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Dedication
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For Paul. Again.

I know a lot of authors who dedicate their books to the same person over and over. Through the years, I’ve tried to spread the love around. I’m breaking habit and dedicating this one to my husband again. He deserves it, and so much more, for taking care of our son, our home, and me, day in and day out. None of what I do would be possible without his support, encouragement, and crazy good love.
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Chapter 1
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“A vacation is what you take when you can no longer take what you’ve been taking.” 

—Earl Wilson






A WARM, FURRY BODY nuzzled under my arm, and the smell of wet dog assaulted me as I woke. Saul licked my ear, his muzzle grazing my cheek when the houseboat rocked, and even though I groaned in protest, a smile curled up one corner of my mouth. I rubbed my face dry on the wool blanket.

Beelzebub’s muffled singing drifted down from the upper deck, accompanied by a gurgling hiss. A moment later, I smelled espresso. It motivated me to finally crack my eyes open. I blinked a few times, adjusting to the light that spilled past the gauzy curtains hanging over the small window of the lower cabin.

Saul’s tail wagged, and his tongue slipped out for another kiss, but I pushed him away.

“I’m up. Okay? See?” I rolled off the bed, taking the blanket with me and accidentally knocking my hound to the floor. He jumped to his feet with a yap and raced up the cabin stairs to the main deck. 

I followed him, emerging to find Bub standing stark naked at the helm, a cup of steaming coffee in hand. Scars wrapped around his left calf in a marbled pattern, but the round smoothness of his ass was unmarred. His black hair ran past the nape of his neck, grazing the tops of his shoulders. I grinned at the faint lines my fingernails had left there the night before.

The morning sky was bright orange, streaked through with wispy gray clouds. They reflected across the muddy waters of the Styx and repeated into the distance, hiding the peaks of the mountains that served as the backdrop of Bub’s Tartarus property. The crew of trolls he’d hired to rebuild his summer home had almost finished with the stonework, and our afternoon plans included taking a peek at the progress.

Bub turned to greet me as I walked across the deck, letting his steering hand slip from the wheel to wrap around my waist. He pulled our hips together, leaving only the thin blanket between us.

“Good morning, my love, my dark queen of the night, my—”

“Drinker of coffee,” I injected, nodding at the cup in his hand.

Bub snorted and tilted it to my lips. I closed my eyes and took a long drink, moaning my thanks. When I’d had my fill, he slowly pulled the cup back to his own mouth, darting his forked tongue out to lick a smear of coffee from the side that I’d drunk from. The gold flecks in his eyes swirled with lust. It was a look I knew all too well.

The wool blanket slipped from my naked shoulder, sending a shiver through me. Bub dropped the coffee mug to the deck floor and ran his hand through my tangled curls, dragging my face to his. Our mouths met savagely, tongues and teeth taking purchase wherever they could. Bub’s other hand left my hip to claw at the hem of the blanket, tugging it down the length of my back until it fell to my feet.

I laced my fingers behind his neck and pulled him in closer. My breasts flattened against his chest, aching blissfully as his hands groped my body. I was dizzy with need and ready to take him right there at the helm. So, when a throat cleared at the opposite end of the deck, all I could manage was a vicious growl.

Saul let out a startled yap, and Bub jerked away from me, nearly losing his balance as he turned to face the unwelcome arrival. A small cluster of flies swarmed around his head as if he were on the verge of dispersing to attack.

Our guest, an armor-clad member of the Nephilim Guard, stood at attention with his spear crossed over his breastplate. I couldn’t tell if the wideness of his eyes was more out of fear or embarrassment.

“Greetings and apologies, Captain Harvey. I am here to deliver an urgent message from President Fang. She requires your advisement on a sensitive matter. You are to report to her at Afterlife Council headquarters at once.” The guard finished with a stiff bow and took flight, fleeing the houseboat as suddenly as he’d arrived.

“A sensitive matter?” Bub’s lips pursed thoughtfully.

