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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The hospital morgue, nicknamed the Pit, still smelled the same—antiseptic, old metal, and the faint, coppery echo of blood.

      I stood at the entrance and took it in while Killion, my soulmate and master vampire, adjusted his grip on my wrist. His fingers were warm, thanks to his dragon heritage.

      His grip was firm and grounding, and he smiled at me when I glanced at him. Dressed from head to toe in black, his violet eyes stood out, and his caramel and old library scent invaded my nose. “Ready?” he asked, his tone always hinting at seduction.

      I clutched Ghost, my five-pound, satellite-eared Papillon, in the crook of my arm, and thanked my lucky stars that Killion was my mate. Our connection hummed between us, soft and alive. “As I’ll ever be.”

      At his nod, the world slid sideways—colors dulling, edges softening—and he pulled my body out of the normal 3D surroundings.

      Invisibility, courtesy of the master vampire.

      “Try not to sneeze,” he murmured. “I can’t guarantee coverage mid-achoo.”

      “You’re funny,” I whispered back, but I was grateful for his levity in the moment. So much was going on, so much was riding on my shoulders, I’d lost my usual grim reaper snark, and my upbeat attitude had gone MIA.

      Ghost, my psychopomp, wagged her tiny tail like she owned the place. She had once. The Pit had been one of her favorite places when I’d worked here in college. She’d never forgotten the attention my uncle’s assistant, Mary Jo, had showered on her when she accompanied me.

      The guard booth sat inside the doors. Dwayne, the night watchman, was on duty and just returning from a concession machine run. He kicked up his boots onto his desk, coffee and three bags of chips in one hand, while a loud monster truck rally blared from his phone in the other.

      He hadn’t changed since the last time I’d seen him—still broad, still bored, still convinced nothing interesting ever happened on his shift.

      Ghost stayed quiet as we slipped past him, but when he shivered, she flicked an ear, satisfied. He frowned, glanced over his shoulder, then shook it off.  “Hate this place,” he muttered to himself.

      We slipped through the security scanner, which didn’t pick us up, and hurried down the hall.

      The Pit waited on the right, behind glass windows, its rows of stainless-steel drawers gleaming under fluorescent lights buzzing overhead. The drain in the middle of the floor was still damp from the last washdown under a steel exam table.

      Uncle Morty and Mary Jo were both gone for the night, and that made my current reaping assignment much easier.

      Killion released my wrist once we were clear of the security cameras. The world snapped back into focus. “Home sweet morgue,” I said softly. “I’ve missed you, Pit. Sort of.”

      Ghost wagged again, seeming to echo the thought. Or maybe she was just excited about tonight’s assignment.

      I checked the clipboard on the intake desk and found the name I was looking for. Kendra Brown, female, seventeen. She’d been in the Behavioral Health Wing of the hospital, not for the first time. Unfortunately, she wasn’t able to check out this round.

      Her death was listed as occurring two days ago. The cause was unknown, pending autopsy. Her family had not yet granted permission.

      According to my boss, Death, Kendra had been a teenage witch with a file thick enough to choke a shredder. She’d dropped out of school, had several stints in and out of the hospital, and had a juvie record.

      In death, she was just as difficult. Soul Management Group had classified her as a noncompliant magical soul. Noncompliant meant someone who’d exceeded or tried to dodge their life contract expiration date. The ones who ran from death, cheated it, used magical means to hide from us. Sometimes, it was out of fear. Sometimes out of greed. Sometimes, because they were up to things that would make even SMG flinch.

      Reaping noncompliant magical souls was my specialty. Lucky me.

      The drawer slid open with a familiar scrape as I drew out her body. The soul didn’t wait for introductions. It hit the air above us like a thunderhead, raw emotion cracking through the room. Anger. Fear. Betrayal. A deep, burning sense of this isn’t how it was supposed to end.

      The grim tattoo over my heart flared hot. I drew my compact scythe from its holster, the handle warming in my palm. Ghost’s ears and hackles stood straight up, and in a blink, she morphed from a five-pound Papillon to a monstrous psychopomp.

      I flinched as Kendra shouted in my face. “I’m not dead!”

      Ghost sprang forward in her giant psychopomp form, knocking her backward.

      “Hey,” I said, calm but firm. “Easy.”

      Magic sparked along her edges. Her soul fled from me, shape flickering, power flaring again in wild spikes.

      Her refusal landed square in my chest. “No!” Loud, sharp, absolute.

      “Yeah,” I said. “That’s usually how this starts, but fair warning—your options are limited.”

      Killion raised a brow as if asking if I wanted him to intervene. I shook my head and lifted the scythe, letting the blade catch the light.

      Her soul recoiled, then surged again, slamming through the space between him and me like it could shove me out of the way.

      Ghost barked sharply. Killion only sighed, as if this were nothing more than a mild inconvenience in his Undead life.

      “Hold on,” I told Kendra. “Let’s talk.”

      Her chest heaved even though she didn’t need to breathe. “They wouldn’t listen,” she cried. Images bled across the air like a video on fast forward—locked doors, whispered diagnoses, pills lined up like a firing squad. “They said I was broken.”

