine.
His nails dig into my skin as he kisses me brutally, biting and
forcing, before pulling away and flinging me towards the concession
stand. Quick as a shot of brandy, he’s over me again. I’m his prey.
He’s a hunter, a vampire, a killer.

I’m as sure of it as I’ve ever been of
anything:

If I let him, he’s going to consume
me.

He presses me against the counter, puts his
hand to my chest and orders, “Say my name.”

“M-Minx,” I say, downright
quivering.

His eyes glow. “Again.”

“Minx.”

His eyes sear. “Again.”

“Minx.”

His eyes burn brighter than I’ve ever seen
them burn. “Ah!” He releases a gasp, and from his hand on my chest,
a blue light forms. A blue nether-glow rises between us.

Something inside me wrongs.

“Wait–!”

I start to protest, but Minx puts a hand
over my mouth. “You already made your choice, Marley Craw. Be quiet
and let me help you.” With a clawing hand, he grabs the top
of my dress and pulls until it tears, revealing my bra
underneath.

No. This is too much like that time.
This is too much like the day I died.

 


“AAAAAAAAAH!”

 


A scream erupts in the air. My scream. My
most desperate scream ever.

Minx ignores it. Expression dark, he puts
his palm to the space between my breasts and the blue glow
brightens. Brighter. Brighter. BRIGHTER.

 


“Is it okay if I sit here?” A pretty girl
with chestnut hair and bright eyes plops her lunch tray down on the
opposite side of the table. “I don’t really know anyone. All of my
friends have 4th-period lunch.”

Liar.

Beyotch.

I saw her five minutes ago, chatting up a
group of athletic-types in the lunch line. She’s only making up an
excuse to sit by me because she feels sorry for me. Like the rest
of the maggots in this school

“Sit wherever you want. I don’t give a
damn.”

The girl laughs. “Yeah, I heard you swore
like that right in front of Mrs. Iverson today.” She gives me a
thumbs up. “Good work. That lady’s a crabapple. My mom says she’s
sexually repressed.”

Whatever that means.

“My name is Carmen,” the girl goes on,
poking at her pile of spaghetti. Nasty. It looks like
intestines.

The girl, Carmen or whoever, makes a face.
“Is this even food?” she asks.

I snort.

Whoops.

I told myself I wouldn’t get chummy with any
of the locals.

“You’re Marley, right? Marley
Craw?”

“So?” I ask, annoyed.

“I heard you’re Milo Craw’s cousin.
What’s it like living with a vampire?”

“Vampire?”

“Well, yeah. He’s so pale and stuff.
Everyone says his mom feeds him blood for dinner.”

I snort again.

Double whoops.

“She feeds him meatloaf for dinner
usually,” I say, covering. “How do you know Milo anyway? He’s in
high school. I wasn’t aware he mingled with the sevies.”

Carmen wrinkles her forehead. “Sevies?”

“That’s what we called seventh graders at
my old school,” I explain, flicking my hair. It’s kind of nice to
know something this girl doesn’t.

“Cool.” Carmen shows a doofy smile. “So
you and me, we’re sevies?”

“We’re in seventh grade, aren’t we?” I
ask, brow raised.

“I like it.” Carmen squashes a meatball
flat with her fork. “It sounds like a code. Is it okay if I tell my
other friends that we’re sevies?”

“Do whatever the heck you want.”

“Thanks!”

I let out a sigh. If she’s going to stick
around I guess I could humor her awhile. “So . . . you ever heard
of JTT?” I ask.

“Who?”

“Psh. Jonathan Taylor THOMAS. I guess you
haven’t. He was big in the nineties . . .”

Carmen wrinkles her nose. “The
nineties?”

I flip my hair. “Yeah, the NINETIES. Got a
problem? My older sister showed me a picture of him, and I
practically fell in love, so I’ve been collecting old posters of
him ever since. Actually, that Noah Carmichael kid kind of looks
like him. . . . Anyway, don’t you know that cuteness never fades? I
also have a major crush on JFK.”

The girl blinks at me.

“You know, the PRESIDENT?”

“He’s dead.”

I shrug. “So?”

The girl giggles and continues to poke at
her plate of slop. “You know something?” she says shyly. “You
aren’t boring like everybody else. I’m really glad you moved here,
Marley Craw!”

“. . . Just Marley’s fine.”

 


Somewhere in the distance I feel Minx
kissing my neck. The world spins.

 


“Right here,” I say, pointing to the
bottom of the concession stand. “You go first.”

“Someone will see!”

“Naw, they’re all busy with the dolphins.
Personally, I don’t see the big deal. Everyone’s all like ‘Whoa!
Flippo did a trick!’ Um, yeah. If you were in a teeny tiny tank all
day, I’m sure you’d kill time by learning tricks too! SO not
impressed.” I hand her the nail file. “This is important, Carmen.
We’re making a pact. A PROMISE.”

Carmen glances over her shoulder at the rest
of the maggots pressed up against the glass.

“Okay,” she says with a nod, taking the
file. “What’s the pact?”

“The pact is that if one of us
dies–”

“Dies?!”

“Dying is normal, Carmen. Everyone dies.”
It feels good to say aloud, and at the same time, it hurts to say
aloud. I start again, “The pact is that if one of us dies, we’ll
come back as a ghost and haunt the other.”

Carmen frowns at the file in her hand. “Are
you planning on dying anytime soon?” she asks.

“This is just in case.” I tug on her
pigtail. “But I’m serious – if you die, I want you to come back and
haunt me like there’s no tomorrow. Dolls getting up and moving
around, creepy scratches in the walls, footsteps at the end of my
bed – the whole shebang. Are we agreed?”

With a grin, Carmen shakes her head. “You’re
so weird, Marley Craw.”

I wink at her. “Just Marley’s fine.”

 


Minx pulls my dress over my head. His breath
exchanges with mine. The world spins.

 


“You got detention again?” My hermit of a
cousin punches me in the arm. “Mom’s gonna be pissed. Why are you
such a failure?”

I punch him back ten times harder. “Why are
you such a vampire?” I ask.

“Ow.” Milo rubs his puny arm. I hope it
bruises. “What’d you write on that girl’s locker anyway?” he
pries.

I fold my arms. “None of your business.”

“If you tell me, I’ll butter Mom up
before you give her the note.”

Sounds like a sweet enough deal. I repeat
the string of insults I wrote on Amy Jo’s locker in glittery magnet
letters.

“You’re demented,” Milo says.

“She deserved it. She said something
unforgivable to a boy at school regarding my armpits.”

“Would the boy happen to be named NOAH
CARMICHAEL?”

“Shut up!”

Milo releases a sickly laugh. “Marley,
Marley, Marley, you better be careful. Boys don’t like delinquents.
Pretty sure no guy’s ever gonna like you if all you do is steal and
lie and get in trouble. Plus, your hair looks like mud. Ever think
about dying it?”

I put my hands over my hair. “Shut up, you
pale freak!”

Milo pokes me in the chest. “Who’s the real
freak, Marley? If my parents get a divorce it’ll be ALL your fault.
Our lives were fine before you and Mallory moved in. I don’t why
you couldn’t have gone to live with Grandma. Oh, wait. They were
probably worried she’d KILL herself.”

“You’re one to talk,” I spit. “Grandma
hates you.”

“Everyone hates YOU, Marley
Craw.”

 


I feel Minx’s skin against my skin. Chest.
Waist. Abs. His mouth moves down my exposed stomach. The
world spins.

 


The room smells like plastic and sanitizer.
The sheets feel like paper.

I hate hospitals.

There’s a knock on the door.

“Marley?” Carmen pokes her head through
the opening. “Amy and I came to visit you. Can we come in?”

They don’t wait for me to answer. Both of
them push right on through like they own the place.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” I say,
gesturing to the mounted TV playing reruns of a soap opera with
acting bad enough to wake the dead. “My life’s super fun right
now.”

Carmen frowns.

I stare at the screen. “Pierre’s been trying
to hook up with Stefano’s mom for a good three episodes. I bet you
anything she’s going to turn out to be his aunt or something,” I
say, and force a laugh.

Amy Jo puts her hands on her hips. “You’re
awful lively for someone that just tried to kill themself.”

“AMY!” shouts Carmen.

“Well, it’s true,” says Amy Jo. “It’d be
different if she was all mopey, but look at her! She’s fine! I bet
you did this for attention, Marley Craw. Either that, or it was to
get out of the tenth-grade writing test.”

