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For my mama.

She didn’t like that Gabriel was a drunken bum. 

It’s her fault that he’s a more upstanding citizen these days.
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“An education isn’t how much you have committed to memory, or even how much you know. It’s being able to differentiate between what you know and what you don’t.”

—Anatole France







THE ENTRANCE ESSAYS for the demon defense course Bub would be teaching at the academy this semester were deplorable. I’d learned that word from Jack, Bub’s butler, but I’d figured out the definition all on my own. It meant that they were shit.

I threw the latest disasterpiece down on Bub’s desk. “Why am I helping you review these again?”

Jack slipped off his reading glasses and rubbed the small span of forehead between his gritty horns before pinching the bridge of his nose. “Because you’re more familiar with this bilge that your kind mistakenly calls English. And Master Beelzebub insisted that you approve the class roster.”

“At this point, he’s more likely to have an apprentice than a class.” I slouched back in my chair and gazed out the darkened window of Bub’s study. 

It was well after nine. The light was fading behind the mountains, leaving only a thin line of pink along the sharp skyline. Bub still hadn’t returned from his meeting with the Hell Committee.

Jack followed my eyes to the window and sighed. “I think we’ve tortured ourselves enough for one night. Would you care to join me for tea and dessert?”

I was still full from the dinner Jack had prepared—that Bub had also missed—but I nodded anyway. Sugar would help ease my disappointment. Besides, Jack made a chocolate mousse that was to die for.

Bub’s country home in Tartarus was swanky, but it was rustic and small enough to pass as charming. Well, except for the study. That room was downright archaic. I felt my shoulders sag with relief as we left the soaring shelves of volumey texts behind. 

Clusters of antlers were fashioned into little chandeliers down the hallway, and they flamed to life as we made our way toward the kitchen. I had a feeling it was more sorcery than modern technology, but Bub was known to dabble in both.

We bypassed the dining hall, opting for the humble breakfast area in the main kitchen. Between the cooling ovens and low ceilings, the room was toasty. The stone floors were polished to a shiny gray. They matched the alcove shelving behind the counter that dissected the room, separating the old table from the modern gadgets in the otherwise medieval kitchen. 

I took a seat while Jack paused at the pantry to slip an apron over his dapper butler attire. It was a simple white garment, but it managed to look comical on the stuffy old demon. I pressed my lips together in an effort to hide my grin.

“What?” Jack blinked stiffly.

“I’m just excited to try your chocolate mousse.”

Jack raised an eyebrow before clearing his throat and setting to work, retrieving a carton of cream from the refrigerator. He poured some into a metal bowl and set it under an automatic mixer, quickly moving to the sink, where a basket of fresh berries waited in a colander.

Jack’s forehead crinkled as he rinsed the fruit. “Unfortunately, the only decent essay I’ve read thus far happens to be the one submitted by your apprentice, Mr. Kraus, and he’s least likely to need a formal education in demon defense, as he has you for a mentor.”

“Kevin submitted an essay?” I frowned. 

Why hadn’t he told me? I’d been teaching him bits of what I’d learned over the summer, but I had to admit, I’d left out the more tedious lessons. I was just so relieved to be finished with my training and classes at the academy—and excuse me for not missing the migraines. Summer was meant to be enjoyed. I’d try harder now that fall was creeping up on us.

The mixer chimed as fluffy white peaks began to curl up out of the bowl. Jack retrieved the chocolate mousse from the refrigerator. He had made it right before dinner and left it to chill as a bribe to lure me into the study to read essays. Sneaky, old demon. 

Jack placed three crystal serving glasses on the counter and put a healthy scoop of mousse in the bottom of each. Then he layered in the fresh whipped cream and spiraled the last of it on top for good form, outlining the rim of each glass with the berries. There was nothing Jack made that didn’t look as wonderful as it tasted.

He picked up one of the glasses and sighed. “I’ll set this one in the chiller for Master Beelzebub.”

“I think not, good sir.” Bub suddenly appeared in one of his flashy business suits. It was a shiny blue number with a gold tie that matched the flecks swirling in his dark irises. He slipped out of his jacket and flung it over his shoulder before taking the dessert from Jack.

Jack handed the remaining glass of mousse to me and took his own down the hall with a huff. I think he had been looking forward to discussing the essays further, but I couldn’t say that I wasn’t relieved to have that conversation postponed. I also couldn’t say that I wasn’t relieved that Bub had finally shown up. I felt a little pathetic that I had waited around so late, hoping to see him. I could feel my skin warm from embarrassment. Bub did his best not to gloat, but I could see it in his tired eyes all the same.

“How’d the meeting go?” I asked.

He tossed his jacket over a chair and joined me at the table. “Same trouble in paradise, different day.”

“Well. That’s nice and vague, and it perfectly explains why you’re nearly three hours late.” I peeled my eyes away from him and took a bite of mousse.

Bub had the decency to look ashamed. “It was a horribly long meeting, about horrible people with horrible plans. Please, forgive me for not wanting to relive the tedious details a second time in one evening. I have better things in mind.” 

The twinkle returned to his eyes as he dropped his gaze to take in the low cut of my dress. It felt a little wasted at this hour.

“Your better things will have to wait. I’ve already stayed longer than I should have. Jack asked me to go over the entrance essays for your class.” I raised an eyebrow.

Bub chuckled nervously. “I’ve read some of them. I asked Jack to help out a little. After all, what are butlers for?”

“You have to turn in an approved list by Friday. You do realize that’s in two days, right? Have you even started on your lesson plans, or is Jack doing that, too?”

“Lana.” His shoulders slumped. “I know I play the part of a carefree socialite, but try to keep in mind that I actually do have actual responsibilities.” His face creased, and he looked away. “I imagine they’re not as legitimate as the likes of Maalik’s.”

“Not that again,” I groaned. “He had the Helm of Hades. I had a plan, and it went all to hell when he was injured—”

“I’m able to achieve invisibility without the helm. You could have included me in the plan.” Bub’s brows pinched together in hurt confusion.

“We’ve been over this.” I raked a hand through my curls. “You’re the better warrior, and you obviously know more about demon defense. You’re teaching a class on it.”

“Right.” He pushed his half-eaten dessert away. I knew Jack would be insulted, but I didn’t feel like eating the rest of mine either.

“It’s late. I should go.”

Bub reached across the table and took my hand. “Let’s not end our evening on a sour note, love,” he said, amping up the charm with his English accent.

I placed my other hand on top of his. “How about a do-over? Friday night?”

He grinned and gave me a nod. “It’s a date. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

I gave him a peck on the cheek and scooped up my glass of mousse. “I’m taking this to go. Tell Jack I’ll return the glass this weekend,” I said with a wink.

I left through the foyer and stepped out onto the front lawn—if you could call parched desert a lawn—and coined myself back to the harbor of Limbo City. 

Normally, I wouldn’t have felt safe on the dock at night in nothing but my skimpy evening attire. But since Grim had deactivated coin travel through the city and installed nephilim guards at the travel booths, I didn’t have to worry as much. Aside from the time Loki had shape-shifted into a guard and knocked me out cold, I hadn’t had any problems with the new system. It was just that once, I reminded myself as I eyed the two guards standing watch at the end of the dock.

I made my way to the harbor travel booth and took it to the one across from Holly House. The city was cooler than Tartarus, and I shivered as my skin puckered with goosebumps. A light fog wove its way through the courtyard and past the gates of the holiest abode in Limbo. A few months before, I had been slumming it in a crummy studio apartment, until a fire demon remodeled the place for me. It had taken a while to warm up to the ritzy new digs, and the ritzy new rent bill, but the added security was worth it.

I passed a gurgling holy water fountain and a few concrete angels on my way to the front door, where I paused to punch my security code into the cross-shaped box anchored to the stone wall. Charlie, the perpetually chipper deskman, called out a friendly greeting as I waited for one of the elevators. I gave him a short wave and smiled as one chimed open to take me to the tenth floor.

On the way up, I finished my chocolate mousse. I had three roommates, which meant nothing in the refrigerator was sacred. Chances were, everyone was sleeping soundly by now, but Josie and Kevin were usually up a bit earlier than I was. They were really taking advantage of the amenities at Holly House, especially the fully equipped gym. Jenni woke earlier than I did too, but not by much. Though punctuality was higher on my priority list now that I was captain of the Posy Unit.

The condo was dark and quiet, except for the grumbling snores of my hellhounds drifting down the hallway. I considered it comforting white noise, but I was pretty sure most people would find it as soothing as snuggling up with a couple of chainsaws. 

I set my dessert glass in the sink and headed back to my bedroom. My mind was still on Bub. The fact that I still held on to some of my secrets hung in the air between us more and more lately. It wasn’t like him to push or beg, and I hadn’t noticed until recently that he was biding his time, waiting for me to unravel my mysteries to him. He already knew too many of my deepest and darkest for my comfort.

The secret that clearly weighed on Bub’s mind the most these days was why I had asked him to fetch Maalik for me during the battle when we rescued Jenni Fang, my roommate and Grim’s new second-in-command. The Helm of Hades, better known as the Cap of Invisibility, was a weak excuse, and I knew it. But it wasn’t like I could come right out and say what he wanted so desperately to know.

Maalik was one of three people who knew the location of the secret Throne of Eternity—Grim and I being the other two. Winston, the former soul on the throne, had given Maalik a coin that would take him to the secret pocket realm from anywhere in Eternity. He’d given me one too, but after an impromptu abduction, Caim and Loki had relieved me of mine. 

That’s why I’d needed Maalik. The battle had beaten us down, and we were on the waning end of it. Maalik was our only hope for reinforcements. He went to Winston and gave him our coordinates, along with a request to activate coin travel in the cave corridor just beyond the battle and to level the main hall full of raging rebels. By some strange magic, we managed to escape.

Maalik hadn’t even received proper thanks for the feat since not even Grim knew about the coins Winston had given us. The cave-in was written off as a fortunate coincidence. Everyone at the scene had been so relieved, that they hadn’t thought to ask why or how coin travel had been activated within the cave corridor. Maalik and I were the only ones privy to that detail. It didn’t mean that we were on our way to a tender reunion.

I could understand Bub’s concerns, but I wasn’t about to spill my guts to ease his mind. I was hoping a little time and attention would be enough to prove to him that I wasn’t going anywhere. I was pretty smitten with the Lord of the Flies.

I still had some lingering questions about Maalik. For starters, I wanted to know if he was aware that in order to get us out of the cave alive, Winston had stepped down from the throne and installed the new soul I’d brought him as backup. 

I wasn’t sure how I felt about Naledi yet. She definitely wasn’t Winston, but she did distract him enough that he didn’t require my attention as frequently. In fact, I hadn’t seen him since our follow-up meeting after the cave incident. It had been three weeks, and I still didn’t have a replacement coin or any other means of contacting Winston. I was starting to get a little unnerved. If he didn’t show soon, I’d have to suck it up and ask Maalik for an update. I was not looking forward to that conversation. 

As far as I knew, Maalik didn’t know that I had been commissioned by Horus to find backup souls for the throne. That was a secret I had guarded fiercely, and one that probably had more to do with our breakup than I cared to admit. 

Maalik was good at his job on the council. Maybe too good. He wouldn’t like what I was doing behind the scenes. I didn’t really have a choice, though. Horus was prepared to expose my secrets to the council if I didn’t help him relieve Winston of the throne. Now that Winston had stepped down, my task was essentially complete. Not that I could tell Horus that. Not yet, anyway. 

Winston was in no hurry to leave the secret throne realm, and not just because he needed to keep up appearances with Grim for my sake. He was in love with the new soul. I hadn’t been around them long enough to tell if Naledi returned the sentiment, but if she did, Horus might not be too happy at the end of his term when he fully expected Winston to follow him to Duat, the Egyptian afterlife.

Besides my mental turmoil, life had been simple for the past three weeks. The Posy Unit was running smoothly. Grim had been scarce. And best of all, Gabriel and I had patched things up. 

My favorite archangel was living at Holly House now, and he was keeping his halo sharper these days, laying off the booze and mingling with political socialites. He’d even accepted a position on the Board of Heavenly Hosts. 

Gabriel had taken a little longer to get past the rut we’d fallen into after the death of my mentor, Saul Avelo. But to be fair, I hadn’t taken that first step willingly. We were both back on track now, and things were looking shiny. 
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“A friend is one who has 

the same enemies as you have.”

—Abraham Lincoln







THURSDAY MORNING STARTED off as usual. I woke up feeling like death warmed over, probably because I didn’t sleep in late anymore. I drank too much coffee with Jenni, and I fed the hounds so much Cerberus Chow that Saul’s colon protested by filling the condo with noxious gas. Jenni left early. I heard her grumbling under her breath that she was lucky she hadn’t eaten breakfast. 

After the caffeine had kicked in, I showered and packed a fresh robe in my duffle bag. When Josie and Kevin returned from the gym, they took the hounds with them to our ship, while I checked in at the office to retrieve the harvest docket for the day.

Reapers Inc. headquarters was located on the seventy-fifth floor of the tallest building in Limbo City. The elevator ride only took about a minute and a half, but it felt like an eternity. The nameless minions responsible for maintaining the lobby had begun decorating for the fall, with frosted leaf garlands and wreaths, but the elevators were empty boxes of boredom. They seemed to serve as a reminder that this was not a place of cheer. The welcoming lobby was a cruel trick.

