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For George Shelley,

THE professor.






Thank you for keeping an eye on Lana. She’d probably be aimlessly wandering around Limbo City without your encouragement and insight these past few years.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


“Democracy is the art and science of running the circus from the monkey cage.”

—H. L. Mencken






I’D NEVER HARVESTED anyone from a circus before. I really didn’t see what all the hype was about, but that could have been because I missed the main act. And seeing as how the second act went up in flames—the reason I was there in the first place—I didn’t even have time to enjoy a quick bag of popcorn. 

The fire had already reached the concession stand, and the plastic popper box melted around the blackened kernels inside, mixing with the gamey smell of elephant crap. And people actually paid for this?

My stomach grumbled, reminding me that I’d missed lunch, and I cursed Kevin again. My no-show apprentice was in for an earful when I caught up with him. Picking up his slack was starting to weigh on me, and I’d been coddling him long enough. Still, I was having trouble coming right out and saying what needed to be said.

It wasn’t as if I didn’t miss Josie, too. We all did. Losing her had been a crippling blow, and no one was dealing with it particularly well. Gabriel was in full-on weeping angel mode, Jenni had buried herself in work and avoided the subject altogether, and Kevin seemed to think he was going to find Josie hiding out in the bottom of a bottle.

I wasn’t doing so great myself, but at least I could hold my liquor and make it to work on time. My anger issues were another story. Between Josie’s death and Beelzebub’s betrayal, my fuse was short and frayed. The fact that Bub was a double agent for our side of the war didn’t ease my mind enough to count, but that might have something to do with the demon defense course he dropped in my lap when he took off without an explanation. Running the Posy Unit and taking on massive harvests without my apprentice was catching up with me, too. 

Under the flaming big top, a mob of performers and attendees crowded the exits. Some tore at the heavy canvas, trying to find another way out as the tent filled with smoke. The amateur fire dancer who had sparked the emergency situation lay in the center ring, well-done. The girl was at the top of my harvest list, and I needed to take her soul before the tent collapsed unless I wanted to mar my perfect record by reporting her CNH, Currently Not Harvestable. 

The rest of the victims would be reachable along the outer rim and just beyond the fallen tent. If Kevin had met me as we planned, this harvest would have been easy-peasy. Instead, I was trying to decide which exit would yield the most casualties since I would undoubtedly be sprinting from one side to the other as souls prematurely fled their bodies. Trauma is a bitch like that. And, let me tell you, harvesting souls from a fire is no easy feat. Too much of the time, they freak out and think they’re in Hell. I was going to kill Kevin for making me pull this job off alone.

A flaming beam broke loose from the tent’s center pole, and I leapt over the edge of the risers just in time. I landed hard and twisted my ankle before falling face-first onto the dirt floor. Splintered wood and embers flew over me. I covered my head with my arms and scooted away, closer to the center ring.

The fire dancer’s soul quivered under her skin, briefly poking through as she struggled to free herself. Her death was the most traumatic, which was why she needed to be harvested right away. If not, she would likely leave her body unassisted and wander. If she was lucky, someone from the Lost Souls Unit would pick her up quickly. If she was unlucky, she could end up roaming the Earth for years—decades even—reliving her death until a reaper stumbled across her. 

I didn’t need that on my conscience. I stood, tested out my sore ankle, and then hurried to the girl’s side. Her charred flesh was rough like tree bark, but when my hand clasped around the wrist of her spectral form, she felt cool and smooth. She sprang out of her body with a scream.

“Quiet,” I hissed. My patience was thin, and I didn’t have time to comfort her, not if I wanted to collect the rest of the souls on my docket.

The girl’s eyes swelled as she took in the flaming scene around us. “Am I dead? Is this Hell?”

“Slow down. You’re getting ahead of yourself,” I said, taking a small clipboard from the pocket of my robe. 

“Oh my God. This is Hell. Isn’t it?” She put her hands over her mouth and choked out a strangled sound.

