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For Ethan, who said, “What about the Grim Reaper?”

(You know the chapters to avoid.)
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1 HELENA

Given that we’d reached mid-October—and, more importantly, Halloween season—I shouldn’t have been surprised to find a man dressed up as the Grim Reaper on the balcony of Anatole Manor. Still, the historic Gothic home turned event venue made him look so perfectly picturesque, I couldn’t resist investigating.

I rapped a knuckle against the sliding glass door, but the impossibly tall, hooded man didn’t look up. Instead, he stood in profile at the banister of the stone balcony, lonesome and cutting an ominous image, the handle of his huge scythe propped against his shoulder. Its curved blade gleamed as silver as the slivered moon that floated high above.

Opening the door with my free hand, my other cradling a plastic wine cup, still half full of cheap Chardonnay, I stepped into the night.

I closed the door behind me, muffling the thumping techno remix of “Monster Mash.” The music bled from the crowded ballroom that I’d given the slip—right along with my otherwise-occupied date, who hadn’t noticed my exit anyway.

As the sound subdued to a fainter heartbeat rhythm, I breathed a sigh of relief.

Was that why Tall, Dark, and Gruesome was out here? Maybe his ears—and nerves—needed a break from the ultra-kitschy spooky-themed tunes, too.

“Wow,” I said, turning to my fellow party absconder. “That costume is a ten out of ten on the epic scale.”

The figure didn’t move. And though he remained still enough to be one of those overpriced-lawn-ornament-type deals, the dramatic brooding act wasn’t fooling me. This guy had clearly spent weeks planning this. And no one poured that much time into a costume unless they were dying to show it off.

Not only that, but the man had implemented the special effect of gray fog tendrils curling off the tatty hems of his robes. I wasn’t sure how he’d accomplished that, but my educated guess was that he’d sewn dry ice packs into the fabric.

A glowing hourglass hung from his belt, multicolored orbs floating within—another off-the-scale special effect.

“Truly,” I said as I approached, the floor-length skirts of my sparkly lemon-yellow taffeta ball gown rustling with my movements, “that look is movie-level authentic. Did you rent those robes? Or maybe you made them. Either way, please tell me you’re entering the costume contest. I think there’s a cash prize. Runner-up gets a spa gift card. I guess you don’t have flesh, but you could still get your phalanges done.” I wiggled my rainbow-painted nails at him. “You’d certainly get my vote.”

He didn’t answer. I didn’t care.

He didn’t own the balcony, and I needed to get away, too.

As the quiet wore on, a pleasantly chilly breeze stirred my wheat-blond hair, which I wore long under my crown. My dress didn’t have sleeves, but it had been warm in the manor, and thanks to the wine, I probably had a good ten minutes before I started to shiver.

“Nice and quiet out here,” I observed. “Are you waiting for someone?”

Could be he was loitering (sulking?) outdoors because his date had left him alone as well. Mine, an actuary I’d been chatting up on a dating app for weeks, had bailed on me the moment he’d caught the attention of a brunette dressed as a sexy librarian—a costume I wasn’t sure if I should be offended by since I actually happened to be a librarian.

I stopped next to the enormous looming, dooming Reaper Man, and straightening my spiky crown—spray-painted with love and dunked in gold glitter—I grinned up at him. “It’s obvious who you are. But can you guess what I am?”

He didn’t say anything. He still refused to move, too. But he wasn’t running away from me, so why not continue the one-sided conversation? So far, this interaction was still going better than any of my exchanges with Dale, who had already blocked me on the dating app.

I knew because, while I’d been sitting alone at our table, I’d had plenty of time to check my phone.

Maybe I shouldn’t have quoted Hamlet when he said he didn’t believe in ghosts.

Or maybe I should have worn something saucier.

“I’m sunshine!” I spread my arms. Then I snapped my multicolored spandex belt with my free hand. “And rainbows.”

Next, I lifted the hem of my dress, accented with cotton to simulate clouds, and flashed the rainbow, rhinestone-covered pumps that were officially killing me. “I made and repurposed everything myself. Thanks to my job, I’m pretty crafty. Not to mention thrifty. It was Abigail, one of my regular patrons—I’m a children’s librarian—who suggested this concept. She’s five.” I raised a finger. “And a half. Except, everyone keeps asking me if I’m Belle from Beauty and the Beast.” I shrugged. “But that’s cool, too, so… I just say yes.”

I took a big swig of the wine, which, to be fair, I’d already had enough of.

When I went back in, I’d call an Uber and scarf down some cheese puffs and bruschetta to counteract the effects of the adult grape juice. Then I’d go home and do my usual bedtime routine of washing my face, brushing my teeth, and reading about other people falling in love until I fell asleep.

“What do you do?” I asked him, but he kept the stoic shtick going.

Either he was annoyed, or he just wanted to stay in character. Possibly both were true.

But I could play along. I literally had a master’s in make-believe.

“Dead-silent type, huh?” I asked him with a wink as I gazed out over the grounds, which we hovered two stories above. On either side of the balcony, a set of curving stone steps swept down to meet with a dormant garden, the roses pruned back to near nubs. Quilts of leaves blanketed the rest of the barren beds and the cobblestone walkway, too. “Lonely lonesome loner. I get that.”

Plucking a stray golden maple leaf from the stone balcony’s cracked banister, I gave it a twirl before sending it floating over the ledge.

Though he still didn’t speak, he did move, lifting his head just a bit.

My curiosity exploded, and I craned my neck to gaze into that hood, which framed only blackness.

“Goodness,” I said, eyes bugging as I took yet another swig from my wine. “You’ve really gone all out.” I gestured to his lost-to-the-shadows face. “H-how are you doing that?” No sooner had I voiced the question than I held up a halting hand. “You know what? I don’t want to know. Honestly, I’m starting to think your way is more fun. Because, no lie, I’m kind of scared right now.”

And I was—a little.

“That’s what the unknown does to us, right?” I prodded. “That’s why you, the Grim Reaper, are so scary. You represent death. The greatest unknown there is. Really, though—and correct me if I’m wrong—I think you’re a little misunderstood.”

More silence from my menacing cohort, and suddenly I found myself trying to picture what dwelled beyond that solid wall of blackness that lurked within that hood.

Was he cute? He could be.

And was I flirting with him? I could be…

Normally, I flailed in that arena.