Ellen’s face lit up when I stepped off the elevator. “Good morning, Ms. Harvey.” She twitched excitedly in her chair behind the front desk, which had been adorned with a fall garland that matched the ones in the lobby.

“Hey, Ellen. Is it a good day to die?”

“As good as any other, I suppose. I put your docket on your desk.” She grinned and rolled her eyes innocently toward the hallway. Ellen never left my soul docket in my office. She was also terrible at keeping her mouth shut.

I folded my arms and stared her down, refusing to beg, but also refusing to budge until she cracked.

Ellen huffed out an impatient sigh. “Oh, go see for yourself,” she whispered, hopping up to follow me down the hall.

My desk had been transformed into a garden. Buckets of overflowing daisies sat in my guest chairs and along the windowsill. My mouth dropped open, and I quickly pulled Ellen into my office to close the door behind us.

“Grim is going to flip if he sees this.”

Ellen giggled. “I’m surprised he hasn’t followed his nose in here already. Don’t they smell lovely?” She leaned over the desk, pretending to sniff the ripe blooms while stealing a peek at the note tucked inside the center bouquet. “They’re clearly from your yummy demon prince. What’s the occasion?”

“An apology, I’m guessing.” I snorted and began moving the flowers from the guest chairs to the windowsill.

Ellen gasped. “What did he do?”

“He was three hours late for dinner.” I shrugged. “Though it hardly seems to warrant all this.”

Ellen tossed her manners and went ahead and plucked up the notecard. “Looking forward to tomorrow night. How dreamy.” She held the card to her chest a moment before fanning herself with it. “Doesn’t sound like an apology to me. More like a promise.”

“Yeah, well, right now, I’d like someone to promise to help me move these out of here.”

“I could sneak a few out when I head to lunch,” she offered.

A light tap came at the door before Jenni Fang poked her head in. She took in the flowers with wide eyes. “I thought I smelled something. Do you have a minute, Lana?” She glanced at Ellen, who jumped and hurried to the door.

“I’ll take care of as many of these as I can on my break,” Ellen said before disappearing down the hall.

Jenni closed the door behind her and sat on the edge of my desk. She managed to make the casual act look more forced and uncomfortable than a chess team yearbook photo. Her once militant aura came off as too uptight and traumatized since her stint at the rebels’ mercy. Instead, she had turned her personality inside out. The new, overly cheerful Jenni was so painfully obvious, it made me feel awkward for her.

I knew the behavior was expected. Survivors had to appear as though they had a new lease on life, lest everyone assume they were broken, haunted shells of who they once were. It wasn’t fair, but life seldom was. 

What bothered me the most about Jenni’s newfound attitude was that she felt the need to keep up the façade for me, too. I was her roommate and one of her closest friends, as far as I could tell. Plus, I’d been on her rescue mission. I’d seen what she had been through. It didn’t get uglier than that. If there was anyone she could let her walls down for, it was me.

Jenni cleared her throat and tried on a painful smile. “I have a lead on Caim,” she said softly.

“That’s great.” I bit my bottom lip and tried to smile back.

“I’m sensing a but.”

“But”—I nodded slowly—“are you sure you want to pursue it? Couldn’t you send one of the Nephilim Guard units after him?”

Jenni’s face creased despite her forced calm. “I could, but I don’t want to. I want to make sure the job gets done right. I want to see his guts spill over my boots.” Her voice dropped an octave. “I want to hold his head on a pike and parade it through his legions until the fight drains so completely from them that they never regain the will to rise in battle again.”

“Okay there, Boudica.” I shivered at her words even as I laughed. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I want you there with me.”

“What?” I circled my desk and sat down. “Does Grim know about this?”

Jenni nodded. “He’s approved you for a day off tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” I squeaked. “Wow. That soon?”

“Can’t risk the rebels moving.” Jenni eased off my desk and began pacing. “Josie and Kevin will have to cover your workload, but we’ll have Gabriel and Maalik with us, and they’re better against demons anyway.”

“We’re not taking Josie and Kevin? Wait a minute. Maalik? And Gabriel? Have you spoken to them yet?”

Jenni whispered out a laugh. “No, actually. I wanted to tell you first.” Her good mood seemed more genuine now, as if she had assumed I would refuse her. 

Rushing into a nest of demons wasn’t my idea of a good time, especially if Caim happened to be among them. It had been different when the goal was rescuing Jenni. But for revenge? I had my reservations. Still, after seeing what Caim had done to her, I could understand Jenni’s thirst for vengeance, and I didn’t have it in me to turn her down. 

Josie wouldn’t like being left out, and I had a feeling this was going to be one of those top-secret, shut-your-face kind of missions. The uneasy feeling in my stomach had more to do with Maalik, though. This was my chance to pump him for information and see what he knew about Winston and the throne. I was going to have to be careful about the way I approached him. 

What I really needed was more time to think things over, and more time to see if Winston would come to me and save me from the confrontation with Maalik altogether.

Jenni stopped pacing and leaned over my desk. “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you how confidential this mission is. Also, Grim’s keeping it from the media, but another reaper has gone missing.”

“What’s that make? Three now?” I rubbed a hand over my forehead.

Jenni nodded. “It’s Tasha Henry.”

I sucked in a startled breath.

“Your generation, I know.” Jenni touched my shoulder. “I’m so sorry. Were you friends?”

“Only during our initial schooling. It’s just a little close to home, you know?”

“Yeah. Karen Durst wasn’t much of a surprise after Miranda Giles, but I really didn’t expect Tasha. I figured the rebels would be going after the more experienced reapers. No offense,” she added quickly.

“None taken.” 

I was higher up the totem pole than most reapers my age. It was due more to crooked politics than my own ambition, but to my credit, I was doing a bang-up job. 

Jenni resumed her pacing. “We really need to throw a wrench soon to discourage this trend. Hopefully, this lead will turn into a two birds-one stone operation. I’ll have a file ready for you by the end of the day. I’ll leave it on your desk.” She paused as she reached my office door and looked over her shoulder, locking her dark eyes on mine. “Thank you, Lana.”

“What are friends for?” Apparently, suicidal revenge missions.

Jenni’s bright façade split, and for a brief second, her serious demeanor slipped between the cracks. “I mean it. There’s no one else I’d rather have by my side when I take that bastard down. He took away everything, and you gave it back. Thank you.” 

She left my office in time to miss my doubtful expression. Caim and Loki had chained Jenni to a wall and tortured her for five days. When I found her, she was naked, bloody, and out of her mind. Cutting her free and putting a knife in her hand had conjured a second wind that made me never want to be on her bad side, but it certainly wasn’t enough to erase the kind of scars she was trying like hell to hide.

I needed to push the mission out of mind and go over the harvests for the day, but Miranda Giles crept into my thoughts instead. She had been the first reaper to disappear after the rebels hiding in the city were busted last spring. She had also been Craig Hogan’s girlfriend. 

The bad taste that filled my mouth when I remembered the way I had reached into him and literally taken him out of existence hadn’t paled. I imagined if Craig were still around, he would make a fourth missing reaper. He’d been working with the rebels before I happened to him. No one remembered Craig, except for me and Winston, who had been on the throne at the time—which seemed to make him eerily omnipresent. 

The power to completely undo another being had been a nasty shock, but considering that it saved my ass, I couldn’t complain too much. I wasn’t yet used to the fact that I had the ability to see the potency of a soul, but to undo someone’s entire existence? I didn’t know—nor did I want to know—if Grim could do that, too. I had seen what he was capable of when he invited me to watch him torture Loki after his capture. The show felt more like a warning, and I’d been trying extra hard to mind my own business ever since. I didn’t even have the nerve to approach him about the missing reapers.

The rumors flying around were petty goddess gossip. Some thought the MIA reapers were part of an underground association fighting for deityship rights that were hiding out in an afterlife or the mortal realm. Some had romantic notions that they’d run off with lesser deities. There were whispers of possible death or abduction by rebels, which was probably the best guess I’d heard so far.

The truth was a far messier business. The rebels weren’t surprising us with the allies they managed to scavenge from the less-active afterlives, but recruiting reapers was a dirty move. A damn good dirty move. One less reaper meant more harvests that had to be distributed among the rest of us. It meant sloppier work and more chances to nab unattended souls, the underlying power source of Eternity. I imagine killing reapers would have worked just as well, but why kill a good soldier when you could lure them over to the dark side with promises of deityship and freedom?

I had my suspicions when Miranda disappeared right after the rebel bust in Limbo. Grim had put out a public notice, but he didn’t bother to do the same for Karen. I had a feeling that he wouldn’t even offer to comment on Tasha’s absence. It didn’t sit well with me that she was a member of my generation.

Of the six, eighth-generation reapers brought into existence in 1709, Vince Hare had been terminated for illegally selling souls on the ghost market, Craig Hogan had been zapped out of existence by yours truly, and now, Tasha Henry was missing. With my questionable promotions, my generation was turning out to be the most controversial lot of reapers of all time. It made me oddly nostalgic. If I survived Jenni’s vengeance mission, I’d have to schedule a sit-down with the only two reapers left in my generation before they decided to make history, too.
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“Seeing much, suffering much, and studying much, are the three pillars of learning.”

—Benjamin Disraeli







“IT RHYMES WITH MOOSE. Try again.” 

Kevin jumped and looked over his shoulder. I’d just witnessed him arguing with the practice dummy on the poop deck of our ship. Apparently, the thing was refusing to burst into flames from his shoddy Latin. 

Technically, the ship was mine and Josie’s, but Kevin had been doing so much renovation work on it lately that it might as well have been his, too. Besides, he was my apprentice. For the next hundred years or so, what was mine was his—or something to that effect.

Kevin fiddled with the hem of his robe and ran a hand through his mess of hair. “Lana, I—”

“Seriously. Try again.” I folded my arms and nodded at the dummy.

Kevin pressed his lips together and turned back to his target, lifting his palm outward. Sweat beaded on his crinkled brow as he inhaled deeply through his nose. “Sanctus Incendia.”

A thin line of smoke shot from his hand, along with a spark that flicked off the dummy like a cigarette butt. I couldn’t quite tell if Kevin was more excited or disappointed by the improvement.

“Better,” I said. “Come on. We’ll have more time to practice later when we deliver our catch this afternoon.”

“You’re coming with us?” He cocked his head. “Don’t you usually have paperwork at the office?”

“Yeah.” I scowled. “I don’t feel like dealing with Grim today. I’ll drop off my reports after-hours.” 

I left off the bit about Bub dumping a greenhouse in my office. Kevin’s lips were a little loose around Josie, and I didn’t feel like playing twenty questions with her after work. I needed the time to go over Jenni’s mission file, which I was doing my damnedest to push out of my mind for now.

Kevin bounced down the stairs beside me as we returned to the main deck for the morning meeting. “Sanctus, like moose,” he repeated to himself with a nod and stuffed his hands into the pockets of his robe.

“Yeah, and in Latin, the c never makes an s sound. It’s always pronounced like cake. That should help you fix incendia. You’ll nail it later. Promise.”

He gave me a skeptical smile.

The rest of the crew waited for us below. Kate Evans and Alex Grayson took turns tossing a ragged softball down the deck for the hounds to fetch. The duo had been a real pain in my ass before Jenni’s rescue mission. They hadn’t quite warmed up to me, but at least they had backed off with the pranks and smart-mouthing. 

I hadn’t realized until recently that they were a couple. Alex and Kate were mostly quiet about their private life, but I’d seen the aftermath of one of their love spats play out on the job a time or two. It was enough to cause concern, though they did manage to get their work done on time. 

Their relationship was probably something I was supposed to report to Grim. I just couldn’t bring myself to stir the pot. After all, the thing had just settled. Besides, Grim hadn’t minded putting Kevin and Josie on the same team.

Kate tossed her head back to sweep her bangs out of her eyes. She caught sight of me and gave a short nod in greeting. Alex followed her line of sight and did the same. It felt good to have reapers treating me with respect, even if it wasn’t full-blown admiration. I’d spent more than my fair share of time being the black sheep of Reapers Inc.

Arden Faraji’s nod was more genuine, but that might have been because it was all I got from him most mornings. He spoke so little, he was often mistaken for mute. Everyone had tried their luck with him at one point or another. He had the rare ability to humiliate a person by not saying a single word. I wasn’t even sure he knew when he was doing it. His height and dark complexion were intimidating enough, but add in the predatory silence, and he was downright scary sometimes. Today, Josie was testing the waters, trying to talk shop with him while she restrung her bow. 

Kevin and I made a grand total of six. We were a modest unit, and to be honest, we could have used a few more reapers. The workload was heavy lately, due to wars and malnutrition in the mortal realm. The Mother Goose Unit was experiencing a spike in souls, too. Of course, with disappearing reapers, no one was brave enough to request extra hands, least of all me. I was the youngest unit captain and the highest on Grim’s shit list. I wouldn’t be giving him a reason to question my competency any time soon.

Josie finished with her bow and huffed out a defeated sigh in Arden’s direction before turning to me. “Lay it on us, boss lady.” It was only half sarcasm, and I could appreciate that.

