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      Cheers resounded throughout the coliseum as I stepped onto the ash-covered floor, holding a jewel-tipped staff that looked like a scythe from Earth.

      My stomach was twisted in knots, and not just because half the underworld was here to witness my examination. No one had attempted the particular test I'd chosen to demonstrate my capabilities as a Reaper in more than a century, and as far as I knew, my father was the only one who'd ever passed it…roughly two thousand years earlier.

      What choice did I have? I was Zoey Grimm. The daughter of Azrael, the Grim Reaper himself. I didn't just have to live up to my name. I was the heir-apparent; well, me or my twin brother Morty, but no one thought Morty had what it took. I was the one everyone expected to take my father's place.

      You have to be the best of the best. The top of your class.

      My father's words ran through my mind as the headmaster activated the crystal and three crystalline golems emerged from the floor of the coliseum. My father had said those words or some variation of them to me a thousand times. I usually rose to the occasion. I wanted to make Daddy proud.

      Failure wasn't an option. Neither was being second-best.

      I wondered if I'd taken on more than I could handle this time. Once the headmaster rang the bell, I'd have to dispatch all three constructs in less than a minute.

      The constructs weren't large. They mimicked the appearance and behavior of disembodied human souls. They were vaguely human-shaped, though their legs were longer than what was natural, and their heads were smaller than they should have been.

      I twirled my staff, preparing for my attack. Succeed, and I'd skip the first two ranks and graduate as a Level Three Reaper. Would anyone be impressed? Probably not. This was what everyone expected from me. But if I failed? Well, I could almost hear the chatter that would follow. That Zoey Grimm...such arrogance! To think she could match her father's legend!

      I’d be the laughingstock of the underworld. I'd have to go back to the academy. I'd have to wait another year before they'd give me a second chance. My brother had already passed his exam. He’d taken down a single construct and was pronounced a Level One Reaper. If I failed, by the time my next attempt was granted, he’d probably be Level Three. If I wanted to keep up with him and remain the heir apparent, I’d have to complete this same challenge again a year from now. If I failed again, the chances that I’d ever catch up to him were slim.

      Failure was not an option. Not for me, anyway.

      The crystal the constructs were made of channeled red energy into their forms. It programmed them to behave like real souls that had been recently harvested by the Reapers.

      Not every human resists their Reaper. Some welcomed their entry into the afterlife. They were prepared to move on and welcomed the Reaper who was sent to guide them into the beyond. Others, afraid to die, couldn’t help but resist. They fought, or they’d flee.

      The souls chosen to define these constructs would be less than compliant. I expected that much. What I couldn’t predict was how these golems might resist. They’d probably be more challenging than they were when the souls were originally reaped. After all, these constructs were formed based on souls who already had experience attempting to resist their Reaper. They’d done this before. They’d learn from their previous failures.

      There were more reasons why it wasn’t suggested for would-be graduates to take the Level Three exam. The souls that defined the constructs had fallen to an experienced Reaper. I was a novice. I’d never reaped a real soul. They had every advantage.

      “Commence the examination!” the headmaster announced, ringing a large bell and starting the timepiece mounted just below the dais.

      One minute…

      Two of the three constructs slowly moved toward me. They wanted to fight. The third took a few steps back, then turned and ran in the opposite direction.

      I’d trained for this. There were methods for countering split strategies. I’d studied them in the academy archives.

      I took off after the construct who fled my position. If I took down two at once, head-on, I’d waste most of my time on them, then I’d still have to chase down the runaway. By then, I’d probably have to traverse the full length of the coliseum before I reached him. That would take a good thirty seconds.

      But if I chased the runner while the other two pursued me, I’d make better use of my time. Plus, with my back turned to the other two, they’d think they had an advantage.

      My boots slammed against the ash, kicking up a cloud as I pursued the construct. Yes, the thing moved fast. Not as fast as me. In the academy, I hadn’t only studied various combat arts. I’d also trained my body for strength, speed, and endurance.

      As I closed in on the construct, it pivoted, realizing it couldn’t get away. It swept a foot, trying to trip me. I jumped over its foot and flipped to land on the arena wall, where I used my momentum to run sideways along the wall before launching into another flip that took me over its head.

      The construct collapsed in a pile of ash as I jammed the gem on my staff into its back.

      “The candidate has eliminated construct number one,” the headmaster announced as the crowd applauded my effort.

      I landed on my knees. Not the best position for assaulting a resistant soul, but that was by design. The other two constructs would think I was in a vulnerable position.

      It wasn’t like they could kill me. But if they knocked me out or wrestled my staff from my hands, they’d buy themselves time to escape. I didn’t have time to waste.

      I hoped they’d try to charge me. I could pivot on one knee, swipe my staff through the air, and take both of them down with one strike. That would be the fastest way to end this.

      If these were common souls, that was what they’d try to do. But these constructs were powered by souls that had likely learned a thing or two from their prior reapings.

      They didn’t take the bait. Instead, they split up. I glanced at the timepiece near the headmaster. I had twenty seconds left, give or take.

      I leaped to my feet and charged the construct that had fled to my right. The other one—call it Construct Number Three—was running as far as he could in the opposite direction. Construct Number Two pivoted and went for my staff. With a twirl of the staff around my back, I caught it in my left hand and jammed it to the second construct’s chest.

      “The candidate has eliminated the second construct. A single construct remains.”

      I wasn’t sure why the crowd needed a play-by-play from the headmaster. There wasn’t any mistaking what was happening. The crowd cheered at the announcement, but not as exuberantly as they did the first. After all, they knew time was running out. They were on the edge of their seats.

      Five seconds to go, if that…

      I widened my stance, raised my staff overhead, and took aim. This wasn’t one of the recommended strategies taught at the academy. Still, from the archives, I knew a few Reapers, including my father, who’d pulled it off. I’d practiced, but it was risky, especially in a real-world situation where a scythe wouldn’t fly through the air with the same grace as a staff.

      I threw my staff like a javelin, sending it arcing through the air. It pierced the last construct in the torso, and the golem exploded in a cloud of ash as the headmaster declared that time was up.

      Had I made it in time?

      It was up to the headmaster.

      “While I cannot recommend this strategy,” the headmaster began, “good Reapers know the situation on the ground. They use any skill or tactic available, given every contingency. While this method will not likely work for you again, Miss Grimm, you exercised creativity and captured all three souls before the time expired. I now declare Zoey Grimm, daughter of Azrael, a Level Three Reaper with all the rights and privileges accorded the same.”

      The crowd seated around the coliseum erupted in cheers. A wide grin split my face as I looked up at my father, who was on his feet. His pale complexion caught the light. There was no mistaking his smile. He was proud.

      One day, I’d hold his seat. I was well on my way.
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      There are six steps to reap one’s soul. I was the first in my class to memorize them all. When you’re the daughter of Azrael, it’s important to make a good impression. After all, one day, I wouldn’t be Zoey, student, and RIT (Reaper in Training). I’d inherit my father’s position and become the new Grim Reaper. I wouldn’t just be one of the many Reapers responsible for harvesting the souls of the deceased. I’d be in charge of the entire operation.

      The transition from life to death. It was a massive responsibility. Screw it up, and, well, millions of human souls could be left on Earth, wandering as ghosts, unable to move on. They’d be angry, and the gods, whoever and wherever they were, would probably have to intervene. If I was going to take over for Dad, I had to be the best of the best.

      Of course, I had a twin brother. My dad hadn’t planned it that way. When he’d hooked up with my mother to produce an heir, he never expected he’d get a two-for-one deal. I often wondered what my mother would think if she could see me now. I imagined her as a beautiful woman with long black hair like mine, a petite woman with fire in her eyes. She’d have to be a firecracker to put up with my dad. What wouldn’t I give for her to be here?

      This was my graduation—twenty-one years in the making, which, frankly, isn’t a long time for our line of work.

      Morty was graduating, too. Barely. He would receive his first assignment, just as I would. No one had high expectations for Morty, especially since I’d defied the odds and passed my examination.

      When you have all the pressure in the underworld on your shoulders—and we certainly did as Azrael’s children—there are two options. You can rise and meet the challenge, exceeding even the loftiest of people’s expectations. Or, you can say “fuck y’all” and resign yourself to being a disappointment. I chose the former path, my brother the latter.

      Did I mention that there are six steps that every Reaper must follow before harvesting a soul? I thought so. I called them the six Rs. Why? Because alliteration helps me memorize shit, and I needed a few A-plus study strategies if I ever hoped to live up to my father’s expectations.

      The first “R” stood for regalia. I was already wearing the proper attire: a long, black robe, made of wool, with a hood. Strictly, this step did nothing to affect the reaping. It did, however, have a few functions. First, and most importantly, it made us invisible to almost everyone except the soul we were meant to reap. Some mediums or sensitives, depending on their abilities, could detect our presence to varying degrees.

      Still, that was rare. Most of the time, with our regalia in place, we’d be able to sneak in, harvest a soul, and leave. Badda bing, badda boom. Without it? Well, can you imagine the uproar it would cause every time we came for a soul? In addition, the black robe prepared the expired soul for the inevitable. Think of it like this. If you’re a Catholic, and you’re about to die, you expect your priest to show up wearing a white collar to administer your last rites. If the priest showed up in a leotard, you’d be all out of sorts about it, and for good reason. Dress for success. Uniforms are important.

      The better a soul is prepared to accept its reaping, the easier the job will be. No one wants to deal with an insubordinate soul. My dad said he’d once spent the better part of a decade chasing a soul across Europe. It certainly wasn’t the way he’d planned to spend his 1490s. While he was wearing the proper regalia, of course, he always insisted that if we weren’t wearing it, the risk of such an occurrence was multiplied a hundredfold. As a Reaper, what you wore mattered.

      The second R stood for “receipt.” Sometimes this happened before the first R. If you were on schedule, it was better to be in the proper regalia prior to receipt. Receipt was how we got our assignments. The names and locations of the expired souls due for reaping. It was a bit of a mystery, even to my father, who chose the names or why a particular name hit the list on any given day. Some believed every soul had an expiration date programmed into it when it was made. Others imagined that the big man upstairs—you know, the fellow that some people call “God”—decides in accordance with His inscrutable will.

      That’s fancy-speak for saying he probably draws the names from a hat and sends them down to us in the underworld so we can do his dirty work. I’m pretty sure it’s an enormous hat—you know, because he’s God. Not saying God has a big head or anything. I mean, He probably does. If you were almighty, you’d have an enormous dome, too.

      “Never let your head get too big, Zoey,” my father had told me. Good advice for a semi-eternal RIT like me. God, I figured, was entitled to have as large a cranium as he wished.

      I stepped up to the scroll of the day. They posted it on a bulletin board just outside the Earth portal. I’d imagined this day my whole life. Seeing my name on the scroll? Butterflies churned in my stomach as I traced my finger down to the Gs. Surnames were a relatively recent development in the underworld. My father didn’t have one. We were born with the last name “Grimm.” Why two Ms? Well, there was only one Grim Reaper. The extra M served two purposes: it made it clear that we were a part of Azrael’s family, but it also maintained the distinction between the Grim Reaper and the Grimms, my brother and me, who would eventually inherit my father’s domain. Well, I would, anyway. Morty gave up that dream a long time ago. I don’t think he wanted to become the Grim Reaper anyway.

      Grimm, Zoey.

      “That's me!” I smiled from ear to ear as I looked with pride upon my first assignment.

      I was about to look up my brother’s name to see if he was going to get his first reaping today when the pleasant voice of Gabriel Graves interrupted me. “Congrats, Zoey.”

      I turned. Gabriel was the best-looking Reaper in the academy where I’d trained to prepare for this very day. Like most of us, he was the product of a union between a human and another Reaper. Over time, Reapers progress toward celestial glory. When too much of one’s humanity is lost, it complicates the ability to teleport between worlds.

      Humans belong on Earth. Reapers and other semi-divines belong in the underworld. Reap long enough, and you’d advance beyond the underworld into the realm of the angels. It took several millennia, of course. My father was on the cusp of his ascension. That’s why I was training to replace him. It was nearly his time. He might make it another year, maybe another twenty. I couldn't imagine it would be much longer than that. Once he could no longer go to Earth, when he couldn’t reap souls himself, we’d know it was time. He’d done his duty.

      Gabriel was two years older than me. Now that he’d been reaping for two full years, he was excited to show me the ropes. We spent most of our evenings together. I suppose you could say he was my boyfriend, although we’d never formalized our relationship. Everyone knew we were together. We trusted each other implicitly. It wouldn’t last forever.

      Reaper romances come and go as quickly as the McRib. Yes, I know about that. Studying human society is one of the most important aspects of our training as Reapers. When it came to relationships, though, they didn’t tend to last since we couldn’t reproduce. Life can’t be made in the underworld. When a Reaper must reproduce, before advancing to the celestial realm, he must seduce a human woman. Then, when the child is born, the Reaper parent must bring their heir to the underworld to be raised as I was.

      As a female Reaper, I’d never have children. Not that my plumbing didn’t work. All the parts were there. But for a male Reaper, all it took was to seduce a willing human, come back nine months later, and bring their semi-divine baby back to the underworld. If I were to go to Earth and get knocked up, well, the moment I returned to the underworld, my baby would stop developing. It wouldn’t survive. Not unless I stayed on Earth.

      I say all that to say this: since children Reapers couldn’t have children together, marriage wasn’t a thing. We didn’t make lifelong commitments. We enjoyed one another until we didn’t anymore. No strings attached. Eventually, we’d go our separate ways. With Gabriel, though, I hoped we’d make it at least a century or so.

      Gabriel was a keeper. Half the girls in the underworld wanted him. The other half realized they didn’t have a chance, so they didn’t bother. He had dark hair and blue eyes, and he towered over me by at least a foot. His arms were solid, and his shoulders were broad. His skin was pale and unblemished. He was the embodiment of death. Sexy as hell.

      “So, who’s the lucky soul who gets to be Zoey Grimm’s first?” Gabriel asked.

      I smirked as I traced my finger across the page. “Soul 5-1-816-229-4417-3.”

      “Missouri, then.” Gabriel nodded.

      “Looks that way. That code corresponds with a suburb of Kansas City.”

      Gabriel laughed. “You seriously memorized all the codes?”

      I shrugged. “Top of my class. What did you expect?”

      “It’s unnecessary. You can look up the codes in the directories. It doesn’t take much time.”

      I sighed. Gabriel was right, of course. The codes defined the continent, human nation, and additional information. The final number differentiated the souls who lived in a single home. Why weren’t we given names? Well, from what they taught me at the academy, it was best to keep the reaping process impersonal.

      Many humans resisted it. If we hesitated, even for a moment, worrying about Joe Schmoe’s life and his family, we might miss the person’s designated departure time across the River Styx. If that happened, their soul would be left to wander. That was how ghosts were made. Too many hauntings on a Reaper’s performance report and my old man would bench them while they underwent reconditioning—intense training to refine our skills to prevent such mishaps from recurring in the future.

      “So, where are you heading today?” I asked Gabriel.

      “South America,” Gabriel replied. “A woman, as best I can tell, in her ninety-third year of life. Easy-peasy.”

      “You could discern all that from the code?” I asked.

      Gabriel laughed. “You still have to look up the code in the directories, Zoey. When you do, those details will be provided.”

      I snorted. “Why didn’t they teach us that in the academy?”

      Gabriel shrugged his shoulders. “It’s extraneous information. Not crucial for the reaping. But, in my experience, it’s good to know what you’re getting into.”

      “We were told to be prepared for anything. Sometimes those less than willing to go quietly into the beyond will put up a fight.”

      “Which is why most of our training is focused on how to subdue humans quickly,” Gabriel reminded me. “There’s a risk, of course, in knowing too much. We might take it for granted that, in my case, a woman who matches the description in the directory won’t be a hassle at all. It’s best not to make any assumptions. It’s amazing how even an old, decrepit person can put up a good fight when they don’t want to die.”

      I nodded. “I’ll just stick to the code, then. It’s best not to know the details.”

      Gabriel grinned. “To each one’s own, I suppose. Good luck, Zoey. I can’t wait to hear how your first reaping went.”

      I hugged Gabriel and kissed him softly on the lips.

      “Get a room, you two,” another familiar voice called, approaching from behind. It was my brother.

      I smiled. “Hey, Morty. You ready for our first reaping?”

      Morty shrugged, approached the scroll, and looked up his target. Despite being listed next to each other in alphabetical order on account of having the same surname, I hadn’t looked at his assignment. “Well, this is weird.”

      “What is?” I asked.

      Morty scratched his head. “They gave us the same code.”

      I pushed past Morty and looked at the list again. “What the hell?”

      Morty sighed. “Those dumb angels, or whoever made the list, must’ve gotten confused. There aren’t many siblings in the underworld, you know.”

      I shook my head. “Unbelievable. Well, I guess we’re doing this together.”

      Morty shrugged. “Honestly, I wonder if it was a mistake. They probably don’t trust me to pull it off.”

      “You think they want you to shadow me?” I asked.

      Morty scratched the back of his head. “It makes sense. I mean, I barely passed the core requirements.”

      I took a deep breath and exhaled. Don’t get me wrong; I loved my little brother. I say “little” even though we’re twins. He was born a few minutes after me. He didn’t appreciate being called that, so I avoided saying it in his company. Still, finding out I was supposed to chaperone him on what I’d thought was going to be my first solo reaping was mildly disenchanting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The third R stood for “relocation.” No, that wasn’t how the textbooks defined it, but that was how I remembered it. It involved entering the code into a dial beside the Earth portal and going through it. The code calibrated the portal to spit us out in proximity to the soul we were meant to reap. According to what I’d learned, it brought us to the closest place uninhabited by humans. It rarely took a Reaper directly into the target’s presence. We’d enter the portal and immediately begin the fourth R of a successful reaping: “reconnaissance.”

      We had to survey our surroundings. If other humans were present, well, remember the first R, regalia? Our cloaks rendered us invisible to all except the soul we were meant to claim. Before reaping a soul, we needed to examine the situation.

      Was the person already on their deathbed, sick and ready to go peacefully? No problem. I’d summon my scythe—I was so excited to see what mine looked like—and catch the soul with it as it left the body. If it was a case of sudden death, or if the person was fighting it, we might have to subdue the target first.

      That was why we trained in combat at the Reaper academy. I knew more than a dozen styles of what humans called martial arts. Humans are resilient creatures. They do not always go along with fate willingly. It didn’t happen every time. Maybe one out of ten would put up a fight. But we had to be ready. Those cases were the ones I’d spent the bulk of my time learning to handle. A strike with the scythe and no matter how resolved the person might be to stay alive, we could remove the soul from the body and take them with us.

      That’s the final R—the return to the underworld, where we’d deposit the collected soul with Charon, the boatman who traversed the River Styx and took the souls to their final destination. Purgatory. Heaven. Hell. All or none of the above. The soul’s destination wasn’t our concern. Wherever they went, it was where they were meant to go to rest.

      That R, the seventh R, was beyond our paygrade as Reapers. “Rest” was the purview of semi-divine or divine entities I’d never met. All I knew was that if we mucked up any of our six Rs, the soul would never reach the seventh. After twenty-one years of constant training and education, I was ready. As Azrael’s daughter, I expected most of the underworld was waiting for me to return. I could only wonder what they’d think when they found out that Morty and I were tasked to tag-team our first soul.

      “Just let me handle it, Morty. I’m ready for this. Watch and learn. Maybe tomorrow we’ll have our own targets.”

      Morty wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. “I’m actually relieved, Zoey. I’m glad you’ll be with me.”

      I shook my head. “You may not have excelled in school, Morty, but you passed all the requirements. You just need a little confidence.”

      Morty snorted. “I think you have enough confidence for both of us.”

      I shrugged. “You’ll get there.”

      I approached the gateway to Earth and entered the code for my target into the dial. It was a series of round spheres, like globes, that had to be turned precisely to match the prescribed destination of the soul we were supposed to reap. If we didn’t get the code correct, we could end up anywhere in the world. Meanwhile, we’d risk missing the window to deliver our soul to Charon.

      My heart raced as Morty and I stepped into the Earth portal. That was nothing compared to the sensation of actually being on Earth. Where we came out of the portal wasn’t the fanciest place in the world. The burnt-orange shag carpet on the floor and the paisley-patterned wallpaper suggested that our target hadn’t bothered redecorating for some time.

      Other Reapers brought back Earth relics from time to time. Collecting trophies wasn’t outright forbidden, although it was discouraged. All the Reapers did it, at least occasionally. An item that once belonged to the soul they’d been tasked to reap. Usually, if they took something, they tried to make sure it wasn’t anything anyone else would notice or miss. Dead people can’t take their belongings with them. That didn’t mean their Reaper couldn’t.

      From the looks of the place, there wasn’t much I’d be interested in claiming. Of course, it was my first reaping. Maybe I’d find something small to take. You know, for sentimental reasons. You can only reap your first soul once, after all.

      “Time to initiate reconnaissance.”

      Morty huffed. “Yup. Reconnaissance complete. I’d guess, based on the doilies everywhere, that we were sent to harvest the soul of an old lady. Let’s do this.”

      “Wait.” I raised my hand. “We have to check the perimeter. We must account for any other souls who might be on the property. I want to make sure I don’t get taken off guard and accidentally hit the wrong soul with my scythe.”

      “That’s not exactly a common error. It’s happened…what, two or three times over the last century?”

      I nodded. “Three. Still, it can happen. You can’t be too careful, Morty.”

      My brother rolled his eyes. “You know, I think the way they teach it at the academy, by the book, isn’t really how most Reapers handle their business.”

      “The best ones do,” I disagreed. “That’s what separates the women from the boys.”

      Morty raised an eyebrow. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      I chuckled. “Take it however you like. It just means that while you might get away with lackadaisical reaping practices for a few centuries, the best of us, those like Dad, know that harvesting souls is both an art and a science. It takes creativity and precision. And that’s what I intend to be. You know, when I take over for Dad.”

      Morty raised his eyebrow. “What if I take over?”

      “You’re a slacker! Do you really think he’ll choose you? Plus, I’m older.”

      “Yeah, by, like, five minutes.”

      “That means I’m the first-born. I have first right of refusal.”

      Morty snorted. “Whatever. You know as well as I do that there aren’t any clear laws about that. Mostly because most Reapers never have more than one kid.”

      “Look, Morty. If Dad ascended to the celestial realm tomorrow, one of us would have to take over.”

      “He’s not leaving any time soon, Zoey,” Morty argued. “Probably not for another couple of decades.”

      “We don’t know that,” I countered. “It’s always possible. If it happened, which of us do you think would be better suited to take over the family business?”

      “Business?” Morty asked. “This isn’t exactly a business, Zoey.”

      I shrugged. “Call it whatever you like. You’re avoiding the question. Which of us is better prepared to take over our father’s affairs?”

      “Well, you are right now,” Morty replied. “That might not be the case whenever he ascends.”

      I huffed. Until now, Morty had given no sign at all that he wanted to become the Grim Reaper. If he had, he should have studied harder at the academy. “I’m not slowing down any time soon, little brother. If you’re going to stake your claim over the underworld, you have a lot of catching up to do.”

      “Can’t we just get this over with?” Morty asked. “While we’re shooting the shit, we’re wasting time.”

      I bit my lip. “You’re right. Commencing reconnaissance now.”

      Morty rolled his eyes as he wandered around the house, looking under tables and furniture.

      I moved from room to room with precision. There was a strategy to casing a home to ensure that we examined every room, it was best to work from one end of the house to the other. I reached into my robe and grabbed a roll of tape. It wasn’t the common human tape. Most humans wouldn’t be able to see it at all, just as they couldn’t see me. Not unless they were sensitives—like mediums or empaths. If we ever encountered one of those, the protocol was to ignore them. Act like they didn’t see us. Most people thought they were loonies, anyway. No harm, no foul.

      “She’s in the back room,” Morty offered.

      “I know, but we have to finish reconnaissance first.”

      “Really?” Morty protested. “No one is here. We could get in there, reap the little old lady’s soul in a matter of seconds, and get out.”

      “There are procedures to follow, Morty,” I insisted.

      Morty sighed. “Whatever. Sometimes you just have to trust your gut, you know? Something tells me we’d best get this done and over with fast.”

      I placed a piece of my tape over the front door. No sooner did I do it than I heard a honking sound from outside. I peeked through a peephole in the door. A woman, dressed in all blue, approached. A nurse, I guessed, from the photos I’d seen. They were commonly in attendance when someone was dying.

      “Shit!” I exclaimed. “A nurse is coming.”

      “Then let's get this over with! She’s less likely to hang on if she’s alone when we reap her.”

      I nodded. Morty was right about something, for once. When people were surrounded by other humans, they often resisted the reaping. In truth, the effect of other people’s presence was difficult to predict. Some souls, afraid to leave behind people they loved, would cling to them and refuse to let go. Others would do the opposite. They’d be more at peace with their loved ones surrounding them during their last earthly moment. Nurses and other medical professionals tended to prolong the process artificially, though. It would be simpler and faster to reap subject No. 5-1-816-229-4417-3 before the nurse entered the house. When she did, the tape I’d placed on the door would break. It would release a high-pitched sound, inaudible to most humans on the earthly plane. We’d hear it. We’d know the nurse was getting closer.

      I rushed back with Morty to the room where our target was lying in her bed. An old lady—our suspicions were correct. She was asleep. Her breathing was shallow. It was her time. She was one of the lucky ones. She could die peacefully in her sleep. That is, so long as we got the job done before the nurse arrived.

      “You ready for this?” Morty asked. “I’ll have mine ready just in case.”

      I nodded. “Sorry. I know you were looking forward to this, too. You know, your first time.”

      Morty shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t care nearly as much about it as you do. This is your thing, Zoey.”

      I smiled. “Thanks for this. I promise if they keep sending us out together, you can do it next time.”

      Morty nodded. “Come on, Zoey. Let’s just do it and get out of here.”

      I extended my hand. I pressed a small marking on my wrist. It looked like a tattoo. In truth, it was more like a birthmark. All the Reapers had them. It corresponded with your lineage. As the daughter of the Grim Reaper, mine was fittingly in the shape of a scythe already.

      I’d touched the sigil thousands of times in the underworld. There, it did nothing. Here on Earth, it would call forth my scythe from the ether. I placed the fingers of my left hand to the sigil on my right wrist. A bright, blue glow emerged in the shape of an orb in my hand. Then the orb flattened into something closer to a cylinder. A long staff grew in my palm, extending both directions. It came to a point on either end. It was warm to the touch.

      Then, the good part. When the scythe formed, the blade was on the end. This was the moment I was waiting for.

      Waiting… more waiting… I’d waited for twenty-one years, visualizing this very moment in my mind every day. Sort of like how human girls imagine their future weddings, I suppose. Why wasn’t it happening? The magic still coursed through my weapon. It must’ve been building up a charge. After all, it is the blade that harnesses the power to reap souls. Nothing in the textbooks suggested it should take so long.

      The magic faded, settling into the long metal scythe-less staff I was now holding. Nothing.

      “What the hell?” I asked.

      Morty cocked his head. “No scythe? How weird is that?”

      “I don’t know. It should have worked. There’s no reason⁠—”

      A high-pitched ring echoed through the house. The nurse had come in through the front door and broken my tape. She must’ve had a key. A hospice nurse, most likely.

      I touched the sigil on my wrist again. “It has to work. Maybe it was just a glitch.”

      Nothing about the long staff I was holding changed. My sigil did nothing. Maybe if I dispelled the staff and gave in another go, it would work. I released the staff. It disappeared. I touched the sigil again. It formed the same way. Still no scythe.

      “Damn it!” I screamed.

      “The nurse will be here any second. We have to do this now, Zoey!” Morty protested, touching the sigil on his wrist.

      When he did, his staff formed in his hand, its glorious blade coursing with hellfire. It looked a lot like our father’s blade. Ornate, but sleek and modern at the same time.

      My forehead turned hot. I wasn’t angry at Morty. This wasn’t his fault. But I was jealous, and envy breeds rage. I took a deep breath. I had to hold it together. “I don’t understand, I⁠—”

      Morty pushed me aside with his opposite hand. “Zoey, you don’t have to do everything yourself. I know I’m not as good as you are. But I can help. Let me handle this for you. We’ll figure out what the problem is later.”

      I sighed, nodded, and took a step back.

      With a single swipe, Morty struck the woman, slicing through her chest. A white light danced on his blade as he retrieved it from her side.

      “Come on, Zoey. We have to go.”

      I clenched my fists in frustration and released my useless staff. It disappeared. Then, I followed Morty as he carried the soul of our target, now harnessed by his scythe, back to the portal. We passed the nurse in the hallway.

      “Louise, it’s Anna. I’m here to check on you.”

      Anna wouldn’t receive a response. Louise’s soul was now reaped. It was our responsibility to ensure her safe transition to the beyond. We jumped into our portal and returned to the underworld.
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      “You can’t tell anyone,” I told Morty as we returned to the otherworld. “I’m guessing they’ll pair us together again. Maybe, you know, next time mine will work and yours won’t.”

      Morty rolled his eyes. “I’m not going to say a word. Do you think I’d do that?”

      “Don’t even tell Dad,” I insisted.

      Morty lifted his fingers to his lips and made a twisting motion as if locking them shut. “My lips are sealed, Zoey.”

      I sighed. “All right. Let’s get this soul to the boatman.”

      Morty nodded and followed me through a dark corridor and down a set of stairs that led to the deep cave where the River Styx flowed through the underworld. Charon wouldn’t care or even notice that it was Morty’s scythe, not mine, that delivered the soul to him. He wasn’t at all plugged into Reaper politics. He probably didn’t even know who I was.

      Truth be told, this was only the second time I’d even seen the boatman. The first time had been about a year earlier when he was a guest lecturer in one of my classes. He’d given us the lowdown on his job, why it was important to stick to a schedule and deliver souls on time, yadda, yadda, yadda. I’d almost fallen asleep. It was as if this little speech was something he’d given a thousand times before. He probably had. He was reciting it from memory, with the same sort of cadence someone might use if giving a speech with little skill for public speaking.

      In the olden days, Charon had to be paid by the dead. They’d place a coin under the deceased’s tongue when he died. Reapers back then waited around to collect the coin with the person’s soul to pay Charon. Nowadays, most people didn’t believe in Charon, the River Styx, or even in our existence as Reapers. He still demanded payment, of course. My father saw to it that he was satisfied. What Charon did with human money was beyond my wildest guess. How my father acquired the money to pay him, though, I knew all about.

      My father invested in stocks. Yes, Azrael frequented the New York Stock Exchange. When he wasn’t reaping souls—which, frankly, he rarely did these days—he ensured that his accounts on Earth were secure enough to keep our agreement with Charon going. As such, my father had a New York State driver’s license, a Social Security Number, and all the paperwork he needed to handle the investments. He’d secured the same for Morty and me. One day, after he ascended, we’d have to handle it. Sure, I was my father’s most likely successor. But if we were co-heirs of the Grim Reaper’s earthly fortune, it could only be more convenient if each of us could access all the accounts.

      My father kept a stack of hundred-dollar bills in a small box that we passed on our way to meeting the boatman. I opened it, retrieved a Benjamin Franklin, and approached Charon. I handed him the money. Morty placed his hand on a crystal that Charon carried with him. He couldn’t summon his scythe here, but the soul could be passed into the crystal no less.

      The crystal glowed white when the soul entered it. Charon nodded at both of us. He was about to return to his rowboat when he turned and grabbed my arm.

      “Your souls are not welcome here.”

      I cocked my head. “Excuse me?”

      “I cannot take your souls where they must go.”

      I snorted. “Well, good thing Morty reaped this one.”

      Charon grunted, turned, and climbed into his boat. I narrowed my eyes as he slowly rowed across the River Styx.

      “What the hell was that about?” Morty asked.

      “I don’t have the slightest clue.”

      “Do you think he knows something?” Morty asked.

      I shook my head. “I think he’s lost his mind. An eternity of ferrying souls from the underworld into the afterlife probably takes its toll on one’s sanity.”

      “If you say so,” Morty agreed doubtfully. “But if he knows why your scythe wouldn’t work…”

      “He wouldn’t say anything even if he knew,” I argued. “I’d wager that was the first time he’d spoken two words to a Reaper, outside of his lectures, in a thousand years.”

      Morty scratched the back of his head. “Well, whatever. I’m sure you’ll be able to reap tomorrow. When you deliver a soul, if he accepts it, we’ll know he was just speaking the nonsense of a crazed demigod.”