“Yup, you know me, Amy Jo. I’m terrible
at grammar and shiz, so I thought, ‘Hey! Why not slit my wrists and
see what happens?’”

Carmen clenches her fists. “That isn’t
funny, Marley,” she says through her teeth. Hands shaking, she
marches to the side of the bed. “I can’t believe you would do
something like this.”

. . .

I probably shouldn’t mention that it wasn’t
my first time.

Mouth strong, she wipes away the moisture
forming in her eyes. Poor Carmen. I do feel guilty about putting
her through this. If there’s anything I regret, it’s that. Telling
her so would just make her sadder, though. I’m sure it would.

“Why, Marley?” she whispers. “I thought
you were doing really great lately, so tell me–” She can’t hold
herself back anymore. “WHY DID YOU DO IT!?”

Why?

. . .

Who knows?

“Why don’t you guys just get out of
here?” I say quietly. “I’ll be back to school in a month. I’m
thinking of dying my hair to celebrate. How do you like
red?”

 


Minx kisses the tears from my face. The
world spins.

 


“Hey, Mom.”

The day is cool. The leaves are gone. The
sun is sinking.

“I got my senior photos taken today. I
don’t think they look as good as Mallory’s did. Grandma said I
should’ve dyed my hair back to brown for them. But I like the red,
you know? It kind of reminds me that I’m different now. That I’m in
control of my life.”

The low sun makes the gravestone shadows
stretch.

“Mom? Have you forgiven Dad yet? I don’t
think I can. I don’t think you have either. It’s too bad they put
him next to you. I argued with Grandma back then, you know. I told
her he didn’t have any right resting next to you, but she wouldn’t
hear it.”

My skin pricks from the autumn chill.

“I mean, it’s not like you chose to leave
us. You fought hard until the end. Even when you didn’t have any
hair left. Even when you couldn’t eat. Even when you weren’t making
sense anymore, you were strong. A real-life super hero, even. But
Dad? Dad was weak. He CHOSE to leave us. After you left, he chose
to go too. And that’s why I can’t forgive him.” I rest my face
against my mother’s gravestone and let the cold of it soak into my
skin. “I can’t believe I almost did the same thing. But I’m
stronger now, like you. And I’m going to get even stronger, I
swear. That’s why I’m keeping my hair red. It’s a reminder that
I’ve changed.”

A lovely pine scent fills the air – a
lingering scent I smell each time I visit my mother’s grave.

Funny, though. There aren’t any pine trees
around.

 


The world spins. It spins and spins and
spins. Gasping, I pull out of my memories. Disoriented, I push away
from Minx. Shaking, I feel around the floor for my dress.

Oh gawd.

OH GAWD!

I didn’t remember.

I didn’t remember any of it!

Shirtless, Minx tips his head to the side.
“Do you see now, Marley? Do you see what you desire
most?”

I find my dress, ripped now, and hold it to
myself.

“I’m the only one who understands.” Minx
reaches listlessly for me. “I’m the only one who can give it to
you.”

With unsteady wrists, I crawl to the
concession stand. I need to see it. I need to see . . .

There, along the bottom, etched in
seventh-grade hand:

 


Marley + Carmen

Haunting Buddies 4 Life

 


My life . . . it was wretched. I feel
it now, the weight of being dead. I’ll never see Carmen again. I’ll
never see anyone again.

I’m dead.

Dead as a deadbolt dead.

For the first time, it hits me – really and
truly hits me – and as it does, I throw my head back and sob.

I sob and I sob and I sob, barely even
noticing when Minx puts his arms around my bare shoulders.
“How’s your tick?” he asks, tenderly, inside my head.

Gone.

The tick is gone. But it’s been replaced
with a soul-shattering ache deeper than anything I’ve ever
experienced.

“Take me back,” I whisper, breaking.

“I will,” he says, soft and sweet. Like a
lover. “But first,” he whispers, holding me tight, “tell me . . .
do you see them?”

Them?

. . .

All around the room I see the shadowy
silhouettes of aquarium-goers.

. . .

. . . . . .

. . . . . . . . .

“How was I that person?” I ask as Minx pulls
me, flying, through the aquarium. “I don’t . . . feel like that
person.”

“You aren’t,” Minx whispers into my hair.
“Not anymore. Now you’re mine.”

This doesn’t make any sense. I thought I was
happy. Heck, I thought I had a great life! I was all excited about
the future! Kissing Noah, going on a road trip with Carmen,
visiting Mallory at college. I was ready for all of that . . .
before I died.

Minx holds me tighter. Because the world is
falling around me, I cling to him. I need something familiar with
me. I need something to distract me from the ache.

Minx is my reaper. The one who’ll reap my
soul. The one who’ll help me.

“We’re here,” says my savior. I lean against
him as he conjures his nether-glow and opens the portal to the
glass room.

Inside, the room has changed.

All traces of furniture are gone. Not even a
single bungeed nightstand remains. And the ceiling is
raining. Downright, downpouring. Ringing throughout
the air is a terrible, awful, cover-your-ears screeching noise.

I push my palms flat against my ears. “What
is this!?” I cry, instantly becoming soaked.

Minx pivots to my front side and takes my
cheeks in his hands. “It’s your soul, Marley Craw. Your soul
is screaming. Do you hear it now?”

Yes, I hear it. Every part of me hears it!
“Make it stop!” I insist.

In the midst of the wailing, something
charges through the rain at us. Some sort of mass. When it nears, I
see that it’s a . . . guy? Yeah, an attractive one with long black
hair, which has become drenched and matted to the sides of his
face. He’s wearing an unzipped hoodie and a scowl.

Who is that? I mean, he looks kind of
familiar, I guess, but I can’t pinpoint where I’ve seen him
before.

The stranger, apparently not in the best
mood, comes right at Minx, swinging. Minx hops away. “Hello,
friend,” he says.

The longhaired stranger is livid. “WHAT DID
YOU DO?!” he shouts at Minx. “This is worse than what I expected
from you!”

Wearing a look of innocence. Minx tips his
head and puts his finger to his chin. “She asked me to.”

“So?! You don’t just let her!”

“But I love her. She has a soul. And she
tastes good,” says Minx.

“Very funny. You know as well as I that we
aren’t capable of loving humans. And you know what happens if she
becomes attached. Did you forget what happened last time,
moron!? Do you want to end up back where you were!? This time they
might lock you away for good! There’s no way they’re not going to
find out about this!”

“Even if they do, it’s too late. She’s
already realized her strongest desire,” says Minx. He tips his head
backwards in the rain and throws his arms out at his sides. “It’s
loud.”

The stranger’s eyes turn fiery. “So what if
it’s loud?!”

Minx draws his fingers over his lips. “Even
if they send me into confinement, the taste of her reaping will be
enough for me to go off of for a long time.”

“Not if I can help it!” the longhaired
stranger seethes.

Minx shrugs. “Do your best. She’s already
mine.”

In a flash, the stranger wraps his arms
around my sopping shoulders. I’m too confused to react. “Calm down,
Marley,” he coos as he holds me. “Do you remember me?”

“N-no.”

“I’m Zae, your reaper.”

My reaper? That can’t be right. “Minx is my
reaper,” I say.

“You have two reapers, remember?”

I don’t remember. Ohmigosh, I don’t remember
at all! Memories of my life are pouring into me, overtaking me,
suppressing me.

So-called Zae swears under his breath. “This
is bad,” he says. “If you can’t remember me, Marley, what about
him? Can you remember him?”

Him?

“Think hard. Who was your Usher before I
was? There was someone else. Do you remember him?”

No.

“He had to leave because you were having TOO
much fun, so I came to see you in his place. You don’t
remember?”

Still NO.

“Think, Marley. He was a reaper – an Usher,
like me. He was also a captain.”

Captain?

P . . .

No use. Even though I press my brain to the
limits, the screaming of the room is just too loud and the pouring
of the rain is just too harsh.

Zae swears under his breath again, louder
this time. He thrusts me away from himself, takes my shoulders in
his hands and gives me a firm shake. “Whatever he showed you, you
shouldn’t have seen,” he says. “You shouldn’t think about
your life. Don’t think about your life; only think about ME.”

“My life was wretched,” I say.

Zae shakes his head fervently. “I’ve read
your file. You were happy at the end. You had an untimely demise,
but you were moving forward. Think about that, Marley. Are
you thinking about it?”

I nod.

