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        A forward from actor and musician, Johnny Depp⁠—

        Okay, not really. He doesn’t even know I exist…yet…anyway.

      

        

      
        Actually, this is my dedication page, and I’m dedicating this book to my dad. I would never have let him read this book because of the language and sex, but I know he would have still been proud of his daughter for writing a story and getting it published.

      

        

      
        For you, Dad—I miss you every day.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        About the Publisher

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      October 4:

      Someone is killing witches, but it really isn’t my concern. Above my pay grade, if you will. My job is to collect their souls, get them to the ferry, and let Management sort it out on the other side.

      This latest one isn’t too happy about her untimely death, though. She skips over the shock and denial part of grief, briefly focuses on the second stage of pain and guilt, then launches right into Stage Three with anger and bargaining. All of this occurs before I’ve even had my lunch.

      I glance at my watch. It’s 12:15 and the next ferry leaves at 2:00. We still have plenty of time, but this isn’t how I envisioned spending the earlier part of my day.

      It’s warm for October in Boston. I’m too hot in my leather jacket, but here we are, sitting on a park bench in the sun. You would think as a demon with a job designation of Grim Reaper, Level 7, the heat wouldn’t bother me, but I’ve always preferred the cold.

      I adjust my Ray-Bans. “We really need to get a move on, Carol.”

      I study her, wondering why she’s resisting the inevitable. She has short hair that’s mostly gray and is wearing a matching yellow shirt and pants. I didn’t ask, but from her appearance, I’m guessing she was out for a morning walk when someone abducted and murdered her. That’s what exercise and trying to take care of your health will get you.

      Dead.

      I try to remember what the information from the file I received on my iPad said about her.

      Name: Carol Taylor

      Date of Birth (DOB): 4/11 (65)

      Date of Death (DOD): 10/04

      Time of Death (TOD): 10:48 a.m.

      Species: Witch

      Marital status: Divorced

      Something about two living children and⁠—

      Shit.

      I can’t recall enough of the pertinent information about her to cajole her into willingly accompanying me to the ferry. If there is family waiting for her on the other side, I didn’t read far enough along to see it.

      “I told you, I’m not going.” She stares straight ahead. She won’t even look at me.

      “Well, that’s just silly. You have to go.” I try to reason with her. “I’m sure you’ve got family there who are eager to see you.”

      “Only my grandmother. I lived with her until I was sixteen.” She still won’t look in my direction.

      “Well, there you go. That’s great. I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you again.” Problem solved.

      “She drank too much, and she liked to hit me with a coat hanger. I hated her.” She finally turns to face me. “Do you have a name?”

      It’s Aiden Finn, but I’m not telling her that. I hate my first name. “It’s Finn.” I vaguely wonder if she’s going to lodge a complaint against me with Management, but I’ve followed almost everything by the book. I lean my elbows back on the park bench, studying her. “What’s this about, Carol?”

      The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Reapers: Grim Reaper Training 101: Use Their Given Name to Connect with Your Charge.

      “I can’t leave Tommy.” She crosses her arms. “He’ll be all alone. I can’t do it.”

      Tommy? I kick myself again for not reading her entire file. She’s divorced, so he’s not her husband. Son? Boyfriend?

      “Your son?” I make a guess.

      She scowls at me and makes a pfft noise with her lips. “My son and daughter couldn’t care less about me. I haven’t seen them in years.”

      Then who is Tommy? I furrow my brow, waiting for her to tell me.

      “My cat.” She starts to cry. “He’s the only one who truly loves me. I got him as a kitten.”

      Of course, it’s a cat. She’s a witch. They almost all have a familiar of some kind or are big animal lovers. I try not to roll my eyes as she continues to cry.

      I reach into the inner pocket of my jacket and pull out a cloth handkerchief. I hand it to her. “I’m sure someone will take care of him.”

      “How? No one knows I’m—” She waves the handkerchief in her hand like a flag.

      There’s that word again. Dead.

      She has a point. I reaped the soul of another murdered witch two weeks ago, and I overheard an Angel of Death mention reaping another one last week. Authorities have only found one body so far. Since Carol’s body is in an abandoned warehouse off Addison Street, it will take weeks, if not months, before someone finds her.

      I could tip off the police…

      Not your problem, Finn.

      But I do need to get her on the ferry. I glance at my watch again. “I’ll take care of him.”

      Her eyes widen. “You’ll take his soul, too, so he can go with me?”

      I’m not sure if her expression indicates surprise or horror. I, however, am shocked her mind went there.

      “What? No, nothing like that.” For one thing, that would involve a ton of paperwork and pet reaps are a whole different department. “I’ll find him a home.” I lie because that’s what demons do. What I’m actually planning is to take him to the pound or an animal shelter. I mean, I’m not heartless. I wouldn’t leave him in the apartment to die—would I?

      “How would you do that? No one can see you.” She waves the hand holding the handkerchief again, this time toward all the people in the park.