I scanned the names on my list of souls. “Look, Bryony—”

“Brandy,” she said. “I’m Brandy. My sister is Bryony. So maybe you have the wrong girl? Maybe my sister is actually supposed to be in Hell, and I’m not?” 

I groaned and thrust my finger at the charred remains behind her. “That is your body. You are dead. This is not Hell. It’s a circus, or what’s left of a circus, that you’ve successfully sabotaged. Congratulations. Now, where do you suppose I might find this sister of yours?”

Brandy looked around more carefully, squinting through the smoke at the tightrope and the abandoned clown car nearby. Her cheeks flushed, and she twisted her fingers together over her chest. I had to snap my fingers in her face to regain her attention.

“Your sister?” I asked again.

“She’s sleeping in her trailer, just outside. I wanted to fill in for her tonight,” she said hollowly.

I sighed. “Great. So she’ll probably wake up and make it out of this mess, and I can turn you in instead.”

Brandy’s face darkened. “I drugged her.”

“What?”

“I really wanted to be in the show.”

I rubbed my forehead. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Visions of Kevin scrubbing the deck floor with a toothbrush filled my mind but were soon pushed away as another soul zipped into my line of sight and threw a solid right hook into Brandy’s face.

“You stupid bitch,” the new soul roared. The specter’s face was twisted with rage, but despite that, she looked almost identical to Brandy. My mood lifted a little as I watched the two sisters pull hair and slap at each other.

“Your show was lame anyway!” Brandy squealed.

“This is why I never lit the hoops, you dimwit,” her sister said, ripping the sleeve of Brandy’s leotard. “No fire in a fireball performance! I told you their equipment wasn’t to code. But do you ever listen?”

“Bryony, I take it?” I smiled and put a hand on my hip. “I hate to break up this tender reunion, but I have a schedule to keep.”

Bryony’s head jerked up as she noticed me for the first time. “Great. Please tell me I don’t have to spend eternity with this moron.”

I shrugged. Brandy hadn’t actually made it onto the Posy Unit docket. It occurred to me, as the tent began to collapse, that maybe she was intended for the Lost Souls Unit.

“Time to move!” I put a hand on each of their backs and shoved them in the direction the center pole was falling, carefully avoiding its direct path.

A gaping hole formed at the tent’s peak where a chunk of the canvas had burned away. The center pole pulled it along as we ran, and I tried to time its fall. I caught a glimpse of the smoke-filled sky through the hole and dug my fingers into the girls’ shoulders just in time. 

The tent collapsed around us, sending a cloud of soot and dirt into the air. When it settled, a dozen souls emerged from the charred bodies lying in a circle around the edges of the fallen canvas. Flaming debris dotted the ground, punctuating the black landscape. It reminded me a great deal of Hell. And then the screaming began.
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“None so deaf as those that will not hear.

None so blind as those that will not see.” 

—Matthew Henry






PURGATORY LOUNGE WAS dead. A television buzzed in the corner where a pair of nephilim, the only other customers in the bar, sat watching the evening news with crinkled brows and heaping ashtrays. 

Xaph’s new waitress, a soul who worked days at the Three Fates Factory, delivered a pitcher and a frosted mug to my booth. Her strawberry-blond bangs fell forward, shadowing her face. She had trouble making eye contact, but that was common with most of the newer souls. Reapers made them nervous. My disheveled appearance probably didn’t help.

Her hands shook as she took the heavy coin I offered. I wrapped my grimy fingers around the mug and nodded at the pitcher. “Go ahead and bring another if you see that reach half empty,” I told her.

“Or half full,” Gabriel said with a slight grin as he slid into the seat across from me. I tried to smile. His jokes were few and far between these days.

“I’ll bring another mug,” the waitress said, hurrying off.

“Make it two,” Gabriel called after her. “Jenni is on her way,” he said, answering my confused look. After a once-over, he added, “What happened to you?”

“Kevin played hooky again,” I grumbled, wiping my hands down the legs of my jeans. It was no use. The crap wouldn’t come off. I needed a shower, but I needed beer even more.