Josie was by far the superior reaper. She had probably taken more classes at the academy than everyone on the team put together. Her resentment of my sudden string of promotions had faded off after I’d let her in on some of the baggage and blackmail that came with the fancy new title.

When I had everyone’s attention, I handed out the soul dockets already filled in. Most days, I would have been more flexible, letting them divide a few harvests among themselves, but I was starting to get a feel for their strengths and preferences. I was also trying to save time, seeing as how our workload had grown. Luckily, no one balked. Not even Josie, who usually had two cents to throw in any time I took Kevin with me for the day. I let her take the hounds.

It was no secret that Grim had dumped Kevin on me as some sort of misplaced retribution after the death of his last second-in-command, Coreen Bendura. He had even paid the tuition for my mentoring class since I hadn’t been certified to have an apprentice. It didn’t seem to cross his mind that Kevin was the one suffering the most from the arrangement. Josie had taken the brunt of the responsibilities once she and Kevin hit it off, but Grim wouldn’t officially transfer him under her supervision for that very reason.

I wasn’t completely useless as a mentor. Hey, at least I was certified now. I was also the only mentor who was simultaneously captain of a specialty unit. I liked to think that fact added to Kevin’s prestige as a reaper, but the truth was, most mentoring reapers did freelance work because it allowed for more quality one-on-one time with their apprentices. That’s what I was aiming for today.

Part of my agenda was due to Jack’s revelation. Kevin had applied for the demon defense course. It made me feel as if I weren’t doing my job as a mentor. If he took the class, it would look like I wasn’t trained well enough to pass the knowledge onto my own apprentice. The new semester at the academy kicked off Monday. I didn’t have much time to convince Kevin to drop the class, but I was going to give it my best.

After everyone else had coined off to their first harvests, Kevin and I headed to L.A., where a police chase was about to lead to an eight-car pileup, a shootout followed by an explosion, and seventeen deaths.

I hadn’t put anything too strenuous on our docket, and I spaced things out so we would have plenty of time to small talk in between stops. I wanted to ease into the conversation, but I wasn’t very good at these things, and Kevin was no idiot. I wasn’t sure if it was my interest in his attempts at Latin this morning or my sudden desire for mentor-apprentice time that tipped him off, but he was the one to break the ice while we watched the clock from a café near the projected crash site.

“I guess Beelzebub told you I applied for the demon defense course?” He blew across the top of his steaming Phantom Café to-go cup and took a sip. We could enjoy the mortal café setting, but the humans couldn’t see or hear us, so it was BYOC, bring your own coffee.

I swirled the contents of my own cup and tried not to look as offended as I felt. “Why didn’t you tell me?” If he was going to cut right to it, there was no reason I shouldn’t, too.

“Let’s face it, Lana. You’ve been really busy since you made captain, and I know you didn’t particularly enjoy the demon defense training course.” He blushed and looked away. “Well, the actual learning parts of it anyway.”

I followed his blush with one of my own. The fact that Bub and I were an item had painted lusty scenes in everyone’s mind. Not that there hadn’t been plenty of lusty scenes, but there had definitely been some learning going on, too.

“You’re right.” I cleared my throat. “The learning parts of the training course were not fun, but I did, in fact, learn. I had planned to train you myself. Why would you waste tuition on a class you could essentially get for free?”

Kevin rolled his eyes and gave me half a grin. “You mean being busy and hating learning isn’t reason enough for me to look elsewhere?”

“I don’t hate learning.”

Kevin snorted.

“Okay. I hate learning. But that doesn’t mean that I wasn’t planning to teach you everything Bub will teach you in his class.”

Kevin sipped his coffee. “I think it will be easier on both of us this way. Josie’s even thinking about taking the class next semester.”

“Really?” 

Something about the Lord of the Flies assigning my crew homework was just too weird. I began to say something more, but it was cut short as sirens erupted outside. The crash was right on schedule. 

“Coffee break’s over.”

Kevin and I exited the café and slipped in behind the forming crowd, opting to lean against the building rather than over the curb like the humans on hand. A few seconds later, a scene any newscaster would have traded their soul for played out before us. Pedestrians screamed. Tires squealed. Metal crunched. There were no fancy action movie stunts. Just a moron under the influence of something a bit shadier than video games and heavy metal, tearing through a crowded street in a retro death machine. 

The car finally came to a stop when it smashed into the concrete wall of a parking garage. Said moron crawled out of a broken window and began firing at the squad of police cars surrounding him. He was a tall, lanky fellow in overalls and a stained tee shirt. One arm flopped uselessly at his side, bones poking through in a few places. His eyes were big, black saucers, and his gaping mouth showed more gums than teeth as he bellowed out a phlegmy howl of laughter. Yup. Definitely under the influence. I wasn’t sure what kind of attitude we’d get from his soul, but I was already picturing him chained up down in the spare room off the hold.

Kevin flinched as the officers shot the man down. Twenty bullets to do the job of one. It was severe overkill, and some shameless family member would be sure to sue the department for it, but if the look in that crazy bastard’s eyes weren’t enough to make someone pull the trigger, nothing was.

“You want the belle of the ball, or should I take him?” I glanced over at Kevin and crinkled my nose.

He swallowed. “Go ahead. I’ll backtrack and grab the few that didn’t make it to the finale.”

“Fair enough.” I headed off to collect the catch of the day.

Black smoke billowed through the shredded hood of the getaway car, and the engine clicked and hissed out an ominous warning. I picked up my stride, wanting to avoid the impending explosion mentioned on the harvest docket.

Mr. Overdose Overalls was surprisingly calm, once I relieved him of his doped-up body. He even made a friend in the time he spent down in the hold since we didn’t have to chain him up after all. It was almost a shame that he was Hell bound. Almost. Drugs can really put a kink in a person’s fate. The friend he made was obviously not from the batch of souls we collected from the guy’s inglorious last stand.

I didn’t want to push Kevin too much, especially seeing as how he was onto me, so I bided my time. We waded through the day, collecting a plane crash here, and an apartment fire there. When we arrived at the ship with our last load of souls, there was half an hour to spare before Josie was due back. Just as I had planned.

“Wanna try out that Latin again?” I asked after we’d closed up the hatch on the main deck.

Kevin shrugged. “Sure. I could use a head start in Beelzebub’s class.”

“Seriously? You’re really going to take it?” I popped a fist on my hip and glared at him.

“What’s the big deal?” Kevin shrugged again as red splotches stained his cheeks.

“My reputation is fragile right now, okay? I’d just like to go a whole month without a new rumor sprouting.” 

We circled the hatch and stopped by the captain’s cabin to strip off our robes before heading upstairs. The poop deck was the highest level on the ship. It was above the quarterdeck, where the helm and navigation room were located. It was also the worst possible place to play with fire. Not so much while we were docked, but being on the far aft side of the ship, it would be a serious hazard once we set sail.

“Why exactly did you bring Pinocchio up here?” My crummy mood injected more disdain into the question than I intended, and Kevin flinched.

“It’s less visible from the main deck, and I didn’t want an audience. Kate and Alex aren’t exactly cheerleaders when it comes to these things.” He squinted at the dummy’s chest and poked at a charred spot that might have been from this morning’s small victory.

“You can say that again. Still, if you’re going to practice while we’re sailing, be sure to move to the forecastle deck. If you set my sails on fire, you’re not going to like your soul docket for a good long while.”

Kevin nodded and positioned himself halfway across the deck. He waited for my cue before aiming his palm at the dummy again.

“Sanctus Incendia,” he said correctly but without the proper inflection. Nothing happened.

I sighed. “That’s great if you’re trying to give the thing heartburn.”

Kevin rolled his eyes but quickly cleared his throat before trying again, a bit louder this time. The result was a repeat of the morning smoke and sparks act.

I pursed my lips and thought a moment. “I’ve seen you in battle, Kevin. You’re never that calm. Can you seriously tell me that’s how you’d address a demon trying to eat your face off? You’ve seen me do the incantation before. That kind of force isn’t for show. It’s a necessary energy you have to put behind the words if you really mean them.”

Kevin huffed, and his cheeks fired up again. He thrust his palm out once more. “Sanctus Incendia!” he growled. 

There was less smoke this time. The fire sparked to life inches from his hand and shot true, sending poor Pinocchio up in flames. Kevin’s jaw dropped as he turned back to me.

“Good!” I clapped my approval. “Now, where’s the fire extinguisher?”

“Uh?” He scratched his head. “We have a fire extinguisher?”

My clapping stopped dead. “You’re practicing fire incantations on my ship without a fire extinguisher?”

Kevin held up his hands, clenching and unclenching his fingers in a helpless frenzy. “I didn’t expect it to actually work. It hasn’t until now. Shit!” 

The dummy was now engulfed in flames. Kevin looked around desperately, and then he made a flying leap at the thing, kicking it off the deck and into the sea.

I blinked stiffly and shook my head before walking over to look past the railing. “You owe me a new dummy. And a fire extinguisher for being stupid.”

Kevin’s ears burned bright red. “Yeah, sorry ’bout that.”

“What’d I miss?” Josie coughed as she came up the stairs, fanning her hand in front of her face. “Smells like burnt toast up here.”

“Your boyfriend nearly set our ship on fire.” I raised an annoyed brow at him.

“You got the incantation to work?” Josie said with a grin, completely ignoring my accusation.

“Thanks to me.” I folded my arms and stuck out my hip. “Guess he doesn’t need that demon defense course after all.”

“Grief, Lana.” Josie huffed and rolled her eyes in time with Kevin. “I thought you’d be relieved to get out of extra training duty. I mean, I know how much you were looking forward to giving up your evenings and weekends to hit the books with Kevin—”

“You think I won’t?” I glared at her, but there wasn’t much malice in the look. She was right. I wasn’t looking forward to it—but I was planning to do it.

Josie held out a hand. “If you’re worried about looking bad, why don’t you write Kevin a recommendation so it looks like it was your idea? Lots of apprentices take additional classes.”

“Shit.” I slapped a hand over my forehead. “I promised Clair Kramer that I would put in a good word with Bub.”

Josie’s eyebrows shot up. “Grace Adaline’s apprentice asked you to vouch for him?” She really knew how to sucker punch me in the ego sometimes.

“Why wouldn’t he? I’m a unit captain. He’s of the same generation as my apprentice. I’m the only person who’s taken the course so far.”

Josie’s nose curled up. “And the instructor is your boyfriend.”

“See if I write you a recommendation.” I tilted my chin in the air.

She shook her head. “We should really set sail if we want to beat rush-hour traffic.”

“Let me grab my bag from the cabin.”

“I thought you were coming with us,” Kevin said.

“Yeah, when I thought we were going to be working on your Latin. Can’t exactly do that without a practice dummy or a fire extinguisher. Besides, I have a couple of recommendation letters to write now anyway.”

“Yes!” Kevin high-fived Josie. 

If they wanted to consider it a victory over my authority, so be it. I guess I could count it as a win, too. No extra apprentice lessons meant more wine and boat sex with Bub. You wouldn’t catch me complaining about that.
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Chapter 4
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“War is eternity jammed into frantic minutes that will fill a lifetime with dreams and nightmares.”

—John Cory







MY PLAN TO AVOID GRIM was shot to hell, not only by Kevin and Josie’s gloating atmosphere that had ejected me from the ship but also by the fact that Grim was lurking in my office when I returned to Reapers Inc. In the chair behind my desk, to be exact, peering at me over five remaining buckets of daisies.

The light filtering in through my window was fading as dusk pulled down the sky. It threw gloomy shades of yellow and orange over the stark angles of Grim’s face and his perfectly tailored navy suit. His skin looked almost transparent next to the rich material. It turned his eyes into black holes that tried to suck all the life from the room.

He grunted at my surprise and folded his hands over a stack of manila envelopes and back issues of Limbo Weekly scattered across my desk. His eyes drifted from the daisies to the empty walls and then back to me. 

“As much as I’m paying you, you would think you could afford a quality decorator.” He stayed in my chair, but the image of him working Loki over with a serrated knife and a pair of pliers held my tongue in place.

I dropped my duffle bag on one of the guest chairs and sat in the other, slowly knotting my hands in my lap. “I’ll make an appointment with one next week.”

Grim’s brow dropped into an exasperated line. My politeness clearly irritated him as much as my defiance had before. 

“Amazingly enough, I’m not here to discuss your pathetic décor.”

“Okay.” I didn’t point out that he was the one who had brought it up.

Grim smoothed his tie and picked up a sealed file lying on my desk. “Ms. Fang tells me that she’s briefed you on tomorrow’s mission.” I nodded. “I couldn’t grant her pardon for the others. Your unit is already overbooked. Which is the second reason I’m here.” He tossed the file across the desk.

At first, I had thought it was Jenni’s mission, but it was awfully dense for details on one assignment. 

“Recruit pool?” I read from the label on the corner of the file.

“Congratulations, Harvey. I’m entrusting you to hand select two new reapers for your unit. Ms. Fang seems to think you’re special mission material, and if she decides to pull you from fieldwork in the future, I expect your team to carry the burden. I can’t very well rely on four reapers and your apprentice to get the job done, now can I?”