      My jaw tightened. “Because of your magic. I know. The system doesn’t work well for the magic-born. They don’t understand us. They don’t even believe in us.”

      She hesitated. “You…know?”

      “I’m a reaper.” I raised the scythe again. “I’m not magic-born, but I have to keep it a secret.” I hitched a thumb at Killion. “He’s a vampire. One of my closest friends is a witch, and her boyfriend is a shifter. All of them are like you. I know how hard it is—was—for you.”

      Some of her anger seemed to break apart. She squirmed, sucked in another unnecessary breath, then groaned as if in pain.

      That’s when I felt it—a drag on her soul, low and persistent, tugging at her energy. It wasn’t the pull of the Veil. This was something else. Something…sucking on her in steady, greedy pulls like an invisible entity using a straw on a thick milkshake.

      “I won’t go!” she shouted, yet her voice came out weaker than before.

      The scythe responded, tilting and pointing my attention to whatever it was attached to her. “Oh no,” I muttered, irritation spiking at the faint undulating mass I saw. I had no name for it, and it was only thanks to my Grave Sight that I noticed it at all. “That’s not right.”

      Killion shifted behind me. “What are we dealing with?”

      “Something is…” I searched for a proper term to convey what I was sensing. “Drinking her soul’s essence. I’ve never encountered this before. Is it in the Grim Manual?” I really needed to reread that thing.

      “No.” Killion knew I’d barely scanned the book, but since he also worked for Soul Management Group as an investigator, he’d read it. “Is she bound to something, like the witch from Halloween at Shepard’s Rest?”

      Halloween had only been a few days ago, but the Grave Moon battle felt distant, mostly due to the fact that so much had happened since. The clock on a bigger and more risky assignment was ticking over my own soul contract like a guillotine ready to fall.

      I shook my head, stepping closer to Kendra’s shuddering soul. I forced my senses to narrow in on a few thin strands of energy threaded into it.

      There. That was the problem. The strands were anchored deep, and whoever—whatever—they belonged to was siphoning her soul.

      She thrashed again, weaker this time. “I don’t want to…die,” she wailed, voice choking on a sob. More images of her struggles appeared in the air. I wondered if she’d been a psychic. “I just don’t want to live like that.”

      Some days, I hate my job. “I’m sorry, Kendra. It must have been terrible, but you are dead, and you need to cross to the afterlife. I can help you escape this world and move on to something nicer.”

      “Noooo!” She shot past, trying to escape the Pit’s walls, only to snap back. “I can’t be dead.”

      The poor girl, I said to Killion through our telepathic connection. To have died so young after such trauma.

      His hand grazed my lower back. His eyes tracked every move she made. All you can do is bring her peace.

      I knew that, but sadness still gnawed at me. First, I have to disconnect her from whatever’s holding her here.

      He didn’t flinch when Kendra passed through him, even though I felt the sudden shock of it through our bond. His hand on my back firmed. Will the scythe work?

      I tightened my grip on it as Kendra continued to sob and wail. Ghost growled. We’re about to find out.

      I caught Kendra’s gaze. “You’re not wrong to be angry, but you’re stuck here because of it. It’s time to let go of that anger. To be free.”

      Her ghost wavered, magic stuttering. The pull increased, feeling more desperate to me, as if sensing I was about to cut off its straw. “I won’t goooo,” she cried.

      This wasn’t going to be a gentle crossing. The best I could do was rip the bandage off.

      I moved fast. The scythe cut through the strands in a clean arc, steel shrieking as it met resistance. The air shuddered, and the pressure spiked. Electricity shot up my arm and into my chest.

      The strands whipped toward me, latching onto the scythe. I gasped but gritted my teeth and shoved the blade through them. They snapped.

      Whatever had been draining the soul vanished, leaving an odd hollowness in its wake. Kendra’s soul flared bright, power stabilizing, edges firming as if it had finally drawn an honest full breath.

      Neither Ghost nor I hesitated. We’d done this part a hundred times.

      Ghost bounded forward in her giant psychopomp form, tail high, eyes shining. The soul turned toward her automatically—anger draining away, replaced by wary relief.

      “You’re free,” I said, touching Kendra’s arm with the blade. “It’s time to go.”

      Ghost glanced back at me once. I nodded. My psychopomp took Kendra’s soul and headed for the Veil, steady and sure.

      The Pit settled around us. Killion exhaled slowly. “That was…different.”

      “Yeah,” I said, lowering the scythe. “I hate different. Seems like that’s all I get these days.”

      Ghost returned moments later, tail wagging, job done. She became her Papillon form again and leaned into my leg like she always did after a rough crossing.

      I picked her up. “You did great.”

      She soaked up the praise like the little diva she was. I took one last look around and saw no evidence of the strands or the mass, then closed the drawer.

      Had someone interfered with Kendra’s death, or had they latched onto her soul afterward? I needed to report what had happened to Death and Soul Management Group ASAP. Hopefully, they’d know what it was all about and what I should do if it happened again.

      Regrettably, the new head of SMG, Ethan Ashlar, was the one holding that guillotine over my head. I was down to eighteen hours before I had to reap a soul specifically for him. A soul whose contract wasn’t up.