“Excellent.” A crafty gleam enters the
supposed reaper’s eye. “Now, what do you desire?”

“Minx,” I say without question. “I want
Minx.”

Swearing a third, loudest time, Zae releases
me. “This is out of my control. I’m going to have to call it in.
Who’s your angel, again?”

I want to answer him. Really I do, but the
room is swelling, barreled with rainwater, you see. Harder and
harder it comes, in sheets, until I can’t see anything but wetness,
and the sound of my soul’s screaming consumes the air.

“Keep going, Mar-mar,” Minx’s voice
is in my head. “This room reacts to the wants of your soul.
Think about your life. Think about your pain. Let it out.”

But it feels wrong.

“Silly Marley. There is no wrong or right
anymore. There is only desire. I understand what you need, better
than anyone. THIS is what you need. And only I can give it to
you.”

Only Minx can give me what I need.

Why?

“I was like you, Marley, long, long ago.
When I died, my soul was loud, too. My mana was thick, almost as
thick as yours. I chose what you’ll choose. I stayed attached. I
stayed on earth, and my soul cried for a hundred years, until it
couldn’t cry anymore.”

Oh.

Suddenly, I get.

Suddenly, it’s all very clear. Clear as a
fancy crystal plaque. Or a newly cleaned window. I didn’t know
anything, but now I’m starting to know everything.

Minx used to be . . . a ghost.

 


The pressure of the rain is too much. All at
once the room bursts and little shattered pieces of the walls go
flying.


Chapter 12: I Believe in a Thing Called
LIKE

 


Everything is dark.

And cold.

And quiet.

Ugh. It feels like I’m in a cave or
something. Cringe. This feels like the kind of place that would be
infested with worms or other crawly wigglers. I’ve never really
been big on mustiness.

“You are aware that this is highly unusual.”
A guy’s voice, all business-ish, breaks through the darkness. Along
with it, a scribbling noise enters the scene.

I’ve heard that voice before. And that
scribble.

Beck?

Yeah, Beck, my angel, the
lameass.

I open my mouth to call to him, but nothing
comes out.

“You were warned to stay away from her,
Captain,” Beck says, ever with the scribbling. “I won’t be held
responsible for what happens next.”

“Tch,” a second voice responds. “What would
you rather happen, lameass? Let her turn? You never
should’ve assigned HIM to a case like hers. What were you
thinking?” This new voice – the Captain or whoever – is also a
guy’s. And he sounds annoyed.

Scribble, scribble, scribble. “It was a
test,” says Beck. “He’s been on mild cases ever since his release
from rehabilitation. This was his chance to prove his
recovery.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” the Captain
growls. “For that you jeopardized Marley’s reaping?”

“What can I say? He’s one hell of a Sleeper,
and if we were sure he’d be able to restrain himself against even a
soul like hers, we could put him out in the field that much more
often,” says Beck.

“Unbelievable. You angels are all the same.
Maybe you’d grow a conscience if you’d actually work a day down
here. What happened to the world? You used to be warriors. Now look
at you.”

“And look at you, Captain Reaper.
Little more than a glorified demon. You lot crave human souls just
as much as they do,” says Beck.

“Piss off.”

“Heh.” The scribbling stops.

There is silence and there is darkness. Is
this a dream? Or is this the end? Is my punishment for living a
wretched life to listen to two guys bickering for all eternity?

Oh gawd. Make it stop. Give me fire and
brimstone! Anything but petty arguing!

“Are you sure you want to do this, Captain
Reaper?” Beck says quietly after a spell.

Equally quiet, the Captain responds, “I told
you, I’ve never wanted anything more.” And though I don’t know him
– though I can’t see his face – I can tell it’s the truth. The
Captain’s words ring with something so certain it’s almost
otherworldly.

“All I mean to say is that you’re one of our
strongest Ushers. We can’t let you be compromised by an unstable
soul, no matter how much you, quote ‘like her.’ This whole thing is
just ridiculous. I’ve heard of these things happening in the lower
ranks, to reapers with their training wheels, but you’re a senior
officer, Captain. You’ve reaped thousands upon thousands of souls.
How could you let yourself get caught up in this one girl?”

The Captain doesn’t say anything back.

“Fine,” says Beck. “I’ll wake her. But know
that you only have a small sliver of time. Her soul is already
being judged, her desires are being weighed, and the outcome is
practically set. There isn’t much you can do at this point.”

“Wake her,” says the Captain. “Now.”

. . .

A light, brighter than the sun or the stars
or a nightclub spotlight, takes the place of the darkness.

. . .

I’m standing on a sleek metal track, high,
high up in the air.

HOLY POTATO SALAD!

I’m standing on the top peak of a
rollercoaster.

And the world below is small – tiny, even –
downright miniscule. The stalls and rides and light-up games
look like something from a toy set. My stomach drops when it
catches on to where I am. My knees buckle, and I drop to the rail,
left with little choice but to cling onto the metal.

Overhead, the sun glints off the coaster’s
support beams, blinding and baking as I clutch the track for dear
death.

Oh gawd. Oh gawd. Oh gawd.

How the HELL did I get HERE?!

Or . . .

 


Is THIS Hell?

 


I’m no longer wearing the tattered and
soaked white sundress. I’ve reverted into the dress I was wearing
when I first woke up in death. Yuck. Revenge of the matronly black
smock. The wind lashes the bottom of it. My hair, too. Red strands
whip around my face with fiery fury, and even though I’m not
falling, it feels like I’m falling.

I curl into a petrified ball. Becoming a
rock seems the best, safest option. If only I had a turtle shell,
it’d be even better.

Turtles are pretty lucky, when you think
about it. They can live in the water, they can live on the land,
and they can just tuck out of danger’s way at any time. Unless that
danger happens to be an oncoming car. In that case, they’re
screwed.

I digress.

“I’ve got you, Marley.” Suddenly, warm hands
take me from behind, clamming around me protectively. It’s that
same voice I just heard talking to Beck. Captain Reaper or whoever.
“It’s okay,” he says, voice collected. “I won’t let you go.”

“Who are you?” I ask. I’m afraid to turn and
look because, if I do, I run the risk of teetering over the edge of
the track. Speaking of edge, I make the mistake of looking
down the drop. Steeper than steep with a sharp dip at the end.
Holy, holy, holy, holy– This is SO not natural. This is definitely
not even on the RADAR of normalcy. What are we supposed to do if a
cart comes through?!

The Captain or whoever doesn’t seem to
notice. “Remember me, Marley,” he says, just as collected. And as
his voice slips into my ear, a scent slips into my nose. A woodsy,
piney scent that I’ve smelled before. It reminds me of . . .
home.

Mmm. I remember it now. This is the smell I
smell once a week – every Thursday to be exact. This is the smell I
smell every time I visit my mother’s grave.

The person holding me brushes the hair from
my neck and sets his forehead there.

I’m not sure why, but my body hiccups in
reply.

“It’s so peculiar,” he says. “I feel
this. Normally, we can’t feel it when we touch spirits, but I feel
you. You’re unusual . . . for a dead girl.”

“I can feel you too,” I say, suddenly
comforted – like even though the ground is far, far below, and even
though falling would ensure I’d end up as splatter, I know that
whoever this Captain Reaper person is, he’ll hold me tight.

“When I went back, I remembered you,
Marley.” He nuzzles his forehead against my skin. “We aren’t
supposed to remember our reapings. I remembered you, though.
Try to remember me, too, okay?” The Captain leans around the side
of my head and kisses me on the cheek. It’s warm where he touches,
and the warmth spreads, filling me up with a rushing sensation.

Without fully knowing what I’m doing and why
I’m doing it, my face turns to meet his. My lips meet his.

His mouth is full and soft and warm.

His kiss is controlled and slow and
classic.

His taste is familiar. It makes my stomach
turn into a circus troupe, leaping here and there, cartwheeling,
and jumping through flaming hoops; and as he moves his lips with
mine, I feel a stronger, deeper warmth from him, full of intention
and . . . desire.

He’s savoring me. Kissing me like he
might never kiss me again. I feel it, and my heart pounds in
response. My neck heats in response. My veins writhe in
covetous response.

Yowsa.

This guy kissing me . . . I think I really
like him a lot.

 


“Pine.”

 


I open my lashes and I recognize him. One of
his eyes is covered by a black chunk of hair, but his uncovered eye
lights silver at my mention of his name.

“You’re Pine!” I gasp.