It was hard not to feel a pinch flattered, like Grim thought it would take two reapers to cover my workload. “Thank you, sir.”

He rolled his eyes and flicked his hand at me. “Oh, please. I just don’t have the time to pick them out myself. Don’t bother with it tonight. You’ve got a mission to go over.” He scooped up another file and tossed it toward me. “Turn in some names by Monday. If you live that long.”

I looked up from the mission file and swallowed. “I did suggest sending the Nephilim Guard after Caim instead.”

“As did I.” Grim groaned and stood up from my desk. “Try not to let my new second-in-command get herself killed. It’s bad for morale and even worse for business.”

I was rendered speechless long enough for him to stalk out of my office. Grim was a cold bastard, but that had been a little much, even coming from him. Dirtying his hands after so many centuries had changed him. Something told me that if Jenni and I didn’t return from this mission, the only emotion he’d register would be annoyance at the inconvenience it would cause him. It made me nervous, for my sake and Jenni’s.

I waited for my heart to drop out of my throat before collecting the files and leaving. The lights down the hall and in the lobby had been turned off, and Ellen had gone home for the day. The office color scheme had drained to a dusty yellow, courtesy of the evening light creeping in through the wall of windows that circled Grim’s fortress. Thankfully, I didn’t run into anyone on my way through the main lobby on the first floor.

I took the travel booths straight home and was glad to find the condo empty. I needed to quiet my mind before taking a look at the mission file. It had been eating at my thoughts all day. Another potentially lethal secret to keep the others company. It was getting crowded in my skeleton closet.

I calmed my nerves with a hot shower before lighting a lavender oil lamp Gabriel had bought for me on his last trip to Heaven. Then I double-checked the condo and locked my bedroom door. In yoga pants and with wet hair, I dumped the contents of the mission file out onto my bed and shuffled the pieces around until they began to make sense.

There were ship blueprints and rebel profiles mixed in with anonymous tip-off reports. A schedule detailed every minute of our morning. Jenni had planned the mission out like a single mother planned a trip to Disneyland for six. And I thought Josie was anal. Jenni had even included a sticky note reminding me not to drink too much coffee since bathroom breaks would interrupt the flow of things. At least she’d kept the schedule tight enough that we would be finished by lunch. That is if everything went according to plan and we didn’t die first.

Up close, with a zillion facts and diagrams laid out before me, the mission almost seemed plausible. But when I stepped back and really tried to process what we would be doing the next morning, Jenni kept coming up a few cups short of a tea party. This was madness. Even if I had a week to go over everything, there was no way I could remember the contents of that file. It was too much information with not enough time to absorb. The problem was, by the time it really did sink in, the intel would be stale.

The front door slammed. 

“Lana, you home?” Josie shouted from the kitchen. 

“Coming.” I shuffled together all the bits of the mission and stuffed them back into the file before grabbing the recruits folder and going out to meet Josie and the hounds.

Saul mowed me over the second I came out of my room, knocking me to the floor. His wet snout burrowed in behind my ear as he whimpered out his excited greeting. Then he lapped up the side of my face before bounding past me and up onto my bed.

Coreen, who was entirely too sophisticated to be a hellhound, nudged her head under my hand as she passed, letting her body brush between my arm and ribcage. It was her subtle, sneaky way of getting in a pet without looking too desperate for attention. Sometimes, I could swear she was a cat in a past life. She gave me a quick sniff and leapt up to join Saul on my bed.

Josie was alone in the kitchen when I finally picked myself up and rounded the corner. She unpacked a noisy bag full of Chinese takeout.

I pulled out a barstool and sat at the breakfast bar, discarding the recruits file on the counter and helping myself to a container of coconut chicken. “Where’s Kevin?”

A pout tugged down the corners of Josie’s mouth as she handed me a pair of chopsticks. “Working on the ship. He should be finishing up on that back cabin soon. He spends all of his free time there lately.”

I shrugged. “It’ll be nice having your own cabin. I know I won’t miss interrogating you every time I spot a questionable stain on my bunk sheets.”

“I won’t miss that either. Grief. It’s not like you use that bed anyway.”

“Not anymore, I don’t.”

Josie rolled her eyes and popped open a container of eggrolls. She forked a couple onto a plate, adding a heap of fried rice and a scoop of cashew chicken. There were half a dozen unopened containers lined up along the counter. 

“What’s with the smorgasbord?” I asked, cracking open the chopsticks.

“I couldn’t decide. Plus, I knew you’d probably invite yourself to dinner. I guess I’m just in a nice mood today. Or maybe I didn’t feel like eating alone again.” She laughed dryly. “Three roommates, and they’ve all gone recluse on me.”

The coconut chicken became hard to swallow. I’d gone all day without even thinking about letting the demons out of the bag, and then Josie had to go and finger my guilt button. 

I wanted to tell her about the mission. Hell, I wanted her to go on the mission with us. But Grim was right. I couldn’t afford for half my team to take the day off tomorrow. Plus, we lived with Jenni. She and Josie had been roommates before we all moved in together. I wasn’t about to take the chance that Jenni knew Josie well enough to notice when she was hiding something.

I hesitated too long, lost in thought and rolling around bad ideas. My silence always spoke louder than I intended. Josie paused to glare at me, in that way that usually meant she knew I was holding out on her, but they would serve ice cream in Hell before she’d beg for details. My guilt instantly morphed into panic, but thankfully, Josie beat me to fill the void.

“What’s that?” she asked, nodding at the recruits file on the counter.

Finally, something I could talk to her about. “Grim’s letting me select two new recruits for the unit.”

“Really?” And just like that, Josie changed gears. Her face lit up as she reached for the folder, mindfully ignoring the elephant in the room.

“Yeah. You wanna pick them out?”

Her mouth dropped into a tiny o. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah.” Goodbye guilt. “I’m kinda overloaded with paperwork right now anyway.”

Josie opened the folder and flipped through the first few pages, careful not to dribble duck sauce on them. “We need someone young and eager to please, but with at least a little more experience than low-risk harvesting. Unless they have an impressive academy transcript. We could make an exception for that.”

“You wanna take the weekend to go over the candidates? I have to turn in some names by Monday. Let’s get together Sunday night to go over your decision.”

“Sure, okay.” She nodded, more to herself than me, as she fingered through the resumes.

The silence was a comfortable one, and I was glad to have relieved Josie of her accusing, sourpuss pout. I hung around long enough to finish the coconut chicken. My stomach wasn’t up for much more. By the time I made it back to my bedroom, I wished I had skipped dinner altogether. My nerves were slowly vibrating to earthquake proportions, making my stomach churn like a concrete mixer. Tomorrow’s chance of survival was significantly lower than usual.

Never mind that Jenni had choreographed the mission out impeccably, even on such short notice. But the looming promise of death was enough to make the best-laid plans look like a botched game of red rover, and I didn’t want to be the kid who assumed everyone would follow the rules, only to get clotheslined by some greasy-knuckled punk. Or have my face eaten off by a hellcat, which was unfortunately much more likely.

I paced across my room and rubbed away the chill growing up my arms. I needed to pull myself together long enough to get a good night’s sleep. I needed a distraction.

Bub had recently bought me a tablet. I fetched it out of my nightstand drawer and logged online via Holly House’s wireless network. It was Thursday night, but something told me that Bub would wait until the very last second to turn in his class roster to the academy dean. I shot Jack a quick email, requesting that Kevin and Clair make the final cut. Then I rummaged around in my closet for a while, looking for something to wear on my Friday night date with Bub, if I lived to see it. Picking out an outfit was a small confidence boost. It was an illusion of hope. Like I really thought I might prevail. And it was the only mood lifter I had readily available, so I took it.

I went to bed early, snuggling in under the covers and tucking my feet beneath the mountain of fearsome adorable snoring at the end of my bed. The hounds were enough to chase the nightmares away for now. Besides, I’d have real-life horrors to deal with by morning. Knowing that would help me flip the bird at any villains who managed to slip into my dreams.

Somewhere between too damn late and too damn early, a whimper cut through my dreamless sleep. The hounds didn’t usually rouse me for breakfast until at least six. After Saul had nudged his wet nose under my arm, I realized the noise wasn’t coming from my room. It was coming from down the hall. The villains I’d dismissed were plotting in someone else’s nightmares.

I slipped on my bathrobe and tiptoed out into the darkness. The hardwood floor was cold on my bare feet, and it sent a chill through me. A thin light spilled out of Jenni’s room. No one had said anything when she started leaving her door ajar after her week with the rebels. 

Even with the Latin protection prayers running along the trim of our heavy duty front door, I found myself holding my breath at times, listening for the sound of death coming for me. Not Grim. Not yet anyway. But after Loki had managed to slip past the Holly House defenses, I wasn’t as sure of my safety as I’d once been. 

Holly said that since Loki intended to spy and not harm us on the premises, he’d been able to slip through some loophole in the wards. I just didn’t want my neck getting stuck in that loophole. 

Jenni’s concerns had to be worse than mine. The whimpering boiled over into a full-on sob as I reached her door. I lifted my hand, stopping just shy of knocking. 

“Jenni?” I whispered, easing the door open.

She lay curled on her side facing away from me. The bedside lamp cast a blue light over the room. It stretched over her back, tickling the edges of her face and shoulder. Darkness pooled in the shadow she made on the other side of the bed.

“Jenni?” I tried again.

She froze, and I was sure she’d awakened, but then another sob slipped from her. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know,” she mumbled over and over, growing louder each time. Josie and Kevin would wake soon—if they hadn’t already.

I had the good sense to click on her bedroom light before approaching her. As my vision refocused, I circled the bed. Jenni’s eyes were squeezed shut so tightly that her entire face was creased. Tears dripped from her lashes as her fists tangled in the sheets, stretching the fabric to the point of tearing.

“Jenni?” I said louder this time, giving her shoulder a quick shake before jumping back.

She yelped and rasped in a sharp breath as she woke, her eyes shooting open like I’d just resuscitated her with jumper cables. 

“Am I late? Did I miss my alarm?” She blinked and sat up suddenly, rubbing both hands over her face roughly.

“No. You were just having too much fun in your sleep for me to tolerate it any longer.” I yawned and tucked my hands into the pockets of my robe.

“Oh.” Her face soured as she caught my meaning, and she looked down at her lap. “Did I wake anyone else?”

“I think I got to you in time. Though I am really curious about what it is that you don’t know.” I slumped down onto the bed next to her, now that I was sure she was awake and not going to mistake me for an intruder. Getting stabbed in the face with the knife she probably kept under her pillow was not how I wanted to start the day.

Jenni rolled her shoulders, trying to hide her trembling. “Well, clearly I don’t know.” She stared off into space. “I probably would have told him after the second day if I had actually known anything.”

It was my turn to tremble. If the rebels had taken me instead of Jenni, I wondered how long I would have lasted before spilling my guts. Aside from despising me, Grim clearly had other reasons for not wanting me as his second-in-command.

Jenni shifted awkwardly next to me. This was the first time I had actually been in her room. My tired eyes roved over her personal space with vague interest. Her décor paused somewhere between cliché and extraordinary. 

Three enormous scrolls stretched down the wall opposite her bed, filled with breathtaking scenes painted in traditional Japanese style. Cherry blossoms towered over geishas, and samurai warriors fought dragons atop jagged mountains. Two oversized fans were anchored to the wall behind her bed, detailed with more cherry blossoms and Japanese calligraphy. An antique tea set and table were displayed in the far corner of the room, and a dainty vanity sat along the wall between the bedroom and bathroom doors.

I yawned and stretched my neck. “If I add booze to my coffee, are you gonna rat me out to Grim?”

That earned a soft laugh. “I won’t, as long as you add some to mine, too.”

“Deal.”

Jenni stood and stretched her arms over her head. Her thin tee shirt rose up over her stomach and lower back, exposing a web of fresh scars. “I’m going to grab a quick shower.”

“I’ll save mine for after the spiked coffee.”

The hounds had resumed their snoozing, I realized as I stepped back out into the hallway. Their snores were joined by another set coming from Josie and Kevin’s room. For a second, I was envious. Even when I conked out early, I couldn’t catch a full night of sleep. It was sad, really.

I shuffled into the kitchen and clicked on the dim light over the sink. Being awake this early was bad enough without blinding myself. I fired up the coffee pot and set out our favorite mugs. I’d found mine at one of the harbor market booths. It featured a cartoon reaper with a sexy leg and high heel popping out of a slit in her robe. Death, be a lady tonight was scrawled out beneath her in curly letters. 

Jenni’s favorite mug was black with white block letters. It read Confucius say, man who fart in church sit in own pew. It was the only favorite thing I knew about her. Our roomie-bonding time was limited to the barely conscious hours of the morning when we shared a cup or three of coffee in blissful silence. It was like we were socializing in our sleep. There wasn’t time for much else, but it seemed to be working out okay so far.

I laid my head on the cool counter, letting the steady drip of the coffeepot lull me into a meditative state. The picture window in the living room was dark, punctuated by only a few distant streetlights, stretching down Memorial Drive. As the first hint of dawn broke the horizon, the farthest streetlight went out. A shiver tiptoed down my spine as I remembered the suffocating doom spell that served as the rebel fury Tisiphone’s calling card. Tisiphone was dead. I killed her, I reminded myself. The thought steadied me, keeping the panic of the day’s agenda at bay.

