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“Charming and hilarious...Sookie and Betsy have some competition!”

—MaryJanice Davidson, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author







“Darkly comic and wildly imaginative. Angela Roquet gives us an afterlife we’ve never seen before.”

—Kimberly Frost, bestselling author of The Southern Witch Series







“Graveyard Shift is an impressive feat of imagination built on a broad knowledge of world religion. It’s also great fun! No small accomplishment.”

—Christine Wicker, bestselling author of Not in Kansas Anymore: The Curious Tale of How Magic is Transforming America







“Roquet breathes new life into death with the debut of her Reapers Inc. urban fantasy series. The blending of cultures and traditions is handled respectfully, with more than a touch of humor mixed in with hints of romance of mystery. The setting is rich and varied with a little something for fans of several different genres.”

—Publishers Weekly (BookLife)
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“Whatever we once were, we are no longer a Christian nation - at least, not just. We are also a Jewish nation, a Muslim nation, a Buddhist nation, a Hindu nation, and a nation of nonbelievers.”

—President Barack Obama

––––––––
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Finally, someone for everyone.

This one is for you Mr. President.
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“Suicide is man’s way of telling god,

you can’t fire me, I quit.”

—Bill Maher







NO ONE CARED ABOUT Lial Gordon, but you might have never guessed if you had seen his funeral. A herd of socialites gathered around his grave. A silk handkerchief dabbed an eye here and there. A eulogy fit for the president was poetically read, and dozens of white roses were tossed with a dramatic and well-practiced sympathy.

Lial smiled and rolled back on his heels. He looked a little too smug for a dead man, but he was a dead man just the same.

“Pigs!” he snorted. “I don’t know half of them, but there’s no doubt why they’re here. Everyone wants a piece of my money. Ha! Wait until they find out they’ve wasted a perfectly good Saturday for nothing.”

Lial was in a much better mood than he had been four days ago when he came home early from his visit to New York. He was the president of a reputable bank and often took trips to meet his most valuable customers. Unfortunately, he had just lost one of his best. He was looking forward to sulking over one of his wife’s casseroles, but soon discovered he wasn’t the only man enjoying her cooking.

He entered his master bedroom to find his best friend, and vice president of his bank, snoring between his wife’s legs. 

Lial didn’t wake them. He quietly retreated to his library to find solace in a bottle of aged brandy. Then, in a drunken stupor, he gathered the cash from his private safe, all of his wife’s jewelry, and anything else of value he could smuggle out of the house. He loaded it all into the trunk of his Rolls Royce and left.

After an hour’s drive, he pulled off onto a gravel road and followed it back to a lake surrounded by woods. At one time, the place had been special. He had gone fishing there with his sons when they were younger. Now, they only called if they needed money. Lial finished off another bottle of brandy while pitching bundles of crisp hundred-dollar bills into the lake. 

When he finished disposing of his riches, he got back into his car and drove home. Morning broke, and the sun glimmered into a rich dawn as he pulled into his driveway and found the traitors kissing goodbye on the front porch. They froze at the sight of him, and before they could compose themselves, Lial floored it. 

He plowed the car right through the bay window and into the living room. The impact threw him into the windshield, where a piece of glass found his throat. He would have choked to death on his own blood, watching his wife and best friend run from the house, screaming like lunatics, if it hadn’t been for the explosion. 

That’s how Lial Gordon died, and that’s how he met me. Lial was pleased with himself. Not only had he taken care of his money and car, but now the house was worthless, as well. Not many are as proud as he was so soon after death. 

“All right.” Lial smiled and turned to walk away from the crowd of mourners. “Enough of this. I’m ready to burn in Hell.” 

The dead are strange. They always assume they can just walk into their afterlife. I reached for his shoulder and pulled him back. 

“Hold still.” If you had my job, you’d be grim, too. 

I pushed my hand into the pocket of my robe and found my coin. Rolling it three times, I said the word, and we left the graveyard behind. 

There is no tunnel with a light at the end when you die, just a reaper with a coin, like me. Maybe to a human the passage over resembles a tunnel. To me, it’s more like a womb, and we’re being pushed into existence elsewhere. Humans are always in that infant-like state of shock when they see Limbo City. 

Lial’s smirking good mood melted as we arrived. My world is very different from his. But I have to admit, my shock to his world when I got my first coin was just as bad.

The coordinates I had used pushed us out into the middle of the market area, shadowed by the towering architecture of downtown Limbo. Buildings crammed together down Morte Avenue, a collage of metal and stone. The old-world charm of cathedrals and temples mixed with New York-styled skyscrapers, imitating the human realm. Rusty streaks of light shot out from behind the city, strangling the illusion of a sunset. Limbo has no sun, but the fake light is welcomed by most citizens. Even the dead prefer to see what they’re doing. 

I sighed, wishing I had picked a different location. The market was an unthinkable place to be on a Sunday. Crowds of souls picked through an assortment of goods shipped in from the afterlives. The innocent items like phoenix feathers and vases autographed by Greek gods were arranged out in the open, but if you looked close enough, you could find someone selling vials of holy water or hellfire under the table. Both substances required a license to carry in Limbo City, but most vendors didn’t care, if you paid the right price. 

Crones hobbled by, gaudy amulets swinging from their necks as they waved their salt-crusted fingers to lure customers closer. A patron bumped a table of herbs, and a horde of pixies scurried to gather them before they hit the ground. A trio of saints lectured outside a white tent, stressing the importance of keeping faith in the afterlife to a crowd of fresh souls.

The harbor would be busy, too. It’s always busy on the weekends. That’s when the Sea of Eternity is the calmest. It used to be only Sundays, but less than a century ago, during the Colorado Labor Wars, two souls who had died in the Ludlow Massacre ended up working in the Three Fates Factory. They convinced the employees to go on strike until they were given Saturdays off, as well. 

The strike didn’t last long. The factory is responsible for pulling souls out of the sea and reinstalling them in the human realm. After a few days, the Sea of Eternity had swelled up around Limbo City and threatened to swallow it. The Fates quickly agreed to give Saturdays off, and the factory began running again.

The Sea of Eternity used to be a river, but that all changed when humans began dabbling in science. More atheists and agnostics die every day. It’s their souls that fill the sea, making my job even grimmer. It used to be easy getting a lot of souls to their afterlives. It used to take minutes, but minutes stretched into hours, and soon I fear it will become days. I don’t get paid enough to waste that kind of time. Like I said, you’d be grim, too.

Taking Lial by the shoulder, I directed him through the crowd and down the main dock to my ship. He was my last soul for the day, and I was ready to set sail. I had twelve souls to take to Heaven, eight to Nirvana, and four to Summerland. Not too bad for a Sunday. Unlike the Three Fates employees, reapers don’t get weekends off. But if we save enough coin, we can buy ourselves a vacation. 

“What are you doing, Lana?” Josie, my sailing partner, stood on the deck of my ship with her arms folded. Tufts of black hair framed her oval face. The haircut was almost too short to be considered feminine, but she pulled it off with her delicate chin and ample pout. The fierce sweep of lashes around her eyes didn’t hurt either.

She tapped her toe on the deck of my—well, our ship. We had gone in and traded our two smaller boats for something a little nicer and a little faster. A demon sold it to us, claiming Grace O’Malley had given it to him in exchange for some deed involving the possession of a queen. How fitting, that two lady reapers should purchase it. It had been a little too expensive for me to buy on my own. Besides, it was nice to have some company other than a herd of disoriented souls.

“Sorry, I know I’m late. We stayed for the funeral.” 

I hated being lectured. Josie was a better reaper than I was, and I didn’t have a problem with that. What I did have a problem with, was her rubbing it in my face.

“No, what are you doing bringing that soul on our boat? I saw his file. He’s a suicide and a non-believer. Where do you think we’re taking him?” She tilted her head to one side and raised an eyebrow. 

“By all rights, yes, he belongs in the sea. His soul is not nearly dark enough for Hell to pay us anything worth our time.”

“But?” she snapped. 

We hadn’t been working on the same boat for very long, but her criticism was getting old. She always had to do everything by the book, like something bad might happen if she bent the rules. I didn’t bend them all the time, and I never outright broke them...much. 

“I like Lial here, and I have a coin I’ve been saving for a rainy day. Nirvana should take it. He’s had a difficult life, and I think he deserves a little enjoyment before being sucked up by the Fates and spit back into that pitiful reality again.” I yanked back the hood of my robe so she could get the full effect of the face I made at her as I pushed Lial on deck. 

“Nirvana? You mean that Asian religion was right?” Lial’s fear mutated into curiosity. 

“They’re all right. We just sort you humans by how well you measure up to your individual beliefs.” You can’t imagine how many times I’ve had this conversation.

“Then why are you taking me to Nirvana? Not that I mind,” he quickly added. 

“Because I think you deserve a vacation, and Nirvana’s laws are easier to get around than Heaven’s.” I patted his arm and opened the door to the sailor’s quarters. 

My first twenty-three souls chattered among twenty new faces, Josie’s catch. My stomach knotted. She had twenty-four souls on her docket that morning, same as me, all preordered by their afterlives. This meant four were in the hold. We never put souls in the hold unless we’re taking them to Hell. Most Hell-bounds try to escape. Can you blame them? 

I scowled, wishing I had reviewed Josie’s list as well as she had reviewed mine. I hated making deliveries to Hell. Lucifer never gave me any trouble, but he had been on vacation lately. Gate duty had been turned over to Maalik, one of the Islamic angels. 

Maalik had originally been appointed to watch over the Islamic hell, Jahannam, but with Eternity’s growing demands, the rulers of Jahannam and Hell decided to adjoin their territories and utilize a single gateway. 

Maalik made me nervous. He was too flirty and too pretty to be guarding the gates of Hell. I didn’t trust him, and I didn’t like that he was racking up so much coin with his ambitious work ethic. If he showed up in Limbo, I planned on hightailing it to Summerland until he left. I needed a vacation anyway.

Lial looked around the room. He was my most enjoyable catch of the day. I didn’t regret staying for his funeral. Josie would get over it.

“I’ll come find you when we get to Nirvana,” I said. “Meanwhile, talk to James over there. He’s a Buddhist. He can fill you in on how to get through the gates.”

“Hey, uh, thanks,” Lial whispered. “I don’t know why you’re doing this, but I appreciate it.” 

“Sure.” I laughed. Granting little favors almost made my job worth it. I closed the door behind me and found Josie waiting.

“Do you even know how many rules you’re breaking doing this?” she grumbled. 

I folded my arms. “It’s not a big deal. Like the Fates will even miss him.”

“You’re jeopardizing both of our jobs, not to mention gambling with a ship that I paid for, too.”

“Lighten up. I’m going to change before we take off. Where’s Gabriel? Didn’t he need a ride?” I wanted to change the subject before she listed every rule I had broken since we’d started working together.

“He’s late, as usual. Cocky jerk thinks the world revolves around him. He’s probably still at Purgatory Lounge.”

“I thought he quit drinking. He’d better sober up before we get to Heaven, or you know we’ll get blamed for it.”

“I know.” Josie frowned. “You’re redirecting souls without authorization, and now we’re transporting a drunk of an archangel to make coin on the side. We might as well be demons.”

“I’ll go fetch him.” I felt like a drink myself after Josie’s little fit.

“If you’re not back in twenty minutes, I’m tossing your refugee and taking the coin for your other souls,” she warned.

“I’ll be back in time. I just gotta change first. I’m not going inside Purgatory wearing my work robe.” I looked down at the frumpy garment and sighed. While it looked good on Josie, it made me look like Marilyn Monroe’s evil twin. 

I headed for the captain’s quarters before Josie could start another argument. She was a pain in the ass, but she was one of the few reapers I trusted. 

Shuffling through my dresser, I found a pair of leather pants I had bought at Athena’s Boutique. Athena had set up a nice little shop in Limbo after sulking for nearly a millennium over her decline of followers. It was doing her a world of good, and I was growing a rather charming wardrobe. A black tank top and my favorite pair of boots completed the outfit. I thought about doing something with my hair but decided I didn’t have time. Josie was in a bad enough mood. If I was late, I knew she would make good on her threat to leave. 