      She found this out earlier when we were on the sidewalk and someone walked through her. I had to explain she’s incorporeal, so we’re both invisible at the moment. Everything appears normal to us, but to anyone looking our way, all they see is an empty park bench. Since it’s situated in the broiling sun, no one is stupid enough to want to sit here. Except for us, apparently. The sun is directly overhead. It really is hot.

      “I’ll make myself visible, get your cat, and find him a good home.”

      “Promise?”

      Crap. I might lie, but I don’t break promises. Before I know what I’m doing, I make a promise to her. “I’ll pick him up this evening.” I can’t believe I’m doing this.

      She’s relieved, I think. She gives me details and information about the cat. Food, toys, and where his carrier is. She also tells me where to find a spare key. In truth, I don’t need one, I could literally go straight through the door without opening it, but I can only do that in Grim Reaper mode and, like it is right now, Management can track exactly where I am. I’m not sure what they would think about me helping a soul out with their cat. Probably that I’m going soft.

      I frown. I certainly don’t need anyone in Management to think that. I’ll need to make myself visible so I’m not tracked, but it also means someone could see me going into Carol’s place and identify me. This could make me a potential murder suspect.

      Figure it out later, Finn. You’ve got a job to do.

      “Okay, that’s settled.” It’s not settled at all, but I need to turn my attention back to the matter at hand, which is getting Carol to the ferry on time.

      “Can we go now?” I ask her hopefully.

      She’s reluctant, but she finally nods. We get up off the bench and start walking.

      I breathe a sigh of relief. I’ve managed to get her past the depression of Stage Four. She’s moving nicely into Stage Five—acceptance. I’ll still have to deal with the cat later on, but my day is looking up. I may even have time for lunch.
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        * * *

      

      Every religion has its own belief system about how the afterlife works, and it’s not my place to tell someone whether their belief is right or wrong. The part I do get to explain, however, is their journey into the afterlife begins with a ferry ride across the River Styx.

      The river connects Earth to the Underworld and the whole thing is really in another realm, but Management likes to have an order to things, so we access this realm by going underground. Since I’m currently assigned to the Boston area, I normally use Portal 127, which is elevator C in the Promenade Building. It also houses the law offices of Walters, Sheraton, and Welch from floors 1 through 20, Regional Management from floors 21 to 24, and Upper Management on floor 25.

      I push the button for the elevator and we wait. As usual, I look out of place here. I check my reflection in the steel doors of the elevator. Black, unruly hair in need of a trim, black leather jacket, black T-shirt, blue jeans, and black biker boots. I’m over three thousand years old, but from my reflection, you would assume I’m a human in my early thirties.

      Standing next to Carol and me is an older man, or rather, his soul is with us. His body is most likely at the hospital since he’s wearing a hospital gown. He’s accompanied by an Angel of Death. I can’t recall his name, but it’s something like Raymond, Richard, or maybe Randy. We contradict each other. His hair is sandy brown and cut neatly above his collar. He’s wearing a brown suit and tie, white dress shirt, brown pants, and tan dress shoes, one of which is untied, but I’m not going to mention it to him. We may both work for Management doing the same thing, but we work in different divisions. The angels dislike us almost as much as we demons hate them.

      He raises his eyebrows in greeting out of politeness, but his eyes have a wary look. I get that from angels a lot.

      The doors open. I usher Carol in. She hasn’t told me she’s a witch, but it’s in her file. Not that it matters, though, because as a Grim Reaper, I can see what humans might call a second aura whenever I observe a person—or any creature, for that matter. Hers is purple, indicating she’s a witch. The old man’s is yellow, telling me he is human, and Raymond, Richard, or Randy has a blue second aura, so if I didn’t know him, I would still have the ability to tell he’s an angel. My second aura, by the way, is black. No surprise there at all.

      I wait for what’s-his-name to push the button for the basement, but he doesn’t, so I lean across and press it for him. We all stand in silence.

      I have prepared Carol for what happens next, but when the doors open and we step out into what at first glance looks like an underground cave, I can see the fear in the old man’s eyes as we go past him. The Angel of Death forgot to tell his Charge he wasn’t depositing him at the entranceway to the bowels of Hell. Carol turns back as the poor guy begins to wail, but I usher her forward. We head down the hill to the dock and get in line.

      At the end of the dock is an old ferryboat. It reminds me of the ones you see at Long Wharf that shuttle people back and forth from Boston Harbor to places like Salem and Cape Cod. As usual, there’s also a dense fog hanging out over the river, obscuring any hint of what passengers may find on the other side.

      I reach into my pocket and bring out an obul.

      “For the fare.” I hand the coin to Carol. “You’ll need it to pay the ferryman, so he’ll take you across the river.”

      She glances down, then folds her fingers over it. “You will keep your promise, won’t you?”

      “Yes,” I promise her again. I’m still wondering why I agreed to find a home for her cat, but I did.