I scoffed. “President Fang? This promotion is going to her head.” I nuzzled against Bub, but he leaned away to look down at me.

“We should probably head back to the city,” he said. I gave him a sour look as he kissed the tip of my nose. “We’ll pick up where we left off tonight—provided the world isn’t coming to an end.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine.”

My feet tripped over the abandoned wool blanket, and I stooped to pick it up, yelping when Bub’s hand squeezed my backside.

“A little forget-me-not,” he said with a chuckle.

I tossed my hair back and cocked an eyebrow at him as I headed for the cabin stairs. 

Jenni had better be up to her eyeballs in some hellish wrath. Otherwise, she’d be getting an earful. At the same time, I really hoped that hellish wrath had a quick and easy solution. 

This vacation was going too well to be cut short.
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“If I had my choice I would kill every reporter in the world, but I am sure we would be getting reports from Hell before breakfast.” 

—William Tecumseh Sherman






THE REST OF THE RIDE down the Styx was depressing. After I’d put on a pair of jeans and a tee shirt, I took Bub’s place at the wheel so he could dress, too. I hadn’t packed anything business-casual, but Jenni’s message seemed urgent, so I wouldn’t be making time to run home and change.

My agitation grew as Bub tied up the houseboat near the gates of Hell. By the time we coined off to go our separate ways, I was drowning in a stew of anxious irritation. Seriously, what was so damned important that it couldn’t wait until Monday?

Limbo City’s restricted coin travel landed all incoming traffic on the main dock pier at the harbor. It was quiet when I arrived, which I expected with most reapers off harvesting at this time of day. What did surprise me was the abandoned market area. It was Saturday morning. The Three Fates Factory employees were off work and should have been swarming the place.

Abe, the nephilim guarding the dock entrance, nodded stiffly as Saul and I passed by. He hadn’t spared me much more than that since last fall when I gave him the slip while he was supposed to be babysitting me for Grim. I didn’t hold it against him, but I still gave him a wide berth, remembering the time Loki had tricked me by taking on the guard’s face.

From the sidewalk beyond the dock, I noticed half the tented booths down Market Street were closed, their tables tucked inside, the curtains drawn. A warm breeze pushed a paper coffee cup across the asphalt until it found the gutter, joining an assortment of crumpled receipts, candy wrappers, and cigarette butts. Saul lifted his nose to sniff the air and whimpered softly. 

On the opposite side of the street, a yellow taxi was parked along the curb. I caught a glimpse of Skipper, the troll who owned the only cab business in Limbo, cramming an entire donut into his mouth. 

The travel booths were faster and cheaper, so Skipper’s business had taken a beating after the big transition. The nephilim driver he’d employed had joined the Guard, and his tree spirit cabbie had to take on a second job waiting tables at the Phantom Café.

I tapped on the window, giving Skipper a start. He swallowed hard as he pushed the button to unlock the back door.

“Didn’t see you there,” he said, rubbing his sleeve across his wide face. His voice was rough and soft at the same time, and it never failed to remind me of Batman.

“Got time for a fare to Reapers Inc.?” I asked, sliding across the back seat. Saul hopped in next to me, taking care to keep his clawed toes from injuring the upholstery. 

“Kid, I got nothin’ but time,” Skipper said. He pushed a beefy finger down on the meter button and glanced at his side mirrors before pulling away from the curb.

As we turned left onto Morte Avenue, I realized the market wasn’t the only part of the city suffering a lack of activity. Half the store windows were dark—even Purgatory Lounge, which was usually open by now for the early lunch crowd. I spotted a minor Roman god and a nephilim as they exited Bank of Eternity, but that was it.

“Did I overlook a big holiday, Skip?” I pressed my face against the window as we passed Destiny Avenue, trying to catch a glimpse of the city park, where the souls gathered to celebrate on occasion.

“I don’t think so.” Skipper sighed and handed me a magazine over his shoulder. It was the newest edition of Limbo’s Laundry, the gossip rag that had shit on my name more times than I cared to count.