Something about his silence made being myself easier, though. Because it didn’t matter that he wasn’t laughing at my jokes, or that he hadn’t said anything about my costume. If he was the Grim Reaper, why would he? He wouldn’t. Because he was just being himself, too.

“Again,” I went on, “correct me if I’m wrong, but I don’t think the Grim Reaper is death. I think you just… collect the souls of the dead and kinda… scoot-aloo them along to whatever’s next. You’re like a modern Charon. You know who that is, right?” I scoffed and shook my head, embarrassed. “Of course, what am I saying? You know your roots. That guy’s probably your great-great-great-great-great-great-uncle or something. But what I mean is, you’re like the ferryman. You just transport souls. It’s not like you use the scythe to kill people. You just shave souls off dead husks. Thankless job but somebody’s got to do it, right?”

Another nervous laugh escaped me because, now that I thought about it, he could be a serial killer. Though he didn’t give off the slasher vibe—not that I necessarily had a barometer for detecting murderous intent. But if he was here to hunt for his next victim, why would he be out on the balcony alone?

Then again, I hadn’t seen him inside. Maybe I wouldn’t have noticed him, but with his height, that scythe, and his literally misting robes, he did stand out.

“Anyway,” I said, “that’s what I think. I think that the archetype you represent is… well, unfairly judged. Take the Middle Ages for example.” I waved my wine at the moon and the sky, with its slow-moving, tattered-lace clouds. “Death was so rife—indiscriminate, too. Kings and vagabonds alike bit the dust, but that doesn’t mean you were the one who brought the plague upon them. The rats did that. You were, and are, just… well, I guess you’re just the messenger, aren’t you? Though, at the same time, you’re a little more than that. Or a lot more, I guess. Am I making sense?”

Squinting, my head light and swimming from the wine, I spun to put my back against the banister.

Clasping my almost-empty cup between both hands, I peered down into the sip that remained and waited again for the answer I knew wouldn’t come.

“There’s probably an art to it,” I said. “What you do, I mean. Which is true of anything that requires skill, wouldn’t you agree? Anyway, in your case, I can’t imagine the responsibility. The workload. The pressure. There’s likely little room for error, too. Not at all like my job, which is messy and chaotic—but in a good way. The best way. By the way, did you know they recently changed the alphabet song so that LMNOP no longer runs together all willy-nilly? There’s now a pause right before O, if you can believe it. It’s been an adjustment, I’ll say that.”

Silence, silence, silence.

I sucked in a breath, and clutching the cup even tighter, I peeked up at him and blurted my next question. “Are you here alone?” My nerves twisted tighter, spitting sparks. “Technically, I’m not but, I mean, I also kind of am. He, my date, wouldn’t miss me, I mean. Isn’t missing me. I know you don’t know me, but if… if you wanted to get out of here and, I dunno, catch a midnight movie or hit up Wendy’s for a pretzel burger, I’d totally be, um, game?”

He turned toward me, and my face, already heated from the alcohol I wasn’t used to, caught fire.

“You’re married,” I guessed. “Aren’t you? Everyone’s married these days. I mean, I’m not. Mom says that, at twenty-nine, I should be—but dating hasn’t been going too well. But… we’re not going to talk about Mom, the careening approach of my thirties, or the emotionally unavailable werewolf I came here with. Or getting married because, on the off chance that you’re not already, where would we find an officiate at this time of night anyway?”

I laughed but then stopped myself and shut my eyes. I gritted my teeth and, frowning, commanded myself to unweird this monologue—stat.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to come out here and pester you like this. Sidenote, now that I think about it, is there such a thing as an emotionally available werewolf? Probably not. So, again, LMNOP, joke’s on me.”

Another nervous laugh bubbled out of me, but it died off in the continued and unending silence.

“Listen,” I said next, “I’m going to get out of your hair, er, I mean your skull now and head back in. I really do like your costume, and I hope you have a nice night.”

Why did it never fail? Always in these situations—situations with guys—I did something to make a fool of myself. I said too much. I did too much. I was too much.

I drained my wine and, tears already pricking at my eyes, I moved to push off from the banister, mortified.

Before I could get my footing, the stone railing supporting my spine cracked and jolted backward, crumbling. I dropped my plastic cup, which bounced away with quiet taps.

Eyes wide, I toppled with a shriek, following after the chunks that broke free, blond curls rushing ahead of me, screening my view of the hooded man who, instinctively, I reached for.

He moved fast—too fast, somehow unfurling into smoke and vapor before rematerializing in front of me to seize the wrist of one outstretched arm with a freezing and literally skeletal hand.

“Omigod!” I gasped as he yanked me to him, the fallen chunks of balcony cracking loud as gunshots on the flagstones below.

My feet under me again, I teetered on my two-dollar Goodwill heels, my free hand going to his chest.

Instead of plastering themselves against a solid pectoral, my fingers dipped into the black fabric, curling around… ribs?

I snapped my hand back as if burned, and swiveling me away from the broken balcony, he released me.

Skittering in reverse with a cry of shock, I lost my balance a second time, my heels snagging in the hem of my dress, and I went spilling onto the stone floor.

I landed on my hip, catching myself with my hands, palms seared by the stone, my crown knocking askew, one knee screaming from the jolt.

But then, I wasn’t lying broken and bleeding on the flagstones below, was I?

“H-how?” I managed as I swung my head back toward my rescuer.

Except he was gone. Vanished from the balcony altogether.

But that… was impossible.

Behind me, the sliding door shushed open. “Oh my God,” fussed a woman, her heels clomping fast as she hurried over to me. “Are you all right?”

“Is she okay?” asked a male voice.

“What happened?” questioned a second feminine voice.

“This door is supposed to be locked,” answered the first voice.

People crouched around me, but I couldn’t move. Couldn’t tear my gaze away from the now-missing portion of the balcony. Because I’d nearly gone with it. Been smashed, too, on the stone below.

Right at that moment, I could have been dead.

Right at that moment, I would have been.

If not for the man with the skeleton hand.

Except men—people, living people—didn’t have skeleton hands.

Or touchable ribs.

But the real Grim Reaper… supposedly did.
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2 GRIM

I should not have done that.

I should not. Have. Done. That.

Scythe clutched in one hand, glowing hourglass holding the day’s collected souls in the other, I stalked down the long hall leading to the Basins, the repository where, every twenty-four hours, I delivered my cache of spirits.