Relief, too strong to explain, pours over
me. It’s like the feeling after passing a crazy-hard,
full-of-trick-questions math test . . . only a million times more
intense. “Oh geez! I can’t believe I forgot about you!” Under my
breath, I add, “Then again, you totally up and left me right after
I confessed my LIKE for you! How cruel! I mean, don’t you know
girls always think the worst when the guy they like takes off
without–”

Pine presses his lips to mine. “Shh. We
don’t have very long,” he says. He scrunches me to himself and I
fall prey.

“Uh-huh, sure, anything you say, Captain,” I
mutter, captivated.

“Good. Here we go.”

With nothing more than that, Pine tightens
his hold on me and then tips both of our bodies over the edge of
the track.

 


“KYAAAAAAAH”

 


By the time I realize what’s happening, it’s
too late to do a damn thing about it. We’re one sinking unit, SO
about to become splatter. I know a lot about splatter, actually,
and splatter isn’t relative. Splatter is splatter.

This one summer, Carmen and I collected a
whole load of vegetables, eggs, and one old computer monitor we
stole from the dumpster, and then dropped them off of the roof of
the school to see which would make the best splatter. My favorite
was the computer. It looked like a robot had committed suicide.

Down through the air we rush, as I attempt
to distract myself, all the while screaming like there’s no
tomorrow, because in fact, there probably isn’t a tomorrow.
Meanwhile, inside my head, I hear laughter – Pine’s
laughter.

Lovely. Really glad my complete terror
amuses you, Pine.

“Stop spazzing and enjoy it,” his
voice in my head commands.

Enjoy it?

You mean this crazy, to-my-death rush?

The feeling of my stomach hating me for what
I’m putting it through?

The feeling of certain death?

Well, it IS kind of fun, I guess. No, it’s
more than that. It’s WAY fun.

Before I know it, I’m laughing too, in the
midst of my screams. I cling to Pine as the wind rushes by and the
amusement park scene gets closer and closer.

I wait for the splat to come, but it
doesn’t.

Like catching a gust, our fall slows, slower
and slower, until we’re both drifting down listlessly. Eventually,
Pine’s feet meet the pavement, and he releases me gently onto the
ground. All around, the buzz and whirl of the amusement park fill
the air. Shadowy silhouettes walk past, and I can very distantly
hear their talking and laughing.

It’s just like when I was leaving the
aquarium with Minx.

I stare at them, wide-mouthed. “Those are
people?”

Pine’s uncovered eye slips to me. He gives
one solemn nod.

“I thought I couldn’t see people.”

“You aren’t supposed to,” he says, taking my
hand. “Try not to think about them. Come on.” With a tug, he pulls
me through a row of games that have over-stuffed animals wearing
creepy grins as prizes. Yeah, like I’d want one of those to cuddle
with in the midnight hour. No thanks.

“We have to hurry,” Pine says as he pulls
me. “Your desires are being judged right now. I only have a small
amount of time to undo what he did.”

What he did.

Minx, the former ghost, with a taste for my
screaming soul.

I’d forgotten, in lieu of Pine’s return, but
now it comes back to me, the sad truth of my life and death.

“I had wretched life,” I admit to Pine.

“You didn’t,” he replies.

“I DID. I saw it.”

He shakes his head. “You only saw what HE
wanted you to see. All lives have downs, Marley. I’ve never reaped
a soul that didn’t have regrets. Your life had downs, too. More of
them than is standard, but you were happy when you died. It
said so in your file.”

My file.

The game.

Their job.

That’s right. Despite my like for Pine, to
him, this is all a job. He’s a captain, and an Usher, whatever that
is, and it’s his job to seduce me. I pull my hand away from
him.

“At least Minx was honest with me. You just
straight up left without any explanation. And now you’re just back
out of nowhere? Why are you here? Why do you even care what
happens to me? This is your job, right? It’s your job to
seduce me so that I’ll want you more than him, isn’t
it? What I don’t understand is that the minute I realized I
liked you, you disappeared. I basically told you that you’d won,
but instead of reaping me, you left. What gives?”

Distrust sets in quick as a bullet. I’m
worried he’s going to leave again. Somewhere along the way, I
became stuck on him, indefinitely, unexplainably, and whole other
slew of long words.

Pine swallows uneasily. “I’ll tell you
everything, but we’ve got to hurry.” He takes my hand again and
yanks me to an abandoned picnic table. “Sit,” he orders.

Aye-aye, Captain.

I plop onto the hard bench. It’s one of
those plastic-coated ones. The kind with little holes that your
jeans squish through.

Still uncomfortable, even in death.

Pine settles down next to me, leaning his
back against the table part. Tall and lean, his shadow stretches
along the ground.

“You’re right, Marley,” he says, brushing
the hair from his eye. “It is our job to make you desire us. Not
everyone ends up with two reapers. Some people only get one. Those
are the people whose fates are determined before they die. But you
had a tragic life and death, Marley. You were a tricky case. Your
desires weren’t clear, so you were assigned both of us.”

“My desires,” I repeat.

Pine nods. “The red-eyed dumbass is what we
call a Sleeper. He’s supposed to represent eternal rest. If he’s
what you desire most, your soul will end, and you’ll rest forever.
At least, that’s what’s supposed to happen. He’s an exception. He
wasn’t always a reaper.”

“He used to be a ghost,” I say.

A second time, Pine nods. “He was recruited
because of his strong ability to affect humans, both living and
dead. He’s new, as far as reapers go, so he isn’t all the way
tame yet. Why they even assigned him to a case like yours is
beyond me. His role is as a Sleeper, but he holds another power –
the power to attach spirits to the earth. If a spirit grieves and
grows too attached to life, they’ll turn.”

Into a ghost. I hug my knees to
myself. The soothing reaper admitted early on that he was
dangerous. He told me he liked the loudness of my screaming soul.
He drew the tears out of me and relished in them. He liked the fact
that I’d had a wretched life. He sympathized with it.

“And what do you represent, Pine? That body
snatcher, Zae, said both you and he are Ushers.”

Pine rolls his eyes. “Body snatcher?”

I feel my eyebrows flatten with disdain.
“Stay on topic.”

Pine takes in a breath through his nose. He
releases it and chews his lip, and then inhales again. Whatever
he’s about to say, it isn’t easy for him. “Sorry.” He hides his
face in his hand. “I’ve never talked about this with a spirit
before. It feels wrong.”

“Tell me,” I demand.

Giving a determined nod, Pine stares at the
ground. “As an Usher, I have the ability to usher your soul to the
afterlife.”

“You mean to Heaven and Hell?” I ask.

Pine shrugs. “Wherever ‘up there’ deems
appropriate.”

Okay. Let me get this straight:

Minx has the ability to make my soul rest
forever, while Pine has the power to usher me to the afterlife. So
it really is a job, after all. Boo. I mean, I already knew that,
but hearing him admit it is . . . hard.

“What’s in it for you?” I ask, trying to
cover my disappointment.

Pine squirms uncomfortably. “When we reap
souls, we taste them. They move through us, and it’s . . .
pleasurable.”

 


Uhhh.

 


“Tch.” Pine rubs the back of his head with
coy embarrassment. “Give me a break.”

I don’t like it. Not one little bit. I was
right, back then, when I compared it to Amy Jo dating Noah. There
isn’t any realness behind it. It’s a game, through and through.

And if that’s the case, I was stupid to
admit my like for Pine.

Suddenly, I feel even more gooberly than
usual. I feel like the biggest, gooberiest goober that ever
lived.

“You don’t actually feel anything for me,” I
say. “I knew it all along. It’s all fake. You guys were
designed to make me pick where I’d end up. That’s why you’re
so convincing when you . . .”

Kiss me. Touch me. Hold me.

And just like that, I start to slip into
despair. I’ve never been one of those emo girls. Looking back, I
probably could have been. Instead, I always chose to combat my
problems with sarcasm and disobedience.

But in this moment, I feel emo.

I feel like I should wear dark eyeliner and
write sad poetry.

Under the waning moon, Pine is a raven
plucking out my eyes to keep me from seeing him. Now, all I see is
darkness. Oblivion fills me. My heart is a betrayer, bleeding black
tears. It tears from within like a–

“Stop.” Pine lightly punches my arm. “Your
poetry’s no good.”

I stick out my bottom lip.

“Besides–” He shakes his head. “You’re
wrong. Reapers are born with a desire for the human soul. My desire
for your soul is just as real as if I were a human man desiring a
human woman.”