Gabriel pinched his lips together and cleared his throat. His wings twitched as he looked down and picked at the sleeve of his white robe, avoiding my annoyed stare.

“Come on. Let’s hear it.” I sighed and leaned back in the booth, crossing my arms.

Gabriel rolled his eyes. “He’s your apprentice, Lana. You have to do something. If you don’t straighten him out now, it’s only going to get worse.”

“You think I don’t know that?” I leaned forward and put my elbows on the table before resting my forehead in my hands. “I’ve tried. Josie was so much better at this mentoring business. I don’t know what I’m going to do with Kevin. He’s never home, and on the rare occasions that he actually shows up for work, he’s drunk.”

Gabriel’s eyes narrowed. “Drunk? How much time have you actually spent with Kevin since...?”

“You mean when I’m not working overtime to make up for his absence? Or when I’m not working odd assignments with Jenni to make ends meet?” I sighed. “Josie’s...gone. Holly gave us a break on the rent, but her generosity has an expiration date. Kevin can’t pay his share if he’s not working. Luckily, Jenni and I are workhorses and able to hold down the fort. For now.”

Gabriel frowned. “There’s a war raging outside. We’re all short on time—and patience. But that doesn’t mean we can afford to cut off those dear to us. You have to see to Kevin. He needs you right now.”

“Yeah? Well, I needed him today.” I slammed my fist on the table just as Jenni paused in front of our booth. She took one look at me and slid in next to Gabriel instead.

“Kevin bail again?” she asked, taking a fresh mug from our hesitant waitress. She poured herself and Gabriel each a glass. The waitress eyed the mostly empty pitcher and hurried off to fetch another.

Gabriel took a long drink and turned to Jenni. “Where did you say you spotted Kevin last week?”

Jenni gave me a cautious glance. “Leaving one of the apartments over on the west side, near the one we burned down last fall.”

“Allegedly burned down,” I snapped.

“Allegedly,” she echoed, no fight in her tone. The dark circles under her eyes and the slump in her shoulders zapped my desire to bitch about my awful day. 

“I’ll try to have a heart-to-heart with Kevin the next time I see him. Whenever that is,” I said.

Jenni’s eyebrows shot up. “I don’t think a heart-to-heart is going to cut it, Lana. He needs real help.”

Like a switch, my anger returned. “And I’m not Josie. Yeah, I get it. What the hell do you suggest I do?”

Jenni opened her mouth, but Gabriel put a gentle hand on her arm. 

“Lana, I think you should really consider taking him to Meng Po,” he said.

My mouth fell open. “I know he’s in pain, Gabriel. We all are. But wiping Josie from his memory is a little extreme, don’t you think?”

“Damn it, Lana.” Jenni shook her head. “You really are dense sometimes.”

Gabriel reached across the table and took my hand before I could pull it away. “We’re not suggesting that Meng erase Kevin’s memory of Josie. We’re suggesting that she erase his drug addiction.”

I blinked stiffly, darting my eyes from Gabriel to Jenni.

Jenni’s frustrated scowl softened, and she sighed. “Kevin is strung out on hellfire. Didn’t you know?”
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“It takes considerable knowledge just to realize the extent of your own ignorance.” 

—Thomas Sowell






KEVIN IS STRUNG OUT on hellfire. Didn’t you know?

Jenni’s words were a broken record inside my head as I sulked down the darkened streets of Limbo City, scuffing the soles of my boots along the pavement. Of course, I hadn’t known about Kevin’s addiction. Apparently, I was the only one who didn’t. Even Jenni, Grim’s second-in-command, who was every bit as busy as I, had noticed. I was the shittiest mentor ever.

The streetlights flickered on, and my insides tightened in false anticipation. I hadn’t wandered the city at dusk much since last spring, when Tisiphone, a Greek fury, had tried to kill me. Streetlights turning on or off reminded me of her and triggered my anxiety. My mood darkened further, and by the time I made it back to Holly House, I was ready to maim anyone who looked at me wrong.

