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To Scotty (3/7/91—3/13/19), who brightened the world with every single one of his smiles.


Chapter One

TEN YEARS EARLIER

 

“Margo, calm down. You can’t go killing someone just because they pissed you off.”

Margo Petrov pumped her arms, increasing her speed as she cut across the dead grass of the front lawn, though her initial fury had settled to a low broil. The cold metal of the baseball bat against her palm was soothing but not calming enough to ease the rage completely.

The sound of Luis’s sneakers pounding the asphalt behind her indicated he’d finally caught up. “I’m not going to kill them,” she grumbled.

Luis snorted. “Okay, well, when you storm out of your apartment, yelling, ‘I’m going to fucking kill ’em, Luis,’ I think I can safely assume you’re going to kill someone.”

She stopped abruptly, causing Luis to run into her chest as she turned to face him. “Fine,” she said, tossing the bat into the bushes lining the sidewalk. She grabbed his shoulders, lowering her gaze to his. “Nobody fucks with my brother without consequence. Nobody,” she said, shaking him slightly to emphasize her seriousness.

Headlights from a passing car gleamed in his wide brown-eyed gaze as he nodded.

“Besides”—she started, as she dropped her hands from him, quirking an eyebrow—“I just want to know if they’re afraid of the dark.” She’d been livid when Luis told her the resident group of asshats from their high school decided to give Luis hell on his way back from the library.

Without further discussion, Margo continued down the cracked sidewalks of downtown Philadelphia.

“They still hang out at the bowling alley on Daly Ave?”

Luis huffed a discontented sigh, eliciting a grin from Margo. “Dude come on. Think about this for a second; do you really want to risk another arrest? You're almost eighteen, and you could be charged as an adult.”

He had a point, and she admitted that to herself, but she continued down the sidewalk anyway, cutting across the street, her feet displacing loose black asphalt pebbles on the worn roadway. “Yeah, but they need to leave you the hell alone. This is getting ridiculous.” For years, she and her brother experienced taunting for their otherness, Luis taking the brunt end most times. The basketball team tormented Luis for merely existing; however, Margo guessed they blamed their mocking on his differences. They needed a good scare, using a bit of magic, the otherness his tormentors weren’t aware of. She wanted to scare them so bad they’d piss themselves. If all else failed, she’d just beat the shit out of them.

Luis gave a shrug of nonchalance, something she instantly recognized as her brother’s passive language, which furthered the desire to teach the perpetrators a lesson. Instead of digging into his dismissal, she turned and continued her way toward downtown.

Luis followed.

The streets were busy even though rush hour had ended a few hours prior. Cars zipped past, a stray honk resounding a few blocks away, voices rising in a cacophonous argument. The late-night city sounds were laden with a warning, hinting at the kind of night bad things happened, stirring a deep foreboding in the air around them.

Luis jabbed her in the ribs, ripping Margo from her eerie thoughts. “Hey, do you see that?” He pointed to LOVE Park on the opposite side of the crosswalk. Standing beside the water fountain was a child, their head turning from side to side in rapid succession. Luis was clearly pointing to the small person; however, the iridescent shift of air around the child indicated to Margo they weren’t alive.

Before meeting Luis, she agreed with the titles given to her—weirdo, crazy, psychic—the names condensing her down to a freak who could see ghosts with the only person to possibly believe her long dead. Of course, she’d been ecstatic to find kinship in another, to prove at least to herself she wasn’t crazy. That is until Luis stopped for every spirit in sight with their Sally-sob story. “Yeah, I see them, and no, we don’t have time.”

Luis scoffed just as the light turned, and he hurried across the street without waiting for Margo.

She rushed after him, forgoing her planned scare tactics on the basketball team in hopes she’d convince him to leave well enough alone.

They approached the park’s edge, Luis carefully watching the child. Luckily, the park held no other visitors, alive or dead. “We have to help her,” he whispered before he stuck his lower lip out.

She rolled her eyes. “They aren’t stray puppies, Luis. We can’t help every single one of them.”

Brows cinching, he met her gaze with an icy stare. “Maybe this is why we can see them, to help them move on.”

Though reluctant to admit it, she’d come to the very same conclusion herself a long time ago. With no way of knowing why they could guide ghostly apparitions to the other side, she couldn’t come up with a better reason herself. She glanced over at the redheaded girl and sighed. “Fine, but we need to be quick, and I still want to find those idiots so I can mess up their night.”

They cut through the grass, making their way to the child cowering beside the placid pool in a few strides. Years before, Margo had visited LOVE Park with a foster family; she couldn’t remember who they were as the names and faces all meshed together, but she recalled the beautiful water spilling from the fountain, countless skateboarders cruising the sidewalks, and scents of French fries and hot dogs wafting from the closest wheeled food cart. The atmosphere was one Margo wanted to stay in forever. During the night with a cold winter chill in the air, though, she wanted nothing more than to get the hell out of there. They approached the spirit, Margo shoving her hands into her pockets. The child dipped her head as if downcast, her crimson ringlets shielding her face.

Luis knelt, head tilting to the side to catch her gaze. “Hi, there, kiddo. Are you lost?”

Margo stayed back and observed her brother at work. If this were an occupation, he was made for it. His soft voice and calm demeanor combined with his eager desire to help others and the sometimes nauseating greater-good complex slated him perfectly with helping spirits cross over. When they first met, neither had a clue they shared such a monumental power. The discovery of their mutual energy was happenstance; Luis saw a spirit in their foster home, as did Margo, and they helped them move on to the other side, wherever the shimmering doorway led the person.