      She finally relaxes as we wait while the five souls ahead of us drop their coins into the slot and walk through the turnstile. This is my drop-off point. I don’t go any farther. I show Carol where to put the coin and my job is done.

      She drops the coin into the slot and places her hand on the turnstile, but before I realize what she’s doing, she turns around and launches herself at me. “Thank you!” She gives me a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

      Behind me, a couple of demons snicker. I’m going to hear about this for weeks if they tell the others.

      Shit.

      She finally releases me. She gives a broad smile and a wave, then goes through the turnstile.

      I don’t wait to see if Carol makes it down to the ferry. I turn and head back up the hill toward the elevator. Two younger demons burst out laughing when I pass by them, but then they recognize me. The stare I give them stops them in their tracks. Good. I’ve scared them.

      “Sorry,” one of them mumbles. At least he has the good sense to gaze down in submission.

      Yeah, that’s right, you better look away. I was doing this before you were even a devil’s spawn. Don’t mess with me.

      I get into the elevator and hit the button for the lobby. A glance at my watch tells me if I hurry, I should have enough time to grab lunch before my next reap at 4:00. After that, I have to go pick up a cat.
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        * * *

      

      My second reap for the day goes off without a hitch. He’s a fifty-seven-year-old banker named Marvin. This Charge is human. I make a point to scan his entire file on my iPhone ahead of time in case he pulls a Carol on me, but Marvin’s already resigned himself to his fate. He tells me he thought he had indigestion from lunch after eating a burger and onion rings, but a couple of hours later, he passed from a massive coronary event while sitting at his desk. His secretary found him.

      Marvin is firmly in Stage Five of grief. Other than telling me about the indigestion, he has little to say except he’ll miss his wife and kids.

      I get Marvin squared away. I’m done for the day, except I now have the cat to pick up. I’ll take him home with me for the night. Tomorrow, I’ll see if I can call in a favor with somebody to help me find him a home.

      Carol’s apartment block is a nondescript brownstone with white window frames. Typical for the Beacon Hill area. It’s near the intersection of Joy and Myrtle Street. Overall, it’s not a bad location. You can easily travel by foot to shop or eat. I’m not sure how much of that I would do at the moment if I were a witch, but the people I pass on the sidewalk are oblivious. They have no idea a killer is out there walking amongst them.

      I casually wait at the apartment building entrance until someone enters the security door, then trail in behind them. There are only three floors and no elevator. Carol’s apartment is on the next floor up. I take the steps, two at a time. As I reach the landing, a lovely vision of long, cascading ringlets of copper hair and piercing blue eyes, which seem to see straight through me, assaults my senses. I do love redheads. She makes me think of autumn and blue skies.

      Too flowery, Finn.

      Let’s try that again.

      I reach the second floor to find a red-headed woman with bright blue eyes staring at me as she stands in front of the door to apartment 201 with a key in her hand.

      Better.

      Carol’s apartment, 202, is directly across the hall. I hesitate. I don’t really need to have anyone see me enter Carol’s apartment. She is, after all, lying dead in a vacant warehouse. But it will seem strange if I turn around now and go back down the stairs. That could make this woman remember me more.

      Besides, we’re both standing frozen in our spots, staring at each other already. Me, looking undecided, and her, watching me nervously like she wonders if I’m going to push my way into her apartment when she opens the door. She’s got the prettiest purple second aura I have ever seen. She’s a witch.

      I give her a smile and raise my eyebrows in greeting as I approach the door to 202. I move slowly but deliberately so I don’t frighten her.

      “Hi,” I say as casually as I can while I reach up to the ledge of the doorframe. My fingers touch the spare key Carol told me about earlier. “I’m here for the cat.”

      Nope, that didn’t sound strange at all.

      Her brow creases as she turns to watch me. She pushes a strand of red hair behind her ear. “I didn’t know Carol was out of town.”

      “Uh, yeah.” I can’t help but continue to stare into her blue eyes. They’re mesmerizing. I could get lost in those eyes.

      Get a grip, Finn.

      “Family emergency. Her son,” I lie. I clear the errant thoughts floating around in my head, but before I can stop myself— “I’m her nephew, Finn.”

      What the hell? Where did that come from?

      “I’m Chloe.” She smiles shyly. Shifting her purse on her shoulder, she sticks her hand out in a gesture to shake mine.

      She has a nice, firm handshake. Up close, she’s about three inches shorter than I am. She’s wearing a gray fluffy cardigan that’s too big over a green button-up shirt. She also has on a pair of black dress pants and what women typically refer to as sensible shoes. It’s an odd combination and I can’t help but think she’s dressed way too old for someone so young. I’m guessing she’s maybe twenty-four or twenty-five.

      I glance down. I’m still holding her hand and acting like an idiot. “Sorry.” I let go.

      “It’s strange Carol didn’t ask me to watch him. I usually feed Tommy when she goes out of town,” she informs me. I get the feeling she is checking me out. I wonder if maybe she’s a little affected by me, too.

