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      The dead never checked my calendar.

      If they did, they’d know I’d already worked a twelve-hour shift at the vet clinic, cleaned up after three dogs with nervous stomachs, and pulled a squeaky toy out of a golden retriever’s colon. But here I was, trudging through Shepherd’s Rest cemetery at midnight, scythe humming against my back like it was auditioning for a rave.

      Beside me, a white Papillon with bat-wing ears pranced over the frosted grass. Ghost gave a delicate sneeze, then fixed me with the kind of look that said you’d better not screw this up tonight. I swear, if she ever learns to talk, I’m doomed.

      “You dragged me out of bed for this?” My witchy friend Aurora’s voice carried an edge along with her faint Irish accent as she made her way toward me. Her breath puffed white in the chilly October air, and she had wrapped herself in a burnt orange wool coat and an attitude. She was a good friend and a regular backup for me when things went sideways during reaper work. “It’s freezing out here. You owe me a pumpkin spice latte the size of my head.”

      “You owe me a hundred charms for letting you tag along,” I shot back, good-naturedly. “This shade’s supposed to be one of yours. Witch gone bad, unfinished spellwork, all that jazz. She died before her contract was up, hence why she’s a shade and is trapped on our plane. I figured your people should be represented.”

      Aurora stopped a tombstone away. “My people?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      She stepped over a chunk of busted stone path, her designer black boots super cute but sporting dangerous heels. “If it’s who I think it is, she dabbled in blood rites above her abilities. No wonder she got stuck on this plane.”

      Ghost stopped dead ahead of us, hackles rising. Her fur shimmered, already blurring into the shape of the massive hound she became when it was time to cross a soul. My scythe vibrated harder, a low tremble of steel against leather.

      Kill, it whispered.

      Mist crept along the cracked gravestones, and I drew the blade, even though I hadn’t yet located the witch’s shade. “Showtime.”

      A shimmer of light flickered between the leaning gravestones like a candle flame caught in the wind. Then a figure bled into view—luminous, the hem of her crimson cape dragging through the frost, eyes glowing an unnatural, sickly green.

      The shade clutched at phantom tools in her hands—a ritual athame, a bowl, herbs that weren’t really there. Her lips moved in broken incantations, the words disjointed because of her unexpected separation from her physical body.

      Aurora drew in a sharp breath. “Carmen Santos.” Her tone carried a blend of disgust and pity. “Definitely a witch gone bad.”

      That confirmed the name Death had given me. I gripped the scythe tighter while the witch’s shade swayed closer, eyes flicking to me like I was an intruder in her unfinished ritual. “What’s with her eyes?” I asked. Most ghosts ran from me. They tended to like hanging around on the earthly plane. “Did she have green eyes like you while alive?”

      Aurora stepped closer. “No, they were brown. She looks…possessed.”

      Just what I needed. I forced a smile. “Hi, Carmen. I’m Chloe, and I’m here to help you. All of us are.” I gestured at Aurora and Ghost, who morphed into her psychopomp form. To the ghosts, she looked like a normal dog, full of kindness and wet kisses. It was a trick, like my blade appearing as something the noncompliant soul loved to get them to touch it. It made their crossing easier. “All you have to do is touch this, and Ghost here will give you a first-class ride to the afterlife. Smooth, painless, and absolutely no extra fees.”

      Ghost’s low growl said she wasn’t convinced it would be smooth or painless.

      The shade’s eyes narrowed, glowing hotter, her phantom athame slicing the air. “Get away,” she hissed, the words jagged as broken glass. “I’m bound. I cannot cross.”

      I eased the blade up higher but stood my ground. “Bound, how? A spell gone sideways? Oath to a demon? Bad marriage contract?”

      Aurora’s brows drew tight. “Mother Goddess, she’s telling the truth.” She waved her hands through the air in front of us, fingers flicking. I could make out sparks of her magic showering over the shade. “She’s tethered to something still here.”

      “Great.” I blew out a sigh. “That’s exactly what I want to hear at midnight in a graveyard.”