I cocked an eyebrow at myself in the dusty oval mirror next to our bunk and made a mental note to give Josie back the tube of cherry lipstick she had loaned me. Anemic hooker was not the look I was going for. I combed my fingers through my black ringlets and left.

Limbo City was just as crowded as the market and harbor. The Fates’ employees were busy shopping. Fresh souls happily filled the streets and sidewalks, only stopping for a moment to move out of my way. They knew I was a reaper, and it made them nervous. A reaper had brought each one of them over at some point. 

The Three Fates used to recycle the souls on their own, but it made for tiresome and constant work. Some time ago, they’d discovered a way to keep a small fraction of souls in Limbo, and persuaded them to work at the factory in exchange for a grander entrance back into the human realm. I can tell every time I harvest a soul from America. More and more celebrities are sprouting up all over the place.

I passed the Muses Union House and Bank of Eternity before reaching Purgatory Lounge. Gabriel’s musical voice spilled out as I opened the door. 

“I haven’t had this much fun since I told Joseph his fiancée was knocked up by God!” the angel slurred. He sat at a booth with two nephilim, fallen angel half-breeds. 

“Gabriel! What do you think you’re doing?” I plucked a feather from one of his wings, and he fluttered them in protest.

“Owww! What was that for?” he whined. 

His drinking buddies eyed me suspiciously. Their wings were smaller, but their bodies larger. They weren’t as attractive as real angels, but they were close.

“The ship is sailing with or without you, Gabriel. If you don’t leave here with me now, you’ll have to find a ride over later. I don’t think Peter will be very pleased with you,” I scolded him.

“Peter’s halo’s gotten a little fat these days. I tried to take him on vacation with me, but he doesn’t seem to think anyone else is fit to man the gate,” Gabriel laughed.

“I can’t imagine why when archangels keep coming home drunk.”

“Give it a rest, Lana. Josie must be rubbing off on you. You used to be fun. What happened?” He hiccupped and slid an arm around my waist to pull me down into the booth with him. The nephilim across from me gave a sheepish smile. 

Gabriel was getting careless with his reputation lately. If another heavenly host spotted him mingling with the offspring of the fallen, he’d never hear the end of it from Peter. He’d be stuck with cherub tasks for a decade. 

“I was just telling Bob here,” Gabriel slobbered, “how I can do whatever I want because when people get to Heaven, who do they wanna see? Me! Right after Jesus and Mary, but still. I’m not gonna lose my job. I’ve been busting my halo for thousands of years. Thousands! I think I deserve a little fun now and then. Don’t I, Lala?” His head rolled onto my shoulder. 

Lala wasn’t exactly a nickname. Gabriel only used it when he was tanked, which was about half the time. 

I sighed. “Gabriel, Josie will leave us both here and take my commission if we don’t go now.”

“Fine, party-pooper. See you boys later.” 

The half-breeds nodded and went back to their drinks. 

Gabriel left his arm around my waist as we made our way back to the ship. I didn’t stop him because I didn’t think he could walk upright otherwise. We got plenty of strange looks. A reaper and an archangel walked out of a bar. I almost had to laugh. 

“About time!” Josie shouted at us from the deck where she untied the ropes holding our ship to the dock.

It was quieter now. Most of the reaper ferries had already departed for the afterlives. Gabriel spread his wings and flew up ahead of me. Feathers rained down as he ran into a mast and fluttered like a spooked chicken to catch himself.

“Don’t fly on my ship while you’re drunk!” Josie was still in a sour mood. She turned her hostile glare to me. 

I grinned at her. “Told you I’d make it back in time.” 

“With the state he’s in, I wish you hadn’t.” She turned away to pull up one of the sails. “A little help would be nice.” 

I stomped over to the next mast and untangled a web of ropes. 

Once we were out of the harbor and the noise had faded behind us, I went to check on Lial. He was curled up on a couch next to James, who looked relieved to see me. 

“Miss Lana, I don’t know if I have enough time to prepare him,” he said, nervously tugging the cuffs of his robe.

I nodded. “Just do your best. I’ll take care of it when we get there.” 

I hadn’t told James that I had a coin, and obviously, Lial hadn’t mentioned it to him either. It wouldn’t have done much good, seeing as neither of them knew how our coin worked. 

Our coin wasn’t just used as currency to make purchases. It held a doorway to the other realms. It would have been nice to just transport the souls to their afterlives with a coin, but if we did that, our boss would take it out of our commission. So we sailed the Sea of Eternity. 

“I’m the king of the world!” Gabriel shouted at the head of the boat, nearly falling overboard. Only the flutter of his wings saved him.

“Gabriel!” Josie growled.

“He’s already paid, so let’s just get this over with,” I said as she shot me another nasty look.

“Next time, we’re charging more. I like order on my ship—”

“Our ship,” I corrected her. 

We were both possessive of O’Malley’s boat. It wasn’t every day that you came by a legendary female pirate’s ship. 

The sails were open and gently tugged us along toward our first stop, Summerland, my favorite of the afterlives. Not too crowded. Lots of nature to take in. It was a nice break from the bustling city life in Limbo. The pagans were friendly and didn’t seem to mind the occasional reaper on vacation.

“You wanna go out for a beer when we get home?” I tried to smooth things over with Josie. Her scrunched up face lightened a little and then flushed. 

“I can’t.”

“Look, I’m sorry for messing up your schedule.”

“It’s not that. I have a date,” she whispered so Gabriel wouldn’t overhear.

“Oh, really? With whom?”

“It’s not a big deal.” She toyed with the ropes of the nearest sail.

“Come on, who?” 

She blushed and leaned over the railing. “Horus.”

“Josie.” It was my turn to lecture her. “You know he’s just going to try to bribe you into sneaking more souls into Duat.” 

Duat was the Egyptian underworld, but its flow of souls had been steadily decreasing for some time.

“No, he won’t. They get enough to keep them happy,” she argued.

“When’s the last time we made a delivery there?” 

“He doesn’t care about more souls. Osiris is watching over Duat, and Horus has been vacationing for almost a decade now.”

“Just be careful.” 

It wasn’t like Josie to go after one of the old gods. The laws were more lenient these days, but most of society still frowned on reapers dating outside the corporation. 

“Hate to interrupt, ladies, but we have company,” Gabriel sang out to us. 

“What now?” Josie stormed off to the front of the ship with me close behind. We were an hour from Summerland, with three more stops to go. We didn’t need trouble this early.

“Shit.” I frowned at the horizon. 

A ship approached us from the north. Clusters of dog-faced demons scaled the masts and sides of the black boat, and a dark-winged man stood on the main deck, holding a leash attached to a soul. 

“Caim, that bastard. He’s snatched a clairvoyant soul.” I squeezed my eyes shut. The day just kept getting better. 

Caim was enjoying his exile from Hell a little too much, especially since he’d left with two legions of demons. After his impeachment, he had gone underground for half a century. Now he was out stalking reaper ferries to loot souls.

“I’ll get my bow. You’d better go find your scythe.” Josie took off for our cabin. 

My scythe lay next to the hatch where I had left it the last time I had to terrorize a group of Hell-bound souls down in the hold. There were thirty of them that day. Grim had given me an extra miserable lot after he found out I had snuck a boy, destined for the sea, into Summerland. The Hell-bounds were plotting an escape until my scythe flashed before them. 

I grabbed my weapon and headed back to the front of the ship with Josie, who now carried her bow. She had a scythe too but rarely used it. The bow was a gift from Artemis for delivering a message to her twin brother, Apollo. Artemis set up an archery shop after she saw what a hit Athena’s Boutique was, but her brother still resided on Mount Olympus in Summerland.

“We should really get that soul back.” I sighed over Gabriel’s shoulder.

“I wasn’t planning on getting that close.” Josie’s eyes widened with concern as her fingers twitched over the arrows in her quiver.

“You wouldn’t have to,” Gabriel offered. “Distract him, and I’ll go over and get the soul.”

“Do you really think you should be flying under the influence?” 

“I’m an archangel. Give me some credit here.” 

Josie frowned and lifted her bow. “Fine. You ready, Lana?”

“Ready and armed.” 

I couldn’t use my scythe long-range, but as soon as she let loose an arrow, the demons that could fly would be on us. I could see Caim’s cocky grin now, and the sullen expression of the female soul he had captured.

“Go, Gabriel!” Josie shouted as she unleashed an arrow. 

It was a perfect shot through Caim’s wing. He twisted in agony and dropped the leash. Josie strung another arrow as I lashed out at two demons hovering above us. I didn’t want them to land on our deck. We’d just had it washed. Demon guts were acidic and would burn holes in our ship if they weren’t cleaned up right away. 

Three more of the creatures appeared in mid-air, snapping and snarling. I swung to behead them, only missing one. It landed on the deck and scrambled toward Josie as she pumped Caim full of arrows. I lashed out, catching the creature’s underside with my blade, and flung it overboard with a shriek. Sticky demon pieces splattered my leather pants.

“Lana! They’re coming over the side!” Josie backed into me. 

Four more demons clawed up the side of the ship and circled us. They were smaller than the others. Three sets of leathery wings scaled down their bony spines. One inched closer, dragging its talons along the deck with a squeal that rivaled a dozen chalkboards. 

Josie cringed. “Now that’s uncalled for.” She lifted her bow and popped an arrow through the little devil’s head. 

The rest of the litter rushed us. Josie nodded to me, and we attacked together. She darted one with an arrow while I gutted another, splashing the deck with steaming gore. The last demon latched on to my foot just as Josie put an arrow through its head, pinning the toe of my boot to the deck floor in the process. 

I sucked in a breath, anticipating a sharp pain that thankfully didn’t follow. The arrow had wedged itself between my toes.

“Nice shot.” I rolled my eyes and reached down to jerk the arrow free.

“Please, you’ve had those boots for nearly a century. It’s time you invest in a new pair anyway.” Josie took the arrow from me and stuffed it back in her quiver. “We’re going to have to file a report now.” 

“I’ll do it,” I groaned. “I have an evaluation with Grim in the morning anyway.” 

Attacks on reaper ferries had tripled in the past week. Where Limbo City was the ultimate free world, the Sea of Eternity was an aged battlefield, just as hostile as Limbo was neutral. The attacks were the big news of the week, headlining on the covers of Limbo Weekly and the Daily Reaper Report. Channel Nine, Council Street Live, had even issued a cautionary warning to sea travelers and transporters. 

Gabriel landed on the deck behind us. The captive soul trembled in his arms. I wondered if she could smell the alcohol on his breath. She stared at us as though trying to decide if we were any better than the creep we’d just rescued her from. 

At a more comfortable distance away, Caim was busy yanking arrows out of his bloodied wings. 

“Jerk,” I muttered and wiped my hands off on my pants. They were ruined. 

“So, where do we take you?” Josie cooed at the soul. The woman pulled away from Gabriel and looked up at him.

“It’s okay,” he said. “They’ll get you where you need to be.”

She turned back to us and smiled. “Do you travel to Summerland?”
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Chapter 2
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“Seeing death as the end of life

is like seeing the horizon as the end of the ocean.”

—David Searls







FUNERAL HOME CHIC. That’s how I’d describe Grim’s office. It was painted the most innocent shade of black with a matte finish. A pot of daisies sat on either side of his coffin-shaped desk. Awards and framed photos covered the three interior walls, while a glossy window overlooking most of the city swallowed the far wall. I could see the harbor, tiny in the distance, and wondered how much longer Grim would keep me waiting. 

Grim was the mayor of Limbo City and owner of Reapers Incorporated. As if being mayor and owning the most successful business in Eternity wasn’t enough, he was also the president of the Afterlife Council, and the only member with an indefinite term because no one else in Limbo had half as much power or influence. 

Some thought that the Fates were powerful enough to take his place, but Grim had the Fates wrapped around his finger. He’d saved them from going out of business and helped them establish their factory in Limbo City. They were indebted to him and supported his position of power. 

“Sorry to keep you.” Grim’s gravelly voice made me jump. 

I turned to watch him walk into the room. He wore his usual slate gray suit with a black tie. His hair was shiny and neatly combed. He reminded me of a forty-something lawyer, even though he was well over two thousand. The lines around his eyes and mouth were the only signs of aging I could see, and they seemed to deepen as he looked me over. He cleared his throat and smoothed down the folds of his jacket before sitting. 