The origins of their talents differed; Margo drew hers from instinct, the budding energy filling her after losing the closest thing she had to a parent as a child, aiding her foster mother to the other side shortly after her death. Luis experienced a similar situation after a death in the church his foster family attended when he was six. The only difference between them was Margo’s extra ability.

The child’s face lifted, the light catching the faint glittery aura around her. “My mommy told me to stay here and not move a muscle. Sisie ran into the park and Mommy had to catch her. They ran over there,” she said, pointing in the direction of the deserted park. “I saw this coin in the water, and it was so pretty, so I climbed into the fountain to get it. I heard mommy calling me, and I was scared she would be really, really mad so I tried to jump out, but I slipped.” She glanced at Margo, her face disconcerted. “I think I hit my head.”

The back of the child’s head opened on a massive wound, blood glaring and glistening. Margo bit back her gasp. She pretended she was used to seeing the morbid displays some ghosts showcased from their deaths, but in reality, a wave of nausea rocked into her each time. She turned to Luis again, listening to their conversation. A shiver ran through Margo, and she shook her head.

“I bet that hurt,” Luis said, seemingly unphased. He took the ghost’s hand in his own. “Why are you still here?”

With a scrunch of her nose, the little girl shrugged. “I dun know. Mommy told me not to move, so I have to stay here till she gets back.”

A car slowed as it drove by the park, and Margo yanked her hood over her head. This was a bad idea. Most times, the two were discreet when they aided souls in abandoned buildings, graveyards, or at least indoors, fearful of curious passersby potentially calling them crazy or calling the police. She didn’t want someone assuming their presence in the park at such a late hour was suspicious. “Luis, hurry up.”

He ignored her, his full attention on the child. “I think it’s okay for you to go. I think just this once she wouldn’t get mad at you for leaving this spot.” His warm smile eased even Margo’s anxiety. Only slightly.

“Are you sure? Mommy told me not to talk to strangers or go with them.” She kicked the ground, tilting her head so her hair concealed her face again.

Margo cleared her throat. “Smart mom. Thing is, you aren’t of this world anymore, kid. I think when you hit your head things changed for you.”

A glare crested Luis’s face before he looked at the child again. “Did your mommy ever tell you about life and death?”

Grass filled the cracks in the cement of the sidewalk, and the little girl kicked the blades with her dirty tennis shoe. “When my fish died, we flushed it down the toilet.” She peered up at Luis so fast her hair whipped her in the face, and her forehead creased dramatically. “You’re not going to flush me down the toilet, are you?”

He chuckled. “No, we aren’t going to flush you. So, you know you aren’t alive anymore?”

She pursed her lips and nodded.

“We want to help you to the other side.” He jerked his thumb in a vague gesture behind them.

“What’s that?” the girl asked.

“Luis, we don’t have time—”

He raised his hand to silence Margo. “We aren’t sure. All we know is that it’s better than waiting here for your mommy who isn’t going to come.”

The hair on the back of Margo’s neck stiffened under her hood, and she turned around. A light fog had begun to roll in, lingering between the scant trees. Luis and the child continued their conversation, but Margo tuned them out. Somebody was watching them. How she knew this, she wasn’t sure, but someone or something was among the trees, and she didn’t want to find out what was lurking back there. “Luis.”

He was smiling when she turned back to them. “She’s ready to go.” Iridescent light flickered at his fingertips.

Margo rubbed her hands together, casting a glance over her shoulder. “All righty, I think we should move this little shindig somewhere we’re not, you know, right out in the open.” Before she could continue with her warning, Luis began to form the portal on the ledge of the fountain, which in Margo's mind was a little too morbid for her liking.

Despite her own feelings on the portal formation, the little girl glanced up, her face alight in the glowing doorway, eyes widened and mouth ajar. “So pretty!” she squealed.

Margo and Luis lifted their hands in unison, their teamwork flawless from helping so many spirits over together. If she had to guess, the little girl had to have been their seventh crossover just that month. Margo conducted a handful on her own as a child, the very first being a foster mother who’d nearly adopted her before her unexpected illness and death.

The child clambered onto the ledge of the fountain, her head wound visible again as she faced the portal forming. The portal shuddered to a stop. Tentatively, the little girl touched the doorway with her finger, the movement sending out ripples to the edges. “Can I…can I go?”

“It’s all yours,” he answered. “We made this just for you.”

A thin shadow crept back into Margo’s periphery, and she dared a glance behind them. Nothing was there save the same trees, mist coiling around their bare limbs.

The child swung her arms from side to side. “Thanks.”

Margo turned around just in time to see her disappear into the shimmering surface of the portal.

Luis clasped Margo on the back and chuckled with a glance at his watch. “See? She didn’t take us more than twenty minutes, and now she’s off to…what, heaven?”

She snorted. “Brother, you know my own views on what lays beyond that door.” She didn’t judge his beliefs, but his didn’t mingle with her own views, or lack thereof. To Margo, the spirits didn’t go to a big beautiful beyond like he believed, though she refused to rain on his positive outlook of the afterlife. She wiped sweat from her brow. Opening a portal wasn’t as hard as it had been when she was younger, but the act still brought on mild fatigue, something akin to how she felt after a double shift at the gas station. “Now, let’s get the fuck out of here.”