My boots made no sound against the dark marble floors. The quiet that had never bothered me before swelled like a scream, aggravating my thoughts, making my normally calm mind snap and snarl at itself.

As I drew nearer to the open archway leading into the main chamber, the tall walls seemed to cinch tighter. And why did the vaulted ceiling have to resemble the roof of some unending serpent’s mouth?

On either side of me, green Soul Flames guttered in their sconces, their quiet wafting like whispers.

Made me nervous. Paranoid. Like their hissing pertained to me.

What I’d done. Hadn’t done…

The librarian, my final mark of the night, would have gone so much easier if she hadn’t been able to see me. No one ever saw me these days. No one but the kids, and they weren’t my sector anyway. Not anymore.

But the librarian worked with children—something I hadn’t known. Not that I cared.

But that must have been why she’d been able to see me. The influence of her young patrons must help to keep her mind more susceptible to seeing the truth—the reality that everyone else in the world had convinced themselves didn’t exist.

“Grim?” called a familiar voice from within the main chamber, his German-accented words echoing out to me. “That you?”

“Who else would it be, Johann?” I droned with my low and caustic reaper’s voice as I entered the enormous circular chamber. I’d made this exact entrance countless times over the years—the decades. The centuries. It wasn’t so much that I’d lost count. Since this wasn’t a gig I was planning on retiring from—ever—I’d just never bothered keeping track of the time in the first place.

Why bother when, for me, this was it?

“Well, let’s see,” mused Johann even as he kept scribbling away in the pages of his enormous book, feather quill scratching against parchment. “You could have been Flora or Cedric. Could have been one of The Few, too, for all I knew. God forbid you could have been my old friend I wish never to meet again…”

A wizened, white-haired man who had also been here for centuries, Johann sat in his usual spot behind the scribe’s desk that occupied the center of the circular ballroom-sized chamber. A waterfall of snowy hair flowed down his back, while a mystic’s long beard draped his front.

“Demons can’t come to the Netherworld, can they?” asked Pluto, Johann’s annoying-ass raven, in his smooth and lilting Estuary English accent—the question rhetorical. “That’s why we’re here.”

I glowered at the onyx beast currently perched on his ornate bird stand near Johann’s desk, his vapid, brainless head ticking this way and that like he was trying to rattle the two thoughts he had into something not clueless.

Good fucking luck.

“True,” grunted Johann as he continued to scribble, “the fiend can’t enter the Netherworld portals, but that hasn’t stopped him from trying, now, has it? And if there’s one thing I never say… it’s never. Aside from that, when it comes to our corner of the universe, does one ever really know who or what to expect?”

He had a point. And maybe I’d forgotten how, in so many ways, paranoia came with this… department.

“He’s talking about Mephistopheles,” said Pluto, speaking to me.

Like I didn’t know. Like I hadn’t been here long enough to get the picture better than him. Like I hadn’t punched the demon in question square in his fanged face more than once.

“I told you not to say that name!” bellowed Johann, his voice resounding through the chamber.

Pluto puffed on his perch, spiked feathers frilling out. “Shall I call him Phil instead?”

“Haven’t you ever heard the saying ‘Speak of the devil and the devil shall appear’?” groused Johann. “I can tell you firsthand and perhaps better than anyone… it’s true.”

“But demons can’t come to the Netherworld, can they?” asked Pluto.

Again.

At last Johann looked up from his writing to glower at the bird.

“Grim’s home,” the bird offered.

“He’d be just as useful to you stuffed, you know,” I droned to Johann.

“If only that were true,” he muttered. “We both know I need all the pairs of eyes I can get.”

Johann, once a doctor of alchemy, astrology, magic, and other weird shit, had a famed history with the diabolical. And the very literal demons of his past had led him here.

Tonight, along with robes of red, the doctor wore the fez Flora had brought him from Morocco.

“Quiet night, I hope?” he hedged.

“I had no complaints,” I grumbled, which I supposed was true enough.

Five large and decorative stone vats encircled his station, the swirling, misty, and glowing “waters” of each a different hue.

The Basins served as receptacles to which Flora and I delivered souls.

None of us knew where or what any of them led to. But then, it wasn’t our job to know.

After leaving my scythe to stand on its own in wait for my return, I marched toward the stone Basin with the white iridescent waters.

The hue of summertime clouds, the fluffy, pillowy kind that produced uncanny shapes, the hazy liquid within rotated at a languid pace.

Hovering over the White Basin, I unscrewed the silver raven-shaped lid of the hourglass and tipped the topmost contents into the liquid.

The mixture of sparkling souls, each a different pastel hue—powder blue, pale pink, seafoam green—flowed out, blending easily with the cloudy essence.

Next, I approached the Blue Basin, which radiated a strange coldness. Within this Basin, the liquid stood utterly still, rippling only when I added what was due—three deep sapphire-blue souls. Again, I spared a glance to Johann, who, paying me no mind, continued scribbling along—checking off the names the Basins whispered to him in tones only he could hear.

So far, so good. Meaning he seemed none the wiser that I didn’t have one of the night’s souls with me—the librarian.

Resisting the urge to cross bony fingers, I moved on to the Green Basin, which always maintained a steady swirl, like a slow-moving hurricane. In went the Basin’s matching deep emerald souls, a smaller stream that the vortex sucked up and swallowed.

From there, I moved on to the Red Basin, the murky, blood-hued contents of which flickered with silent bursts of lightning. The deep ruby souls I tipped into this vat never wanted to go in. They went anyway, yanked by a magnetic pull. Brighter bursts of lightning accompanied the influx.

Finally, I arrived at the Black Basin, my least favorite. Not that I had a preference. More like I simply held an aversion to this one. But only because it seemed to hold an affinity for me.

I didn’t always have souls for this Basin. But tonight, I had one.

The souls for the Black Basin always sank to the bottom of the hourglass, heavy with burdens and, I suspected, deeds that weighed them down and darkened their essence to the hue of ink.

After rolling back my sleeve, revealing nearly the whole of one bony arm, I extended the canister over the Black Basin.

The vat presented as a smooth onyx mirror, and like any reflective surface, it showed my alternate form—a muscle-corded flesh-and-blood arm riddled with black tattoos.