“There’s a position that will be available soon. Someone on the Afterlife Council strongly suggested you. Do you know anything about this?” He didn’t seem pleased.

“No. What kind of position?” I asked, wondering which council member it could have been. I didn’t know any of them well, and aside from shaking their hands after they were sworn in, I couldn’t recall meeting one of them at any other time.

“That’s not important. You’ll get all the details when and if you get the job. Until then, your work will be closely reviewed. You should follow the rules if you have any desire to obtain this promotion or any promotion in the future.”

“Of course.” I couldn’t help but smile now. Someone thought I was worthy of a raise. So what if it wasn’t Grim. 

He narrowed his eyes at me and leaned back in his chair. “You know, for as long as you’ve been working for me, it is very surprising that you’re still a low-risk harvester. You’ve accumulated just enough soul violations to delay any possibility of advancement, but not so many that you would be considered for termination.” 

He folded his hands on top of his desk and sneered at me like an IRS auditor who had just caught wind of an illegal operation. Death and taxes, not only certain but cocky as ever. I squirmed in my seat.

I only knew of one reaper who had suffered termination, which is a fluffier way of saying he was executed. His name was Vince Hare. He got caught selling souls on the ghost market after reporting them CNH, Currently Not Harvestable. After that, anyone who reported more than two unharvestables in a year went through a meticulous investigation, during which, they were demoted to low-risk status. 

I was already a low-risk harvester, even though I had never been considered for investigation. My soul violations were all classified as transfer errors, and since the souls in question were only destined for the already overflowing sea, I got off with a slap on the scythe. 

Grim stared at me a few seconds longer, prolonging my anxiety as long as his schedule would allow, and then let go of his iron gaze and sighed. “Take tomorrow off. If you do happen to get this promotion, the opportunity for a vacation day will be suspended for an undetermined time.”

I raised an eyebrow. Something wasn’t making sense. Only high-risk harvesters had to worry about suspended vacation privileges. The importance of their work required them to be available at a moment’s notice. They took care of the more important souls, harvesting them at the time of death rather than pre-burial like I did. A low-risk harvester like me never jumped that far up the totem pole.

“Ellen has your soul docket waiting out front.” Grim gave me a nod and started going through his mail. I didn’t bother saying goodbye as I slipped out of his office.

“Here you go, Ms. Harvey,” Ellen chirped, handing me a sheet of crisp paper. 

I pulled my clipboard out of my robe and fastened the page to it. There were thirty-six names, and nine of them were destined for the sea. Grim knew I hated dumping souls in the sea, but since I was being watched, now I had to. Part of me wondered if he hoped I would break the rules. 

I turned back to Ellen. “I’m gonna need a report form, too. My ship was attacked yesterday.” 

“Oh, dear.” Ellen took a sip of her coffee and opened a desk drawer. She shuffled through a pile of candy bar wrappers before finding a new pad of blank report forms. 

The latest form revision condensed everything into two pages, which was fine by me. No one wanted to fill out eight pages of random questions, especially if there wasn’t even enough damage to be compensated for.

“Do you need a claim form, too?” Ellen asked.

“No, we took care of the demons before they did any harm to the ship, and no souls were lost.”

“That’s a relief.” She pulled a candy bar out of her purse and unwrapped it before blushing and setting it back down on her desk. “You can drop that form off tomorrow morning if you want.”

“Yeah, sure.” I clipped it under my soul docket and gave her a nod. “See you tomorrow.”

“Have a nice day, sweetie.”
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“We have enough religion to make us hate,

but not enough to make us love one another.”

—Jonathan Swift







“LET ME GUESS, ANOTHER funeral?” Once again, Josie met me on the deck of our ship with her arms folded. It was becoming a daily ritual.

“No,” I sighed. “My evaluation didn’t go so well, and there were thirty-six names on my docket.” 

I pushed past her with my last soul. He was a punk in his twenties who had overdosed on speed. He thought it was cool that he was going to Hell, but I put him down in the hold anyway. If I were being watched, I wasn’t taking any chances.

“Oh.” Josie’s critical sneer melted into a frown as she followed me, waiting for all the details.

“It appears that I’m being reviewed for a promotion.”

“What?” She didn’t even try to hide her disgust. “You’re joking,” she said, putting her hands on her hips as her kitten gray eyes shifted into storm clouds. 

“Grim’s not happy about it either, so join the club.”

“Then why is he offering you a promotion?” She still wasn’t buying it.

“One of the council members suggested me.” Hearing it aloud brought a smile to my lips.

Normally, I couldn’t have cared less about a promotion. Hell, who am I kidding? I’d been avoiding promotions for as long as I could remember. Grim obviously had me figured out. I hated my job. But knowing that a council member had suggested me made me feel obligated to perform. Pride is a tricky little bitch. 

“Which one?” Josie looked pained as she realized I was telling the truth.

“He wouldn’t say. He wouldn’t even tell me what the position was, just that I was being reviewed and that I should follow the rules.”

“Oh.” It was barely a whisper. “Well, congratulations.” 

She gave me a weak smile before turning to yank up a sail. I started on the next one over. 

“I know you’re a better reaper than I am, and I’m sorry you weren’t interviewed.” 

“It’s not that.” 

I could see the tips of Josie’s ears redden as she turned to face me. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s just, Horus has been hinting that I might be offered a new position, and now I think he had it all wrong. I think he meant you.”

“When were you going to tell me?” I snapped. I told her everything, and as soon as I could. Now I was feeling foolish and wondered what else she didn’t feel the need to share with me.

“He said I should keep it to myself, that it was confidential.” 

“Right, and you don’t bend the rules like I do. I forgot.”

“Oh, Lana. I’m sorry. Really, I’m happy for you. Tomorrow’s poker night. We can celebrate.” She shrugged and went to pull up another sail. 

“Lana Harvey?” 

I turned around to find another reaper on our deck, Coreen Bendura. She was a second-generation reaper and proud of it. The last time we had spoken had been at Saul’s memorial service. 

Saul Avelo had been my mentor and a first-generation reaper who didn’t carry around the holier-than-thou attitude most of the older reapers did. He was also the only reaper to ever die during a harvest. Coreen had been his first apprentice, and that was the only reason I had a shred of respect for her. 

“Can I help you?” I would play nice. I was being watched, after all.

“Grim sent me to supervise you for the day,” she said with a smile and lifted her chin. I don’t know why she bothered. Being half a foot taller gave her plenty of distance to look down on me. She was waiting for me to refuse so she could lecture me on her seniority. I was glad for my meeting with Grim now. Had he not told me I was up for a promotion, I would have told Coreen to hitch a ride to Hell with someone else. 

“Of course,” I replied, mirroring her nasty grin. 

“Docket please.” She held out her hand, and I dropped my clipboard in it. 

I would control my temper. She was going to press every button I had. It was okay, though. I knew where her buttons were, too. The fact that I was up for promotion had to be eating at her far worse than Josie. That alone kept me in check.

“Where do you keep your souls?” Her short, cropped curls stayed perfectly flat as she darted her head from side to side, looking around our ship with a disapproving eye. She could make all the faces she wanted. I knew we had a solid ship.

“Nine in the sea, twenty on board, and seven in the hold,” I answered. 

She looked down at me and frowned. “Do you mind if I verify that?”

“Be my guest.” I fought the urge to point her overboard and instead waved my hand toward the sailor’s quarters. She hurried off with her nose in the air. 

“Lana, you haven’t broken any rules that I don’t know about, have you?” Josie whispered as soon as we were alone.

“Do you think I’m that stupid?” I snapped. “Grim told me I was being reviewed. You think I would do something that might get you in trouble when I know I’m being watched?” 

“You really want me to answer that?” Josie laughed.

Coreen came out of the sailor’s quarters and opened the hatch to peer down in the hold. She hadn’t brought any souls on board with her, so I figured either Grim hadn’t given her any for the day, or she’d had someone else take them. It was also possible that all her souls had gone into the sea. She was heartless enough to handle that much despair. 

“Everything appears to be in proper order,” she announced as she poked her narrow nose down in her record book to scribble a few notes. “We can depart whenever you’re ready.” 

“Aye, aye, Captain.” I gave her a salute and freed us from the dock. My mind was already racing with a dozen ways to make her wish she had never stepped foot on our ship. This was going to be fun.
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“It does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods or no God. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg.”

—Thomas Jefferson







THE STREETS OF LIMBO were peaceful come Tuesday morning. After Coreen’s visit, I was thankful for the day off. The quietness of the city was mostly because the Three Fates’ employees were working. The stores were open and empty of people. I had to force myself not to skip. When you’re immortal, life’s little joys tend to lose their kick over time. Shopping is one of the few things I still cherish, along with over-sweetened coffee and John Wayne movies. 

A Roman god was out walking a lion, and a small parade of angels ducked inside Purgatory Lounge. Athena swept the stoop outside her shop, while next door, Artemis set up a display of leather quivers overflowing with bouquets of magnificent arrows, the fletching on each one unique and artfully detailed with polished gems and feathers of rare birds. 

“Josie would love these.” I sighed and brushed my fingers over their soft tips. 

Artemis smiled. “They would make a lovely Samhain gift.”

I had to be careful around the goddesses. They were old and wise, but their beauty made me forget sometimes. The average soul didn’t stand a chance against them. They could sell holy water to a demon if they wanted.

“You know we don’t celebrate your holidays.” I stepped away from the arrows and ran my hand down the length of a leather hunting cape. 

“Oh, that’s right.” Artemis paused and tucked a golden curl behind her ear. “What do you reapers celebrate?” 

“Not much, really. The only annual event of importance we have is the Oracle Ball,” I said, thinking how nice it would be if gift-giving became a part of the affair. 

The Oracle Ball was a glamorous event in Limbo. It was like the Oscars for deities, and since it was hosted by my boss, I got an invitation every year. Grim’s office was the tallest building in Limbo, and every year the ball was held on the roof. 

Limbo hadn’t always been a charming and orderly city, and Eternity’s territories and borders weren’t always defined. Despite what religions taught, it was actually humans, or their souls rather, that created the gods. 

The soul is a powerful and mysterious thing. It’s so powerful that it emits a substance that is the very stuff that created not only the gods but also Eternity itself. 

When the afterlives first appeared in Eternity, there was no order, and they sloppily overlapped each other, causing a great deal of friction among the gods. It wasn’t long before everyone in Eternity was at war. Millions were slaughtered before the gods finally called a meeting and signed a peace treaty. Territories were determined, and Limbo City was founded in the center of Eternity as its governing point. 

When the War of Eternity finally ended, the Afterlife Council was created to ensure peace. They worked together and found a way to concentrate and confine the excess soul matter so the established territories wouldn’t be disturbed by some new afterlife or god popping up unannounced. A yearly date was decided upon to remind everyone of the treaty and to distribute the accumulated soul matter, and the Oracle Ball was born.

“Too bad.” Artemis frowned. “You know, that’s this weekend. I haven’t even bought a dress yet.”

“I need to find one, too.” 

“I’m having a sale,” Athena shouted to us. 

It was a perfect day for shopping. The dressing rooms would be all mine. 

“Apollo will be arriving tomorrow,” Artemis whispered with a grin. “Does Josie have a date for the ball?” 

“I’m not sure.” I didn’t know how close she and Horus were becoming, but I didn’t want to make her the center of any goddess gossip. 

“You should take her out to Purgatory tomorrow night. Don’t tell her Apollo will be there. Let it be a surprise,” she whispered lower to keep Athena from overhearing. 

“Sure.” I wondered how Josie had become so popular with the old gods lately. Was there something I had missed? 

“I guess I’d better go pick out a gown.” I looked over my shoulder at Athena, who blushed and ducked inside her store.

“If you see anything green and sparkly, tell her to hold it for me.” Artemis laughed and went back to arranging her display.

It was cooler inside Athena’s Boutique. The air was thick with perfumes—lilac and rose. Mannequins wrapped in tulle and lace danced and waved at me from their pedestals. Athena’s sales had doubled after she enchanted them. I guess some customers liked to see how the gowns looked in motion. I found the models creepy and distracting. Last fall, I had commented on how soft a particular sweater looked, only to have the wooden dummy take it off and hand it to me. 