“You don’t strike me as the kind of guy who reads trash talk.” I made eye contact with Skipper in his rearview mirror and frowned at him.

He shrugged. “Limbo Weekly won’t be out until Wednesday, and The Reaper Report didn’t say much about it.”

“About what?”

“The soul scare,” he said, turning right on Ghost Alley.

I looked down at the magazine and crinkled my nose in disgust. The lead story was about the new soul organization, the Apparition Agency, headed up by Naledi, the soul on the Throne of Eternity. Bold text read: Have the inmates taken over the asylum?

Several of the Afterlife Council subcommittees weren’t fully on board with the new addition, and with Grim missing in action and Jenni Fang having only just filled his shoes, the power struggle was getting intense. I was more than happy to pass when the reins were held in my direction, and I felt better about that decision every day.

Next to the tacky cover story, a sidebar of smaller photos and captions caught my attention. Gabriel and Amy’s on-again, off-again romance was showcased between a speculation piece on whether or not Seth was alive and an article about several souls going missing in the past week. Folks didn’t read Limbo’s Laundry for the publication’s ability to prioritize important issues.

I flipped the magazine open to the directory and found the listing for the soul article. Somehow, I wasn’t surprised to see that it only warranted a single page. They’d even squeezed in an ad for overpriced protection amulets that readers could order directly from the magazine, of course.

I rolled my eyes and skimmed the article, looking for the bits that weren’t just sensational fluff. A “noticeable spike in CNH souls” could mean anything from two to two hundred, so I refused to let the vague comment concern me just yet, though I was bothered by the mention of three factory souls disappearing. 

Souls in the city didn’t just disappear. The travel restrictions made that impossible. Unless they somehow slipped past the guards at the harbor and boarded a boat, they had to be somewhere in the city. The article went on to propose that they had grown sick of factory work and had run away, refusing to fulfill the century term of their contracts with the Fates. It was a believable enough scenario until I recognized one of the names.

Ruth Summerdale. I’d harvested her soul back in the early twenties. She had five, maybe six years left on her contract. That was nothing. There was no way she’d jump ship. Not this close to retirement and on the verge of a celebrity rebirth.

My brow furrowed as I read the rest of the article. Souls being nabbed from both sides of the grave, and no one knowing how or why had everyone in a panic. No wonder they were staying out of sight.

“Here we are, girl.” Skipper parked the car in front of Reapers Inc. and turned back to face me. “That’ll be eight big ones.”

I gave him a coin with ten marks left on it and told him to keep the change. Then I stepped out onto the vacant sidewalk with Saul close on my heels. 

The damage Reapers Inc. had suffered in the zombie soul stampede last fall was still under repair. Scaffolding hung from the skyscraper in several places, and a few of the windows with more serious cracks had been taped off, awaiting replacements.

I pushed through the front doors, wanting to get the meeting over and done with as quickly as possible. It was probably delusional to think that Bub and I could make it back to the houseboat in time for dinner, but a quiet night at home didn’t sound half bad.

Saul found a corner in the downstairs lobby and circled it a few times, giving it a good sniff before lying down. He rested his muzzle across his paws and yawned. It was our new routine whenever I had to stop at the office. He wasn’t fond of the elevators, and Jenni threw an even bigger fit than Grim had whenever I brought the hounds to work with me—especially after Coreen’s helljack puppies chewed a leg off one of our dining room chairs. Something about all the antique furniture at Reapers Inc. amped up Jenni’s canine prejudice.

I took an elevator up to the seventy-third floor, the Afterlife Council Headquarters, and Maalik met me as I stepped into the fancy hallway that led to the meeting rooms. His gray wings bunched up behind his shoulders. I’d seen them do that enough to know that he was unpleasantly surprised by my presence.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said in a hushed voice, taking my arm and steering me into a less visible corner of the foyer.

“Ow. Do you mind?” I jerked my arm free and glared at him.

