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“Charming and hilarious...Sookie and Betsy have some competition!”

—MaryJanice Davidson, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author






“Darkly comic and wildly imaginative. Angela Roquet gives us an afterlife we’ve never seen before.”

—Kimberly Frost, bestselling author of The Southern Witch Series






“Graveyard Shift is an impressive feat of imagination built on a broad knowledge of world religion. It’s also great fun! No small accomplishment.”

—Christine Wicker, bestselling author of Not in Kansas Anymore: The Curious Tale of How Magic is Transforming America






“Roquet breathes new life into death with the debut of her Reapers Inc. urban fantasy series. The blending of cultures and traditions is handled respectfully, with more than a touch of humor mixed in with hints of romance of mystery. The setting is rich and varied with a little something for fans of several different genres.”

—Publishers Weekly (BookLife)
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Dedication
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For my mama.

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

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

—Anatole France






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?” Jack blinked stiffly.

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

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

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

“Kevin submitted an essay?” I frowned. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How’d the meeting go?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It’s late. I should go.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

the same enemies as you have.”

—Abraham Lincoln






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ellen gasped. “What did he do?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m sensing a but.”

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

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

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

“Because I want you there with me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Jenni nodded. “It’s Tasha Henry.”

I sucked in a startled breath.

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

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

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

“None taken.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Of the six, eighth-generation reapers brought into existence in 1709, Vince Hare had been terminated for illegally selling souls on the ghost market, Craig Hogan had been zapped out of existence by yours truly, and now, Tasha Henry was missing. With my questionable promotions, my generation was turning out to be the most controversial lot of reapers of all time. It made me oddly nostalgic. If I survived Jenni’s vengeance mission, I’d have to schedule a sit-down with the only two reapers left in my generation before they decided to make history, too.
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Chapter 3
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“Seeing much, suffering much, and studying much, are the three pillars of learning.”

—Benjamin Disraeli






“IT RHYMES WITH MOOSE. Try again.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He gave me a skeptical smile.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I don’t hate learning.”

Kevin snorted.

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

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

“Really?” 

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

“Coffee break’s over.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Let me grab my bag from the cabin.”

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

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

“Yes!” Kevin high-fived Josie. 

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

—John Cory






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The front door slammed. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Not anymore, I don’t.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah. You wanna pick them out?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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