Ah. I get it.

He desires my soul.

Not me.

Expression serious, he leans in toward me,
casting his shadow on my face. “Are you afraid of me, Marley?”

“A little.”

I am?! That’s definitely not true! Then
again, it must be. I’ve just admitted it without thinking.

“Death loves life, even if life fears death.
You’re designed to move towards, and at the same time, fear me, as
I’m made to crave you.”

“You crave my soul because you crave life?”
I say, putting everything together. “But I’m dead now.”

“Yes, but you lived, and your soul
emanates life – yours even stronger than most. It’s something I’ll
never have, and that’s why I crave it so badly.”

My chest pangs with a small dose of
hurt.

“It’s all a little cruel, isn’t it?” I tell
him. “You making me fall for you, just so you can taste my
soul?”

“Fall for me?” Pine chews his lip out of
what looks like contemplation. “There it is again. You’re unusual,
Marley.”

“What do you mean?”

Pine takes my hand in his again, wraps his
fingers through mine, and caresses me with his thumb, all the while
watching our entwined hands intently. He swallows and his adam’s
apple bobs. “You shouldn’t have ‘fallen for me.’ You shouldn’t
‘like’ me. You should desire me. You should like the
feeling of me taking you away, but you shouldn’t like
ME.”

“But I do,” I say in a small voice.

Ack! It’s lame to say aloud, but I feel like
I have no other choice. I feel like I need to make him understand.
I go on,

“I mean, I’m pretty sure it’s you that I
like. I like the way you hate patterns. It’s weird, but I like it
and it makes me want to know what else makes you twinge. And
I like the face you get when you’re worried – like how even when
you pretend to be okay with something, you’re so clearly not.
You’re easy to read. Like an open magazine, and it’s cute, because
at first glance, you seem so mysterious.” Oh boy. It’s all
coming out now. “I like talking to you. I felt a rush when you were
‘taking me away’ and everything, but I had more fun when we were
just talking on the beach. It made me want to spend more time with
you. I wanted to take you to meet my friends . . . even though I’m
technically dead. I wanted to hang out with you. That sort of
thing. But then, that’s how this setup is designed to make me feel,
right?”

“Wrong.” Pine hops to his feet. “That
isn’t how it works, Marley.” He shoves his hands in his
pockets and stares off into the distance, if only as an excuse not
to meet my gaze. “But the reason I left is . . . because . . .” He
swallows again. “I was starting to feel that way too.”

His confession hits me squarely in the
chest, and in the aftermath, I feel like I’ve just been run
over.

Now I know how turtles feel.

“Normally, spirits shift. The reaping
is meant to be a blur of cerebral experience, but you stayed
conscious for it. For me, it was like spending time with another
reaper, but one who radiated with life. Even now it’s like
that. You ask questions no spirit has ever asked, and you notice me
– my moods and expressions – not just my power. Then there’s this–”
In a flash, he takes me by the collar and pulls me to his chest.
“When we touch, I feel it. Usually, spirits are wispy,
nothing more than energy. We show them what they need to see in
order to influence them. But you’re different, Marley. At
some point, you started to feel solid.” He brushes his face
over the top of my head. “At some point, you started to feel
good.”

I feel good? My cheeks heat because I don’t
feel sure of myself at all. I’m nervous.

Come on, Marley Craw. Keep your head. The
hottie reaper just told you that you feel good.

But if anyone feels good, HE feels good.
THIS feels good.

I grip his back. “I think I really like you
a lot,” I whisper into his shirt.

“I think I like you a lot too,” he says. A
warm elation shoots through my body, like a rocket, for a split
second until he adds, “And that’s why I’m afraid to tell you what I
have to tell you next.”

My stomach drops. “What?”

He lets me go delicately.

“From the first time I saw you, there was
something off. Your unusual soul drew me to you at first, but my
curiosity grew when I heard the stories you kept in your head,
those inconsequential stories of your life. Because death desires
life, they made me want your soul even more, but there was
something else. After a reaper reaps a soul, we forget the spirits
we’ve reaped. They fade from our memories when we return to the
underworld. I’ve reaped countless souls, Marley, but I couldn’t
tell you any of their names or describe their faces . . . until
you. When I returned to Dhiant, I still remembered you, though you
should have faded from my memory the instant I moved through the
portal. Maybe you’re just unforgettable.” He laughs, but for some
reason, it sounds sad. “Every time I thought about you, I’d
twinge. That’s never happened to me before.”

“WHAT?!” I let out a shout. “Aren’t twinges
bad? You mean when you thought about me you’d get grossed out?!
Like I was some common chunk of coral?!”

“No. The twinge wasn’t here–” He taps the
back right side of his head. “It was here.” He pats his
chest.

Oh.

Pine goes on, “From the beginning, your mana
felt familiar, and then when you told me I smelled like
home, it made me think. I checked on it when I went back to
Dhiant, and I was right. The reason you felt familiar is because .
. .” Pine’s perfect face contorts into something pained. “I’m the
reaper that reaped your mother.”

My throat falls into my chest.

Pine . . . what . . . reap . . . who?

The piney smell around Mom’s grave – the
smell that reminds me of home – that was Pine’s smell. It lingered
there because he reaped her?

I guess . . . I guess I already kind of
already knew that. I guess I realized it the moment Minx undid the
seal on my memories; I just didn’t want to think about it.

Jaw tight, Pine continues, “And it’s
entirely possible that’s the only reason you think you like
me.”

He delivers the line and then waits
stoically for my response.

Hold on. I need just a second or two to
process. My head is swimming. I chew at my nail because it’s a
scientific fact that chewing your nail helps you think. “So what
you’re saying is . . . YOU SEDUCED MY MOM?!”

Pine looks at me dumbly. “What?”

“YOU KNOW! You kissed her and . . . wooed
her and stuff. That’s nasty, Pine! My own MOTHER!?”

“N-no.” Pine stares at me with an
‘are-you-for-real’ kind of look.

“Yeah right!” I back away from him.
“Mother-seducer!”

Shaking his head, Pine puts a hand over his
mouth and lets out a broken sound. “Oh man. You’re something.” When
he removes his hand, he’s attempting to hide a grin. “I didn’t
‘seduce’ your mom, Marley. Her reaping was completely different
than yours. In fact, the experience is different for everyone. When
we’re on an assignment, we become what we need to become. Lovers,
friends, a tangible enemy that needs defeating. We’re made into
what the spirits need us to be. It isn’t always about romancing. In
fact, it rarely is.”

Oh. Well, that’s not much of a relief at
all! Because if that’s true, then– “So what, I’m just pervier than
the average dead guy?”

Pine snorts.

Jerk.

“Quit laughing!” I scold. “This is
se-ri-ous!”

“Sorry.” Pine forces the laugh away, but he
isn’t able to fully hide the grin. “That’s not what I’m saying. We
were assigned to you because your biggest regret is never
experiencing love. Think about it. After the death of your parents,
you were heartbroken. You wouldn’t let yourself receive love. You
fixated on unattainable lovers, and whenever someone palpable
started to love you, you sabotaged it. But then you made a
decision. What were you supposed to do the weekend of your
death?”

“I was finally going to let Noah Carmichael
kiss me.”

Pine frowns, but quickly covers it with a
nod. “That’s right. Even after your death, you clearly remember
that.” He rolls his eyes. “You thought about it enough.”

“So my biggest regret in life is not having
a boyfriend? Are you serious? Gee, I feel bad for the people who
just want to cure cancer. Bet their afterlives are a freaking
blast.”

Pine puts a hand atop my head. “Don’t say it
like that. Love is important too, Marley, and for you, it wasn’t
about that anyway. It was about changing. Near the end of
your life, you resolved to move forward. That’s why it would be a
shame for you to lose yourself in grief all because that dumbass
couldn’t control himself.”

 


Control.

 


“You know, I died my hair red as a reminder
that I was taking control of my life. Look where I ended up.”

“Marley . . .”

Pine is right. I was changing. I was
taking control of my life, but in the end, I couldn’t
control my fate. Not in life, anyway. What about death? If I don’t
take control of my fate in death, what will it mean? That it was
all for nothing? That I hadn’t really changed at all?

I didn’t really have control of my life.

But I realize something now.

I need control of my death.

I need to prove that I’m changed.

I look point-blank at Pine. “If I let you
usher me, where will you take my soul?”

Pine tugs uncomfortably at his tie. “I don’t
know. I’m sorry.”