The lights under the bubbling fountain of holy water in the courtyard clicked on as I passed through the front gate, and my heart raced again. I snarled and swiped my hand through the spray arcing from a cherub’s trumpet, feeling ridiculous that something so trivial had spooked me.

“Lana!”

I spun around, fists in the air. Warren, the nephilim in charge of arming the Nephilim Guard, Limbo City’s primary defense, held up his hands in surrender. His pale wings shuddered nervously.

“Is this a bad time?” he asked.

“Yes, but I don’t see that changing any time soon. What do you need?” I lowered my fists and tried not to look so rattled. I could feel my face protest as I forced the grimace out of my expression.

Warren carefully lowered his hands, and a smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “I have something special I’ve been working on for you. Would you care to take a look?”

I shrugged. “Sure, why not. I’ll follow you up.”

“Actually,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “It’s in my shop.”

My interest piqued as I followed Warren around the side of the building to the small parking garage attached to Holly House. There were never more than a dozen vehicles tucked inside, so Holly had allowed Warren to set up a workshop in the back corner after he’d set off the fire alarm doing welding work in the spare room of his apartment.

Warren wasn’t the average tenant at Holly House. In fact, other than him and my lot of misfit roommates, everyone else rooming at the holiest abode in Limbo City was either a deity or a high-ranked being associated with one of the subcommittees of the Afterlife Council.

Where my living situation was a team effort fueled by lucky—and hazardous—promotions, Warren’s stay at Holly House was a result of a shifty business deal. With me. I had agreed to pay his first six months of rent in exchange for the double-headed battle axe I toted to work on not-so-casual Fridays.

Warren’s new location drew the attention of more prestigious clients, like the Nephilim Guard. These days, he kept his licenses current, as well as his hygiene.

“You’re gonna love it.” Warren clapped his hands together and all but skipped through the parking garage. His giddiness for weapons and gadgets of war was disturbing yet well-deserved, considering his talent.

Warren used both hands to slide open a heavy, metal door. The shop lights flickered on, illuminating the shiny tools hanging from the back wall above his work table. A black tarp lay over something in the center of the room. 

Warren circled it and grinned at me. “Ready?” he asked.

I nodded.

He pulled the tarp away with a magician’s flair, revealing a sleek motorbike. The chrome wheels and exhaust pipes sparkled under the shop lights. Everything else was a soft, muted black, except for a shadowy skull painted on top of the gas tank. I walked closer so I could read the thin line of white script above it. Graviora manent. 

“Greater dangers await,” Warren said, translating the quote.

“I know. Demon defense requires a more advanced understanding of Latin.” I smiled at his embarrassed expression and ran my hand over the bike’s leather seat. 

“Of course,” Warren said. “You’re teaching at the academy. I completely forgot.”

“I wish I could.” I sighed and gazed down the length of the bike. “This is amazing, Warren.”

“You have no idea.” He pointed down at the cap on the fuel tank. “It runs on holy water. You could literally fill it up at the fountain out front—but Holly probably wouldn’t care for that,” he quickly added. “There’s a pump along the west wall of the garage. It’s hooked into the plumbing system. I designed it myself.” He beamed.

I fingered the dials on the handlebars. “I don’t know much about motorcycles...”

Warren shook his wings out before tucking them in against his back. Then he nudged in closer to me and the bike. “It’s not a traditional model. I’ve added so many enhancements, a previous knowledge probably wouldn’t do you much good anyhow—”

“I don’t even know how to ride a bicycle,” I said.

Warren bit his lip and his brows cinched together. “Oh.” He tilted his head from side to side. “Well, it’s never too late to learn, right?”

I took a deep breath and gave him a pained look.

A smug grin spread across his face. “Trust me. This bike is totally worth it.” He pointed at one of the dials. “It sprays holy water—and I programmed it to work in conjunction with coin travel.” He fingered a round slot in the dash, just large enough to house a coin. “You can pre-enter your coordinates and get the hell outta Dodge with the press of a button. As long as you’re not in a restricted area,” he said. “The coin dial is also equipped with a backup system, so if the bike happens to break down, you can still transport it.” 