      It was an assignment that, if I completed, I’d be grave-bound—a term used for a rogue reaper who broke SMG’s rules and reaped someone they shouldn’t. The result? Purgatory.

      But the result if I defied the head of SMG, who was acting rogue himself? He’d pull my soul contract and not only end my existence, but Killion’s, too. Since Killion and I were soul-bonded, what happened to one also happened to the other.

      I was damned if I did, damned if I didn’t.

      But as Kendra’s sobs echoed in my ears, my resolve to figure out what had happened to her hardened. By day, I was just Chloe Frost, a small-town vet in Danté's Grove, Louisiana. Underneath that, I was Grim 281. I wore the robes and was part vampire, part dragon, and one hundred percent done with people messing with souls on my watch.

      I held out my hand. “Let’s go,” I said to Killion. “I’ve got a report to turn in.”
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      By the time we got back to the penthouse, my headache had a headache.

      Pennyworth had the night off. I hung my scythe in its holder on a hook next to the door, toed off my boots, and dropped my bag on the coffee table. Ghost jumped on the couch while I grabbed my laptop.

      When I opened it, the SMG reporting portal stared back—login, two-factor, all the usual digital hoops for the dead and the damned.

      Killion headed for the coffee machine because he knew I needed caffeine first, ice cream later.

      “Double shot?” he called.

      “Make it strong enough to melt a spoon.”

      “Reaper brew it is.”

      I logged in and pulled up the file on Brown, Kendra – Magical, Noncompliant. The form was the same as always, with checkboxes and fields for time of death, resistance level, Veil conditions, cause of death (if known), and notes.

      There was no field for ‘strange spectral leech trying to drink her soul through a straw.’

      I filled out the basics. Time. Location. Behavior. I typed: Soul initially resisted crossing, then complied after extraneous interference was removed. Then I stared at the blinking cursor.

      My grim tattoo gave a faint pulse under my shirt, like it wanted to add something and had decided vague anxiety was the way to do it.

      If I sent this in cold, it would get auto-logged, auto-routed, and auto-ignored by whatever SMG department was currently pretending things like Kendra’s case didn’t exist.

      I backed out of the form without submitting and opened my email instead.

      I filled in the To, From, and Subject lines, then tried to compose the message. The cursor blinked at me, waiting for me to type. Instead, I stared at the blank email body, then deleted the draft and closed the lid.

      Yeah, no. This report needed to be a face-to-face.

      I pulled out my phone and fired off a text to Death. Need you at the penthouse. Reaper business, not social.

      The three dots appeared, vanished, then came back.

      On my way.

      “Death’s coming,” I said.

      Killion presented me with a mug. “Because a night without Death isn’t complete. Better drink this before he gets here.”

      The first sip was pure heaven. I sighed. “Feel free to join the conversation. You were there. He’ll want your input.”

      He eased into his favorite chair, mug in hand, violet eyes scanning my face. “I’ll stick to coffee and brooding.”

      Ghost rolled onto her back and panted. I chuckled, gave her a belly rub, and appreciated how she’d picked up on my mood the way she always did.

      “I don’t like this,” I said, mostly to myself.

      Killion’s gaze sharpened. “The reap? Or the part where something was eating her soul?”

      “All of it.” I rubbed the heel of my hand over my sternum. “Barring the fact that something was sucking on her life essence, I feel so bad for her. The magic-born have it tough when non-magicals try to force them to be normal.”

      “It is shameful.” He stared into the fire. “The entity attached to her is concerning.”

      “I’m hoping this is some rare oddity, but my gut says it’s not. This is exactly the type of weird anomaly we’re constantly facing in Danté’s Grove these days.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Your gut’s usually right. Unfortunately.”

      A breeze stirred the curtains, chilling the room by a few degrees. Ghost’s ears perked, then she bounded off the couch.

      Death stepped out of the shadows near the big window as if the penthouse had birthed him.

      He wore a tattered coat, edges frayed, collar turned up against a wind only he felt. His hair was still dark—he often changed the color with no warning—and looked like he’d run his hands through it half a dozen times. His eyes, usually sharp and amused, were hollowed out tonight.

      He took one look at my face and frowned. “You pinged. I came. What’s wrong?”

      Killion straightened but stayed in his chair, letting me take the lead. Ghost circled Death once and sat at his feet, eyes big and begging for his attention.

      Traitor.

      “Kendra Brown,” I said. “The seventeen-year-old witch. She was flagged as noncompliant.”

      Death nodded. “Troubled history. The usual tragic arc. I expected you to have a fight on your hands.”

      “Oh, we fought,” I said. “She didn’t want to move on. It’s what happened along with the fight that’s the problem.”

      I walked him through Kendra’s rage and the images she’d projected. The way she’d refused to accept her death, how much pain had been packed into a girl that young. The drag on her soul, the strands, the way the entity acted.

      Death listened without interrupting, pacing slowly behind the couch, fingers drumming against its back. Ghost tracked him the way she tracked her favorite treats.

      When I got to the part where I’d cut the strands and the hollow echo that followed, he stopped moving.

      “Say that again,” he said quietly.

      “Something was literally drinking her soul,” I said. “I cut it off. She crossed. The…thing vanished, and it felt like something had taken a bite out of the air.”