 


Control.

 


I can’t have control if there’s
uncertainty.

I know what I have to do.

I throw my arms around Pine’s neck to hide
the fact that I’m about to become a weepy mess. “Kiss me,” I
whisper into his ear.

He does. Pine kisses me with all of the
cherishing intent in the world. He opens his mouth against mine and
exchanges his heat with me. He places his hand at the small of my
back and hoists me to himself. His body is warm and firm. It fights
for control over me. He’s strong. He could make me do anything, if
he wanted to. My heart beats, loud, louder, LOUDEST! I wind my
fingers through his hair. I savor him the way he savors me
as I kiss him back.

 


Kiss me, Pine. Kiss me one last time.

 


Reading my thoughts, he stops abruptly –
“What?” – and pulls away to see the tears streaming down my
cheeks.

Don’t look. Please don’t look. I’m not
normally this . . . exposed.

Eyes wide and shaking, he looks anyway, and
even goes so far as to take my cheeks in his hands.

Wonderful. The last image he has of me will
be this. Slobbery, messy Marley. I tear away from him. It hurts
because even though it might only be because he reaped my mom, I
still think I really like him a lot, and he only likes my
soul. I wipe my arm across my face to make way for new
tears. Shoulders shaking, I hide my face in my hands. “I was never
really good at anything in life, you know, except for causing
trouble, but I think there’s something I’d be really good at now.
Actually, I’m pretty sure it’s the only thing I’ll ever be good at.
I’m sorry, I know that sounds way over-the-top melodramatic, but
it’s true, and that’s why I’m choosing to go with Minx.”

“WHAT?!”

I make the mistake of glancing up to see
Pine’s panic.

“MARLEY–”

“I have an extreme case of LIKE for you,
Captain, but I’ll force myself to desire Minx more. I made a
promise to someone, so I have to do this,” I tell him, choking.

“Marley, if you’re talking about that
‘haunting’ promise you made with that girl–”

I cut him off, shouting with everything I
can muster: “MINX, CAN YOU HEAR ME?! IF YOU CAN HEAR ME, TAKE ME TO
MY GRAVE, OKAY?! IF YOU TAKE ME TO MY GRAVE, I’LL CHOOSE YOU!”


Chapter 13: The Death and Haunting of
Marley Craw

 


The image of the amusement park implodes.
Pine, the rides, the popcorn. All of it implodes into nothing.

“Don’t!” Pine’s voice resounds through the
nothing. “If you go there, you’ll grieve!” he shouts.

And he sounds tortured, of all
things.

It hurts.

“I’m sorry, Pine,” I tell him. “I have a
promise to keep.”

The last thing I see is the glow of his eyes
before everything goes dark.

Dark.

Dark.

Dark.

In the darkness, someone slips their arms
around me – one across my chest, the other firmly pressed to my
stomach. The smell of fresh laundry envelops me.

“Minx.”

A tongue licks up the back of my neck. “Mm,”
he groans. “You taste good, Marley Craw. I can’t wait to devour
you.”

“Just Marley’s fine,” I say. I can’t help
it. It’s an automated response by now.

“Mar-mar,” Minx coos my name. His hand
slides down my stomach. Low, low, too low. I grab it. “D-do you
like being a reaper, Minx?”

“It’s all right.”

“Really?” I press.

“No.” He opens his mouth against the back of
my neck. “I hate it. There are too many rules.”

Marley and Minx, breaking rules and taking
names.

I shake my head at myself. To Minx I say,
“I’m sorry that being around me made you relapse. You’re on parole.
You’re probably going to get in a lot of trouble after this is
over.”

“Don’t think about that, Mar-mar.” The
reaper’s voice is as soothing as the first time I heard it. “Think
about what you desire.”

Yeah. That’s right.

What I desire most, is to–

The world flickers, and we’re standing in a
sea of headstones. Varying in size, the stones run in uneven rows.
The day is crisp and cool and dim. It’s approaching nightfall. The
place is painted in dusky blue.

That’s okay. I don’t mind if it’s spooky.
I’m just another ghost in the graveyard.

Excuse me, I meant spirit.

Yes, I, Marley Craw, am a spirit.

But not for long.

Minx shifts to my front side. He places his
lips on my shoulder, and I begin to feel sleepy. I slide my hand
into his back pocket and thrust myself against him. I focus on the
feeling of his jeans pushing against mine. The feeling of my
shoulder in his mouth.

I tell myself that I want him.

I’ll force myself to desire him most of all
if it kills me . . . er, again.

It shouldn’t be hard. The reaper is nothing
if not desirable.

“Thank you for bringing me here,” I tell
him, sliding a hand up his shirt. I trace the lines of his muscle
before drawing my finger down to his navel. His skin there is
smooth and warm. I wonder what would happen if I kissed it.

 


Oh gawd. Who would’ve thought I’d turn so
damn sensual?

 


Minx puts his hand to my thigh and lifts up
the bottom of my dress.

Yes, Minx, seduce me. Seduce me until I
can’t resist you.

I lift my knee around him. I pull at one of
his belt loops.

“When you removed the seal, I remembered
something,” I tell him as he bites my collarbone. “A promise I made
to someone. I’m here to carry it out. You were right all along.
You’re the only one who can help me.”

Minx lifts his face and his eyes shine with
a mischievous gleam. I knew it from the start – Minx is naughty.
He’s sexy and he’s naughty.

He takes me by the wrist and pulls me
through the uneven rows of stones. My wrist’s been getting more
action than anyone these days. Minx leads me as though I’m chained
to him. He runs ahead of me faster than a normal sprint, hood
flapping in the wind, checkered shoes slamming against the ground
with each step before lifting off again. His hair looks blue in
this light – like a phantom’s. I chase after him, letting him lead
me to the place we need to go.

Yes, I’ll run with Minx to my fate. Away
from Pine and uncertainty.

As we sprint, we pass along pale statues of
angels with wide wings and reaching hands. I wonder if good ol’
Beck looks anything like that. He said he has wings made of
light, but I picture him in a suit, and glasses, and overall much
scrawnier than the chiseled frames of the cemetery statues.

Eventually, we come to the row of a
particular grave – a short, unworn stone sticking from the head of
a mound donned with more flowers than the rest. The earth here is
lumpier than the rest, too. Must mean this grave was recently dug.
“There.” Minx lifts a listless wrist and points at the stone.

He’s right. I can feel it.

I nod to him and begin moving over the
grass. It’s there, brighter than the rest, gleaming in the dusk. Or
maybe it’s just my eyes distorting it like that. My skin pricks the
closer I get. I thought this would be harder. I expected each step
to be a struggle. But this is . . . okay. Downright easy, even. It
feels right. Natural. Almost as if my grave is a magnet, luring me
to it.

“It’s getting louder,” Minx says.
He’s right behind me, his mouth perpetually by my ear,
apparently.

He means my soul. My soul is getting
louder. I believe it, but I can’t hear it anymore.

At the last minute, Minx’s hands cover my
eyes playfully. “Are you ready?”

I put my hands over his. “I think I am.”

He slips them away.

 


Marley Craw

Sister ~ Granddaughter ~ Friend

 


There are dates there, too, showing that I
was only seventeen. Seventeen, huh? It’s such a small number in the
full spectrum of numbers. There’s nothing relative about it.

I fall to my knees, onto the moist earth. My
body is below there, bruised and damaged, defiled thanks to that
rapist.

But that doesn’t matter right now. Now that
I’m here, I can keep the promise I made.

“Thank you, Minx.” I turn in time to see his
eyes glow red.

He tips his head in his cautious way. “I
knew the first time you said my name . . .” He bites his lip– “That
I wanted to help you. Your mana is thick, Marley. I
understand better than anyone why you’d want to.” He curls his
finger around a lock of my hair. “I understand why you’d want to
haunt.”

 


Haunt.

 


To haunt. To cause mischief and mayhem and
sorrow. To wallow in the wretched life I lived. To keep my promise
to Carmen.

“I don’t,” I say.

Minx’s mouth flashes a scowl for a fraction
of a second before turning into a soft frown. “Huh?”

“That’s not what I desire.”

“But your promise,” Minx says, brow dipping
lower. “To your friend?”

 


Haunting Buddies 4 Life.

 


“Not that promise,” I tell him. “That
promise was dumb.”

Sorry, Carmen, but I’m pretty sure you
wouldn’t appreciate seeing my apparition in your mirror,
anyway.