      I pressed my lips together. “Yeah. Tomorrow. We’ll see.”

      No one thought it was odd that Morty and I were placed on the same assignment that day. I was a Level Three Reaper, after all. Morty was Level One. It was common for first-level Reapers to shadow second- or third-level Reapers until they advanced. It also wasn’t strange that I’d permit Morty to do the deed. At least, it wouldn’t have been if it wasn’t for the fact that this was also supposed to be my first reaping.

      No matter. No one aside from Charon knew that Morty had done the deed, not me. I could only hope that he was right. Whatever happened earlier must’ve been a fluke. In all my studies, I’d never read about a single Reaper who couldn’t summon a scythe. It was supposed to be as easy and natural for us as breathing. For Morty, it had been. They say on Earth that lightning never strikes the same place twice. I was pretty sure that wasn’t true. Still, the saying suggested that the odds of something so rare—like me not being able to summon my scythe—wasn’t likely to occur more than once. If this was just some kind of glitch, like a misfire or something like that, then the odds were in my favor. I’d be able to reap without incident next time.

      A sinking feeling in my gut suggested it might be something more. What if there was something wrong with me? What if, because I was a twin, the ability to reap could only be passed from our father to one of us? Furthermore, if I couldn’t reap, what the hell was I going to do with myself? I certainly couldn’t take over for my father if I couldn’t reap. Even if I could keep this a secret for a while, eventually, I’d be sent out to reap alone. Morty would get promoted to Level Two. And if I returned without my appointed soul, if I left the human spirit wandering as a ghost on the Earth, everyone would know about it.

      Word travels fast in the underworld. Secrets didn’t last long in the Reaper community. I wasn’t a girl known to pray much. I won’t say that there weren’t Reapers who prayed occasionally. We were all part human, and belief in the divine came with the territory. But if I was ever to say a prayer, this was the time.

      Please God, or Goddess, or whoever the hell you are, give me my scythe. Allow me to reap.

      I didn’t dare speak my prayer out loud. I only spoke it in my mind. Would it work? I didn’t have a clue. If it didn’t, I’d rather be reaped myself, if such a thing was even possible, than go on living in the underworld as an impotent Reaper.
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      “What is going on with you tonight?” Gabriel asked, holding my hand while we walked down Gehenna Boulevard. It was, I suppose, the Bourbon Street of the Underworld. It was where Reapers went to let loose after a day’s work harvesting souls. The alcohol flowed there like water would from a tap back on Earth.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Gabriel shrugged. “I just expected you’d be giddy with excitement after your first reaping. Ready to party.”

      I huffed. “I don’t know. I suppose, after all that preparation…”

      “Not as thrilling as you expected?” Gabriel asked.

      I sighed. “You could say that.”

      Gabriel snorted. “You had an old person, didn’t you? Someone passing from natural causes.”

      I nodded. “Yup. And they shackled me with Morty.”

      Gabriel laughed. “There’s more than one reason why no graduates attempt to take out three constructs in their final examination. Yes, most of them couldn’t pull it off. The whole underworld can’t stop talking about how awesome you were in the coliseum. But the other reason why no one tries is exactly that. Level Threes typically have more responsibility than Level Ones.”

      He was right. Still… “I just didn’t expect they’d have someone shadow me on my first reaping. Yeah, I’m Level Three. But you’d think they’d let me get my feet wet first.”

      Gabriel shook his head. “No one knows why assignments are doled out the way they are. A lot of times, they don’t make much sense.”

      “What is there to make sense of?” I asked.

      Gabriel sighed. “You’d think that someone at Level Four would be given more challenging cases. Today was the fourth easy reap I’ve had in a row. Any Level One could have pulled it off solo without incident.”

      I nodded. “Maybe it’s just a supply and demand sort of thing?”

      “Supply and demand?”

      I sighed. “Yeah. My dad teaches me all about economics on Earth. It’s shit I’ll have to know when I take over someday. You know, so I can keep the money flowing for the boatman. It just means that prices are impacted by how much supply there is. If there were a lot of mass casualty events or a Third World War, there’d be a lot more unwilling souls to reap. Now, though, there aren’t as many challenging cases to go around. Once they’re doled out to the higher-level Reapers, all that’s left are the common cases.”

      “I suppose that makes sense,” Gabriel agreed. “I get it that you’d have to be Level Twenty or higher to be dispatched to a battlefield, or maybe a genocide. But you’d think there’d at least be a car crash, a shooting, or something that I could handle. Something that would require at least a little effort on my part.”

      “So, that’s why you check the directories with every assignment? Why do you look up the profile of each of your targets?”

      Gabriel nodded. “Like you, I didn’t always do that. Not for the first year or so. I followed the advice they gave at the academy. Best not to know. But I’ve grown so weary of simple reapings that I’m afraid, now, that if I had the slightest challenge at all, I’d be taken off guard. I just want to be prepared, Zoey. Is there anything wrong with that?”

      “I don’t think so. I mean, it’s not like it’s illegal to check out your targets’ profiles. Those files are there for a reason. It just isn’t typically recommended. Usually, only the highest-level Reapers consult the directories, if for no other reason than they realize every case they’re given will be complicated.”

      Gabriel chuckled. “Well, we won’t be at that level for another century, at least. I suppose we might as well just enjoy it while it’s still easy. Have you noticed, there aren’t many upper-level Reapers who frequent Gehenna Boulevard?”

      I smiled. “Well, if you knew you were going into battle every day, you probably wouldn’t want to get drunk the night before, either.”

      “Fair point, but I wonder if it’s more than that. I mean, we were so eager to reap when we graduated. But there’s a reason why those who are nearing ascension grow weary of this life.”

      I pressed my lips together. “Like my father, you mean?”

      “Exactly.” Gabriel pulled me by the hand into one of the bars we often frequented. A fifth-level Reaper who’d been at Level Five as long as I could remember tended the bar. Every Reaper plateaued at some point. They reached their potential, and that was that.

      Harley was one such Reaper. A nice enough fellow. His hair was long and black, with gray hair at his temples. Reapers don’t age at the same pace as most humans. We reach our prime then stay there for a while. I suppose Harley might have been prematurely graying, but even so, I was reasonably certain he’d been reaping for at least a century.

      He smiled when he saw us. Most people did. Being Azrael’s daughter meant people were always eager to make an impression. It was nice, to a point. I mean, I didn’t have to deal with a lot of rude people. It also meant that I doubted how genuine anyone was when they spoke to me.

      “Tonight is a cause to celebrate,” Harley announced.

      I smiled even as I bit my tongue. “That’s right.”

      “We’ll take the usual,” Gabriel told him. The “usual” was a dirty martini. I know, it’s an acquired taste, but they’d grown on me over the last few months since Gabriel started taking me here. The first time he ordered me one, I’d spat my first sip back into his face. It was our second date. I was embarrassed as hell. He was a good sport about it. It was expected, he’d said, my first time. “Take smaller sips” had been his advice. I followed it. Before I knew it, I was savoring my glass. I could nurse the thing most of the night. At most, I’d order a second. Never a third. As slow as I drank it, I rarely felt more than the slightest buzz from the alcohol’s effects.

      Besides, alcohol only affected half a Reaper’s constitution—the human half. The other part of us, the part that was semi-divine, was immune to it. So, while we could indulge in strong drinks quite liberally, it took a lot for any of us to get wasted. I won’t say it never happened. It did. But it was far less frequent, I imagined, than it was for regular humans.

      I took a larger sip than usual. I was still anxious about what had happened earlier. On top of that, everyone was staring at us. I was used to it. Most of the time, people at least tried to pretend they weren’t looking. On this occasion, though, the people were blatantly gawking at me.

      I knew why. They’d seen me at my examination. They knew today was supposed to be my first reaping. They were all curious. They wondered how it had gone. Still, deep down, it was terrifying. It felt as if every person looking at me knew what happened—that their stares were not admiration or even curiosity, but pity.

      Poor girl, I imagined them telling themselves. She had so much potential…

      I took another big sip from my martini glass, retrieved my olive from the little sword-shaped toothpick that held it in the bottom of my drink, and popped it in my mouth.

      “Something’s bothering you, Zoey. I think it’s more than just being underwhelmed by your first reaping.”

      I huffed. “Whatever, Gabriel. I’ll be fine.”

      “You can talk to me, you know.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Not this time. I’m sorry, Gabriel. I can’t.”

      “So, there is something wrong.” Gabriel cocked his head to his right.

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “Like I said, I can’t talk about it. If I could, I would. Maybe I will, eventually. Depending on how things play out.”

      “Your brother finished the job, didn’t he?” Gabriel asked. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

      I turned away and stared ahead as I took another sip from my glass. “Just drop it, Gabriel. I’m serious. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “It’s not a big deal, Zoey,” he assured me. “A lot of times when one Reaper shadows another, the higher-level Reaper gives the lower-level person the harvest.”

      I clenched my fist. “Gabriel, I’m going to say this once. After that…well, I don’t know what the fuck I’ll do, but our night will be over. Do you understand?”

      He nodded. “Of course, Zoey.”

      “There’s a lot more to it than that. And right now, there’s nothing I can do and nothing you can say that will make me feel any better. Leave it the fuck alone.”

      Gabriel leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “What do you say we get out of here?”

      I nodded, gulped down the rest of my martini, and set the glass on the bar. “My place or yours?”

      Gabriel raised his eyebrow. “If your dad walked in on us…”

      I laughed. “He’d probably kill you. You know, if he could. All right, your place it is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t in the mood to stay at Gabriel’s for the night to cuddle. Screw and split. Dick and dash. Copulate and evacuate. Call it what you will. It wasn’t usually my style. It did make me feel a little better. For a few moments, the ecstasy made me forget about my own impotence. My inability to “perform” earlier in the day.

      Gabriel had no such issues. At least, when he was with me. He lasted five minutes, tops. I wasn’t exactly satisfied, but I wasn’t in the mood to lie around and wait for him to recover his stamina for a second go-round.

      I think I hurt his feelings a little when I hopped up, got dressed, and kissed him one last time before I bolted out of his door. It wasn’t like it was our first time, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a little bad about it. He knew I was upset. If he knew why, he’d understand. Of course, if he knew, would he be interested in me at all?

      If I couldn’t reap, who the hell was I? That’s all I’d ever wanted. It was what I’d spent my entire life preparing to do. Pull that rug out from underneath me, and I wouldn’t be able to stand. Reaping was my world. Not just my goal or my dream, but my future. It wasn’t just my status as the princess, as the Grim Reaper in waiting, that was in jeopardy. It was my whole identity. Everything that made me, me.

      I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I went back to Gehenna Boulevard. No, I wasn’t looking for another hook-up. I wouldn’t cheat on Gabriel, though I’d have plenty of opportunities if I wanted to. I wouldn’t do that to him. I can’t say I loved Gabriel. I always suspected he was more into me than I was into him. But he treated me well. He was kind. I always enjoyed his company.

      I always figured that my feelings for him would grow. Until now, time was one thing I figured we had plenty of. And he was one hell of a catch. Good looking, sensitive, and passionate. What else could a girl want? Sure, he didn’t make my heart skip a beat when we were together. But really, did I need that? I had to believe that if I could love anyone at all, I’d love Gabriel eventually, so I stuck with him.

      I wasn’t looking for a one-night stand. I didn’t need it. I didn’t want it. But I could certainly use another martini. Harley was more than willing to oblige.

      “Why do I get the distinct sense that this isn’t a celebratory drink?” Harley asked, sliding my martini across the bar toward me.

      “Mind your own business and make my drinks,” I snapped. I regretted my tone the second I spoke. "Sorry, Harley.”

      I wasn’t a bitch. Not usually. But everyone’s entitled to a little bitchiness from time to time. While I had my reasons, it wasn’t Harley’s fault. There wasn’t anyone I could blame for what happened. I couldn’t even blame myself. Not really. I’d done everything right. I’d worked harder than everyone else at the academy. I’d met the high expectations placed on me and exceeded them at every turn.

      No, this wasn’t my fault. But that made me even angrier. If I could point to a mistake I’d made, a problem in my process that had led to this, at least I’d know what I could correct. Maybe it was just a fluke like Morty had suggested. I didn’t believe for a second that was the case. Hence, the bitchiness.

      “Hey, princess,” a stocky, handsome fellow greeted me as he took a seat next to me. His name escaped me. I’d seen him before. He had another girl on his arm practically every time he was out. I wasn’t about to be his flavor of the night.

      “Hey, asshole,” I shot back.

      The man grinned. “I’ve been called worse.”

      I took a sip of my martini. It burned its way down my throat. “I’m sure you have.”

      “Nice ass, by the way.”

      I chuckled. “So I’ve been told. Is that the best pickup line you’ve got?”

      “Not really. Usually, I just ask, ‘Hey, wanna fuck?’ But you’re the princess. I figured I’d show you some respect.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “By paying homage to my royal ass?”

      “I can think of less enjoyable ways to spend an evening.”

      I smirked. “You couldn’t handle this.”

      “Hey, Leeroy,” Harley piped up. “Show a little class. Leave Zoey alone.”

      I raised my hand. “Thanks, Harley. But I’ve got this.”

      I stood up from my barstool. “Leeroy, get up.”

      Leeroy stood up. “What do you say, princess? Wanna get out of here and blow off a little steam together?”

      I laughed. Then I punched Leeroy in the face. He dropped to the floor.

      A chorus of cheers erupted from the rest of the people in the bar. I imagined I wasn’t the first girl at Harley’s bar who wanted to feed Leeroy a fist sandwich.

      I turned to leave and looked over my shoulder at Leeroy on the ground, rubbing his eyes. “Since you like my ass so much, enjoy the view on my way out.”

      It was the first satisfying thing I’d done all day.
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      I was weirdly happy that Leeroy had creeped on me the night before. If he hadn’t, I probably would have drunk myself into oblivion. The way I saw it, the asshole had saved me a raging headache this morning. I couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t have one in my stead. At least he got what was coming to him.

      I hurried to check out the daily postings, eager to see what my next assignment would be.

      Morty was already there waiting for me. “Looks like we’re together again today, sis.”

      I sighed and pressed past my brother to check the listing myself. Sure enough. Same deal as before.

      I nodded. “All right. Let’s hope today’s reaping goes more according to plan.”

      “I’m sure it will be fine.”

      I smiled at him, then we stepped up to the portal. I dialed in the code, and we left.

      This time we appeared in a hospital, just outside the room of our target. No one else would see us, of course. We were in the proper regalia.

      I stared at the same damned scythe-less staff that I’d summoned the day before. “For fuck’s sake!”

      Morty sighed, then summoned his scythe and finished the job.

      The same thing happened for the next three days. Morty and I were given the same assignments. Each time, no scythe. My frustration grew with each failure. Pointy sticks don’t reap souls.

      “I think we should tell Dad,” Morty suggested.

      I’d been hoping it wouldn’t come to that. “I don’t know. I’m afraid of what he’ll say.”

      “He might have an answer, Zoey,” Morty insisted. “We can’t go on like this forever. Eventually, it’s going to come out. It’s better if Dad knows about it before it does.”

      I nodded. “I suppose you’re right. Dammit. If just once it would work the other way around.”

      “We’ve tried everything, Zoey. I don’t think this problem is going to fix itself.”

      I couldn’t help but be skeptical. “You’re just angling to become the favorite to inherit his position.”

      Morty looked at me blankly. “That has nothing to do with this. I know this is upsetting, but it isn’t my fault, either.”

      I closed my eyes for a second and gathered my wits. “I know. You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just frustrated.”

      “Totally understandable. If it means anything, I wish it was happening to me instead. You deserve to be the heir. I really don’t. You’ve always been the better Reaper.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, right. I can’t be a better Reaper if I can’t even reap, Morty.”

      “You know what I mean. You’ve earned this. I’ve skated by every step of the way. There’s a reason you’re Level Three and I’m just Level One.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll be a Level Nothing once Dad learns I can’t so much as summon my scythe.”

      Morty shook his head. “Don’t jump to conclusions, sis. You know Dad has his hopes set on you as much as anyone else does. If there’s a way to fix this, he’ll do it.”

      As much as I hated to admit it, my brother was right. If we let this go on and didn’t let Dad know, it would be an embarrassment to all of us. Something had to be done, and my father was the only one who might know what was going on with me.

      My father wasn’t a cruel person, despite his reputation throughout the world. At his core, he was kind and decent. He was overly focused on his work, of course, but he was the Grim Reaper, and the transition of every human soul into the afterlife was his responsibility. I suppose it was understandable that he was absent a lot during our childhood. It wasn’t like he could just take a week off to take us to Disneyland.

      Still, I did resent one thing. He’d never so much as suggested the possibility that he would one day take us to meet our mother. As far as I knew, the last time she’d seen us was when we were born. He didn’t speak about her, ever. I wasn’t sure if that was because he didn’t care about her or if talking about her was just too painful.

      For him and us.

      After all, she was fully human. She couldn’t come to the underworld even if she’d wanted to. Still, especially when we were young and weren’t fully invested in our Reaper training, one would think a weekend here or there with Mom would have been desirable. I couldn’t think of a good reason why he deprived us of that.

      We grew up in a castle in the heart of the underworld. For the most part, the underworld had kept up with the times. Contrary to popular belief, we didn’t live in a dark and primitive world. I mean, sure, it was dark when the lights were off. We didn’t have the sun shining overhead. But we had most of the amenities they had on Earth.

      Over the years, the Reapers had seen to it that our world closely resembled society on Earth. It was better that way. Not just because it made life more enjoyable for us in the underworld, but because if we were accustomed to the different technologies and various intricacies of human development, we’d be better equipped to deal with whatever challenges we would have to face while reaping.

      So, we had Gehenna Boulevard, our own Bourbon Street. We had bars and casinos. We even had access to most of the movies and television shows that were broadcast on Earth. Sure, we were usually a few months behind in terms of new releases, but we got most everything eventually. The upper-level Reapers took care of it. Much like my father spent considerable energy buying and selling stocks, others spent their extra time when they weren’t reaping souls acquiring new technologies, new movies, new music, and the like.

      The only thing we didn’t have in the underworld was the Internet. Unfortunately, signals don’t reach through transdimensional portals. Even if we were to create something similar to it, it wouldn’t be the same Internet. It would be a shoddy imitation without nearly as much content as the real thing.

      Morty and I made our way to our father’s office. It was where he spent most of his time. He even had his own portal there, connected directly to Earth. He didn’t use the same one the rest of us did. If he had something important to do, he wasn’t about to wait in line while the Reapers set out to collect their daily harvests.

      To get to his office, we had to climb a long, stone, spiral staircase to the top of one of the castle spires. It wasn’t as awful as it sounds. It was about a hundred steps, give or take, which most people can climb in a matter of a few minutes. Of course, it wasn’t a pleasurable climb. More than once as children, Dad left Morty and me to fend for ourselves while he slaved away doing whatever the Grim Reaper does in his office when he’s not traversing between worlds. Want a snack? We’d have to get it ourselves. Couldn’t reach the top shelf in the pantry? We’d have to weigh our options. Give up or make the trek to go get Dad. Most of the time, he’d dismiss us, anyway. He’d say he was busy or, more likely, just didn’t want to make the climb himself.

      When we made it to the top of the stairs, I knocked on his door.

      A chorus of barks greeted me. The sound of claws scratching at the door signaled that our entry would not be obstacle-free. I sighed. “Cerberus.”

      “Damn dog!” Morty exclaimed. “Such a pain in the ass.”

      I snorted. Don’t get me wrong. Cerberus was a playful pooch. But with three heads, that meant three times the barking, three times the chewing on random shit around the castle, and three times the mouths to feed. No matter how full he got, it took at least thirty minutes for his stomach to tell each of his brains he was full. So, he was…overweight.

      “Come in,” my father called, his voice barely audible over the noise of his three-headed barking dog.

      No sooner did I open the door than Cerberus was jumping on my legs. His poorly trimmed claws didn’t feel great on my thighs. “Down, boy!”

      Morty started laughing. Then he stopped because Cerberus took his giggles as an invitation. The three-headed canine darted to Morty and jumped up at him.

      “Ow! My balls!” Morty screamed. “Stop it, Cerberus.”

      My father looked up from his desk. He’d been reading an old book. Nothing was unusual about that. He’d collected quite the library throughout the years. He set his book aside and rose from behind his desk. “Cerberus, off.”

      The dog stopped jumping on Morty and sat down. My father walked over to him with a single treat broken into three pieces and gave one to each of Cerberus’ heads. “You can’t say ‘down,’ Zoey. That’s a different command. He should lie down if you tell him ‘Down.’ You need to say ‘off.’”

      I nodded. “I’ll try to remember that.”

      Cerberus curled up on his bed in the corner of the office, and each of his three heads grabbed a squeaky toy. Yes, three squeaky toys at once. It very well might have been the most annoying symphony in underworld history.

      My father seemed oblivious to the ruckus.

      Cerberus huffed times three. My father raised his hand. The dog lowered his three heads and resumed chewing on his toys.

      Dad was wearing flannel pajamas and slippers. I know he’s the Grim Reaper. You probably expected a black cloak all the time. Well, do kings and queens wear their crowns constantly? Hell no. But people tend to think of them that way. Reapers, and especially the Grim Reaper, were often stereotyped. My dad wasn’t that different than anyone else in the underworld. He wore his cloak when he went to Earth for all the same reasons the rest of us did. Usually, when he was bumming around the house, it was sweatpants or pajamas. Sometimes, he’d hang out in his tighty whities and wrap himself in a velvet bathrobe if we visited. Dad worked from home most of the time. There was no reason to dress fancy,

      Dad opened his arms to greet us with a hug. Thankfully, he was in the flannel pajamas rather than the skivvies. I wouldn’t hug my dad in his underwear. That’s just weird.

      My brother and I might have been the only two creatures in the universe who welcomed a hug from the Grim Reaper. My dad might have been busier than any single father should be. He wasn’t around as much as I would have enjoyed growing up. But I never doubted that he loved me. Morty wasn’t quite as confident. To hear my brother tell it, I’d been my dad’s favorite from day one. I suspected, given what we had to share, that was about to change.

      “How has it been going?” my dad asked. “I see you’ve been reaping together. What were the chances?”

      “Well, we haven’t lost any souls,” I replied.

      My dad smiled. “I never expected you would. How about you, Morty? Have you been able to reap any of the souls yourself?”

      Morty nodded. “I’ve harvested all of them.”

      My father cocked his head, then he looked at me, his brow furrowed. “You’re letting your brother reap them all?”

      I sighed. “I wouldn’t say I’m letting him, Dad. I have a problem.”

      My father sat on the edge of his desk, his plaid slippers dangling from his feet. “What kind of problem?”

      I took a deep breath. “I can’t summon my scythe.”

      He frowned at me in confusion. “What do you mean, you can’t summon it?”

      “The handle appears,” I explained. “But that’s it. There’s no blade. I can’t harvest any souls.”

      My dad scratched his head. “That doesn’t make any sense at all. If you couldn’t summon a scythe, for whatever reason, you shouldn’t be able to summon anything at all.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what to say. That’s what’s happening.”

      My father pinched his chin, then he looked at Morty, narrowing his eyes. “Is this your doing, son?”

      “No!” Morty exclaimed. “You seriously think I’m sabotaging Zoey? I’d never! And do you think I’d be able to pull it off even if I wanted to do that?”

      My father sighed. “I suppose not. Does anyone else know about this?”

      I shook my head. “We’ve kept it to ourselves. No one knows except for the boatman.”

      My father pinched his chin. “He won’t say anything. He doesn’t care, frankly. So long as he gets paid on time.”

      “So, you seriously don’t know why this is happening?” I asked.

      My father shook his head. “Not for certain. But perhaps, since you are twins, you can’t summon your scythe together. If you were to reap alone, Zoey, the results might be different.”

      “But Dad,” Morty protested, “that doesn’t explain why my blade could be summoned every time but hers couldn’t. Like, why would she be the one with the problem every time?”

      “It’s a fair question, son. Especially since she’s two ranks your senior. This is uncharted waters. As long as I’ve been the Grim Reaper, there hasn’t been a single heir to any of the Reapers who has been a twin. There isn’t any precedent that would explain why this is happening.”

      “Is there a way to fix it?” I asked.

      “There might be.” My father slid off the edge of the desk and retrieved his cloak from the coat rack in the corner. “I have tomorrow’s schedule already. You’re slated to work together again. I’ll make some modifications before it’s posted in the morning.”

      “Modifications?” I asked. “You can do that?”

      My father smiled. “They don’t tell you in the academy where the list comes from. That’s by design. Only I know. When you take my place, Zoey, I’ll tell you the truth. Until then, trust me this far. I can’t alter the targets, but I do have the ability to modify the assignments.”

      I squinted. “I was under the impression that the assignments came from above. You know, someone in the celestial realm, deciding who got to reap who.”

      My father laughed. “Not at all, dear. The names come from beyond the underworld. We cannot change who is targeted. But it is and always has been the Grim Reaper’s responsibility to assign Reapers to souls.”

      “Doesn’t that take a while?” Morty asked. “A lot of people die every day.”

      My father smiled, rested his cloak on the back of his chair, and pulled a small tablet out of his drawer. He pushed a button and powered it on.

      “We don’t have many of these in the underworld,” my father explained. “Without the Internet, the devices are severely limited. However, they do help me with my assignments.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “How does that work?”

      My father smiled. “A program. The algorithm analyzes the strengths, weaknesses, and the rank of all the Reapers, along with the difficulty of the various targets and makes assignments accordingly.”

      “So, this algorithm put Zoey and me together every day?” Morty asked.

      My father nodded. “For some reason, yes, it did. I cannot say why. The algorithm is complex. I didn’t write the program.”

      “Who did?” I asked.

      My father laughed. “A particularly gifted human programmer. The celestials hired him on my behalf. He completed the program in exchange for an extra five years of life.”

      “And these celestials are…what, angels?” Morty asked.

      My father smiled. “To some, that’s what they are. Though, they are known by many names.”

      “And you can contact them?” I asked.

      “There are many lessons you must learn before inheriting my position, Zoey.”

      Morty snorted. He knew that I was the one my father intended to make his heir. That didn’t mean he liked it. Especially now, I figured, since my status as the future Grim Reaper was in question. That my father didn’t recognize that was at the same time encouraging, at least from my perspective, and also discouraging to Morty.

      Still, we all knew the truth. If we couldn’t solve this problem, then Morty would be my father’s heir. If that was the case, well, it would probably take a while before he was ready. It might delay my father’s hopes to ascend by several years, maybe even by decades, depending on how long it took my brother to advance in rank.

      “So, what is your plan?” I asked.

      My father tapped on his tablet a few times. “I’ll be printing out tomorrow’s list in a few hours. Zoey, I’ll be accompanying you tomorrow instead of Morty.”

      Morty cocked his head. Then his eyes widened. “Does that mean I’ll get to go solo?”

      My father shook his head. “I’m sorry, son, but no. You still need to shadow someone if you go out. What do you say about a day off?”

      Morty narrowed his eyes. “No! I don’t want a day off, dad. I want to reap.”

      “What about Gabriel?” I asked. “Morty could shadow him tomorrow.”

      “Gabriel Graves?” My father asked. “Your boyfriend?”

      I nodded. “Yes. He was just saying he was getting a little bored with his assignments.”

      My father scrolled through the list on his tablet. I assumed it was the next day’s assignments. “Very well. Though I should say his target tomorrow may prove more challenging than those he’s faced recently.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      My father shrugged his shoulders. “Never mind. Morty, just mind your manners and keep your distance. Gabriel Graves is an accomplished Reaper, nearly ready to advance to the next level. This is an opportunity for you to learn.”

      “What is our assignment, then?” Morty asked.

      My father smiled. “You’ll find out soon enough. It’s best not to over-prepare, son. I’ll just say that I wouldn't be surprised if this particular soul put up quite the fight.”

      “And what about me?” I asked.

      “I’ll be accompanying you, Zoey. Again, I cannot tell you much about the target. I’m confident, however, that you will be able to handle it. If this works, as I anticipate it shall, I’ll ensure that you and Morty are given different assignments from here on out.”
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      If I were any other Reaper, I’d have been nervous as hell going on an assignment with my dad. I didn’t know anyone lower than Level Twenty who’d ever shadowed my dad. That he was going on a reaping with me was a move that was certain to cause a few folks to whisper. They’d think it was nepotism.

      Whatever. It was a one-time deal, and since most folks believed I was one day going to take his place, it was expected that I’d be shadowing him at some point. If they didn’t think it was nepotism, they might start to wonder if my father’s ascension was coming sooner than anticipated. Either way, it would elicit chatter throughout the underworld.

      It would be worth it if this worked. And if it didn’t work, there would be bigger problems we’d have to overcome than gossip.

      “You do the work. I’m just here to watch.”

      I nodded. “Thanks, Dad.”

      I approached the dial and entered the code for my assignment. We stepped into the portal and emerged on an airplane. Oxygen masks were already deployed. The high-pitched scream of the jet’s engine was deafening. A loud boom nearly forced me to jump out of my cloak.

      I looked at my dad. “A plane crash?”

      My father nodded. “We have to reap them all.”

      I sighed. “No survivors.”

      “A few of them won’t be prepared to move on. Be ready, Zoey.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “If you hadn’t come, this would have been my responsibility? Mine and Morty’s?”

      My father nodded. “You’re more than capable, Zoey. You have all the training you need.”

      I gripped the top of one of the seats. No one could see us. As a Reaper, the g-force of the plane torpedoing toward the surface didn’t affect me. Not directly. But the optics of it was disorienting. It gave me a sense of vertigo. I glanced at my dad, who stood casually in the middle of the aisle, unfazed by the experience. This wasn’t his first plane crash, I imagined. He’d been through worse.

      The jet collided with the sea, and water splashed around us as the plane burst into flames. I could feel the heat. I could smell the burning jet fuel mixed with the pungent odor of cooked flesh.

      “This will be easier if you can finish the job before the plane goes under,” my father urged.

      I nodded, extended my hand, and pressed the sigil on my arm. My staff formed in my hand. Again, no blade.

      “Fuck!” I screamed.

      “Wield it like a scythe nonetheless,” my father instructed. “Attempt to reap a soul.”

      I grunted. I didn’t know how he remained so calm through it all. Was it really the case that my scythe just looked like a staff? Maybe it still had the power to harvest souls. If that was the case, I had the lamest scythe in the history of Reapers. It was worth a shot.

      I jammed the end of my staff into someone’s burning chest. Blood poured out from the wound as if I’d punctured the man’s ribcage.

      I shook my head. “It’s not working!”

      I looked up. Dozens of souls were rising from their bodies, mixed with the thick smoke that filled the plane’s cabin. I charged one of them and swung my staff at the soul. It passed through the soul with no effect.

      “I want you to try something,” my father began.

      “Yeah, anything!”

      “Scratch one of the men with the tip of your staff.”

      “Scratch him?” I cocked my head.

      “They don’t teach you this in the academy. When a soul flees, if you can accumulate a bit of your target’s DNA on your staff—a little skin, some hair, even some sweat—you can use it to target their soul. It will help you track them down.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek and stepped toward one of the men. He was in a suit and tie. He had his oxygen mask pressed to his face. I placed the sharp tip of my staff to the man’s cheek and scratched him. He was already terrified and screaming. I doubted he even noticed the scratch.

      “Now point your staff at the man,” my father directed.

      I took two steps back and aimed the sharp end of my staff back at the man I’d just scratched. A blue glow settled onto the tip.

      “Good. Now pivot to your right.”

      I turned, pointing my staff away from the man. The glow faded. I directed it back at him, and it glowed again.

      “Your staff isn’t powerless,” my father told me. “You can still track souls.”

      “That’s good news!” I exclaimed. “Does that mean I can summon my blade?”

      “Try to strike the man,” my father told me. “Perhaps the blade will appear now that it’s tuned to his soul.”

      I swung my staff at the man. It banged into his chest. No blade.

      “Dammit!” my father shouted. “Step aside!”

      I moved out of my father’s way. He stepped up beside me and summoned his scythe. He widened his stance and swung his blade through the businessman’s body, collecting his soul. Then, my father turned again. I ducked out of the way, taking the hint, as he spun around like a tornado, catching one soul after the next with his glorious blade. I’d never actually seen my dad reap before. If I wasn’t in such turmoil over my failure, I would have been awestruck by the sight. He moved with grace like a ballerina’s through the cockpit, arresting one soul after the next until the job was done.