      Shut this down, Finn.

      “It was sudden. I guess she didn’t want to bother you.” I want to continue talking to her, but I motion to the door behind me. “I guess I better see about Tommy.”

      “Of course.” She gives me another shy smile. “Nice to meet you, Finn.”

      “You, too.”

      I put the key in the lock. Opening the door, I give her a nod before stepping inside. I don’t need to, but I turn on the light. Demons have excellent vision in the dark. Out of habit from trying to appear human, I reach over and switch it on, anyway.

      The apartment has an older woman’s feel to it, but also has a Bohemian vibe going on. Carol has used a lot of pinks, greens, and yellows in her color scheme. Apparently, she also embraced her inner witch. Nearby is a goddess statue posing on an end table next to the couch, and a Green Man plaque hangs on the wall next to a small flat screen television. Beneath it is a bookshelf with a stag statue and ceramic bell, along with a few books on witchcraft stacked on top of each other. I recognize a couple of other witchy decor items scattered about, like a throw pillow with an embroidered triquetra on the couch and a sandstone coaster next to the goddess statue with a triple moon on it.

      Carol went walking this morning without her purse or phone. Both sit on a worn-out brown recliner covered in black cat hair. The material is frayed at the top. I suspect Tommy uses the chair to sharpen his claws.

      Peering around uneasily, as if I expect someone to catch me, I open the purse.

      Her billfold contains her driver’s license, an insurance card, sixty dollars, and a few credit cards. I could order parts for my bike with the cards, but at some point, a police detective will investigate Carol’s murder. With all the technology they have these days, they could easily trace the credit card purchases. I leave the cards and take the cash. It’s not like Carol has a need for it anymore. I don’t either, but old habits die hard.

      Out of the corner of my eye, something moves. A large cat with long, black hair and green eyes stares at me from the doorway to what I’m guessing is the kitchen.

      Tommy, I presume.

      Humans have long associated witches with black cats, and black cats with the devil. This amuses me because cats hate devils and demons the same way we hate them.

      Tommy hisses at me and runs off.

      Crap. It didn’t occur to me that to get Tommy into a carrier, I would have to pick him up and handle him.

      I follow him into the kitchen and turn on the light. Tommy sits under the kitchen table, watching me. On the floor, at the end of the kitchen cabinets, are two empty food bowls and a half empty water bowl sitting on a white plastic mat with blue paw prints all over it. In the corner is a litter box. By the smell, I suspect Tommy recently used it.

      I need to find the laundry room since I’ve been told the carrier is on a shelf above the wash machine. Why did I promise to do this?

      I’m in the process of retrieving the carrier when it occurs to me, I could leave the cat here for a while. Let him get to know me. This place isn’t too bad. I could even stay here.

      Stop kidding yourself, Finn.

      Okay, it has nothing to do with the cat. I would like to see the woman across the hall again. Find out if she is seeing anyone, and if not, ask her if she would like to get a coffee or maybe grab a drink with me.

      I shake my head. I don’t know where that thought came from. Today, I have promised one witch I would find a home for her cat, and now I want to ask another witch out on a date. What is wrong with me? I may lie, but I don’t make promises and I don’t do dates.

      Yet, here we are.

      I take the carrier to the kitchen and set it on the table. Opening the little metal door, I bend down on one knee so I can get closer to this cat. Yellow eyes glare at me, and Tommy makes a yowling noise in his throat.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m a demon. You’re a cat. Get over it.”

      We study each other. Tommy doesn’t move and neither do I. After a moment, I reach my hand out. This isn’t as hard as I thought⁠—

      A paw with tiny razors on the end reaches out, shredding the top of my hand.

      “Fuck!” I raise up, banging my head hard into the bottom of the kitchen table. My eyes turn black. For a few seconds, I want to murder this cat.

      It’s only a cat. Get a grip.

      And—I’m back under control. The black recedes and the whites of my eyes reappear, but my hand is bleeding. Drops of it are dripping onto the vinyl floor. I get up and go to the sink, leaving a line of black blood droplets along the way. I run cool water over three long, deep scratch marks.

      Ripping a paper towel off the towel holder, I pat down the top of my hand. The scratches will heal fast. In about an hour, there won’t be any evidence of a wound. I get a few more paper towels to wipe up the trail of blood I made before it dries.

      Tommy runs off to the living room.

      Maybe I need a net? I shrug the idea off for the moment. I consider leaving him in the apartment, at least until tomorrow. I’ll show up at the same time. Perhaps I’ll get lucky and get to see the neighbor again.

      This is a bad idea, but I blame it on the cat.

      I find the cat food, fill the bowls, refresh the water, and, after much debate, clean the litter box. Tommy is hiding out somewhere when I go back into the living room. I let him stay hidden. I shut off the light before leaving the apartment.