Athena was busy hanging a sign in the front window to advertise her sale. By the time she closed, every dress would be gone. 

“So, do you know if any more reapers will be coming in this year?” she asked as she stepped away from the window to inspect her sign.

“Six, under K.”

“To K already? It feels like just yesterday that you arrived. How long have you been here now?”

“Almost three hundred years,” I groaned. 

Originally, Grim had been the only reaper, but since he played such a significant role in containing the excess soul matter, he was allowed to use a portion of it every hundred years to create more reapers. You could tell what year we were born, or made rather, by the first letter of our last names. 

My last name is Harvey, meaning I’m an eighth-generation reaper. Josie’s last name is Galla, making her a seventh-generation, born a hundred years before me. She pointed that out as often as she could.

“Any guess on who is being voted in?” Athena eyed me hopefully.

“Not a clue,” I answered. So my boss ruled Eternity. I was just one of his underpaid peons. Like he’d ever tell me anything that important. Five of the ten council members were at the end of their hundred-year terms, and the new members would be announced at the ball. 

“Do you have a date?” Athena was just full of questions. It didn’t surprise me. She seemed to know everything, and you didn’t get to know everything without asking a few questions first.

“No. I’ve been too busy to even think about a date.”

“Maybe you’ll meet a nice boy there.” She always referred to us as if we were children. She had been around so long, though, I could see why. I wasn’t sure of her exact age, but she was a goddess. Goddesses never seemed to age. 

Athena’s own serene beauty revealed none of the hardship or wrathful nature she’d experienced in her prime when she was known more for her war tactics than her weaving. Her legendary shield bearing the head of Medusa leered at me from its glass cabinet, high on the wall behind the register. Even though Athena had relocated to Limbo and passed her days more peacefully now, she wanted to make sure that no one forgot she was Zeus’s first daughter and had a heroic past to prove it.

“How about something blue this year?” She turned to one of the racks and pulled down a dress. My breath caught. Thin black lace lined the strapless gown, above and below the bust, and then met in the back to form an elegant bow. An elaborate mass of vertical folds covered the bust, while the rest of the material flowed down to the floor in smooth perfection. A hint of black lace peeked out from under the gown. I had to have it. I could tell Athena knew from the pleased smile spreading across her face.

“Go try it on,” she urged, laying the gown in my arms. I choked down my excitement and turned to find the dressing rooms. They were upstairs. 

At the back of the shop, a spiral staircase led up to a balcony overlooking the dresses below. A dozen oak doors lined the wall behind the railing. I entered a room as big as my entire apartment and hung the gown on the door hook. The walls were a pale gold with a design of darker leaves in each corner. Beyond a jungle of mirrors, a plush couch rested against the far wall. 

I slipped out of my jeans and tank top and pulled the gown over my head. Cool silk brushed my skin and came to rest just above the soles of my boots. It was a perfect fit. The royal blue brought out my slightly darker eyes and complemented the pearly undertones of my complexion. 

I sighed in awe at my reflection and then frowned, wondering how much it was going to cost me. Athena already knew I would buy it. She was a clever woman. I had to have this dress. 

I opened the dressing room door and stepped out on the balcony. “What do you think?”

“You look gorgeous,” a masculine voice called back. Maalik waited at the counter with a smug grin. 

“What are you doing here?” The words had spilled from me before I realized how hostile they sounded. 

“Same as you, I imagine. Looking for something to wear to the ball.” He laughed and plucked a mint out of a dish by the register. 

Instead of the white robe I was used to seeing him in at the gates of Hell, he wore a pair of navy jeans with a matching vest, split down the back so his massive wings weren’t smothered. They fluttered gently as his eyes flicked over me with amusement. He pushed a dark curl away from his face and began fingering through a rack of robes.

“Here we are,” Athena sang as she bounced through the doorway behind the counter. She carried a robe to Maalik. It was the same royal blue of my dress. Crap. 

“Don’t you look lovely?” Athena sighed, turning her attention to me.

“How much?” I snapped. I needed to get out of there fast.

“Oh!” She frowned at my sour expression but quickly recovered with a smile. “Let’s see. Its retail is six thousand, but with the sale, I’ll cut it down to four, or,” she added, seeing me flinch, “if you can make a delivery for me to Summerland, I could take it down to three.”

“Deal.” I resisted the urge to tell her I’d pay the retail price if she would find Maalik something that wasn’t blue. I had been rude enough. 

“And I’ll buy it for you if you’ll be my date,” Maalik called out as I turned around. Okay, maybe I hadn’t been rude enough.

“Sorry, I have a date.” I forced a smile at him over my shoulder. 

Athena raised an eyebrow, and then understanding my sudden mood change, she grabbed an emerald robe off a rack and shoved it at him. “This robe is nice, too. And it’s on sale, as well.”

“I think I’ll go with this one,” Maalik replied, his eyes still glued to me. 

I ducked back into the changing room and slammed the door. This was just great. I finally got a day off, and I had to run into him. What was he doing in the city so early anyway? The ball wasn’t until Saturday. He was probably expecting me to ask, but that wasn’t going to happen. 

I quickly changed and put the dress back on its hanger. So what if Maalik bought a matching robe? The dress looked too good on me not to buy, and I really didn’t have time to shop for a different one now that I had to find a date, as well. I sure as hell wasn’t going with him. Maybe I could bribe Gabriel into going with me. Of course, the fact that Gabriel was on my ship half the time I made deliveries to the inferno was probably the reason Maalik thought I had a soft spot for angels in the first place. 

I sighed, draped the dress over my arm, and stepped out onto the balcony. Maalik sprang out of the next room. I jumped and threw a hand over my heart while he did a quick spin.

“How do I look?” he asked, stretching his wings as far as they would go before folding them against his back. 

I remembered to breathe. “I don’t think Athena’s capable of making anything that would make you look bad,” I said as flatly as I could manage.

“Is that your backward way of saying I look good?” 

“Of course, you look good. You’re an angel, and you’re wearing the work of a goddess. How else could you look?” I darted past him and down the stairs. 

Athena waited by the register with my bill. She gave a sympathetic smile as she charged my Bank of Eternity card. 

Debit cards were a relatively new feature in Eternity. They made it easier to carry around more money, but you couldn’t travel with them like coin. Our coin is like nothing from the human realm. 

At the beginning of each work day, when reapers were assigned souls to collect, we were given one coin. The value of the coin could be seen not only in the color but also by the tally marks along the coin’s edge. Each time we used the coin to jump between realms, the color changed and marks disappeared. A jump from Limbo to the human realm ranged between thirty and eighty marks, depending on the exact coordinates. When a coin lost all its marks, it became a base coin and had to be returned to Bank of Eternity for respelling. 

Athena handed back my card. “I’ll have Arachne leave the package on your ship Friday. It’s just a few things I’d like to take with me for Samhain. Dad says he’s gonna give my temple to Hecate if I don’t show up for the festivities. Arachne will be watching the store while I’m gone.”

From the myths, you wouldn’t think Athena and Arachne were friends. It was rumored that they’d entered into a fierce weaving contest, and when the goddess lost, she’d turned the boastful maiden into a spider to teach her a lesson. Athena claims it was only a practical joke, that she let Arachne win so she could take her to Summerland as an apprentice, and that she left a spider in her place to tease the humans.

I signed the dress receipt and turned to find Maalik waiting behind me. He had changed back into his jeans and now carried the new robe over his shoulder. Confidence resonated off of him like a sticky, sweet cologne. He leaned in closer until I could smell the mint clicking between his teeth. 

I took a shallow breath, trying to cool the heat creeping over me. This was why I hated pretty boys. He knew he looked good and that he was out of my league, but he rubbed it in my face all the same, even going so far as to assume I would fall over myself at the chance to be his date for the ball. The jerk. Staying a safe distance away and pretending not to notice him was the best I could do. But when he was this close, my common sense didn’t just take a back seat, it was gagged and thrown in the trunk. 

“I guess I’ll see you at the ball.” I tried to smile, but it felt more like a grimace. 

“Save a dance for me,” he purred. 

He was far too cheerful to be the Keeper of Hellfire. I think I would have felt more at ease around him if he carried the solemn-servant-of-God aura around like every other angel I knew besides Gabriel.

Maalik gave a small bow and winked. I rolled my eyes and pushed past him, escaping back into the empty streets of Limbo. Suddenly, I didn’t feel like shopping anymore.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5

[image: ]




“You can safely assume that you’ve created God in your own image when it turns out that God hates all the same people you do.”

—Anne Lamott







“POISONED.”

“Drowned.”

“Stabbed. I win!”

Gabriel, Josie, and I sat around my kitchen table. On Tuesday nights, we played poker at my apartment. Gabriel usually crashed at my place when he stayed in Limbo, and Josie’s roommate was busy studying to get a license for collecting high-risk souls in China. So my tiny apartment was the designated gathering place. 

The round kitchen table was just big enough for the three of us. It was meant to seat four, but every time Gabriel had a good hand, his wings twitched uncontrollably. We were still working with him on his poker-wings. 

Josie was winning tonight, but I had been letting her. I figured if I put her in a good enough mood, she might agree to go out with me Wednesday night so Apollo could surprise her. 

The game we played was a modified version of poker. A Fates employee had taught us one night at Purgatory Lounge. I had liked it so well that I paid the Muses to paint us a deck with a reaper theme. 

The hearts had been replaced with lost souls. Spades were transformed into scythes. Coffins took over the diamonds, and the clubs were now wilting daisies. My favorite card had to be the Queen of Coffins, displaying a sultry Bride of Dracula knock-off, posing like a pin-up in her earthbound grave. 

Josie had dubbed the set our Death Deck, and together, we renamed the winning hands with forms of dying. 

“My deal.” Gabriel sighed as he gathered the cards and began shuffling. He seemed bummed tonight. Peter had probably given him some humiliating task as punishment for showing up drunk again. I hadn’t asked him about the ball yet, but I knew I would have to soon. I didn’t think I’d get another chance before Saturday.

“Hey, Gabe?”

“Hmm?” He glanced up from the table.

“Are you going the Oracle Ball this year?”

“Yeah, I guess I should since they’re voting in new members of the council.” He groaned and began dealing. 

A cloaked skeleton was posed in the center of each card, our proud little mascot. 

“Are you taking anyone with you?” I felt myself blush as Josie looked up and cocked an eyebrow.

Gabriel frowned. “Like who?” 

I shrugged. “You wanna go with me?” 

“Like a date?” He gave me a strange look and tossed his head back to sweep the curls out of his face. 

“Just as friends.” This wasn’t going well. 

“Since when do you feel the need to have a date for the ball?” Josie chuckled. 

I had gone solo for the past twenty years at least. Josie and Gabriel both stared at me, waiting for an explanation. 

“Maalik asked me to go, and I told him I already had a date.” I hid behind my fan of cards.

“What?” Gabriel fumbled with the deck. “That snake! Ever since he got promoted to gate duty, I’ve been getting it thrown in my face. All I hear from Peter anymore is ‘Maalik is responsible enough to watch the gate.’ or ‘Maalik doesn’t drink. Why can’t you be more like Maalik?’ He makes me sick. He probably thinks you’re my girl and is trying to whisk you away, just to prove he’s better than me.”

I peeked around my cards. “Does that mean you’ll go with me, then?” 

“You bet your pretty, little, soul-sailing ass I will.” He smacked the deck in the middle of the table. 

Josie looked from Gabriel to me and laughed before taking the top three cards. 

“You got a date, Josie?” I asked, hoping she wouldn’t say Horus.

“Nah, unless you want a threesome.” She winked.

“My reputation’s bad enough, thank you,” Gabriel said as I took a card from the deck. 

There was still one thing left to take care of. I was going to have to invite Gabriel to Purgatory Lounge along with Josie. If I didn’t, she would know I was setting her up.

“What are you guys doing tomorrow night?” 

Gabriel snorted and grabbed two cards. “I’m delivering the message of God to a man in prison around seven, but after that, I’m free.”