“Why do you always seem to show up at the worst possible times?” Maalik pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. His dark hair was unruly, and his robe was spotted with coffee, but at least he didn’t smell. Adjusting to the life of a councilman was a gritty process—especially for an upstanding sort like him.

“I was summoned by President Fang,” I said, rolling my eyes. “So, if you’ve got a problem with me being here, take it up with her.”

I made to leave, but he grabbed my arm again. “You don’t understand. You can’t go back there right now.”

“You’re such a drama queen. I’m supposed to be here right now. A nephilim guard interrupted my vacation to insist I get over here. I’m sorry if that’s a problem for you.”

Maalik looked pained, but he let me go this time, choosing instead to follow me down the hall to the main conference room. Muffled voices slipped through the door. They didn’t sound overly happy, but I entered anyway, refusing to back down now that I’d had to argue my way this far.

The enormous meeting table was crowded with familiar faces. Cindy Morningstar and Holly Spirit both glanced up and gave me forced smiles. Parvati’s smile was more genuine, but she was pleasant to everyone. The Green Man and Kwan Yin were at the table too, but they were too focused on Ridwan, Maalik’s fellow Islamic angel, to notice my arrival.

“Rules are rules,” Ridwan shouted, before turning his twisted face in my direction. His surprise quickly shifted to malice. “What is she doing here?”

“I requested her presence,” Jenni said from the head of the table. She rubbed a hand over her forehead and squeezed her eyes shut. “You can wait in my office, Lana. We’re almost done here.”

“The hell we are!” Ridwan’s wings flapped crossly, and he stabbed a finger in my direction. “Her very existence is a breach of the peace treaty and needs to be dealt with. Immediately.”

My breath caught in my throat as everyone’s eyes zeroed in on me. I’d dreaded this day ever since Khadija had revealed the illicit nature of my purpose. The truth was out, and the poker faces staring back at me weren’t comforting in the least.
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“Politicians and diapers have one thing in common. They should both be changed regularly, and for the same reason.”

—José Maria de Eça de Queiroz






I WAS LESS RESISTANT with Maalik as he led me away from the conference room and up to Jenni’s office on the seventy-fifth floor. The sound of my heartbeat pulsed in my ears, and I was only vaguely aware of Maalik as he filled me in on the finer details of the council meeting.

“Horus is not in attendance because his station is being challenged, as well. Ridwan is petitioning the council to unseat him and mark him as a traitor, due to his underhanded dealings with Grim—and you.” Maalik gave me a sideways glance as we stepped into the elevator.

I leaned against the glass wall and sighed. “Do they really count as dealings if I was being blackmailed? He threatened to out me to the council.”

Maalik scowled. “Why didn’t you tell me? I could have helped.”

“How?” I held out my hands. “By being even more overbearing than you already were? Besides, Horus wasn’t wrong about Khadija’s replacement. Winston was unstable on the throne. He wasn’t a true, original believer, and Grim was in no hurry to replace him. Something had to be done.”

“Horus should have brought the matter to the council.” Maalik’s wings fluttered as his back straightened. “Instead, he let the promise of souls—souls he had no right to—buy his silence. He brought this on himself.”

“I suppose you think I deserve what’s coming to me, too?”

Maalik’s shoulders slumped, and he looked away from me. Before he could say anything, the elevator doors slid open, exposing us to the lobby of Reapers Inc. and a brooding glare from Ellen over the top of her desk.

My friendship with Ellen had been strained since Grim’s disappearance. She hadn’t particularly seemed to like our former boss any more than I had, but Jenni wasn’t much of an improvement in Ellen’s book. The new protocols and filing system were driving everyone nuts, but Ellen definitely got the worst of it. I guess the evil you know really is preferable sometimes. She clearly blamed me for the changeover.

“I don’t have a docket for you today,” Ellen said, glancing down at her schedule book. “You’re marked down for vacation—and if that’s changed, I wasn’t informed. It’s not on me.”