      Ghost cocked her head, ears pricking as though she heard something I didn’t. A rumble built low in her chest, the sound vibrating against my bones. She fixed her gaze past the witch, toward the dark stretch of gravestones behind her.

      “What is it, girl?”

      The witch’s muttering broke into a scream—high, keening, and wrong. Her shadow stretched across the frost like spilled ink, twisting, thickening. Then it ripped upward, tearing itself free of her ghostly form.

      A second shape unfurled, tethered to her by cords of pale, spectral light. Fangs flashed in the dark, translucent claws curling as the figure resolved into something half-ghost, half-predator.

      A vampire…shade?

      He snarled, eyes gleaming with the hunger of the grave, his body blinking in and out of solidity. He wasn’t supposed to exist—vampires were Undead, yes, but their souls followed different rules. I’d never seen one as a shade. Had he been turned the exact moment she died, their souls knotted together?

      Aurora grimaced. “She’s tangled up with that thing. She died tied to a vampire…who’s, well, dead.”

      Nothing like this had been covered in my grim handbook “Fantastic.” I rubbed the handle of the blade. “A two-for-one reap. That wasn’t the assignment. Why didn’t Death warn me?”

      He probably hadn’t known.

      Ghost’s protective growl deepened, her hackles bristling. She planted herself in front of me, teeth bared at the feral shade. Or I guess shades, plural.

      The witch writhed, cords of spectral light binding her to the vampire now visible to me. Magic flew from her fingers, a spark or two landing on my scythe’s otherworldly metal. Her voice was ragged as she shrieked, “I can’t cross! The Ferryman waits at the river!”

      Oh, the drama. “Yeah, okay, seen this before. It’s called end-of-life jitters. Everybody thinks they’re heading straight to heaven or hell, or Charon’s waiting with a paddle boat.”

      Aurora had gone pale, her breath puffing in a fog. “No, Chloe.” Her green eyes locked on the witch, unease radiating from every syllable. “She doesn’t mean the River of the Dead.”

      “Then what?”

      Aurora sighed and shook her head. “Nothing good.”

      My scythe thrummed. Heat licked up my arm, more violent than anything I’d felt before, like the weapon was trying to sear its way straight into my bones. My grim tattoo flamed to life, too.

      “Easy there, Sparky.” I tightened my grip, ignoring the searing pain. “You’re supposed to help me reap souls, not roast me alive.”

      The witch shade shrieked as I shoved the blade forward, the edge barely kissing her arm. Her luminous form convulsed. Ghost clamped on her cape, and in the blink of an eye, they were both gone.

      I would have been relieved except…

      The vampire shade didn’t go with her.

      He let out a snarl, tether cords snapping as he wrenched free, ghostly fangs gleaming. His eyes fixed on me, hunger sparking there, and I had the very distinct feeling that I wasn’t reaping him…

      He was hunting me.

      No time for niceties or etiquette. I lunged, driving the blade at him, angling for his chest. He twisted, faster than a ghost had any right to, and came at me with fangs bared.

      The blade shuddered hard, singing in my hand. Kill, it demanded again.

      I shoved it at the vampire shade’s chest again. He met me head-on, spectral claws raking sparks across the steel, and emitted a pulse of magic. The force of it sent me skidding back on the frosted grass.

      Ghost reappeared, slamming into him before he could attack again. Her jaws closed on his shoulder, holding him long enough for me to thrust the blade into his ribs.

      He shrieked—then detonated.

      Not vanished like a typical soul crossing. His body blew apart in a burst of ash and shadow, scattering across the graves. The Veil—the in-between curtain that hung between the living world and the afterlife— rippled, shuddering like water after a massive stone drop. For one awful second, the air around us quivered and hissed.

      Then it fell silent.

      Aurora stared, wide-eyed. Ghost growled, ears flat, still braced as if waiting for something else to rush us.

