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      CHAPTER ONE

      I’d screamed so much I’d actually lost my voice.

      Troy couldn’t be dead. That one thought was all that rolled through my mind. I was the Grim Reaper for fuck’s sake, and I controlled death itself. So this couldn’t be happening. How could it be happening?

      Reilly had had to restrain me, bundling me into his car even as I screamed. That took guts, even for a scary, ex-special forces soldier. He’d seen what I could do and still physically manhandled me into his car. He’d seen me face off against a demon and kick it the fuck back to hell. The problem was I hadn’t kicked hard enough. Somehow, the thing had come back, or one of its friends had, and now the man I loved was dead.

      We followed the ambulance, but I didn’t remember much of the journey other than blurred scenery through the window, traffic and then the bright lights and concrete walls of Liberty General Hospital.

      People spoke to me, around me, and then to Reilly, but I didn’t hear a word of it. I couldn’t force the words to make sense in my brain. Instead, I looked around. The corridors all looked the same—endless expanses of off-white punctuated by doors. Machines beeped quietly in the background and blue curtains rattled loudly on rails. Soft-shoed nurses and medical staff bustled around like ants, industrious in the business of saving lives and looking after the sick.

      We were hustled into a family waiting room where the four walls and hard chairs radiated desperate hope and grief all at the same time. Pine-fresh antiseptic permeated the air, assaulting my nostrils and trying to infiltrate every pore of my skin. I analyzed the scent, knowing within seconds it had never been near a tree in its life. How did I know that? I am death after all. Where there is death, there must also have been life. But there was no life in that scent—no vitality, no throbbing pulse of animation. It was entirely manmade and chemical in origin.

      I claimed the sole high-backed chair in the corner, which had a cushion seat as its thin, flat nod to comfort. Within seconds one of the buttons was digging into my ass, but since I was in a world of my own, the discomfort barely registered.

      I wasn't really familiar with hospitals as I specialized in violent deaths. Except in very rare occasions, VDs didn't normally occur in hospitals. The occasional mental health facility, yes, but not normal hospitals.

      So, this was only the… I had to check back through my memories. That’s one of the advantages of being a Reaper. We had excellent recall. While cool, it’s also a curse. I remembered in vivid, high definition every second of that demon impaling Troy. I shuddered and shoved that memory as far down into the back of my mind as I could.

      I focused on the noticeboard by the door where leaflets from different organizations were pinned. They offered help for everything from cancer treatments to dealing with life-altering injuries. A small cadre offered grief counseling, but I looked away from them quickly. The irony of the Grim Reaper requiring grief counseling was not lost on me.

      I isolated the memory. This was only the second time I’d been in a hospital. The last time I was six years old and my brother had broken his leg. Even back then I’d known about Reapers.

      I’d even seen one on the ward where my brother was. She’d been older, like someone’s nana, and had been quietly knitting in a chair in the corner as she waited for her lifelines to go active. Of course, at six years old, I hadn’t realized that was what she was doing. All I saw was my grandpa give her a professional nod, and from that I’d known she was the same as pops. For most kids, that thought would have given them nightmares, but not a kid born into a Reaper family. We were taught all about the cycle of life and, more importantly, death from an early age. Our nursery rhymes are a little... different, shall we say?

      But no grandmotherly reaper was here today. I was it. I was now the Reaper in the hospital. Since no other Reaper was in Liberty, I should have been paying attention to the lifelines crowded in the corner of my eye and doing my job.

      But all I could do was stare at the door and wait for it to open, even though I was certain I didn’t want the news anybody would bring through it.

      “They’ll bring him back. You’ll see,” Cory Andrews, the big sergeant from the precinct rumbled.

      It was the seventh time he’d said it. I’m not sure if he was trying to convince himself for the rest of us at this point. The guy was built like a barn and looked like he could wrestle alligators, but genuine upset lingered in his eyes as he spoke about Troy. John, Troy’s partner, had joined us at some point and sat opposite the captain as we waited for news.

      “The surgeon here is a good one,” Reilly said in a low voice as he spoke for the first time since we’d come into the room. “Troy’s in the best place.”

      I could have argued that the best place was in bed with me, like this morning, which seemed a lifetime ago now. But since I’m not an emergency cardiac surgeon, that would do Troy fuck-all good at the moment, which was the only reason they’d managed to keep me in here. Troy needed the help of people who could heal. All I could do was end someone’s life.