I shook my head. “I’m not here to collect a docket. Jenni called me in for a meeting.”

“You and half the city.” Ellen harrumphed and fingered a smudge of ash on her blouse. Duster, her pet toy phoenix, had resurrected recently, but there wasn’t a pet groomer in the city willing to handle the temperamental bird.

Maalik opened Jenni’s office door for me, and a hoarse sob trickled out to greet us. Inside, Meng Po was hunched over in one of the guest chairs with a box of tissues in her lap. Naledi sat on the edge of the other chair making soft, soothing sounds as she rubbed a hand over Meng’s back.

“Where’s Jai Ling?” My heart went off like an alarm, pounding in my ears again.

Meng’s sobs intensified as Naledi gave me a scathing look. Maalik closed the door behind us and put his hand on the small of my back, encouraging me to gather in closer. The room felt too warm, and the heat seemed to come from Meng’s grief, radiating outward. I’d never seen her so distraught.

“Gone,” she gasped in between sobs. “Taken.”

Naledi patted her arm. “Shh, now. Lana will get her back. Won’t you?” she asked, turning her dark eyes up at me again.

“Wha—?”

“Absolutely,” Maalik said, cutting me off. “I’m sure that’s why Jenni summoned her here. There’s nothing to worry about,” he added, giving me a strained smile and squeezing my elbow pleadingly.

“Right,” I said through clenched teeth. “But first, I need to know a few things.” Like why the hell all the odd jobs keep getting forked onto my overflowing plate.

Meng sniffled and blinked a few times, clearing the tears from her eyes. “She good girl, my Jai Ling. She go to market to buy fish and not come back. Last night, before dinner.”

I glanced up at Naledi. “Okay. Maybe you should take her home to rest for now.”

“Take the back way,” Maalik said, raising his eyebrows. “The council is out and about, and they’re in a delicate flux at the moment. Meng needn’t worry over their turmoil right now.”

Naledi winced. “The council frowns on my ability to manipulate the travel restrictions. Jenni has asked that I refrain.”

“The council has also refused to fully accept her as their president or you as their peer,” Maalik said. “So, expecting you to follow their orders through her seems a bit hypocritical, don’t you think?”

Naledi tilted her head to one side. “Good point.” 

She stood and helped Meng to her feet. Maalik and I both offered a hand to assist, and where the stubborn old gal would have normally berated us for our courtesy, she made a point to thank us all, profusely.

“I know you will find her,” she said, hiccupping mid-sob. “I know she okay.”

I swallowed my doubt and tried to give her a reassuring smile. Naledi dug a coin out of her pocket, and a few seconds later, she and Meng vanished from the room, traveling through the channels that only the soul on the Throne of Eternity could access.

“Tell me you have more to go on than that,” I said, turning back to Maalik. “And remind me again why this is my responsibility.”

The angel managed a look that was both apologetic and scolding. He deposited himself on one of the abandoned chairs with a frustrated huff, his wings flapping open suddenly and then settling again. “Meng Po trusts you. Assigning you to the task of finding her lost soul was the only way to keep her from having an outright meltdown.” His eyes rolled up to meet mine again. “Also, I need more leverage if I’m to protect you from the council. You must show them how invaluable you are.”

I snorted. “You want me to win their favor through good deeds? What do you call everything I’ve done over the past two years?”

“It’s not enough.” Maalik pressed his palms together as if in prayer and then lifted his hands to tap his forefingers on his chin. “I’m sorry.”

I swallowed the lump forming in the back of my throat and sat down beside him. “So, you really think finding Jai Ling will keep the council from executing me?”

His brow furrowed, and he wet his lips. “It’s not just Jai Ling. If you want to prove yourself to the council, you need to uncover the soul-trafficking ring responsible for all of the recent disappearances.”

“Shit.” I rubbed a hand over my face and leaned back in the chair. “This is Ridwan’s doing, isn’t it?”