Jenni entered the kitchen, breaking my trance right as the coffeepot chimed. I stood, but she waved me back down. “I’ll get it.” 

She took her coffee black, like Josie, but I liked mine with all the bells and whistles. Jenni didn’t quite have the alchemy down yet, but she was getting close. At this hour, I could hardly think, let alone complain. I watched her mix in sugar, creamer, and a healthy shot of Irish whiskey. She paused over her mug and pressed her lips together before compromising and pouring in half a shot.

“What’d you think of the mission file? Find any kinks in the plan?” she asked, handing over my mug.

“It’s, um, detailed.” I nodded my head slowly and took a long drink. “There’s not a lot of room for error.”

“Oh?” Jenni frowned.

“What if something goes wrong midway through? Are we improvising? Is there a plan B that I missed? Or are we going to abandon ship if one of the puzzle pieces doesn’t fit quite right?”

“The pieces will fit. Trust me.” Jenni chugged down her coffee and filled a second cup, minus the whiskey, before sitting down next to me. She was quiet for a long while, her eyes unblinking and her forehead creased by some mixture of worry and determination. 

“The pieces have to fit,” she said, turning to look at me. “I can’t live like this anymore, always looking over my shoulder. He has to die, and he has to do it today. I won’t fail. I can’t fail.” Panic bubbled up in her voice and her eyes glazed over.

“Okay,” I said softly. 

The guilt I felt over questioning her careful planning was overshadowed by a ripening fear that tightened around my insides like an icy fist. I could at least agree with her about one thing. The pieces had to fit. If they didn’t, then this really would turn out to be a suicide mission. The look in Jenni’s eyes told me that she wouldn’t be coming back if she couldn’t bring Caim’s head back with her.

Jenni put her mug down and straightened. “I have some business to attend to before we take off. I’ll meet you at the dock after you finish with your unit meeting.”
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Chapter 5
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“Courage is being scared to death...and saddling up anyway.”

—John Wayne







AFTER JENNI HAD LEFT, panic set in. Six a.m. found me hunched over the toilet in my bathroom, dry-heaving long after my stomach had evicted more bile than any self-respecting stomach should ever contain. If I survived this, I was going to have my head examined. I was also going to avoid Jenni until she got her head back on straight. Her issues be damned. Screw her special missions. I didn’t have a death wish.

I made a point to stay in the shower until I heard Josie and Kevin leave with the hounds. Then I threw on a pair of faded jeans and a tank top. Keeping my old boots had been a good call. They were already stained with demon blood, so at least I wouldn’t be making any sacrifices to the fashion gods today. 

I strapped my throwing stars around my thigh. Then I took a whetstone and some oil to my battle axe before slinging it over my shoulder. I usually saved my robe for after the morning meeting, but walking through the city dressed to kill would probably defeat the whole top-secret aspect of the mission. I tugged a robe over my head, tossed a few vials of holy water into my duffle bag along with a can of angelica mace, and made a hasty exit before I lost my nerve.

I kept the morning meeting short. The only person who seemed to notice my wardrobe shift was Josie, which was expected. She noticed everything. The only thing that saved me from interrogation was the fact that her soul docket was borderline impossible. Her eyes grew as they took in the list. She blinked up at me a few times and bit her bottom lip.

“You’ll have Kevin and the hounds today,” I said.

“I figured that much.” She didn’t say anything else in front of the unit, but I knew I’d be in for a chewing later.

All the dockets were heavy today to make up for my absence, so everyone left early to get a head start. I didn’t want to linger on the ship too long, for fear Josie and Kevin would be back soon to stash souls in the hold. So, I left and ventured farther down the dock, closer to where Jenni was supposed to meet me and tried to stay out of everyone’s way.

The main pier ran wide down the center, pointing out into the sea and branching into thinner walkways on both sides. At the end, the final boardwalk reached out farther than the others, forming a T. It spawned off more walkways that had been added on in the last century. Steamboats, ferries, yachts, and an assortment of other mismatched sailing vessels filled the boat slips, leaving only a few spots open to receive the occasional guest or tourist transport.

Not many reapers delivered souls directly by coin. The price of delivery was figured into our commission like per diem business meals. It was our call, but it was an easy one. When asked to choose between a lobster dinner and a thousand dollars, PB&J doesn’t sound half bad.

Morning light swelled at the edges of Limbo City’s sunless sky. There was a damp coolness to the air, stirred up from the bowels of the sea as it sloshed against the rock wall lining the east coast of the city. Reapers randomly zapped out of sight as they coined off to start the day’s harvesting. When the dock cleared, I spotted Jenni at the far south end of the outer pier, directing a small lot of souls into the sea. I hung back a few minutes and waited for her to finish. 

Atheists, agnostics, and the generally non-religious went into the sea, where they sloshed around for a few decades until the Three Fates Factory sucked them up and shipped them back to the mortal realm. It seemed harmless enough but, sometimes, I wondered if it wasn’t a fate worse than Hell. 

Floating around in a sea of souls for years and years sounded so utterly boring and depressing. At least Hell was interesting, though when I bent the rules and got a soul out of walking the plank, I generally tried to get them into one of the heavens.

When I did do things by the book, convincing a soul to take that leap into the sea was never especially pleasant. All reapers have their own tactics for getting the job done. Some who are less blessed in the decency department have no problem making souls literally walk the plank. Some use the long reach of their scythe to nudge their charges off the pier. The newer reapers tend to spend more time soothing souls with inspirational tales of future lives to come. Some flat-out lie. Just go for a little dip. You need to be nice and clean before I drop you off at Heaven’s gate.

I opt for hard facts. It’s honest, and it saves time. This is my job. This is your fate. We’ll meet again, at a much later date. The poetry seems to calm them, too.

Whatever method is used, the outcome is the same. The sea opens its enchanting maw and swallows them down, where they cease to function as individuals. They become one with the gray currents and waves of deaf, mute ghosts waiting for their time to shine again. I wasn’t particularly fond of the chore. I mean, it wasn’t like we were drowning puppies or anything, but let’s face it, it was depressing.

When Jenni’s last soul took the plunge, she turned and waved me over. I glanced around the harbor as I approached. The only craft waiting at the far end of the pier was an antiquated Chinese dragon boat, which was basically a canoe that seated twenty. My heart steadily plummeted as I envisioned us flipping ass over elbow while trying to battle demons on the sea. We were going to need some serious circus training if that was Jenni’s vessel of choice. 

My stomach soured with each step until I came to a stop in front of her. “Please, please, please, tell me you are joking.”

Jenni blinked a few times and followed my line of sight to the little bath toy of a boat. Her face flushed. “You said you read the file. Tell me you read the file.”

“Of course I read the file.” I felt my face warm. “I read it several times.”

“Then surely you didn’t overlook the part about taking my primary transport.”

“No, I read that part.” I rubbed a hand over my forehead. “I just wasn’t aware that your primary transport was a canoe.”

“It’s not.” A grin tugged at her mouth. “I thought Josie would have told you. I guess I assume too much.” Her hand pointed out to the empty space next to the dragon boat. “That’s my primary transport.”

My eyebrows shot up. “It’s invisible?”

“Sort of.” She laughed. “It’s a research submarine.”

I peered out over the sea, really following the line of her arm this time, and sure enough, there was an escape trunk poking up out of the water about ten yards from the dock. It was made of some clear material, blending almost flawlessly into the soulish matter of the sea.

“Huh.” I tilted my head. The mission suddenly didn’t seem entirely hopeless.

“Son of a virgin. You’re joking, right?” A sharp wind rolled up my backside as Gabriel landed on the dock next to me, clad in a tattered work robe. His brows knit together as he squinted out to where Jenni pointed, clearly having overheard the tail end of our conversation. The submarine bobbed under the waves. Every so often, the water thinned enough to flash us a glimpse of what hid beneath.

“How much extra buoyancy do you suppose it will have with a passenger who can walk on water?” I grinned.

Gabriel groaned. “That’s the big cheese’s resume, pilgrim. Mine has more badassery and fewer pedicures.”

I slugged him on the arm. “Don’t look so green. I’m sure Jenni knows how to drive this beast.”

Gabriel swallowed and tilted his head back. His blond curls tumbled away from his face as he pulled in a deep breath. “I knew I should have stayed in bed.” Then he glanced back at me. “You’re in an awfully good mood for someone who might die today.”

“I’m relieved. Five minutes before you got here, I thought we were taking a canoe out to meet Caim.”

“And that’s somehow worse than a submarine?”

I smiled. Gabriel’s presence was reassuring, as was his nervousness. It made my own nerves pale in comparison. Until Maalik arrived.

The Keeper of Hellfire arrived by coin, probably back from a meeting at the Inferno Chateau, where he occasionally convened with the Hell Committee. Maalik’s arrival was subtle, though his outfit was anything but. He had already changed into his mission attire. The black leather pants, matching vest, and leather gauntlets were an intimidating ensemble. Add in the majestic silver wings, and it was also enough to make any warm-blooded girl swoon. Just because I couldn’t handle him as an overbearing, pants-wearing boyfriend, did not mean that I was incapable of appreciating how his butt looked in said pants.

Maalik gave me a measured look and a nod. The sourness of our breakup had mostly dissolved since our last encounter. I knew he still cared about me, and he knew that we were not getting back together. It was an effort, on both sides, to accept this as neutral information, instead of a reason to feel scorn.

Maalik reached out to slap Gabriel on the back. “Good to see you again, friend.”

“Likewise.” Gabriel returned the gesture with a genuine smile. 

It was strange to see them so agreeable with each other, especially since Gabriel had loathed Maalik when I first started dating him. Now that they were both heavily involved in Eternity politics, the two angels were spending more and more leisure time together. I didn’t know how to feel about it, and I wasn’t sure I had any right to feel anything at all. Though I was a little chagrined that Gabriel hadn’t warmed up to Bub.

“All right.” Jenni looked down at her watch. “We’re right on schedule. Time to set this plan into motion.” 

She pulled a sheet of cardboard out of the floor of the dragon boat and threw it to me. I unfolded it and stepped in behind Maalik, lifting the cardboard up to backdrop his outspread wings.

Gabriel’s nose crinkled as Jenni shook a can of black acrylic spray paint. “It’s a good thing I have one of those fancy showers at Holly House to clean up in.”

Jenni gave him a level look. “My botched paint job should be the least of your worries today.”

Maalik held his breath as Jenni coated his wings. Since we were at the far end of the dock this late in the morning, the only witnesses we had to concern ourselves with were the pair of nephilim guards at the entrance. The assortment of reaper vessels made for good cover, though. Besides, the nephilim guards would never leave their assigned posts.

Jenni was precise with the paint, and only a faint mist escaped around Maalik’s edges. What little I missed with the cardboard shot out past the dock and dissipated before reaching the sea. When Jenni finished with Maalik, I held the cardboard up behind Gabriel. It took two coats to darken his wings since they were a brilliant, glowing white. Jenni emptied the rest of the can in his hair and over his robe. She had been right about this being a botch job, but it didn’t need to be perfect for what we were trying to pull off.

“This is going to really stink in such a confined space.” Gabriel’s voice took on a grating note. “Are you sure we shouldn’t fly and meet you there?”

Jenni folded her arms. “We can’t risk the paint drying too quickly. It will peel and flake off. We also can’t risk drawing that much attention for so long before we arrive. Besides, the sub has a very advanced air purification system. You’ll be fine.”

Maalik’s face tightened at the mention of the submarine. He didn’t look surprised, but he was far from delighted.

We all piled into the dragon boat, and Jenni rowed us the short distance to the submarine’s trunk. She twisted the wheel to the hatch, and we quickly climbed down the ladder and into the belly of her vessel. Jenni dropped an anchor from the dragon boat to keep it in place for our return.

The inside of the sub was bigger than I expected, with enough room to hold at least twenty souls. Jenni was a high-risk harvester, so it was plenty of room for her. It would have never worked for someone on the Posy Unit, who was expected to harvest hundreds of souls at a time.

The ladder dropped us between an oblong bubble of a viewing room and the more secluded navigation chamber at the back. Computers and cameras that had once been used for research were anchored to a ledge that circled the viewing room, though they were powered down and coated in a fine layer of dust.

I pressed my face to the viewing glass, peering out into the dusty blue void. A transparent hand slid across the surface, making me jump back into Gabriel. He caught my shoulders, spotted what had startled me, and shuddered.

Maalik stayed near the center of the room, hands clenched at his sides. “Let’s get this over with,” he said, shifting his gaze from side to side as if keeping an eye on the sub would prevent it from imploding.

Jenni took us in with amused disbelief. “I’ve done this before, guys. You can relax. There’s soda in the mini-fridge.” She pointed toward the front of the observation room before disappearing into the navigation chamber.

An engine fired up, and we began to move. Gabriel hadn’t let go of me, and his fingers only gripped my shoulders tighter as we lost buoyancy and sank into darker waters. The souls of the sea were more defined farther down, white outlines contrasting against the blue-black water. I never caught sight of a complete form, only a hand here and a face there. The bodies were layered upon each other in an indistinguishable pile of limbs. An occasional eye blinked at me, pondering my existence as much as I pondered its own.