      A prickle of awareness brought me out of my self-loathing. It was just a soft whisper at the corner of my mind, and on a normal day I would have ignored it. Today, though, it made my blood run cold.

      Another Reaper was here.

      Lifting my head, I searched the lifelines in the vicinity, actually paying attention to them for the first time since I’d arrived. I needed to find whatever had called another Reaper here. Which, when I thought about it, was odd. All the supernatural deaths recently should have sent up a fucking beacon, and this place should have been swimming in Reapers. But nothing. Zip. Nada. So if a Reaper was here now, when we’d dispatched the demons, what the fuck had called it?

      I couldn't see anything. A few human lines were nearing active status, but they weren’t ready to reap yet. Which left just one possibility.

      Troy.

      Leaving my body sitting on the chair, I launched myself into the Shade ready to do battle. The big GR might have deserted me for now, worn out after the battle with the demon, but no Reaper was taking Troy without a fight. They’d have to go through me first, and I’d burn the world down before I’d let anyone take him from me.

      The Shade resembled the real world once you were in it—not exactly separate, yet separate all the same. The only way to describe it was like a veil drawn over the world of the living. Everything was the same, but the colors were duller, and the sound was muted like someone put the TV remote on silent.

      I stood there for a second, looking down at my body sitting in the chair. As a Reaper I could enter the Shade both physically and from the astral plane. The first was good for fights and simply disappearing if I needed to. The second meant I was far more powerful and dangerous. I didn’t have to worry about damage to my physical body in the Shade if it wasn't in the Shade.

      Normally I’d need to make sure my physical body was somewhere safe and unlikely to be disturbed when I went into the Shade this way. There were many amusing stories of reapers waking up on hospital wards and having to explain to a horde of doctors why they’d suddenly woken from a coma with no lingering symptoms. But with Troy’s colleagues guarding my body, I didn’t have to worry about that or even any physical damage. While a Reaper can’t technically be killed… it wasn't unheard of for someone with a death wish to damage a Reaper's body while they weren't in residence. I say a death wish because damaging the body of a creature that can’t be killed is not a long-term survival tactic. Not when said creature dispatches people to the afterlife for a living.

      I expanded my senses and searched for the other Reaper. We could sense each other and usually stayed out of each other’s way. Call it professional courtesy, if you will. It’s seen as a rookie mistake to turn up at somebody else’s reap.

      I could still feel it, as a faint whisper in the corner of my mind. Tilting my head, I analyzed the feeling. It wasn’t close by but definitely in the same building.

      I reached into the small of my back and pulled my sickles free. They cleared the leather with a small snick, their weight comforting in my hands. No one in the room batted an eyelid, mostly because none of them could see me. As far as they were concerned, I was still sitting in the chair staring at the door.

      Leaving them behind, I walked through the wall into the corridor. That was another thing about the Shade. Physical obstacles meant jack shit. The downside was I couldn’t use anything like a car in the Shade. Travel over distance had to be done in the physical world. Well, unless you wanted to walk. No one, not even a Reaper, wanted to stay that long in the Shade. The longer you stayed, the more likely you were to attract the attention of the things that lurked here between life and death. Why do you think Reapers are armed? Our weapons were not meant for humans. Other than to separate the soul from the body, we never used them on the living. We used them to protect the souls as they made their final journey. From what? Take it from me, you really didn’t want to know.

      Another whisper at the corner of my mind made me spin around and I set off, cutting through two wards and an office. A sandwich box lay on the desk next to a large mug of coffee that had gone cold. Whoever it belonged to had obviously been disturbed just as they sat down. Damn waste of good coffee that.

      I walked through another ward. No one looked my way apart from a very elderly lady in the corner by the window. She looked right at me and gave me a small smile. A quick check of her timeline confirmed she was almost ready to reap.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just on my way to do something. No please, don’t get up,” I said she began to struggle to sit up in her chair. “I promise. I’ll be back soon.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry, dear,” she said with a grateful smile and settled back down again. “I’ll just sit here and look out the window while I wait. The birds are quite lovely this morning.”

      It was dark outside, but I smiled anyway. When close to death, the human mind could and did conjure up all sorts of fantasies and explanations for what was happening. So, if the sweet little old lady said elephants with chainsaws were flying in formation outside her window, who was I to argue?

      “Who are you talking to, Agnes?” the ward sister called out across the room.

      Agnes waved in dismissal. “Just the pretty angel here ready to take me to my Roger,” she called back and then looked up at me. “You are going to take me to my Roger. Aren’t you?”