I turn to the tombstone next to mine. It’s a
grave more aged than mine; a plot more visited than mine, for I
visited it once a week, every Thursday, to be exact . . . when I
was alive. I crawl to it, over the disturbed earth. I place my
fingers on the smooth, cold stone. “Mom.” A warm feeling rushes
over me.

What is that feeling? Quiet? Calming?

Oh right. It’s peace.

“Your soul–!” Minx gives a start. “It’s
hushing! No, Marley! I’ll help you! I’ll help you open your
pain!”

I ignore him.

I let the coolness of the stone sink into my
palm.

“I swore to you, Mom, that I’d become
stronger. That I was changing. That I had control. And that’s why
I’ve decided: I’m going to sleep forever. I’ve never been all that
great at math or grammar or sports. I’ve never done much but get in
trouble. It’s all I’m good at, really, but I think I’ll be good at
resting, too. I really do.” I trace my fingers in the grooves of
her name carved in stone. “I just wanted to see you again, one last
time. I guess this is maybe what they call closure.”

I turn to Minx. His eyes are soft, but his
mouth is scowling. He’s conflicted. It’s safe to say he’s torn
between his old self and his new self. That’s okay. I’m like that
too. I’ll make it easier for him. “Reap me, okay, Minx? Put my soul
to sleep. That’s what I desire most.” I open my arms wide to him.
“Cuddle me, Minx!”

His eyes glow like rubies in a forbidden
treasure chest. “R-really?”

“Come cuddle me until I forget about
everything but you.” But even as I say it, a gust moves through the
cemetery. Meddlesome thing. It wraps me in a familiar pine scent,
and an unruly longing moves around in the pit of my stomach.

Stop it.

I can’t think about him.

I don’t want to be ushered to some unknown
fate because . . . I’m scared. I’m a big, fat chicken.

I want certainty. I want control. I want to
rest.

Unsure, Minx takes me in his arms. He holds
me carefully, like I’m a trinket that might break at any moment.
Mm. His embrace is comfy. Like the edge of sleep. He smells good,
too. Like clean sheets. Like a nap in the summer.

But even with his fresh scent, the scent of
pine is overbearing. It draws in through my nose and fills me up,
and I ache.

“Take me, Minx,” I whisper into his chest.
“Please.”

“I . . . can’t,” he says, voice oddly light.
“Not until you desire me most.”

The pine scent swells, and as it gets
stronger, I fight to ignore the excitement going on in my veins.
They react with vigor, twist like snakes, and pump with fury.

I fight to squash it.

Forget about him.

Forget about everything.

Think only about Minx.

Think only about sleepy, comfortable
nonexistence.

. . .

“Wait.” From over us comes a voice. A guy’s
voice. I know that voice. “Don’t do it, Marley.”

I snap my head from Minx’s chest, and see
him, standing over there, backed by twilight’s dim. My throat
chokes on itself.

“P-Pine! W-what’re you doing here?!” I
imagine this is the way a cheating lover feels, caught in the
act.

At the sight of his adversary, Minx turns
vicious. His nails turn into claws that sink into my bare arms.
“You!” he seethes. “What are you doing here? You
can’t enter another reaper’s outing!”

Pine flicks the hair from his eye. “I’m not
on the clock anymore, remember? They issued a replacement. Her
angel granted me access.” He drops into a squat. “It took me a
while to get here, Marley. There are a number of hackings you have
to make if you’re going to enter another reaper’s outing.”

“It’s okay,” I say, breathless, wildly
trying to suppress the wicked fast heartbeat going on in my chest
and the acrobatics happening in my stomach. “But what are you doing
here? I told you I’m choosing Minx.”

He knocks twice on my forehead. “It isn’t
your choice, dummy.” He nods to the sky. “It’s theirs, up there.
You’re being judged as we speak, and if you haven’t gone to eternal
sleep yet, it means you haven’t really settled yet. Your desire
isn’t set in stone.” He takes my chin in his hand. “Let me
take you away.”

Minx wraps his arms around me in bondage.
“Leave!” he spits at Pine, territorially.

The dark-haired reaper ignores him. He
fiddles with one of his earrings in a nervous way and drills his
silver eyes into mine. “Don’t rest, okay? I want to be the one to
reap you. You like me, don’t you?”

“I do, but you said it was only because . .
.” I glance at my mother’s headstone.

“There’s an easy way to tell,” he says.
“You’ve reached resolution.” He transfers his fidget to the zipper
of his nether-hoodie. “Do you still like me?”

 


Of course I do. Just seeing him makes me
swoon.

 


Ohmigosh. The sight of him! It really gets
to me, doesn’t it?

Now, I’m a reasonable girl. Downright
down-to-earth if you ask me. I know it isn’t normal behavior
to fall for a supernatural guy you’ve only just met – and one that
doesn’t look anything like nineties teenage dream JTT, at that –
but I also feel like I’ve known him for a very, very long time. I
also feel like he was with me each time I grieved at this very
grave.

He’s hot as hell, true, but it’s more than
that. He’s a weirdly calm guy, even when annoyed. He’s got weird
phobias, and a weird way of breaking his own rules, and a weird way
of making me feel at ease. In short, he’s weird, like me.

Maybe, just maaaybe, our weirdnesses
mesh?

I mean, I like kissing him. I like being
around him. I just like HIM.

That’s got to mean something, right?

Is there such a thing as chemistry in the
afterlife, I wonder? Not, like, photons mixing with photons,
chemistry, but flesh and blood, drawn-unquestionably-to-you
chemistry.

Wait . . . is photons right?

Whatever. Me? Science? Not so much. Just ask
my old biology teacher, Mr. Donnelson. That old goat.

And since we’re on the subject, isn’t it
funny how people always seem to resemble animals? Minx is a puppy.
Pine is a lynx. Zae would be a ferret, I guess. And Mr. Donnelson’s
definitely a goat. Through and through, a goat.

The corner of Pine’s mouth grins. “You’re
avoiding the subject.”

“What?” I snap back to reality.
“Whoops.”

He leers at me, forcing all of his sex
appeal into one great smolder. “Let me take you, Marley.”

Dang. I don’t have the proper weapons to
combat something like that. All the same–

“I’m afraid,” my tongue confesses, almost
too quietly to be real.

Actually, I’m SUPER afraid. And now that
I’ve admitted it out loud, it’s even worse, sneaking up on me with
ninja-stealth. All of a sudden, I want to run. I want to flee from
the too-hot-to-handle reaper in front of me. And I would, if a
certain second reaper weren’t gripping onto me for dear life.
“L-let go, Minx!” I squirm in his arms. “I need to get away!”

Wearing a dumb sort of expression, Pine
gives a bolt. “It’s happening again, Marley. Your soul is resisting
me. It can tell what I am! Calm down. I told you, I won’t take it,
unless you offer it to me fully.”

So he says, but it’s no use. Fear, panic,
stress – yup, all of those lovely emotions hit me all at once.

Whoa!

Totally WHOA!

“Huh?!” From over my shoulder, comes a
dismal gasp. “Again? What do you mean again?” Minx sounds
like he’s just eaten something incredibly hard to digest. School
chili, perhaps? Even so, he doesn’t remove his death-grip. “This
happened before?”

“On our first outing,” Pine admits.

Minx makes a strange strained sound. “You
mean her soul released itself in front of you and you didn’t reap
it?!”

“I . . .”

“Why not? What’s wrong with you? You’re a
captain, aren’t you?” The soothing reaper is quickly becoming
worked up. “You could have written it off as extenuating
circumstances! No one would have questioned it! Why didn’t you take
it then?! I would have! Anyone would have! You’ve tasted
her, so you know how thick her mana is! And you could have had her
then! You would have won early on!”

“That’s . . . true.”

Minx clings to me tighter then ever before.
“So why didn’t you!?”

Pine shrugs. “Because I wanted to spend more
time with her.”

 


Time.

 


That scared, fleeing feeling goes away as
quickly as it set on.

Am I to understand that Pine could
have taken my soul that time in the forest, but chose not to so
that he could, what, spend more time with me? But I thought
the reason he liked me in the first place was because of my
soul.

But if that were true, he would have taken
it when he had the chance.

Does that mean . . .

He just likes me? Not my soul,
but ME?

The way I like him?

Are we in LIKE with each other?!