They needed to move, and fast. The creeping sensation plagued her, and she was unsure who or what had watched them open the portal. From experience she’d become aware that, although extremely rare, she and Luis weren’t the only individuals in the world who could see spirits and the rest of the sometimes-sickening things they’d witnessed. Before she’d turned seven, she’d seen a monster—a real, true to form monster—a ravenous sharp-toothed beast in the sewers at the end of town. Red eyes glared at her. Clawed hands reached for her. Saliva dripped from their gnarled mouth. The moment was all too comic-book-worthy in Margo’s opinion.

“Can’t we share a tiny moment of pride for helping her? I mean, how long do you think she’s been standing there waiting for her mom, knowing she was dead? You should be happy she’s off to whatever afterlife she earned,” he rambled, bringing Margo back into the world.

Luis’s smile was infectious, and Margo found herself grinning as she noticed the unsettling sensation had ceased. “Fine, fine. I’m in a better mood than I was before we communed with the dead, but now I’m hungry. Let’s steal some doughnuts from the Tastykake factory.”

Mist gathered below the streetlights, hanging loosely a foot above the ground, the effect causing the red hand to glow at the crosswalk. Margo tapped her foot on the sidewalk, and the shadows from her movements danced on the white cement. She stopped. Faint footfalls piqued her attention, and she glanced back.

Her smile faltered. “Someone watched us open the portal, and now they’re following us.”

“What?” Luis whispered. He started to turn his head, but Margo stopped him.

“Don’t look.”

“Who do you think it is?”

“More like what,” she whispered. The white walk sign appeared. “I don’t know. Come on.” She slipped her arm around his elbow and steered him down a different street. A dark-suited figure followed them, proving her original assumption correct.

Her heart hammered in her chest as she picked up speed, and Luis kept up with her. The footsteps grew closer, causing her to bite her lip. Not only were they walking into a really bad part of town, but their stalker was also making progress, their footsteps echoing louder off the brick and plywood-covered windows.

“Hey, you,” a voice echoed off the abandoned buildings lining the street.

Margo turned her head toward the voice. The person’s shadow dragged over the damp asphalt, the tail of their suit jacket lifting as they advanced. Scoffing, Margo turned and looped her arm under Luis’s once again. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Wait!” the stalker yelled.

Luis quickened his pace next to her as their follower’s footfalls grew closer. “Margo, they’re chasing us.”

“No shit,” Margo breathed. She yanked him down an alleyway, the stench of rotting food in the dumpster barely perceivable as they ran. Thoughts raced through her head. Had he seen what they’d done in the park? No, no one ever noticed before, how would they now? An average person would’ve written them off as a couple of kids on shrooms talking to a hallucination, or they would’ve simply called the police on them, not chase them through the worst streets of Philly. A chain-link fence stretched out between the brick buildings and the two halted, effectively cornered.

“Would you two slow down?” Their assailant’s voice was gruff and winded as they spoke.

Margo turned, ready to fight the stranger. “What the fuck do you want?”

He wasn’t much taller than Margo, his russet skin dark in the scant lighting of the alleyway. A gold wristwatch glistened in what little light was shed by the bare incandescent bulb from the flickering streetlight above them. Bent at the waist, he heaved shallow breaths as he spoke, “I don’t run often, and you two are very fast.”

Luis puffed out his chest, his shoulder bumping Margo’s. “Yeah? Well, you’d probably run, too, if you had some weirdo chasing you down in the middle of the night.”

A chuckle filled the alleyway, haunting as it reverberated off the walls. “Isn’t that what one would come to expect when they’re walking in this neighborhood at almost one in the morning?”

Margo took a step forward, fists clenched at her sides. In her periphery, spilled light stirred and slithered, moving from the shadows hidden in the grout of the wet bricks, soaking in the anger permeating from her. Her skin chilled in anticipation.

The man raised both of his hands in surrender. “Look, I’m here to help you. If you’d give me a second to offer an explanation before you two go all macho on me, maybe we could get somewhere.” He couldn’t have been much older than the two of them, perhaps mid-to-late twenties, but his attire screamed affluence, and his words were tinged faintly with an accent.

Margo didn’t trust him. “Help us with what?” she snapped.

He dropped his hands, blinking in a thoughtful manner. “I’ve been watching you two for a few months now, and there’s something I need to share with you.”

Luis snorted and took a step back. “You’ve been stalking us?”

“Not specifically. I’ve admired your work from afar.”

“That’s basically the same damn thing,” Luis remarked.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Margo played dumb, knowing damn well his reference pertained to them opening portals. What good would it do to admit to opening the portal? Who was this dude, and what kind of consequences could they face? Her questions were muted by a primal fear and the need to protect not only herself but her brother.

Margo drew a deep breath, succumbing to the familiar sensations. She flicked her wrist and the light abandoned the shadows, the various shards mixing as they crawled toward her, becoming a glowing mass. She reached her arm to the ground and closed her eyes. The mass wrapped around her fingers, coiled up her arms like a frigid snake, twisting and tightening until icy power thrummed through her. Her arms glowed in a vibrant incandescence, subduing the chilled pain. “Back off,” she growled.

Luis sidled up beside her—evidently aware of her intentions—and touched her shoulder, whispering, “Margo, don’t.” She shrugged him off, her gaze set on the man before them. The power she held over light was one Luis didn’t possess, fueling his apprehension of its use along with the cost Margo endured in the form of bone-deep weariness.