That form, I never took it anymore. Not unless I absolutely had to. A rare event since I’d become so efficient at what I did. At who—what—I was.

Again, I tipped the hourglass, slowly this time. Out rolled the lone onyx soul, which pierced the center of the black liquid like a marble.

Up splashed the murk, which, like whips of tar, wrapped and lashed my bones.

They tugged at me as if wanting to haul me in.

With a muttered curse, I yanked up, breaking the tendrils, which slurped back into the Basin, the contents of which at once went smooth again.

I backed away from the Black Basin, glaring at it while screwing the lid of the now-empty hourglass back into place.

“Well, that hasn’t happened for a while.”

I jumped—actually jumped—and, swinging around, glared down at four-foot-nothing Flora, who had appeared at my side from out of nowhere. She peered up at me, blinking vast green eyes, her red hair done up today in lilies.

An eight-hundred-year-old Scottish fairy, Flora presented as twelvish in human years, with enormous pointed ears, iridescent wings, a sprightly face dusted with freckles, and a gap-toothed smile that even I found adorable. Not that I would ever admit as much.

Today, she wore a knee-length forest-green dress cinched at the waist with a leather belt that had a gold leaf latch. Matching bracers cuffed her wrists. Hands on her hips, she wiggled the toes of her bare feet—next to which sat her golden lantern, filled with the glowing firefly- and bumblebee-sized souls of the young.

Never once had I seen her in shoes.

Flora tilted her head at me, batting those large eyes. “Have you thought about asking one of The Few why that Basin does that with you?” Her gossamer wings flickered behind her—a sign of interest.

“No.” I latched the empty hourglass to my belt. Then, turning, I marched to my scythe, grabbing it on my way to my look-alike statue, one of the three—one for each of us—that stood sentinel around the perimeter of the room, between open archways leading to other sections of the citadel.

“It never does that with me,” Flora called after me in her too-sweet voice. “Look here. Grim, look!”

With a growl, I whirled toward her again. She stopped at the Black Basin and held a small arm out over the reflective void. Keeping eye contact with me, she wiggled her little fingers. “See? Nothin’.”

“Your soul is still locked in your body,” I snarled her way. “So… a little less accessible than mine. Aside from that, you never make deliveries to the Black Basin. You want to collect a few of the dark spirits? Then try that again?”

“Sure.” She folded her arms. “We could even swap beats for a night.”

“Yeah, no thanks,” I grumbled as I again turned away.

“Flora’s back!” said Pluto. “Gave Grim a heart attack.”

“Grim hasn’t got a heart,” said Flora, who hurried over to stroke the bird’s chest with a finger. “Or so he’d like us all to believe,” she added under her breath, earning another scowl from me.

“How’s me dapper bird boy?” she asked the raven.

“Dunno,” said Pluto, blinking at her. “You should ask him.”

Flora had come to the Hallowed Halls well after I’d entered this role—when I’d finally asked for help. Flora got the kids now. And that let me concentrate on everybody else.

The dark spirits in particular could be… unruly.

“Grim.” Johann this time.

Grinding my teeth, I halted again, because could it be he’d already tracked the missing soul?

“Turn around, please,” he instructed.

Glaring hard out the impenetrable shadows cast by my hood, I slowly rotated to find the old man squinting at me from behind his round spectacles, his pointy nose out of that book and his long pheasant-feather quill, for once, motionless in his hand.

This was it. He’d noted I was short. Which meant he was short.

And none of us who worked here in the Hallowed Halls could afford a single slipup. Not when the alternative was facing the consequences—the real consequences—of the actions that had led us each to these… roles.

“Something the matter?” I asked the old man.

“The matter,” he echoed, rubbing his chin. “Yes. There’s something quite the matter, I’m afraid.”

I spared a glance at Flora, who only blinked at me, her expression expectant. It was like she’d somehow sniffed out my being short a soul as well and was silently urging me in that goody-two-shoes way of hers to fess up.

“Well, what?” I barked, never one for admitting anything until backed into a corner.

Johann tilted his glasses down, then pointed a crooked finger at me. “There’s glitter on your robes.”

“Oy, gods!” said Flora, letting the words out as if she’d been holding her breath. “I noticed that, too! Wasn’t going to say anything, because it’s right funny considering who you are.”

Glitter?

I peered down at myself—patting my midnight robes. Which apparently provided the perfect backdrop for the dusting of golden glitter that covered my front.

“Fuck,” I grunted.

Flora snorted, then burst out laughing. I sent her a glare that, of course, due to my hood—not to mention my lack of a face—she wouldn’t see. Then I swiped at the onyx fabric with one bony hand, trying to loosen some of the sparkling dust.

“Pretty!” cried Pluto as a flutter of sparkling motes floated to the floor.

But more remained, the tiny specks embedded in the fibers.

“How in the Hallows did that happen?” asked Johann, and I had to stop myself from admitting I’d bagged a children’s librarian dressed as sunshine and rainbows that night because, oh yeah, screw me, I hadn’t.

“Don’t worry about it,” I snipped.

“Did somebody keel over in a craft store?” prompted Flora. “Then again, maybe you picked up a go-go dancer.” She bounced her brows at me.

Officially, I was done. Turning away again, I stormed to my statue and handed it my scythe, which the effigy clamped its marble skeletal hand around. An instant later, with a low grinding of stone on stone, the sentinel shifted away to reveal the spiral staircase hiding beneath its plinth—stairs that led to my chambers.

“Grim,” called Johann again.

“What?”

“Cedric was looking for you earlier.”

Fuck. Not this old argument.

“I’m tired of repeating myself, Johann,” I snapped. “There’s nothing Cedric and I need to discuss.”

“I’m not getting in the middle of things,” Johann said. “I’ve nearly learned my lesson there. I’m just telling you he had something he wanted to discuss with you.”

“I don’t give a shit.”

“You’d like me to tell him you said so?” asked Johann.

“Unless you’d rather tell him I said to fuck off,” I snarled, and past ready to be done with the night, I descended into the gloom.
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3 HELENA

“Oh, for the love of all paperbacks,” I cursed between my teeth, climbing down from one of the step stools that could be found within the stacks. Because even though the computer system listed the book I was looking for as “IN,” it wasn’t here. I didn’t see it mixed in with its immediate company, either. Probably—horribly—some overly helpful patron had misfiled it somewhere. Or else it had to be on one of the nearby carts, waiting to be shelved. I hadn’t checked the return date in the database. What if it came in yesterday? Or even this morning?