      “It’s time to go,” my dad insisted.

      “But it didn’t work!” I shouted. “My scythe, it⁠—”

      “It’s time to go, Zoey.”

      I shook my head and followed my dad back through the portal. I dragged my feet as we approached the boatman and my father delivered the souls to him.

      We stood there a moment, watching the boatman ferry the souls from the plane to their respective eternal destinations. My dad took a deep breath. “Come with me.”

      No words of consolation. No explanations. He was direct and to the point. My father’s face was expressionless. For a man who’d always shown me so much love, I felt nothing from him. I’d worked so hard to impress him, to impress everyone. Now, I’d let him down. I’d let the entire underworld down.

      We made our way back to my dad’s office. He didn’t say one word to me the whole way back. Not as we navigated our way through the underworld back to his castle. Not as we made our way up the stairs and entered his office.

      Cerberus started to bark. All three of his heads. It sounded like an animal shelter. I swear, if that dog jumped on me, I’d probably lose my mind. My father closed the door to his office. Then he raised his hand, and Cerberus obediently crawled onto his bed. My dad had him trained to hand signals—no squeaky toys this time. I was grateful for that.

      “Please sit down, Zoey.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes as I lowered myself into a small, leather, four-legged chair beside my dad’s desk. I was supposed to be strong. I was confident. I was the badass Grim Reaper in waiting.

      “I’m sorry, Dad. I don’t know what’s wrong.”

      “This isn’t your fault, Zoey.”

      “But I can’t reap!”

      “No, you can’t.” My father shook his head. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t serve our cause.”

      “How the hell can I be worth a thing if I can’t reap?”

      “Your brother needs your help,” my father replied. “He is the one who will have to replace me. But he’s hardly fit for the job.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t just live the rest of my existence as his tutor, Dad.”

      “What else would you do?” my father asked.

      “I don’t know!” I yelled, slamming my fist into the arm of the chair I was seated in.

      “I realize this is a hard truth to accept, Zoey. Believe me, it’s every bit as hard for me as it is for you. But you did not inherit my gift.”

      “I’m the one who has your skill. I was the one who aced my training, who passed her examination at Level Three. Not Morty!”

      He sighed. “You are not Level Three, Zoey. You are not a Reaper.”

      “I earned it! This isn’t fair!”

      My father shook his head. “You’re right. It isn’t fair. But this is the hand that fate has dealt. I cannot imagine how difficult this must be for you.”

      I snorted. “I’d be the only one in all the underworld who can’t reap, dad. I can’t live with that. If I can’t reap, why don’t you just send me back to my mom?”

      My father cocked his head. “I do not know where your mother is. That’s not an option, Zoey.”

      “Why isn’t it?” I asked. “Look, I can’t bear to face everyone here, especially once they learn the truth. They’ll all see me as a freak.”

      “You’re not a freak, Zoey. You just aren’t a Reaper.”

      “Who lives in a world of fucking Reapers, Dad!”

      “Watch your mouth, Zoey. I realize this is upsetting. But there’s no need to curse.”

      I bit my tongue. It was the only way to prevent myself from responding without unleashing a torrent of F-bombs. “Send me back to Earth.”

      My father sighed. “You won’t fit in there either, Zoey. You might as well stay here where you can still be of some use. In a world you know. And Morty…”

      “Yeah, he needs me. Why is that my responsibility? There are other Reapers he can shadow. Leave him with Gabriel. He’ll learn well enough. Maybe once I’m gone, he’ll step up to the plate. Give him a chance, Dad. He’s better than you realize.”

      “He does the bare minimum just to skate by. He’s a slacker, Zoey.”

      “Because all of our lives, you’ve made it abundantly clear to him that I was your favorite.”

      “That’s not true,” my father protested. “I love you both.”

      “But you’ve always preferred me,” I countered. “You nurtured my potential. Even though either of us could have been your heir, neither of us ever believed that he had a chance. That’s why he didn’t try. But he’s smart. He can learn, and he’ll do better if I’m gone. The only reason he doesn’t try harder is that he figured there was no point. Like everyone else, he assumed I was your heir.”

      “I don’t believe that’s true. He looks up to you.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” I argued. “He loves me because I’m his sister. But that’s it. If anything, he’s jealous of me, and for good reason. You’ve given him every reason in the world not to try harder. It’s not my job to make up for the fact that you didn’t believe in him. That you still don’t believe in him.”

      My father shook his head. “Zoey…”

      I shrugged. “What, Dad? You know what I’m saying is true! If you want him to take over, let Gabriel train him. Or for God’s sake, train him yourself!”

      “What am I supposed to tell everyone if you leave, Zoey?” he asked. “They won’t understand.”

      “Then make them understand. I don’t care what you tell them.”

      “You’re my daughter. I won’t just send you to Earth to live as a human, Zoey. You won’t make it.”

      I huffed. “So, I can’t summon a scythe, and you lose all faith in me just like that?”

      “That has nothing to do with it!” he protested.

      “But it does. Tell me, until now, when haven’t I risen to the occasion? When haven’t I exceeded every expectation ever placed on me? I know it won’t be easy, but it’ll be a lot easier to live there where no one knows me. Where no one thinks I’m a princess and I can make whatever life I want. Maybe I can find Mom.”

      My father pressed his hands together and extended his index fingers, resting them against his lips. “If this is what you truly want, I’ll let you go. But I will need to make a few preparations.”

      I frowned. “Preparations?”

      “I’m not going to let you go to Earth empty-handed, Zoey. If you go, as a human, you’ll have all the skills you’ve ever had. But you’ll be vulnerable without your cloak. You’ll be subject to all the dangers that can befall any human. One day, you may even have to be harvested. I’d prefer to see that day come later than sooner.”

      “So, what do I do now?” I asked. “Just hang out and wait?”

      “There may be people you’d like to visit before you go. Of course, you can return at any time. That is one of many things I must arrange before I allow you to leave. You’ll always have a home here, Zoey.”

      I shook my head. “This place can never be my home again. I don’t belong here, Dad.”

      I could swear that tears were forming in my father’s eyes. I’d never seen him cry. The Grim Reaper doesn’t cry.

      “Zoey, this isn’t the first time I’ve had to say goodbye to someone I love. This isn’t easy for me to accept.”

      I snorted and cocked my head. “Are you talking about Mom? I thought she was just, you know, like an incubator. Some chick you knocked up to make an heir.”

      My father took a deep breath and exhaled. “Your mother was much more to me than that. But like you, I suppose, she didn’t belong here. She couldn’t live here, and I couldn’t stay on Earth. Not if I ever was going to fulfill my duty as the Grim Reaper. Fate demanded something different for us both.”

      “But she’s still alive?” I asked.

      My father nodded. “I’ve checked the records every day since you were born, Zoey. Her soul has never been reaped. She’s alive. Somewhere.”

      “I’m going to find her, Dad.”

      My dad stepped toward me. I stood, and he hugged me. “I hope you do, Zoey. I really hope you do. Come back tomorrow. If you still intend to leave, I will send you to Earth. Think about where you’d like to live. I can open a portal to any place in the world.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have to think about it. You might not know where Mom is, but you can send me back to the last place you knew she was.”

      “That was more than twenty years ago, Zoey. She could be anywhere in the world by now.”

      I nodded. “Maybe I can use the Internet to locate her.”

      “Perhaps. However, I’ve tried it myself many times. When I refused to give up my place here and took you and your brother with me, I broke her heart. I believe she’s moved on. She must’ve changed her name. If she could be found, if she wanted to be found, I would have a long time ago.”

      “That doesn’t mean I can’t try. I’ll see you tomorrow, Dad.”

      My father nodded. “I love you, Zoey.”

      I sighed. “Yeah. I love you too, Dad.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      There was only one person I wanted to see before I left. No, not Morty. He was the last person I wanted to see. I left him a note to say goodbye. I couldn’t bear to face him. Call it childish, if you must. Perhaps I was being petty. But he was taking my place. He was taking over the family business if you could call it that.

      Reaping was, after all, an enterprise. I’d been the heir in waiting. Now I was the outcast. My brother, who hadn’t done a damn thing to earn it, was taking over what I’d busted my ass for my entire life.

      If I was honest, jealousy was only half the reason I didn’t want to see him. If anyone could convince me to stay, it would be Morty. I didn’t want to risk that. I couldn’t allow it. If I let him give me those puppy-dog eyes and beg me to stay in the underworld, I’d probably give in. And if I did, I’d be miserable for the rest of my eternal existence.

      I didn’t write much in my letter to Morty. I told him I loved him. I explained my choice. I told him not to come looking for me. I wished him luck. I wanted him to succeed, don’t get me wrong. But dammit, there was a part of me that sort of hoped he’d fail. Not because I wished him ill. I wanted to give fate itself the middle finger. Whatever power in the universe had decided to give him my father’s abilities instead of me deserved to eat a little crow after making what could be the dumbest choice in supernatural history.

      That was saying something, considering the long history, full of demigods and even full-blown gods making stupid decisions. I’d never met any of the Olympian deities. Dad insisted they were real and that most of the stories were true. Take Chronos, for example. He was the father of Zeus. As the story goes, after he learned that one of his children would overthrow him, he ate all of his children. If Zeus’ mother hadn’t disguised him as a rock, wrapped in swaddling clothes, he would have been eaten, too.

      How Chronos mistook the taste of granite for the flavor of a baby was beyond me. But it takes a special kind of asshole to do that. Especially since, supposedly, Chronos had overthrown and castrated his father. The dickwad got what was coming to him when the real Zeus delivered Daddy Dearest his comeuppance. The point is this. Just because things happen with supposed divine fate in view doesn’t mean they aren’t colossally stupid and downright wrong. Whatever so-called god had chosen to make Morty the next Grim Reaper over me was just another in a long line of dumb jerks who probably didn’t know his divine ass from his pretentious face. That the gods had screwed me over was probably par for the course. I should have seen it coming.

      The way I saw it, the gods were far more interested in the affairs of the underworld than they were with Earth. They hadn’t done shit on Earth in thousands of years. Not that they might not someday decide to get involved in human affairs. So far as I knew, the only thing they were concerned about when it came to humanity was ensuring that every person died when they were supposed to. That we reaped their souls and didn’t leave too many behind as ghosts. Yeah, they cared about human death. They didn’t give two shits about human lives.

      If I went to Earth, I could make a life for myself and create my own fate. At least until they decided it was my time to get reaped. I knew the deal. When that happened, well, I’d put up one hell of a fight.

      I met up with Gabriel at our usual spot on Gehenna Boulevard. Everyone in the place went silent when I stepped through the doors. Leeroy wasn’t there. He was probably too ashamed to show his face.

      “What are you all staring at?” I asked as I stepped up to the bar where Gabriel was waiting for me, two dirty martinis already prepared for us.

      People started chatting again, returning to the conversations they were engaged in before I walked in. Yeah, I wasn’t going to miss that kind of attention. I could only imagine how quiet it would get when I stepped into the bar if everyone knew the truth about me.

      “So, I heard about what happened the other night,” Gabriel began.

      I chuckled. “You know that Leeroy asshole?”

      Gabriel shrugged. “I don’t generally spend a lot of time befriending assholes.”

      “I don’t blame you.” I took a sip from my martini. “You know what they say about assholes, right?”

      “What’s that?” Gabriel asked.

      “Get too close to them, and they’ll inevitably shit all over you.”

      Gabriel laughed. “In that case, I suppose it’s a good thing I don’t befriend a lot of dicks either.”

      “I don’t either,” I agreed. “Doesn’t change the fact that I keep getting fucked.”

      Gabriel turned and stared at me. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      I sighed. “Nothing. But I wanted to tell you I’ll be going away for a while.”

      “Going away? I heard your dad took you on an assignment today. Does that have something to do with it?”

      I nodded. “It does. But probably not in the way you’re thinking.”

      “Would you care to explain?”

      I bit my lip. I might not have been in love with Gabriel. But I did care about him, and I knew he was in love with me. I owed him the truth. “I’m going to Earth.”

      He grinned. “I assumed as much. Doing some major harvests with your dad?”

      I shook my head. “Not like that, Gabriel. I’m leaving the underworld. I’m going there to live.”

      “Why would you do that?” he asked.

      “I can’t reap, Gabriel.”

      Gabriel scratched his head. “What do you mean? You’re one of the best Reapers to graduate from the academy in decades.”

      “I can’t summon a scythe. I literally can’t reap.”

      Gabriel grabbed his glass and took a drink—a bigger gulp than he usually did. “That’s not possible.”

      “Trust me, it is.” I shrugged. “I’ve tried everything. My dad has tried everything. There’s nothing we can do to change it.”

      “When will you be coming back?” Gabriel asked.

      “I don’t know. I might not ever come back, Gabriel.”

      Gabriel clenched his fist. “No. I can’t accept that, Zoey. You have to come back.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t belong here, Gabriel. I can’t live here anymore.”

      “I don’t care, Zoey. Don’t you understand? It doesn’t matter to me that you can’t reap. I don’t care if you’re the next Grim Reaper or just some girl in the crowd. I love you, Zoey.”

      “I know you do.”

      “Don’t you love me, too?”

      I cringed. “I⁠—”

      “You don’t, do you?”

      “I didn’t say that!”

      “If you love me, then stay!”

      “Gabriel, if you loved me, you wouldn’t ask me to stay in a world where I don’t fit in. Where I’ll always be looked at as the girl who used to have potential but became…nothing.”

      “I don’t care what people think. You shouldn’t either, Zoey.”

      “You’re not listening, Gabriel. Say I stay here, and we stay together, I’d be nothing here but your…whatever. I need to make something of myself.”

      “I’m not enough for you?” he asked. “Is that what you’re telling me?’

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. You shouldn’t want that for me. To live my entire existence with no goals, no aspirations, other than being your girl? You know me, Gabriel. Do you think I’d be happy if that was all I could ever be?”

      Gabriel shook his head as he took another drink. “No, you wouldn’t be happy. You’re right.”

      “That‘s why I have to leave,” I insisted.

      “Then go to Earth,” Gabriel suggested. “I can visit. Not for long. But it’s possible. Other Reapers do it.”

      “When they have to reproduce, Gabriel. You’re not old enough for that.”

      “But your dad will allow it if you ask him to. And you can still come back here to visit, right?”

      “I can,” I agreed. “My dad wants me to.”

      Gabriel gave in. “Then go have your life. Find whatever it is on Earth that you think will make you happy. I’ll still be here for you. We can still make this work.”

      “Gabriel, do you really want a long-distance relationship?”

      He nodded. “If that’s what it takes to be together, then yes.”

      “I don’t know…” Dammit. I’d come here expecting to break up with him. But he was determined.

      “What’s the harm in trying, Zoey? If it doesn’t work, if we aren’t happy, we can break up. I don’t want to give up on us.”

      I closed my eyes. He was committed to figuring this out, even though it was bound to fail. I might be tough, but I wasn’t coldhearted. I couldn’t bring myself to break his heart.

      “Fine.” I regretted it almost the moment the word escaped my lips.

      “So, will we stay together?” Gabriel asked.

      I sighed. “I suppose.”

      Gabriel smiled and kissed me on the cheek. “This is going to be hard, Zoey. But think about it. How romantic would it be, two Reapers in love, separated by worlds, overcoming it all to be together forever.”

      I snorted. Yeah, it sounded romantic. It also sounded like an impossibility. It was a sweet sentiment. I wanted to believe him, even as I wanted to love him as much as he loved me. That forever bullshit might have worked out for Bella and Edward. I highly doubted it would for Zoey and Gabriel.

      “When I come back, I don’t want to meet here. I don’t want other people to see me. When people find out why I left, or even worse, if they think I just abandoned my place here, I’m not sure I could deal with that.”

      “I understand,” Gabriel replied. “This is just a bar. The underworld is a large place. There are other places we can go.”

      I nodded. “Well, I’ll leave it up to you to plan something.”

      “When will you come back, then?” Gabriel asked.

      “I don’t know, Gabriel.”

      “Once a month, at least.”

      “Gabriel, I⁠—”

      “Don’t make me wait longer than that, Zoey.”

      I sighed. “Fine, I’ll come back the first of the month. But I’m serious, Gabriel. I don’t want anyone else to know I’m here.”

      “Not even your family?”

      “Especially not them. I mean, my dad can know. He probably will. But not Morty.”

      Gabriel cocked his head. “Why not?”

      “He needs to move on without me,” I replied. “He shadowed you today, didn’t he?”

      Gabriel nodded. “He did. I can’t say I was too impressed.”

      “That’s my point. He’s not incapable of rising to the occasion. But if I keep showing up and he knows it, it’ll only hold him back.”

      “I don’t think that’s true, Zoey.”

      “Trust me, Gabriel. I know my brother. He needs to know that I’m gone. He needs to believe I’m not coming back. Ever. That’s the only way he’ll ever become what he needs to be.”

      Gabriel shook his head. “I don’t think you’re giving him enough credit.”

      “You’re the one who just said he wasn’t impressive. Who isn’t giving him credit, now?”

      “That’s not the point,” Gabriel countered. “I just don’t see how seeing his sister from time to time would be such a hindrance. He’s shadowed you for several days, and he finished all your assignments. I assume if what you’re telling me is accurate, that he was making progress.”

      “Only by necessity. When I’m gone, it will still be by necessity that he has to improve. He needs to be able to do this without me. I won’t be here forever.”

      “But you can come back here forever. If you’re coming back because of us, he won’t ever have to do it alone, without you.”

      “But he needs to.” I tucked my hair behind my ears. “If he’s going to become the Grim Reaper someday, he can’t look up to me. He has to surpass me. That’s the only way.”

      “Look, I don’t agree. But if that’s what you want, I won’t let him know you’re here when you come back.”

      “Those are my terms. That’s the only way I’ll agree to this.”

      “I can live with that,” Gabriel agreed. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?”

      “On Earth?” I asked.

      Gabriel nodded.

      I took my martini glass from the bar and raised it to my lips. “When have I ever not been okay?”

      “It’s a different world, you know. The skills you have, they don’t exactly translate to success on Earth.”

      I shrugged. “Then I’ll learn new skills.”

      Gabriel laughed. “Well, you’re nothing if not determined, Zoey. That’s one thing I love about you. That’s one reason why I know we can make this relationship work. When you want to do something, there’s not a power in even the celestial realm, not even on Olympus itself, that could stop you.”

      I smiled. “That’s what I’m counting on.”
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      I spent the night with Gabriel. He made love to me. I tried to make love to him back. My heart wasn’t in it. In truth, I was thinking about all the possibilities that lay ahead. I allowed him to cuddle up next to me as he fell asleep. I was wide awake. Too much was churning through my mind. The more I thought about it, the more my anxiety started to give way to excitement.

      I was still in pain from the loss of my dreams. The hopes I’d had all these years for what I would become were dead. New hopes were about to be born. Gabriel represented my old life.

      Was I making a mistake by not cutting the cord? Maybe. But it’s hard to let go of everything familiar. Gabriel was, if nothing else, the one thing I’d promised to keep in my life that connected me to the underworld. I was excited about my future, but I was also afraid. I didn’t know what was coming. The only thing I knew was what I’d always known. Strangely, agreeing to try to make things work with Gabriel made my decision to leave the underworld easier. It was like I was diving into an abyss, and he was the tether that could pull me out of it if I started to drown.

      I kissed him as I rolled out of bed and got dressed. I’d intended to sneak out of his bed and leave. He got up and met me at the door and kissed me again—passionately, on the lips.

      “I love you, Zoey.”

      “I love you, too,” I told him, knowing that it might have been a lie. Then again, I didn’t know it wasn’t true, either. Love is complicated. In my case, it was more complex than it was for most. Maybe that was why something felt wrong about telling Gabriel I loved him as I left. Shouldn’t love be simple? If I did love him, why was I questioning it? I’d seen my share of rom-coms. We’d imported a bunch of them. One night, Gabriel and I had binged a few. We’d watched Adam Sandler and Drew Barrymore fall in love in at least four different ways. In none of those instances had it been anything like what I’d experienced with Gabriel.

      I realize that romcoms are mostly sappy, overly sentimental, and unrealistic. But it wasn’t like I had two parents whose relationship I could use as a baseline for what my understanding of love should be. Isn’t love something you should recognize, no matter what? If I loved Gabriel, why would I consider breaking up with him? If I loved him, dammit, why would I allow him to talk me into trying to make this long-distance, transdimensional relationship work? Was it because I didn’t love him? If I loved him, wouldn’t it be better to cut him loose, let him find someone who could love him the way he deserved?

      I dismissed those questions from my mind as I left and returned to my father’s office. He was waiting for me with a large footlocker waiting on top of his desk.

      “What’s all this?” I asked.

      “Some things that I hope will help you get started in your new life, and a few items that may or may not help you track down your mother. I couldn’t figure out where she’d gone, but perhaps you’ll have more success than I did since you’ll have more time to dedicate to finding her. Don’t open the chest until you arrive.”

      I nodded. “I should probably pack a few things, as well.”

      My father shook his head. “You can only take so much with you through the portal, Zoey. This is all you will require.”

      “What about clothes?”

      “There’s a prepaid credit card in the box in your name,” he explained. “There’s plenty on it to provide for you until you get situated.”

      I cocked my head. “So how much is on this card, anyway? I’m not taking too much of the money required for the boatman, am I?”

      My father laughed. “I’ve already arranged for temporary lodgings in an apartment. I’ve paid for your first three months in advance, and I’ve seen that you have sufficient transportation.”

      “A bus ticket or something?”

      Dad smiled. “Or something. I think you’ll be quite pleased when you discover your graduation present.”

      “What is it?”

      My father smirked. “You’ll see, Zoey. It’s a surprise. You’ll find out when you open the footlocker.”

      “Well, that’s a big footlocker. I’m guessing there’s a lot more there than a debit card and a set of car keys.”

      My father nodded. “There is. Everything will be clear when you arrive. The portal will take you to your new lodgings.”

      “Where is this apartment? New York? That’s where you got us IDs.”

      My father shook his head. “No, not New York.”

      “Paris?” I guessed. “Los Angeles? Somewhere in the Caribbean? Oh! What about Vegas?”

      My father smiled. “Kansas City.”

      “Kansas City?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. “Isn’t Missouri like America’s butthole?”

      My father cocked his head. “Excuse me?”

      I sighed. “Of all the places in the world, why would you send me there? I reaped a soul there the other day. Well, Morty did. Trust me, I saw nothing there that was remotely impressive.”

      “I’ve spent quite a bit of time there myself. It’s quite the town if you give it a chance. It’s also where I met your mother.”

      “So that’s why you’re setting me up there.”

      “It’s the best place to start. So far as I know, all her family is in the region. There’s no reason she’d move too far. Unless she met someone.”

      When he said, “Unless she met someone,” I saw pain on my dad’s face. He didn’t talk about Mom often, and maybe that was why. It was too painful. Did he still love her after all these years? I suppose, for a semi-divine being who’d existed for so many centuries, a heartbreak from two decades ago was still tender and fresh.

      “Thanks, Dad. I’ll make the best of it.”

      “If that’s not where you’d like to go, well, I can make other arrangements. It may take some time…”

      “No. That’s perfect.”

      My father nodded. “There’s a crystal in the box. You can use it to cast a portal directly into my office at any time.”

      I snorted. “At any time? Is there some way I can warn you before I show up?”

      “Not really. You’ll appear here instantly. I won’t have much warning at all.”

      “Please don’t hang out in here in your underwear, then.”

      My dad raised an eyebrow. “Why not? It’s my office. I’ll do what I want.”

      “Then I’m not coming through that portal without covering my eyes.” I was only half-joking.

      My father laughed. “I’ll try to remain decent.”

      I took a deep breath as my father formed the portal that, presumably, would drop me square in my new Kansas City apartment.

      My father looked at me and brushed a stray strand of my hair away from my eyes. “Be careful, Zoey. I’m always here if you need me.”

      “I know, Dad. Thank you for this. I promise I’ll be fine.”

      “Come back and say hello soon.”

      I nodded. “Yup. Definitely. Love you, Dad.”

      “Love you too, baby girl.”
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        Six Months Later

      

      

      My sports bike nearly skidded out beneath me as I turned the corner sharply. The last thing I wanted to do was lay it down. Sure, Daddy’s money had paid for my motorcycle, but it would take more of Daddy’s money to fix it—and I didn’t know how I’d even begin to explain how it happened.

      More than that, though, I couldn’t let the asshole get away.

      He reminded me of that Leeroy dickwad who’d harassed me that time at the bar on Gehenna Boulevard, back in the otherworld. Only this guy wasn’t so forward and direct. He was more of a silent stalker. His tactic was different from Leeroy’s. His goal was the same.

      I’d watched the creeper eye Sienna, my eighteen-year-old coworker, during my shift at Cup-O-Joe’s as I made lattes and cappuccinos and poured plain-Jane cups of coffee for the customers. Sienna was short but spunky. She had one of those round faces that made her look younger than her actual age. She had wavy, dishwater-blonde hair, a petite frame, and a button nose. She had a cute smile. This was her first job.

      Hell, it was my first job, too. Sienna had trained me despite the fact she’d only worked there a couple of months longer than me. She’d also covered for me more than once. I wasn’t a great barista, but she always had my back. When I screwed up customer orders, she was quick to fix my mistakes. I was grateful for that. Joe, my boss and the owner of the shop (hence Cup-O-Joe’s, get it?) probably would have fired me already if it wasn’t for her. Our shifts usually ran concurrently.

      The first red flag had been the way the creep followed Sienna with his eyes over the top of his newspaper. I suspected he was a no-good POS. He was young, maybe nineteen or twenty. Since coming here, I had seen no one under fifty reading an actual newspaper. Most everyone in the younger generations got their news from their phones. The second was when he got up and left only seconds after Sienna took off. Thankfully, our shifts ended at the same time.

      I suspected the guy had unsavory intentions. I was only a half-minute behind Sienna as I made my way to my motorcycle in the parking garage across the street.

      Mister Creepo was waiting for Sienna at her car. Another sign that this dude was a stalker. He hadn’t only been leering at her during her shift, but he knew what she drove. He’d apparently had his eye on her for a while.

      He was getting a little handsy when I entered the parking garage. Sienna had tried to push the guy away, but he was aggressive and insentient. Aw, hell no, dude.

      I yelled at him as I ran toward Sienna’s car. He took off. Most people would say that a young woman should just let a guy like that flee. Report it to the police. Whatever. They trained me to handle worse back at the Reaper academy. The police wouldn’t do squat to the guy even if they caught him.

      I didn’t even have to think about it. Sienna had my back at work. I’d have her back now. There was something I could do about it. I’d make sure this jerk never bothered my girl again.

      I had my bike parked two spots down from where Sienna had parked. I ensured she got in her car safely and took off through the parking garage. The guy leaped over a divider meant to separate one row of traffic from the next. It was a shortcut to the parking garage exit. I had to go around and speed down another row of parked vehicles before I could turn the corner and pursue Sienna’s assailant.

      It was my turn out of the parking lot at speeds in excess of what is generally recommended when making a ninety-degree turn that almost left my bike lying in the middle of 14th Street. I also had to be careful. The Power and Light District was one of Kansas City’s busier areas. Traffic was heavy. But I could see the guy weaving through the crowd that was assembling outside the T-Mobile Center for a concert.

      I weaved around a few cars and blasted down Grand Boulevard.

      I had a keen eye. I hadn’t lost sight of the guy, although his black jacket and jeans didn’t exactly stand out in the crowd. Call it a gift, a focus that I’d gained over years of training to fight against souls that didn’t want to get reaped.

      The crowd was too dense. I had to leave my bike on the side of the street. I didn’t know what I was going to do when I caught up to the creep. But I had to make sure he knew he couldn’t get away with that stalker crap.

      He was slick. He was fast. I was faster. He ducked down an alley between a restaurant and a bar further down Grand. I was right behind him.

      Then he turned and pointed a gun at me.

      “Leave me alone!” the guy shouted.

      “You shouldn’t have messed with her,” I replied.

      “Yeah, well, you’ll do well enough to take her place. Take off your shirt.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. I’ve got the gun. That means you do what I say.”

      I shook my head. Pressed the sigil on my wrist and, summoning my staff, I spun, and with a swipe, I knocked the gun out of the guy’s hand. Then I kicked him in the chest. He flew into the wall.

      I stood over him, the pointed end of my staff aimed at his neck. “You were saying? Oh yeah. You thought you were in charge. That I should do what you say because you have the gun.”

      “Wha…” the creep stammered. “What the hell is that thing? You pulled it out of nowhere!”

      I smiled. “I admit, it’s not as deadly as I’d like it to be. But I imagine it would do the job. If I just applied a little pressure…”

      “No, please!” the guy begged. “I’m sorry! I just thought she was hot. You are too, but that other girl…”

      I rolled my eyes. Sienna was pretty, but she was also shy, and from the way she carried herself, she probably didn’t realize her beauty. I didn’t know why Sienna might be insecure. There are a lot of things that can happen to someone to make them that way. But I knew what this guy meant. She was his type if only because she looked vulnerable, maybe a little desperate for attention. He was a predator, and he was looking for wounded prey—someone who wouldn’t fight too hard.

      I detected a sharp odor. The wet patch on the front of the guy’s pants likely explained it. I pressed the sharp end of my staff into his neck a little harder. With a quick jab, I could end the guy’s life and ensure he wouldn’t hurt anyone else. But if I did that, someone who knew me would show up to reap him. Knowing my luck, it would probably be Morty. Since the Grim Reaper’s blood was in my veins, I could see Reapers even if they weren’t there for me.

      I didn’t want any of them to see me. They’d recognize me, every one of them. I’d have to settle for scaring the piss out of the guy—literally. “Here’s what’s going to happen…if I let you go, that is.”

      “Please, just let me go,” he begged. “I’m sorry. I won’t bother your friend ever again.”

      I snorted. “What’s your name?”

      “I don’t…”

      “Tell me your name, or I’ll take your wallet and find out.”

      He hung his head. “My name is Chad. Like I said, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry!”

      I huffed. “You’re only sorry because someone stood up to you and because the tip of my staff is pressing against your carotid artery. I don’t think you’re sorry about what you hoped to do to my friend. You’re just sorry you got caught.”

      “Please! I swear, never again.”

      “I never want to see you in my coffee shop again. If you ever so much as talk to my friend again, if you come in for even a drink, I’ll finish this. Trust me, Chad. I’ll find you. And you won’t get away from me.”

      “I-I-I understand,” Chad stuttered.

      I released my staff. It disappeared in a flash. Chad struggled to his feet and took off down the alley.

      I smiled as I watched him run.

      For the first time in six months, my skills came in handy. I wasn’t a great barista. I was pretty bad at it. I didn’t need the money, but it was something to do. I’d learned in short order after arriving on Earth that coffee shops were great social spaces. I could meet people there. I’d ask Sienna how she was doing the next day when we were scheduled for the same shift again.
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      I laughed as I returned to my motorcycle, thankful that the authorities hadn’t yet ticketed or towed it, and headed back to my studio apartment. I dismounted my bike and checked my phone. I had a text from Sienna. She was worried about me.

      
        
        Zoey, u ok?

      

      

      She didn’t know about my…skills.

      That guy won’t be bothering you again, I texted back before realizing I hadn’t answered her question. I texted again. I’m fine. He isn’t. I’ll just say he needs a change of pants.

      Sienna’s reply came a few seconds later.

      
        
        LOL! Thanks, Zoey!

      

      

      I chuckled at the kitty-cat smiley face she ended her message with. I was still working on my emoji game. The whole smartphone thing was pretty new to me, relatively speaking. I couldn’t figure out why anyone would use the little pile of smiling poop emoji that was pre-programmed into my phone. Like, really? If turds had any emotions, I doubted they’d be smiling. Think about it. The only relationship it ever had before was with a real asshole. Then, it got dumped. Angry poop emojis might make sense. Jaded ones with attitude? Sure. Happy ones? Not likely. Hard to be happy if you have a shit life.

      My first reply was a simple thumbs-up. That was weird, too. It wasn’t like I went around thumbs-upping people, mostly because I didn’t want to be a douchebag. Thumbs-up via text message seemed more natural. Less dorky or dickwad-ish than a real-world thumbs-up.