      Round one goes to the cat. He gets to stay in his home for another day, and I may get the opportunity to see Chloe again tomorrow. Maybe it’s a win for both of us.
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        * * *

      

      I’m still trying to process the day’s events in my mind when I arrive at the entrance of the Echelon, the building where I live off of Sudbury Street. They advertise themselves as luxury condominiums with a panoramic view of the bay, but you can forget about trying to purchase the penthouse on the forty-fifth floor because it’s mine. I invested and reinvested my ill-gotten gains from years ago. Now, I can buy almost anything I want. I bought it for the close proximity to the city and historic areas along with the stunning views—and because I find solitude up here away from everyone and everything.

      I get off the elevator and step out into the foyer. The cash I left in an envelope next to an antique vase on the round mahogany table to my right is no longer there. It appears the housekeeper has been in while I was gone. The gray marble floors are all clean and shiny again.

      I go through the double doors of the foyer, venturing farther into the apartment. Walking across the gray wooden floor to the living room, it’s clean, too. I toss my jacket over a contemporary style chair, which matches the contemporary style couch. Both—gray.

      So much gray.

      I sometimes regret giving the interior designer carte blanche with the decorating. At the time, I found her a pleasant distraction. We had some fun times together. I said neutral colors when she asked me about the color scheme. This is how things ended up.

      Heading over to the bar table, I pour myself two generous fingers of Irish whiskey from a crystal decanter. Picking up the remote, I turn on the television, but my attention goes to the window instead. There’s darkness on the ground below, but from my vantage point, I can see the last of the orange and yellow as the sun slowly sinks below the horizon. How many sunsets have I seen in my lifetime?

      I’m lost in my own thoughts when I become vaguely aware the news has come on. I don’t pay much attention until I catch the words body found and then Quincy Shores. Reaching for the remote, I turn up the sound as a perky blonde reporter from the side of the road gives the few details the police have released to the public. At this point, I know more than they do.

      Digging into my pocket, I pull out my iPhone. I tap on the app with the Grim Reaper holding a scythe on it and begin swiping left.

      Yes, the tech department has a macabre sense of humor. I can still recall the days when crows and ravens delivered scrolls with the names of the Charges we were to reap. At some point, it became letters magically appearing in our mailboxes, next came telegrams, then phone calls with messages left on answering machines, pagers with numbers for us to call to talk to a messenger service, emails (which didn’t work out too well because they all kept going into spam folders), and now we have apps. The birds with scrolls thing was weird, but mostly it’s always been about Grim Reapers and Angels of Death blending in with the other species on Earth.

      It takes quite a few swipes to find the file I want, but I finally work my way back to my Charge from about two weeks ago.

      Name: Valerie Burns

      Date of Birth (DOB): 3/29 (32)

      Date of Death (DOD): 9/20

      Time of Death (TOD): 1:42 p.m.

      Species: Witch

      Marital status: Single

      Reception Committee:

      Fern Burns (mother)

      Nell Reynolds (grandmother)

      That reap was a rough one. Several things went wrong. We usually receive the files at least twenty-four hours before a reap is to occur, but for some reason hers didn’t appear until the morning of her DOD and I didn’t get a notification until mid-morning. The location the app gave me was a mile marker.

      I was late, so when I arrived, Valerie was gone. She had wandered off further into the woods. To track her, I had to go directly to the scene where she died. Some demons get off on visiting the scenes of murders as soon as they happen, but I’m not one of them.

      When I found her body, her hands were bound. She had been stabbed repeatedly and her heart removed. The killer, who is most likely a wannabe devil worshiper, even painted a symbol on her forehead with her blood. The police are going to have a field day with that one.

      The news moves on to a story about a family of five who died in a house fire. Luckily, those weren’t mine. I don’t like multiple reaps, especially when they involve children. Management normally likes to save time, so they often assign them all to one Grim Reaper. This makes it like herding cats. Sometimes, if it’s something big, like an apartment complex fire or a multiple car accident, they’ll send help, and I’ll end up working with multiple Grim Reapers or Angels of Death.

      Those are fun. Not.

      At least, I’ve somehow managed to avoid getting assigned to one of those lately. Those are seriously the worst. When we’re all forced to work together, it always turns into an issue about who has jurisdiction. The angels act like (or as if) they have the final authority, even if there is a senior Grim Reaper on the scene who outranks them. Something about moral superiority, I guess.

      The angels want everyone to believe the only souls they handle are the ones going to Heaven, but the truth is, Management wants us all to remain neutral. They assign our Charges randomly, so we never know what type of soul we’ll get. We’re two divisions doing the same thing, but the way it was explained to me is that it’s like baseball. There’s a National League and an American League, but they both play the same game. That’s just the way it is.

      This reminds me, there’s a game on tonight. The Red Sox are playing the Yankees. If I hurry, I should have just enough time to fix myself something to eat before it starts.