“I told Athena I’d pick my dress up by eight.” Josie smiled softly, probably as excited about her gown as I was about mine.

“Wanna meet me at Purgatory for a drink around nine?”

“Sure thang, darling,” Gabriel answered with an obnoxious drawl. 

I swatted his arm. A few years back, he had crashed on my couch after a night of heavy drinking. The next day, while I was at work, he’d distracted himself from his hangover by helping himself to my collection of western movies. Don’t get me wrong. Seeing an angel impersonate John Wayne is quite hilarious...the first ten times. After that, I resorted to violent threats. 

“What do you say, Josie? You up for a few drinks tomorrow?” 

She tilted her head to one side and arranged her cards. “Yeah, I’ll go.” 

“Good.” I grinned. “What have you got?”

“Car Crash,” Gabriel answered, tossing his pair down in defeat.

“Stabbed again,” Josie cheered, laying out her hand of daisies in a fan. 

I raised an eyebrow and placed my cards on the table, one at a time, four nines, and my lucky fanged queen.

“Electric Chair. Pay up, suckers.” I had the answers I wanted. No need to play nice anymore. 
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“Men rarely invent gods superior to themselves.

Most gods have the morals and manners of a spoiled child.”

—Robert Heinlein







PURGATORY LOUNGE WAS packed. At least fifty souls and lesser deities swayed and bumped against each other on the dance floor to the beat of Rob Zombie’s Living Dead Girl. The city’s population had doubled overnight because of the upcoming ball, but it was nearing ten o’clock, and there was still no sign of Apollo.

Gabriel fussed with his sleeves. He was still wearing his work robe because the genius he’d delivered God’s message to needed it explained in small words and four different ways. Josie and I had found time to change after work. 

I wore black leather pants and a gray silk blouse Josie had given me along with the snotty advice, “The expression ‘dress to kill’ wasn’t meant to be taken literally.” My black ringlets were artfully piled atop my head, and I had exchanged the hooker lipstick for a glossy gray that matched my blouse. 

Josie sparkled in a slinky, black cocktail dress and skyscraper heels. Her short, black locks were sculpted into playful spikes, and a pair of feather earrings brushed the tops of her shoulders. She had gone all out. I didn’t blame her. It had been at least a month since she’d come out for drinks with us. 

We were seated at one of the booths across from the bar. The tables were made of weathered oak, and the benches were pews that the owner, a retired demon, had salvaged from a church as it burned down. You could tell by their blackened corners and sooty odor. The brick walls were plastered with fliers for the ball and posters of rock bands, illuminated by a web of red lights hanging from the ceiling. 

I sat up taller to look around the room. A pack of demons huddled near the pool table. They didn’t bother me here as much as they did in the other realms. If they put a talon out of line in Limbo, Grim would personally execute them. I’d seen him do it before. Other than the demons, I spied a cluster of angels, a Roman god and goddess arguing at the bar, and the rest of the crowd consisted of reapers and factory souls. 

Josie rapped her fingers on the table, watching me scan the room for the tenth time. “Okay, Lana, give it up. Who’s coming?” 

“I’m just looking,” I said.

“Right, and I visit Hell to ice skate.” 

“Josie?” Apollo’s smooth voice carried over the chattering crowd. He had snuck in without detection. Soft, gold curls framed his smiling face. The woodsy smell of his leather pants and jacket let me know the outfit was new and probably from his twin sister’s store. Josie jumped up from the booth and threw her arms around his neck.

“When did you get here?” she asked, laughing as she pecked his cheek. 

“Just now.” He tugged her closer and leaned down for a real kiss. When he pulled away, Josie looked surprised and reached up to tug nervously on her ear lobe, a cute little habit of hers. 

“You know Maalik already, I’m sure.” Apollo turned and waved for the angel to join us. I gritted my teeth.

“Hello, Lana.” He was shirtless, wearing only a pair of black leather pants. His dark curls hung just past his shoulders, brushing a bare and muscled chest that immediately took my eyes hostage. 

“Hello,” I replied, remembering he had spoken to me. I had a hard time thinking around him, and he knew it. Hell, he enjoyed it. That was part of the reason I couldn’t stand him.

“Not on gate duty anymore?” Gabriel snapped with a grin.

“No. I’m needed elsewhere,” he answered. 

Gabriel nodded and gently rested his hand on mine. Relieved, I scooted closer to him. I could think again. He was my savior.

“That’s too bad,” sighed Gabriel. “I bet you’ll miss the income.”

“I don’t work for the income. I work to serve Allah. What are you drinking? I’ll buy the next round,” he added before Gabriel had a chance to think of a witty comeback. From his sour expression, I doubted he had one.

“Long Island,” I answered first. I was going to need something strong if I was expected to put up with him.

“Water,” Gabriel muttered. He was working harder on his image lately. I suspected Peter was keeping a close eye on him. 

“I’ve got Josie’s,” Apollo laughed and tugged her away to the bar. She looked over her shoulder with a worried expression and mouthed be nice at me. 

Maalik waved down a waitress and placed our orders, adding a cranberry juice. I had forgotten he didn’t drink. Super. I was stuck at a table with two bitter, sober angels. Perfect.

“So.” Maalik sat down across from us. “Will you be taking an apprentice this year?” His tone had switched from flirty to friendly as soon as he noticed my hand in Gabriel’s. 

“No. Maybe next time.” 

I didn’t even want to think about an apprentice. Josie tested my nerves enough as it was. The idea of having an amateur tag along behind me for a hundred years wasn’t appealing in the least. I could deal with Josie lecturing me on the rules, but a novice? Hell, no.

“This is the third generation after you. Grim hasn’t asked you to take even one?” Maalik looked surprised.

“I don’t think Grim wants me showing anyone the ropes. He’s too afraid I’d corrupt them. I don’t follow the rules as closely as he would like.” I crossed my legs and leaned back in the booth. 

“Now, darling.” Gabriel donned his John Wayne voice. “You’re an excellent reaper. They should let you make your own rules.” 

“Rules are made for a purpose.” Maalik lifted his chin. I’d never heard him sound so justified. It made me wonder if he was being serious, or if he was just trying to agitate Gabriel. “This city wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for the rules the gods agreed to follow in the peace treaty,” he added.

“Yeah?” I shot back, “and I wouldn’t exist if it hadn’t been for Grim breaking one of those rules.”

He gave a small nod. “True, but he broke it with permission from the council. If he hadn’t, he’d be dead right now, and so would you.” His face was blank, but his words had a bite to them. I shivered. 

Gabriel stood. “Well, I guess I don’t have to worry about you breaking any rules while I’m in the can, then. I’ll be right back, sweetheart.” He pulled my hand up to kiss the tops of my fingers and grinned before strutting away. He was enjoying this way too much. I just hoped he didn’t take it too far.

“I assume he’s your date for the ball?” Maalik smiled at me, his chocolate eyes sparkling with mischief again. 

The waitress appeared with our drinks, and I gulped down half of my tea before answering. “Yes.”

“He seems very fond of you.” 

“And I’m very fond of him.” 

“Funny, in all the times I’ve seen you two together, I would never have guessed you were a couple.” He grinned knowingly, but I wouldn’t give up that easy.

“I may bend the rules, but I still take my job seriously. It would be unprofessional to display our affections while working.” 

“Does that mean you are a couple, then?” 

He had me there. Lying isn’t a talent of mine. Where was Josie when I needed her? She knew how to twist the truth to say whatever she wanted. 

“He’s my date for the ball, and he’s staying the night with me. Is that enough personal information for you?” I snapped. 

His flirty grin drooped. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” 

“Yes, you did.” I scowled at him. 

Gabriel plopped down next to me before realizing something was wrong. 

“What’d I miss?” He looked from me to Maalik.

“I’m ready. Let’s go.” I took Gabriel’s hand and stood. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” Maalik sighed. 

“Where are you two going?” Josie asked, tilting back her martini. She and Apollo had finally made it back to the table. 

“Home, home on the range,” Gabriel sang and pulled me closer.

“No way! I never get to go out, and Apollo’s here. You can’t leave now. We’re going to dance and play pool and drink shots.”

“Next time, I promise we’ll stay until they kick us out. I just had to get you here tonight so Apollo could surprise you.” I grabbed my leather jacket off the back of the booth and folded it over my arm. 

“I knew you were looking for someone,” Josie laughed. 

“Come over Friday, and I’ll make you dinner,” I offered. She seemed content enough being with Apollo.

“Okay.” She gave me a quick hug before chasing Apollo out onto the dance floor. When I glanced back, Maalik was gone. Gabriel took my hand and led me out of the lounge.

“Your place or mine,” he teased in a sultry voice.

“You really don’t like him, huh?”

“Was it that obvious?” He swung our held hands up in the air.

“You don’t plan on being this giddy during the ball do you?” I was being reviewed for a promotion. I didn’t think it would help my chances if two angels went at it with me in the middle, especially in front of all of Eternity. 

“I’ll be subtle,” he whispered close to my ear and slapped my ass.

“Gabriel!” I popped him on the shoulder. “I mean it. I’m up for promotion, and Grim’s watching me like a hawk.”

“I’m just kidding, Lana. Geesh! You’re going to be worse than Josie at this rate.”

“You’re an archangel. You’re supposed to be worse than both of us put together. How is it we’ve become the good influence on you?”

“I have my suspicions.” He winked at me. “Peter’s paying you. Isn’t he?” 

“Get out.” I chuckled and gave his shoulder another punch.
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Chapter 7
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“Pale Death with impartial tread beats at the poor man’s cottage door and at the palaces of kings.”

—Horace







JOSIE LEANED BACK ON my bed and set her container of Thai noodles on her stomach. I’d said I would make dinner, but I should have known better. It was the day before the ball. We were swamped at work, and Athena’s package took us another hour to unload at Summerland’s gate. Just a few things had turned out to be about a dozen trunks, heavy enough to make me wonder if there were a few dead bodies in them. After getting off three hours later than usual, we decided to grab some takeout instead. 

Grim had worked out a deal with the Fates so that there was a minimum number of souls to harvest on the day of the ball. It made it easier for everyone to prepare for and travel to the Oracle Ball, but it also meant we had to work extra hard the day before. 

“Today sucked,” Josie said out loud what I was thinking.

“I have a feeling tomorrow won’t be much better.”

“Yeah,” she sighed. “We’ll probably have a huge lot of souls that all have to go to Hell.”

“That sounds like something Grim would do.” I stuffed my chopsticks down in my container of noodles and yawned as I leaned back on my couch and propped my ankles up on the coffee table. 

My apartment was a mess. The kitchen table was covered in back issues of Limbo Weekly and the Daily Reaper Report, so we ate in the living room slash bedroom. I had a studio apartment. The rent was cheap, so I didn’t mind. 

“Who do you think they’re voting in this year?”

“I don’t know,” Josie said. “I asked Horus, but he doesn’t seem to know either. I wonder if he’ll be voted in. Isis is leaving this year.”

“From the way you’ve been talking about him, I was sure he would ask you to the ball.” I smiled, still glad he hadn’t. 

“I don’t think Horus is interested in me. I thought he was at first, but the more time I spend with him, the more I get the feeling that he thinks he’s too good for me.” Josie laughed, trying to brush it off, but I could tell her feelings had been hurt. “It doesn’t matter, though.” She hopped off my bed and faced me. “Because Apollo is taking me.”

“I knew he would ask you. He’s so much nicer than Horus, anyway.”

“You have to see my dress! I’ll be right back.” She darted out of my apartment and down the hall. The elevator pinged. We lived in the same building, but her apartment was a floor above mine. I went to fish my dress out of the closet before she got back.

Even with a tiny apartment, I did have a nice walk-in closet. The souls who worked at the factory only stayed in Limbo for twenty to thirty years, but reapers lived here considerably longer. You can acquire a lot of clothing in three hundred years, especially if you like to shop as much as I do.

“Isn’t it great?” Josie bounced back into the living room, holding her dress up over her chest. The top was a strapless suede corset. The skirt flowing out beneath the corset was a rich cream color, covered in layers of sparkling tulle cut into leaf patterns just above the hem. 

I smiled. “Artemis helped you pick it out, didn’t she?” 