      I straightened, chest heaving, the shade’s ashy remains clinging to my coat. I sure hoped the dry cleaner could get it out. “Well,” I muttered. “Death’s going to love my report on this.”
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      The moment I stepped into the penthouse, exhaustion hit me like a sledgehammer.

      Ghost bounded ahead, nails clicking on the polished floor, her giant ears perked as she sniffed her way toward the kitchen.

      Pennyworth was at it again, bless his domestic, culinary heart. The scent of roasted garlic and herbs perked me up slightly, my mouth watering. I hadn’t even had lunch, much less dinner.

      Killion stood near the arm of the sofa, tall and composed as always, but the violet of his eyes sharpened when they met mine. His calm veneer didn’t fool me—worry thrummed through our soul bond.

      “Something happened,” he murmured, bending to scratch Ghost’s head as she danced around his legs. His hand lingered a moment, as if reassuring himself she was whole before his gaze returned to me. “I felt your anxiety.”

      I sighed, unhooking my scythe holder and dropping it, along with my jacket, onto the chair by the door. My palm still tingled from the earlier burn, but I dismissed the pain. Thanks to my grim and vampire abilities, it would heal fast.

      Killion moved toward me, pressing a glass of wine into my hand before I could protest. His tie was missing, and the sleeves of his silver dress shirt were rolled up to his elbows. “Come and sit,” he said.

      I obeyed, sinking onto the sofa while Ghost padded to her bed near the fire, curling up with a huff. The flames cast warm light across the room, but the tension crawling over my skin didn’t ease. I downed some of the wine and closed my eyes.

      From his perch in the corner, Corvin screeched, “Kill!” It was the raven’s favorite word—much like my scythe’s—and one he delivered with unnerving timing.

      “Not helpful,” I muttered, which earned me a smug head-tilt and a click of his beak.

      Killion settled beside me. He turned my upper body away from him gently, his fingers massaging my shoulders. “Tell me,” he said.

      I leaned into his touch, took another drink, and closed my eyes, enjoying the way his fingers kneaded the knots out of my neck. The wine was beginning to work its way through my system, but it wasn’t enough to untangle the images in my head.

      “This reap was supposed to be simple.” I watched Ghost twirl in circles and then settle. “A witch shade named Carmen Santos. She botched a blood rite and died before her contract was up. I brought Aurora for backup.”

      Killion’s fingers stalled. “What went wrong?”

      “Carmen resisted, claiming she was bound.”

      “By her backfired magic?”

      I shook my head. “She was tethered to a…” Reluctant to give up the massage, I went did, anyway. I shifted so I could look him in the eye. “A vampire.”

      Nothing changed in his posture or expression, but I felt him draw back internally. “Are you sure?”

      “Very. Not living-Undead. Dead-dead. Which, for the record, should not be a thing, but it was a vampire shade, Killion. He was tethered to her like a shadow stitched into her soul.”

      My husband’s dark brows crashed together. “Impossible.”

      “That’s what I thought. Vampires don’t leave shades. I’ve never seen one. But this wasn’t just a flicker or an echo. He was…” I struggled to find the word for it. “Feral. Half-ghost, half-hungry predator. Fangs and all.”

      Ghost let out a low groan from her bed, as if the memory disturbed her sleep.

      I took another gulp of wine before continuing. “The witch screamed she couldn’t cross because the Ferryman was waiting. And when I forced her to the blade, she went, but the vampire?” My voice dropped. “He didn’t. I had to fight him, and when I finally reaped him, he didn’t cross cleanly. He exploded, sending ashes everywhere.” I brushed at my shirt, finding some of the remains on it. “And the Veil did this weird ripple thing. I’ve never seen it do that before.”

      A log snapped in the fireplace, punctuating my words. Killion didn’t move, but through our bond, his unease hit me like a cold wave.

      From his perch, Corvin gave a rough laugh that sounded like gravel in a blender. “Boom,” he croaked. Then added with eerie cheer, “Extra crispy!”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m living in a grim comedy.”

      Killion shot the raven a flat look. Corvin only fluffed his feathers.