With renewed hope, I strolled out of the three hundreds and scanned the aisles until I found Hunter, one of our pages. When it came to library jobs, pages existed on the bottom rung, their central responsibilities being to collect returned books from all bins, organize them on the carts, shelve them, and perform other, random as-needed tasks. Hardly glamorous work, but for the antisocial sort, the position had the built-in perk of being solo and, for the most part, non-people-y. And so, perfect for someone like Hunter.

Soon to be eighteen, he’d just started his senior year at Delmont High. At six foot two, he could reach a lot of the higher shelves without a step stool, and he towered over most of the other employees—including five-foot-four me. Always dressed in some mixture of black, black, and black, he did a fair job of warding off patrons, too.

Today, he had on a baggy black My Chemical Romance T-shirt layered over a black-and-white-striped long-sleeved shirt and black jeans. Boots, piercings, rings, and floppy dyed black hair that obscured one eye completed his moody Tim Burton–enthusiast look.

Per usual, while shelving, he had his AirPods in, nodding along to the buzzing screaming of some band.

“Hunter?” I called. He didn’t respond.

I sidled up to the near-overflowing cart that stood between us, and flicking my gaze between him and its contents, I bent forward and tried to find my prize. Always, the pages organized the carts by Dewey decimal to streamline their process.

This helped me to streamline mine since a quick scan of the cart’s bottom shelf came up no dice.

“Holy shit fritters,” said Hunter, and I glanced up to find him pressing a palm to his chest. “ ’Scuse my language, Miss Hart,” he said as he pulled out his AirPods, “but you scared the sloth snot outta me.”

I twitched a smile, the first I’d managed since the party. Since the… incident.

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m… looking for a book. System says it’s in, but it wasn’t on the shelf. Thought it might be on your cart.”

“What book?” he scoffed. “How to Scare Friends and Terrify People? Cheese and crackers, I’ll never have the hiccups again, so I can thank your jack-in-the-box ass for that.”

Despite his monochrome wardrobe, Hunter had a colorful way with words. And though I was a librarian and therefore a superior, I had nothing to do with the adult department, so he didn’t often check himself around me. Which I was fine with. I preferred authenticity. And Hunter’s was a particularly special brand.

“Wait,” I said, straightening. “Back up. Did you just admit we’re friends?”

“Uh,” said Hunter, who went back to scanning spines and filing titles, “that’s a no-offense negative. When I’m in this crusty, dusty, fusty palace of brain drain, I’m a lone wolf. Stick my steel-toed boot out for nobody.”

I folded my arms. “You and Emily seem to get along fine.”

Emily was the new part-time clerk for the Hideout, the recently renovated teen area located in the basement. I had to cover that desk for Emily during her lunch. Which, lately, she’d been taking in the break room—with Hunter.

Hunter shifted toward me, and squinting at me, he draped an arm over his cart.

“Are you supposed to be in the adult section of the library?” he challenged. “Last I checked, your corner of the Literary Hunger Games was the kiddie area.”

“Are you supposed to be shelving with AirPods in?” I countered. “Last I checked, Rick frowned upon that.”

Rick, an adult reference librarian, was Hunter’s overzealous and somewhat controlling supervisor—one of them.

“Fine,” he said, “we’re friends. Which means you can’t snitch. Now, what book are you looking for so I can help you find it and get on with my miserable, underpaid, bottom-feeder life as a lowly library serf?”

I bit my bottom lip. “You know, a clerk position did just open in the children’s department. I’d totally put in a good word for you. I’d be on the interview panel, too.”

“There are so many words that I’m allergic to in what you just said.”

“Pay is better,” I offered. “Closer to the Hideout?”

“Book, Hart.” He gestured to the stacks around us. “You were looking for a book.”

I smirked and dropped my gaze again to the cart. I had a hunch Hunter secretly liked his job. He’d been here for two years now. So long as he got to have his AirPods, he didn’t seem too miserable, at least some of the time.

“It’s a book on… a myth,” I muttered as I scanned his collection of nonfiction again, just in case I’d missed the volume.

“Myth,” he repeated. “You know, they came up with a few of those.”

I shook my head, embarrassed to say it out loud even though I shouldn’t have been. Because Hunter wouldn’t know why I was asking for the title.

“It’s called Grim Tidings: The History and Origins of… of the Grim Reaper.”

“Fire,” said Hunter, with appreciation. “And low-key unsettling.” His eyes darted like he thought there might be someone watching us, or hidden cameras aimed our way. “This for storytime research? I might come to that one. But just for the parents’ faces.”

My cheeks burned all the hotter, because I hadn’t thought of an excuse for why I wanted the book, and I could hardly tell Hunter it was because I’d had a… Well, I wasn’t sure what to call it. Technically, “near-death experience” applied, but not in the way one might assume.

“It’s… for a friend of mine,” I lied. “I told him I’d pull it and… and put it on hold for him.”

“He sounds cool,” said Hunter, who, without warning, abandoned his cart and stalked out of the aisle.

I blinked and, jarring myself into a scuttle, hurried after him. “Hunter?”

“You might just be in luck, Hart,” he called over one shoulder as he made a beeline to one of the tables that flanked the large windows overlooking the street and the trees that lined it, their limbs sleeved in rioting autumn foliage.

Halting at the table, empty of patrons, he aimed a hand at the book someone had left there—the very book I’d been seeking.

“Abra-ala-cadabra,” said Hunter. “One Grim Reaper reader with a side of déjà vu.”

“Omigosh!” I seized the title, a slim, small, and gray hardback volume with a black silhouette of the Grim Reaper on the cover, the title embossed in silver on the spine. “This is crazy. How’d you know this was here?”

“Yeeeeah,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck as he glanced over his shoulder again. “There was a dude. He must have left it. Super-weird guy. He came up to me with the Dewey number asking for help, and I pulled it for him. Like, not even thirty minutes ago.”

Oh. That’s why Hunter had said it was “unsettling” that I was asking for the title, and why he’d mentioned déjà vu. Not because of the subject matter, but because I’d been the second person to request the title.

I blinked rapidly, trying to absorb this—and not put extra meaning to it.

Hard to do after what happened to me. After what failed to happen to me.