      I like made-up words. “Dickwad-ish.” “Douchebaggery.” “Kickassery.” Just to name a few of my favorites. I’m from the underworld. I’m not beholden to the Queen’s English.

      I decided to follow up my text with another one. Any clue who that guy was? Like, have you ever seen him before tonight?

      I stared at my phone blankly, waiting for Sienna’s reply

      
        
        He looked familiar. Like, I’m sure I’ve seen him before, but I can’t place him.

      

      

      She probably had seen him before. The way he’d eyed her from the moment he walked into Cup-O-Joe’s, it was like he’d come there just for her. Either way, I’d scared the crap out of the guy. Well, not literally. I did scare the piss out of him, and that was enough. Maybe it was a close enough call that he’d rethink a few things about his life. Not likely. Guys like that don’t change their ways easily.

      I’m not going to lie. It felt good to kick a little ass. And it was nice that my scythe-less staff could be good for something. I might not be able to reap with it, but the tip was sharp, and it could do some damage.

      More than that, it felt good to help out Sienna. I didn’t have a lot of friends. I suppose since she was a few years younger than me and we didn’t hang out outside of work, she probably didn’t think of me as a friend at all. Still, she was a lot of fun. We had a blast when we worked together. She was one of only a handful of people I’d connected with since I came to Earth. Sure, I hit the clubs and bars. I talked to a lot of guys, but it was clear from the start that they all had their own agendas. They spent a lot of time talking about themselves.

      Like I was supposed to be impressed about their jobs, or that they used to play quarterback in high school or belonged to an unknown rock band. Usually, my yawns signaled my lack of interest before most guys ever got around to asking me any questions about myself.

      I had mixed feelings about that. I wanted people to ask me about myself, to show me they were interested in me as a person. On the other hand, if they did, I’d have to feed them a load of bullshit since I didn’t have any earthbound history, and my real past wasn’t exactly something I could reveal to most people.

      I kicked off my shoes and changed into sweats. My apartment was a studio loft halfway between the Power and Light District, where I worked, and Country Club Plaza. It was a five-minute drive between my job and home, depending on traffic. I had to hand it to my dad. The place was quite a find. I was close to the happening spots in the city but far enough from any of them that I didn’t have to deal with all the noise.

      I enjoyed being halfway between these two destination spots in the city. They satisfied different sides of my personality, the refined and the rambunctious. The Plaza had expensive restaurants, fancy fountains, upscale shopping, horse-drawn carriages, musicians on the corners. It was a calm, though enjoyable, experience. The Power and Light District was home to sports bars, clubs, and concert venues. It didn’t get too crazy there usually, but the crowds were younger overall and partied harder than the folks who frequented the Plaza.

      I was finally getting my apartment the way I liked it. I’d found a large furniture store just across the state line that could deliver and set up most everything I needed that wasn’t already included in my apartment. After I got the big stuff—a bed, a table and chairs, a bedroom set, and the biggest television I could find—it was a matter of fine-tuning the look of the place. Most of the modern art, while cool, wasn’t what I was used to from the underworld. Most of the paintings I’d seen there were lifelike pieces, dark portraits of famous Reapers who’d long ago ascended. Some of them depicted the Olympian gods. Far be it from me to hang a portrait of Zeus on my wall. I was starting over. I wasn’t about to bring the style of the underworld with me into my new life.

      So, I’d been taking my time to get acclimated to the culture. I’d toured museums and spent way too much time watching HGTV. I was slowly forming taste, I suppose. More importantly, I was starting to figure out how to blend into this world.

      Part of that was getting my job. I didn’t want to rely on Dad’s money forever. I appreciated his generosity, but I wanted to build a life I controlled. If I paid my own bills, if I earned my own money, then no one could pull the rug out from under me. No unnamed, divine consciousness could decide that the fates didn’t favor my choice to make a life here. I wasn’t beholden to the promise of a scythe or any other magical item that may or may not appear. Whatever life I made for myself in this world was going to be mine completely.

      So, I treated Dad’s money like a get-started loan. I intended to pay it all back. Not because he demanded it, but because I wanted to be able to say that I’d earned everything I got.

      I realize it was a bit artificial. Dad’s money was still there. Since I didn’t have to ask permission to spend it, it was tempting if I was running short to just tap into his bank account. Technically, I suppose, since my name was on the account, it was also mine. But I didn’t put the money in there. Who did, really? Not my dad. He’d invested it in stocks and collected it over centuries to pay the boatman.

      Unless Charon had intentions to upgrade his rowboat to a cruise liner sometime soon, there was more than enough money to keep him satiated for several centuries. That is, given population growth rates, corresponding death rates, and the likely number of souls he’d have to ferry across the River Styx over the next few hundred years. It wasn’t my department. The actuary Reapers handle all of that data. If you think field reaping is a grim affair, it was nothing compared to the work the actuaries did. I’d rather get reaped myself than become an actuary. They had different skills than the rest of us who were sent to reap souls on Earth. They were responsible for the administrative side of reaping, the calculations and number-crunching that bolstered the enterprise. They weren’t suited to doing the dirty work I’d trained to do my whole life.

      Of course, the actuaries could summon scythes. If push came to shove, they could reap souls, which was more than I could say for myself.

      So far, I’d paid all my bills for three months straight. Just barely. The way I saw it, I didn’t have much excuse. My first three months’ rent had been paid. My sports bike had been paid for in cash. The keys had been waiting for me when I arrived—a graduation gift, along with stacks upon stacks of letters and several volumes of my father’s journals.

      The letters mostly consisted of correspondence between my parents. Some of those written by my dad were stamped Return to Sender in red letters. Presumably, most of those were sent after my dad took Morty and me back with him to the underworld. It was an attempt on my dad’s part to reach out and communicate with my mom. All the letters he’d saved from her, the ones she wrote when they first met and he was off managing the life and death enterprises of the universe, were written before we were born.

      I assumed if there was anything my dad could tell me about the letters that wasn’t in them, he’d have said so. Perhaps he sent them with me so I could use them to try to piece together some clues to locate my mom. He’d lost track of her. She’d stopped writing him back. There wasn’t anything in the letters about how he’d have to take us away, how we’d leave her and never see her again.

      If my mother was pissed at him for that and wanted nothing to do with him, could I blame her? It wasn’t like I could blame my dad, either. From what I’d read in the letters, he really did love her.

      
        
        My dearest Josephine…

      

      

      That’s always how he addressed his letters. He wrote her poems and songs. I could tell from his letters that he’d paid careful attention to every word he chose. I grabbed one of them from the table. I’d read them all a dozen times. Still, I could have missed something. My dad’s words, while certainly romantic, were so sappy I almost wanted to puke.

      
        
        Your golden hair is more radiant than the sun. Neptune himself envies the ocean of blue that fills your eyes. Your touch warms my heart like a cold coal when set ablaze.

      

      

      Apparently, my father thought similes and metaphors were romantic. I could go on reading, but it was more of the same. Nothing that helped. These descriptors didn’t even give me an accurate description of what my mom looked like. I didn’t need that. One of the envelopes included a photograph of my father and mother shortly after they met. They were leaning on my dad’s motorcycle—his was a touring bike, nothing like mine. I had that particular photo attached to my refrigerator with a magnet.

      I also read several of my mother’s letters. Comparatively, they were less formal. Almost casual, but equally nauseating in tone.

      
        
        Hi, Azrael! I miss you soooooooo much!

      

      

      That was an example introduction from one of her letters. Most of them began similarly. She varied the number of Os, and sometimes it wasn’t that she missed him but that she loved him or couldn’t stop thinking about him, or that her whole world was turning on account of his love, but all of it was pukeworthy. Worse were the parts where they said things about each other… Things they wanted to do. Things I wished I could delete from my mind the moment I read them.

      Ugh.

      I mean, everyone knows that their parents did it at least once. No one wants the details. I didn’t even know my mom, and the thought of it was gross.

      I assumed the reason my dad bought me a motorcycle was because that’s what he had when he’d come to Earth. Of course, at the time, he was trying to woo a potential mate. He probably thought that his motorcycle was an aphrodisiac. It’s not an uncommon mistake for men to lead with what’s between their legs rather than what’s between their ears.

      Not that what’s between the legs doesn’t matter. Size is somewhere on my list of desirable attributes, but it’s way down there. Yes, I know it’s always “down there,” but bear with me and get your mind out of the gutter for just a second. I’d say there are at least ten or fifteen attributes I’d rank higher than that. Things like a sense of humor, compassion, a balance of confidence and humility, and ripped abs.

      He hadn’t factored in the fact that I had to buy insurance for my bike. That was on me. As were my utilities, and now my rent since the initial three months had passed. The smartphone bill was non-negotiable. An essential if I wanted to get by as a part of this world, which I’d come to realize existed as much in “cyberspace” as it did physically.

      My phone reminded me via the alarm I’d set that I was due to go back to see Gabriel. It was always awkward when I returned. He wanted to hear about what I’d done, what Earth was like, the things I found most surprising, blah, blah, blah.

      I didn’t have much to ask him. I knew what he was up to. Morty was shadowing him. Learning to be what I was supposed to become. I didn’t want to hear about it. If anything bad happened, he’d tell me. I didn’t need to hear about how well he was progressing, how many souls he’d successfully harvested, or even if he advanced beyond Level One.

      I wanted the best for Morty. I couldn’t do the job. But dammit. It just wasn’t fair. For my whole life, I’d busted my ass. While I was training, refining my skills to ensure that I’d become the best Reaper I could be, he was sitting around playing with himself. Yet now he was training to take my dad’s place while I was a fledgling barista at a local coffee shop that only got business when the line at Starbucks was too long.

      Yes, it was petty. It wasn’t Morty’s fault. It wasn’t my dad’s fault, even. It certainly wasn’t Gabriel’s fault. Still, at the end of the day, Morty had gotten everything I wanted and earned.

      I didn’t hate this new life. I was struggling with trying to fit in and finding real friends, and more than that, finding myself in this crazy world. But all of that was a part of the charm of living as a human. The pain made the pleasure all the sweeter. The uncertainty about the future and what I might become was intimidating, but it also came with a sense of adventure.

      Before, I had one path. Become a Reaper, and eventually the Grim Reaper, and that was that. I didn’t have a chance to consider other vocations or nurture other talents or hobbies. It wasn’t just because I was one of the thousands of Reapers in training. A lot of Reapers do other things in their downtime. But that wasn’t an option for me. I had to devote all my energy to preparing for what I thought was my destiny.

      Still, it was hard to turn off that lingering sense of envy, that fury I felt in my gut that I couldn’t be what I’d always wanted to be. And while I did enjoy my new life, I still didn’t have a clue what I was supposed to do with it. I didn’t know who I was. I knew a few things I enjoyed, of course. I appreciated a lot about my city and the people I’d met. But I didn’t have a clue who Zoey Grimm truly was without reaping.

      I wasn’t sure if I was looking forward to seeing Gabriel or dreading it.

      I had a day or so before I’d have to go back. A good night’s rest and another shift at work. The first time I went back to see Gabriel, I was excited about it. I’d missed him. The second time, I still missed him, but I wasn’t as thrilled about going back as I was the first time. For the last few months, I had begun to dread it. Sure, I had a good time with Gabriel when I arrived back in the underworld, but I didn’t shed a single tear when it was time to leave again. I didn’t have the heart to love him.

      I didn’t have the heart to break up with him, either.
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      I took time for another read of the old letters my mother had written before bed. I learned, while studying at the academy in the underworld, that if I studied something before sleep I remembered it better the next day—one of my many ninja study tips. I combined it with the use of flash cards.

      At the time, most of what I learned was to prepare me for difficult reapings. From time to time, resistant souls would fight or flee. We had to be prepared to subdue both embodied and disembodied souls. Those who fled, no matter if they remained corporeal, would go somewhere. As would-be Reapers, we studied not only human culture and geography but human sociology and psychology. We were supposed to be experts in human behavior.

      This was useful for at least two reasons. First, it helped to track fleeing souls. We could examine a target’s behaviors, review their profiles, and even remove our cloaks and ask known associates of said targets about his or her patterns. Second, it also provided an alternative means of subduing a resistant soul—no matter if it resisted through fight or flight—by engaging the subject on a psychological level.

      In other words, our studies provided the knowledge and skills necessary for tracking down the rare soul that escaped our initial reaping attempt.

      So, my flashcards covered a wide array of subjects. It was a simple process. I’d go through them, returning any I missed to the back of my stack while setting aside those I knew. Once I made it through the whole stack, I set the cards beside my bed and went to sleep. First thing in the morning I went through them again. Most of that time, that was all it took to ace my exams.

      This was different but similar. If I read the old letters my mother sent to my dad just before bed, my hope wasn’t merely to commit them to memory but to allow the subtle details to percolate in my subconsciousness. Perhaps there’d be something I’d missed before that my mind would consider while I was sleeping. I may or may not remember it in the form of a dream. Either way, my hope was that when I reviewed the letters again in the morning, whatever insight my subconscious mind had extracted would jump out at me. I could then process them more consciously and intentionally.

      Tonight, I took a different tactic. Rather than reviewing the love letters my parents exchanged, I decided to review my father’s journal. I doubted my mom had one. If she did, my father didn’t have it. Still, journaling isn’t especially common for humans. For Reapers, it was considered an important discipline. It worked similarly to my flash card technique. The idea was that by writing about our experiences in the field, we would commit them to memory, consciously or subconsciously. It helps us process our experiences so we could learn from them in the future. So we could become better Reapers.

      It wasn’t mandatory, by any means. It was a suggestion. Though, from my dad’s perspective, journaling was a suggestion akin to the recommendation that it’s a good idea to pull the ripcord when you’re jumping out of a plane. You don’t have to do it, strictly speaking, but the suggestion will greatly improve your chances of survival if you follow through. After all, while it wasn’t unheard of to reap skydivers, it was a rarity. Most people followed through with that suggestion.

      The first journal entry I read before bed was full of mostly drivel. I figured I’d give my dad’s retelling of the first time he met my mom another read before hitting the sack.

      
        
        February 12, 2009

        I may have met the one. She was dancing alone when I first saw her. Her long blonde hair caught my eye. I had to wonder why a creature so alluring was all alone. Surely any number of single men lurking around the perimeter of the room would have gladly joined her. But this wasn’t the sort of woman you just ask to dance. She moved gracefully, which set her apart from the other bodies that gyrated haphazardly to the beat. She was a doe amidst apes. Or, better, a dragon among common lizards. There was fire in her eyes. Something I couldn’t quite define. Was she even human at all? I’d seen goddesses before. I’d met more than my share of the Olympian deities. None of them compared to this woman.

        This Josephine…

        What a name! The way it fell from my tongue was like nectar, drawn from the flowers of Olympus itself. I approached her, extending my arm. She correctly discerned my intentions. I wanted to dance. Together, we moved on the dance floor as if we were in another world. It wasn’t the bass-heavy dance number that guided our movements. There was another song in the air. An inaudible symphony, enveloping our frames, as if played by the strings of our hearts, and forged into a haunting melody. I told her my name first. There aren’t many mortals who know it. But I could hardly ask this remarkable creature to dance with death. It was not this woman’s soul I came to collect. I was here for her heart. Her heart and her womb.

        There could have been a thousand beautiful women in the club that night, and I still would have found Josephine. She wasn’t the most striking woman, perhaps, by human standards. But there was something about her, something different than any human I’d ever encountered. There was a depth to her soul that was lacking in all the thousands of those I’d harvested before.

        The crowd around us disappeared. The music faded. The lights on the dance floor went out. We continued to dance. I didn’t want it to end. She didn’t either. Our dance could have gone on forever if it wasn’t for the bouncer who insisted we leave.

        I bid her come with me. To join me on a stroll through the streets. Josephine kissed me on the cheek. She invited me to her place instead. There, our bodies engaged in another dance. We were enthralled by passion and desire. We said few words. Our bodies told us all we needed to know.

        She is not yet with child. Had her womb accepted my seed, I would have known it. I’d have sensed it. I must see her again. I will visit her again soon. I can only hope she longs for me as much as I do, her. I must learn more about my Josephine. I came to Earth looking for a mate. Someone who would provide me with an heir. I fear I found something more. Can it even be? How could it be? She is a mortal. She could never join me in the underworld. I could never leave my post to be with her. Still, there must be a way. I won’t settle for anything less than what my heart now craves.

      

      

      I’d read this account before. I should have been moved, inspired, by his account of how he met my mother. Instead, every time I read it, I felt nothing but envy. Could I ever find love like that? That wasn’t at all what I felt for Gabriel. Gabriel was kind. He was sweet. He was safe. But there was something about this forbidden love, the passion infused in my father’s words, that I couldn’t shake. Reading his words only made me feel dissatisfied with my relationship with Gabriel. But there was at least one similarity. The tragedy that eventually tore my parents apart, that they could not live together in the same world, was one I now knew.

      Still, it didn’t feel the same. My heart was torn, but not because I couldn’t be with Gabriel. It was because he still chained me to a world that could never be my home. For my father, his love for my mom was what could never be. In my case, it was Gabriel’s love for me and my unwillingness to break his heart that prevented me from finding the love I desired and deserved.

      I had to tell him the truth. But how could I? It wasn’t like I’d found another love or even that I had any guarantee that I might. But so long as I was with Gabriel, if I refused to let him go, I’d never be free to find out. I knew what I had to do. I just wasn’t sure I could find the words to say it.

      I flipped through a few more pages of my father’s journal. About a half dozen more entries detailed various encounters between my parents. Long conversations, none of which were particularly helpful in terms of information that might help me locate my mother. There was only one that might have clues. The time my mother introduced my father to her mother. I placed the journal in my lap as I curled up in my bed and started to read.

      
        
        April 2, 2009

        It isn’t every day that a girl invites Death to dinner. Even rarer, I suppose, is bringing the Grim Reaper home to meet her parents. I’d intended to tell Josephine the truth many times before. How could I possibly tell her that I was the Grim Reaper? I was afraid if I did, and if I revealed my true intentions, I might never see my love again. I thought, eventually, our love would grow enough that I could tell her without risk. The longer I waited, though, the harder it became. Would she resent me for not telling her sooner? Would she even believe me if I told her, or would she dismiss it as a delusion?

        Either way, I was terrified that the truth might end it all. Many Reapers took mates before me. Their stories were not like mine. They were forthright. They told their prospective mate the truth from the start and, with a celestial blessing, offered their prospective mate an additional ten years of life if they’d agree to bear their heir. To give up a child for but ten years of life? For some women, it wasn’t worth it. But I had more to offer. I could give upon her both life and riches. Not merely one decade, but two. Would she accept it? The longer we were together, the more we fell in love, the more I feared she’d reject any such proposal. The truth meant that she’d not only have to give up our child, but she’d lose me.

        I don’t think I was so terrified that she’d refuse the offer. I was more afraid she’d accept it. If she did, I’d lose her.

        I hoped that meeting Josephine’s mother might offer some clarity. After tonight’s meal, I’m even more perplexed than before. What can I do?

        Josephine’s mother, Rose, is an endearing woman. She was older than I expected. She’d had Josephine later in life. Now, she was a widow. Josephine is her world. She still lives in the same home where Josephine was raised. One side of a duplex in a suburb of Kansas City called Grandview. The house is painted olive green and is situated across from a small park.

        Conversation was awkward, as I suppose it must be whenever a human introduces someone they’ve been seeing to their parents. She asked me what I did for a living. For a living? I wasn’t sure how to answer that since what I did had nothing to do with living at all. Josephine told her I was a hospice worker. I worked with the dead and the dying. That’s what I’d told her. I suppose it was the closest vocational equivalent to what I truly did that a human might have. Yes, I helped people move on when it was their time. It was a noble profession, Josephine’s mother said. One that requires someone with a big heart. I took it as a compliment.

        I shouldn’t have checked. Josephine’s mother is scheduled to expire a year from tomorrow. I couldn’t bear to do it myself. I’d have to assign it to another Reaper. I don’t know how I’ll even begin to tell Josephine. Should I tell her at all? Perhaps, at the very least, if I accelerated my plans, Rose could see her grandchild born before she died. But what would become of us after that? How could I tell Josephine the truth now? I’d not only be the one she loved, who took her child with him back to the underworld, but the Reaper who was in some sense responsible for ending her mother’s earthbound life. She’ll never forgive me. How could she? Perhaps this is why Reapers are not meant to fall in love with their chosen mates…

      

      

      I closed my father’s journal and set it on my nightstand. Several pages were missing after that. I could ask him about it, I suppose. I’d have to. Did he tell Josephine the truth? Did he wait to reveal it to her until after my brother and I were born? I’d have to ask my dad about it later. I was going back for my obligatory date with Gabriel the next day, anyway. Surely my father had more answers than his journal revealed.
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      I woke up more resolved than the night before. Perhaps my dad could tell me more about the location of Josephine’s home. Presumably, Rose was no longer alive. She was meant to die a year from the time my father penned his journal entry. Finding the old house was probably a dead end—no pun intended. However, my dad might be able to tell me how he went about telling Josephine the truth. That might explain why she stopped communicating with him after Morty and I were born. Again, that knowledge wouldn’t give me much of a lead to follow, but it was more than I had to work with based on the love letters and journals my father left me. Perhaps, if I could get inside my mother’s mind, I might be able to find a trail of breadcrumbs to follow.

      I got dressed for work. Cup-O-Joe wasn’t a fancy coffee house, but its owner Joe roasted some of the tastiest coffee beans around. He hired me on the spot. It was the first and only job I applied for. I didn’t have much of a résumé, but for a barista job, all I needed was an application.

      My father had told Josephine he worked in hospice. I had told Joe that I’d trained to prepare the dead for the beyond. He took it to mean I’d studied embalming. I didn’t confirm or deny his assumption. I simply told him I’d discovered after my studies that I didn’t have the constitution for the work.

      Understandable, given what he thought I was studying for. It was also true. That was all he needed to hear. Many baristas, it seemed, were between careers or waiting for some kind of spark of inspiration. They knew whatever they were doing before wasn’t satisfying. They were looking for a new career path. Very few wanted to make lattes and cappuccinos forever. So long as I was willing to learn the job, showed up on time, and didn’t do anything dumb, he said I’d be a great addition to the team.

      I was willing to learn. That was covered. I wasn’t learning the job particularly well. That wasn’t Sienna’s fault. She was doing her best to train me, and she’d only been working there a little while longer than me. It just didn’t come to me quickly. There were so many drinks. I needed to make myself flash cards. I was so obsessed with examining my father’s love letters and journals, though, not to mention binging random shows on Netflix, that I hadn’t gotten around to it.

      While we had access to some human shows in the underworld, without the Internet, there was a whole world of streaming that I’d never had access to. And there was no waiting between episodes! I watched the whole first season of Stranger Things in one night! Then, I’d stayed up to watch the first two episodes of the next season because I couldn’t wait to find out what was going to happen next. After that, I’d watched The Chilling Adventures of Sabrina, which was oddly more comforting than chilling. Strangely, the odd evocation of devils and demons and the passage between this world and Hell reminded me of home.

      It wasn’t at all accurate. It didn’t represent the underworld very well at all. But I did relate to the show’s witch-heroine, who was torn between two worlds. In my case, though, my journey was the opposite. Sabrina struggled to maintain her human life and her friendships at her human high school while she embraced her role as a half-witch. I was a half-Reaper who couldn’t reap at all, who was trying to sever my connections to my old life and find something new entirely. She was journeying into a world of the fantastic and extraordinary. I was trying to forge a normal, ordinary life. But like Sabrina, who’d lost her parents as a baby, I was trying to find my mother. It disappointed me that the show was over. Revealing no spoilers, I also feared that I’d be as disappointed with my true mother once I found her as the show’s protagonist was with her true father.

      I slipped into my leather pants and top. I checked myself in the mirror before I left. I loved the way I looked in this outfit. It accentuated my assets. Plus, since I rode a motorcycle, leather was a necessity. I loved wearing tight dresses, but for obvious reasons, I couldn’t wear one on my bike. Not unless I wanted to show the world my hoo-hah.

      People also recommended leather pants in case of an accident. They were supposed to save my skin if I crashed. I’d never taken the risk all that seriously. Until a white van peeled out of the parking garage as I turned into it, nearly cutting me off.

      “What the hell!” I shouted, skidding to a halt and extending my middle finger at the van as it accelerated down the street. The driver probably wouldn’t see my single-fingered salute, but it made me feel better.

      I was almost late for my shift. I had a good mind to chase down the asshole and give him a piece of my mind, but showing up on time was probably the only qualification I had for my job. It wasn’t worth the risk. Besides, it wasn’t the first crazy driver I’d encountered downtown. It probably wouldn’t be the last.

      I pulled my bike into a vacant parking space next to Sienna’s car. She was always early for her shifts. I dismounted my bike and noticed something under the front tire of Sienna’s car. I bent down and picked it up—a phone case. I’d seen it before. The floral pattern confirmed it was Sienna’s. Shards of shattered glass were lodged in the case's rubber.

      I figured she must’ve dropped it and broken her phone when she got out of the car. She was probably frustrated and left the case behind.

      I bit my lip. It was still strange. Those cases were supposed to protect a phone from damage. Sure, they weren’t a hundred percent effective. But why would she pick up her broken phone and leave the case behind? Also, phones didn’t usually come out of their cases when they dropped. I’d dropped mine a dozen times without any problem.

      Something didn’t feel right.

      I wasn’t sure if my fears were logical or amplified on account of the incident involving that Chad dickweed the night before. I didn’t have a lot of experience dealing with real threats. I’d knocked out a few handsy Reapers back in the underworld, but humans were capable of a whole other level of evil. I’d trained to subdue flighty souls. But I’d never encountered the kind of villainy that dominated the nine o’clock news.

      I hoofed it to the coffee shop. If Sienna was there, ready to start her shift, I could set aside my worries. When I stepped through the door and only Joe stood behind the counter, my stomach sank.

      “Joe, is Sienna here?” I asked.

      Joe shook his head. “Not yet. I assume she’ll be here shortly.”

      I grunted. “I think something happened. Last night, someone tried to assault her, and I intervened. Her car is parked in the garage. I found her phone case and some shattered glass by it. I’m worried that something might have happened.”

      Joe shrugged. “She probably broke her phone and made a quick stop to replace it before her shift.”

      I sighed. “I don’t think that’s it. I mean, I hope you’re right.”

      Joe’s expression turned from stoic to concerned. “Should we call the police?”

      I scratched my head. “Maybe. I’m not sure. If she’s replacing her phone, maybe she has a new one activated already.”

      I reached into my back pocket and grabbed my phone. If Sienna had a new phone already, I could call her and settle the mystery once and for all. I didn’t get that far. I saw I’d missed a text from Sienna. She’d sent it fifteen minutes ago. That meant her phone was broken just minutes before I found her case.

      There was a video attachment.

      I clicked it.

      I gasped. There were three men, their faces shrouded in ski masks, getting out of a white van. It was the same white van that cut me off as I was pulling into the parking garage.

      “Zoey,” Sienna called from the background. “These guys are coming after me. This is all I could think to do. I think they’re connected to that guy from last night. If you get this, please help!”

      Then, the image on the phone shifted as she attempted to get a shot at the plates on the van. It was a blur. Maybe if I froze it, I could make it out. Then, I heard a scream. She must’ve managed to hit send before one of the men ripped the phone out of her hand.

      I could connect the dots. They took her phone, smashed it, and retrieved it. In a hurry, they’d left the case behind and kicked it under her car.

      “Joe. I have to go. Someone took her.”

      “Zoey, we should call the police,” my boss countered.

      I nodded. “Do that, Joe. I’m sorry. I saw the van that took her just as I was pulling into the garage. If there’s any chance I can catch up to them, I have to try.”

      “Zoey, it isn’t safe.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “If I find the van, I’ll call the cops, all right? Or I’ll text you my location. You can tell the police. I’m going to forward you the video she sent me so you can get it to the cops.”

      Joe nodded. He was about to speak, probably to dissuade me from leaving, but I was out of the door before he could get another word out. I ran back to the garage, forwarding Sienna’s text to Joe as I sprinted to my motorcycle.

      Sienna had sent the text fifteen minutes ago. It was maybe a five-minute walk from the garage to Cup-O-Joe’s. Based on the time frame, I guessed that she probably struggled with the men for a few minutes before they took her.

      If I’d arrived just a minute sooner, I would have been there. I could have stopped them. Handling three goons at once couldn’t be any harder than besting three soul-infused constructs as I’d done in my examination.

      That Chad guy the night before, he wasn’t just trying to assault Sienna. He was trying to abduct her. He’d been studying her habits, her behaviors, the whole time. Then when I screwed up his plan, he’d showed up with extra manpower to get the job done. How long had Chad been watching her? He probably knew she showed up early for her shifts. Since Joe had a fairly steady schedule, he also knew when she’d start working.

      I knew what I was facing. It wasn’t the first time something like this had happened in Kansas City. The I-70 corridor was a hotbed for human trafficking. Very few of the cases made the news, but there was a story shortly after I arrived here that highlighted the problem. No individual cases were mentioned. All I knew was that very few of those abducted were ever found. These men might not be trained fighters. I’d bested Chad fairly easily the night before. But they were professional kidnappers. They knew how to hide and how to get away.

      This time, though, they’d been sloppy. They came after the same girl two days in a row. All I could figure is that they had a buyer lined up, someone who was looking for a young woman fitting Sienna’s description.

      I jumped on my bike and fumbled my key into the ignition. Revving up my engine, I sped out of the parking garage like a bullet.

      Several interstates intersected with downtown Kansas City. While the trafficking issue was associated with I-70, there was no guarantee that was the highway they’d take.

      What the hell was I even doing? My chances of finding Sienna were slim to none. I could catch up to the van fairly easily if I knew which direction it had gone.

      In my training, we were taught to try to put ourselves in the mind of our target if a soul fled its reaping. If I was one of the kidnappers, what would I do? What was my biggest risk? The Power and Light District was on the Missouri side of the city. If they crossed state lines, it meant that the police would have to communicate with Kansas. They wouldn’t know any better than I did which direction the van went. Not until they examined traffic cameras. That would take time. Too much time. More than that, the police would take time to assess the situation. Crossing state lines wouldn’t buy the abductors much time—maybe an hour or more—but given what they were attempting, that might be all it took for them to disappear.

      I couldn't make out the plates on the van in the video. Maybe the cops could make some sense out of it. I assumed the van was a rental. The kidnappers surely used fake identification to secure it. They’d leave it somewhere, move Sienna to another vehicle, and take her wherever they were going.

      Still, if I was one of the kidnappers, I’d cross state lines if only to complicate the search. I didn’t know much about how law enforcement processes worked. That wasn’t a part of what we were trained to engage in as Reapers. If they crossed state lines, wouldn’t that get the feds involved? I didn’t know. But I imagined whatever the case, they’d take time to act.

      My staff wasn’t a scythe. It couldn’t reap. That didn’t mean it was useless. My father had taught me that little trick when he took me on that plane crash. It was the only thing my staff could do. Still, it was worth a shot. If I could somehow impose my will on it, if I could define the target, maybe it would show me where I needed to go.

      I pulled over and touched my sigil on my right wrist with my left hand. My staff formed in my hand. I tucked my staff under my arm and directed the pointy end forward.

      Focus, Zoey. Direct the staff. Identify the target….

      I pictured Sienna in my mind. I shouted her name. Nothing happened.

      When I was on that reaping with my father, he had told me to scratch the man’s cheek when the plane was going down. That was how I could target his soul. It was how I could use my staff like a homing beacon to track a fleeing soul. It wouldn’t take much. A single strand of hair. Even a bit of sweat.

      I needed to find another way to target Sienna. I didn’t have any of her DNA. Or did I? I still had her phone case. She usually carried it in her back pocket. Maybe a little sweat was on it. Perhaps some saliva from a conversation or even a few dead skin cells lingered on the surface. It didn’t matter. If there was any DNA on the case at all, my staff could use it to target Sienna’s soul.

      I reached into my pocket and retrieved Sienna’s phone case. A blue glow settled on the tip of my staff. It worked! I pointed the staff to my left. The glow faded. I moved it straight ahead. The glow returned. All I had to do was follow its lead.

      I pulled onto I-70, darting around the cars that were accelerating down the entrance ramp. I accelerated my crotch rocket up to full speed.

      “I’m coming, Sienna. Hang in there, girl.”
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      I followed the lead on my staff, but I was beholden to highways and roads. It was more like a compass. It gave me a direct path as the crow flies to Sienna’s location. As the glow started trending to the right side of the highway, I figured my best shot was to take the next exit.