After Jenni had set our coordinates, she joined us in the viewing room, where she had another laugh at our expense. “We’re only about a hundred meters below the surface. Just deep enough to not be spotted.”

“But it’s so dark,” Gabriel complained.

“Light only penetrates so far.” Jenni walked past us to the mini-fridge and grabbed a soda. “We should be in position within fifteen minutes. Then I’ll send up the periscope to watch for our target.”

I pried Gabriel’s fingers off my shoulders and decided to brave crossing the viewing room for a beverage. If anything was going to kill me today, chances were, a swarm of demons would be more likely.

I found a root beer at the back of the refrigerator and clinked cans with Jenni before cracking it open. “So, how is it your contact knows right where Caim’s ship will be? That seems a little too accurate for a spot out in the middle of nowhere.”

Jenni pressed her lips together. “We haven’t figured out the method they’re currently using to hide their base, but we’ve had several reports of rebel ships suddenly appearing on the sea. No harbor officials have reported them entering or exiting any of the afterlife ports. We’ve surveyed the entire sea—twice—to see if there is another island in use like the one we found last year. So far, we’ve turned up nothing.”

She paused to take a drink of her soda and eyed Maalik. He was a council member and a staunch believer in the rules, but Jenni was, too. Maalik gave her a nod, assuring her that the details were sharable with Gabriel and me. 

Jenni cleared her throat. “A pagan contact of mine managed to get a message out to Caim that he was interested in joining the rebel army. He was given coordinates for a meeting, which he passed along to me. In addition to killing Caim today, I also wouldn’t mind discovering where the new rebel base is.”

Gabriel paled. “You do realize that could mean the four of us against the entire rebel army, right? Have you lost your mind?”

Jenni was silent for a moment. She stared out at the souls beyond the viewing glass and finished her soda. “If everything goes according to plan, we’ll be on and off Caim’s ship in two minutes, tops. We’ll strike like a snake and recoil beneath the sea before they even know what’s happened.”

The cold detachment in her voice settled into my stomach. My eyes met Gabriel’s, and we exchanged worried looks.

The next fifteen minutes were agonizingly long. We all held our breath when Jenni launched the periscope, and true to schedule, announced that Caim’s ship was in position only a moment later.

I shed my robe and tucked the angelica mace and holy water down inside my boots. The water around the submarine was brighter since we had migrated closer to the surface, but we were deep enough to go undetected for now. Souls moved more quickly beyond the viewing glass as if they could sense the tension building within the sub.

Jenni fastened a wide, leather belt around her waist and secured several sheathed blades at her hips. Then she dug a tin of war paint out of her bag and smeared her face with the black goop before passing it to me. I did the same. Though they were camouflaged, the angels were both going in bare-knuckled. Maalik’s hands packed a fair amount of heat, being the Keeper of Hellfire and all. Gabriel was relying on sheer strength.

“I’ll take Lana.” Maalik stepped up beside me, only to be nudged back by Jenni.

“Like hell,” she snapped. “We stick to the plan in the mission file. I didn’t outline the specifics for negotiation.” Her shoulders squared, and her chin lifted as she waited for Maalik to protest. He looked like he might until Gabriel rested a hand on his shoulder.

“I’ll take good care of her,” he said, placing his other hand on my shoulder.

“I’m right here, guys. And I wasn’t included in this mission to play damsel in distress. Get over yourselves already.” I pulled my shoulder away from Gabriel and picked up my battle axe before following Jenni to the ladder and through the hatch. The angels tailed us ruefully.

Once we reached sea level, we moved more quickly, trying not to draw attention to the submarine. Maalik slid past me and took Jenni into his arms. No sooner than they had taken flight, Gabriel scooped me up, and we followed suit.

Caim’s ship hadn’t changed much, except for the addition of a few dozen hellspawn scaling the masts and railings of the black boat. The main deck was an overflowing mass of leathery flesh and barbed tails. A herd of satyrs paraded around the quarterdeck, puffing into wooden panpipes, while sirens and succubi danced to the haunting tune, spinning frenzied circles around splintered mast poles. The wind ripped at their hair and grazed their naked bodies, leaving chapped patches along their thighs and breasts.

Caim lounged along the edge of the stern deck. His pale skin looked sickly and transparent. Despite the heat and the abundant nudity, he wore a thick, dark robe. His black wings were oily, almost sparkling in broad daylight. Where his chin and jawline ended, the flesh peeled away, leaving the length of his neck raw and tarry. The sight of him made me cringe. I couldn’t imagine what it did to Jenni.

Caim reached out to fondle a siren as she spun by, clawing at her flesh with his blackened fingertips and leaving deep cuts that quickly welled with purple blood. He cackled, flashing sharp teeth and black gums. The siren hardly spared him a gasp before falling under the spell of the satyr pipes once again. She swayed and rubbed against a succubus, smearing the forgotten blood until they were both coated. A leathery-winged demon dipped down to steal a taste with his forked tongue.

Gabriel’s grip under my arms tightened. “This is a terrible idea.” He grunted under the weight of my axe and me. The paint on his wings probably wasn’t helping either. One slid up my arm, and I hissed from the roughness of it.

“I agree, but it’s a little late to turn back now.” My heart accelerated in my chest as I scanned the ship, desperately searching for an opening. It was looking more and more like a crash landing would be our only option. 

A few seconds later, Maalik rounded the stern with Jenni in tow. It had been a smart move putting me with Gabriel. Maalik would have never dropped me on Caim’s ship, and the plan would have been shot all to hell. He glanced across the chaos to find Gabriel and me, and I could tell that I was still getting top billing on his worry list. I could live with that today I decided, taking in the scene unfolding beneath us.

Gabriel sucked in a tight breath. “Showtime.” Then he dropped me on a pile of napping hellcats on the forecastle deck.

The move was both incredibly stupid and incredibly smart. I cursed him under my breath anyway as I brought my axe down on the neck of one of the beasts. The hellcats were fast, and they could fly. They would be the first to give chase when we fled, and they would be the most likely to catch us before we made it back to the submarine.

I pulled my axe from the first cat and sank it into the next. The creature gurgled out its defeat as my blade slid free, making a soggy sucking noise. I switched hands, using the opposite side of the double-headed axe to quicken the slaughter. The cats were the size of Clydesdales, so my advantage wouldn’t last forever. 

A demon clawed its way onto the forecastle deck and screeched out a battle cry, or what I assumed was a battle cry. It sounded more like a pterodactyl trying to mate with a bullfrog. It had six spidery arms to make up for its lack of legs, and each one ended in a skeletal hand tipped with jagged nails that oozed vicious, green fluid. It launched itself at me, but Gabriel swooped down and caught it, twisting two of the creature’s arms behind its arched spine. He didn’t waste time wrestling the thing, just pitched it over the deck railing before facing off with a bucking satyr.

I turned back to the litter of hellcats. I’d slain all but two. Unfortunately, they were now roused enough to fight back. The first opened its jaws and howled at me, a long, deafening sound that made the pressure in my head swell, and my ears bleed. I was suddenly dizzy. I pressed my back to the foremast in the center of the deck. My axe felt heavier, and my knuckles popped as I tightened my grip. I was splattered with hellcat blood. It burned my skin and made the deck slippery. 

My ears felt like they had cotton balls stuffed into them, but I heard Gabriel’s warning in time to dodge a blow from the second cat. I lost my footing and landed hard on my side. The first beast pounced, but I rolled away, escaping with only a shallow swipe of claws that ripped through my tank top and grazed my ribcage.

I swung my axe behind me as I stood, taking out the cat’s back two legs. The thing looked over its shoulder and hissed at me as the second fiend struck, slamming me to the deck floor. Its claws pressed down on my chest, stealing my breath, while its mangled maw of fangs snapped at my throat. I pressed the handle of my axe into its mouth, straining to keep it at bay. My head dangled over the edge of the deck, and I spotted a naked siren. She blinked curiously as she approached, completely oblivious to the creature trying to rip out my throat.

When her breasts were pressed against my forehead, she stopped and twirled a finger in my hair. “I know you,” she cooed. “But where’s your tender companion? The one I sang for.” She giggled sweetly while the veins in my neck and forehead bulged and boiled beneath my flesh.

I wedged a leg under the hellcat and flipped the beast over the deck and at the siren. She squealed and ducked, taking a handful of my hair with her. My breath rushed back to me in a wave of euphoria. That had been too close. I gasped and rolled onto my stomach, pushing myself off the floor with trembling arms. The ship pitched, tossing me back down on the weathered boards. I groaned and lifted my head enough to glance back at the stern deck.

Strings of blood webbed across Jenni’s face and arms as she wielded a katana blade through the herd of naked demons ambling about the quarterdeck. They had been expecting a new recruit, not an ambush. The battle was lost on many of them, swallowed by the chaos of their debaucherous party. Even Caim looked confused until Jenni sliced through the last siren standing between them.

There was no victory in her eyes when she plunged her blade through Caim’s chest. She met him, nose-to-nose and unblinking, sinking her blade in all the way to the hilt. Caim’s black eyes shuffled through pain, surprise, and panic as he saw through the war paint. Jenni waited for the recognition she deserved, and then she ripped the blade upward, splitting his torso and skull in half in one final stroke. Her vacant eyes found me, and she gave a quick nod before stepping up onto the outer railing and off the ship. Maalik caught her mid-air.

My vision spotted, and I realized I’d been holding my breath. A gurgling hiss sounded behind me. The hellcat I had amputated dragged itself toward me with its two front legs. Its wings were bent at an odd angle, but it managed to lift itself a few inches at a time, adding soggy thumps in between scratching the deck floor. I pulled myself upright and clutched my axe to my chest as Gabriel snatched me up from behind. We left the leaderless hellions behind and fled for the submarine.
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Chapter 6
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“If you want a happy ending, that depends, of course,

on where you stop your story.”

—Orson Welles







THE CLAUSTROPHOBIC atmosphere of the submarine was long forgotten, overpowered by an uneasy air of victory and relief. Maalik gave up his pretense and came to me right away, insisting that I let him clean and cover my mild wounds, though they were no worse than anyone else’s.

“This bandage won’t last, you realize.” Gabriel sat in one of the swivel chairs by the viewing glass, wiping blood from his face with a towel.

“You think I need stitches?” I glanced down at the scratches on my ribcage, cringing when Maalik dabbed me with an alcohol wipe.

“No. I’m talking about this victory. It won’t last.” Gabriel shook his head. “We’ll have a short stretch of peace, but then we’ll be back in the dark, not knowing who the new rebel generals are.”

Jenni refused to look at him. “I don’t care who the new generals are, as long as they’re not Caim.”

She sat on the ledge that stretched around the viewing room and pulled her knees up to her chest. I had pictured victory more flattering on her, but at least the fake cheer she had been parading seemed to have faded for now.

Maalik finished dressing my wounds and slumped down in a chair beside Gabriel. “We’re also not any closer to discovering the location of the rebel base.”

Jenni pressed her face against the dark glass with a disheartened sigh. “I know.”

“Hey!” I slapped Gabriel’s arm. “I don’t know about you all, but I kicked ass. This is one for the history books. We won and lived to fight another day. Don’t look so grim.” 

That earned a few weak smiles, but the rest of the trip was spent in silent reflection. Gabriel and Maalik were right, of course. But Jenni deserved some semblance of peace, even if it had essentially morphed the big picture into a Picasso. We’d survived. It was enough for me.

When we reached the harbor, Gabriel invited Maalik back to Holly House to clean up. The nephilim guards gave us wary glances, but luckily, we didn’t run into anyone else on the way home. We parted ways in the lobby of Holly House, and I didn’t remember until Jenni and I reached our condo that I’d meant to ask Maalik about Winston. It could wait. 

Jenni was gone when I emerged from the shower. Grim was not a patient man, and she would be eager to report our success. I didn’t worry as much about the media frenzy that would eventually follow. Grim wasn’t on the best of terms with the press lately, so I had at least a day or two before someone from the Afterlife Council leaked the news. 

Then, Downy Dave from Limbo Weekly would start stalking me for the full story. I’d have to wait for Jenni’s follow-up report to see just how much information I was allowed to share, but I didn’t have a problem giving Dave an interview. Of all the press I’d received since rising up from the bottom of the barrel, Dave’s articles were the only ones that painted me in a positive light. I needed contacts like him if I wanted my reputation to have a fighting chance among all the tabloid smut.

After my shower, I took a nap. It felt utterly selfish, even though I knew I’d earned it. The rest of my unit was out there, up to their eyeballs in souls, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave the condo. My shoulders felt like they were dislocated from all the hellcat chopping, and the cuts on my ribcage itched something fierce. Besides, I had a date I needed to be well rested for.

I would wait for Jenni’s report before talking to Downy Dave, but I was going to tell Bub tonight. Maybe it would cheer him up, and maybe it would keep Cindy Morningstar from stretching out the next Hell Committee meeting so long.

I woke around six, after five hours of fitful sleep. The condo was too quiet without the hounds’ snores. Josie and Kevin weren’t back yet, but with the lists I’d given them, it was no surprise. I would be off on my date with Bub before they finished delivering the day’s catch, and it was just as well. If I were lucky, Jenni would fill them in before Josie had a chance to drill me for details.