The man gasped, stumbling over a crushed can as he stepped backward. “I didn’t expect this.” He appeared amused, his eyes ablaze, perhaps even awestruck, rather than fearful. The sight infuriated her, and she shed the light like a pair of frozen gloves. The glowing mass recoiled, dispersing sporadically to the darkened locations from which it came.

“Let’s go,” she said, tugging Luis’s arm. She steered them around the stranger, whose gaze was still glued to the light as it resumed its original positions.

Margo and Luis headed to the opening of the alleyway, the street beyond as still and barren as the dark depths behind them.

The stranger cleared his throat and pitched his voice louder. “Haven’t you ever wondered why you’re able to see the macabre of the world when no one else can?” Margo bit her lip at the question. How had the man known enough to follow them in the first place? “What you did with that little girl—it’s who you are.”

Cautiously, Margo looked at the man, really looked at him. Light glinted off his dark-rimmed glasses, and his slight smile was warm, welcoming even. He met her gaze, undeterred from her menacing stance.

“He’s…he’s like us,” Luis murmured.

She crossed her arms over her chest and muttered, “Even if he is, he could be dangerous.”

As they stood staring at each other, a police cruiser slowed as it rounded the corner, heading toward them. “We need to leave right now,” she grumbled, inclining her head toward the cruiser. From an outsider looking in, Margo figured their little gathering in the neighborhood appeared all too similar to an impromptu drug deal. “Come on,” she said before heading down the street. Luis followed, as well as their newly acquired shadow. She’d fallen on the tactic of using her light conjuring to protect them and possibly freak the man out, and as the man continued to follow them through the city streets, she realized her plan had backfired.

Though the cop car slowed as it passed them, the vehicle continued to the traffic light and turned left away from them. Margo let out a long sigh, thankful for avoiding the law. She talked up her arrogance a bit too much, but she was truly terrified of being arrested so close to eighteen.

They continued around the corner in the direction leading back to the park where they’d aided the child’s spirit. The shady buildings around them were gradually replaced with closed shops, a couple all-night minimarts, and bars. After a few blocks, she admitted to herself their follower wasn’t going to leave them alone. She wasn’t sure she wanted him to. “Would you get the hell away from us?”

He chuckled. “Not until you give me a moment to explain.”

“Maybe we should hear him out,” Luis whispered.

The glow of a late-night diner shined in Margo’s eyes as they passed the windows, causing her to squint at the peeling white paint on the sign. “Let me buy you some dinner,” the man offered.

As if on cue, Margo’s stomach growled. Payday from the gas station she worked at wasn’t for another day and a half, and Margo’s depleted pantry caused her to answer without preamble. “Deal.” Letting the weirdo explain why he thought he knew anything about them was worth a free meal. Plus, she needed to know how he knew what they could do.

The trio walked into the Denny’s knockoff restaurant, stale coffee and maple syrup eliciting a second, louder growl from Margo’s stomach. They were seated by the window; Luis and Margo in the same booth, and the man on the other side.

The dark stranger tossed a messenger bag on the seat beside him and then tented his fingers together on the table between them, glancing from Luis to Margo. “Let’s start with names. I know you’re Margo and Luis. I’m Brent Caspian.”

A waiter stopped by their table and took their orders. When he left, the man named Brent took a tin from his messenger bag and opened it in the middle of the table. An unfamiliar aroma wafted from the muffins within the tin, a spicy, biting scent making Margo’s mouth water. Brent offered the tin to them with one hand, taking a muffin in the other before biting a piece off. “Want one? These help with the crash.”

The crash? Could he mean the fatigue washing over them after opening a portal? “No.” Though the muffins smelled good, she was not about to take food from a stranger, especially one who admitted to stalking them. Margo leaned back against the booth and crossed her arms, the cracked plastic seat groaning under her weight.

How dare this dude hunt them down and act as if they were good friends? Margo chewed the inside of her cheek as she glared at him, finally saying, “So, you admit to being a stalker?”

Grinning, Brent shook his head. “I wouldn’t call myself a stalker, more of an investigator trying to locate specific individuals.”

“Is that supposed to mean something to us?” Luis asked. “What kind of individuals?”

“Psychopomps. What you did with the child in the park—how often do you do this sort of thing?”

Luis glanced at Margo, face questioning, and looked back to Brent. “A few times a week. How do you know what we did?”

“As I said, I’m an investigator searching for individuals who possess the same qualities as me and the rest of the Grim.”

Luis leaned forward, intrigue clear on his face. “The Grim?”

“Yes, a subset of preternatural people who aid the recently deceased and the lingering through the veil to the other side. The Grim is all of us collectively, but individually, it’s just Grim: you’re a Grim, I’m a Grim, we’re all Grim.”

A smile broke across Luis’s face as he turned to glance at Margo. She clenched her jaw, drawing a sharp breath through her nose. All this time, she’d ignored the internal intuition that they belonged somewhere, shoving the juvenile idealistic notion deep in her mind. But now, she couldn’t deny it.

“If you’ll let me, I’d like to show you the world you’ve missed out on.”


Chapter Two

PRESENT DAY

 

Ash splintered from the cigarette pinched between Margo Petrov’s fingers, fluttering to the ground as she pondered what dead soul she’d be stuck with tonight. Dusk stained the sky with indigo clouds, covering the city of Somers Point like an umbrella. Over the churning bay lay Ocean City, New Jersey, her home. The twinkling lights of the Ferris wheel jutted over the skyline despite the late season, mingling with the gentle fog rolling in. Margo’s leather jacket did little to ease the chilled air coming off the water as she took a deep drag.