      From there, I followed probably five or six more turns, hitting a few dead ends along the way. I was somewhere on the Kansas side of the Missouri River. My staff directed me to a freight yard. There were probably three or four hundred shipping containers, many of them stacked upon others. I parked my bike. Chances were the fuckers who had taken Sienna heard me approach. Even so, it was better to move silently between the containers. She had to be here somewhere. My staff took me over the river into Kansas. Now it directed me in the direction of the river. My best guess was the trafficking operation they were running used the barges to move their victims.

      I ducked between two containers and checked my phone. I quickly shot a GPS link of my location to Joe. I didn’t want to deal with law enforcement here, but I wasn’t a fool. There was a chance I wouldn’t get out of this alive. A slim chance, granted, but I hadn’t done anything like this before. If something happened to me, I sure as hell wasn’t going to let them get away with abducting Sienna on account of my prideful insistence to go at it alone like a real-world Batwoman.

      I followed my staff, covering the tip with my hand so the glow wouldn’t give my location away. I only saw three men on Sienna’s video, but there may have been more in the van. There were probably others here since this was the avenue the traffickers used to transport their victims elsewhere. It might have been possible for just a few men to pull something like this off. More likely was that there were dozens of men involved in the operation.

      I’m not a pessimist by nature, but it was wise to prepare for the worst-case scenario. I couldn’t bank on the assumption that there were only three men here to deal with. There could have been more. A lot more. I imagined, considering the nature of what they were doing, most if not all of them would be armed.

      A woman with a big stick versus a bunch of men with guns. Normally, that wouldn’t sound like great odds. But I wasn’t your run-of-the-mill lass.

      I uncovered the tip of my staff just long enough to check my bearings. It was easy to get lost between all the crates. Still, I was moving in the right direction. Unless these traffickers had gunmen on top of the stacked containers, which was admittedly a possibility, I was most vulnerable when I ran from behind one crate to the next. Unfortunately, the containers were stacked in fairly neat rows. That meant long corridors, almost like hallways, between the stacks. It also meant a greater chance someone would see me.

      I pressed my lips together. If these were traffickers, hell, I was pretty enough. I might not have been who they were targeting, but they’d think a single woman going after Sienna alone was less a threat than another potential sale.

      The way I saw it, I had two options. I could go in looking to fight my way to Sienna and get shot at. Or I could come out into the open and use myself as bait to lure them out. Then, when they weren’t expecting it, I could summon my staff and beat the shit out of them.

      There was only one problem with that option, which otherwise might have made it the best bet. Chad had seen me summon my staff the night before. He knew I could fight. The wet spot in his pants the night before testified to that fact. He wouldn’t underestimate me, and if he was in cahoots with these traffickers, they probably wouldn’t either.

      I might have the appearance of a desirable asset, a trafficable target for their illicit venture, but if they thought I’d be more trouble than I was worth, they might just opt to shoot me rather than risk it. Sienna was their ideal target. A shy, pretty young woman. Someone timid, who would cower rather than put up a fight. I didn’t know how long they’d been watching her. Since we worked together, they’d probably been watching me, too. Maybe they targeted her because she fit the profile one of their buyers desired. Or maybe they just judged her an easier mark than me.

      Of course, I was walking right into their operation. No matter how risky it might be to take me, I was at the very least presenting them with an alluring two-for-one deal.

      The question was whether their greed exceeded their common sense. Because they were engaged in such a risky criminal enterprise, I presumed that money was their motivator. They’d already sacrificed common morals on the altar of a healthy pay day. But these weren’t dumb men. Idiots can’t pull something like this off without getting caught.

      I had two options. But so did they. Once they realized I was there, they’d either try to capture or kill me. Which would they choose? I had to be prepared for either possibility.

      I tucked my head as I ran from one crate to the next.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      The gunshots confirmed they were opting for the kill over my capture.

      At least they quickly resolved the dilemma for me. I now had one option. I had to fight, and since they had deadly weapons, I couldn’t let my fear of encountering a Reaper dissuade me from using lethal force.

      They had guns. Ranged weapons. I had a staff better suited for close combat. Or was it? It wasn’t unlike the staff I’d used in my examination.

      I was close to Sienna. She was a few crates down the corridor from which the gunshots had come.

      I heard footsteps running in my direction. I had to act fast. I rolled out into the corridor, and from one knee, I tossed my staff like a javelin. It caught one of the two armed men in the chest.

      I somersaulted behind another crate and touched the sigil on my wrist. My staff reformed in my hand.

      “Brilliant,” I muttered under my breath. I could reload and take out the second man.

      Then I heard footsteps behind me. They were trying to corner me.

      I pivoted and tossed my staff, spearing the man who’d come at me from behind. I touched my sigil again as I pivoted, then tossed it at another man who was running full steam toward my position. He fired even as my staff flew toward him.

      I didn’t hit him, but I’d forced him to dodge my attack, which set his shot off-target, too.

      I re-summoned my staff before it hit the ground and threw it again, catching the asshole right in his shoulder. His gun fell to the ground.

      I ran to his position, still checking my surroundings for other possible attackers. I knew there were at least three, and he was the third.

      I approached the man. Blood was spurting from the wound in his shoulder. Some of it struck my boot. I reached down, ripped off the kidnapper’s ski mask.

      It was Chad. Some fuckers never learn.

      I kicked him in the chest, forcing him onto his back. I re-summoned my staff and was about to jam it into his heart when a flash of light to my side caught my eye.

      “Zoey, what the hell?”

      I turned. It was Morty. Gabriel stood just behind him. Their scythes were ready. Based on the glow that had settled on their blades, they’d already reaped the first two souls of the men I’d killed.

      “It’s not his time,” Gabriel argued. “Let him go.”

      I pressed the tip of my spear to Chad’s throat. “His time or not, he deserves it.”

      “That’s not your decision,” Gabriel countered.

      “It sure as hell is,” I insisted. “I can’t let him hurt anyone else!”

      Chad looked at me, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Who the hell are you talking to, you crazy bitch?”

      He couldn’t see them. They weren’t here for him. It wasn’t his time. That’s what Gabriel said. Only the targeted souls, those set to expire, could see their Reapers.

      I gripped my staff tightly. I wanted to take his head clean off his shoulders. It was a paradox, I suppose. If I could kill him, well, it would be his time. Whatever divine entity set the expiration date of souls must’ve known, somehow, that I wouldn’t kill the bastard.

      So, I kicked him hard in the face, knocking him out cold. I turned to Morty and Gabriel. “It might not be his time, but at least he can spend the rest of his life in jail.”

      “It’s for the best,” Gabriel offered. “These guys are a part of something bigger. He might be the only lead the human authorities have to whoever is issuing the orders.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Either way, I have to save my friend.”

      “Zoey,” Morty began. “You can’t do shit like this. It isn’t safe.”

      I glared at my brother. “Isn’t safe? No one is safe so long as monsters like this are roaming free.”

      “Is this really the life you want to make for yourself here, Zoey?” Gabriel asked, gazing at me in concern.

      I clenched my fists. “First, it’s none of your business. Second, my friend was in trouble. I had to do something.”

      “The humans have authorities to handle this sort of thing,” Gabriel replied. “I’ve done my reconnaissance. You know that’s one of the six Rs. Law enforcement is on the way.”

      “They’d never have known to come here if I hadn’t come,” I shot back, turning around and running to one of the crates.

      Sirens sounded in the distance as I swung the doors open.

      Sienna was there, her hands and feet bound and her mouth gagged. There were also two other young women. From the looks of them, they had been there a while.

      I removed the piece of cloth that was tied around Sienna’s mouth.

      “My God, Zoey!” Sienna cried as I evoked my staff again and used the sharp end to sever the ropes that bound her hands and feet. She wrapped her arms around me. “You got my message!”

      “I did!” I exclaimed. “You’re safe now.”

      “I don’t understand. How did you…” Her eyes drifted to my staff. “What is that?”

      I smiled as I released the staff. It dissipated in the air. “Maybe we can keep this ability of mine a secret?”

      Sienna nodded. “Yeah. I mean, of course. Oh, my God, Zoey! I was so scared.”

      “You’re safe now,” I assured her.

      Sienna shuddered. “But those men…”

      “They’re dead. Well, two of them are. The guy who attacked you last night is out cold.”

      “Hands in the air, where I can see them!” a man shouted from the door of the container.

      I stood up and turned around, holding my hands high.

      “She’s the one who saved us!” Sienna shouted.

      The officer still held his gun at me as two others ran to the other two women and freed them.

      “Ma’am, please step outside,” the first officer requested.

      I nodded. “Certainly, Officer.”

      As I stepped out of the crate, I noticed another officer already had Chad in cuffs. Chad sneered at me when I glanced at him.

      “You don’t know what you’ve gotten yourself into, bitch!” Chad screamed.

      I glared at him. “Correction. You don’t understand who you were fucking with when you went after my friend.”

      Chad laughed, even as the officer led him away. “Just wait, Zoey! Yeah, I know your name. You’ll be dead by tomorrow! He won’t show you any mercy! You’re dead, Zoey!”

      I shook my head and glanced at the officer, who lowered his weapon. “What happened here, ma’am?”

      “You can call me Zoey,” I offered.

      “I know your name,” the officer replied. “Your boss sent us the tip.”

      “And you are?” I asked.

      The officer smiled at me. “I’m Detective Schroeder. Kevin Schroeder. I don’t know how you managed this, Miss Grimm.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Honestly, Kevin, it all happened so fast.”

      “But those other two men, they’re dead. Did you do that?”

      “Dead?” I asked, feigning ignorance. “Are you sure?”

      Detective Schroeder nodded. In the distance, I saw Gabriel and Morty disappear into a portal back to the underworld. They had a couple of souls to deliver to the boatman.

      Courtesy of yours truly.
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      The whole freight yard was swarming with police. I assumed they had to secure the area. It was a crime scene. Chad had confirmed, as I already suspected, that there was someone higher up in the chain of command who was ultimately responsible for their trafficking operation. Whoever it was, Chad seemed to think he wouldn’t take kindly to my interference.

      I wasn’t as worried about it as I should have been. Whoever was in charge of this operation wasn’t likely to show up anytime soon. With the cops on his trail, it would be too hot for him to risk exposing himself or any of his operatives for a vendetta. If the mastermind behind the operation had any smarts at all, he’d steer clear of me and anyone else connected to the incident.

      Detective Schroeder led me to his squad car. He was a remarkably handsome man. He was tall, an inch or two over six feet. The bulletproof vest he was wearing gave him the impression of being more muscular than he probably was. Still, he wasn’t one of those out-of-shape, doughnut-eating cops that I usually saw patrolling around the city. He had dark hair and brown eyes.

      The way he looked at me, his eyes wandering below my chin periodically before he caught himself and looking into the distance again, suggested he found me at least as attractive as I did him. He was trying to hide it, of course. But men are notoriously bad at hiding it when they’re checking a woman out. The fact he was trying his best to remain professional was kind of cute.

      “So, what’s the deal? Are you going to arrest me?”

      Kevin chuckled. “No, Miss Grimm. The way I see it, you’re a hero. But I still can’t figure out how you pulled this off. Could you be so kind as to enlighten me?”

      I smirked. “I suppose you want the complete story. Everything that happened the moment I arrived here?”

      Kevin nodded. “Yes, but before that. How did you track them here?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Got lucky, I suppose. I assume you saw the video that Sienna sent me.”

      “I did.”

      “I imagined they were likely going to cross state lines. You know, to slow you down.”

      Kevin laughed. “We operate in a city on state lines. We are accustomed to working that way. Still, these wouldn’t be the first criminals who thought they could escape us by crossing the border.”

      “Like I said, I must’ve gotten lucky. I took off down the highway and saw the van. I followed it here, and that’s when I sent my location to Joe.”

      “And rather than wait for us to arrive, you tried to save your friend yourself?” Kevin asked, raising one eyebrow.

      I nodded. “I know. It wasn’t smart.”

      “It wasn’t.” Kevin laughed. “What gave you the idea that you could face these men yourself?”

      “I had little choice. They saw me. I ran. After that, well, everything was a blur. They shot at me. I ducked behind the crates. The next thing I knew, someone showed up and took two of them out.”

      Kevin narrowed his eyes. “Some hero just showed up out of the blue, dropped three men, and disappeared?”

      “I guess. How am I supposed to know? But the guy you arrested, Chad, was wounded but still breathing. So I kicked him as hard as I could right in the kisser.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “I went in and freed Sienna. Then, you showed up. That’s it. Not much more to tell.”

      Kevin bit his lip. “Well, that Chad fellow certainly seems to think you’re responsible. He directed his anger at you, Miss Grimm.”

      I smiled. “I was the one who called you. I outed them.”

      “But you weren’t the one who killed the other two and took him down?” Kevin asked. “At first, I mean. Before you kicked him.”

      “All I know is that there was someone else here, maybe two others, who ushered the other two into the afterlife.”

      Kevin chuckled. “That’s certainly a colorful way to put it.”

      I grinned. “I’m a colorful person. What can I say?”

      “You realize, Miss Grimm, that we will question the suspect, along with the three victims. If there’s anything else you’d like to tell us, it would be a good idea to come clean now.”

      “Look, Kevin, is anyone going to believe that I could take out three armed men alone and without a weapon?”

      “I believe you had help, Miss Grimm,” Kevin countered. “I’m not so sure that you don’t know who it was. How would anyone other than you just happen to show up at precisely the same time you did if you didn’t contact them?”

      I scratched the back of my head. “You can look through my phone if you want, Kevin.”

      “Detective Schroeder,” Kevin corrected.

      I grinned, then unlocked my phone via facial recognition and handed it to the detective. “Like I said, check out my call history and messages. I texted Joe the location. That’s the only person I contacted.”

      Kevin scrolled through my phone, then handed it back to me. “Well, that checks out. I’m still not sure what to make of this, Miss Grimm.”

      “You and me both.” I nodded. “But if you figure it out who it was, would you be so kind as to let me know? I mean, whoever fought those guys is my hero, too.”

      “I can’t make any promises,” Kevin replied. “Anything we discover will be classified as evidence. But if it all checks out, and there isn’t any reason to keep your hero’s identity under wraps, I’ll let you know who to send the thank you card to.”

      “Aren’t you going to ask for my number?” I asked, winking at Kevin.

      “Excuse me?”

      I smiled. “For a follow-up, Detective Schroeder. I’m a witness, right?”

      Kevin turned his face to the side, trying but failing to hide his red cheeks. “Yes. Obviously. I mean, I’ll need your number, Miss Grimm.”

      “Have a pen?” I asked.

      Kevin nodded and retrieved one from his pocket.

      “Give me your hand,” I ordered.

      “Excuse me?” Kevin asked, raising an eyebrow.

      I smiled. “I have to write it on something.”

      Kevin rolled his eyes. Then he reached into his pocket and retrieved two business cards. “Write your number on the back of one of them. Keep the other. If you remember anything else that might help, call me.”

      I took my pen, jotted my phone number on one of the cards, and handed it to Kevin, then stuck the second card in my bra. “Don’t be a stranger. Call me anytime.”

      Kevin narrowed his eyes. “Likewise. I’ll be in touch, Miss Grimm.”
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      I texted Joe before I mounted my bike to head home. He gave me a pass on coming into work for the day. I was grateful for that. Killing human traffickers can be exhausting, and given all that had happened, my mind wasn’t in the game. Plus, Sienna was in no shape to come into work, and I was afraid that I’d screw something up. Since Joe would be the only one there to look over my shoulder, it wouldn’t do much for my ongoing employment status.

      Thankfully, both Sienna and I had the next day off. I didn’t know if she’d be up for coming in to work in two days. The last two times she’d come to work, she had been attacked. Who could blame her if she needed some time or if she never wanted to come back to work at Cup-O-Joe’s?

      It was a relaxing ride home. My sports bike was built for speed rather than comfort. Still, there was something calming about riding it. Provided, of course, I wasn’t chasing down creepy kidnapper vans. The wind in my face, fluttering through my hair, cleared my mind. There was a sense of freedom that came from riding out in the open, and an undeniable power, represented by the rumble between my thighs.

      No, not that. Stop it. I know what you’re thinking. It wasn’t like that. But riding a motorcycle is different from driving a car. If you’ve ever ridden a bike, you know what I’m saying is true. It feels almost like my bike is an extension of my body. As if the bike’s power was my own.

      That mixture of clarity of mind and empowerment gave me some perspective on all I was facing. I was worried about Sienna, but I also had other issues. I knew Chad was probably full of shit when he said that his boss, whoever he might be, would be coming for me. But somewhere in the recesses of my mind, I was afraid that his threat had legs. Then again, maybe that would be a good thing. Law enforcement has to deal with a lot of red tape when they go after an organization like the group behind the trafficking. If Chad’s boss was dumb enough to come for me, I could sever the head from the beast. It would make the world a better place.

      See, clarity of mind and empowerment—a deadly combination, especially in the hands of a former would-be Reaper.

      There were other issues I wasn’t sure how to navigate. Detective Schroeder was suspicious that I was hiding something. At least he didn’t think I was involved with the traffickers. Still, if they were going to prosecute Chad and go after the organization he worked for, they’d be digging deeper into the events of the day. If they did, would they be able to find out what I’d done? Were there cameras in the freight yard? I hadn’t seen any, but in the twenty-first century, there’s almost always something watching and recording you. What would they think if they saw me summon my staff from the ether and wield it like an Olympic javelin thrower turned ninja assassin?

      Riding my bike gave me the calm and confidence to set aside any worries about whether the traffickers would come after me. It didn’t do much to settle my nerves about what Detective Schroeder might find out.

      Maybe I should just call him Kevin. Look, I resent men who objectify me or other women. But I also know that men are remarkably susceptible to the allure of a woman they find attractive. If it worked to my advantage to encourage the detective to turn a blind eye to my involvement, I could keep up our flirtations.

      Yeah, that was a good excuse to keep flirting with him without feeling guilty about it….

      I sighed as I dismounted my bike. Gabriel and I never said we were exclusive. Not officially. But I’d be kidding myself if I didn’t admit that it wasn’t understood. He expected that I’d be loyal to him. The truth is, I’d been hoping that he’d lose interest, eventually after a few months of separation. In some ways, I was bold, badass, and courageous. With nothing but a staff—albeit an ethereal one—I’d taken down three armed criminals. I was fearsome. Why the hell was I so chickenshit when it came to matters of the heart?

      I wanted to break up with Gabriel, but I didn’t want to break up with Gabriel. I was attracted to other men and wanted the kind of romance my parents had, but so long as I was stringing Gabriel along, that wasn’t a real possibility.

      Then again, after the way Gabriel had lectured me about what I was doing with my life when he and Morty showed up to reap those traffickers, I was annoyed with him. If I was ever going to muster up the courage to break up with him, this was the time to do it. And since I was supposed to meet up with him back in the underworld later that night, the timing was right.

      I still had three or four hours before I was due to leave. Hopefully, I could maintain my resolve in the interim.

      I inserted my key into my apartment door, and dogs started barking.

      I didn’t have a dog.

      And yes, that was the plural…dogs.

      There was only one person in all of Earth and the underworld who had access to my apartment and might come with multiple dogs… Well, one dog, with three heads. If my dad had let Cerberus pee on my new furniture or claw up the leather of my couch, there’d be hell to pay. I might be the only person in history to threaten the Grim Reaper with hell, but I was his daughter. I could get away with it, especially since the threat remained confined to my mind.

      I swung open the door as Cerberus charged at me.

      “Off!” I shouted.

      “Good!” my father exclaimed. “That’s the right command!”

      I stared at my dad blankly. “You can’t be serious. You brought your dog to my apartment?”

      “I didn’t just bring him here to visit, Zoey. Cerberus is staying here. Your brother told me what you were up to earlier today. I can’t stop you from doing what you need to do, but at least I can leave him here to ensure you don’t get in over your head.”

      I cocked my head. “He’s a dog, Dad.”

      My father smiled. “He’s not just a dog, Zoey. He’s a hound of Hell. A guardian of all worlds. He’s quite powerful, and he’ll make sure you stay in line.”

      I snorted. “Excuse me? Stay in line?”

      “Poor choice of words.” Dad smiled. “He’s mostly going along to protect you.”

      I shook my head. “A three-headed dog isn’t going to go over well on Earth.”

      “He only needs one of his heads here,” my father countered.

      “You’re going to perform a double decapitation on your dog, Dad?”

      My father laughed. “No, not at all. The underworld is a nexus between worlds. Cerberus has a head for each domain, one that corresponds to Hades, the second to Olympus, and the third to Earth. Strictly speaking, only his Earth head is necessary here, though he can invoke all three heads at any moment. I suppose you might say he’s a three-dog pack unto himself. The head that corresponds with each realm claims alpha status depending on where he’s at.”

      “So, if you sent your dog to Hades or Olympus, he’d only have use of those respective heads?”

      “That’s not how it works!” Cerberus piped up. “Weren’t you listening at all? Those heads would become alpha. That doesn’t mean my other heads would be useless!”

      “Holy crap! You can talk?”

      “Yep. Yep. Yep!” Cerberus’ center head agreed with me and the other two yipped in concert.

      Cerberus wasn’t a small dog. Average size, I suppose. Probably a good fifty or sixty pounds. His hair was short and black. Each of his heads was identical aside from the color of their eyes. It never occurred to me that they corresponded with the three realms. One had red eyes, likely giving him sight in Hades. One had white eyes with golden flecks, likely corresponding to Olympus. And his middle head had common, brown eyes. That, I guessed, was his Earth head.

      “So, tell me how it works with your three heads?” I asked, holding onto my words as I spoke since, admittedly, it felt a little strange talking to a dog. Not that it would be weird to talk to a dog if it was just a dog, but now that I realized he could communicate back, it felt weird as hell.

      Cerberus stretched. His middle head turned and barked at the other two. The heads on his left and right whimpered and retreated into his body. “I’m the only one of us who can speak on Earth because I’m the head that becomes alpha when on Earth.”

      “His other two heads would become alphas in their respective realms,” my father added.

      “And you couldn’t talk in the underworld because you weren’t in any of the three realms that correspond with your various heads?”

      “B-I-N-G-O!” Cerberus yipped back.

      I cocked my head. “That’s not your name-o.”

      Cerberus just stood there, wagging his tail.

      “As you might have gathered, Cerberus isn’t a common canine,” my father explained.

      I huffed. “Ya think? As if the whole three-headed thing didn’t give that away.”

      My father ignored my snide response. “While he has all the energy of a puppy, in truth, he’s thousands of years old.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Here I thought you just took him in to deal with empty nest syndrome after Morty and I graduated.”

      My father laughed. “Well, that might have been a part of it. Before everything happened, I’d intended him to accompany you as you began your training with me. For extra protection as your reapings got more challenging.”

      I bit my cheek. “If that was the case, why not send him with Morty? He’s your new heir, after all.”

      My father shook his head. “It will be a while before Morty has advanced enough for that. Right now, you’re the one who needs him the most.”

      I sighed. “Well, I wish I knew all his commands.”

      Cerberus laughed. Coming from a dog, it was a bit unsettling. “You can’t command me! I respond to Azrael because I respect him.”

      “And what about me?” I asked.

      “You’ll have to earn my respect,” Cerberus replied.

      I scratched my head. “I seriously have to earn a dog’s respect?”

      “I’m not just a dog!” Cerberus protested. “Haven’t you been listening to your father at all?”

      I smiled. “Obviously not! You talk.”

      My father reached down and scratched Cerberus behind the ears. “Look, Zoey. I’d be foolish to tell you to stop trying to fight injustice.”

      I placed my hands on my hips. “That’s not what I was doing. My friend was in danger. I have skills. I chose to do something about it.”

      My father chuckled. “Zoey, I know you better than that. Now that your friend is safe, do you intend to stop going after the people who kidnapped her?”

      I hate it when he’s right. In truth, I’d spent half my ride home thinking about how I might be able to use Chad’s threat to take down the whole human trafficking organization. At least, the thought had crossed my mind. My father might have been a workaholic, but he loved me, and he probably knew me better than I knew myself.

      I shrugged. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “Cerberus can be a great sidekick if you let him. Like I said, he may look like a dog, but he’s really a demigod.”

      I chuckled. “A dog is a demigod? I mean, if he was a cat, it would fit…”

      “Excuse me?” Cerberus huffed. “Don’t compare me to one of those vile creatures!”

      “Not a fan of cats?” I asked.

      Cerberus narrowed his eyes but didn’t respond. I suppose I didn’t require a genuine answer.

      I chuckled. “Well, ‘god’ is ‘dog’ spelled backwards. Maybe he’s just a dyslexic demi-dog.”

      My father laughed. Cerberus barked. He didn’t find my joke as funny as my father and I did. My dad raised his hand, and Cerberus obediently stopped barking.

      “You realize that I live in an apartment in the city. There aren’t a lot of great places for a dog to go outside to run around.”

      “What kind of dog do you think I am?” Cerberus asked. “I can use a toilet just like you.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “You use the toilet?”

      “I talk,” Cerberus stared at me blankly, “and you find it hard to believe that I could pee in a bowl?”

      I smiled. “All right, fair point.”

      “I should leave you two to it.” My father started to get up. “I have business to attend to. But before I go, have you had a chance to review the letters and journals I gave you?”

      I nodded. “I have. I do have a few questions, if you don’t mind me asking.”

      “I suppose I can take a few minutes to answer them.” My father sat on my couch. Cerberus jumped into his lap.

      I sat down on the opposite end of the couch, tucking one leg under my butt. “What pissed Mom off the most? That you took her babies away, or that you had to reap her mother?”

      My father narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t reap her mother.”

      “Someone did,” I argued. “You wrote about it. You said her time had expired.”

      My father sighed. “There are some pages missing in my journals. I’m sure you noticed.”

      I nodded. “I did.”

      “I knew it would upset Josephine when she learned the truth,” my father explained. “I went to Olympus. I petitioned the gods to extend Rose’s life. I knew it wouldn’t be enough to assuage your mother’s anger when I took you and Morty back with me to the underworld, but it was the least I could do.”

      “And the gods granted the petition?” I asked.

      My father nodded. “With certain conditions. One of them was that I could not visit Josephine’s mother until her time came. Another was that I would have to be the one to reap her.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “You removed those pages to protect her? So I wouldn’t go look for her?”

      My father scratched his chin. “Not exactly. I removed those pages long ago. Before we knew you couldn’t reap. The truth is, what I did hadn’t been done before. Reapers rarely intercede on behalf of human lives. The gods didn’t want my heir to take what I did as precedent. I wrote those pages because I used my journal to process my decisions. When I write things down, it gives me clarity. After I wrote it, I realized the whole thing was a mistake.”

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “Not all the gods agreed to my petition. Zeus denied my petition straight away. But one of his daughters, Athena, came to visit me in the underworld. It’s a long story, but she has long hoped to overthrow her father. Something to do with how Zeus turned her mother into a fly and ate her, then conceived Athena from within his mind. She emerged with a desire to avenge her mother. It’s a strange tale, and I’m not sure how much of it is true. But I knew that Athena had her sights on dethroning Zeus in Olympus.”

      “And for some reason, she saw your petition as an opportunity to advance her agenda?” I asked.

      My father nodded. “I cannot say why, or how she intended to manipulate the situation to her advantage. I suspect one of the reasons she demanded that I never visit Rose again had something to do with it. Be that as it may, if Zeus were ever to learn of what happened, I shudder to think how he might react. I may be powerful, Zoey, but I wouldn’t stand a chance if Zeus left Olympus and came after me. If he unsettled the underworld and souls could no longer be reaped, the balance of life and death for all of humanity would be disrupted.”

      “Zeus has no idea that you and Athena managed to extend Rose’s life?” I asked.

      My father shook his head. “I suspect that whatever Athena had planned, she presumed that he’d never discover the truth since Rose was but a single human life and the Olympians no longer concern themselves much with human affairs.”

      “So, you ripped the pages out of the journal just in case because they were evidence of what you and Athena agreed to?”

      My father nodded. “I never should have written those pages to begin with. Even telling you the truth now is a risk, Zoey. You mustn’t speak of this to anyone.”

      “I’m guessing Athena demanded that you be the one to reap Rose was another way of covering her tracks?”

      “I suspect that’s the case. Be that as it may, Rose’s time draws near. When I believed you were to take my place, I intended her reaping to be my final act as the Grim Reaper before I ascended.”

      “How soon before Rose’s life expires?” I asked.

      My father sighed. “One week from today.”

      I stared at my father blankly. “Your journal said she lived in a house in Grandview. Can you give me her address? I need to speak to her. If anyone knows where my mother is, it’s her.”

      He shook his head. “That may not be the best idea, Zoey.”

      I shrugged. “Why the hell not?”

      “If her long-lost granddaughter arrives just before her time comes, she may resist her reaping,” my father offered.

      “So what? You’re the Grim Reaper, Dad. You can track her down and make sure she doesn’t become a ghost.”

      “That’s the thing,” my father countered. “I’m not sure I can. My abilities have started to wane. The closer I get to ascending, the more difficult it is to reap.”

      “You didn’t have any problem doing it the other day on that plane. You were pretty damn impressive.”

      My father smiled. “The reason I assigned that particular harvest to you and joined you on it was that I knew there was little chance of anyone escaping. It was a plane crash, after all. If Rose tries to escape and she evades me, I might not be able to track her down.”

      “What happens if she becomes a ghost?” I asked.

      My father shrugged. “I don’t know, but it will violate the terms of my agreement with Athena. If that happens, I may lose my chance to ascend.”

      “Then you’d remain a Reaper?” I asked.

      My father shook his head. “I’d remain in the underworld. But my powers would continue to wane.”

      I took a deep breath. “Fine. I guess I’ll have to find another way to track down Mom.”

      My father shook his head. “I did not tell you this to dissuade you, Zoey. I only told you the truth so that you’d know what was at stake and act with prudence. It’s your choice. If you want to seek out Rose, I won’t stop you.”

      “Dad, I couldn’t live with myself if I somehow screwed up your chance to ascend!”

      “And I couldn’t ascend in good conscience if I stopped you from finding your mother, Zoey. You already have the address.”

      “I do?” I asked.

      My father smiled. “One of the letters I attempted to send to your mother was addressed to her mother’s house. All the rest were sent to the apartment where Josephine used to live. I didn’t expect that the letter I sent to her mother’s home would also be rejected.”

      I snorted. “The ones returned to sender went to a post office box. I saw that on the letters.”

      My father nodded. “It was what she used back then to reach me.”

      “It wasn’t that long ago. They had e-mail twenty years ago, Dad.”

      My father laughed. “I’m an old Reaper, Zoey. Managing the algorithms on my computer is a more recent development. Back then, I knew nothing about how such technologies worked.”

      I nodded. “Thanks, Dad. I’ll be careful, I promise. I don’t even need to tell Rose who I am. I might be able to learn Mom’s location without telling her the truth.”

      “Possibly,” my father agreed. “Now, dear, I really must be going.”

      I sighed. “I might as well go with you. I’m supposed to meet up with Gabriel tonight.”

      My father cocked his head. “You won’t find him in the underworld, Zoey. Not tonight.”

      I furrowed my brow. “What are you talking about?”

      “There was another soul today that required reaping. He was originally designated for another Reaper, but given the sensitivity of the situation, I reassigned the harvest to Gabriel and Morty.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Are you talking about Chad? The other kidnapper I fought today?”

      My father nodded. “That is correct.”

      I huffed. “They said it wasn’t his time!”

      “It wasn’t,” my father agreed. “But it is now.”

      I shook my head. “But we need him alive. He has a boss, someone higher up, that he said would be coming after me. I need to question him before he dies. I need to find out who it is. It’s the only way I can stop the traffickers.”

      “His wound was infected, Zoey. Your staff might appear a common weapon, and perhaps it cannot reap souls, but a wound from it will kill. The magic within it is not compatible with the human body. The doctors will call it sepsis.”

      “How much time do I have?” I asked. “I need to get to him before it’s too late.”

      “I’m sorry, Zoey. I sent Gabriel and Morty just before I left to meet you here. The soul will be harvested within the hour.”

      I grunted. “I have to go. I’ll probably be too late. But I have to try.”

      My father nodded. “I understand.”

      I leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. He kissed me back, then formed a portal to the underworld and left.