I took another shower after I looked in the mirror and found that I’d missed some war paint. Then I slipped on a strapless, turquoise gown. It was a simple design, free of embellishments, with a full skirt that fell to my ankles. I chose a pair of silver flats to go with it since being comfortable was going to be challenging enough. My shoulders were burning in their sockets. I decided to schedule a morning appointment with the masseuse who worked at the Holly House gym.

Right as I finished my hair and makeup, Charlie called from the front desk to let me know that there was a limo waiting. Bub was ten minutes early, which was significantly better than being three hours late.

“Making up for lost time?” I greeted him with a kiss after we were tucked away behind the tinted windows.

“Something like that.” Bub laughed and pulled me in tight against his chest. His attire was subtle tonight, a simple black tuxedo, but he still managed to look sinfully erotic. 

“I was almost afraid Cindy would hijack my evening again, but fortunately, your boss called her away for an emergency council meeting.”

“Well, he’s not wasting any time.”

Bub’s eyes glowed in the dim light. “Do tell.”

I turned into him, letting my breath linger on his neck as I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Caim is dead.”

“What? How?” Bub’s embrace went rigid. The carefree smile was gone, the laughter in his voice stifled.

The sudden shift gave me a chill, and I trembled in his arms. “I thought you’d be thrilled.”

Bub blinked a few times and slowly loosened his hold on me. “I’m just surprised. When did this happen? How did it happen? He hasn’t even been sighted since he fled the city.”

I pulled away enough to make eye contact. “This morning. Jenni, Maalik, Gabriel, and I ambushed his ship out on the sea.”

Bub’s expression turned to stone. “Is there some reason why Maalik was included on this mission and I wasn’t?”

I refrained from rolling my eyes. “Jenni organized everything. I didn’t have any say in the details. You’d have to ask her.”

He was silent for a painfully long moment. “Why didn’t you tell me before you left? You could have died.” The glow in his eyes softened to a dull smolder, keeping pace with his voice as it dissolved into nothing more than a quivering breath.

I put my hand over his and squeezed. “I didn’t tell anyone. I couldn’t. And I didn’t die. I’m perfectly fine. Jenni was the one who took Caim out. I was nowhere near him.”

Bub nodded, but I could tell he was far from appeased. He pulled me back in against his chest and rested his chin on top of my head. “I’m glad you’re safe—” The ring of his cellphone blasted through the limo. He dug it out of his pocket and swore. “It’s Cindy.”

My heart deflated. “We’re not going to dinner, are we?”

Bub pressed his lips together and answered on the second ring. “Yes?” he growled into the phone.

I couldn’t hear Cindy’s side of the conversation, but she clearly didn’t have much to say. Bub ended the call without another word.

“I’m so sorry.” He turned back to me with slumped shoulders and a defeated scowl.

I swallowed and tried to smile at him. “I know. It’s okay. Maybe Monday after class?”

He nodded slowly. “Do you think you could sit in? Just for the first one. To let me know how I do.”

“Sure.”

Bub pressed an intercom button and told the driver to turn around. He apologized again before kissing me goodnight in front of Holly House. Then he sent the limo off and took the travel booth across the street to wherever Cindy had ordered him to go. I didn’t bother asking. If I wanted him to respect my secrets, I had to start respecting his, too.

When I made it back upstairs to the condo, Jenni sat at the breakfast bar, stuffing her face with leftover Chinese takeout. She paused to give my dress a once-over and swallowed.

“Early dinner date?” she asked.

I plopped down next to her. “Canceled dinner date.”

Jenni snorted and passed me a box of lo mein with a set of chopsticks. “And you all wonder why I’m single.”

I poked at the noodles, but my appetite had fled with Bub’s departure. “Enjoy the rest of your day?”

“Same as any other, I guess.”

“You went back to work?” I gaped at her.

Jenni shrugged. “Why not?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you took out the second highest ranking general of the rebel forces this morning. Pretty sure that warrants an afternoon off, at the very least. A parade probably wouldn’t be out of the question either.”

Jenni shrugged again as if she hadn’t just organized and executed the single most efficient and effective attack against the rebels so far.

“Your modesty is really fucking disturbing sometimes.”

She grinned and raised an eyebrow at me. “I’m sure we’ve got some cookies around here if you need one.”

“Screw the cookies. I’ve got a massage in the morning.”

Keys jingled at the front door, and I stood with a gasp. Jenni frowned but quickly translated my anxiety.

“I’ll have a follow-up report on your desk in the morning. In the meantime, let me take care of Josie’s questions.”

“No problem. I’m going to change.” I waved a hand down at myself. “I’m not really interested in answering these questions either.”

Jenni nodded, and I hurried off before the front door opened.

I didn’t catch much of the conversation, but I did recognize the annoyed decibel of Josie’s voice through my door. It eventually faded into subdued acceptance. I couldn’t bring myself to face her yet, so I stayed shut up in my room for the rest of the evening, only opening my door long enough to let the hounds in.

I checked my email on the tablet. Jack had sent me a list of Bub’s class roster. Kevin and Clair had both made the cut. A copy of the class syllabus and reading list were also attached. A quick read-through proved that Jack had been the one to write everything up. I couldn’t help but feel annoyed on his behalf. All the things he did that Bub got credit for.

Before the evening grew too late, I did what I’d promised myself I would do if we survived the mission. I called the two remaining members of my generation and scheduled a meeting for Sunday night. Then I took a page from Jenni’s book and pretended that it was an ordinary day. I brushed my teeth, tucked the hounds in, and went to bed early. 

I didn’t think about how the rebels were going to retaliate. I didn’t think about the dinner I didn’t get to have with Bub. And I most definitely didn’t think about the questions I hadn’t gotten the chance to ask Maalik about Winston. All of that could wait another day. Caim was dead. Jenni could be as modest as she wanted to be. I was going to celebrate, and I would start by getting a fantastic night’s sleep, followed by a massage in the morning. 
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Chapter 7
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“Death will be a great relief.

No more interviews.”

—Katharine Hepburn







REAPERS INC. WAS ALL abuzz on Saturday morning. Ellen stopped me before I made it to my desk and directed me immediately into Grim’s office. It felt entirely too urgent to be anything as happy as a celebratory toast to a job well done.

“Close the door,” Grim snapped as soon as I entered. 

He sat behind his desk with mussed hair and minus his usual fancy suit jacket. The shades were drawn, and the room was thick with the musky smell of cigars. Jenni sat in one of the chairs before his desk, looking greener by the second. 

“Take a seat, Harvey.” Grim was nowhere near pleased. 

Caim was dead, damn it. Was a little gratitude really too much for him to muster? I was suddenly furious.

“What’s the problem? Did someone resurrect Caim?” I dropped into the chair next to Jenni with a scowl.

Grim huffed and pushed the sleeves of his dress shirt up to his elbows. “If someone had, at least we’d know who we’re up against.”

“It’s been less than twenty-four hours.” I glared at him. “You’re seriously suggesting that the rebels already have a new general?”

Grim ground his teeth. “They only needed fifteen hours. Hypnos was abducted from Tartarus last night.”

Jenni shook her head in disbelief. “They had to have this new general in place before our attack.”

Grim slammed a fist on his desk. “It doesn’t matter. We have to get Hypnos back. The water shipped in from his cave to the factory is no good if it’s not infused by his presence.”

I crossed my legs. “The Fates use a wide variety of purification methods as a precaution against threats like this. They should be fine.”

Grim flushed a deep red. The muscles in his neck tensed as he loosened his tie with one hand. “I didn’t call you in here for reassurance,” he said through clenched teeth. “Your next assignment is to find and rescue Hypnos. Do you understand?”

Jenni stood. “Yes, sir. I’ll start reaching out to contacts and gathering intel. You can expect a full report and mission draft by end of day.”

“Dismissed. Both of you,” he added, glancing my way.

I huffed and followed Jenni out. She grabbed my arm and pulled me down the hall, shutting us into my office. 

“What’s wrong with you?” she whispered with bulging eyes. “You can’t talk to Grim that way. Are you trying to get terminated?”

I shrugged my arm out of her grasp. “He’s not going to terminate me. Especially not with three reapers off the grid. You think he can afford to lose any more?”

Jenni shook her head. “I can’t believe you’ve advanced this far with that attitude.”

I raised an eyebrow and folded my arms. “Well, I guess there’s just not enough room up Grim’s ass for both of our heads, now is there?”

Jenni’s gaze narrowed. “I’m going to pretend like you didn’t say that.” She stood taller, trying to reclaim some of the dignity I’d knocked out of her sails. “I’ll have a new mission file for you tomorrow, after Grim’s approval, of course.”

“Of course,” I echoed her.

Jenni gave up on our banter and stormed out of my office. We didn’t butt heads often. It was an awkward encounter, and I hoped we didn’t make a habit of it. I caught enough hell from Josie.

Thinking of Josie, I found the follow-up mission report on my desk. Grim’s complete lack of enthusiasm made the whole thing seem pointless now. I decided to go ahead and take a look though, since Josie was bound to ask, and probably sooner rather than later. Plus, there was the Downy Dave interview I needed to be ready for.

I had twenty minutes before the morning meeting, so I skimmed the file. Then I filled out the soul dockets for the day, taking the less desirable harvests for myself. I felt sorry for the crappy lot I dealt out the day before, even more so, now that I’d been informed of how useless the mission had been.

I left the office to head for the harbor, but I barely made it to the sidewalk before the press swarmed me. They poured in from all sides, spilling out of cars and from behind bushes. The shock of it hit me like a grenade, and it was all I could do to pull my hand up over my face and clutch my duffle bag to my chest. Flashbulbs burned my eyes as a whole wave of questions poured out to me. They were too loud and jumbled to make sense of. 

I considered retracing my steps back inside Reapers Inc., but then a green station wagon pulled up to the curb, breaking hard enough to squeal tires. Reporters knocked each other down to get out of the street in time.

“Get in!” Downy Dave was at the wheel. He pushed open the passenger door and waved me in.

I vaulted over a fallen photographer and threw myself into the front seat, slamming the door behind me. Dave swerved around the paparazzi. A female reporter from Limbo’s Laundry flipped him the bird. He pushed his glasses up on his nose with his middle finger, returning the gesture with a grin.

The inside of Dave’s car smelled like coffee and peppermint. The leather upholstery was scarred but otherwise clean. Dave was entirely too tidy and too nice to be a reporter.

“Thanks.” I sighed and relaxed back in the seat.

“Don’t thank me yet.” He grinned sheepishly and pulled out a tape-recorder. “Do you mind?”

I had to laugh. “Not as long as you drop me off at the harbor.”

“Deal.” Dave clicked a button and set the recorder on the dash. His small wings fluttered, readjusting against the driver’s seat. “Where to begin... let’s see. Is it true that the rebel general Caim has been assassinated?”

“Yes.” I nodded once.

Dave frowned at my curtness, but he continued. “And you were there to see this with your own eyes?”

“Yes.” I nodded again.

“Can you give me a brief account of how it happened and what it felt like to be part of such a prominent turning point against the rebel forces?” Leave it to Dave to find a way around my simple approach.

“Jenni Fang organized an impeccable strategy. We found Caim at sea and ambushed his ship. I launched a distraction assault that Ms. Fang quickly followed with a swift execution. We were back in time for lunch.”

“Wow.” Dave gaped at me and bumped over a curb before pulling his eyes back to the road. “Wow,” he repeated. “You make it sound like it was any other day. I would have been terrified. I’ve read the reports of Caim’s ship. It’s nothing to sneeze at.”

I nodded. “I was terrified, but nothing is ever accomplished by ignoring things that frighten you.”

Dave smiled encouragingly. “Good. That’s good. The public needs to know you’re human—well, as human as a reaper can get anyway. The success of the mission already proves you’re brave. Now we need to give them something relatable, something they can use to feel good about themselves.”

I sniffed. “I could be wrong here, though I’m definitely not complaining, but I thought reporters were supposed to seek out dark, exploitive bits that made readers gasp.”

Dave’s nose crinkled. “Sure. I guess if your writing sucks, that’s always something to fall back on. Fortunately, I have a bit more confidence than that. Also, it’s hard to get more interviews out of people once you’ve thrown them to the wolves.”

“I like you, Dave. You’re pretty all right.”

“I am, aren’t I? You’re not too bad yourself.” His wings fluttered as he puffed his chest out with a dopey, proud smile. “Okay, where were we?”

“Making me sound human so readers can feel good about themselves.”

“Right. So, did you suffer any wounds in this battle?”

“Nothing fatal.”

Dave groaned. “Give me something people can offer you sympathy over.”

“Well.” I tilted my head to one side. “A hellcat did take a swipe at my ribcage. Left a few scratches behind, but I didn’t need stitches or anything.”

“Good. Now we’re getting somewhere.”

By the time we made it to the harbor, Dave had asked me enough of the right questions to write a feature article. I wasn’t keen on seeing my face on the cover of Limbo Weekly, especially since the story felt like it should have been built around Jenni. I asked him to hold off until I could beg her to give him an interview, which he happily agreed to. Like I said, way too nice for a reporter.