“How’d you guess?” 

“Because it looks like something she would wear, and she’s the one who asked me to take you to Purgatory last night,” I confessed.

“Do you suppose Apollo will have a matching suit?” She moved in front of the mirror on my closet door to admire herself. 

No matter how many years passed, we still got excited over a pretty dress. It was one of the few things Josie and I had in common. We were both shopaholics. Our friendship had been cemented after a brief feud over a pair of custom embroidered jeans shipped in from Olympus. Sometimes, I wondered if we would still be such good friends if Athena hadn’t found an extra pair in her stockroom. 

“Artemis probably bought an outfit for Apollo. He arrived a little too late to be shopping.” I found my gown and held it up for her to see.

“Oh,” she sighed in awe. “It’s gorgeous.” 

My mind flashed back to Maalik at Athena’s store. 

“Maalik’s wearing a matching robe,” I groaned.

“How do you know that?” 

“I ran into him at Athena’s. That’s where he asked me to be his date.” 

“It’s not like he’s a demon or anything. Why do you dislike him so much?” She laid her dress over the back of the couch and scooped up her box of noodles. “Most reapers would be flattered to have the attention of such a high-ranking angel. I would have gone to the ball with him.” 

“That’s just it, though.” I sighed and turned to hang my dress up. “He thinks he’s so great, that no one can resist him.”

“That’s probably why he gives you such a hard time. You’re the only one who doesn’t adore him. You’re such an ego bruiser.” She grinned and scraped her chopsticks along the bottom of her takeout box.

“I hope Gabriel has a blue robe to wear.” I huffed and dropped onto my bed. 

“A black one would work, too,” Josie mumbled through a mouthful of noodles. 

“Can you imagine Gabriel in a black robe?” Any time he wasn’t working, he was in a pair of tattered white pants. 

“Well, he can’t wear a white one with you in that dress. That would look a little odd.” Josie scrunched up her face, and we both laughed.

It was so much easier being her friend when we weren’t working. On our ship, I wanted to strangle her half the time. The other half, I spent avoiding her. I still couldn’t believe that I was up for promotion, and she wasn’t. I had more soul violations in the past month than she’d had in the past century, which is why something felt off about the whole deal. And it wasn’t like I had taken any special classes at the Reaper Academy that qualified me for high-risk work. 

Josie took a new class at least once a decade. She was qualified to harvest medium-risk souls in America, Russia, and most European countries. I, on the other hand, could only harvest low-risk souls in America, Canada, England, and France. Pretty much wherever they spoke English or French. I hated school, so I only took the mandatory classes. And since I’d racked up so many soul violations, I’d never had to worry about taking classes for a promotion. Until now.

“Hey, Josie?”

“Yeah?” She sat on the couch and folded her legs up beside her.

“When Horus was hinting to you about the promotion, he didn’t happen to mention what classes would be required, did he?”

“Uh, no, not really.” Her brow creased, and she picked up a Daily Reaper Report off the coffee table. “I’m sure it’s a high-risk job. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been so secretive about it all.”

“Great.” I rolled over and looked up at the ceiling. 

“Hey.” She waved the paper at me. “Says here a band of nephilim has volunteered to patrol the sea in exchange for deityship rights and permanent residency in Limbo.”

“That’ll be the day.” I rolled my eyes. “I think it’s pretty clear by now that the only thing nephilim, reapers, and souls have to look forward to in Limbo is work.”

“Maybe.” Josie tossed the paper back on the table. “But aren’t you forgetting about the soul strike?”

“The souls are still working, aren’t they?” I snorted.

“But they have Saturdays off now. It’s the first step.”

“To what?” I sat up and swung my legs off the bed. “Do you think they’ll get paid vacations next? Overtime? The souls that went on strike are long gone, back to the human realm. I’m surprised the Fates haven’t taken Saturdays back by now.”

“Word of mouth gets around. The other souls have practically turned the strike into a legend.” 

“Well, aren’t you the little soul expert.”

Josie blushed. “Sorry, I guess I’ve been spending too much time around Jenni. I think she’s taking some elective class about the history of Limbo. It’s all she ever talks about.”

“How lame.” I laughed and threw a pillow at her.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 8
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“Oh these foolish men! They could not create so much as a worm, but they create gods by the dozens.”

—Michel de Montaigne







GRIM’S ROOFTOP SPARKLED. Gabriel and I had arrived at the ball early so he could impress Peter with his punctuality. We took a slow walk around, enjoying the view. 

Thirty round tables sprawled out before the stage. Little vases of violets and orchids lined the silver cloths, along with etched champagne flutes and reservation cards. Somehow, I wasn’t surprised to find my and Gabriel’s names at the same table as Maalik, but my frustrations disappeared as I took in all the luxury of the rooftop. 

Giant pots of lilies lined the dance floor, and a net of ivy and sparkling lights domed above. Crystal-crusted stones formed a thick ledge around the roof, and every few feet, a lantern had been anchored, emitting a soft glow over the ball setting. 

Beyond the wall, the city lights glistened and reflected off the Sea of Eternity. Together, Gabriel and I sighed. Every other day of the year could be grimy and frustrating and a pain in the ass. All it took was this one night to make all the others worth it. 

A cool breeze circled over the roof and freed a curl from the crystal bands holding my hair up. The bands had been a gift from Saul. He’d given them to me the year my apprenticeship ended, and ever since his death, I wore them to the ball in his memory. 

Gabriel had managed to find a blue robe. It was a shade lighter than my dress, but it looked good on him. Ellen gave us a strange look as we signed the guest book together. Josie was coming with Apollo, so I didn’t feel too out of place with my date. 

Grim arrived just as we finished circling the rooftop. He wore a more formal version of the black robes reapers wore to work. It was just for show. Everyone knew he hadn’t gone out to collect a soul in almost eight hundred years. After the third generation of reapers had come along, he retired to his office above the city and focused more on the dealings of the council. 

“Good evening, Lana. Gabriel.” Grim nodded at my date with a frown. “I’m glad you’re here early. Lana, I want you at the council dinner after the ceremony.” 

My jaw dropped. He had said I was up for a promotion, but I didn’t realize it was going to be that big of a promotion. Only council members were invited to the dinner after the ball, or so I thought. I imagined some of the more important gods were there, as well, but I’d never heard of a reaper attending—aside from Grim. Especially not an eighth-generation reaper like myself. 

“Uh, ummm, uh.” I was suddenly a gibbering idiot.

“I’ll make sure to remind her later.” Gabriel jumped to my rescue.

“Good.” Grim walked away to greet another couple.

“From the looks of it, you weren’t expecting that invitation.” Gabriel squeezed my hand. His eyes grew worried as he waited for me to gather my senses. “Some promotion.” He laughed nervously.

“I think I’m going to be sick.” I breathed and closed my eyes.

“Whoa there, Lana!” Gabriel wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled out a chair for me to fall into. “This is a good thing, right? I mean, who gets invited to the council dinner if they’re in trouble?” He rubbed my shoulders.

“I’m dizzy.” I gulped down another breath. 

In that moment, I hated Grim for ruining my perfect evening. I didn’t have any idea why I was being invited to the dinner. And I still hadn’t figured out who had suggested my promotion. Everything was moving too fast, and before I even had a chance to digest it. Indigestion of the brain, that’s what I was suffering from. 

Josie was going to slaughter me. After her reaction to my promotion, I could just see how well this would go over. She was my friend, but being a hundred years older gave her the right to be bitter if I advanced before she did. And the fact that she followed the rules so much better than I did wasn’t going to help the situation any. 

“Don’t tell Josie until after the ball,” I pleaded with Gabriel.

“Of course.” 

“In fact, don’t tell anyone. There’s going to be a new club tomorrow. The I-hate-Lana club. Just you wait and see. Every reaper from generations one through seven will have a membership. Probably the eighth generation, too. I’m done for.” I buried my face in my hands.

“Calm down. Just breathe. It’s going to be all right, kid.”

“I’m three hundred years old. Don’t call me kid,” I mumbled through my fingers.

“Sorry, darling.” He resorted to his John Wayne voice. Even if it was annoying, it made me smile, and he knew it. That’s why I loved him and put up with him crashing on my couch all the time. 

“There we go,” he chirped at my grin. 

“Lana!” Josie and Apollo signed the guest book and hurried over to join us. 

Apollo wore a cream dress shirt and suede pants that matched Josie’s gown. I was sure Artemis had picked it out now. Most of the older gods still preferred the fashions of their youth, but the few who modernized their look did so with style. 

A string of leaf-shaped emeralds hung around Josie’s neck. When she caught me staring, she touched them fondly and blushed. “Are you feeling okay, Lana?”

“Yeah.” I smiled. It wouldn’t do any good telling Gabriel to keep quiet if I gave myself away. 

A group of cherubs set up a classical band just off the dance floor. One started on a flute, and a harp quickly joined in.

“Come on.” Gabriel grabbed my hand and tugged me under the ivy canopy to dance. Apollo and Josie followed. I tried to forget about the dinner invitation and enjoy myself, but every time I spotted Grim frowning at me from across the roof, misery struck all over again.

“Smile, Lana,” Gabriel muttered through clenched teeth. “Josie will corner me and make me tell her what’s wrong with you if you don’t get it together.”

“Sorry.” I sighed and rested my head on his shoulder. 

The roof filled up fast as the guests arrived. Reaper couples swirled around us on the dance floor. They made up at least a quarter of the guests. Every reaper attended the Oracle Ball. It was our unofficial and collective birthday party. The anniversary of our birth into slavery. Sort of the opposite of Independence Day. 

By human standards, we weren’t slaves. The flaws of slavery were identified in Eternity long before they were dealt with in the human realm. By having us titled as lower-class citizens with limited rights, and tossing us a little coin, Grim could keep a tight leash on us. Payment is a sneaky motivator, convincing reapers to work harder and allowing Grim to keep our numbers low. Barely a hundred reapers tended to the departed.

“Excuse me.” A Cleopatra wannabe pushed past Gabriel and me, pulling Horus along by the hand as he scattered short apologizes for his rude and clumsy date. He was halfway through a sorry when he recognized me.

“Lana, right?” His mouth twisted into an uncomfortable smile as his date’s sashaying came to a jerking halt. After giving him an unsuccessful tug, she coiled herself around his arm like a python and glared at us. 

“Horus, you promised me a dance,” she pouted. She obviously fancied herself a temptress, but nagging hussy would have been more accurate. A band of red silk snaked over her breasts and crisscrossed her stomach before disappearing into a trampy excuse for a skirt. 

“We have all night,” Horus sighed. “What’s the rush?” He reached up and loosened his tie with an annoyed frown. The suit was new. Horus’s look rarely strayed from the traditional. His mother, Isis, had fought with him for centuries over his headdress. She had finally convinced him to leave it at home about a decade ago.

“Who are your little friends?” the imposter Cleopatra asked, stroking Horus’s arm.

“Uh, this is Gabriel, and Lana, isn’t it?”

“That’s right.” I wove my arm around Gabriel’s. “Who’s your date, Horus?”

“This is Wosyet,” he answered with a strained smile. 

Wosyet puffed her chest out, trying to look more dignified than her dress would allow. “I’m a goddess.” The edges of her mouth twitched into a cocky sneer as she bobbed her head, giving me a quick once-over. “Pasty skin, black hair, limited knowledge of the gods. Let me guess, you’re a reaper.”

“Must you be so rude to everyone?” Horus’s jaw clenched as he tried to reclaim the arm she was molesting. 

“It’s okay.” I grinned. “Some deities just have no manners. Or taste.”

“I’m sorry,” Horus muttered before trailing after Wosyet as she stormed away. 

The cherub band picked up the pace. Gabriel twirled me back around to dance, surprising me with a flamboyant dip. He grinned, holding me in the awkward position long enough to draw attention. “She may be a goddess, but can she dance?” He lifted me out of the dip and right into a double spin.

“That’s enough,” I warned him, tucking a curl back in place and sneaking another glance around the rooftop. 

Peter signed the guest book and then helped Jesus escort Mary and her entourage of saints to their table. Lucifer arrived a moment behind them with his daughter Cindy on his arm. 