      My husband stood and paced in front of the hearth. The flames threw sharp lines across his handsome face and midnight black hair, making him look even more severe. “Vampires do not leave shades,” he said. “They cannot exist. Which means we have a problem.”

      “It was messy, but I handled it.” I laid my head on the back of the sofa. “I’m sure the Ferryman thing was probably the witch’s brain scrambling metaphors. River Styx, Charon—take your pick. And the vampire shade is just an oddity. We’ve seen plenty of those lately.”

      Killion fixed me with a look that said I’d missed the obvious. “The witch wasn’t mixing myths. There are stories of the Ferryman in many ancient texts. He’s the one who crossed between realms without Death’s sanction.”

      Great. My boss wasn’t big on entities like that. They upended Universal balance and threw Soul Management Group, our employer, into chaos. “The Ferryman is real? You’re sure?”

      “I have no direct proof.” Killion ran a hand through his dark hair, frustration crackling down our bond. “But if shades are invoking his name, if they’re afraid, then something has stirred him, or his memory. Either possibility is dangerous.”

      From his perch, Corvin clicked his beak. “Ferryman,” he echoed in a sing-song croak. “Pay the toll.”

      I groaned. “Death is going to hate this.”

      Pennyworth stuck his head out of the kitchen doorway. “Are you ready for dinner, Master?”

      “Can you eat?” Killion asked me.

      I can always eat, and I was starving after the cemetery. Coming to my feet, I swirled the wine left in my glass, staring into the dark red depths like it might offer an easier answer. “Absolutely. I’ll send my report to Death in the morning and let him figure it out.”

      Killion’s head snapped up, eyes reflecting the firelight. “Tomorrow is too late.” His voice had an urgent, dangerous edge. “If the Ferryman is involved, if there are vampire shades and they’re erupting into ash instead of crossing, this is not something you file and forget. Someone’s messing with the Veil.”

      I waved him off, though unease prickled the back of my neck. “You make it sound like he’s going to show up at our front door if I don’t file a report immediately.”

      Killion stepped to me, cupping my jaw with surprising gentleness for the steel in his voice. “Chloe, I need you to hear me. You had a witch shade claiming the Ferryman was waiting for her on the other side, and she was tethered to a vampire shade. None of that is normal. It’s a warning. Something is wrong. You must tell Death tonight. Not tomorrow.”

      “Ugh,” I muttered, letting him tug me to the dining room, where Pennyworth was loading the long table with his latest concoction. It smelled divine. “Fine, as soon as we’re done eating. I can’t face him on an empty stomach.”

      Roasted chicken glazed with honey and rosemary made my mouth water. A casserole dish held garlic mashed potatoes smoother than any potion Aurora ever brewed, and there were green beans tossed with almonds. My stomach growled loud enough to wake Ghost. She trotted over, and Pennyworth served her some meat in her dish.

      “You spoil us,” I told him as I snagged a spoonful of potatoes.

      He inclined his head in that dignified way of his. “One tries.” Then he disappeared back into the kitchen.

      After ash and cold grave air, the meal was heaven. I closed my eyes with a groan. “If I die on a reap, I want you to promise Pennyworth will cater the wake.”

      Killion refilled my wine and sat at the head of the table. He arched a brow, slicing into the chicken and feeding me a bite with a practiced hand. “You’re not dying on a reap.”

      “Still. Contingency planning.”

      We ate, Ghost returning to her bed after she’d had her fill, and Corvin finally falling silent. For a few minutes, it almost felt normal—just a married couple, a weird menagerie of pets, and a meal that would make Michelin weep.

      By the time I set down my fork, warmth had replaced the chill of Shepherd’s Rest. I stretched, yawning. “Okay. Shower, pajamas, maybe a cheesy baking show, and then I’ll file the report. Promise.”

      Killion’s eyes narrowed in that way that said he didn’t believe me for a second.