Maybe, if I was lucky, this book would provide some kind of insight as to what had occurred or, at the very least, point me to a source that could provide insight.

“Hunter,” I said, pulling the book close, “thanks.”

He waved me off. “I did it for the plot. Also, if he’s researching the Grim Reaper, your friend is metal. And I’m metal. Metalheads gotta stick together.”

Peeling away, he reinserted his AirPods. Riffing on air guitar, he then vanished between the stacks.

Frowning, I glanced left and right, scanning the reading areas for any sign of the “weird guy” who had requested the book. I didn’t see anyone who I thought classified as weird. Just a lady with thick glasses trudging into the eight hundreds, her arms already loaded down with books, and a backpack-wearing college kid headed for the checkout counter, a stack of titles tucked under one arm.

Curious, I made my way down the aisles, checking each as I passed them.

But… there wasn’t anybody.

I paused to examine the book next, noting something I hadn’t before. Someone had bookmarked a set of pages in the middle with a bit of what looked to be… parchment?

After taking my reading glasses off the top of my head and sliding them into place, I opened the book to that page to find an etching of a figure in swathing black, scythe gripped in one skeletal hand, an oversized hourglass clutched in the other.

Someone, or something, peered out from the shadows nested within a black hood.

As had been the case at the party, though… there was no telling what.

Who?

He had been a who to have done what he had, right? Meaning, there was someone in that hood. A person. Or a… being. A collector of souls who could, himself, even be a soul?

I wanted to believe that was the case.

Especially since the alternative was that I had imagined him, or that I was going batty.

My fingers went to the torn bit of parchment that marked the pages, and pulling the thick and aged paper free, I turned it over.

I gasped to find a message there, which had me dropping the book—and stifling a scream with one hand.

“Yes, Helena,” the blue-ink note read in beautiful, scripted handwriting, “he’s real.”
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4 GRIM

The following night, I entered the Basins to find the doctor missing from his station. His witless bird, too.

Except Johann rarely left his desk. When he did, Pluto, the proverbial eyes in the back of his head, went with him.

I abandoned my scythe, which stood waiting for me as it had last night, its cool silver blade reflected in the shining black marble floor.

Slowing my steps as I approached the swirling vats, I glared down Johann’s vacant chair.

A missing Johann never failed to make me nervous. Theoretically, he was safe here, in the Netherworld—at least he should be—but that did little to erase the fact that he did have a stalker.

A dangerous one.

“Doctor?” I called, but I didn’t receive an answer.

A strange and unshakable foreboding needled me as I made my way to the White Basin, unhooking my hourglass from my belt along the way. I unscrewed the lid, and the soft squeaking of metal against metal loud in this chamber that I rarely found myself alone in.

While I poured out the portion of the souls due to the White Basin, I glanced toward Flora’s statue, which offered its usual stone lily to some unseen passerby. Whenever Flora was in, her statue’s eyes would open. They were closed. Which meant she was still out gathering souls.

As I made my way to the Blue Basin, I checked Johann’s statue.

Just as was the case with my scythe, Johann would deposit his quill in the statue’s grip to gain access to his chambers. At the moment, the feather quill protruded from the inkwell on his desk. So Johann hadn’t retired early. And since he never—ever—left the Netherworld, well, he and his feathered beast had to be around here somewhere.

If I didn’t find him before withdrawing for the night myself, I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on my music—or anything.

“Old man,” I called into the chamber, my voice echoing down the four open archways and halls that led out of the Basins—to the library, the courtyard, the apothecary, and the cloisters.

Again, I received no answer.

“Where did you get off to?” I grumbled before moving on to the Green Basin.

The Red Basin came next, and in went the souls destined for it. Thankfully, tonight, I didn’t have any souls for the Black Basin, which meant my shift had reached its end.

At least officially.

“Johann,” I called, louder this time.

“He’s in the cloisters,” came a voice from behind me. A British-accented one that would have made my eye twitch if I didn’t have just sockets.

Whirling, I found none other than Cedric, the Hallowed Halls’ resident pain-in-the-ass wizard, standing next to my scythe, his fist wrapped around the handle of the tool—which he would not be able to budge since it waited for and responded only to me.

A tall young man with short white-blond hair, a medium build, and a misleadingly boyish, clean-shaven face, he wore his usual modern ensemble of a black suit and tie. A pretentious-as-fuck silver watch chain and fob hung from his waistcoat pocket.

He liked to look important, but he did jack all of significance. Like the rest of us, he’d come to the Halls for refuge. For him, that meant conducting busywork in the archives. Translating old magic texts, organizing volumes, and annotating historical crap or whatever—bullshit kid-in-detention nonsense.

If you asked me, he was a spare part if there ever was one.

Worst thing about him was that he knew it. And it chapped his ass.

Which was why he made it a point to chap mine.

“What is Johann doing in the cloisters?” I asked.

He didn’t pay me any mind. Instead, he smirked up at the scythe and put his other hand on his hip as if pretending the instrument belonged to him.

Most likely, that’s exactly what he was doing since Cedric had no qualms about making it known to anyone who would listen that he felt more equipped for—and worthy of—my job than me.

“I asked you a question, asshole.”

Cedric did a double take at me with those unnerving frost-blue eyes, almost like he’d forgotten I was there. Frowning, he gestured toward me. “Is that… glitter on your robes?”

I ground my teeth. Because I thought I’d shaken that shit out.

“Johann,” I pressed.

Cedric cricked his neck—one of his quirks since he’d once lost his head. He had a grisly scar from it that I often fantasized about reopening. He probably had a bunch of other ones from where he’d died and re-died over the decades. He’d once been shot by Billy the Kid and, before that, turned into a lawn ornament by Vlad the Impaler. If I didn’t know for sure they were both dead, I’d start a fucking fan club.

As if it took some effort, Cedric withdrew his hand from my scythe. Then he strode toward me, his expression as pompous and judgmental as ever.

“There was a soul missing,” he said. “But no one can say which soul it is or where it’s gone.”

The shadows of my inner essence contracted in the cavity of my ribs, the murk radiating something akin to fear. That wasn’t an emotion I’d encountered in a very, very long time. All the same, did one ever forget such a poisonous sensation?