      He closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them again, the irises were bottomless pools. “Are you sure it wasn’t a binding? Some sort of curse, possession, tether? We’ve seen all kinds⁠—”

      “It wasn’t any of those.” I sat back, bone weary, mug cradled in my hands. “I know bindings. I know curses. I know when someone’s playing tug-of-war with a soul. This felt like someone had slid a siphon into her when nobody was looking and was draining her.”

      Killion set down his mug. “Neither of us has run into that before.”

      I met Death’s gaze. “Have you?”

      He hesitated just long enough for my stomach to drop.

      “I’ve noticed…” He exhaled slowly, choosing his words. “There have been a few anomalies. Souls coming in light—thinner than they should be. Like they’d been starved for a long time. I haven’t seen the mechanism you’re describing, but I’ve seen the result.”

      “How many?” I asked.

      He gave a humorless smile. “Enough to make me notice.”

      “So more than a handful,” Killion said.

      Death nodded once.

      A cold, steady anger coiled under my ribs. “Kendra was mistreated by humans and then had her soul drained. We can’t tolerate that.”

      I set down my coffee and opened my laptop. “I need all the logs from those other light souls.”

      Death’s gaze flicked to the screen, then back to me. “You’re asking me to open up my files.”

      “I’m asking you to admit someone is messing with the souls we’re in charge of. Souls we’re supposed to take care of.”

      Killion made a low sound that might have been approval. “It is part of your job.”

      Death’s jaw flexed. “Fine,” he said. “But if the board finds out I’m sharing my logs with you two, we’ll all be in containment cells by morning.”

      “Good thing SMG can’t see in here,” Killion said mildly. “Wards, remember?”

      “Your wards,” Death said, “give me a headache.”

      “But they don’t keep you out,” Killion replied with obvious disappointment.

      Death gave a wry smile. “Because I’m tied to Grim Zero. Luckily, the board isn’t.”

      He snapped his fingers, and the room dimmed. Shadows lengthened, coalescing above the coffee table into a three-dimensional display—a ghostly spreadsheet hovering in the air, filled with columns of names, dates, causes of death, and grim assignments.

      My name showed up a lot. Grim 281.

      So did my protege’s, Diego.

      “Recent noncompliant magical souls,” Death said. “Last sixty days. Filtered for your territory and the perimeter around it.”

      I stepped closer, laptop forgotten, Ghost at my heels. Some names I recognized. Some I didn’t.

      “Can you mark the ones that felt…off on your end?” I asked.

      Rows flickered. Four lines glowed faint gold.

      Two had my designation.

      Two had Diego’s.

      “All four of those died in facilities.” Killion crossed his arms, his eyes reflecting the data like a predator tracking a meal. “Do you track that—which facilities they die in?”

      The rows rearranged themselves with a thought from Death. New columns appeared with location categories: private hospital, state-run facility, juvenile detention, and foster care holding.

      The four glowing souls shifted to reveal the site of their deaths—Behavioral Health. Residential Treatment. Juvenile Justice. A second in Behavioral Health.

      My skin went cold. “They’re all kids,” I said.

      “Magical kids,” Death agreed, voice flat. “Classified disruptive in life. Trouble cases.”

      “Or,” Killion said, “powerful cases no one knew how to handle.”

      I zeroed in on Diego’s two entries. One boy, one girl. Similar ages. Similar backgrounds.

      “Why didn’t Die say anything?” I asked.

      “He did,” Death replied. “Just not to you.”

      He snapped his fingers again. Two smaller windows popped up, showing the text of Diego’s reports. Both contained small flagged notes at the bottom.

      Soul felt unusually depleted at the time of reap. Recommend review.

      Energy signature suggests prior tampering, but no binding or curse detected.

      Guilt pricked under my sternum. “He should have told me.”

      “He thinks you have enough on your plate,” Death said. “And he follows protocol. He flagged the anomalies. It’s not his fault that no one higher up cared enough to connect them.”

      “Until now,” Killion said.

      We watched the data hang in the air—a cluster of young magicals in institutions, all dying with pieces missing.

      “Because of Mei?” I asked quietly.

      Her name had been rattling around in the back of my brain since the Pit. It rattled louder now.

      Death lifted his hand and made a small, impatient gesture. The spreadsheet shifted again, a new column appearing—Director Oversight / SMG Handler.

      Names populated the column. A lot of them were faceless bureaucrats I didn’t know. One of them wasn’t.

      Mei Han.

      Her name appeared next to three of the four glowing entries—listed as the approving director on SMG’s side when those souls were processed, all before she’d gotten the boot.

      My mouth went dry.

      Death saw my expression and grimaced. “Before you say anything, that doesn’t automatically make her guilty. Directors sign off on thousands of cases a week. Half the time, they don’t even see the details.”

      “They still rubber-stamp every report,” I said.

      “Yes,” he replied. “They still rubber-stamp them.”

      Killion stepped closer to the display, studying the lines with the kind of intensity usually reserved for tracking targets. “This is exactly what Ashlar wants us to see,” he said. “He takes over, points to Mei’s signature on a bunch of ugly cases, and says, ‘Look how corrupt she was. I’m your savior.’”