Cindy was Hell’s current representative on the council and an excellent business woman. A handful of the fallen trailed behind her in Armani and Gucci, accessorized with clipboards and pagers. Cindy never went anywhere without her camarilla. Beelzebub made a formal show of greeting Lucifer before luring Cindy onto the dance floor. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Maalik’s blue robe. He stood next to Grim in front of the stage. Sour expressions stained both of their faces as they argued and looked my way. I frowned back at them. Gabriel followed my gaze and pulled me closer before spinning around to block their view.

“Do you remember your first ball?” A racy grin lit his face. 

Three hundred years, and I still remembered it like yesterday. Saul hadn’t exactly been thrilled when Grim had announced me as his apprentice. I didn’t blame him, after I found out that I was his fourth. I dreaded the idea of having even one. Saul had taken one look at me and shouted, “Gabriel!”

Gabriel had fluttered over and pulled me onto the dance floor. It was the first time I had laid eyes on an angel. His wild blond curls had me hypnotized. Everything hypnotized me in those days. 

Gabriel and Saul had been friends long before I came along. The angel knew exactly what to do. Saul just needed him to distract me while he shouted at Grim for going against his wishes. And distract me, he did. 

Gabriel watched the two men argue, and I watched him in awe. When he finally looked back at me, he gave me a lopsided smile and said, “You’re drooling, Ms. Harvey.” 

The memory splashed through me. I tried to stifle my laughter until Gabriel’s face crinkled and he exploded with me. When I caught my breath, I looked up and smiled. 

The music faded away, and Grim cleared his throat at the podium while everyone found their seats. Our table sat along the second row before the stage and filled up quickly with familiar faces. 

Gabriel sat to my right, and on the other side of him, I found Ridwan, the Islamic angel who watched the pearly gates on the rare occasions Peter couldn’t. I wondered which angel had volunteered to watch the gates during the ball, and what their next check would look like. 

Next to Ridwan sat Maalik, who kept giving me short sideways glances. It was a far cry from the excessive flirting he had been smothering me with, but I wasn’t complaining. 

To my left, Josie and Apollo whispered sweetly to each other. Artemis had tagged along without a date, but sat happily next to Apollo, admiring her matchmaking. 

I flinched when my gaze fell on the weathered face of Meng Po. She cackled softly at my surprise. She was a long way from Feng-Du, the ninth level of Chinese hell, where she served her five-flavored tea of forgetfulness to souls at the end of their stay. I’d only seen her at one previous ball, and I hadn’t expected to see her again, considering how she’d spit in the punch bowl and left, complaining about the bird music. She seemed to be in a better mood tonight, and she had even dressed up, wearing a black silk dress spotted with gray orchids. 

Horus and Wosyet joined Lady Meng, while Coreen took her place on the other side of Maalik. We still had one empty chair, probably reserved for an apprentice. Coreen loved having apprentices and took one every century. This would be her ninth.

“Good evening, gods, goddesses, devils, angels, demons, and reapers! Welcome to the one thousand and three hundredth Oracle Ball!” Grim’s thunderous voice carried out over the rooftop. Applause broke, and the band chimed in the background to gather everyone’s attention again. 

“Let us begin the evening by introducing the eleventh generation of reapers and assigning their apprenticeships.” 

Six timid reapers appeared on stage, two females and four males. They each wore the traditional cowl and had black hair—like all reapers do. 

One of the males stepped forward first. He had too full a mouth for his narrow chin, giving him a feminine look that was only amplified by his shaggy hair. He reminded me of the popular boy bands the human girls pined after. 

“Kevin Kraus,” Grim announced. “At the top of your class, you will be honored with the privilege of working under an excellent second-generation reaper, Coreen Bendura!” 

Coreen stood, and more applause sounded as Kevin left the stage to take his seat next to her. His adoring eyes never left his new mentor as Grim announced and appointed the remaining reapers before moving on with the ceremony.

“Now, for the moment you’ve all been waiting for. The five council representatives at the end of their hundred-year terms will announce our newest members.” Grim bowed and took a seat in one of the black marble chairs behind him. 

The council consisted of ten members, including Grim. It had begun with only five in the year 659. In 709, five more members were added. Every fifty years, roughly half of the council was replaced with new members. The available positions on the council were intended to represent the faiths with the most followers, but as it goes with most politics, that wasn’t always the case.

The council representatives were essentially chosen by the secondary councils they belonged to and would eventually answer to during their term. The Board of Heavenly Hosts reigned over the heavens of the Abrahamic faiths: Christianity, Islam, and Judaism. Their counterpart, the Hell Committee—as I’m sure you can guess—ruled the Abrahamic hells. 

The two Abrahamic councils used to function as one, the Abrahamic Elite. But their conflicting interests worried the rest of the gods, so they demanded the council be split up as a precaution. The two still work together on occasion, and even share their votes. For the past term, Heaven has had three members, and Hell, only one. Three is the maximum number of representatives a secondary council is allowed to have on the Afterlife Council. 

The Zen Senate has three seats on the council, as well. Two thirds of the senate is made up of deities from the Hindu faith, allowing them two of the positions on the main council. Their other seat is shared by the Buddhists and a handful of the traditional Chinese faiths.

The remaining secondary councils, the Summerland Society and the Sphinx Congress, only have one seat a piece on the council. Summerland Society is the more diverse of the two, consisting of deities from dozens of ancient religions that are seldom practiced anymore. While the Sphinx Congress is the most exclusive secondary council, allowing Egyptian deities only.

Isis, the current representative for the Egyptian faith, came to the podium first. She wore a simple white gown, with her ebony hair pulled up in a cluster of braids. The traditional Egyptian makeup decorated her eyes, and a thick, silver ankh hung from a cord around her neck. 

“What a joy it has been, working with the Afterlife Council to ensure peace among our communities. I will miss it greatly, and I hope that the man taking my place will find it as equally enlightening. Please welcome my brother, Seth.” 

The Egyptian god stood up from the table in front of us and walked on stage. The whole crowd seemed to gasp as he turned around. His eyes burned like hot coals, a fiery red that looked out of place on his aged and graying face. The only thing giving him a respectable air was the freshly pressed black suit he wore with an annoyed sense of dignity. 

Isis shook his hand and gave him a soft smile before taking her place next to her husband, Osiris, and their sister, Nephthys, Seth’s wife. The fact that they were all brothers and sisters didn’t seem to bother them, or stop them from marrying each other. Whatever floats your boat, I guess. As long as it doesn’t sink mine.

The Egyptian council position was a joke. The only traces left of the faith were mashed into the compost heap of new age paganism. The Egyptians were the last of the ancient faiths failing to accept their decline and merge their sliver of territory with Summerland before they lost it altogether. Why they were still in the voting ring was beyond me. 

“What an honor.” Seth bent over the podium to speak into the microphone. “I hope to do many great things for Eternity.” It sounded more like a threat. The sinister smile he directed at Grim only confirmed my opinion.

Yama, one of the Hindu council representatives, stood next. He looked perfectly groomed in his red suit, even if it did clash with his green skin. Yami, his wife, sat at one of the closer tables with tears in her eyes, glad that he would be going back to Naraka, the Hindu hell, with her. 

“Thank you for the wonderful experience I’ve had this past century. Please welcome, Meng Po,” he said with less enthusiasm than Isis had. 

The crowd hesitated in shock before applauding Lady Meng as she made her way on stage. The Hindu deities almost never shared their council seats. Grim’s face hardened as the old woman reached the podium. She gave a small bow and took her chair without giving a speech. Everyone at the first row of tables collectively sighed, like they had been anticipating a reenactment of the punch bowl scene on a larger scale. 

Munkar and Nakir, the two Islamic angels on the council, flew the short distance to the podium, sprinkling the first row of tables with a feathery shower and earning them a stern look from their prophet. 

“Thank you,” began Munkar. “It has been a true pleasure working with the council. And it is a true pleasure to introduce the two taking our places, Ridwan and Maalik.”

My jaw dropped. Maalik would be living in Limbo for the next hundred years. Guess a vacation wouldn’t spare me from him, after all. The angels stood up from our table and walked to the stage. I frowned, wondering how long they had known, and clapped with everyone else. Gabriel grabbed my hand as Maalik took to the podium.

“Thank you. I believe there is much we can do to benefit Eternity,” he said. His eyes rolled over the crowd and paused on me for a brief moment before he took his seat with the council.

Vishnu, the second Hindu representative, stood at the podium last. He adjusted the microphone with all four hands and smiled. As old as he was, it amazed me that he still enjoyed showing off his extra limbs so much. 

“It’s been a magnificent century here in Limbo City. Please welcome to the council my good friend Shiva’s wife, Parvati,” his excited voice boomed over the crowd. 

Grim had been wise to let Vishnu finish the ceremony. Parvati drew everyone’s attention. She was as beautiful as the next goddess, but that’s not what mesmerized the older deities in the crowd. 

Before the war had ended, Parvati’s popularity among her human followers had become entwined with that of several other goddesses, merging them all into one deity before the soul matter could be controlled. Depending on what the occasion called for, she would become the suitable goddess. During the war, the appropriate goddess had been the bloodthirsty Kali, wearing a necklace of human skulls. Not the kind of goddess you forget. As Parvati, she was calm, collected, and a softer image to behold, but not so gentle that her peers forgot what she could become.

“Thank you. I am looking forward to serving my people and working with the council,” she cooed into the microphone before sitting down next to the Green Man. His green cheeks flushed pink as he gave her a timid smile. 

Holly Spirit, Heaven’s current representative, and Cindy Morningstar each had another fifty years left on the council. The Green Man, representing the faiths of Summerland, and Kwan Yin, of the Buddhists, were halfway through their terms, as well.

Grim cleared his throat at the podium to address everyone one last time. “A toast.” He lifted his champagne flute. “To a superb Afterlife Council, and all the great works they will accomplish in the following century!” Everyone lifted their glasses and cheered. 

My night was getting worse and worse. Grim had invited me to the council dinner, and now Maalik would be there, too. In three hundred years, I’d never had such a strange evening. Call me crazy, but something told me it was only going to get stranger.
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Chapter 9
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“Of all bad men,

religious bad men are the worst.”

—C.S. Lewis







“MS. HARVEY, MS. GALLA, please follow me.” Coreen found us the second Grim finished the ceremony. Kevin Kraus followed her like a good little apprentice. 

Josie pecked Apollo on the cheek as she excused herself, and I gave Gabriel a weak smile. We rose from the table and followed the senior reaper. Josie gave me a puzzled look as we entered the elevator off the roof, but I just shrugged. 

Grim hadn’t said anything about inviting other reapers to the dinner, but I should have guessed Coreen would be coming, too. If there were any honor to be had as a reaper, she would have a part of it. I didn’t want to think about what she might have done if she weren’t included. Grim probably didn’t want to think about it either. 

Why Josie and Kevin were with us was a mystery to me. Josie was as good as any reaper, but still an underpaid peon like I was, and not even half a millennium old. And a brand-spanking-new apprentice like Kevin couldn’t have any business dining with the council. 

Coreen leaned against the elevator wall and frowned as we descended.

“I’m sorry, where are we going?” Josie finally gathered enough nerve to ask.

“You mean you didn’t even tell your sailing partner?” Coreen sneered at me.

“Tell me what?” Josie turned to me now. 

I stiffened. Hadn’t I just lectured her on keeping information from me? Crap. Coreen crossed her arms and quietly waited for me to explain. 

“Grim invited me to the council dinner.” 

“What?” Josie shrieked. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Her face twisted in anger, but instead of lecturing me, she turned back to Coreen. “If Grim invited her, why am I here?” 

“It was a last-minute decision.” The elevator pinged, and the doors slid open, ending our conversation. Coreen strode out with Kevin. Josie and I followed. 

The dinner was being held on the seventy-third floor, two below Grim’s main office. It didn’t take long for me to realize that I had never been on the seventy-third floor before. 

Josie’s hand found mine and squeezed. I couldn’t tell if the expression on her face was more from excitement or fear. Coreen looked straight ahead, as if bored with the scenery. This was my first visit to the seventy-third floor, and probably my last. I was going to take it all in. Josie slowed her pace with me, and together, we twisted every direction we could.