      I wander into the kitchen, ignoring the pale gray cabinets and open the stainless-steel refrigerator, which I guess is a gray color, too, isn’t it?

      What part of your body were you thinking with when you approved all of this, Finn?

      My attention turns to more pressing matters. What do I want to eat?

      I have a private chef who comes in to fix five meals to carry me through the weeknights. Half the time, I end up eating takeout instead, but tonight I simply want to heat something up and watch the game. I choose a container marked Chicken Alfredo and stick it into the microwave.

      As a demon, I don’t have to eat often. We can go a year or more without food, but we lose body mass and get weak when we do. The problem is, we’re a lot like pack animals. If a demon senses another demon is vulnerable, they’ll turn on them in a minute. This is why I eat regularly, exercise, and spar in the gym a couple of times a week, either boxing or martial arts. I’m old, but the few younger demons who have ever tried to challenge me have only done it once.

      I dump the chicken alfredo out of the heated bowl onto a plate, pour myself a glass of Seghesio Zinfandel, and return to the living room. The game is about to get underway. I take a sip of my wine, then settle onto the couch with my dinner just in time for the first pitch.
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      October 5:

      I’m not even out of bed yet and my day is a total disaster. Sometime during the night, my schedule changed. When I awoke at 7:30 this morning, I found a notification on my iPad informing me my entire schedule is scuttled. Now, I’ve got a 9:15 on I-90. This is the same thing that happened on the day of the Valerie Burns reap.

      I guess I jinxed myself when I mentioned multiple reaps last night because as I look at my schedule, there are multiple Charges with their times of death scattered minutes apart. There’s also a nice large red special advisory banner across the top alerting me to the addition of two Angels of Death and two other Grim Reapers. I’ve done this long enough to know we’re dealing with one messy multi-vehicle car accident.

      The rain hammers the windows while I lay in bed studying the files. Without checking the weather app, I already know the temperature dropped from yesterday. I’m dreading today and it hasn’t even started yet.

      Getting out of bed, I pad into the bathroom to shower, but first I brush my teeth. I inspect the stubble on my face, consider whether I should shave, and decide to skip it. Stepping into the shower, I turn the faucet handle almost all the way to the left. The water is not quite to the point of scalding, although it is painful to the skin—exactly the way I like it.

      Some demons loathe water and never bathe. Spend time stuck in a room with a demon who hasn’t bathed in over a thousand years and it will give you a good idea of what Hell smells like. Humans worry about the fire and brimstone, but it’s the stench they should fear. Thankfully, I’ve only made the visit twice.

      I would like to linger longer in the shower, but I don’t have the time. Stepping out onto the gray bath mat, I grab a big, fluffy gray towel to dry off with before heading back to the bedroom to dress.

      Rain and the cooler temperatures are going to make the outdoors miserable. The big decision is what to wear. I settle on jeans and a green and black flannel shirt with a black T-shirt underneath. I strap my knife holster around my ankle before pulling on a pair of waterproof boots to complete my outfit. From my appearance, you would probably assume I’m a construction worker, which should work in my favor if I have to make myself visible. After a final check in the mirror, I grab my phone, watch, billfold, and black raincoat.
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        * * *

      

      I’m almost ready to face the day, but first, I need my caffeine and sugar fix. I stop at the closest Dunks, which is only a block away from the Echelon. A large black coffee and a cruller in hand, it’s time to head toward my destination. Vehicle accidents are the only reaps we try to make it to before they happen. Remember what I said about who has jurisdiction? The Death Squad is like one of those police shows where all the cops show up at once and start arguing about who’s in charge.

      Okay, we don’t call ourselves that. I made it up.

      I arrive at 9:05 a.m. because I’m a GR7. If I arrive any earlier, it automatically puts me over everyone else because of my rank. Some demons want this. They like ordering angels around, but I’m not one of them. I want to do my job and get out of there. If I’m last to arrive, the pissing contest is over, and someone else has already sorted the details out.

      As expected, I’m the last of the five to arrive, so I’m in the clear. Two Grim Reapers and two Angels of Death are all standing on top of the same hill near the highway. Doing it this way keeps everyone out of the way of the accident but gives us an unobstructed view of what is about to happen.

      I stroll up to the two demons standing about fifty feet from the angels. I recognize one of them. Her name is Roz. She’s prepared for the weather with rain boots and a black rain slicker. She’s got the hood pulled completely up, but the rain is dripping off it onto her forehead. I can tell from the sour expression on her face, she doesn’t like this weather at all. I haven’t seen her in a while and her appearance is a little different. Last time, she had long braids, but even with the hood, I can see her hair is cut short. It’s now a golden honey color.

      Her dark eyes show she recognizes me. “Finn.” She greets me with a fist bump. She gestures to the other demon. He has on a Red Sox baseball cap and a thin windbreaker. With this weather, he’s a little underdressed for the occasion. I get the sense he’s young for a demon. Maybe a few hundred years or so.