      Before I could make my escape, the temperature in the room plummeted. The fire guttered, shadows stretching long and sharp across the walls. Ghost jerked awake and jumped to her feet, while Corvin flapped and screeched, “Kill! Kill!”

      And then Death was there, standing in the middle of our living room as if he’d stepped straight out of the grave. Tonight, his hair was a rich chestnut color, and it hung to his shoulders. He wore a tight T-shirt and ripped jeans over a pair of black boots. “We need to talk, Grave Girl.”

      “Great,” I muttered, dragging a hand down my face. “I guess the shower has to wait.”

      Death marched into the dining room, snagged my wine glass, and polished off its contents. “I felt a ripple in the Veil. Naturally, I assumed it involved you. Explain.”

      I jerked my glass out of his hand and set it back on the table. “Good evening to you, too. And I’m offended that you jumped to that conclusion.”

      Killion bristled, muscles taut. “You will show respect for her when in this house. My house.”

      Death didn’t even glance at him.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You think I caused the ripple.”

      “Ground Zero was Shepherd’s Rest, so yes,” he countered. “Report.”

      “Seriously?” I gestured at the now-empty wine glass, the fire, the perfect night I’d been trying to salvage. “I was two seconds from a shower and maybe half an episode of Bake-Off. I promise to write up the details and send them to you within the hour, okay?”

      His expression didn’t shift, but the fire in the hearth banked. “Just spit it out. What did you do?”

      As if reading my mind, Killion refilled my glass and launched into the short version. “You assigned her a witch shade who claimed the Ferryman was waiting for her on the other side. She was tethered to a vampire shade. The witch crossed, and the vampire exploded into ashes. The Veil rippled oddly.”

      Death actually blinked, which was almost more alarming than the ripple. “What in the dead realms are you talking about?

      I repeated what Killion had volunteered, then shrugged. “I have no idea what caused the ripple, but I assume it’s tied to the witch and her vampire.”

      He dragged out a chair and sat. Pennyworth appeared and placed a table setting in front of him, but Death wasn’t interested in food. Unusual, for sure, but it was alarming to see my boss speechless for once.

      “What does it mean?” I asked. “Is the Ferryman a real thing?”

      He rubbed a hand down his face. “Oh, he’s real, all right.”

      I waited for him to go on, but he didn’t. He slammed his hands on the table, rose to his feet, and shook his head. “I’ll get back to you.”

      With that, he disappeared.

      I let out a relieved sigh. “Time for that shower.”

      My husband picked up our wine glasses. “Would you like help scrubbing your back?”

      I grinned. “I’m so tired, I think I need help scrubbing everything.”

      He handed me the wine and took my elbow to steer me toward the master bath. “I’m at your service, wife.”

      Everything in me tingled. “I think I’ll skip the cooking show.”

      We passed through the bedroom and into the gorgeous bath. He started the shower and arched his brow at me. “Why would you do that?”

      I set down the glass and wrapped my arms around his neck. “Because I think I can find more interesting entertainment right here.”

      He kissed me long and deep, and then began undressing me. “It’s not every day I have to compete with reality TV.”

      I chuckled, and then caught my breath when his fangs grazed the sensitive skin of my neck. “Oh, believe me, there’s absolutely no competition.”
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      By nine the following morning, I’d traded my scythe and robes for coffee and dog hair.

      The clinic smelled like disinfectant and wet fur, which was basically eau de parfum for my soul. Sylvie—saint, office manager, and friend—already had the phone tucked against one ear while she typed like a demon.

      “Morning, boss,” she called, not looking up as a carrier on the counter emitted the sound of a blender full of bees. “You’ve got Mr. Finley’s geriatric shepherd in Room Two, a parakeet with a wheeze in Three, and Mrs. Laramie’s rat in One who is, and I quote, ‘possessed by Satan and also maybe chewing the drywall.’ Sign here, here, and… don’t forget the vaccine cooler.”

      Ghost trotted at my heels, dainty as a debutante and twice as confident. I snagged a lab coat, scrawled my signature on three forms I refused to read before caffeine, and set them on the edge of her desk. “If the rat starts speaking Latin, you’re calling a priest.”