      “It did happen on her watch,” Death said.

      “That doesn’t automatically make her the mastermind,” Killion argued.

      I focused on the glowing names. Kendra. Diego’s kids. A coyote shifter I’d reaped in the summer whose resistance had felt strangely muted. I remembered thinking something had numbed her. I’d blamed the meds.

      Maybe I’d been wrong.

      “I don’t think Mei is innocent,” I said. “Not completely. She’s been playing games and exerting her power as SMG’s head, but she also brought me the scythe when things went down at the Grave Moon fight with the Ferryman. And she could have left you rotting in that containment cell.” I nodded at Death. “She and Tinder helped us get you out. She’s not some evil cartoon character, only looking out for herself. She might be innocent of this.”

      Death’s mouth tightened. He’d ignored the fact that Tinder, SMG’s employment contract manager, had helped Killion and me rescue him from Ashlar’s clutches. And he was no fan of Mei’s. “Mei did the right thing twice. That doesn’t erase everything else.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” I said, “but it does make me wonder if she even realizes she’s in the middle of this. And what’s her motive? What connection does she have to a soul-eating entity? What’s the motivation?”

      Killion looked away from the data and met my eyes. “We’re not going to know if you complete Ashlar’s order to assassinate her within the next”—he checked his watch—“sixteen hours. We might find out, however, if we get to her and ask the right questions.”

      The obvious settled over the room like dust. We needed to find Mei. That part of the assignment hadn’t changed.

      “Ashlar wants her silenced,” Killion said, “and this might be why. She may know something he can’t risk being exposed.”

      My gut sank as I followed his logic. “Ashlar is behind, or at least complicit with the soul-sucking. He’s used Mei to cover it up. But again, why? What does he gain?”

      Death frowned at the hovering spreadsheet. “There could be a dozen reasons either of them is complicit. We won’t know until we dig deeper. But if Mei’s cooperating with whoever built the siphoning system, she might be more dangerous than Ashlar.”

      “Then we’ll handle her,” Killion said calmly. “I’ve interviewed worse.”

      I shot him a look. “Your idea of interviewing always ends in blood.”

      He grinned. “That’s why I’ll let you lead with empathy and your brand of coercion. I’ll just stand in the corner and look scary until you need my skills to force a confession out of her.”

      Ghost panted eagerly, as if volunteering as backup intimidation.

      “This is a huge leap to assume either of them is tied to this.” Death raked a hand through his hair. “Even if I agree to dig deeper—and I haven’t yet—we’re still left with the problem that Ashlar runs SMG. He has access to everything. These anomalies, these kids—if he’s behind this, he already knows every case we’ve just tagged. He could have handpicked these kids, for all we know.”

      My grim tattoo burned, sharp and bright. I kept circling the same question. “Why would he or Mei mess with souls like this? What’s in it for them?”

      Killion retrieved his coffee and sipped. “That’s what we need to find out.”

      Death stared at his hovering ledger of numbers and facts. “And before your deadline is up, Grave Girl. Holding your life contract over your head to make you his executioner is a low but entirely brilliant move on Ashlar’s part,” he said bitterly.

      “Mine, too,” Killion added. “He was very clear about the two-for-one destruction deal.”

      Death’s gaze softened for half a second when he glanced at me. “File your report on Kendra that is technically accurate and completely bland. No siphon, no threads, no hollow echo. Just a difficult reap that ended successfully. I’ll lock the details of what you told me tonight in my personal ledger, off-book.”

      “Killion,” Death went on, turning to him, “dig into these facilities and any troubled youth who’ve died in the past two years.”

      “I can do that,” Killion said. His smile was sharp and humorless.

      “And Mei?” I asked.

      Death didn’t answer right away. “We find her and keep her breathing long enough to talk. If she’s involved, we’ll know. If she’s not, she can help us find who is.”

      Ghost got up, padded over to him, and nudged his boot. He looked down at her, then up at me.

      “You’re balancing on a razor,” Death said quietly. “If Ashlar even suspects you’re not following his script, he’ll tighten the noose.”

      I looked up at the suspended spreadsheet, all those names and dates and invisible hands.

      “Somebody built a machine,” I added. “One that feeds on magical kids before they die and pushes them through facilities designed to break them. It uses SMG signatures, SMG approvals, SMG language. It talks like bureaucracy.”

      “And eats like a predator,” Killion added.

      Death snapped his fingers. The spreadsheet vanished, leaving the room feeling empty.

      “I’ll probe deeper into the records and look for similar anomalies. I’ll also watch the incoming souls more closely,” he said. “Any that feel light, I’ll mark. If you or Die get assigned another case like Kendra’s, you call me before you swing.”

      “Die,” I echoed, guilt pricking again. “We should loop him in.”

      “Not yet,” Death said. “He’s too green. I don’t want Ashlar sniffing around his file any more than he already is. You and I will carry this for now.”

      “Fine,” I said, even though it sat poorly. “But if this escalates⁠—”

      “When this escalates,” Death corrected, “we’ll bring your protege in. Until then, keep him reaping and pretending he doesn’t see too much.”

      My laptop chimed softly, a reminder from the SMG system that I had an incomplete report in progress.