      “This is Tyler. He’s a GR2,” she tells me.

      “What’s up?” He holds out his clenched hand for a fist bump the same way Roz did.

      I ignore him. “What have we got?” I ask Roz. She knows I’m not talking about the accident itself. We have ten minutes to go. She’s a GR4 and is almost always early. I’m hoping she’s in charge.

      She rolls her eyes and points. “The kid over there arrived first. He’s an AoD1.”

      My eyes drift over to the two angels. I recognize the younger one as the Angel of Death I overheard the other day talking about his Charge, the murdered witch. I didn’t realize he was a Level 1. Management rarely gives those types of assignments to a newbie. No wonder he was so freaked out that day.

      He has dark hair a few shades lighter than mine. I don’t recognize the other angel at all. He’s probably much older than his appearance indicates, but as a human, he appears in his late twenties or early thirties. He’s got the typical angel thing going on, meaning he’s pretty boy handsome. I’m sure if he smiles, he’ll have perfectly straight, shiny white teeth. He reminds me of a male underwear model. He’s all wavy blond hair and chiseled good looks. I bet he has the personality to match.

      I frown. Roz realizes the same thing I do. Since the younger, inexperienced angel arrived first, Blondie has seniority. He’s on point.

      “Do you know him?” I ask Roz.

       She shakes her head.

      This could get interesting, then.

      The two of them watch us as we watch them. The younger one is asking the older one some questions, and Blondie’s getting annoyed. They share an umbrella, but the younger one is only partially under it. I don’t think angels are required to dress alike, but most of them do. Both have on light brown pants, tan trench coats, and dark brown wingtip shoes. They are going to have fun going down this hill when it’s time to locate their Charges.

      “Should we—” Roz waves her hand toward them.

      I shake my head. Let them come to us.

      What we should do is walk over, introduce ourselves, and let them know we’re team players. Something about the way Blondie stands there watching us pisses me off, though, and I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of acknowledging he’s in charge first.

      Yes, it’s a power play. I should have arrived earlier. Bite me. 

      I glance at my watch. We have five minutes to go. It takes him another thirty seconds to realize we’re not coming to him, so he finally gives in. The pair walk over to us. 

      Roz suppresses a smile.

      “Morning,” Blondie says, trying to sound cordial but failing. He stares down his nose at us. “Looks like the gang’s all here.” Since he has the umbrella, it puts us facing him and forces the AoD1 to stand next to us. We all end up in a row in front of him like he’s lining up his ducks. Nice power move.

      “Four minutes to go.” He glances at his watch. “Let’s do a few quick introductions, then we can coordinate our positions.”

      Roz shoots me a sideways glance.

      I know, Roz. I know.

      “Wallace, AoD5.” He establishes himself in charge. 

      “Nelson. AoD1,” the other angel says. He’s obviously nervous around us demons. Up close, he looks like he’s in high school. 

      “Smith. GR2.” Tyler chomps his peppermint gum. Maybe it’s my imagination, but I can smell weed. I suspect Tyler is high.

      “Henson. GR4.” Roz is next, all businesslike.

      Wallace smirks. He not only knows he’s in charge, he also believes he outranks all of us.

      “Finn.” I keep my face blank but stare him dead in the eyes. “GR7.”

      And there it is. The realization of who I am. For a second, there’s a hint of fear on his face.

      Yes, I’m the one who beat his superior to within an inch of his life. Yes, I would have killed him, too, but there wasn’t a piece of silver or iron in sight.

      I did some serious time in Hell for that little indiscretion. 

      “Fudge,” Wallace says, since angels can’t swear. “Aiden Finn.” He stares at me as if I’ve suddenly grown a set of horns, but I’m not that type of demon.

      Nelson glances at Wallace. He’s lost, but I can bet Wallace will fill him in later.

      Roz stares down at the ground and tries to hide her grin.

      “Whoa,” Tyler mumbles. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him lean forward from his place in line to take a peek at me.

      I’ve thrown Wallace off his game, but he works quickly to compose himself. We have about a minute. Six adults and three children are about to lose their lives, but we don’t know how. This is all part of the Grand Plan. We’re not allowed to interfere with their deaths, even if we want to try.

      Angels aren’t supposed to take the attitude of being mightier than thou, but Wallace does something unexpected. He benches me. He gives me the job of herding the cats, or rather, keeping all the Charges in one place as they are brought to the side of the road. This job belongs to the new kid, but this is a pissing contest. It’s his way of putting me in my place.

      Whatever.

      Ten seconds to go. We’re now all standing in a row at the top of the hill, waiting for things to begin.

      Roz nudges me. “Fifty says the pickup truck causes it,” she whispers.

      She motions at a white truck with a ladder sticking out the back of an open tailgate about a fourth of a mile up the road.

      I study the scene quickly. A semi is in the middle lane, a small tan car in the right lane ahead of it, and a white SUV in front of the truck. Roz’s pickup truck is weaving a bit, but they aren’t leaving their lane.