      Cerberus jumped up on my thighs. After everything my dad had told me, I’d almost forgotten that I was going to have to figure out how to deal with a dog now.

      “Down, boy,” I snapped.

      “I need food! Bring me back some food!”

      I sighed. “I will. What’s your preference? Purina? Science Diet?”

      “Are you kidding?” Cerberus asked. “We’re in Kansas City. Get me some barbecue.”
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      There were two ways I figured I could track down Chad. The first involved calling Detective Schroeder. I doubted he’d give me any information. Why would he? That was a long shot. But a bit of Chad’s blood had struck my boot. I summoned my staff and scraped at the stain. My best bet was to use his DNA to track him down.

      I assumed he’d be at a hospital somewhere. Since he was under arrest, he’d probably be guarded. Getting to him would not be easy. I had less than an hour. Just to find him, even with my staff and the speed of my motorcycle, would take the bulk of the time. Then, getting into whatever room he was in would be the second challenge.

      Gabriel and Morty would be there, too. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to that encounter. I could only hope that I could convince them to delay their reaping until I got the information that I needed out of Chad.

      That was going to be a third difficulty to overcome. The guy was dying. If he realized it, I wouldn’t have a lot of leverage to force him to talk.

      What the hell was I doing?

      If I forced my way past the officers probably guarding Chad, that might get me into some trouble. Kevin was already more than a little curious about my involvement in this. Confronting Chad would only confirm his suspicion that I had more to do with it than I’d admitted.

      The only thing that emboldened me and allowed me to set my qualms aside was my father’s blessing. Sure, he’d pressed me to excel more than a parent probably should. He had his reasons, and I couldn’t blame him for that. But he also believed in me. He hadn’t questioned my intentions when I told him I needed to get to Chad.

      Somewhat to my chagrin, he’d left Cerberus with me. He could have told me to back off, to be more careful, to live a normal, peaceful life. Instead, he’d tasked Cerberus to protect me. To help me encounter whatever forces of nasty I would end up confronting on Earth.

      I rode fast, using my staff as a homing beacon. It led me to the doors of St. Luke’s Hospital, near the Plaza.

      I dispelled my staff. Walking into a hospital with a weapon probably wasn’t wise. I’d have to resort to more conventional methods of investigation to locate Chad. Could I ask the front desk? Well, I wasn’t his family, and I didn’t know Chad’s last name. Since he was also in police custody, there wasn’t much of a chance they’d give me his room number.

      From the perspective of the detectives, Chad wasn’t just a criminal. He was also a witness. A connection they could leverage, probably by offering a more lenient sentence in exchange for giving up his superiors.

      I saw a police officer strolling through the hospital foyer and approaching an elevator. I stood back and watched as he entered. Then, I watched the numbered lights above the elevator as it ascended, then stopped. The third floor.

      Unless the police had any other subjects in custody, chances were better than not that Chad was on the third floor.

      I pressed the elevator button and waited. I watched the three elevator doors in anticipation of whichever one might open first. The middle one dinged, and the doors parted.

      I was about to step inside when I saw Detective Schroeder waiting inside.

      His eyes met mine as he cocked his head. “Miss Grimm? What are you doing here?”

      I grunted. “I’ve come to visit someone.”

      Kevin chuckled and placed his hand on the elevator door to hold it in place. “You can’t visit the suspect, Miss Grimm. Why would you want to?”

      I grunted. “He threatened me. I don’t know. I was just anxious. I wanted to try to get him to talk. If I knew who might be coming after me, I might feel better.”

      Kevin sighed. “First, Miss Grimm, you should leave that to us. If you think you’re in danger, we can offer you some protection. But second, it won’t do you much good.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “The suspect died moments ago.” Kevin shook his head.

      I clenched my fist. I wanted to punch something. I was too late. “Did he tell you anything that would help? With the investigation, I mean.”

      Kevin shook his head. “He didn’t, Miss Grimm. But I should say, I’m not as surprised to see you here as you might think.”

      I cocked my head. “Why is that?”

      “You don’t know?” Kevin asked, raising one eyebrow. “Surely you knew that your accomplices were here ahead of you?”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      Kevin laughed. “You could have told me the truth before, Miss Grimm. Though, I suspect you had your reasons to want to protect your boyfriend and brother.”

      I sighed. Gabriel and Morty were there to reap Chad. Of course they were. But how the hell had they appeared to Detective Schroeder? There was only one way that might have been possible. They must’ve taken the portal in my father’s office. They weren’t here on a reaping. Then, they must’ve removed their cloaks. They’d intended to be seen. “What did they tell you?”

      “Only that they were there with you in the freight yard. They were the ones who handled the kidnappers.”

      I rolled my eyes. They were trying to cover for me. Trying to protect me. I wasn’t sure if I was grateful for that or pissed that they came, like a pair of white knights, to protect the poor earthbound damsel in distress. “Where are they now?”

      “I questioned them. They were quite cooperative, which, I should say, was nice for a change.”

      I rolled my eyes, annoyed by the tone of Kevin’s voice. “You realize why I couldn’t tell you about them, right?”

      “Of course,” Kevin replied. “You were trying to protect them. But rest assured, I have no intention of prosecuting them for killing those men. Technically, I could. Vigilantism isn’t legal. But in this case, there are bigger fish to fry. I’m willing to overlook their involvement and yours and dismiss it as a matter of self-defense. Provided, of course, you back off and let me do my job.”

      I cocked my head. Now that Kevin knew I had a boyfriend, I suppose flirting with him wasn’t going to get me anywhere. “Was that a threat, detective?”

      Kevin shook his head. “More like a warning, Miss Grimm. Don’t force my hand. I’d much rather we maintain a cooperative relationship. We may need your testimony and theirs when we figure out who these men were working for.”

      Kevin stepped out of the elevator and let it close as we both walked back through the foyer and out of the front doors of the hospital. “I’ll tell you what, Kevin.”

      “Detective Schroeder,” Kevin interrupted.

      “Detective Schroeder,” I continued, “I won’t get in your way. But Chad threatened me. I need to see this through. I need to find out who might be coming after me.”

      Kevin shook his head. “I doubt you have much to worry about, Miss Grimm. His threat was made in a moment of desperation. I can assure you he hasn’t had contact with anyone since his arrest. Consider it a blessing in disguise that he’s deceased. He won’t be able to give your name to anyone else who would do you harm.”

      “I’m not sure I can trust that. This wasn’t my first encounter with Chad.”

      Kevin nodded. “I spoke to Sienna. She told me what happened the night before.”

      “Then you know he might have already given my name to someone in his organization. I can’t trust that I’m safe just because he’s dead.”

      Kevin smiled. “We’ll keep a watch on your apartment for the next few days if that makes you feel any better.”

      I grunted. “I’m not sure it does. You can’t watch me forever. Even though I’m sure you’d like to.”

      Kevin smirked. “Can we please try to keep this professional, Miss Grimm?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, sure. Whatever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Since I was near the Plaza anyway, I picked up a slab of ribs from Fiorella’s Jack Stack Barbecue. I wasn’t a huge barbecue fan myself, which would make me a pariah in Kansas City if anyone knew. From what I’d been able to tell, there were two things that Kansas Citians were proud of—their sports teams and their barbecue. I wasn’t a huge sports fan, either.

      Of course, the ribs weren’t for me. They were for Cerberus.

      I grabbed a bottle of spicy barbecue sauce to go with it. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision. While I was waiting for the ribs, I’d googled “how to dissuade your dog from eating human food.”

      One result that came up was an article on how to train your dog to stop eating its poop. Good Lord! I didn’t realize how common a problem it was. Man’s best friend is a poop eater? Seriously? You’d think that was something you kept under wraps. You know, like if your best friend was the kid in school who picked his nose. You might still be friends in private. There’s no shame in that. I mean, pretty much everyone goes mining for the green gold when no one else is around, anyway. What does it matter? But when you’re around the cool kids in school or even any other civilized human beings, you might be tempted to under-emphasize the “best” part of being “best friends” with the kid who frequents the all-you-can-eat booger buffet. All right, I thought my metaphor was good at first, but now I realize it’s snot.

      Most people pick their noses when no one is looking. I don’t think too many people privately sample their poo. But the point is that when someone or something has a disgusting habit, having an intimate association with the said social misfit is a bit of an embarrassment. If dogs so frequently eat their shit, why are humans so inclined to choose them as their preferred species for companionship? Monkeys and apes are much closer to humans, evolutionarily speaking, but there’s one major reason people don’t befriend them on the regular. They play with poop! I’ve been to the zoo. I’ve seen the vile things they do.

      Then again, maybe that’s why humans like dogs so much. It reminds them of what they used to be back in the day. They embrace their poop-eating pooches for nostalgia’s sake.

      I digress. The article said that one way to break your dog from its poop-eating habit was to season it with hot sauce. Dogs don’t like spicy things. They’ll associate their poop with it and stop the habit. My hope was a little spicy barbecue sauce might dissuade Cerberus from his inconvenient and expensive food choices.

      I doused the slab sufficiently with the sauce before I opened the box and placed a few ribs on a plate for Cerberus.

      He sniffed at it. Then he swapped heads. The one with red eyes, the Hades head, emerged and devoured the whole plate. Bones and all.

      Cerberus belched, and a blast of flames emerged from his hellish jaws. Then he switched back to his Earth head.

      He wagged his tail. “Delicious! Thanks, Zoey!”

      “I’m not sure what’s stranger, that you just showed me you can breathe fire like a dragon or that you ate the bones.”

      Cerberus snorted. “You’re not supposed to eat bones?”

      “Dogs chew on bones. They don’t eat them.”

      Cerberus licked his chops. “Well, if you haven’t noticed, I’m not like other dogs.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, the three heads thing sort of gave that away.”

      “I won’t hump your leg either,” he assured me.

      I smirked. “Well, that’s good to know.”

      “My anatomical interests are north of the legs.”

      “Cerberus!”

      The hellhound laughed. “Relax, honey. I’m just messing with you. You aren’t my type.”

      I cocked my head. “Not furry enough for you?”

      Cerberus snorted. “Not exactly what I meant.”

      I scratched my cheek. “Well, I’m mostly human, so that makes sense.”

      “I’m not talking about your species, Zoey. I only hump dudes.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Wait, you’re gay?”

      “Ding! Ding! Ding! We have a winner! But if you had a wiener, I’d be even happier!”

      I laughed. “You could have just said something. It’s not a big deal. To each one’s own.”

      Cerberus nodded. “Good. Because I get a lot of head.”

      “Too much information!” I protested.

      He popped out his other two heads. “Hellhound joke. Get it?”

      I laughed. “Hilarious. Want more of the ribs? I’m not a fan. They’ll go to waste if you don’t eat them.”

      “There’s more?” Cerberus asked. “Why are you holding out on me?”

      “Because I can’t afford to buy you barbecue for every meal,” I explained. “I was hoping to stretch this slab out for a couple of days.”

      Cerberus snorted. “Bitch, please. You’ve got Daddy’s money.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’m trying not to use his money.”

      Cerberus stared at me blankly. “Why the hell not? Have you seen the boatman?”

      “Of course.”

      “He looks like death warmed over! What do you think he needs so much money for, anyway?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Mani-pedis?”

      “Honey, Charon doesn’t put on a pleasure cruise,” Cerberus replied. “He’s ferried souls across the River Styx in that rickety old gondola for centuries, and I’ve never seen him wear anything more than rags. You’d think with all the money he’s collected through the years, he could at least get a nice pair of pants, but no. He does nothing with that money.”

      “He must have a use for it,” I pressed. “If we don’t pay him, souls don’t move on.”

      “It’s a power play if you ask me. He knows nothing else than that dumb boat and the river. He’d do it for free, probably, if push came to shove because he has no other purpose. But if he did it for free, well, then he’d be a slave. And Charon ain’t gonna be no one’s bitch. He makes you pay so you realize he’s in control.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t care what his motives are. The fact is we have to make sure there’s plenty of money to ensure all the souls on Earth can cross over. And with the pace of population growth and the interest rate on my father’s current investments, I have to be careful about how much of his money I take.”

      Cerberus narrowed his eyes. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Excuse me?”

      “Tell me, Zoey. How many people die every day all around the world?”

      I knew the answer to that. I’d learned it in the academy. “On average, approximately one hundred fifty thousand.”

      “The boatman collects a hundred bucks for each one. I don’t have to do the math for you, Zoey, but that’s a lot of money.”

      “Exactly! Which is why I have to be careful about how much I’m spending!”

      Cerberus growled. “I’m talking about fifty or sixty bucks a day for barbecue. It’s a drop in the bucket.”

      “It all adds up!” I protested.

      “Oh, stop it. What’s the real reason you won’t use his money?”

      I took a deep breath. “I’m here on my own. I want to make it on my own. To stand on my own two feet.”

      “If you want to live poor on principle, that’s up to you. But your daddy made me come here. I don’t share your principles. I demand luxury!”

      I rolled my eyes. “What do you think you are? A cat or something?”

      Cerberus narrowed his eyes. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that. I’m no pussy.”

      “Well, just so you know, I didn’t ask my dad to send you here, either. We have that much in common. Neither of us is thrilled that you’re here. Since my dad is the one behind all this, I suppose it’s just desserts that he be the one to pay for your lifestyle.”

      “Desserts?” Cerberus asked.

      “Sweet justice,” I returned.

      The hellhound cocked his head. “And you were saying you have dessert?”

      I sighed. “Not what I was saying. Whatever. We can stop for something later. I have an errand to run.”

      Cerberus nodded. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      “Right behind me? I’m not sure you could hold on behind me on my bike.”

      Cerberus grinned, flashing his canines. “I told you before; I’m not a normal dog. I can run fast. Besides, I’m not supposed to leave your side.”

      I scratched my head. “You didn’t go with me to the hospital earlier.”

      “I didn’t?” Cerberus titled his head to the right.

      I frowned. “You followed me?”

      “Of course!”

      “What would people think if they saw a dog running at eighty miles an hour down the highway?”

      “They won’t see me. No one sees me unless I want them to. My Earth head might be alpha here, but it’s not like I can’t use the other two. The domains of heaven and hell are invisible, but they are all around us all the time. It’s not like you go down to Hades or up to Olympus, Zoey. They are different planes of reality, all overlapping one another. All I have to do is use my other heads, run alongside you through Hades or Olympus depending on my mood at the time, and reemerge with my Earth head when I want to show back up here.”

      I furrowed my brow. “You’re saying you can run between the realms?”

      Cerberus huffed. “Yes, and now I can’t go to the underworld, the in-between. I need your father’s help, or maybe your crystal portal, to do that. But I can run through Olympus and Hades as easily as I can on Earth.”

      “But you can see me on Earth when you’re doing that?” I asked.

      Cerberus nodded. “Of course. I can see all three realms at any given moment. You know, on account of my heads.”

      As Cerberus said it, his Hades and Olympian heads belched. Again, his Hades head expelled flames. His other head burped out a cloud of something that resembled glitter.

      “You going to clean that stuff up?” I wondered.

      Cerberus laughed. “Honey, there’s no cleaning up glitter. It’s the herpes of craft supplies. There’s no getting rid of it.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Then at least try not to burp it all over my apartment.”
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      It was only one week before my grandmother (it felt weird to say that since I’d never met the woman) was due to expire. My father was slated to do the job. If he didn’t, or if he somehow violated his bargain with Athena, he could lose his chance to ascend. I knew little about what a Reaper’s ascent was like. I suppose it’s as mysterious to us—well, to Reaper-kind—as it is for humans who are preparing to move on to heaven.

      It’s supposed to be better, a new existence. Something closer to the gods. Perhaps my father would become an angel. Might he end up an Olympian himself? I doubted that. Those gods weren’t likely to welcome one of our ilk to their pretentious country club in the celestial mountains. At least that’s how I imagined it. Zeus, Aphrodite, Dionysus, and the rest, sipping on tea and munching on crumpets (what the hell are crumpets, anyway?) talking about how much better they are than mere mortals or semi-divines like us.

      “Aren’t we wonderful!” I can imagine Zeus exclaiming, sitting out on the greens of Olympus beneath an umbrella as a servant whose name he never bothered to learn poured him a fifty-thousand-year aged glass of pinot noir.

      “Yes, darling,” Hera would respond, probably sipping on a daiquiri. “We are quite splendid! Breathtakingly fabulous!”

      Meanwhile, Dionysus, who is the god of winemaking (what a thing to be the god of!), would go streaking across the greens while Zeus playfully shot lightning bolts at his bouncing bare butt.

      Now, I know Olympus is probably nothing like that. It’s probably far more snooty and highfalutin’ than I could ever imagine. You know what they say about the gods, right? Their beauty, their glory, their majesty is so far beyond that of lesser, limited beings that to even behold it would overcome a mere mortal to the point of death. Pssshh. You know who that idea came from, right? The gods themselves, that’s who.

      No one knew what it was like on Olympus, nor what it was like for a Reaper after ascending. It was supposed to be better, in some way. No one ascends into shit. They wouldn’t call it “ascending” if that was the case. It had to be desirable on some level, but how could we know if it was? Maybe “ascending” was just a euphemism for “Welcome to Olympus. No, you’re not a god. Ha! Did you think? You’re here to be Zeus’ everlasting bitch.”

      Yeah, that’s a lot to pack into a single euphemism. But you get my point. No one knew what was next. Humans didn’t. Even those who supposedly had faith couldn’t tell you more than their platitudes and speculation about what they thought heaven was like. It was no different for Reapers contemplating their ascension. Still, it was what my dad wanted. He was ready, or at least close to it. Once he had Morty ready, which knowing my brother would take a lot longer than my dad would like.

      Is it possible to be grateful and also resentful at the same time? Certainly, gratitude can defang the bite of resentment. That doesn’t mean it goes away.

      That’s how I was feeling about Gabriel at the moment. I felt the same way about Morty, truth be told, albeit for totally different reasons.

      Regarding Gabriel, taking credit for downing the bad guys at the freight yard had helped keep the police off my back. But I hated that he had treated me like his damsel in distress. He didn’t take down those traffickers. I did that. With two badass javelin-like throws of my staff.

      It wasn't that I wanted credit. If anything, it was better if Kevin—sorry, Detective Schroeder—didn’t know what I could do. Practically speaking, Gabriel and Morty solved a big problem for me. But they didn’t talk to me about it before they acted. They hadn’t asked me if I wanted or needed their help. They’d just showed up and Gabriel had taken it upon himself to play the role of my knight in shining armor.

      I imagined Morty just went along with it. After all, Gabriel outranked Morty for now. Eventually, once Morty took over for my dad, the roles would be reversed. That brings me to how I felt about my brother. I was happy that he was growing up and growing into his given role. I still wasn’t over the fact that it was supposed to be me who assumed that place. I didn’t blame Morty for it. It wasn’t his fault. I could let Morty slide because he wasn’t the center of my resentment. With Gabriel, well, it was different. It was more personal.

      Thankfully, I’d missed my monthly date with him. Maybe after a month to cool off, to see how the situation with the police and the traffickers developed, I’d see it differently. After a month, what was now a giant wall between us might become something like a chain-link fence. Still a barrier, but not too hard to overcome. So much for resolve.

      I needed to find my grandmother, Josephine’s mother. It felt weird thinking of a woman I’d never met as “Grandma.” I had the address. All I had to do was program it into my maps app and drive there. But that was a path that would forever tie me to this world. Connecting my mother’s side of the family and, eventually my mother, meant I was selling out for Earth. I had to cut the rope that tied me to the underworld.

      It was time to break up with Gabriel.
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      I set up the crystal that formed the portal to take me back to the underworld. Cerberus, full of barbecue, was curled up on my couch. He didn’t need to come with me. Not this time. He was supposed to be my guard dog on Earth, after all. I didn’t need his…companionship in the underworld.

      It was a simple process. For the crystal to work, I had to set it atop a small pedestal and shine a little light into it. Before, during the day, I’d just set it up in front of my window. The sunlight passed through the crystal and the portal formed in a small, golden circle on the opposite side.

      It was too late for that. The sun had already set. So, instead, I set up my phone on my kitchen table. I wedged it between two glasses full of water. They were short glasses, the weight held my phone in place, and the phone light shone over the glasses into the crystal which I had sitting on its pedestal just in front of it.

      Thankfully, the crystal didn’t discriminate between light sources. The way it refracted light, conditioned by the molecular structure of the unique crystal itself, was the same. The portal formed, and I jumped through it.

      I landed in my father’s office.

      I was grateful that he wasn’t there. Not that I didn’t want to see my dad, but I’d have to at least engage him in a brief conversation if he was there. I wanted to get this over with.

      I grabbed one of my dad’s Reaper cloaks from his closet. He had about twenty of them in there, all of them identical. Would he miss one? It wouldn’t make me invisible in the underworld. Wearing it, though, I’d look like any other Reaper fresh off a reaping. With my hood up, no one would recognize me.

      If I could get away with it, I’d take it back with me. My dad probably wouldn’t mind. It would give me invisibility if I used it, and that could come in handy, especially if I had any more encounters with the traffickers.

      I made my way down the stairs from my dad’s office, out of the castle, and through the streets that led to Gabriel’s apartment. I knocked three times. I don’t know why three knocks. Two seemed too few. Four felt excessive.

      Gabriel answered the door. I didn’t need to drop my hood for him to recognize me. I just had to look up. He smiled as his eyes met mine. Damn. The way he looked at me. This was going to be hard.

      “Zoey!” Gabriel sounded exuberant. “I wasn’t sure you’d be coming after everything that went on today.”

      I nodded. “We need to talk, Gabriel.”

      Gabriel sighed. “You’re right, Zoey. We do.”

      He stepped aside, and I walked into his apartment. I pushed back the hood from my borrowed cloak and sat on his couch. Gabriel came over and sat beside me.

      “This isn’t working, is it?” Gabriel asked.

      I cocked my head. “It isn’t. I didn’t expect you’d feel that way, too.”

      “It’s obvious, Zoey,” Gabriel replied. “The last couple of times you visited, it was like you weren’t really here. Your mind was somewhere else, back on Earth. And now, after all that happened…”

      I bit my lip. “Are you breaking up with me?”

      Gabriel nodded.

      I laughed.

      “That’s not how I expected you to react.” Gabriel shot me a disbelieving look.

      “I came back to break up with you.” I put my hand on his.

      Gabriel pulled his hand away and wiped a tear from his cheek. “Well, I’m glad I said it first. That way, you’re the one who is getting dumped, not me.”

      I laughed. “If that makes it easier.”

      Gabriel shook his head. “It’s not easy, Zoey. I’m in love with you, but it’s pretty clear to me you don’t feel the same way. It would be selfish of me to ask you to stay with me even though your heart isn’t in it. It wouldn’t be fair to me, either.”

      “You’re right,” I agreed. “You deserve to have someone who loves you the way you do them.”

      “And you deserve to love someone the way I still feel about you, Zoey.”

      I smiled. “I thought this was going to be a lot harder. I was prepared for you to beg me to stay with you again, to try to make this work.”

      Gabriel took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Zoey. I knew you didn’t feel the same way when you left. It shouldn’t have taken me so long to accept that, to understand that if I loved you, I had no choice but to let you go.”

      I shook my head. “You know, this would be so much easier if you weren’t such a good guy. Like if you were an asshole, and I had a good reason not to love you.”

      “The heart wants what the heart wants, Zoey. It doesn’t always make sense. If it did, well, I wouldn’t still love you when I know you don’t feel the same way, when you’re trying to forge a new life for yourself and I’m holding you back.”

      “You didn’t need to cover for me with the detective,” I told him.

      Gabriel nodded. “I know. It wasn’t my place. I couldn’t help myself. Every instinct I have was telling me I needed to protect you.”

      “I don’t need your protection, Gabriel.”

      Gabriel laughed. “You’ve never needed my protection or anyone else’s. You’re a force of nature, Zoey. Honestly, I don’t think there is anything you couldn’t do well if you set your mind to it.”

      I chuckled. “You should see me try to make a latte.”

      Gabriel smiled. “Still struggling with your job?”

      I nodded. “But maybe you just told me why that’s the case. I haven’t set my mind to it. If I had, well, I’d make flashcards. I’d put in the work to be successful.”

      “You should find something you’re passionate about, Zoey,” Gabriel urged. “Living in the human world, there are endless possibilities. You could be almost anything you want.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t be a Reaper.”

      “But you still have your skills,” Gabriel replied. “Your training. Maybe you could become a cop.”

      I laughed. “I’m not sure I’m cut out for that, either. There’s too much red tape. Too many rules to follow. I’d have to do it their way.”

      “No magical javelins to take down the baddies?” Gabriel asked, raising one eyebrow.

      I smiled. “You saw that?”

      Gabriel nodded. “Morty and I watched you take those men down. I think it might have been even more impressive than your examination at the coliseum.”

      I laughed. “You know, I realize I shouldn’t feel this way, but it felt good to down those bad guys.”

      Gabriel nodded. “The world is a better place with you in it, Zoey.”

      I blushed as tears welled up in my eyes. “Thank you for saying that, Gabriel.”

      Gabriel leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Take care, Zoey. I’ll miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you, too.” I meant it. “Take care of Morty, will you?”

      Gabriel laughed. “Honestly, he’s doing better than I expected. Did you know he’s already Level Two?”

      I shook my head. “I had no idea.”

      “Almost Level Three. He’ll be going solo soon if your dad allows it. Morty’s under a lot of pressure, but he’s risen to the occasion.”

      I sighed. “He’s not in my shadow anymore. I imagine that’s good for him.”

      Gabriel nodded. “I know this isn’t the life you wanted, Zoey. But it might just work out for the better in the end.”

      I sighed. “I have a long way to go before I’m ready to accept that. But I appreciate you saying it.”

      Gabriel walked me back to the door, kissed me on the cheek again, and I left.

      I didn’t linger. I had things to do back home. Back home? I realized, for the first time, I’d referred to Earth as “home.” It was true, though. Now that Gabriel and I weren’t together, I was free. I could call the Earth my home. There was nothing left for me in the underworld. My dad was still there. So was my brother. I might come back to visit them from time to time. But when I did, it wouldn’t be going “back home.” I was still trying to find myself. I didn’t know what my role was going to be on Earth.

      But I knew I’d find my place in the world. Somehow, someway, I’d discover my path, I’d forge my destiny, and scythe or not, I’d find a way to be happy.
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      Cerberus jumped on my thighs the moment I appeared back in my apartment, almost knocking me right back into the portal.

      “Down, boy!”

      I kneed the dog lightly. No, not hard. Just enough to communicate to him the fact that jumping up on me was unacceptable behavior.

      Cerberus took two steps back, turned toward the door, and started barking.

      “What is it, Cerberus?”

      “Someone knocked,” Cerberus told me between barks. “Just before you came back.”

      I cocked my head. I didn’t get many visitors. Sienna was the closest thing I had to a friend, and she didn’t know where my apartment was. I sighed. There was only one person who had my address.

      Detective Kevin Schroeder.

      I reached down and scratched Cerberus behind the ears. “I think I know who it was. The detective said he’d send someone to check on me. I’ll see if I can catch up with him.”

      Cerberus nodded, huffed, and disappeared. He was going to follow me. I removed my dad’s Reaper cloak and tossed it over the couch. There might be times when I needed it, but so long as I was wearing it, the officer assigned to my “protection detail” wouldn’t be able to see me.

      No one was in the hallway near my apartment door. I figured the cop might still be nearby. I ran down the stairs as fast as I could without falling and stepped outside.

      Sure enough, a police car was parked outside. It didn’t have all the markings of a squad car. The antennas and unusual license plates gave it away.

      I stepped up to the door and knocked on the window.

      The officer inside lowered the window. I knelt to look inside.

      “Kevin? I thought you’d send a lackey to look after me.”

      Kevin laughed. “I’d tell you again to call me Detective Schroeder, but I’m beginning to think it’s a lost cause.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not much for formalities.”

      Kevin snorted. “Yeah, I’ve gotten that impression. Want to get in so we can chat a moment?”

      I grinned. “Is that appropriate, Detective Schroeder? Inviting a woman to get in your car? What will people think?”

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. “Now you decide to use my official title, Zoey?”

      I smiled, picking up on the fact that he didn’t call me Miss Grimm for once. “Just keeping you on your toes, Kevin. Just when you think you’ve figured me out.”

      Kevin chuckled. “Just get in the car.”

      I stepped around the car, flashing Kevin a wink as I slid my fingers across his hood and opened his passenger-side door.

      Kevin reached over and grabbed a file folder that was sitting on the passenger seat and tossed it onto his dashboard. I got in and closed the door.

      “I went up to your apartment,” Kevin began. “Your dog wasn’t too happy to hear you had a visitor.”

      I smiled. “Yeah, he’s an excellent guard dog. When you’re single and live alone in the city, you can’t be too careful.”

      “I thought you had a boyfriend?” Kevin asked.

      “I did. We just broke up.”

      Kevin raised his eyebrows. “Oh, really?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, he didn’t like how this dude in a uniform kept following me around.”

      Kevin rolled his eyes. “I’m sure that’s not the reason.”

      I smirked. “Sorry I didn’t answer. I was taking a dump.”

      Kevin laughed. “You know, you throw me for a loop sometimes, Zoey. One moment, I could swear you’re flirting with me. The next, you’re telling me about your bowel movements.”

      I cocked my head. “You thought I was flirting with you? Don’t flatter yourself, Detective!”

      “Right…” Kevin shifted in his chair, realizing that he was opening up a can of worms he shouldn’t. After all, I was a witness in his case. If he got too close to me, it might compromise his objectivity.

      I laughed, noticing Kevin’s nervousness. “I’m just giving you a hard time, Kevin. Don’t worry about it. If you think I’m flirting with you, well, you are a detective. I’m sure you can figure it out.”

      Kevin nodded. “I’m here to make sure you’re safe.”

      “I’m fine,” I assured him. “But you could have sent anyone. A low-ranking officer could do the job. You’re a big shot detective, aren’t you? Shouldn’t you be researching the case? Sifting through evidence? Tracking down the bad guys?”

      Kevin glanced at me briefly, then looked back straight through his windshield. “On such short notice, I figured I’d handle your protective detail for tonight. I can’t promise I’ll be the one here tomorrow. Besides, I have all my files here in the car. It was either sit in an empty office and try to make sense of everything or come here and kill two birds with one stone.”

      “I’m not a birdie and killing me wouldn’t do much for your career.”

      Kevin smirked. “Yeah, sorry. Bad metaphor. But you know what I meant. I figured I could get as much done here as I would back at the office.”

      “Have you found anything yet?” I asked.

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss the case with you, Zoey.”

      I looked at Kevin and cocked my head. “Seriously? You can tell me!”

      Kevin chuckled. “Given your track record of trying to go after the bad guys yourself, even if I knew something and I could tell you about it, I wouldn’t.”

      “So, you’re here just to watch my apartment?” I asked.

      Kevin shook his head. “I wondered if you could give me your schedule. It will help with our detail. We’ll make random patrols past the coffee shop where you work when you’re on shift.”

      “And you’ll stalk my apartment randomly, too?”

      Kevin cocked his head. “This is protection detail, not stalking, Zoey.”

      “Uh-huh.” I glanced at the files on Kevin’s back seat. “Which is why you’re poring over your files while you sit here.”

      “I assumed you weren’t home. I was waiting to see if you showed up so I could make sure you were safe.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “One of two things is true. You either wanted to come just so you could see me, or you have reason to believe I’m in real danger. You have evidence that suggests Chad’s threat wasn’t as hollow as it seems. Either way, I’m fine with it. But if you had reason to believe that someone was coming after me, you’d say something to me about it. You’d give me more direction as to the things I should or shouldn’t be doing, or at least you’d tell me what I should be looking for.”

      Kevin pressed his lips together and nodded. He said nothing in response.

      “Based on your silence, I’m guessing you don’t have any evidence about the threat yet. That means you just wanted to come to see me.”

      “Think what you want, Zoey,” Kevin replied. “I take my job seriously. Just because we don’t have any evidence that you’re in any danger, that doesn’t mean you aren’t in danger. All it means is that I haven’t found the evidence yet. Until I’m convinced that you aren’t in danger, the best course of action is to proceed as if Chad’s threats were credible.”

      As Kevin was talking, three men walked past us on the sidewalk. One of them moved toward the door that led up to my apartment. The other two men said something, and the third guy scurried back over to his group. If they were a part of the trafficking organization, and they had come for me, I guessed that they’d seen Kevin’s car and decided to move on. Kevin picked up on it too.