“That still doesn’t answer why Johann is in the—”

“He’s in the cloisters talking to one of The Few,” Cedric said in that emotionless way of his, gaze set with indifference as he stared straight into my hood. “They’re going over all the names from last night, but the name of the missing soul is also missing on the roster. So, again, no one knows which soul is absent, or where it’s flittered off to.”

One of The fucking Few was here? And Johann was alone with them?

I spun away from Cedric, heading down the hall that led to the cloisters.

“Where are you going, Grim?” Cedric asked, my steps soundless while the heels of his polished black dress shoes clicked against the marble.

I didn’t answer. The less said to Cedric, the better.

“Is it possible you know something?” he asked. “About the missing soul?”

I walked on, the bones of my right hand cracking as I curled it into a fist.

“Did you miss someone, you think?” he ventured.

The shadows in my rib cage dispersed, the essence of my soul shooting through my limbs. The force of my sudden anger had me whirling on Cedric, who I seized by the collar.

His hands went up in surrender, but I still shoved him against the wall, pinning him there.

“You’d love that, wouldn’t you?” I ground out.

“I just think it might be evidence—further evidence—that I’m right.”

“I never miss anyone. Ever.”

“Must have been Johann’s mistake, then,” he said. “Or perhaps Flora’s.”

“We don’t miss souls,” I snarled. “Any of us.”

“Noted,” said Cedric. “But say, while you’re here and I have the rare bestowal of your undivided if prickly attention, I do have something I’d like to discuss with you.”

Cedric wanted to accompany me on my rounds. Countless times, he’d voiced the unsolicited—and impertinent—opinion that I could benefit from an assistant.

It was his fault he was bored. And, for the most part, useless. Not mine.

I wasn’t a babysitter. But that memo—I couldn’t seem to get it through his thick and inflated skull. Or Johann’s for that matter. Flora wasn’t much better.

“The answer is no,” I snapped. “It was no when you got here, and it’s no still. For as long as I exist in this capacity—which will be for fucking ever—it will always be no. Do you understand?”

Cedric glared into me hard with that bleak winter stare, frosty eyes searching for the face he would not find. “Yes,” he said, his tone even, disconcertingly calm. “Thank you for the clarification. It’s honestly exactly what I needed.”

I held him pinned for one moment longer, sorely tempted to rip out the soul he still possessed so I could offer it up as the one to replace the librarian’s. Since that wouldn’t work because he happened to be immortal, and since that action would only give me away as the one responsible for the missing soul, I released him.

“Touch my scythe again,” I warned, turning to continue my trek to the cloisters, “and I’ll use it to play hockey with your head.”

Maybe that was a low blow. None of us knew the details surrounding his decapitation, but it was no secret how touchy he could be about that particular death. The wound would even still bleed if anyone dared to mention it, or even if something heavily upset him—an involuntary reaction that suggested the pain involved wasn’t just skin-deep.

But maybe he needed a stronger reminder to get back on his fucking side of the undead fence.

“Incurring your wrath to the point of death,” mused Cedric darkly, calling after me. “A preferrable and perhaps less permanent fate than the Black Basin.”

I halted again, glancing over my shoulder at him. Because why had that sounded like a threat?

But the wizard had vanished. Back to his worthless collections and writings. What else was he going to do with his time? Unlike the rest of us, he didn’t have true purpose in the Hallowed Halls. He’d just been sent here because there was nowhere else for him to go.

Unlike us, he could leave if he wanted—go back to the world. Back to life. But he didn’t want to go back. He wanted to move on. Specifically, into my role.

For some reason, he thought what I did was glamorous. But also, becoming the Grim Reaper would give him the option to do the one thing he could not. Essentially? Die.

It was his hypothesis that moving into my position would allow him to shed his curse since it would require the transformation of his physical form. From there, he planned to harvest souls until the opportunity came to pass along the scythe. Then, at last allowed to perish, he’d go into whichever Basin would have him.

Green, most likely, since that was the color of his soul, which I’d had in my grip a time or two. Just because Cedric was immortal, that didn’t mean he couldn’t—temporarily—die.

None of us knew quite how long Cedric had lived—only that, somewhere along the way, he’d tampered with the wrong kind of magic. Immortality was a slippery slope. Maybe I’d chosen to dabble in its waters, too. But, for me, the alternative of being bound for the Black Basin made such an arrangement necessary.

Cedric’s missteps weren’t my problem, though. His delusional machinations weren’t my responsibility, either. So he could pine to occupy these robes and wield my scythe all he wanted. I wasn’t relinquishing my post ever. Not for anything or anyone. Least of all that arrogant slime bucket.

Point blank, I wasn’t going into that Basin.

So an eternity of scything it was.

“There you are, Grim,” came Johann’s familiar voice, which had me pivoting to find him scuttling toward me, Pluto perched on his shoulder. “I don’t know if you heard, but there was a mix-up with a presumed-missing soul.”

“Mix-up,” I repeated. And presumed?

“Yes,” said Johann as he shuffled past me, leaving me to glance behind, down the long straight hallway within which stood no one else. “But I told Sir White the mishap wasn’t on our end.”

“Not us,” said Pluto. “Not you. This slipup belongs to The Few.”

Sir White. So that was the member of The Few who had come looking for the librarian. That made sense, didn’t it? Not that I knew where the White Basin, let alone any of the others, went. But then, the souls relinquished to the white vat always leaped to join those hazy waters. Didn’t their pale iridescence and happy springtime colors suggest some measure of serenity, too?

I hadn’t had a chance to view the librarian’s soul directly given that I hadn’t taken it, but there’d been a lightness to her spirit. A heaviness, too. But no darkness. At least, none that I’d been able to detect.

With a long stride, I reclaimed the distance Johann had gained and peered down at the old man, who, tonight, wore sapphire robes and the pointed blue star-and-moon-speckled hat with Mickey Mouse ears that Flora had brought him from Disney World.

Had he really worn that while addressing Sir White? Probably he’d forgotten the ridiculous thing was on his head.

“Grim Grim,” said Pluto, fluffing his wings like I made him nervous. “Grim is grim.”

“What did you tell him?” I probed.

“What else would I tell him?” asked Johann.

“More than usual,” said Pluto. “Grim, I mean.”

I glowered at the bird. Because when did he become so fucking perceptive?

“I reminded Sir White that we’ve never had a missing soul,” Johann continued, paying no mind to the bird. “Neither you nor Flora miss collecting them, and I never miss accounting for them. We are each impeccable in our work. So, I told him this was a him problem, and not an us problem.”