      I shake my head. “Small tan car.” I keep my voice low enough so she’s the only one to hear me.

      We wait.

      Almost as if on cue, the driver of the small tan car realizes they are in the approaching exit lane. The car veers in front of the SUV and hits the gas, but the SUV driver thinks they are about to rear-end the car, so they slam on the brakes. We watch as the SUV hydroplanes and the driver loses control. The semi slams into it, and a black BMW hits the back of the semi and spins, clipping the pickup truck. The pickup truck goes sideways, then T-bones a gray sports car. This causes the sports car to travel out of its lane and hit a work van. The work van then careens into the divider wall. The small tan car continues merrily on its way, the driver unaware of the mayhem they caused.

      “Lucky.” Roz slaps a twenty into my palm before starting down the hill. “I owe you thirty.” She should know by now—I always win.

      I take my time going down the hill and get the satisfaction of watching Wallace and his doppelganger get their fancy shoes muddy as they reach the bottom. Everyone gets busy while I stand around twiddling my thumbs. Actually, I have my hands in my coat pockets since it’s still pouring down rain, so there’s no thumb twiddling. I pull the zipper on the front up as far as it can go because the rain is getting the collar of my shirt wet. I can deal with the cold, but my jeans are getting soaked since I’m not moving around much. A large raindrop drips off the hood of my coat and hits me on the nose. Yep, I’m edging closer to a state of complete misery out here.

      The problem with vehicle accidents is each soul is on their own timetable and everything goes on all at once. We not only have the souls who haven’t figured out what has happened to them yet, there are also the living getting out of their cars, running up to help. Sometimes, the souls don’t know how to get out of their vehicle, but we can’t approach them because of all the people. Sometimes, the people start CPR, and we have to wait it out. It’s total chaos.

      Roz brings me Charge Number One. He’s the driver of the BMW.

      She doesn’t roll her eyes, but her exasperated expression tells me she wants to. “Bob,” she says. She walks away, shaking her head.

      “Do you know how much that car costs?” he sputters. “I told her I don’t want someone from the city towing it. You need to get someone from the BMW dealership to come and get it.”

      “I’ll get right on that,” I reply, and now I’m the one trying not to roll my eyes.

      Bob is a definite Stage One in the Five Stages of Grief—Denial. He’s wearing an expensive gray business suit like a CEO might wear and has the personality to match. He doesn’t like finding out he can’t have his cellphone with him. He doesn’t like having to stand on the side of the road. There’s a lot of stuff Bob doesn’t like, and I get to hear all about it.

      Tyler brings Charges Number Two and Three to me. They were in the sports car. “Sam and his daughter, Jill,” he tells me. Sam is Stage One. Jill has skipped Stage One and gone straight into Stage Two. She’s angry because she finally has a boyfriend and now, she suspects her best friend will end up with him. She blames everything on her father. At the moment, she’s unhappy because she still has braces and life is totally unfair.
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      Nelson is extremely nervous when he brings me two of the children from the SUV. “Victor and Sarah.” His hands shake as he motions to his Charges. “This is rough.”

      I nod because I don’t know what to say. He wanders away, shell-shocked. Wallace should have prepared him a little better.

      I’m having to do more than stand around now because some of the Charges want to wander back out to their vehicle. Plus, I’m also having lots of questions thrown at me.

      “What is my wife going to do?” I have no clue.

      “Am I going to Hell?” If you have to ask⁠—

      “How long do we have to stand here?” How should I know?

      “Why do we have to stand here?” Because I said so.

      “Can I borrow your phone to call my attorney? I’m suing all of you.” No, Bob, for the third time, you can’t. Fuck off. 

      More Charges are slowly brought over to my spot. Thankfully, the rain lets up and finally stops. Roz brings her last Charge from the pickup truck and Nelson brings a man and another child from the SUV. Tyler brings his, then after a while, Wallace comes over with his Charge from the van.

      “Okay, folks, we’re ready to go,” Wallace announces. He begins explaining to the group how everything works. He sounds like a tour guide.

      I tune out what he’s saying because something doesn’t sit right with me. Wallace didn’t fill me in on who was handling which Charge after he designated me as the Watcher, but I did give the files a once-over this morning. I pull out my iPhone and quickly scan through them. Six adults and three kids. Except as I glance around, there are six adults and four kids.

      I nudge Roz. I point to the numbers on the screen. “Count’s off.”

      Her eyes widen. She takes my phone and scans through the files, stopping on the family from the SUV. One adult and two children. Victor, 37. Sarah, 8. Rick, 6. The father stands a few feet from my left with his three kids in front of him.

      “What’s your children’s names?” I ask as quietly as possible while Wallace drones on about the group’s journey into the afterlife. It’s clear he’s not paying attention to what is happening.

      “Sarah, Rick, and Junior.”

      “Junior?”

      “My oldest son is Victor. We
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