Dark crown molding lined the hall, anchored above fancy blue and black wallpaper with designs complicated enough to bring on a headache. I tried to focus on something else, like the narrow black tables set against the walls, holding candelabra and pieces of decaying, old-world art. The rug running down the center of the hall seemed to go on forever, until we came to a set of double doors.

“Before we go in, let me tell you the only rule your little brains must remember. Do not speak. It’s that simple. No matter what is said, remember that rule. Understand?” Coreen glowered at us as if she were a human mother, threatening her children into submission during a holiday dinner. 

I resisted the urge to giggle and smiled at her. “Of course.” 

Her frown deepened. Josie nodded, still in shock, much like I had been when Grim first invited me. Coreen took a deep breath and opened the doors. 

I bit my lip to keep from gasping. The back wall was all glass. It was just as beautiful as the view from the rooftop. The other three walls were a deep blue, tastefully coordinating with the wild paper in the hall, without the optical illusion effect. 

An obnoxiously oversized table filled most of the room. I’d only seen a larger one during my apprenticeship in the seventeen hundreds when a servant had stabbed an English noble. I didn’t get to collect the nobleman’s soul. I wasn’t even a century old. Saul had that honor. I got to collect the soul of the servant after he was beaten and hung. We had to chain them up in the hold of Saul’s ship to keep them from tearing each other to pieces. I missed Saul and wondered what he would think about me dining with the council. 

Vases of violets and orchids were arranged down the table runner, in between polished silver goblets set before dove-shaped napkins. Around the table sat twenty heavily engraved chairs topped with plush cushions in softer shades of blue and silver. A larger chair sat at the end of the table, obviously reserved for Grim. Even though he didn’t have a vote on the council, he still fancied himself the king of Eternity. 

“Well, come on. Let’s get seated before the other guests arrive.” Coreen led us around the left side of the table to the four chairs next to Grim’s. She took the first one and pulled Kevin down to sit beside her. Josie slumped onto the third chair, and I took the fourth just as Grim entered the room, escorting the rest of the council members and guests.

Clearly, Josie and I weren’t the only ones surprised by our invitation. We received plenty of curious looks and one very sour expression from Seth. Maalik pretended not to notice us. I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. Everyone else had looked surprised. Maalik knew we would be here. He had to be the one who’d suggested my promotion, and I was desperately struggling to figure out why. It wasn’t like I had done him any special favors. Hell, I wasn’t even nice to him. 

Soon, everyone had found their seats and quieted their polite chatter so Grim could address us. 

“I’m sure some of you are curious as to why there are four reapers at our dinner table this year.” 

Coreen’s face reddened. Being nine hundred years old gave her quite an ego. I didn’t think Grim explaining her presence in such an apologetic fashion sat well with her.

“And I’m sure you are all aware of our problem out in the Sea of Eternity.” Grim sighed. 

I could guess who he was talking about. If I had Caim’s address, I would have sent him my dry-cleaning bill. It took five washings to get all the demon guts off my leather pants.

“I’ve been working with the Egyptian gods,” Grim continued, “and we have discovered a way to ensure this problem gets the attention it deserves. I have put together a team of diverse reapers. They will be searching through the next few weeks’ inventory of souls to find one we hope can help solve our problem. Horus has been quite a help. He and Wosyet will be organizing the search. I’m pleased to begin our dinner with this good news.” 

I saw Josie blush out of the corner of my eye. Horus had taken the seat on my other side, and I felt like I would suffocate at any moment from all the tension. 

Most of Horus’s tension didn’t have to do with Josie, but rather the look his uncle was giving him from across the table. Clearly, Seth was still bitter about the ancient fight he had lost to his nephew. The fight had cost Horus an eye, and even though Thoth restored it, the physical and emotional scars were still overwhelmingly apparent. 

Seth’s jaw tightened as he caught my stare. He opened his mouth to speak, but Grim beat him to it.

“Seth, would you like to be the first to share your goals for the council?” he asked. 

“I would prefer to share my ambitions with the council exclusively. When I accepted this position, I was under the impression that it meant something. I believed that as the nine chosen leaders, it was our duty to discuss and solve Eternity’s problems, not everyone’s, and certainly not a handful of your creations,” he spat and shot a poisonous look at Coreen.

“And so it is. It just so happens that this problem was settled and agreed upon by the council before you were appointed. There will be a great deal of conferences in the future where you will have the opportunity to share your ambitions exclusively. I simply invited the chosen team of reapers as a courtesy, to make sure all the new members were aware of our current operations.” 

Grim quickly turned his attentions away from Seth. “Would you like to share your thoughts, Parvati?” 

“Certainly,” the goddess said and gave me a gentle smile, letting me know I wasn’t a threat to her. “I am interested in increasing the price per soul of a certain sect of followers. They are very special to us, and we would like an extra guarantee that they will arrive comfortably. The recent problems over the Sea of Eternity have us...concerned.” 

Her husband, Shiva, nodded in agreement, provoking soft hisses from the snake beads around his neck. His third eye wandered around the room, taking in each individual with an eerie skepticism.

“I’m sure that can be arranged. Let’s schedule a meeting next week, and we can go over the details before presenting them at the first official conference.”

“Perfect,” Parvati cooed.

The clinking of trays sounded as dinner arrived. A dozen nephilim maids fluttered in, carrying silver platters and bottles of wine. They set the dishes before us and filled our goblets. Several baskets of braided bread were placed between the flowers on the table, and then the winged servers were gone.

The meal was almost too pretty to eat. A bowl of dark broth sat on one side of the plate, and on the other side, thin strips of grilled lamb fanned out under a mound of wild rice and potatoes adorned with a sprig of rosemary.

“I have honorable ambitions for council.” Meng Po’s raspy voice demanded attention. I was just glad her English had improved. She took a sip of her wine and cleared her throat, casting a disgusted look at the goblet before continuing. “I would like to work with Fates to perfect soul purification methods.”

“How gracious of you, Lady Meng,” Grim mumbled. “I will set up a meeting with them next week, as well. How about you, Ridwan?” he quickly asked before Meng had a chance to elaborate. 

Ridwan looked up in surprise. “I’m just here to serve Allah and make sure Eternity runs as smoothly as possible.”

“Yes, aren’t we all, aren’t we all.” Grim picked up a fork and started in on his meal. 

Everyone followed his lead, pretending not to notice that he hadn’t given Maalik the opportunity to speak. I got the feeling that Grim had heard enough from him for one night.

The meal tasted as good as it looked, but I kept finding myself distracted. Parvati and Shiva used all of their hands to eat with. Parvati held her broth with her lower left hand and stirred with her upper left while breaking a piece bread in half with her right hands. When I forced myself to stop staring, I noticed Maalik had decided it was safe to look at me again, and now watched me with intense concern. 

The remaining conversations over dinner were mild as far as I could tell. Politics is just a nasty fungus in my book. Why should I care? It wasn’t as if I’d ever have to know any of this crap. I had enough on my mind anyway, like the new search team I had just become aware I was part of. What kind of soul was going to stop Caim? And how had I become one of the four chosen reapers to find that soul? 

When the nephilim reappeared to take away our empty plates, Coreen stood. “I would like to thank the council for our invitation. As humble servants of Eternity, we are honored to dine with you and pleased to assist in any way possible. We will take our leave early and let you finish your more private business dealings,” she announced, struggling to keep her gaze from falling on Seth, who seemed appalled that she was even speaking.

“Of course. Enjoy the rest of the ball, and thank you for coming,” Grim said with a nod. 

Hearing the cue, I stood with Josie and Kevin and followed Coreen back through the double doors. She hurried us down the hall and into the elevator, where she finally sighed and relaxed against the steel walls. 

“Tomorrow morning, report to the conference room off Grim’s main office. Don’t be late,” she instructed us.

“You’re not going to tell us anything until then?” Josie blurted. The shock had worn off, but panic still managed to wedge its foot in the door. 

“Don’t get your panties in a twist,” Coreen snapped. “We’re just working as a team so there are no interferences. It will be just like any other job. We’re picking up a soul.” 

“Right. We’re picking up a soul. A soul that Grim seems to think will be able to control Caim.” I laughed.

“Grim said nothing about controlling Caim. Don’t draw such obscure conclusions based on what your tiny little brain thinks it can comprehend.” 

The elevator doors opened, and she stormed out.

“Well, isn’t this nice.” Josie sighed. “We’ve both been promoted.” She straightened her corset and smoothed her hands down her skirt. 

“Grim can lie down in a grave if he thinks I’m going to work with that woman.”

“Lana, let’s just enjoy the rest of the evening. We can worry about all this tomorrow.” Her pained expression melted away as Apollo came to greet us. 

“Gabriel told me you were dining with the council. How was it?” he asked. 

Josie wrapped her arms around his waist and tugged him toward the dance floor where Gabriel was doing the Rumba with a Hindu goddess. Her four roaming hands had him more than distracted, but the grin told me he didn’t mind. 

The rooftop just didn’t seem as inviting as it had before. There was too much on my mind to enjoy the rest of the ball. I sighed and pressed the elevator button. No one would notice if I slipped out early. Gabriel had crashed on my couch enough times. I knew he could find his way to my apartment blind if he had to. I just wanted a hot bath, maybe some wine, and the sure voice of John Wayne. 

“Going down?” Maalik gave me a sheepish smile. He stood alone in the elevator, so I assumed the dinner wasn’t quite over.

“Are you following me?” I groaned. 

“Uh, well, sort of. I guess.” He tilted his head to one side and blushed. “Come on. I’ll walk you home. I don’t feel much like a party right now either.” 

I sucked in a breath of air, ready to bark something nasty at him, but nothing came to mind. My held breath slipped out in surrender. “Fine.” 

I stepped into the elevator, and the doors closed behind me. Strange didn’t even begin to cover the night I was having.
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Chapter 10
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“There is a reward for kindness

to every living animal or human.”

—Muhammad







“WHY DO YOU DISLIKE me so much?” 

Maalik finally asked the dreaded question as we stepped out onto the empty sidewalks of Limbo. I crossed my arms and shivered. The lanterns had kept the rooftop warm, but now I was freezing. Maalik reached into his sleeve, pulled out a shawl, and draped it over my shoulders. 

“Thanks,” I grumbled.

“So, are you going to answer my question?” 

He kept his eyes glued to me as we walked toward my apartment. Four blocks to go. I wondered how much more uncomfortable he could make me before we got there. 

“I don’t dislike you.”

“You had me fooled,” he laughed.

“Why do you like me?” I stopped at the curb and turned to face him.

“I don’t know. I guess because you’re always going against Grim’s orders, and you try so hard to save any soul that has even the tiniest shred of goodness. I admire that.” He smiled, and we crossed the street together.

“You were the one who convinced Grim to promote me, weren’t you?” If he was going ask a bunch of nosy questions, so was I.

“I was,” he answered without pause, making me stop again.

“Why?” 

“For the same reason I like you so much. You see in souls what most reapers can’t.”

“Oh.” 

That couldn’t be all there was to it, but I let it go. If he wanted to keep the details from me like Grim, I’d let him. At least his weapon of choice was flattery and not blatant rudeness. 

“So, if you don’t dislike me, does that mean you’ll let me buy you a coffee?” 

“I don’t know if Gabriel would approve.” I still wasn’t ready to trust him.

“Please, I know you two aren’t a couple. You’re a smart girl. Do you really think I wouldn’t do my homework before pursuing you?” 

“Your homework?” I stopped again. He had to be the most disgustingly confident angel I knew. “Is that how you pick up women? You do a background check and play detective so you can corner them and force them into dating you?” 

“I would never force you to do anything.” His brow twisted in frustration as he struggled to find his next words. “Forgive me. I’ve only been in Limbo City for a few days. I’ve approached you like I have everything else in my life, with research. You are more than welcome to research me before accepting my coffee invitation.”

“I’m sorry.” I sighed, hating how sincere he sounded. I was so awful to him. I couldn’t understand why he was still trying. “There’s a coffee shop a block past my apartment. If you still want to go.” 

“Are you sure?” He frowned.

“Yes.” I forced a smile. 
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