Maalik nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

“It had to be him. The one member I was sure you’d have the most influence over.”

“I’m not a puppet master, Lana.”

Angry tears tickled the corners of my eyes, but I blinked them away and cleared my throat. “Well, lay it all out. I need to know who’s gunning hardest for me.”

“Cindy Morningstar is still burned that you exposed her undercover mission with Beelzebub.” He winced at having said my lover’s name aloud. “And Holly Spirit’s opinion of you has not been overly favorable since your close encounter at Holly House.”

I’d almost forgotten. 

Last fall had been chaos. The rebels hadn’t been fooled by Bub’s undercover ruse for long, and they’d used him to demand ransom from me in the form of the throne soul. 

My attempt to rescue Bub had made me one of Limbo City’s most wanted for a short time, and it had resulted in a dicey run-in with Holly at my condo when she unlocked the front door for the Nephilim Guard to search the place. I eluded them before too much damage was done—and I just barely grazed Holly with my axe. 

My name was cleared soon after, and though she didn’t have me evicted, Holly was certainly less warm and bubbly when our paths crossed now. She wasn’t thrilled about Bub shacking up with me either. His manor in Tartarus had been destroyed by rioters, and his flat in Pandemonium had been rented out to another demon. Where was he supposed to go? It wasn’t like he actually enjoyed living at Holly House, where he had to walk past an eight-foot fountain spouting holy water every day.

Maalik frowned as he continued down the list. “Kwan Yin has a formulaic voting method that is troublesome. She often votes in opposition of Meng Po as if to cancel out their collective voice for the Zen Senate and remain neutral.”

“Like the fucking Switzerland of Eternity. Super.” 

Maalik grinned dryly. “The Green Man’s voting method is similar, in opposition of Horus.”

“What? Why?”

“The Summerland Society has been advocating for some time now to unite with the Sphinx Congress and merge their territories. They hope to persuade the Egyptians to move forward by way of their aggressive voting methods.” Maalik shook his head. “I sincerely hate politics. I should have stayed in Jahannam.”

My cheeks warmed at the silent accusation. I knew I had been a deciding factor in his initial move to Limbo City, and even though it had been beyond my control, I felt guilty for the outcome.

“Well.” I slapped my hands on my knees. “That makes five out of nine—out of eight if Horus gets the shaft. Guess I’m fucked.”

Maalik’s brows knit together, and he placed a hand on my shoulder. “I think Morgan, the young Summerland soul in Naledi’s circle, might be able to change the Green Man’s vote. And finding these missing souls would most certainly appeal to Kwan Yin’s merciful nature. It might even sway Holly Spirit.”

“Right.”

“Don’t lose faith.” Maalik gave me a tender smile, but it was cut short as Jenni entered the room. 

Her hair was coming loose from her chopsticks, and the circles under her eyes looked even darker than they had when I first arrived that morning, the bags heavier. 

“Your brother is becoming a serious pain in my ass,” she said, shooting a dirty look Maalik’s way. “First, I’m not worthy of the presidency, then Horus isn’t worthy of his seat on the council, and now Lana isn’t worthy of the breath in her lungs. What exactly is his angle?” She dropped a stack of files on her desk and sank into her chair.

Maalik shook his head. “He came here expecting transparency and honesty.”

“Boy is he in the wrong profession.” Jenni smirked and leafed through her paperwork without looking up at me. “I take it Maalik’s filled you in on why you’re here?”

I shrugged. “More or less.”

“Good. I’m reassigning Asha Dipika to the Posy Unit so you and Kevin can focus entirely on uncovering the soul-trafficking ring. I expect you to select a new captain to take your place by tomorrow morning—”

“A new captain?” My head snapped around in time to see Maalik’s pained expression.

“Our chat hadn’t progressed that far yet,” he said sheepishly.

“You mean you didn’t want to be the one to break the news.” I turned back to Jenni. “Why am I being demoted, exactly?”

“It’s not a
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