      I was definitely no angel but Agnes didn’t need to know that.

      “Will do when I get back,” I promised as the nurse turned away. She couldn’t hear me, but no doubt she'd had similar conversations to this one with Agnes before.

      “You’re more than welcome, dear. Now you go and save that nice young man of yours. And do tell him not to stand in the shadows so much. It’s very rude to lurk that way.”

      At her words my gaze sharpened on her. Even this close to death, no human should be able to tell what I was doing. Agnes hummed to herself as she looked out the window, and I took a deeper look at her lifeline.

      Ah, there it was. Buried so deep down I’d missed it at first, a sliver of lilac shone in the silver of the human line. It was the thinnest and finest of threads, but it marked her as having seer blood. To be that fine it had to stem from more than a couple of generations back. Agnes was probably only a little more accurate with a set of tarot cards than most, or occasionally had prophetic dreams, but it was there. No wonder she’d seen me so clearly in the Shade.

      Carrying on, I plunged quickly through a recovery room and then I was there, in the operating theater.

      Troy lay on the table, pale and lifeless. He was hooked up to machines that were technically keeping him alive. Human medicine and Reapers have a different definition of life, but I didn’t need to be a Reaper to know he wasn’t there.

      His skin was flushed as the machines pushed oxygen into his lungs and blood around his body, but the spark of life—the essential energy that marked anything that lived—wasn’t there.

      “We need to get the bleed here under control—”

      “Suction please.”

      “What are his vitals?”

      “Steady. BP one forty over eighty.”

      I tuned out the medical speak, refusing to look at where the surgeon had Troy’s chest opened up. I’m not squeamish. I’ve seen the inside of the human body many times, but it’s different when it’s someone you love. Very different.

      Grimly (no pun intended, sorry), I looked around. I hadn’t been able to find Troy’s soul at the scene but instinct told me he hadn’t gone yet. He was still here and I needed to find him before the other Reaper did. if I didn’t—my hands tightened on my blades—I was about to become a murderer.

      I’d slay whoever took Troy from me. In cold blood.

      Tell him not to stand in the shadows so much. It’s very rude to lurk that way.

      Agnes's words came back to me and I looked, really looked, at the room. the operating theater would be brightly lit in the physical world, but here in the Shade it was shrouded in darkness and shadows.

      The tiniest movement over on the other side of the room caught my attention, and I moved closer to study a thick mass of shadows in the corner. I sucked in a breath as my eyes widened. Sure enough, there in the deepest of the shadows, was a familiar figure.

      Troy. He was here. At least, his soul was.

      His back was to me, so I opened my mouth to call his name. Then I stopped, closing my mouth abruptly.

      He faced the wall, unmoving, and something about his posture triggered a memory. I’d seen this before. It didn’t happen often, but sometimes a soul didn’t register the fact it’s in the Shade and ended up here catatonic. It happened on rare occasions when a lifeline wasn’t ready to be reaped.

      Something, I don’t know what, dislodged the soul and it ended up in the space between life and death. Normally, it just needed a little nudge to slip back into its body and wake up with no memory of the Shade or what happened. That was the important bit. If they woke up in the Shade and realized what had happened… well, it’s kinder to put them down at that point. Even if you reintegrated the soul with the body, they remembered they’d been dead. The lucky ones went insane and killed themselves. The unlucky ones… believe me, you never wanted to take a walk in a mental facility and see a tortured soul looking out of someone’s eyes.

      If Troy’s soul was like that, and I called his name, he would wake and see the Shade. I searched for his lifeline again, hoping beyond hope it would be grey, not silver and ready to reap.

      It was neither but that didn’t fill me with relief.

      It was neither because I couldn’t find the damn thing, which was... unheard of and no prodding of my Grimm got me an answer. Great time for the fecking thing to grab a nap.

      The way I saw it, though, no news was good news. I couldn’t see Troy’s lifeline so I couldn’t reap him without confirmation. (Yeah, yeah, I know I’m splitting hairs here. Sue me.) So I did the only thing I could. I hit his soul over the back of the head and stuffed it back in his body.

      “Holy fuck, the bleeding just—”

      “What did you do? Where did the ventral tear go?”

      “Fuck it... the x-rays must be wrong. Who has the right ones?”

      Leaving the confused medical staff to deal with a patient who was a little less injured than they thought, I walked through the wall out of the operating theater.

      I would pay a price for what I’d done but I didn’t care. Troy was safe and alive, and now I had a little old lady to reunite with her husband.
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