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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













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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Chapter 3
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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. 
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