“Nice.” I nodded. “Are you going to make these for the Nephilim Guard, too?”

“No. They can fly. Plus, they rarely leave the city, so the travel feature would be useless.”

“Thanks, Warren. This was really nice of you.”

He smiled sheepishly. “It’s the least I could do. I know you’re going through a lot, and I can’t imagine Kevin is much help right now either—”

“Jesus, does everyone know?” I snapped.

Warren took a step back. “About Josie? There was a ceremony, Lana.”

“Not that. Never mind.” I blushed and cleared my throat. My mood swings were getting worse. I really needed to get a handle on them before I choked to death on my own foot.

I turned away from the bike and looked at Warren. “Seriously, thank you. I’ll give it a go on one of my days off.” If I ever see one of those again.

Warren gave me a parting nod, and I headed for the garage elevators. The bike was a sweet gesture, but it wasn’t enough to distract my mind from the idea that my apprentice was a junkie. It was just one more thing on a growing list that I didn’t know how to handle.

As the elevator neared the tenth floor, my stomach knotted. What if Kevin was in the condo? I didn’t have the first clue how to go about talking to him. This was one of those situations I would have asked Josie for her advice on. Hell, it was one of those situations I probably would have dumped in her lap. No such luck this time.

The condo was dark when I entered, and I was ashamed by the rush of euphoric relief I felt. When I passed Kevin’s room, a soft whimper crept out to greet me. I paused and clicked on the bedroom light.

My hellhound, Saul, lay across the unmade bed, his muzzle between his massive paws. He licked his nose and turned his sad eyes up to me. His sulking had grown worse after Coreen, my other hound, had given birth to a litter of puppies in Olympus. In exchange for one of the adorable abominations, Apollo and his oracle had agreed to keep Coreen until the pups were weaned. They weren’t purebred. The puppies’ father was undeniably one of Anubis’s jackals.  

I should have let Saul stay with his sister and her pups at the temple, but we were already short-handed at work. I had hoped leaving him in Kevin’s care would soothe the kid, but I could at least appreciate the fact that he wasn’t dragging my hound through his hellfire dens.

Kevin’s room stank of sour clothes and beer. There was a layer of dust growing like mold on every surface, and cobwebs dotted the corners of the ceiling. It had been over a month since Josie’s death, and if not for the untidy state of things, I could have easily pretended that she still lived here. 

The closet door had been left open, and her pristine wardrobe hung next to the few casual outfits she’d helped Kevin pick out after his apprenticeship transferred to me. Her favorite book lay on top of her nightstand, a tasseled bookmark still tucked between the pages, and a half-empty glass of wine sat next to it as if maybe Josie had just gone to the restroom and would be back at any moment.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and softly patted my leg. Saul hopped off the bed and followed me down the hall. Kevin was doing hard drugs. Hellhound snuggles clearly weren’t cutting it for him, and I needed comforting, too.

Farther down the hall, I noticed Jenni’s cracked bedroom door. It was dark inside, a sign that she was working late. She couldn’t sleep without a light, not since her week as a prisoner of the rebels. She didn’t talk much about it, but I had walked in on one of her nightmares. Waking up in the dark, having to wonder if she was still in that hellhole... I couldn’t even imagine.

I’d seen my share of horrors since the rebels began plaguing Eternity, and I had the scars to show for it. But, still, I considered myself lucky in a lot of ways. Besides, a pity party never did anyone any good. 

And revenge was far sweeter.
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“Rank does not confer privilege or give power. 

It imposes responsibility.”

—Peter Drucker 






AT SOME UNGODLY HOUR in the morning, someone seized my shoulders and shook until I was sure I’d been turned into a dashboard bobblehead.

“Lana,” a course whisper begged. “Lana, please.”

I peeled open my eyes to find Winston, the backstabbing former soul on the Throne of Eternity, hovering over me. His hair was a disaster, and his eyes were so wide that the whites seemed to glow in the dark.

The last time I’d seen Winston, I’d made it very clear that I never wanted to do so again. He had foreseen Josie’s death and failed to warn me, and I didn’t think I could ever forgive him for that. 