      “I already called two,” she said with a crooked grin. “They hung up.”

      Room Two’s shepherd was a sweetheart with a grizzled muzzle and a heart murmur I could feel with two fingers. I stroked his ears, let Ghost sit like a calm little support companion at the exam table’s foot, and adjusted his meds for comfort over miracles. Mr. Finley clutched his hat and nodded along, eyes soft. This part of my job was a mix of fix-what-you-can and hold-what-you-can’t.

      The parakeet in Three wheezed like bagpipes under a truck, but antibiotics and a heat lamp would help. I handed off instructions and hustled to One, where Mrs. Laramie’s rat tried to remove my thumb out of pure spite.

      “I’m billing you for that,” I told him, prying his tiny demon jaws off my glove.

      I’d just finished with them and washed my hands when a cat I didn’t recognize padded past the open door. It was a sleek, silver tabby, with dainty feet that didn’t quite touch the tile. I started to tell Sylvie she had a runaway client when it walked straight through the trash can.

      “Okay,” I muttered.

      Ghost sniffed and barked.

      I stuck my head out. “Um, Sylvie?”

      She peeked down the corridor, hand over the phone’s mouthpiece. “Yes?”

      “Is it a full moon?”

      “Not for another week,” she said, returning to her phone call.

      The silver tabby glanced between us with eyes like polished coins. It flicked its tail once at Ghost and vanished into thin air, leaving an odd ripple behind.

      My skin tightened. The Veil-ripple memory from the previous night flashed in my mind.

      I meandered to the front, Ghost on my heels. There were only two patients in the waiting room, and I pretended to be reviewing their charts. When Sylvie finished her call, she looked up and frowned. “You okay? You’re white as Ms. Downing’s Persian.”

      “I’m fine,” I lied, lowering my voice. “But have you seen any odd pets running around unattended?”

      One brow shot up. “No. Should I be on the lookout?”

      I nodded.

      The bell over the front door jingled. Aurora swept in on a gust of October air, scarf fluttering, and cheeks pink. Andy trailed behind her, hands shoved in his jacket pockets, shoulders set in the determined way of someone trying not to scowl. Ghost gave a wag for Aurora and a sympathetic blink for Andy.

      “Can we talk to you for a moment in private?” Aurora asked.

      I led them to the breakroom at the rear of the building. “What’s up?”

      She pulled off her gloves. “Have you noticed any unusual spectral activity?”

      I hooked a thumb at the corridor. “A phantom tabby just took a stroll through my trash can.”

      She winced. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

      Andy’s jaw flexed. “So even your clinic isn’t safe.”

      “Safe from what, exactly?”

      “Spirits aren’t staying on the other side,” Aurora said. “My graveyard is like Times Square this morning. The dead are crossing back through the Veil to hang out.”

      Andy huffed. “At least you two can see them.” His bitterness wasn’t loud, but it was there.

      In the spring, he’d contracted a supernatural parasitic illness. To kill the parasites, Killion had needed to use his dragon fire to burn them out of Andy’s system. Unfortunately, it had also destroyed his shifter magic. He could no longer turn into a wolf. He was just…human now.

      To have magic and then lose it was worse than death for most supernaturals. He was depressed most days, and we all understood why.

      I bumped my shoulder against his. “Trust me, the paperwork involved in being a reaper is the real monster, and rogue ghosts require a lot of paperwork.”

      “That’s not—” He cut himself off, mouth flattening.

      Aurora sent me a look. Tread carefully.

      I nodded. Noted.

      I led them to an exam room where we’d have more privacy and shut the door. Ghost followed and hopped onto the chair like a small, furry person who wanted to be included in our conversation.

      Aurora set her tote on the counter, the contents clinking. Usually, she carried herbs, tinctures, and a thermos of tea that tasted like grass. Her own portable apothecary. Andy hovered near the sink, hands still in his pockets, glare fixed on the floor.