I thanked him again and asked a question of my own as I hopped out of his car. “How did everyone find out about Caim’s death so quickly?”

Dave blinked at me. “Grim sent out a press release last night.”

“Grim? You’re sure?”

“First one in months. Guess he was waiting for some good news to share.” He waved as he pulled away.

I hadn’t expected Grim to leak the news so soon, but with Hypnos missing, it made sense. It was a perfect distraction. He was probably hoping we would find Hypnos and return him to Tartarus before anyone even realized he was gone.

Something felt different about this new mission. I couldn’t understand why Grim was so torn up over a lesser god’s disappearance. I’d been right about the Fates and their fail-safe purification system. This was just a hiccup. It hardly seemed to warrant cigars and a bad hair day.

Thanks to the paparazzi and Downy Dave taking the long way to the harbor, I was running late for the morning meeting. I found the rest of the Posy Unit waiting for me on the main deck of the ship, all sporting tired eyes full of dread. Their moods were only mildly improved after they reviewed the soul dockets I passed out.

Josie lingered around until everyone else had coined off, including Kevin, who I’d sent ahead on a cakewalk harvest. A dozen senior citizens who had perished due to a nursing home gas leak seemed manageable enough. I had him take the hounds, just in case.

“Was that Downy Dave who dropped you off this morning?” Josie asked, following me to the captain’s cabin.

“Yeah.” I laughed. “He saved me from being eaten alive by the press outside the office.”

Josie sneered and leaned against the doorframe while I changed into my work robe. “And he did this out of the kindness of his little ol’ heart, did he?”

“Nope.” I sighed, already boring of her sour mood. “I gave up my pound of flesh in the form of an interview on the way here.”

“I’ll just bet you did.” Josie folded her arms.

I dropped my duffle bag in the corner and sat on the edge of the bed to tighten my boot laces. “Okay. How ’bout we skip ahead to the part where you let me have it. I’ve got a docket full of shit harvests, so I’m a little pressed for time.”

Josie’s mouth puckered into an angry bow, but the effect was lost when her chin began to tremble. “All the secrets you’ve trusted me with, and you really thought you couldn’t share the fact that you were taking off to ambush Caim’s ship yesterday?”

I tilted my head back and zeroed in on the cabin ceiling with a groan. “Why is no one getting the top-secret bit about this mission?”

“That didn’t stop you from telling me that you killed a deity last year or that your mere existence is a breach of the peace treaty.” 

“Keep it down,” I hissed at her.

Josie threw her hands up. “You know what? Forget it. My harvest list actually looks decent for a change, and I’m not going to waste the day trying to figure out why my two best friends have suddenly decided I’m not good enough to tag along on their secret missions.”

“Josie—”

She stormed out of the cabin and down the ship ramp, coining off as soon as she stepped onto the pier. Guilt slithered through me uninvited. I found myself resenting not only the rules I used to ignore, but also Josie, who had spent a good deal of our friendship quoting the rules every time I stumbled over one.

I sleepwalked through the rest of the day, collecting souls with the detached and foreboding demeanor commonly accepted as Death’s proper aura. Even Kevin stayed out of my way, casting sideways glances and making short, safe statements only when necessary. He didn’t question my secretiveness or pout about not being included on the mission. A year into his apprenticeship, and he had seen more atypical action than most reapers would expect in a century. He was also seeing more coin than the average reaper—apprentice or otherwise—thanks to his proxy placement on the Posy Unit. I wasn’t sure whether to be concerned or proud of the fact that his ambition hadn’t staled and he was eager to pad his resume with more classes at the academy.

I had other reasons for being glad Kevin had been left behind on Jenni’s mission. The siren I’d encountered while fending off a hellcat had recognized me and remembered Kevin. It took me a while, but I remembered her now too, though in a more fishy form. She had been one of Eurynome’s mermaids who had attacked us in the Pacific Ocean while we were on a harvest over the summer. This particular fiend had rendered Kevin deaf with her song, and I had to take him to Meng Po for one of her special healing teas.

I shouldn’t have been surprised to find the sea sirens among Caim’s shipmates. Eurynome had tried to kill me, for nothing more than feeling slighted by Beelzebub’s accusation that she’d stolen the Helm of Hades. Still, Eurynome would make a poor general for the rebels. While her sirens could trade their fins for legs, she was bound to the sea. She also seemed more interested in playing in the mortal waters, rather than taking over any bodies of water in Eternity.

Kevin and I made it back to the ship with the hounds by late afternoon. At least my brooding had paid off in the form of efficiency. After sending a few dozen souls into the sea, we secured the rest of our catch in the hold. Kevin took a chance and stopped me outside the captain’s cabin after I’d changed out of my work robe.

“Got a minute, boss?” he asked meekly.

“For what?”

Kevin tucked his hands inside the pockets of his robe. “Just thought you might like to see your new cabin.”

“It’s finished? Wait, I thought the new cabin was for you and Josie.”

“Well, we’re on the ship more often than you these days, so it made more sense for our cabin to be near center deck.”

“Okay.” I followed him out of the captain’s cabin and down the side hall to the cabin set deeper into the ship’s stern.

It had been some time since I’d last wandered this far from the familiar parts of the boat. It reminded me of how most humans avoided their attics and crawlspaces, though the disagreeable parts of my ship claimed the heftier side of the square footage ratio. 

The passage we took was strewn with sheetrock-dusted cobwebs. They clung to the oval windows set into the ship’s outer wall, dampening our only source of light. I hoped my new cabin was tidier, and brighter. I could take a mop to the hall later.

Kevin stopped at a shiny new door with an engraved nameplate. 

.

Captain Lana Harvey

of the O’Malley Ghost Ship

Esteemed leader of the Posies

Slayer of Rebel Scum

. 

If Kevin was shooting for brownie points, he could have them all. I squeezed his shoulder. “The force is strong with you, Padawan.”

“Wait until you see the inside.” His eyes sparkled as he pushed the door open.

The back cabin, which I had to call by its appropriate name now, the great cabin, was majestic. Crown molding framed the ceiling. The floor had been repaired with new boards and polished with a fresh coat of lacquer. White curtains spilled down from each corner and on either side of the French doors that led out to a narrow balcony facing the sea. A full-sized bed rested against the back wall that separated the room from the old cabin. It was made up with a matching white comforter and pillows. The far starboard wall featured a small desk, lit by more oval windows like the ones in the hallway.

Kevin picked at the hem of his sleeve and chewed his bottom lip. “Do you like it?”

I hardly knew what to say. “Are you sure that you and Josie shouldn’t have this cabin? It’s really wonderful, but you said it yourself, you two spend far more time on board than I do.”

“No, really, it’s fine.” He waved off my concerns. “This was a test run. I’m redoing the forecastle cabin for me and Josie. It should be done some time next week.”

“Oh. Good.” At least that would save me from another one of Josie’s guilt trips.

“So...” Kevin’s brows lifted, waiting for my final assessment.

“It’s amazing. You did a fantastic job. In fact, I’m going to start spending more time on the ship now, just because of this room. Thank you. Seriously.”

Kevin laughed. “I’m glad you like it. I finished it early, because I wanted to thank you for getting me into Bub’s class. And don’t worry. I’ll tell anyone who asks—and plenty of people who don’t ask—that you insisted I take the course.”

The mention of Bub soured my mood, but that wasn’t Kevin’s fault. I gave him a strained smile. “Thanks. I better head back to the office and get this paperwork filed.”

“Hey.” Kevin stopped me as I turned around. “Don’t tell Josie, but I’m really glad she didn’t go on that mission with you. I know she’s angry and feeling left out right now, but I’m sure some part of her is relieved too.”

“Yeah, a very tiny part of her that she’s not likely to claim any time soon.”

“Even so.” He frowned softly. “We weren’t made to be foot soldiers. Our creed and entire existence centers on us being psychopomps, guiding souls over from the mortal realm.”

“You don’t need to quote Reaping 101 to me, pilgrim. Jenni, maybe. Trust me. I’m perfectly content harvesting souls.”

I was pretty sure I’d never uttered those words out loud before. But, given the option between my typical job and slaying demons, I was rather fond of the life expectancy the former offered.

As lovely as Kevin’s surprise had been, I was ready to get off the ship before Josie returned. I considered it lucky that we hadn’t run into each other in between harvests while dropping souls off in the hold. I wasn’t ready to see her again so soon, and I really wanted to talk to Jenni first to see how she was handling Josie’s resentment. Or maybe her grudge was for me alone.

In my haste, I ran into Asmodeus as he stepped on board the ship. We collided so hard that his blue fedora was knocked right off his head, and I would have been knocked right on my ass, if he hadn’t caught my arm.

“I realize I’m known for sweeping ladies off their feet, but I assure you, I have better methods.” He laughed nervously and released my arm.

“It was my fault. I wasn’t watching.” I snatched up his hat and dusted it off before handing it back to him.

Asmodeus was Bub’s best friend, but I didn’t see him often. He didn’t care for politics or Bub’s elaborate parties. Being a lust demon had lost its magic for him, and he was taking a sabbatical, so to speak. He had still come to Bub’s aid when Caim and Loki held me hostage at the Fates’ factory over the summer, and all he had to show for it was a nasty scar under his left shoulder blade, where Caim had stabbed him with Atropos’ shears.

“What brings you to the harbor today?”

“I wanted to check in on your lover boy.” He gave me a silly grin and glanced around the ship. “Isn’t he here with you?”

“Uh, no,” I answered slowly.

“He was supposed to meet me for lunch. I ran into Amy, and she said he missed the Hell Committee meeting this morning too—” he stopped short, noticing my worry. 

“That can’t be good.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” he added quickly, running a hand through his hair before putting his hat on. “I can’t think of many reasons he’d go off the grid, but I was sure you were at the top of the list.”

“I thought I was too.” This was getting uncomfortable. “I’m supposed to meet him at the academy Monday night to sit in on his first class.”

Asmodeus nodded. “Right. The demon defense course.” He clapped his hands together. “Bub’s probably busy preparing lesson plans.” He sounded about as convinced as I felt.

“Sure. I bet that’s it.”

“If you see him before I do, tell the prick to call, yeah?”

I nodded.

Asmodeus walked down the ship ramp with me. Then he stopped before we parted ways. “Maybe you could tell that roommate of yours to call too.” He grinned and handed me one of his cards.

“Still pining over Jenni, are we?” I smiled and tucked his card in my duffle bag.

He winked. “A guy can dream.”
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Chapter 8
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“Lay this unto your breast: 

Old friends, like old swords, still are trusted best.”

—John Webster







I DIDN’T TRY TO CALL Bub Saturday night. I would not be that nagging girlfriend who demanded to know his location at all times. Besides, I couldn’t offer him the same in return, and my perception of fairness already felt skewed thanks to Josie’s blowup. I spent another night confined to my room with only the hounds for company.

Sunday morning, I found a new mission file on my desk. I glanced over it before the morning meeting and decided that Jenni had forgiven me. We would be doing recon work on Monday, with minimal chance of encountering demons. I could live with that. Kevin’s statement about our psychopomp purpose was still weighing on my mind, and I wanted to hear what Jenni thought of it. I also needed to ask her about Josie, who had decided to shift gears and give me the silent treatment. I made this new discovery at the morning meeting.

As much as I wanted to take Kevin with me to harvest again, I sent him with Josie, hoping he would put in a good word for me, or at least improve her mood. I had a lot on my mind anyway, and harvesting with the hounds gave me the needed silence to sort through my thoughts.

I finished up the workday late and had to skip changing out of my robe in order to make it across town in time for my meeting with Mira and Ben, the two other remaining reapers of my generation.

Mira Hart was what I liked to call a cookie-cutter reaper. She was medium height, medium build, with medium length, wavy, black hair. She harvested medium-risk souls, collected medium-grade pay, and lived in Reapers Tower, a medium-range apartment complex in Limbo City. Nothing about Mira was under or overstated. She didn’t cause trouble, and she didn’t draw attention. She was the predictable kind of reaper that Grim probably preferred.

Mira had agreed to meet with me in the lobby café of Reapers Tower. I would have invited her to Holly House, but there were fewer prying eyes and ears on her side of the city. Ben Holt would be joining us too, though I had a feeling he would be running late.

Calling Ben the opposite of Mira was too harsh. He really did try. A lot harder than I used to anyway. He was still collecting low-risk souls, despite his efforts to nab a promotion. He’d even taken some extra courses at the academy, not that he’d scored overly well. Ben had been the lowest-ranking graduate of our generation. That wasn’t saying much, though, seeing as how there had only been six of us. Five, if I didn’t count the unexisted Craig Hogan.

Still, Ben had plenty of admirable characteristics. For starters, he lacked Craig Hogan’s malicious ambition and Vince Hare’s mindless greed. Which probably meant that he was in no real danger of being recruited by the rebels. Today’s meeting was mostly so I could dig for information on Tasha Henry.

Mira and I went ahead and ordered coffee while we waited for Ben. Then we found a corner table near a window that overlooked a small wooded area on the northern edge of Limbo City. Before we sat down, Mira surprised me with a hug.

“It’s so good to see you,” she said, climbing onto one of the tall barstools.
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