      “Stay here,” Kevin told me. “It’s probably nothing, but I’m going to check on it.”

      I nodded as Kevin stepped out of the car and locked the doors.

      I watched for a moment as Kevin walked toward the three men. They turned around and acknowledged him. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I glanced at the file sitting on the dashboard in front of me. I quickly grabbed it and flipped through the pages. There was a lot there about the supposed trafficking organization that the police suspected might be involved. I couldn’t steal the files. Kevin would realize they were missing.

      I retrieved my phone from my pocket and quickly took shots of each of the pages. I could review them later. If there was any evidence that could help track down the traffickers, well, I’d have it.

      Yes, I was flirting with Kevin. I was attracted to the man. He was sexy, especially in his tight navy-blue pants. I wasn’t seriously interested in the detective. He was right. It was a conflict of interest. Besides, Gabriel and I had just broken up. I didn’t want a relationship with anyone. Certainly not with a cop. Still, if flirting with him presented me with opportunities to get information like this, it was more than worth it.

      I tossed the file back onto Kevin’s dashboard just in time. Kevin dismissed the three men and returned to the car.

      “Everything check out?” I asked.

      Kevin shrugged. “I’m not sure. They said they were on their way to a get-together at a coworker’s apartment but that they weren’t sure which door to take.”

      I nodded. “Not unusual. These studio apartments have entrances that aren’t obvious to people who don’t know where to look.”

      Kevin nodded. “They were probably telling the truth. I think I’ll hang out a while, just to be sure.”

      I smiled. “Well, as much as I’d love to stay here with you and chat, I have somewhere to go.”

      “I can follow you if you’d like,” Kevin offered.

      I shook my head. “Just keep watching the apartment. If anyone is looking for me, this is where they’ll come first.”

      “Where are you going, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      I sighed. “I haven’t seen my mother since I was a baby. I recently acquired my grandmother’s address. I’m heading over there to see if I can track her down.”

      “What’s your mother’s name?” Kevin asked. “I might be able to help you out. You know, under the table. Just don’t tell anyone.”

      I smirked. My flirtation was paying off if the detective was willing to offer under-the-table favors. “Josephine Collins. But I think she’s going under a different name now.”

      “So, Collins is her maiden name?” Kevin asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah, but I mean I think she’s using a different first name, also. After my brother and I were born, we went to live with my father, and she disappeared. I think she was running away. She probably changed her name so my dad couldn’t track her down.”

      “Why do you think she wants to meet you, now?” Kevin asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. But the way I see it, if she was overwhelmed by raising twins, or whatever, I’m all grown up now. If she wants to meet me, I’m hoping to take the first step to let her know I’d like to meet her, too.”

      Kevin nodded. “Well, good luck with that, Zoey. It’s hard to know how situations like that will pan out. I wish you the best.”
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      I had ten or twelve pages from Kevin’s file to review. Trying to make the little reverse-pinch motion of my phone screen zoom in to make it big enough to read, then navigate the screen by dragging it around, was going to be a major pain in the ass. I’d have to look at it in more detail later. It was already after dark, and given that my grandmother was within a week of dying, whatever the cause might be, I imagined she was probably pretty tired.

      One page looked like Chad’s bank statement. Yellow highlights marked some of the transactions. Exchanges with his superiors in the organization he’d been working with? Most likely. This wasn’t a statement from a well-known bank. I didn’t even see the name of whatever financial institution the files came from at the top of the page. Nonetheless, these were electronic financial transactions.

      I’d have to dig into it later. More than likely, I’d need help. For all my skills, navigating digital media wasn’t one of them. If your phone and computer were in perpetual “airplane mode,” you’d have an experience comparable to the most I ever had with those technologies before leaving the underworld.

      Sure, I’d gotten better with it over the last six months. I was pretty good with the Facebook and the Twitter. Sorry, Facebook and Twitter. Sienna almost gagged on her tongue the first time I told her I was looking at something on the YouTube. She said I sounded like a Boomer, whatever that meant.

      I waved at Kevin as I mounted my bike, which was parked about twenty feet in front of his car. I could almost feel him undressing me with his eyes as I climbed aboard. I turned back and winked at him. He pointed to his head. I sighed. Yeah. He was a cop—helmet laws.

      I pulled my hair back into a ponytail. He flashed his lights at me. I looked back. He was shaking his head while making a two-handed gesture as if he was placing an imaginary helmet over his head.

      Charades!

      I placed an imaginary helmet on my head. Then I turned my key in my ignition and took off down the road. Was he going to ticket me? He was on assignment, watching my apartment. Since I didn’t see any flashing lights in my mirrors, I ascertained he was going to let it slide.

      I had the address programmed into my phone already. I slid my phone into the holder on the left side of my handlebars as I took off down the road.

      Based on the estimated arrival time from my GPS app, it was only a fifteen-minute ride from my apartment to my grandmother’s house. I didn’t even have to go over the river or through the woods to get there.

      The house it took me to matched the one described in my dad’s journals. It looked like the place hadn’t been repainted in over twenty years. It still had olive green paint, although now it was peeling from the windowsills. There was a white four-door Ford Taurus in the driveway. I parked my bike next to it and went to the door.

      I pressed the doorbell. A woman with dark hair wearing scrubs answered the door.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “I’d like to see Rose,” I requested.

      “Are you family?” the lady, who I assumed was a nurse, asked.

      I nodded. “My name’s Zoey.”

      The lady smiled and gestured inside. I stepped inside. “I’m Helen, from the hospice.”

      I nodded. “How’s she doing?”

      “She’s in good spirits, all things considered. Right this way.”

      I followed Helen down a narrow hallway to a bedroom on the right side. I walked in. An old woman, who I guessed must be my grandmother, was sitting in bed with several cords and hoses hooked up to her body. She had a smile on her face, which widened when she saw me. She placed a hand to her mouth.

      “I can’t believe it!” Rose exclaimed.

      I cocked my head. “I’m Zoey. I don’t think we’ve met.”

      “Oh, we’ve met,” she replied. “You were a lot smaller the last I saw you. Just a baby.”

      “You know who I am?” I asked, wincing. I was sort of hoping she wouldn’t know who I was. My father had said that it might risk his deal with the goddess Athena if she did. There was no going back now.

      “You are the spitting image of your mother,” Rose continued. “My, how you’ve grown. How did you find me? Did your mother send you?”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I was hoping maybe you’d be able to tell me where I could find her.”

      Rose sighed. “I see. Why don’t you take a seat, dear?”

      I pulled over what looked like a kitchen chair that had been set next to Rose’s bed. I sat down. “I’m sorry to barge in on you like this.”

      “Are you kidding?” Rose asked. “I’ve been praying that my Josephine would come to see me before I go. But for my lost granddaughter to show up, I’ll say the Lord sure works in mysterious ways.”

      I cocked my head. “My mom hasn’t been here?”

      Rose shook her head. “I haven’t seen her since the last time I saw you, dear.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Seriously? You don’t know where my mom is?”

      Rose shook her head. “I’m sorry, child. I wish I did.”

      I braced myself for the worst. “Is she…”

      “Oh, she’s alive. She’s out there somewhere. She’s sent me letters.” Rose gestured at one that rested on her end table beside her bed. “She writes often. But she’s never given me an address so that I can write her back.”

      “May I?” I asked.

      Rose nodded. “Of course, dear.”

      I picked up the letter and examined the envelope—no return address. There was a postmark with a zip code. “Do you know where 64015 is located?”

      Rose nodded. “Blue Springs.”

      “Is that local?” I asked.

      Rose cocked her head. “Where have you been all these years, dear?”

      I sighed. “Nowhere near here. I just moved to the city six months ago. I’ve been trying to find my mom.”

      Rose smiled. “The postmarks are not always the same. I have more letters in my dresser. You can take them if you’d like.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “I mean, these were sent to you.”

      Rose laughed. “Dear, I might not make it through the night. I’ve read them all a hundred times. I dare say I’ve even memorized most of them. Perhaps you can make use of them now.”

      “Are all the postmarks local?” I asked.

      Rose nodded. “I believe my Josephine is living somewhere nearby, but she sends her letters from a variety of places. I don’t believe she wants to be found, dear. Though, in truth, I haven’t looked too hard for the last several years. If my Josephine wanted to be found, she’d come to me herself.”

      I sighed, then stood up and opened Rose’s dresser drawer. There were probably thirty letters or more, all stacked together and tied together with twine. “Thank you for these.”

      Rose nodded. “I wish I could tell you more, dear. But I’ll call it a dying wish realized that you’ve come.”

      I smiled and tried my best to choke back a tear as I took my grandmother’s hand. “I’m sorry, ma’am. If I could have come sooner…”

      “I know, dear. It’s not your fault. I’m only happy you’re here now.”

      “And you don’t know why my mom disappeared?” I asked.

      “She only said it was necessary. It’s all in her letters, but she’s revealed little else about her activities or why it was necessary, other than that it might kill me if she were to return.”

      I bit my lip. Was my mom bound to the same agreement my father had made? Did she have to agree to remain absent in exchange for Athena granting her mother a longer life? It was the only explanation I could think of that made sense.

      If I could tell my grandma what I suspected, I would. But how do you tell a dying woman that her daughter and her daughter’s former lover made an agreement with a Greek goddess to save her life? She wouldn't believe it if I told her. Even if she did, would it help her to know? It would probably only cause her more trouble and anxiety.

      Still, it was something for me to go on. Why would Athena demand that both my parents never see Rose again? The gods could be cruel. I knew little about them, but I knew that their decisions rarely took the emotional well-being of mortals or even Reapers into account.

      I sat back down in my chair. “I hope she comes back to see you soon. If I find her, I’ll be sure she does.”

      Rose smiled at me. She had a twinkle in her eye and a glow in her face that was comforting despite everything. “Would you just sit with me a while?”

      I nodded. “Of course, ma’am.”

      “Call me Grandma. Or Grandmother. Something else. I wish I’d known you as a child. I can imagine, if you were anything like your mother, you were quite the firecracker.”

      I chuckled. “You could say that. My father’s often said as much.”

      “Ah, your father. How is he?”

      I shrugged. “As well as he could be. He’s preparing to retire. I think he’d like to find Mom, too.”

      Rose pressed her lips together. “When your mother left, she broke a lot of hearts. But I have my theories, as well. She’s written about you many times. I think she loves you and your brother, both.”

      I took a deep breath. “I’ll have to read about it later.”

      “How is your brother?” Rose asked.

      I smiled. “He’s doing well. A bit of an underachiever growing up. But he’s a capable young man. I trained my whole life to take over the family business, but I recently learned I wasn’t suited for it. Morty is preparing to take over when Dad retires.”

      “Well, tell me about yourself, dear. What do you like? What are you doing with your life? I have so many questions!”

      “Well, I guess I’m an athlete,” I told her. “I’m still trying to find my path.”

      “What sort of athlete?” Rose asked.

      I smiled. “Martial arts.”

      Rose raised an eyebrow. “That’s something. Perhaps you could start your own dojo?”

      I chuckled. “You know, that’s not a bad idea. I’ll have to think about that. Thank you, Grandma.”

      “And your father’s business?” she asked.

      I pressed my lips together. “He operates something similar to a funeral home. It’s a much larger enterprise than most, though.”

      Rose chuckled. “Well, that’s not a bad line of work. You know, it’s an economy-proof business. No matter how the markets might fluctuate, people are always dying.”

      I bit my lip. “Yes, I suppose that’s true.”

      “But you weren’t interested in following in your father’s footsteps?” she asked.

      I sighed. “I used to be. It was all I wanted for a long time. Still, at the end of the day, I guess I didn’t have the talent for it.”

      “It takes a unique person to work with the dying and bereaved,” Rose mused.

      I nodded. “That’s certainly true.”

      She patted my hand. “There’s no shame in forging your own path, dear. It’s probably best that you realized it now before you found yourself in a line of work that wouldn’t make you happy. Life is too short, believe you me, to waste any of it not following your heart.”

      I sighed. “I’m sorry about my mom. I can’t help but think it’s my fault she left.”

      “Oh, child!” Rose protested. “It might be that your mother was not ready to raise children. Perhaps that’s why she left. But it wasn’t your fault. You did nothing wrong. You deserved to be loved. Every child does. I can tell you it wasn’t because she didn’t love you and your brother that she left. She was a troubled young woman in those days. If anyone’s to blame for what she did, it was me.”

      “I don’t blame you for that,” I assured her.

      “Still, perhaps I could have done more. If any of my failures as a parent were to blame for what your mother did, that is my burden to bear. I’m truly sorry, Zoey.”

      There was no holding back the tears now. I let them flow. “Can I hug you?”

      “Of course, dear.” Rose opened her arms.

      “I don’t blame you either, you know. If it means anything, I forgive you. I just wish things had worked out differently.”

      She sniffed. “Me too, sweet child. Me too.”

      I held Rose as she squeezed me as tight as her frail arms allowed. Together, we wept. Rose wasn’t my mom. But I had more now to work with than I’d had before. And I was glad to meet her.

      “I’ll come back and see you tomorrow,” I promised.

      “Please do. And if I’m gone before you get here, I love you, Zoey.”

      I smiled as I pulled out of the hug. “I love you too, Grandma.”
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      It’s hard to ride a motorcycle with the wind blowing in your face while your vision is blurred by tears. I wasn’t sure if I was happy to have met Rose and hear that she believed my mother still loved me or sad that I knew she was dying soon. Such a sweet woman. If only I’d come to Earth sooner, I could have gotten to know her before she was on her deathbed.

      I’d come back to see her again before she died. I’d promised I would. I didn’t know what was wrong with Rose, why she was dying, but I knew her expiration date. Besides, I figured I would have questions for her. I had a lot of letters to sort through. I could only hope that the contents of the letters combined with the postmarks would give me a lead to follow to my mom.

      Rose said that my mom loved me. She always had. I knew it wasn’t her fault that I was taken away. I even understood that it wasn’t that she didn’t want me. My father had to take Morty and me back with him to the underworld. That was why he’d knocked my mom up to begin with.

      I wanted to be angry at my dad, at my mom, at everyone for what happened. Still, what else could my dad do? He was trapped by his destiny, as was my mother as the unfortunate woman whom he’d chosen. Did she still love him, too? I had no reason to suspect otherwise based on the letters I’d read from her that my father gave me. Though, those letters had all been penned before he told her the truth, before he took us away, and before he’d made his deal with Athena.

      How is someone supposed to deal with resentment when it couldn’t be easily attached to a single person? How could I be angry at anyone when each person involved was left without a better choice? There was no easy target for my anger. It was the situation I resented—in both instances.

      In the last hour, I’d acquired so much paperwork that you’d think I just bought a new car, or perhaps a small country. Thankfully, everything I’d taken from Kevin was digital. More convenient in terms of the fact I could take it with me wherever I went, but a pain in the butt to read. I was tired. I wanted to go home, curl up in bed, and drift off into dream land. The problem was that both issues I had to solve came with an expiration date.

      I could find my mother at any time, but I had an urge to find her sooner rather than later. She needed to know about Rose, and Rose deserved to see her daughter one last time. Did my mom even know her mother was sick? How much did she know about the deal my father had made with Athena? Did she realize her mother’s expiration date was fast approaching?

      Maybe she was waiting until the last minute, afraid the Reaper—my father—would appear to take her the moment she showed. Or maybe she knew my father was the one who had to reap her mother, that her presence would expedite his arrival. In that case, she might not come to see her mother at all. She wouldn’t see my dad when he showed to reap Rose’s soul. But he’d see her, and if she knew how it all worked, she’d realize that he’d have a chance then to find her, to show himself to her again.

      There wasn’t any way for me to know for sure what kept my mother away. Perhaps the letters would give me some clues. Maybe they’d explain my mother’s behavior and reveal where she was hiding.

      At the same time, I couldn’t let sleeping dogs lie. The trafficking organization needed to be stopped. First, I didn’t know if they were coming after me. If they were, an organization that specialized in abducting human beings without being caught would surely figure out a way to get to me despite Kevin’s effort to protect me. More than that, if this organization was still conducting operations, the longer they went undetected, the more people they’d hurt.

      I wasn’t in any position to choose one path or the other. I had to do both, and I had to go to work. I know, given all that was at stake, working a job at a coffee shop seemed like small beans (see what I did there?), but it was still important. Rose was right. Maybe I was meant for more than that, but as Joe had told me when he hired me, there were few better jobs for someone between vocations than working as a barista. It was a great transitional job, and besides, I still hadn’t had a chance to talk to Sienna since everything went down.

      I allowed myself one hour to browse my mother’s letters and another hour to examine the documents I’d taken from Kevin.

      Rose was right. The postmarks were inconsistent. Out of more than two dozen letters, there were maybe five different zip codes represented. I wished I could just pin them on a map, figure out what was at the middle, and assume that meant my mother lived at that location. I’d seen shit done like that on TV shows from time to time. The problem was that humans aren’t particularly precise about their behaviors, and any number of factors could explain why my mother had gone to all of the different zip codes represented by the postmarks. Perhaps she went to the salon in one area, had a friend in another one, saw a doctor elsewhere, or enjoyed shopping at a particular location. The only thing the postmarks showed was that she lived somewhere in the region. While Kansas City isn’t Chicago, New York, or Los Angeles, it’s still a major metropolitan area.

      So, I arranged them in chronological order. I took several colors of highlighter just to mark all the zip codes represented. Certainly, my mother was attempting to mask her location. Not all the zip codes, however, were used throughout the twenty-plus years my mother had sent letters. That made sense. Say my mother sent a letter while making a trip to the salon but, later, she changed salons. Or, perhaps, a place she frequently shopped closed down. There was only one zip code that spanned all twenty years. It was only used once in the first few years. It was also the same zip code printed on the very first letter that my mother had sent and also the most recent one: 64015, Blue Springs.

      There wasn’t any guarantee, but if I were a gambler, I’d wager that was where my mother lived. I’d never been there. It was a delightful town, from what I’d heard, but it was large enough that presuming I was right about her location, I couldn’t find her based on the zip code alone. A quick Google search revealed that the zip code represented roughly half of the suburb that was located to the East of the city, a straight shot down Interstate 70.

      It wasn’t conclusive. I could spend months searching the area, and since I hadn’t seen any photos of my mother in recent years, I could walk straight past her in public and not recognize her. Still, it wasn’t nothing. It was progress. The next step was to start reading the letters.

      While the most recent letter might have a few clues as to my mother’s current location, short of providing an address, I’d be better equipped to make sense of any clues that her newer letters offered if I knew her whole journey. So, I planned to start with the letters she’d sent over the last year. Then I’d go back to the beginning and work forward, looking for any connections or details that might help.

      All the letters were handwritten. My mother wrote with a slanted script, including a lot of flourishes in her letters. I wasn’t a handwriting expert, but it was a unique enough form of penmanship that I was pretty sure if I saw her write anything else, I’d be able to identify it. I imagined, though, that she only wrote those letters by hand for Rose’s sake. As an older woman, Rose probably wasn’t keen on using e-mail or other digital forms of communication.

      Nothing in the most recent letter gave much away. She indicated she was in good health, thought about her mother frequently, and wished she could visit. She wrote nothing about me, my brother, or anything that would help me identify her habits or behaviors in the community. When I went back to her first letter, however, the tone was strikingly different. There, she wrote how she spent most of her days in tears, and she missed Morty and me. She wrote she was well, relatively speaking, but wasn’t sure how she’d be able to move on with her life and, more interestingly, “do what was expected of her.”

      What could that mean? What was expected of her in the wake of our loss? Who had placed that expectation upon her? The next few letters offered little help in revealing that particular mystery. Perhaps Rose would have some insight that could clarify what my mother meant. I made a mental note to ask her the next time I visited. I set aside three more letters to take with me to work the next day. Maybe I would find time to read them between customers, on my break, or when I used the restroom.

      I picked up my phone and curled up in bed to examine Kevin’s files in more detail. Most of the files had to do with things I already knew about. There was a report that Kevin wrote after the incident at the freight yard. He wrote nothing about me other than the facts. If he suspected I was involved more than I was—a fact that Gabriel and Morty confounded by their half-truths that they’d “finished off” the two men I’d killed—he didn’t put it in his report. I was grateful for that.

      There was also nothing in any of his reports about issuing a protection order for me. Maybe he just didn’t include it in his file. I bit the inside of my cheek. Maybe he intended to watch me himself and didn’t want anyone to know about it.

      He did have a copy of a background check he’d conducted on me. Predictably, it was devoid of anything of use. There was nothing more to it than my birthplace. I was born at a hospital in… you guessed it…Blue Springs. Was that a coincidence, or was there a reason my mother had chosen to live in the same city where I was born?

      The only other thing that had raised his curiosity about me was that the driver’s license included my present address. I knew about that. My dad had given me a new license and stashed it with my motorcycle keys in the footlocker he sent with me when I came to Earth. How he’d acquired it was a mystery. What I hadn’t realized was that my license had been renewed somehow. The image of my license in Kevin’s file was one from a few years earlier. That it reflected my present address indicated that my father must’ve held onto my apartment for some time. When I’d moved in, there wasn’t any evidence that anyone had lived there in years.

      I imagined Kevin was perplexed by the lack of information about me. Had he done a background check on Gabriel and Morty? If he had, he’d probably found nothing at all on Gabriel. But my father had seen to it that Morty and I had documentation that would permit both of us to legally oversee his bank accounts and such after he ascended. If Kevin did a background check on Morty, he’d probably find just as little about him as me. That would, more likely than not, raise a red flag or two. At least now I could prepare some bullshit to feed Kevin to explain my lack of background if it ever came up.

      I also looked over Chad’s financial statement. Again, as I’d noticed before, it was impossible to tell from the statement itself where the funds came from. I did see, however, that there were multiple five- and six-figure deposits in Chad’s account. I guessed those were payments for delivering human cargo. Hardly a month had passed over the last year or so—which was all the statement showed—when he hadn’t received at least one payment. Some months showed multiple deposits. Each of those deposits likely represented a human life—someone who had gone missing.

      Could I coordinate the timing of those deposits with missing person reports? Maybe. If I could guess who else Chad and his fellow traffickers had abducted, I might be able to discern some patterns. Was there a particular profile that the victims matched? Were there locations where the traffickers frequented when they abducted their victims? It was a lot. I wasn’t all that great with Internet searches. I needed some help to sort it out. There was only one person who had both the means to help and the motive to do so. The only question was whether Sienna would be willing to help.
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      “Dogs are not allowed at the coffee shop. Unless you’re a service dog.”

      Cerberus huffed. “A service dog? I don’t serve anyone.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, I’ve sort of gathered that.”

      Cerberus cocked his head as he looked up from his water bowl. “Good thing I’m not just a dog.”

      “But you are a dog.” I shrugged. “Sort of.”

      “Am I?” Cerberus allowed his other two heads to emerge from his body and growled at me thrice.

      I chuckled. “Just stay lurking in the shadows. You don’t need to worry about me, Cerberus. I know my dad sent you to protect me, but I can handle myself.”

      Cerberus cackled. “Sure you can, Zoey.”

      “I’m serious,” I protested. “I don’t need a canine sidekick. Just keep your distance and do what you’re told.”

      “You think I’m your sidekick?” Cerberus snorted. “I think it’s the other way around. You don’t know what I can do.”

      I reached down and scratched Cerberus’ middle head behind the ears. “You’re right. I’m not trying to be a bitch about it.”

      He smiled. “That’s fine. I told you before. I’m not into bitches.”

      I snorted. “Right. Because you’re a gay dog, right?”

      “I’m all about the studs!”

      I chuckled. “Somehow, we got off track. My point is, all I’m doing today is going to work. You might be pretty helpful in a fight, and you’re right; I don’t know what you can do. But I’m pretty sure you don’t have any more skills than I do when it comes to making triple-shot lattes and cafe mochas.”

      “And I suspect you didn’t expect to run into any trouble the last time you went to work, did you?”

      I sighed. “Okay. So, you have a point. I never know when trouble might come looking for me.”

      “Especially now!” Cerberus exclaimed.

      I nodded. “All right. I get it. Like I said, just make yourself scarce. The last thing I need is my pet…or whatever you are…making an appearance at Cup-O-Joe’s. I’m already struggling enough with my job as it is.”

      “You won’t even know I’m there unless I have to pee. Then…well, you might need to get a mop.”

      “If you have to pee, you need to go outside.”

      “You can’t housebreak me, Zoey. I’m not a tame hellhound.”

      I scrunched my eyebrows. “Wait, if you aren’t housebroken, where have you been…you know?”

      Cerberus grinned. “You might want to add a little extra detergent to your laundry. Just saying.”

      “You peed in my laundry?”

      “And on the side of your couch.”

      “You didn’t!”

      “I like the couch. I wanted you to know it was mine.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I paid for it!”

      “With your dad’s money.”

      “Yeah, but I’m paying him back!”

      Cerberus chuffed. “Sure you are.”

      “I am!” I insisted.

      Cerberus snorted. “It’s still my couch.”

      I sighed as I reached for a rag and went to look over my couch. “I don’t see any pee on here. What are you even talking about?”

      Cerberus ignored me, turned, and walked the opposite way. “You’re so gullible. I’m not going to pee on your shit, Zoey. But I could. It’s not like there’s a good place to go near your apartment.”

      “There’s a small patch of grass on the back side of the building. You can use that.”

      “What kind of dog do you think I am?” Cerberus asked, sauntering into my bathroom, then using his snout to force the door shut.

      I was too curious not to follow him. I placed my ear to the door.

      “Are you creeping on me in the bathroom? You need a new boyfriend.”

      I snorted. “I’m not creeping on you!”

      The next thing I knew, I heard piss hitting the toilet water. Then a flush.

      A few seconds later, I heard his paw scratching at the door. “Let me out. I didn’t think this through.”

      I laughed. “Not until you wash your paws!”

      “Seriously? I didn’t even touch myself.”

      “First, I don’t believe you. Second, it doesn’t matter! You always wash your hands—I mean, paws—after you use the toilet.”

      Cerberus growled. A few seconds later, I heard scratching sounds and a thud. “Damn it, Zoey!”

      “What?” I asked through the door.

      “I can’t reach the sink! Come on, just let me out!”

      “You can figure it out. The toilet is right next to the sink. If you got up on the pot, you can get to the sink.”

      Cerberus huffed. “Fine!”

      A few seconds later, after a few thumps that I imagined corresponded with Cerberus’s attempt to get to the sink, the water started running. Then it stopped.

      “Good boy!” I opened the door for him.

      Cerberus jumped down from the sink and glared at me.

      “Did you use soap?”

      “You can’t be serious!”

      “Use soap. If you’re going to use the bathroom, you need to wash up with soap.”

      “You realize, Zoey, I could just do what I threatened before. I could pee on your couch.”

      I laughed. “All right. All right. I’ll let it slide this time. But next time, use soap.”

      Cerberus grunted and pushed his way past me. I grabbed my keys and headed out the door. Cerberus followed me close behind. About halfway down the stairs, he disappeared.

      “I know you’re still here,” I called.

      Cerberus barked, and I followed the sound to the landing at the bottom of the stairs. He grabbed the hem of my pants with his jaws and pulled.

      “Stop it, Cerberus.” I pressed the bar to open the door that led from the stairwell to the street.

      BANG BANG BANG!

      I quickly pulled the door shut again.

      “What the hell!”

      Cerberus reappeared. “Tried to warn you.”

      “Cerberus! Next time, use your words!”

      Cerberus narrowed his eyes. “Noted.”

      “You knew they were out there?” I asked.

      “I detected the scent of the gunpowder.”

      “In their bullets? That’s…” I shook my head. Not relevant. “Never mind. We need a plan. There’s only one way in and out of this apartment complex.”

      “I’m not the only one who can go invisible, Zoey. You stole one of your dad’s cloaks, right?”

      I smiled. “Yes. But they’ll still see the door open. Even invisible, if they start shooting the moment the door cracks open, there’s a good chance they’ll still shoot us.”

      “Not if they can’t see you,” Cerberus pointed out.

      “These aren’t professional assassins,” I countered. “More like hired guns. Probably from a local gang. There’s no saying how they’ll react.”

      “How do you know that?” Cerberus asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t. But think about it. The criminal syndicate behind the trafficking works through subterfuge. They can be deadly, but if they were going to off someone, I doubt they’d shoot them in the open in broad daylight.”

      “Doesn’t this place have roof access?” Cerberus asked.

      I nodded. “With my cloak on⁠—”

      “Your dad’s cloak, you mean,” Cerberus cut in.

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes. With my dad’s cloak on, I should be able to get to the roof and take a look at where they are so I know what we’re dealing with.”

      “If they don’t, just barge right through the doors to come after you.”

      I ran up the stairs with Cerberus right behind me. “That’s brilliant, Cerberus.”

      “What is?”

      “Lure them inside!”

      The hellhound snorted. “I meant it as a warning, not a tactic. They could come up after you at any time.”

      I nodded. “I’ll be ready when they do. Now that they know I know they’re out there, they won’t expect me to go out the front door again. They’ll make their move fast, suspecting I’m going to call the cops.”

      “We should still go to the roof,” Cerberus suggested. “Some of them might come in for you. But if I was in their position, I’d keep a gunman or two outside waiting in case you tried to run.”

      “Right. Makes sense. We need to hurry. Before they come in after me.”

      I raced into my apartment and threw on my father’s cloak. I pulled the hood over my head and disappeared. Cerberus also made himself invisible. As I left the apartment, I saw two men, pistols in hand, were making their way up the stairs.

      I had an advantage being at the top of the stairs. They couldn’t see me. I could take one of them down without a problem. There was no telling how the second guy would react.

      I didn’t want to kill anyone, even though these men were trying to kill me. They weren’t exactly innocent. I’d be justified in killing them, but I didn’t want to bring any Reapers to the scene. Still, if I took out his legs, he couldn’t get up the stairs.

      I touched the sigil on my wrist and threw my staff at the first gangster, catching him in his right thigh. The man screamed and dropped to the floor. I touched my sigil again and reformed my staff in my hand.

      The remaining man raised his gun. I rolled out of the way as he started firing randomly into the top of the stairwell. He couldn’t see me. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t see my footsteps or clouds of dust I might kick up if I moved too quickly.

      “I can take them out,” Cerberus offered.

      “Take them out, as in outside?”

      Cerberus growled. “No, I can get rid of them.”

      I didn’t have the chance to ask Cerberus what he meant. The second gangster was already at the top of the stairs. I released my staff and swept my leg to kick his legs out from under him. I stomped on his wrist, forcing him to let go of his gun.

      “What the fuck!” he screamed, panicked by the fact he was getting his ass handed to him by an invisible woman. Then, I summoned my staff and slammed it into the ground just beside his face.

      I lowered my hood as Cerberus took off down the stairs, growling as he collided with the guy I’d speared. Screaming and growling combined to suggest that it wasn’t going so well for Gangster Number One.

      “Who sent you?” I demanded.

      “I don’t know!” the man exclaimed.

      “Someone wants me dead. I want a name.”

      His lips quivered. “We didn’t see his face! He only comes at night. He doesn’t have a name!”

      I snorted. “No name? Everyone has a name.”

      “I mean, we don’t know his name. He has jobs. He pays us well. That’s it. I swear it!”

      “How many guys do you have waiting for me outside?”

      “No one! It’s just us two!”

      I took my staff and drove it down between the man’s legs, narrowly missing his…precious parts. “This would be a good time to tell the truth. Or, next time, I won’t miss.”

      “Holy shit! Okay! You crazy bitch! There are two more. Please! Not my nuts!”

      I smirked. “This guy who hired you. Say I wanted to have a word with him myself. How would I find him?”

      “No one finds him. He finds you!”

      “Tsk. Tsk. Tsk.” I grazed the inside of the man’s thighs with the pointed end of my staff. “I thought you wanted to keep your balls?”

      “It’s the truth! I swear it!”

      I didn’t believe him. “But surely, you’d have to report back that you finished the job. I doubt this man pays you in advance.”

      “When we finish a job, he finds out on his own somehow. I don’t know. He probably pays someone else to double-check our work. All I know is when we’ve finished a job, the money shows up at the door.”

      “Someone has to deliver your payment.”

      “Yes. Someone. But we never see him. We’re told not to look. He knocks three times. We wait thirty seconds, grab our payment, and close the door.”