The dock she stood on bobbed in the rippling wake of a boat. She pulled another cigarette from the smashed pack in her back pocket and brought it to her lips, cupping the still smoldering butt to the fresh one as it lit. She really ought to quit, but with the recent events, Margo decided the time wasn’t right but knew no time would be right. Lifting her foot, she stubbed the butt out with the toe of her boot and tossed it in the closest waste bin. Smoke coiled out of her mouth as she leaned against the pillar, closing her eyes briefly.

“I’m glad to see you’re still breathing,” a familiar voice said from behind her.

Margo gazed up as her brother bounded down the wooden stairs and onto the floating dock. “You saw me last night. Pretty sure I was breathing then too,” she said through the smoke.

The sharp breeze drifting off the bay ruffled his mussed black hair and caused his blue scrub pants to billow around him. “Yeah, but I had the lingering thought the Board would change their mind last minute, and you’d end up dismembered and scattered around the Tristate area.”

Margo snorted, smoke flooding from her nose as she laughed. “I don’t think they’d be that disorganized, and I’m sure they have a fancy policy in place if they made the decision to off a Grim.” She pinched the filter as she took another drag. “No, they haven’t changed their minds. Yet.”

Sloshing water sputtered onto the wooden planks by her feet as the bay rippled in the wake of another small boat drifting into dock for the evening. Although fall was leisurely creeping in, the day had been warm, warranting several residents of the seaside town to take their boats out onto the ocean before the cold fully set in. Luis ambled up beside Margo. “I hate to sound cliché, and Sam seems like a nice person and all, but no good deed goes unpunished.”

Margo pulled another drag and shook her head. “Yeah, see what I get for being nice? If I’d just stayed being an asshole, I could’ve avoided all this.” Saving the surfer who’d washed ashore with a blood bond wasn’t a mistake; what was a mistake was getting caught by the pretentious upper management of the Grim. Unlike the rest of the world, psychopomps in America—better known as the Grim—were overseen by a group of officials who treated the process of reaping spirits as they would a business transaction. Once a soul was released from a body or a death was reported, the individual was added to a large queue if not aided to the other side immediately.

Luis bumped her with his elbow. “You did a good thing. When have we ever had control over what happens? You took control of the situation. So, what? I mean, I know it probably wasn’t the smartest thing you’ve ever done, and that’s saying a lot for you, but—”

“Shut up,” Margo said though her grin betrayed her seriousness. Control. The one thing Margo and Luis both lacked most of their childhoods, from the clothes they wore to what home they'd be placed in next. Adulthood and their subsequent knowledge of their underlying heritage hadn’t brought much relief to this, but at least they belonged somewhere. “Where are we finding this spirit?”

“Hold on a second.” He held up a finger, glaring at her. “I’m not done. You did a good thing, but I warned you. When you asked me to translate that book for you, I was under the assumption it was for hypothetical reasons. Come to think of it, you said that’s what it was for.”

Glancing at the cherry of her cigarette, Margo sighed. The old book about otherworldly creatures she’d found on eBay intrigued her, the description hinting to information on a less than common preternatural race she belonged to but held little knowledge of. She didn’t mean to use the information Luis translated to utilize necromancy to save someone’s life. “My bad. It’s not like I was planning on using any of the crap in there.” And Sam wasn’t supposed to turn into a Grim.

“You’re just lucky I was so proficient in Latin when I was in high school. At least one of us paid attention in class.” He quirked an eyebrow at her. “I still don’t know how you got away with all of this. Not that I’m complaining because I didn’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

Frankly, she couldn’t believe it herself, but she wasn’t going to tell him that. The truth was, she knew her boss, Brent, had more to do with saving her than anything she’d said to the Board. “What can I say? I was extremely persuasive and had them fawning over my words.” Margo fanned herself, perpetuating her faux haughtiness before dropping the act. “Like I told you last night, Brent worked magic and convinced the Board to reconsider, but now I owe him a favor.”

“You may be off the hook with Corporate for now, but what if they find out what you are?” Luis’s voice was a whisper on the wind. “Is she like you?”

Ever since she’d made the rash decision to save the surfer girl, Margo worried about the implications imposed from the blood bond. Yes, the process saved Sam, but at what cost? Her life, for one thing, as now she stood under the watchful eyes of Corporate, who waited patiently for her to make the wrong move.

The pretentious code of conduct Corporate upheld regarding the full-blooded status of a member of the Grim was not only obnoxious but dangerous to anyone who didn’t fall into that category, including those made Grim via blood bond. If Corporate were to discover Margo wasn’t wholly Grim, not only would she suffer, Sam would instantly lose any leniency given to her. “Fuck, I hope not,” she muttered, gazing out over the bay. “Don’t we have somewhere to be?”

Luis glanced down at his watch. “Crap, you’re right. We’ve got to go.”

The two climbed the rickety stairs onto solid ground and started toward the sidewalk. The coastal town was bombarded by tourists during the summer as much as Ocean City was but lacked the usual busyness on Friday night, the chill of autumn heavy in the air despite the warmth of the day. As they approached the stoplight, her brother pressed his palm hard against the crosswalk button.