I think Pine realizes it too. Eyes darting
here and there, he looks to be rapidly thinking something over.
“No, I don’t want to reap you,” he admits. He chews his lip and
furrows his forehead, apparently scrounging for a solution. When he
finds one, his thought stops racing over his brow. “But I’m still
going to take you away,” he says.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

His gaze flicks to mine. “I’m taking you
home with me.”

“There?” Minx cries, arms still tightly
keeping me in place. “You can’t take her there!”

“I can,” Pine says. He nods as though he’s
ironing out the details in his mind. “Although I’ve never done it
before, I’ve seen reports of reapers stealing humans. Hell, I’ve
been the one to process the bastards. I’m an Usher. It shouldn’t be
that different.” Giving one last definitive nod, he takes me by the
hand. “Let me usher you to Dhiant, Marley. Let me take you home
with me to the underworld. Let me show you my under-garden.”

I don’t know what to say, so I just stare,
as dumb as the fish in the aquarium tanks.

“No fair!” Minx whines. “Her angel would
never allow it. And there’s no telling what’ll happen to you when
you go back. You’ll change. You might not want her anymore.”

“Hardly.” Pine looks over my face with
longing. “I’ll always want her. I remembered her even after I
returned there the first time.

“It’s against the rules,” Minx says
through his teeth.

“Tch. Who taught you the rules?” retorts
Pine.

Minx’s grip abruptly softens. “Y . . . you
did.”

“Then I have the right to break them.” Pine
tightens his grip on my hand and pulls me with enough force to
break me out of Minx’s loosening grasp. He wraps his arm around my
shoulder and holds me to his side. “Come on, Marley. Your soul
doesn’t have to rest, but it doesn’t have to become a ghost either.
I don’t know what kind of afterlife you’ll have in Dhiant, but I
don’t want to leave you yet. Come with me. Stay by my side.”

Of course that’s what I want.

Without a doubt, most of all, I want
Pine.

But is that even possible? Can he really
smuggle me, a dead human goober, into the underworld? There’s so
much I don’t know. I don’t know anything about anything,
honestly.

No, that’s not true.

I know something.

I know that I’m in like with Pine.

And I know that I’m not ready to be done
yet.

Just as I think it, a light shines down from
the sky. It’s a bright beam, of sorts, perfectly circled around my
body.

“Wak!” I cover my head. “Alien abduction to
the max!”

Protectively, Pine shoots me behind himself,
in an attempt to separate me from the heavenly spotlight, but the
light follows, and along with it, a business-ish voice streams
down. “You’re looking well, Marley Craw.”

Hands perched on Pine’s shoulders, I stare
up at the glow. “Beck?”

“Your judgment is complete,” says the angel
in accounting. The sound of paper being flipped through fills the
air. “What you desire most isn’t to move on to the world beyond,
and it isn’t to be put to rest.” He clears his throat. “Apparently,
what you desire most is your reaper, Number 508.”

“Is that even an option?” I ask,
tepidly.

“Not usually, but I told you before, didn’t
I? Everything isn’t black and white. More accurately, NOTHING is
black and white. Not life, not death. Not the universe or the
worlds beyond. A common misconception is to assume that the world
is therefore painted gray. I assure you it isn’t. It’s painted
colorful, and there are far more colors in existence than
your limited eyes can see. I propose an experiment. Let’s see if
your eyes begin to see them from now on. Let’s see what comes of
this unusual pairing, shall we?”

“Really?!” Pine and I blurt at the same
time.

The paper shuffling stops. “Mmhmm. After
all, it wouldn’t be the first time an otherworldly being grew fond
of a human. If you’re ready, Captain, I give you permission to
commence her ushering.”

Pine spins to face me. He puts his hands to
my face and they’re shaking. Good, at least we’re in agreement that
this whole thing is tremble-worthy. From his hands, a blue glow
begins to light.

But I’m not ready quite yet.

“Wait!” I call out.

“Hm?” says Beck.

I look to my mother’s grave, where my other
reaper sits, knees hugged to his chest, looking depressed as all
getup. “What about Minx?” I ask.

“Ah, yes.” Scribbling ensues. “Fortunately,
this reaping was a success in the end, so he’s off the hook . . .
for now.”

“Seriously?” Pine says, dry.

“Seriously!?” says Minx, elated. He hops to
his feet and beams upwards at the light.

Good. I’m glad. I let out a tiny puff of
relieved air before facing Pine again. “Okay,” I say. “Let’s do it,
Pine.”

His eyes light, brighter than I’ve ever seen
them light. Swimming with silver, they peer through me, to my soul.
“Marl–”

“Well?” Beck interrupts. “What are you
waiting for, Captain? It’s time to reap your pet’s soul.”

I feel my eyebrow twitch in disdain.
“Pet?”

Grinning like an idiot, Pine takes position
behind me. “Are you ready?” he breathes into my ear.

I turn for one last look of my grave. Of my
mother’s grave. Of the earthly world.

 


Farewell, Mom. Goodbye, me. Ta-ta, Mallory.
Toodle-oo, Carmen. Kisses, Noah. Sayonara, Amy Jo, you old beyotch.
Ciao, Howard and Robbie and the rest of you maggots. Smell you
later, Milo. Adios, Grandma. . . . Bye, Dad, even, I guess.

 


“Marley.” Pine gives me a shake. “I asked if
you were ready. Are you?”

“No.”

“Too bad.” His hands cover my eyes, and the
next thing I know–


Epilogue: This Is Forever

 


Everything is warm and bright here.

Oh, and it’s upside-down, too.

The buildings are inside-out and outside-in,
and the street is painted a color somewhere between green and
laughter. I’ve been calling it purpadillo.

At the side of a tall, thin building whose
shape is part-circle, part-square, a longhaired, olive-eyed reaper
leans with his arms crossed and a smug smile on his face.

Zae.

As we pass, he calls to us:

“You’re going to share, right, Captain?”

Pine wraps his arm around my waist. “Get
your own.”

Beside Zae, a second reaper stands, wearing
the collar that is his punishment. What for? Oh, haven’t you heard?
He tried to turn his last spirit into a ghost. I don’t blame him,
though. There are no hard feelings between us because I, Marley
Craw, am an understanding sort. And anyway, he’s cute like that,
collared and chained. Now, he looks like even more of a puppy.

I wave to them. “Hey, Minx. Hey, Zae.”

Their eyes light up at my usage of their
names. Shoot. I have to remember to quit doing that. But really,
it’s hard to live in a world where no one says each other’s
name.

Minx pulls uncomfortably at the collar
around his neck. “I’ll never stop coming for you, Mar-mar.”

Great.

Something to look forward to.

Pine shows them his teeth before prodding me
along, and then says through the side of his mouth, “You’re
causing quite an uproar with the other reapers, Marley. Are you
sure you still like me best?”

“The very best, Captain. After all, I’m in
extreme like with you.”

Pine’s uncovered eye slips to me. He looks
at me peculiarly. “Why do you keep saying that, even now?”

“Saying what?”

“That you’re in ‘like’ with me?” he
says.

“Hm? Oh! Something Zae said back in the
glass room,” I explain, swatting away a passing current of
feathers.

Yes, Dhiant is prone to random bursts of
feathers passing through.

I don’t know why.

I don’t know much of anything.

“What did the bastard say?” Pine pries.

I put my finger in the air academically. “He
said reapers aren’t capable of loving humans, so I’m making it easy
for you, Captain.”

“That’s why?” Pine’s mouth flattens. “You’re
unusual.”

“So I’ve heard.”

Without even a peep of warning, Pine scoops
me to himself. He holds me close. He bites my bottom lip
erotically, and then he whispers. “I love you, Marley Craw.”

I want to answer him back. Swear I do. But I
can’t, you see, because my mouth is being occupied with the
greatest kiss ever in the existence of anything.

 


I love you back, Pine.


 


Thank you for reading THE DEATH AND ROMANCING
OF MARLEY CRAW!

If you liked this book, please write a review
and tell a friend!

 


If you enjoyed the style of this book, you
may also enjoy ZILLOW STONE or SIL IN A DARK WORLD, also by Brindi
Quinn!
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rather than Visual Arts, he has still been drawing since before he
could pronounce the letter "r". Among his studies in youth culture
and pop artistry, he also enjoys other pursuits of many things of
academic and artistic nature, including philosophy, psychology,
sociology, theology, and a wide array of arts visual, musical,
literary, and martial. A true ‘Jack of All Trades’ . . . and master
of none.

 


You can view his other artwork at:

http://www.otakumako.deviantart.com
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