      “I’ll send something sanitized,” I said. “Nothing for Ashlar to latch onto. Just a line about resistance and successful crossing.”

      “Good,” Death said. “Let him stay blind to our investigation as long as we can manage.”

      He tugged his coat straight, fatigue etched in the lines around his mouth. “Sixteen hours,” he murmured. “To keep you from becoming his weapon and Mei from becoming his sacrifice.”

      “No pressure,” I said.

      He gave a humorless, almost-smile. “Pressure is the only reason anyone changes anything.”

      He stepped back toward the shadows, then paused.

      “Grave Girl,” he said.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m glad you noticed.” His gaze flicked toward where the spreadsheet had been. “Most grims would have chalked it up to a bad night and moved on.”

      “Tempting, but you know me,” I said. “Always stirring the pot just to aggravate you.”

      Ghost barked in agreement.

      Death’s mouth quirked. Then he vanished, taking the cold breeze with him.

      Killion crossed the space between us and wrapped an arm around my waist, tugging me against his side.

      “I hate that he’s right,” he said into my hair.

      “About what?”

      “About pressure.” His voice went softer. “About you being the linchpin.”

      “I’m not the linchpin.” I rested my head briefly against his chest, listening to a heart that wasn’t supposed to beat and did anyway. “I’m just the one with the scythe and the rapidly shrinking deadline.”

      I opened the laptop again, pulled up Kendra’s report, and started typing a version of the truth that wouldn’t get us all killed before we had a chance to fix anything.

      If Ashlar thought I was just going to be his trained assassin, he really didn’t understand his grim.
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      The cat hated me, the cone, and probably the entire human race at this point.

      Mr. Snuggles hunkered at the edge of the exam table, orange fur bristling around the plastic cone of shame like an offended lion.

      He hissed when I gently checked his incision, claws flexing against the nonslip mat. His human, Dan Grimes, murmured nervously. “He’s usually so sweet.”

      “Of course he is,” I said, keeping my tone bright. “He just had surgery, he’s uncomfortable, and he’s wearing a satellite dish on his head. If someone did that to me, I’d bite, too.”

      Behind me, Sylvie snorted as she handed Dan the meds and post-op instructions.

      Mr. Snuggles swatted at my hand. The cone thunked against my wrist instead of my skin. I mentally added another offering to the Blessings Upon Whoever Invented E-collars altar.

      “The incision looks good,” I said. “Minimal swelling, no redness. The cone stays on another week. No jumping, no licking, no parkour off the couch. Got it?”

      Dan nodded, eyes wide. “No…parkour. Right.”

      “The Gabapentin will help with pain relief and anxiety. The antibiotic will prevent infection. Call if you notice any discharge or if he stops eating. Otherwise, we’ll see him in ten days.”

      Mr. Snuggles voiced his opinion on my existence one more time. I gave him a dry look. “I did just save your life, buddy.”

      As soon as they were out the door, Sylvie handed me the chart. “You okay, Doc? You look like you got run over by a zombie rodeo.”

      “Just another long night.” I scribbled my notes and closed the file. “Anything left in the queue before lunch?”

      Her lips quirked. “Technically? Yes. Realistically?” She tilted her head toward the hallway that led to the offices. “You’ve got two very intense people waiting in your office. I bumped your next appointment to tomorrow so you can deal.”

      I blinked. “Two intense people?”

      “Aurora and Andy.” Sylvie lowered her voice. “They said it’s urgent. Witch urgent. Do you want me to bring you a coffee?”

      My stomach did a little drop. Great. My favorite flavor of urgent. “No, that’s okay. Thanks.”

      “Dr. O’Leary’s got a blocked cat on deck,” she said. “JR’s doing the morning spays. I told them you’d be ten minutes, tops.”

      Guilt nipped at me for even thinking about leaving, but this wasn’t the fix-the-broken-leg kind of emergency. Knowing Aurora, this was the magic-set-something-on-fire kind. Those tended to escalate.

      “Okay,” I said. “Tell them I’m on call if they need an extra set of hands as soon as I deal with this. And maybe I will take that coffee.”

      “Copy that.” Sylvie grinned. She patted my arm. “Already brewing.”

      I headed down the hall, trading the antiseptic tang and faint cat pee for the comparatively mild scent of copy paper and old coffee that clung to the staff area. My office door was closed, Aurora and Andy’s hushed voices bleeding through the wood.

      Ghost padded at my heels. She liked the clinic—so many smells, and the occasional dog who thought she was a toy. Today, she stayed close, antenna ears tilted forward.

      I knocked once, then opened the door.

      Aurora always looked like she’d stepped out of another century, and today was no exception. Her dark auburn hair was braided and twisted into a knot at the back of her head. A deep green shawl wrapped around her shoulders, embroidered with symbols I’d seen in some of her grimoires. Her skirt brushed her boots, layers of deep-orange fabric whispering when she moved.

      Next to her, Andy looked like modern chaos by comparison—worn jeans, ghost tour T-shirt under an open flannel, dark hair shoved back with his fingers, five o’clock shadow shading his jaw. His amber eyes were pure wolf—alert, worried, tracking every motion.