They weren’t blood, but they were siblings. Margo had turned thirteen when she was placed in the same foster home as Luis. The shy kid of twelve immediately sidled up to her when she thwarted a bully on the playground a few days after they started school together, and if not for her intervention, the bully would’ve left Luis with far more than a few superficial bruises. Foster care was rough, and Margo clung to their friendship, a friendship that swiftly turned into kinship. Margo didn’t believe in destiny, but she did find the circumstances odd when they discovered they could both see spirits and open portals to the other side.

“I really appreciate the help,” Luis said. The light changed, and Margo followed Luis through the crosswalk, glad their conversation finally deviated from her.

“No worries. I don’t mind helping you out.”

“The last thing I need when they’re still all pissed about what you did is them nagging on me for not getting a newbie to cross over in time.”

Margo rolled her eyes. “Does the Board really get on you for something you have no control over?” While Margo’s focus was a strict set of reluctant spirits based upon a list provided by Corporate, Luis’s specialty was the freshly dead.

“Nah, I doubt they’d nag me for one, but he’s my responsibility. I've got to get him to cross over.”

Margo chuckled as she clasped Luis on his shoulder. “Any spirit you can’t get to pass on right away comes to me anyway, right? But, yeah, I bet upper management would be thrilled to hear I’m helping you against protocol.” Ruling the affairs of Grim Reapers as if it were comparable to the inner workings of a standard business caused the already difficult task to become stressful, laden with policies, procedures, and protocol the members of the Grim had to follow. Margo saw it all as a bunch of bullshit.

“Thrilled isn’t the word I’d use.” Headlights spilled over them as a car sped by, heading toward the bridge. Their footfalls were muffled by the noises of the city, cars driving past them, and shouts from the bars. Though the sun had recently set, bar patrons were already becoming rowdy on the sidewalk.

A buzzing in Margo’s pocket caught her attention. A text message from a strange number.

This is Jackie. Hope it’s okay I stole your number from Brent. I think I might have lost something in your car last night and was wondering if you found anything.

Margo texted her back.

What are you looking for?

“Who’re you texting?” Luis asked, nosing up behind Margo. She shied away from him, laughing.

“None ya.”

A purple stone. Amethyst, actually. If you find it, can you drop it by my place?

A stone? Ah, the necklace. Every time Margo saw Jacqueline, the vibrant purple gem was present. Though they’d only interacted with each other a handful of times at Brent’s in passing, Margo had seen her enough to know which stone she meant. Margo’s gaze always lingered on the gorgeous necklace around Jacqueline’s neck. She’d half thought to ask about it but didn’t, not after she accidentally called the woman a vampire on their first meeting years before. Though Margo’s question had been in earnest curiosity rather than facetious or insulting, the mistaken identity caused Jacqueline to despise her and nearly earned Margo a scar on her shin from Jacqueline’s steel-toe boot. Oh well.

“Jackie, as in Jacqueline, the Empusa, who kicked you so hard in the leg, you bled all over the floor of my car?” Luis questioned, chin resting on her shoulder, obviously having read the whole conversation. She shrugged him off, sidestepping away from him.

Yeah, I’ll bring it by if I can find it.

Margo tried to avoid the pointed stare from Luis, his mischievous grin wide and taunting. “Do you have a thing for her? I’m surprised. I thought she hated you.”

Without looking up from her phone, Margo said, “Yeah, she does hate me.” Margo felt his eyes on her, and she held back the scowl she wanted to throw his way. “Where’s this dude we’ve got to convince?”

Luis threw her an impish smile. “No, we’re having this conversation. Since when have you two been a thing?”

Scoffing, Margo pulled her cigarettes from her back pocket. “We’re not a thing. I gave her a ride home last night after Sam and I got back from our near-death experience with the Board. She’s texting me because she lost a stupid stone.” Her cheeks flamed a deep crimson as she lit the cigarette and inhaled. He shot her a quizzical gaze, and she figured he saw the truth in her embarrassment. With the cigarette dangling from her parted lips, she said, “Doesn’t matter anyway—she loathes my very existence.”

He quirked an eyebrow at her, smirking. “I’m sure the feeling is mutual.”

They walked in silence down the street until they came upon a bus stop. Luis ducked beneath the roof of the sheltered stop before sitting down on the bench. The enclosure didn’t prevent the cold gust of wind from ruffling Margo’s hair, and the bench chilled her as she sat. Her brother’s comment was anything but true; she didn’t know enough about Jacqueline to loathe her or like her, and she expected she would’ve done the same thing in Jacqueline’s position, probably worse than a kick.

“Are we meeting this spirit here?”

Luis shook his head and leaned on the side of the enclosure. “No, he’ll be on the bus. He’s been on the bus since the day he died—his soul never made it to the hospital with his body.”

She kicked her feet out in front of her. “What happened to him?” Tilting her head, she blew her smoke sideways to avoid Luis’s face or any other innocent pedestrians.

“He came in a few weeks ago as a gnarly trauma patient. The ED doc pronounced him dead upon arrival. He rides the same bus that killed him.”

She could never understand how Luis stayed in his line of work. His job helped with reaping the recently departed within the hospital and anywhere else he was assigned. As if he were on the frontlines of their never-ending battle, Luis aided new spirits across to their afterlives, and if he failed, they were turfed to Margo or another Grim nearby who would then help the spirit with their unfinished business. How did she ever become so lucky?

“Shouldn’t be too hard, huh?”

“I hope not. And I’m not done talking about Jacqueline. She’s pretty cute, and after you two get over the whole vampire versus Empusa thing, I bet you two would hit it off well.” The distinction between the two paranormal creatures was extremely different, but at the time Margo hadn’t a clue. Empusae required blood to survive similar to vampires, yes, but that was where their comparable traits ended.