      “So,” I said, perching on the stool. “Remember how the witch mentioned the Ferryman last night?” Aurora nodded. “Killion says he isn’t just a myth. There are mentions in a bunch of old texts about a being who crosses between realms without Death’s sanction.”

      Aurora’s mouth thinned. “Aye. I was up until three, poring through grimoires. There are notes of a tide-taker, a creature who exists at the edge of rivers that aren’t really rivers. Souls that owe something have to go to him. He shows up on our plane when the balance breaks.”

      I rubbed my palm, where the scythe-burn had left a phantom heat. “Death showed up in our living room after I got home. He felt the ripple in the Veil and naturally assumed I caused it. Wanted my full report right then.”

      Andy’s head came up. “Glad he’s your boss and not mine.”

      “Yep, he dropped right in, drank my wine, and complained. But he was…rattled. He’ll deny it, but he was.”

      Aurora’s mouth screwed up in thought. “And your scythe?”

      “Humming when it shouldn’t.” I flexed my fingers. “It burned me last night.”

      Ghost stared at the door like someone with treats might come through. In the corridor, I heard JR’s voice as he arrived for work and received his first case from Sylvie.

      “The witch’s blood rites,” Aurora said, flipping through her notebook. “They weren’t simple bindings. Carmen Santos was playing with tethering magic—outlawed a century ago. Designed to tie a soul to a power source. A patron. A… creature.” She swallowed. “She hooked herself to a vampire before she died—by accident or intention. It might have dragged a fragment of him with her. But that still shouldn’t make him a shade.”

      “Yet it did.” Andy’s voice was sharp. “And you fought it, and the Veil rippled, and Death came running. Meanwhile, I can’t shift, can’t help, can’t—” He bit off the rest.

      I met his gaze. “You being here helps.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      “I mean it,” I said in my no-nonsense, I’m-in-charge voice. “So stop with the pity party.”

      He almost smiled.

      Ghost’s hackles rose without warning. She continued to stare past us at the door, and the hair on my arms prickled. I cracked open the door and peered into the hall.

      A dog was there, a huge, gray, deep-chested thing with eyes like old iron. A hound, but not one of our patients. Its paws didn’t touch the floor either. It lifted its head and howled, and the sound went through the clinic like a bell tolling.

      The living animals responded in a chorus of barks, yowls, and screeches. Sylvie stuck her head out from the desk. “Uh. Doc? What was that?”

      “It just walked through the wall,” Aurora muttered. She moved to my side and whispered a protection charm. “They’re gathering.”

      “Gathering for what?” Andy asked.

      I hustled toward the hound, but it blinked out and was gone.

      “What was that?” JR asked, coming out of Room Three.

      I hurried to the front, where our patients were in an uproar. Outside the front windows, something antlered glided past—tall as the doorframe. A stag.

      I forced myself to breathe. “Nope, nope, nope.”

      A client opened the door from outside at that exact second, and the stag drifted through with him. The man shivered and looked around, seeming confused, then shrugged and hustled in his schnauzer like we weren’t hosting a spectral parade.

      Aurora’s hand found my sleeve and squeezed. “Chloe…?”

      “I know.” My voice came out thin. I cleared my throat. The comment didn’t make sense, like saying you’re fine when you’re not. But it was all I could come up with. “I know.”

      Andy’s eyes were bright and bleak. “Tell me this isn’t something really big.”

      I pasted on my vet smile—the one that said we’re going to fix this, even if I had no idea how. The same smile I used on the shepherd’s owner earlier. “Whatever it is, we’ll handle it.”

      Aurora’s fingers tightened on my sleeve, her voice barely above a whisper. “How exactly? What are we going to do?”

      The clinic was supposed to be the safe part of my life. Lately, even that wasn’t true. “The one thing I don’t want to.”

      Andy’s brows lifted. “Which is?”

      I grimaced. “I have to talk to Death again.”

      Ghost gave a sharp bark, either of agreement or in sympathy.
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