      “Hey,” I said, closing the door behind me. “If you’re here to tell me the world’s ending before lunch, I’m gonna need Sylvie to add a shot of whiskey to my coffee.”

      Andy choked out a humorless half-laugh. Aurora did not.

      “Chloe.” Her Irish lilt wrapped around my name, soft and grave. “Sorry to drop in like this.”

      “Sylvie said it’s urgent.” I motioned at the visitor chairs. “Sit. Ignore the mess. Or interpret it as a sign I’m very in demand.”

      They took the two chairs across from my desk. Ghost hopped onto the dog bed in the corner but kept her eyes on them, head cocked. I slid into my own seat, pushed aside a stack of folders, and tried to shift gears from cone of shame to witch crisis.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “How many things did you set on fire?”

      Aurora’s mouth twitched, but the humor didn’t reach her eyes. “Nothing’s on fire yet, thank the goddess. But there is…something big going on behind the scenes. I would like your counsel before I make any choices I can’t undo.”

      I hum of dread raced down my spine. “Sure,” I said slowly. “You know I’m always here for you.”

      Aurora smoothed her skirt, a stalling gesture I recognized. When she finally spoke, her voice was quieter. “I’ve been approached by a coven,” she said. “An old, very powerful one. They’ve worked in the shadows for over three centuries, unseen but felt in many magical spaces. They call themselves the Arcane Coven.”

      “Sounds like a secret society.”

      “It is,” Aurora said. “They keep to themselves. Old bloodlines, old oaths. I’ve crossed paths with some of their elders over the years, going all the way back to my origins. For the most part, they’ve ignored me. Until now.”

      This couldn’t be good. “Tell me they sent you a fruit basket and a fancy invitation to a coven meeting.”

      “They sent an emissary.” Her fingers tightened on the edge of her shawl. “And an offer.”

      Andy leaned forward, forearms braced on his knees. “A job offer,” he added. “A big one.”

      I raised a brow and tilted my head. “To join their coven?”

      It was rare that my witchy friend ever looked rattled when it came to magic and her place in that world. When she glanced down and worried her bottom lip, I sensed this invitation held more meaning than I understood. “They’ve decided to establish a…school of sorts. A magical academy for young witches and wizards.”

      I blinked. “Like…Hogwarts, but with more trauma and less merch?”

      The corner of Andy’s mouth twitched.

      Aurora gave me a look that might have been disapproval or affection. She knew of my love for all things Harry Potter. “They’ve noticed,” she said, “an uptick in troubled magical youth in this region. Children and teens whose magic is awakening in households that don’t understand or accept it. They’re being misdiagnosed, medicated, and sent away to institutions. Or left to break on their own.”

      Kendra’s terrified face flashed in my mind. Pills lined up like a firing squad.

      Aurora went on. “The coven says they wish to offer them training. Give them a safe community. A place where their magic is not treated as an illness.”

      “On paper,” Andy said, “it sounds like a good thing.”

      It did sound good. Exactly the type of thing Kendra had needed. “But…?” I prompted.

      Aurora’s gaze dropped to her hands. “They’ve asked me to be part of the founding circle at the academy. To teach, to mentor.” She looked up, and for a moment the centuries sat heavy in her eyes. “I have walked this world a long time, Chloe. I have never been drawn to children. I stayed in Danté's Grove because of you.” A small smile. “And because the coffee here is better than in most places.”

      “High praise,” I said softly.

      “But lately,” she continued, “I have felt…pulled in other directions. Every time I see a young one with wild power in their eyes and fear in their parents’ faces, I am reminded of how alone I was when I first realized I was a witch. I don’t want that for them.” Her fingers flexed. “This sounds like it could be a new path for me. A good one.”

      Andy crossed his arms. “But this coven is secretive as hell. They’re not exactly handing over a brochure with tuition costs and a mission statement. They’re too powerful and say too little.”

      Aurora nodded. “They know about the rising incidents. They know about some of the young ones who have…vanished from their families’ lives. And they know I’m here because of you, Grim Zero reincarnated.”

      The hair on the back of my neck prickled. “That’s a lot of knowing for a secret society that keeps to itself.”

      “Exactly.” Andy ran a hand over his face. “It could be legit. It could also be a very pretty spiderweb.”

      I leaned back in my chair, eyes on Aurora. “What reservations do you have? Besides the obvious secret cabal wants me to join their boarding school thing?”

      Aurora hesitated. “They won’t tell me where the academy will be located. Only that it will be within reach of here. They won’t tell me who is funding it, only that the founder is covering all the startup costs and recruiting investors. They insist on an oath of secrecy before they share more.” Her mouth thinned. “I have made oaths in my life that cost me dearly. I will not make another blind.”

      “Good,” I said. “Keep that spine. It’s a nice one.”

      Andy nodded, his thick brows furrowed. “She wanted to talk to you before she answered them. Aurora doesn’t want to turn her back on kids who need help, but she also doesn’t want to walk them into a trap.”

      My grim tattoo gave a slow, warning flare. Warning or encouragement? “I’ve recently had an uptick in young noncompliant magical souls. It’s something Death and I are looking into.”