“Lana,” he rasped, digging his fingers into my arms. 

I sat up and pushed away from him, bashing my head into the wall. 

“What the hell are you doing here?” I said, rubbing the back of my throbbing skull. I glanced around the room, but we were alone. Saul had probably slunk back to Kevin’s bed to mope some more.

Winston cringed and placed a finger over his mouth, trying to quiet my outburst. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I need your help.”

“I already told you, I’m done being your gopher. If you need something, go to Maalik.” I rolled onto my side, giving Winston my back, and jerked the covers around me with a huff.

He circled the bed and knelt down, pushing his face close to mine. His frantic breath grazed my forehead. “Please, Lana. Naledi is missing.”

“What?” I threw back the covers and shot upright.

“I think someone took her. The cottage looks like a tornado hit it. And I can’t ask Maalik—he doesn’t even know she exists, remember?”

I sat there for a moment in stunned silence. 

As the throne soul, Naledi literally held the fate of Eternity in the palm of her hand. The Throne of Eternity was Grim’s most fiercely guarded secret, one that he had held on to for over a millennium.

The soul who sat on the throne preserved the boundaries of the afterlives and contained the excess soul matter every year until it was distributed according to the Afterlife Council’s ruling the night of the Oracle Ball. Of course, up until last year, no one but Grim had known that this was the throne soul’s doing. 

Everyone thought the power was Grim’s alone to wield, and he was just benevolent enough to allow the deities of all faiths to have a say on the Afterlife Council. It was a convenient lie. I despised him for it, but I admired him for it, too. While he had most definitely benefited undeservedly, he had relinquished just enough power to the others to keep the peace. Until now.

Grim’s shortcoming had lain in him holding on to the secret for far too long. Khadija, the first soul who had sat on the throne, had been worked to exhaustion, to the point that her power slipped and created the needed opening for the rebels—those who craved war and the undue influence they thought they could obtain through force.

Khadija had tasked me with finding her successor. Grim’s secrecy and hesitation left little time to complete the task, and it, unfortunately, drew the attention of the rebels. Winston had been the first usable soul I stumbled across, though he wasn’t a true, original believer, which the throne required for a reign of any substantial length. After a few months, his power started to wane.

Grim was prepared to ignore the problem, desperate to keep the throne hidden. But the past life that made Winston’s soul a candidate for the throne happened to be Egyptian, courtesy of Horus, the new Egyptian representative on the council. The sneaky old god blackmailed me into finding Winston’s replacement. Though I hadn’t expected Winston to jump the gun and trade places with the first soul I brought him.

I hated to admit it, but the fault was partially mine. I was supposed to slap a tracking bracelet on her wrist and go about business as usual. Instead, I’d brought her back to the throne realm to stay with Winston. Stupid.

That was how Naledi ended up on the throne, though no one knew that but dear Winston and me. He and Naledi had been playing a very dangerous game with Grim, hiding her whenever the boss man visited and convincing him that Winston was still in charge. It was a tightrope act, and they wouldn’t be able to pull it off forever.

Amidst all the chaos, my one spot of relief had lain in the fact that I’d severed ties with the unruly Egyptian teens. When Grim found out about their guise, I didn’t want to be anywhere near that shitstorm. Unfortunately, it looked like the weather had just taken a turn for the worse.

I glared at Winston. “You had one job. One job. How the hell could you lose her?”

Winston threw up his hands. “I was only gone for a minute. She needed something in the city.”

“Shhhh. Let me think.” I pressed a hand over my face and closed my eyes. 

If the rebels had Naledi and knew her worth, it was hard telling what they were capable of. In the blink of an eye, Eternity could be transformed into an endless pit of fire. Every soul, whether in Heaven or Limbo or the sea, could be forsaken, left to their worst nightmares with no promise of redemption—no guarantee of returning to the mortal realm. It would be the end of everything. Armageddon.

I so did not want any part of this nightmare, but Winston was right. I was the only one who knew about Naledi, and I was pretty sure I was the only
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