“Take that, Sir White,” added Pluto.

Johann actually said that to White? And didn’t shit himself in the process?

Those words were beyond bold ones to give to one of The Few. And I might have been impressed by his gall, but between the four of us who resided in the Hallowed Halls—five if you counted the damn bird—Johann had the most experience with the grander forces of the hereafter. Aside from that, he had earned my respect long before now.

Not that he needed to know.

“And you’re saying White just left… and that’s it?”

“Of course,” said Johann, like I was an idiot for even asking. “Granted, he wasn’t very happy. He said that, at the end of the day, the issue is moot since the missing soul is a Fated. He said you or Flora would be sure to capture it in the next day or so. He promised to return for another inquiry if it did show up via your delivery or hers, but I assured him the soul was in his realm. Rather insulting, really, for White to jump to conclusions and insinuate an oversight on our part.”

“Nervy,” said Pluto. “Topsy-turvy. Try to make us feel unworthy.”

I went silent as we reentered the main chamber that housed the Basins, the murky essence of my spirit gathering behind my sternum before congealing into a vortex.

Johann must have noticed the shift in my demeanor, because he paused to glance up at me again, a weathered hand going to brace that absurd hat.

“It is, isn’t it?” Johann asked.

“What?”

“Insulting,” he repeated. “For White to suggest any of us would be so careless as to miss a soul? Especially a Fated.”

“I didn’t miss a soul, if that’s what you’re asking,” I snapped before turning away to trudge for my statue. And that wasn’t technically a lie. I hadn’t missed a soul. I’d just… salvaged it.

“That’s good,” said Johann. “Because if it shows up on our end, White will be back.”

“Scary Sir White,” added Pluto in a singsong voice. “Red eyes. No face. Disappeared without a trace.”

That description—too accurate—ratcheted my anxiety to ten.

Still, I played it off.

“Return to your desk, old man,” I said, collecting my scythe. “Or we’ll be short names tomorrow.”

Johann didn’t say anything else. But I couldn’t fight the needling inkling that he now suspected me.

I had bigger problems, though. He’d just revealed how Sir White knew the missing soul was among the Fated. Something I’d suspected since I’d been drawn to the site of her demise before it could occur. That was always a sign of a preordained death. Part of me had been hoping that, despite getting the call for her, she might, by some stroke of luck, not be a Fated.

The fact that she was complicated the situation further because it meant her soul had somewhere else to be. Something else to do.

Whatever that something was, I had disrupted it.

Worse, I still couldn’t seem to understand why.

But the why—that didn’t matter anyway. Only the how. As in how I was going to rectify this… issue.

Since I’d never missed a soul before—on purpose or on accident—I hadn’t known until now what would happen if I did. Apparently, I’d get the call for the librarian again.

“Grim Grim, Grim is grim,” sang Pluto as I descended the spiral stairs, heading once more into the gloom of my quarters, the solution to this entire quandary seeming simple.

Collect her soul when the time comes and deliver it to the White Basin.

Except then Sir White would know one of us had missed a soul.

Since I would never let Flora or Johann take the fall for my indiscretion, I would have to admit to what I’d done.

But saving the life of a Fated and thus tampering with the fabric of the universe as a whole…

If that wasn’t grounds for dismissal… what was?

A flash of the murk of the Black Basin lashing my arm had those bones resonating with the remembered sensation.

Cedric’s words from earlier came back to haunt me, too.

That Basin. Clearly, if I was dismissed, that was where my soul would go.

I knew better than to think its waters led anywhere good. Or even tolerable.

Which meant that, when I was summoned back to the librarian to again collect her—and I would be—I was going to have to do something drastic. Even more drastic than before.

Until I could figure out a way to smuggle her soul, undetected, into the beyond, I was going to have to save her.

Again.
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5 HELENA

Awkward sauce at uncomfortable o’clock.

That was my thought as the elevator doors screech-slid open to reveal none other than Peter Winston, the library’s British archivist. The library’s hot British archivist.

Relief poured through me, though, at the sight of the red-clad pizza-delivery lady standing next to him toting a fragrant, insulated bag full of pies, her face half lost beneath the visor of her crimson ball cap.

Until she offered me a nod and a ruby-painted smile before abandoning me, heading down the hall.

Probably, if I had to guess, to deliver reward pizzas for the HR office.

The children’s department sometimes got parties, too. In lieu, of course, of raises.

Or upgrades.

Or general supplies.

Like glue sticks.

Oh well. So much for having a buffer.

I gritted a smile at Peter, who now stood alone inside the elevator, a stack of tomes tucked under one arm.

He maintained a stiff, close-lipped smile while he pressed the button to hold the door for me.

Then, gripping tighter the pumpkin-orange pastry box I held, I surged forward and onto the elevator. Because how much more awkward would it be if I rerouted to the stairs now? Something I should have done in the first place. Then again, chances were high that I could have run into him there, too.

A head taller than me with glasses, long dark hair worn in a low ponytail, a handsome, clean-shaven face, and a lean but muscular build, he had on his usual ensemble of slacks, black blazer, and white button-down.

Let’s just say he rocked the thirtysomething college professor look very well—blending chic geek with a touch of dark academia. Like if Dracula decided to teach at Oxford except less pale.

“Miss Hart,” he said, and my spirit sank with the cool and too-formal greeting. Especially since it wasn’t so long ago that he’d called me “Leaflet,” a nickname I’d earned after getting caught in a breeze with a stack of newly printed flyers for the upcoming children’s programs. Peter had helped me collect them.

Right before our clandestine first kiss.

My cheeks burned, and I cleared my throat as I turned to face the doors, the soles of my flats scuffing on the flooring, the minor flag in my stride reminding me why I hadn’t taken the stairs.

I had two VIP-designated Halloween-themed cupcakes from Sugar Rush, the café down the street. One had a chocolate-covered-strawberry witch’s hat; the other oozed cherry filling from vampire fang marks. They were so precious, and I could not risk these getting smashed. Aside from that, I was already running late to get to the Hideout to relieve Emily for her lunch since the eleven-thirty day care crowd had filed in late for storytime.

“Peter,” I said, returning his greeting with a nod as the mirrored doors of the ancient elevator squueeeeaked shut. Their squeal seemed extra creaky today, as if they were
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