Vampires weren’t natural entities. They fed off the most vulnerable in society, were quite rare, and were more like parasitic animals than cognizant beings while Empusae were more aligned with other living, breathing preternatural individuals with wants, desires, and most importantly, a conscience. Not something they teach you in grade school.

“All right, that’s enough. We’ve got shit to do.” She gestured to the bus as its tires squealed to a halt in front of them, sick of her brother’s matchmaking attempts. Margo tossed her unfinished cigarette to the ground and stomped it out as the doors opened to the vehicle. The two bounded onto the bus, depositing the required fare into the box beside the driver. The bus was empty save two commuters in the front, both in varying states of intoxication and laughter. Margo and Luis headed to the back of the bus, avoiding the two individuals. It was only eight o’clock at night, but Margo expected at least a sprinkling of drunk people on the city bus.

At the end of the vehicle sat an older man, his back hunched and scraggly blond hair cropped close to his head. As the two approached, he looked up and cursed softly. “Oh, not you again.” He shook his head, nose crinkled in disgust. “I told you, I’ve got places to go.”

Luis eased down onto the bus seat. “Where’re you heading, Mel?”

Noting the questionable qualities of the fabric upholstery, Margo continued to stand, opting to grab hold of the handle jutting from the ceiling of the bus rather than sit beside Luis.

“I’m heading to work, not that it’s any of your business.” Mel turned his head toward the window and muttered, “Weirdo.”

Margo grinned at her best friend. “Hey, Mel?”

The ghost tilted his head at Margo’s voice. “What?”

“The name’s Margo. You notice anything unusual lately?”

Shifting in his seat, Mel pursed his lips, face contorting as he appeared to consider her question. “As a matter of fact, yes, I have. Aside from your buddy here.”

“Like what?” Margo pried.

“You think you know someone. I’ve been playing poker with the same group of guys for years. Years! I missed my game last month, and now they’re acting like I’m chop suey.”

“What happened?”

The bus halted as a handful of passengers climbed on. Mel stayed quiet until the vehicle was in motion again.

“I show up for our game last night, and none of them talked to me. They acted like I wasn’t even in the same room with them.” His voice rose an octave. None of the other bus patrons gave any notice to his upset, silent on their human senses.

“Mel,” Margo said softly.

He clapped his hands together. “Teach me to miss a night. You know, I’ve been playing poker with these jerks for fifteen years. Fifteen years!”

“Mel.”

“And now they’re going to start cheating? They didn’t even look at me. I only missed one night!”

“Mel!” Margo bellowed.

“What?”

“Dude, you’re dead. Luis has been trying to tell you since the day you died. You were hit by this bus.” Margo indicated to the filthy seats.

Mel shook his head, gazing down at himself. “No, that’s not true.” He looked back up at Margo. “This can’t be true.”

“Tell me this: What did you do today? Can you remember being home or with your family this morning or last night?”

He blinked rapidly, and his nose flared while he thought. “I can’t remember. The last time I saw Cheryl was…” he trailed off, turning to the window. “Monday morning. The dog got out, and I went running after him, right into… Oh, my.”

Pity etched Luis’s face. “Yeah. Right into the road, chasing after your dog. Your dog ran off into the woods, but the bus hit you.”

“Oh, my God,” Mel whispered. The spirit sank to the seat of the bus, eyes watery and jaw slack.

Luis leaned forward. “I’m sorry. We just want to help you move on to the other side.”

With great restraint she didn’t know she possessed, Margo kept from rolling her eyes. No wonder Luis couldn’t get him to move on. He was too soft, too kind, but Margo couldn’t expect less from her brother; the kindness he naturally held made him a compassionate nurse and an even better Grim.

“No point in wasting more time around here,” Margo said.

“This makes so much sense.” Mel threw his hands in the air. “But, where do I go now? What happens to my family?”

Margo yanked the pull string, initiating a soft pinging sound. The bus slowed at the next corner. “Wherever you’re supposed to go. We don’t know where. Come on.” When the bus stopped, Margo headed to the rear exit and ushered the spirit down the stairs. She lit a cigarette and surveyed the area. Conveniently, they disembarked on a quiet residential street, absent from any curious bystanders.

“I don’t understand how this happened,” Mel said.

Margo grew impatient with the spirit. “You ran into the road, you got hit by a bus, and you died. These things happen every day, all over the world. You’re dead. The sooner you accept this, the sooner you can move on.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed the truth in Margo’s words. “Very well.” Power swelled within her as light condensed between her fingers.

Her brother mirrored her action, the two lifting their hands to throw the light and create an amorphous portal.

“Damn,” Mel whispered. The glassy air in front of them shimmered, a translucent veil swaying in an invisible breeze. He glanced back at Margo, expression uncertain. “Am I supposed to walk through there?”

“Yeah, right through the funky light,” Margo said.

With long strides, the spirit stepped into the portal and disappeared.

“And you thought this would be hard.” Margo tried to tease, but her tone fell flat. Her crappy mood seemed to be lingering effects brought on by her close call with death, not to mention the very real possibility of the Board finding out she had muddled blood coursing through her veins. She stubbed the cigarette out on the sidewalk, sweeping away the ash with her foot as if it would scatter her worries along with it.

“Don’t you wish you could do something different with your life than this?” The rhetorical question came out with more emotion than Margo intended.