      Aurora’s shoulders slumped a fraction. “I’ve heard more and more rumors about children who hear voices, see spirits. Who make lights dance when they’re frightened. The parents are told it’s psychosis. ADHD. Defiance disorder. They’re given pills and pamphlets and have to fight threats from school administrators. They’re scared, Chloe.”

      “And fear makes people cruel,” Andy added.

      Aurora fisted her hands. “Some take the medications away and hope the child will grow out of it. Others send them away to programs and hospitals. To places that promise to fix them.”

      Kendra again—Locked doors, whispered diagnoses, pills like bullets.

      My throat felt tight. “How many are you aware of?”

      “Too many.” Her voice went paper-thin. “More than six in the past year alone.”

      Andy cleared his throat. “And it’s not only witches.”

      I shifted my focus to him. “Go on.”

      “Two of the cemetery tour regulars,” he said. “Shifters, both of them.” His jaw clenched. “They got picked up a few weeks ago and are now in juvenile detention.”

      My stomach did another drop. “What for?”

      He gave a humorless laugh. “Existing. The official charges are assault and property damage. Unofficially? Their magic’s all over the place. They’re half-shifting when they’re scared, losing control in class, in their neighborhoods. Someone caught one of them mid-change on a phone camera. It went bad from there.”

      Images flashed in my mind—fur bursting from skin, bones reshaping, a kid screaming while adults screamed louder.

      “How old?” I asked.

      “Fifteen and sixteen,” Andy said. “They’re kids who never got taught how to live with the thing inside them. Now they’re locked up with a bunch of actual criminals and no one who understands what they’re going through.”

      “Can they hurt someone?” I asked quietly.

      “Yes,” he said. “Or themselves. If they shift in there without control? The guards will see monsters, not terrified kids. You know how that goes.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” I asked, even though I already knew. There was always too much to do, and I only had two hands.

      “I thought it was just gossip,” he said. “Small-town systems punishing anyone who doesn’t fit. I was trying to work it from the mundane side. Talk to lawyers, get them evaluations, something. Then Aurora told me about the Coven, and…” He spread his hands helplessly. “I saw a pattern, but also…hope? If this Arcane Academy is legit, it could change lives.”

      Pieces that had been floating in my head began to click, one by one. Kendra’s drained soul. Diego’s “light” cases. Death’s glowing spreadsheet. Aurora’s missing kids. Andy’s shifter teens.

      “There’s something you need to know,” I said.

      Aurora’s brows knit. “This sounds like one of the things I won’t like.”

      “You’re not going to love it,” I admitted.

      I told them about Kendra. How she’d been in the hospital multiple times for mental health issues. Her soul’s resistance to the reaping. The images she’d projected. The anger, the grief, the absolute refusal to accept her own death.

      And the thing that had been drinking her soul.

      Aurora’s hand flew to her mouth. Andy went very still.

      “They put her in a ward,” I said. “Something latched onto her soul between here and the Veil and started siphoning her essence away. Like a…” I waved a hand around. “The best term I have for it is soul eater. If I hadn’t cut the straw it had in her, she would have crossed…less. Not whole. I don’t know what it would have meant for her on the other side, but I know it wasn’t good.”

      Aurora closed her eyes, her shoulders shaking. “That’s exactly what the academy wants to prevent,” she whispered. “They said as much—that young ones are falling through the cracks. That they’re being used, discarded, fed to systems that don’t see them as people. If they’re struggling, that must make them vulnerable to this…soul eater.”

      I nodded. “Whatever that entity was on Kendra? There are other cases. It lines up with the same types of kids you’re talking about.”

      Aurora widened her eyes. There was fire in them now, banked but hot. “You think the academy may be behind it?”

      “I think,” I said carefully, “there are a few possibilities. One, the Arcane Coven has noticed the same pattern, and they’re genuinely trying to rescue these kids before the system chews them up. Two, someone behind the academy is benefiting from the pattern and wants a more efficient way to gather the kids’ magic. Or three, the academy has good intentions, but will be an easy target for whoever’s doing the siphoning.”

      Aurora frowned. “How would anyone even know how to do such a thing? To reach for souls as they leave the body?”

      “There are only a few entities with that kind of access,” I said. “Reapers. Death. Some very old beings between worlds, like angels and demons.” I hadn’t had run-ins with either, but it was a concept we had to entertain. “And people who run an organization built on managing souls.”

      “SMG,” Andy said.

      “Possibly.” I shifted in my seat, rubbing a hand over my face. “Mei Han could be involved. Maybe Ashlar. I don’t have proof. Yet. But it makes sense.”

      Aurora leaned forward, palms pressing into her knees. “What do you need from me?”

      “Questions,” I said. “You’re meeting with this emissary again, right?”

      “They want an answer by midnight,” she said. “They’re…insistent.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Use that. Don’t commit, but ask them what kind of cases they’re seeing. Where they’re hearing about these kids. Do they know of magical youth dying in institutions, not just being sent there? Have they seen signs of souls crossing weaker than they should? Any mention of drains. Leaks. Fading auras. Soul eaters.”

      Aurora quirked her head. “They might not like such direct questions.”





OEBPS/images/bpp-logo.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/grave-bound-3.jpg
MISTY EVANS