Luis shrugged as he pushed his hands in the pockets of his hoodie. “I mean, yeah. There are times I wish we didn’t have to do this.” He shook his head and glanced over at her. “But, who else would? If it weren’t for us, they wouldn’t have a way to get to the other side, and they’d be wandering around here watching their families move on and grow old until they died themselves. What kind of existence is that?”

“When did you become so philosophical?”

“I always have been. You just never pay much attention to detail. Besides, I find it incredible to help a patient cross over when I’ve been taking care of them. That kind of thing makes this so much different. I can help people on a whole other level.”

“Don’t get me wrong—I do like helping these people move on, but sometimes…” Margo trailed off, the fleeting explanation lost. Her brother seamlessly turned her somber question into an optimistic stance, leaving her dubious.

He stopped, his expression sad. “I get it. You feel helpless.”

“Yeah,” she agreed. They stood in the quiet street for longer than Margo found comfortable.

Finally, Luis spoke first. “Is that why you saved Sam?”

Margo nodded slowly. “I didn’t know she’d turn into a fucking Grim.” The statement was the truth; when she saved Sam, she was under the assumption the blood bond would only save Sam’s life, not turn her into a psychopomp. Hopefully, nothing more either.

“How’s work been going?”

Margo shrugged and shoved her hands into her pockets. “Not a whole lot going on. I hope it picks up soon, but I’m not holding my breath.” The fall and winter were always slow for her work. Not many people needed a handyman during the fall unless it was to board up their windows to prevent damage during the peak in hurricane season or to take their summer awnings off. Luckily, she’d had a busy enough summer to keep herself afloat.

Luis nodded, glanced at the ground, then back at Margo. “Are you planning to take off again?”

Margo looked away from his accusatory glare. Leaving hadn’t worked in the past when she needed to escape her problems but perhaps this time would be different. So much more was at stake—Margo's life, Sam’s life, Brent’s reputation. If she left, her debt to Brent wouldn’t be an issue. Plus, how could the Board discover she was more than she let on if she wasn’t around? She found leaving quite tempting. Third time’s a charm, eh? “The thought has crossed my mind.”

She met his gaze and more silence passed between them. “Although I wouldn’t blame you, please don’t do that again,” he whispered.

Margo said nothing.

Luis peered at his watch and huffed a loud sigh. “I’ve really got to head to work, or I’ll end up being late. Thanks again for your help.”

“Duh, why wouldn’t I help you?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Sometimes you’re a little testy.”

Margo shot him a wicked smirk before they went separate ways at the intersection. Testy was an understatement, and they both knew it.


Chapter Three

JACKIE HAYES SEARCHED the faces of her students, taking in the subtle hints of tears lining the cheeks of many: some with their heads bowed, others making direct eye contact. “Though I’m sure most of you have already heard from friends, family, or social media, Anthony McKinney passed away over the weekend. I know he told us all what was going on, and for lack of a better phrase, we expected this, but his passing has been hard for us in the faculty as I’m sure it has been on all of you.” The news had come early in the morning, a call from the principal, informing each teacher the student had passed away after a lifelong battle with cancer.

A few black dreads slipped free from the clip at the back of her hair, falling into her face, and Jackie pushed them back impatiently. “For the next few weeks, a group of grief counselors will be available by drop-in and appointment to help us all process this difficult time, and I encourage you to sign up.” She cleared her throat, absently shuffling a few sheets of paper on her desk before she broke the silence drowning the room. “Now, today is free art, so go wild. Do whatever you want, no restraints, any medium; I want to see what you can come up with.”

A student rose, then another, and then they all moved around the room, gathering supplies, talking quietly as they began on their individual projects. She watched a few students hog the acrylic paint, others going for colored pencils, while some favored the pastels. She was simply grateful to have her students engaged in something, anything, after the speech she’d given.

For the first time since she began teaching, Jackie had lost a student. Two years prior, she’d met the energetic teen—so full of life and a passion for art that almost surpassed Jackie’s own. As his skill and determination for perfection grew with each day in her classroom, Anthony had become her focus. When he came back from summer vacation with the news of his diagnosis, Jackie nearly crumbled in front of him, but she forced her composure, offering him as much encouragement as she could to fight through it. He had been plagued by cancer early in his childhood but had been in remission for years. When the cancer resurfaced, it came back full force, taking over his body, poisoning him from the inside out.

She looked over the six rectangular tables arranged in front of her desk, noting the piece Anthony had been working on last week was still resting upon the easel by his workstation. She crossed the room, most of her fifteen students too engrossed in their own work to take notice as she plucked the painting from the stand and returned to the front. The canvas was heavy, its size closely resembling that of a small coffee table instead of a piece of artwork, and she heaved the painting onto the lip of the dry-erase board. She took a step back to appreciate the quality.

No, she wasn’t simply appreciating quality, though it was a beautiful piece. She was experiencing the pain, the trauma portrayed behind the subtle picture.

A dreary city street, slanted rain cascading down over a lone park bench, and barren trees on either side signified the barren hope filling the artist’s heart. The monochromatic image held varying shades of blues and teals, which no doubt set the melancholy mood; however, the depth of emotion seeping from the dark hues tugged at Jackie’s chest, causing her physical pain. She was no stranger to the visceral response art could provoke—she embraced such work from her students, but Anthony’s work set the bar far higher than the tone of angst within other student’s work. She knew where the lack of hope stemmed from, but this didn’t take away from the awestruck state the painting elicited.
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