      “What door? Where does he meet you?”

      “Please! I have children at home. I’m just trying to provide for my family, that’s it!”

      I sighed. “There are better ways to make a living for your family than killing people.”

      “You don’t understand. I have a job. But it’s not enough. I have five kids. I can barely put food on the table and keep a roof over our heads. He pays me enough for one hit to double my year’s wages. I do this so my children won’t have to go without.”

      The man was crying like a baby. I winced a little as I listened to him. He was desperate.

      “If you murder someone and go to prison, who will provide for your children, then?”

      “Look, I know it’s a risk. But I don’t have a choice. The guy who hires us isn’t the sort of person you tell no. If I didn’t do the job, it would be my ass. He’d kill me.”

      I scratched my head. Damn it if I didn’t feel bad for this guy. He was just a pawn, tempted by large payouts and terrified under threat of his life to do the bidding of whoever ran the trafficking syndicate.

      “What happens if you fail the job?” I asked.

      “You disappear,” he explained. “Along with your whole family. It’s happened to others. I don’t have a choice. I have to kill you!”

      I snorted. “Well, I can’t let you do that. Here’s what’s going to happen. You get up, go outside, tell your friends the job was done.”

      “He’ll know if we failed! I don’t know how, but he will!”

      I shook my head. “So be it. Say you fail. How long before the boss comes for you?”

      “Tonight. He’ll kill my whole family and me. Always at night.”

      I nodded. “Then this is what we’re going to do. You’re going to leave here as if you’d succeeded. Your friends don’t need to know anything different. You’re going to give me your address. I want these guys out of the picture. I won’t allow them to hurt your family.”

      The man, tears flowing, shook his head. “You’re just a woman. One woman. You can’t stop them!”

      I narrowed my eyes. “If you haven’t noticed, I can take care of myself.”

      “You don’t understand! They’re ruthless. They don’t care. They’ll kill you and my family!”

      “I told you, I won’t let that happen,” I assured him. “The way I see it, you have two options. You can trust me and give me a chance to take these guys down. Then, you’ll be free. You might lose an income source, but at least you won’t have to kill anyone else. Or I can deal with you now and get what I need from the guys outside.”

      “But I have killed. If you know where I live…”

      I sighed. “I’m not concerned with that. I won’t turn you over to the cops if that’s what you’re afraid of.”

      “You’re already working with them. You were talking to that cop earlier in his car.”

      “You were watching me?”

      “We see everything, Zoey.”

      I grunted. The three guys that Kevin had pursued when they tried to get into my apartment the night before. “I don’t owe that cop a thing. He and I aren’t working together.”

      “I don’t believe you!”

      “That doesn’t matter!” I shouted. “I don’t give a shit if you believe me or not. Look, you can let me help you by helping me take out these pricks, or you can leave and wait for them to do whatever the hell they’re going to do with you and your family tonight. The way I see it, if you cooperate with me, you stand a better chance to survive than if you reject my offer. What choice do you have?”

      “Even if you succeed, they’ll just send more. You don’t even understand how powerful these people are.”

      “If these people are so dangerous, why don’t they kill me themselves? Why use you to do their dirty work?”

      “Because the cops are watching you! They’re trying to cover their asses. If someone kills you, people will notice. If I go missing, people will assume some gang did us in. The cops don’t investigate cases like ours like they would yours.”

      I snorted. “Why not? A whole family goes missing, and the cops turn a blind eye to it?”

      “No offense. You’re a young white woman. It’s different when someone who looks like you gets killed or goes missing.”

      I took a deep breath. “That’s not right.”

      “It isn’t. But that’s the way the world works. It’s just how it is. I have a record. If something happens to me, everyone will think I brought it on myself. That I got what was coming to me.”

      I bit my lip. “Well, to be fair, you’re doing hits for bad people. That behavior does have consequences.”

      “But I’m not doing this by choice!” he countered. “I already told you. Look, if I don’t come out soon, the others are going to come in looking for me.”

      “Then what will it be?” I asked. “Will you let me help you?”

      The man pressed his lips together. “The name’s Ronald Chaffin. My address is in the phone book.”

      I nodded and stepped off of the man. I grabbed his gun and unloaded the bullets, then handed it back to him as he returned to his feet. “You’d best get going, then.”

      Ronald nodded. Then he turned and looked at me before he headed down the stairs. “Why are you helping me, if you don’t mind me asking? I came here to kill you.”

      I pressed my lips together. “I’m not going to lie to you. I don’t care what happens to you, Ronald. But I do care about your family, and the people who hired you to do this have to be stopped.”

      Ronald nodded and hurried down the stairs. I scratched my head. What had happened to the first gangster, the one Cerberus attacked?

      “Well, that went well,” Cerberus appeared beside me and belched.

      “Excuse you!” I exclaimed. “What did you do with that other guy?”

      Cerberus licked his lips. “I ate him.”

      “You what? How the hell did you do that?”

      The dog grew until he filled the hallway. I gasped. “Holy shit, Cerberus!”

      “Finished him in a single bite.”

      I sighed. “Seriously? And did a Reaper show up to…”

      “Nope. I ate him with my other head. The Hades head.”

      “And that did what to his soul?”

      Cerberus returned to normal size. “Go to Hell. Go directly to Hell. Do not pass Go. The boatman does not collect a hundred dollars.”

      “So, if you eat someone with your Hades head, their soul goes there?” I asked. “What if you eat them with your other head?”

      Cerberus shrugged. “I’m not in the habit of eating good people. But if I did, well, I suppose they’d go to Olympus. Eat them with my Earth head and they’d die here. A Reaper would show up to collect the soul.”

      I chuckled. “Well, that’s good to know. Poor guy. Didn’t stand a chance, did he?”

      Cerberus cackled. “Nope!”

      “Well, you shouldn’t eat people, Cerberus. Even bad people. Bad doggy!”

      Cerberus stared at me blankly. “Whatever.”

      He sauntered back into my apartment.
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      I threw the hood of my cloak over my head and went to the roof, just to be sure that the other men had left. It struck me that since I’d let Ronald go free, well, he very well might just tell the others to wait for me to leave so he could finish his job. After all, he was less than convinced that I’d carry out my plan to protect his family.

      I wasn’t lying to the guy. This was the best chance I’d had so far to get to the syndicate. Not to mention, now that I knew what Cerberus could do, I was even more confident than before I could handle these bad guys without a problem.

      Not that I was entirely comfortable feeding bad guys to my dog. Don’t get me wrong, most of them probably had it coming to them. But Ronald had shown me that sometimes men caught up in that kind of life aren’t necessarily evil. In his case, at some point, he’d made a bad choice. Now, he was forced to keep killing people to protect his family and keep food on the table. Yes, it was wrong. But when I’d looked into Ronald’s eyes, I could tell he wasn’t an evil man. He was desperate.

      I wasn’t keen on the whole idea that with Cerberus, I could just send people’s souls straight to Hades. I’d complained before about how arbitrary the fates, the decisions of the gods, seemed to be. It wasn’t my place to decide who went to heaven or hell.

      On the bright side, now that Cerberus had eaten an entire person, I could save money on barbecue. If Cerberus was going to eat anyone in the future, I’d have to make sure he used his earthbound head to do it. It would mean a Reaper would show, but at least it would take the question of the consumed person’s eternal destiny out of my hands. Or, more accurately, out of Cerberus’ jaws.

      I checked my phone and sighed. I was already five minutes late for work. Joe was pretty easy-going and understanding, especially given everything that had happened lately, but I was pressing my luck. His patience would only go so far. He was trying to run a business, after all.

      Since the coast was clear, I dropped my cloak off in my apartment and locked it up. I didn’t see Cerberus. He was likely already in stealth mode.

      I pulled up next to Sienna’s car in the parking garage. I was pleasantly surprised to see she was back at work. I half expected she’d quit or, at the very least, take a few weeks off. Still, it would be nice to see her. Not to mention, my mind was anywhere but on my job. That meant, more likely than not, a lot of spilled coffee in my immediate future.

      When I walked in through the front doors of the coffee shop, Sienna smiled at me. I didn’t see Joe. I wasn’t sure if I was more relieved that he wouldn’t know I was late or upset that he left Sienna at the coffee shop alone. My worries were assuaged when I noticed Kevin sitting in one of the booths with a mug of black coffee in front of him as he poured over his files. This wasn’t a typical coffee break. He was there for our safety.

      I chuckled to myself. His surveillance job hadn’t done much to stop the hired assassins from doing their best to take me down earlier in the morning. Of course, I wouldn’t tell Kevin about it. I’d given Ronald my word that I wouldn’t get the cops involved. If I told Kevin what had happened, he’d probably arrest Ronald and leave his family to fend for themselves.

      I smiled at Kevin as I walked past his booth. I put on my apron, clocked in on the terminal, and approached Sienna.

      “How are you doing?” I asked.

      Sienna shrugged. “As well as could be expected, I suppose. Still a little rattled, but, you know, I’m doing better. Working is a good distraction. The worst part was parking.”

      “I bet.” I rested a hand on Sienna’s shoulder. “For what it’s worth. I don’t think they’ll be coming back soon.”

      “Well, no. Not after what you did to them.”

      I smiled, then glanced at Kevin, who was oblivious to our conversation. “What did I do?”

      “Oh, yeah. Right. Nothing at all.” A half-grin formed at the corner of Sienna’s mouth.

      I chuckled. “Maybe later we can talk about that when we have a little more privacy.”

      Sienna nodded, distracted by a customer who walked through the doors. She turned her attention to the young woman who ordered a caramel macchiato with two extra shots.

      “You got this?” Sienna asked.

      I nodded. “I think so.”

      It wasn’t the most complex drink we made. I handled it without too much trouble and added a dollop of whipped cream to the top before drizzling it with caramel syrup. At least this lady hadn’t ordered it nonfat. You’d be surprised how many drinks, chock-full of sugar, customers order nonfat to give themselves the illusion that their drink was low calorie.

      Kevin gathered his paperwork and approached the counter. “Could I get another cup to go?”

      “Plain coffee?” I asked.

      “I’m a purist,” Kevin replied. “Nothing beats a good strong cup of coffee, and you have the best roast in town.”

      I smiled. “Well, I’m sure Joe would appreciate hearing that. He roasts all the beans himself.”

      Kevin nodded. “I’ll be back around the end of your shift. Just to make sure nothing happens in the parking garage.”

      “We’ll be fine, Kevin. Thanks, though.”

      Kevin nodded. “Let me know if anything strange happens.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “Are you expecting anything?”

      Kevin sighed. “I don’t know. The more I dig into this organization, the deeper the rabbit hole goes. The problem is until I hit the bottom of the hole, I’m pretty much in freefall. I can’t pinpoint anything definite, but I can say that whatever this is, it’s big. They might be scaling back their operations temporarily, just until things cool off, but they’ll be back. I’m sure of it.”

      “Well.” I smiled. “On the bright side, I guess that means we’ll be seeing a lot of each other for a while.”

      Kevin grinned. “Yeah, I suppose we will.”

      I wiggled my fingers at him. “See you soon!”

      Kevin turned to leave. Then he paused and turned back. “Quick question. I just received a notice that someone called in shots fired in your neighborhood about half an hour ago.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Really? Not surprised. I mean, it happens from time to time in the city.”

      Kevin nodded. “Did you hear or see anything?”

      I shook my head. “I must’ve missed it.”

      “Really?” Kevin asked. “Because you were late. Knowing the time it takes you to drive from your apartment here, you would have been home when it happened.”

      I shook my head. “I had errands to run this morning. I just got a new dog. I had to get a few things.”

      Kevin pressed his lips together. “All right. Well, be careful. It was probably gang-related. But I can’t rule anything out.”

      “I appreciate the concern,” I told him. “Enjoy your coffee.”

      Once Kevin was out the door, Sienna stepped up beside me. “You think they’ll track them down? The people those guys were working for, I mean.”

      I shook my head. “These are professional criminals. They know how to cover their tracks. Unfortunately, the cops are limited. They can only do so much until the evidence is overwhelming enough that they can act, get a warrant, or whatever.”

      Sienna sighed. “There has to be more that can be done. I mean, if they could identify the three men who took me, you’d think they’d be able to figure out who they were working for.”

      I bit my lip. “I’ve been looking into this. If the cops can’t do it, I’m going to take them down myself.”

      “Zoey, are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      I nodded. “The longer it takes the cops to figure this out, the more people they could take. I don’t know about you, but I’m not okay with that. These assholes need to be stopped. I hesitate to ask, but I could use your help, Sienna.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “I’m not great with computers,” I told her. “Don’t tell Kevin, but I managed to get a copy of the financial records the cops pulled on that Chad guy.”

      “How in the world did you get that?” Sienna asked.

      I laughed. “I’m sneaky. And maybe I’ve been flirting with the detective.”

      “A little?” Sienna laughed. “Seriously, the sexual tension between you two is so thick I don’t think I could cut through it with a chain saw.”

      I giggled. “Yeah, there’s that. I have a list of sizable deposits made to Chad’s account and the dates they were made. Do you think you could get on the computer and search through missing person reports? I want to see if we can correlate any of them with the deposits Chad made. If we can do that, if we can identify some of their other possible victims, maybe we’ll be able to pick up on some patterns.”

      Sienna smiled. “Consider it done. I’ll use Joe’s computer in the back if you don’t mind watching the counter.”

      “You know his password?” I asked, raising one eyebrow.

      Sienna laughed. “His password is ‘coffee.’”

      I snorted. “How predictable is that?”

      “I figured it out my third try,” Sienna continued. “You know, after trying ‘password’ and ‘1234.’”

      “Why were you trying to get into his computer, anyway?” I asked.

      Sienna grinned. “What can I say? I was bored, and there was this chick he hired a while back with no qualifications. He made me train her. How annoying is that?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, sorry about that. I know I suck at this.”

      Sienna shook her head. “You realize he had three other applicants? One of them used to work for Starbucks. Still, he hired you, Zoey. Why do you think that is?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. But he hired me on the spot. Maybe he got a vibe.”

      “Yeah.” Sienna rolled her eyes. “If the vibe is that you have a great ass.”

      “He didn’t hire me for my butt, Sienna.”

      “Didn’t he? It’s obvious that he likes you, Zoey.”

      “Joe? No way! And ew! He’s, like, thirty, right?”

      “He’s not that much older than you, Zoey. I don’t think he’s any older than that detective. Besides, you are his type.”

      “He has a type?”

      Sienna nodded. “Dark hair. Athletic body. Yeah, you look a lot like his ex.”

      I sighed. “Well, isn’t that great? He hired me because he’s into me? Not cool.”

      “He’s a good guy,” Sienna protested. “You could do worse.”

      “He’s too good.” I shook my head. “That’s the problem. I just broke up with a good guy. Even so, how good could he be if he hired me over someone more qualified because he thought I was cute?”

      Sienna shrugged. “It’s a barista job, Zoey. It’s not like he hired you to run a Fortune 500 company. Who knows, maybe I’m wrong.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe he hired me because he didn’t want to bring someone in who already had ideas about how a coffee shop should be run. I was, if nothing else, a blank slate he could see trained to do the job the way he wants.”

      “Maybe,” Sienna agreed doubtfully. “You’re probably right. Forget I said anything. You have those dates when the deposits were made?”

      I pulled out my phone and sent Sienna the financial records I’d taken from Kevin. “It’s on your phone.”

      Sienna grinned. “Give me ten minutes. And if there are any crazy drink orders you can’t handle, give me a shout.”
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      Sienna returned from the back room with a few sheets of paper in her hand.

      “You found something, I take it?” I asked.

      Sienna nodded and wiped off the counter before setting the papers down. “These dates all correlate with the deposits in Chad’s account. If we’re right, and these were the people Chad and his team abducted, good luck finding a pattern.”

      I nodded and perused the missing person reports. She was right. I’d assumed young women were the primary target, given the fact that Sienna was targeted. Sienna found four names of people who were reported missing around the time the deposits were made into Chad’s account. All of the missing person reports were made one or two days ahead of when Chad received funds. That made sense. He’d only get paid after he delivered his victims.

      The first one I saw fit the profile: an attractive dark-haired woman in her early twenties.

      The next print-out featured a male in his middle-thirties. From the description and image, he was a rather stout fellow. Not the sort you’d expect to be trafficked. That is, not for the same kind of services we’d presumed to this point the young women were being trafficked into. Physical labor, perhaps?’

      That was possible. I knew very little about human trafficking. As pervasive a problem as it is in the United States, it receives shockingly little attention from major media outlets. Still, I knew that human trafficking led to a variety of ends. Sometimes the victims were forced into sexual servitude. Other victims were enslaved to perform manual labor.

      That theory didn’t hold water with the next one I located—an elderly Black woman, frail in appearance, previously residing in a nursing home. I bit my lip. There was no guarantee that these people were abducted by Chad simply because the dates correlated. More likely, this particular woman had wandered away from the facility where she lived. That sort of thing happens. We trained at the academy how to track down wandering souls who’d suffered from dementia. Usually, they gravitated toward places and people who had significance at an earlier time in their lives. Still, the fact that this woman hadn’t been found yet and it had been a month or so since she was reported missing raised a few questions.

      The last victim, who had gone missing just a week before Sienna was attacked, was a woman who’d last been seen training her clients at a local gym. She was a prime candidate for traffickers.

      I scratched the back of my head. “I don’t get it. I mean, there’s a chance some of these people went missing for other reasons, and we just don’t have any reports on the victims who correlated with other deposits.”

      “That’s true,” Sienna agreed. “There were several deposits that didn’t correlate with any local missing person reports. I could expand my search, I suppose.”

      I shook my head. “There’s a reason these criminals target people near the Interstate. Some of them might be out-of-state travelers. There’d be no way to guess where their victims came from or where they were going. You could do a nationwide search, but I’m guessing if you did, it would be even more likely that the people we found went missing for other reasons.”

      “I wish there was something more we could go on,” Sienna mused.

      I shook my head. “That doesn’t mean this wasn’t worthwhile. If these four were abducted by the traffickers, it means the criminal enterprise has a wide variety of buyers. That means more people are involved than if there was only a single buyer who collected victims for one purpose. Not to mention, we can do a little more digging into these particular cases and try to find out if there were any witnesses. Chad scouted you for a while before he made a move. It’s likely that if these people were abducted by him, others would recognize him.”

      Sienna nodded. “Yeah, but we’d need a photo of him.”

      I scrolled through my phone and showed it to Sienna. “I copied a lot of the detective’s files. He had a mugshot from Chad that was taken several years earlier on a DUI arrest.”

      “That’s fantastic!” Sienna exclaimed. “Should we go after work?”

      I shook my head. “Not tonight. I have something else I have to take care of. A couple of things, actually. My grandmother is on her deathbed, and I’d like to see her again tonight. Then, I have other errands. Maybe tomorrow after our shift, we can try to track down some families or co-workers who were associated with the missing persons.”

      Sienna nodded. “I’m sorry to hear about your grandmother.”

      I smiled. “I appreciate that.”

      “It’s a slow day. If you’d like to take off to go spend the day with her, I can probably handle it,” Sienna offered.

      I shook my head. “I’m not leaving you here alone, Sienna. I don’t think that’s safe.”

      Sienna nodded. “Thanks, Zoey.”

      “No, thank you for helping. I don’t think I could have found those names on my own. I suck with Google.”

      Sienna laughed, running her fingers through her hair. “I should be the one thanking you. You saved me! Twice!”
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      I looked up Ronald’s phone number and address before I got off work at five o’clock. I needed to get to Ronald’s before dark. We had a phone book at Cup-O-Joe’s. I wasn’t sure where else I could get a phone book. A museum, perhaps? I don’t think I’d seen one since I arrived on Earth apart from the one stashed under the counter at the coffee shop. I ripped the page out of the phonebook. I doubted anyone would miss it.

      Using it was even more intuitive than the Internet. It was pretty easy to figure out right away that people’s names were arranged alphabetically by surname. Since Ronnie’s last name started with a “c,” his name and address were toward the front of the book. Based on what my phone’s maps app told me, Ronald lived about twenty minutes from my apartment. Given the time of the evening, I had to take traffic into account.

      I wanted to check in on Rose first. I didn’t have much time left with her, and since I had a few hours before dark, I figured catching up with her was the best use of my time. Besides, I felt bad for her. She was there, dying, with no one except for Helen, her hospice nurse who visited intermittently, to keep her company.

      Of course, there were hospice facilities Rose could go to. I knew all about those. It was a standard part of my Reaper education. It was one of the most common venues for reapings. Still, a lot of people like Rose chose to die at home even if it meant dying alone.

      I pulled up next to Rose’s house. Helen wasn’t there. At least, her car wasn’t parked outside. Would Rose be able to answer the door? I wasn’t sure. I rang the doorbell.

      I waited about a minute, then rang it again. Still nothing.

      I knocked three times.

      No answer.

      I sighed. Rose’s bedroom had a window that faced the back of the house. Maybe I could get her attention. She could let me know where a spare key might be hiding.

      I hopped the chain-link fence that surrounded Rose’s backyard. I tapped on Rose’s back window and cupped my hands around my eyes to look inside.

      Rose’s bed was empty.

      My stomach sank. Had they taken her to a hospice facility? Maybe she was in the hospital. She wasn’t supposed to die for four or five more days.

      Then, I felt a chilly hand on my shoulder.

      I turned and my father stood there, pain in his eyes. His hood was off his head, hanging down his back. “Dad? No, Dad! If you’re here, that means…”

      “Her expiration date was expedited,” my father explained. “I’m sorry, Zoey.”

      I clenched my fists. “Expedited? Why the hell would that happen? You knew when she was supposed to die. You didn’t come to see her, or…”

      “No, Zoey. I didn’t see her until it was her time.”

      “If you didn’t… Wait, no! This is my fault. I’m your daughter. Somehow, when I visited, it must’ve broken your bargain with Athena!”

      My father shook his head. “It wasn’t your fault, Zoey.”

      “You can’t know that!” I protested. “I mean, you said it yourself. It was a risk. If she recognized me, and she did…”

      “It was a risk that she would be less likely to want to move on so soon after meeting her granddaughter,” my father agreed. “But it wasn’t your presence that caused this.”

      I didn’t understand. “Then why? What happened? Surely me showing up had something to do with it?”

      My father sighed. “It was your mother, Zoey.”

      I furrowed my brow and cocked my head. “My mom? Are you sure?”

      My father nodded. “She was here at her mother’s side when she died. After all these years, she came back.”

      “Where is she?” I asked. “Did you talk to her?”

      My father shook his head. “I didn’t remove my cloak, Zoey. But your mother knew I was there. She looked past me, through the room, as if she knew I must’ve been there. She nodded. But I could see the pain in her face. She didn’t want to see me, Zoey.”

      “You don’t know that, Dad! You could have told her about me. You could have let her know I was looking for her…”

      “She already knew that,” my father assured me. “Rose told her when she first arrived. I gave her as much time as I could allow before harvesting her soul. But as you know, Zoey, a Reaper has a very narrow window of opportunity to act before the soul misses its scheduled time with the boatman.”

      I shook my head. “You must’ve seen something. You did your reconnaissance. That’s one of the Rs. What was she driving? What direction did she go when she left? Did she say anything to Rose that revealed where she lived?”

      “Zoey, I didn’t look into any of that. I was able to give your mother and Rose little more than a couple of minutes. I had to be ready to harvest her soul.”

      I snorted. “If you were so eager to take Rose’s soul back to the River Styx, why are you still here? Shouldn’t you be on your way?”

      “Morty is delivering her on my behalf.”

      “Morty? Are you serious?”

      “He’s been shadowing me. I harvested Rose’s soul, then I passed it to Morty’s scythe. I expected you would be coming to see her soon. Rose told your mother as much. She said she expected you tonight.”

      “Then where is she?” I asked. “Where is my mom? If she knew I was coming, surely she’d wait.”

      My father put his arms around me. “She left, Zoey. I can’t say where she went. Perhaps she’ll return. You’re welcome to wait for her.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t. There’s something I have to do. A family that needs my help.”

      “Very well,” my father agreed. “There’s no guarantee your mother would return.”

      “Why the hell wouldn’t she if she knew I was coming?” I asked.

      “Zoey, I don’t know how to say this. But your mother might not want to meet you. Perhaps she isn’t ready.”

      “Isn’t ready? Why the hell not? It’s been more than twenty years, Dad.”

      “I understand, Zoey. But it’s not that simple. I do not know what’s on your mother’s mind. But I believe she loves you. She shed a tear when Rose told her you were here. If she’s not coming, if she isn’t looking for you, it may be that she feels guilty.”

      I grunted. “That’s no fucking excuse, Dad. I don’t give a shit about her guilt. I know this wasn’t her fault. It was just a shitty situation. She had no reason to feel guilty before. But if she refuses to see me now, when she knows I’m back on Earth, and she knew I’d be coming back here tonight, that’s on her.”

      “There might be reasons,” my father countered. “Perhaps she needs time to prepare, Zoey. She just lost her mother. She came to see her after two decades just to lose her. That’s a lot to deal with. Meeting her estranged daughter might be too much for her to handle right now. She knows you’re here. She’ll know your address.”

      I snorted. “She’ll know my address? How?”

      My father smiled. “I once used the same apartment. I’m sure if she’s looking for you, that’s the first place she’ll go.”

      I unfolded one of my mother’s letters from my pocket. “Rose gave me these. A bunch of letters my mom sent her through the years. In a few of the early ones, she mentioned doing what was necessary. Do you have any idea what that meant?”

      My father pinched his chin. “I cannot say. It could be anything. Perhaps she just had to do what she had to do to move on without you and your brother, without me… Or…”

      “Or what?” I asked.

      My father sighed. “That damn Olympian.”

      “Athena?” I asked.

      My father nodded. “She told me when she agreed to extend Rose’s life that she had to enter a similar bargain with Josephine. I had petitioned Athena, but Josephine was Rose’s blood. Athena needed the consent of Rose’s kin to make it happen. I assumed it was going to be a simple exchange. Athena would appear to Josephine, tell her about the bargain I’d proposed for the sake of Rose, secure her consent, and that would be that. But if now we’re finding out Josephine never visited Rose all these years, there must’ve been a reason. It likely had something to do with whatever deal Athena made with her.”

      “Can you go to Olympus and find out?” I asked. “You had to petition Athena before. Surely you can reach her again.”

      “The Olympians are far less accessible today than they were even then. In recent years, they’ve closed the paths I knew to take to access their realm. If you wish to know what Josephine wrote to her mother, you’ll have to find her and ask her yourself.”
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      I couldn’t hang around on the slim chance that my mother might show up. If Rose had told her I was coming, and she wanted to see me, she’d have been there waiting. She wouldn’t risk missing the chance to be reunited with her long-lost daughter.

      At least I had a likely fight coming later that evening. No killing. Whoever got sent after Ronald on account of his failure to kill me might know more about the trafficking syndicate. Hell, for all I knew, the syndicate would hire another Ronald, another mercenary assassin, to do him and his family in. If they failed, and I didn’t kill them, they’d be in the same position Ronald was in the next night. In theory, this cycle could repeat dozens of times until the syndicate either killed me or one of us just got tired of the cat and mouse routine.

      On the other hand, if the syndicate intended to murder Ronald and his family, then if I caught them, I might be able to make them talk. It would be the biggest break yet in terms of tracking down those truly responsible for the trafficking operation.

      I’d already programmed Ronald’s address into my phone. First, I needed to swing by my apartment to get my father’s Reaper cloak. Invisibility would come in handy. I needed any advantage I could get.

      It was a quick run in and out of my apartment. Cerberus didn’t even bother making an appearance. Then, I was back on my bike and taking the quick ride to Ronald’s house.

      I pulled up at his address. It didn’t look like your typical family home. The place was an old mansion, not befitting for a struggling father desperate enough to provide for his family that he had to turn to contract killing to provide. If he was really that hard up, he could sell the house and buy a smaller place.

      I rode past the place and parked my bike a few blocks away. I double-checked the address I’d programmed into my phone. I pulled out the folded-up page from the phone book to be certain I didn’t mistype the address. This was the right place.

      The guy at my apartment wasn’t Ronald Chaffin. He was probably just a hired hand. But who was Ronald Chaffin? Whoever he was, I imagined he was expecting me. The guy from my apartment who’d tried to kill me had surely reported back. Luring me here must’ve been a contingency plan.

      What they didn’t know was that I could disappear.

      I pulled my cloak over my head and raised my hood. That was the first R. I had my regalia. This wasn’t a reaping, but my training would still come in handy. The second R was “receipt.” I had a name. It wasn’t who I thought it was, but if there was a Ronald Chaffin at this place, then he was likely connected to the syndicate. I’d also handled the third R, “relocation,” by following the GPS guidance on my phone to the given address. The fourth R was often the most crucial to a successful fifth R. Reconnaissance before reaping.

      In this case, I couldn’t reap, but I could swap the last R for “Ronald.” It was convenient that the guy’s name fit my alliteration. It wouldn’t work in future operations. If I wasn’t going to kill or was trying to avoid it, I’d have to think up another R-word for the ultimate goal. Or maybe I’d still use reaping. After all, I was reaping a harvest, the seeds sown of investigation. At least, I hoped I was. I doubted this Ronald guy was in charge of the syndicate, but something connected him one way or another. What rewards I might reap from Ronald were impossible to know.

      The benefit of my Reaper cloak was that I didn’t have to bother hiding behind bushes or trees to survey the house in question.

      “Cerberus?” I whispered. “You here?”

      I felt a paw on my shin. “I’m here.”

      “Can you see me while I’m wearing my cloak?”

      “You mean your dad’s cloak that you stole?”

      His sarcasm was getting old, fast. “We’re family. It’s not stealing. Not exactly. It doesn’t matter. I just didn’t realize you’d be able to see me when I put this on.”

      “I can,” Cerberus assured me. “The cloak changes your frequency. In your cloak, you’re more like a soul than a human being. I can see souls, so I can see you.”

      “I’m, like, a ghost?” I asked.

      “Something like that,” Cerberus agreed. “But you still have your body, so not a ghost. Not exactly.”

      “But I can see the cloak when I’m not wearing it,” I protested.

      “The enchantment on the Reaper’s cloak engages the frequency of your nature. You aren’t fully human, Zoey. You are still your father’s daughter. It’s the combination of the cloak’s magic with your unique constitution that produces this effect. You aren’t technically invisible. You’re traversing the astral plane, the frequency upon which the dead travel if they wander before they are reaped.”

      “So, you can see me because you also traverse the astral plane?”

      “I can. Just as I can phase in and out of Hades or Olympus when I run, if I so choose, I can go invisible and move through the astral plane.”

      “Then why can’t I see you?”

      “Your sight must develop,” Cerberus explained. “For now, you’re unaccustomed to traversing this plane. It’s like you just woke up and your eyes are used to the dark. The bright light blinds you. In time, you’ll see everything.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “Hard to say. But your sight will come in sooner than later, I’d imagine. Until then, you can trust I’m here.”

      I nodded. “All right. Well, do you see anything unusual about this house? They must be expecting me. It has to be a trap. We need to figure out how they’re planning to lure me in so we can turn the tables on the bad guys.”

      “We need to go inside.”

      “But how do we get in?”

      Cerberus huffed. “You’re on the astral plane, Zoey. You can walk right through the door. Or through the walls, if that’s more convenient.”

      I bit my lip. “If I can walk through walls, then how am I walking on the ground? Wouldn’t I just fall through that, too?”

      “Ghosts are not bound by the laws of physics. Neither are you. But still, most ghosts who wander the Earth behave as if they are. They act according to their instincts, their memories of being human. Yes, you could fall through the ground if you wanted to. You could even fly if you wished. But because your experience and memory are as a human, with a body, you will default to behaving according to the constraints of the physical world. If you wish to walk through the walls, you simply need to believe you can.”

      I chuckled. “This is pretty cool. I didn't realize these cloaks did anything more than making us invisible.”

      “If you were still a Reaper, you’d learn these things after you reached the tenth level, give or take. Now, you’ll have to learn as you go. I can help you with that.”

      I nodded. “I suppose that’s why my dad brought you to stay with me?”

      “Your dad originally intended that I’d help you advance to his level after he ascended. Now, I’m here for the reason he told you. I’m here to keep you safe.”

      “But you can teach me how to do this stuff,” I countered. “I need you to teach me everything, Cerberus.”

      Cerberus snorted. “I can do that, but it will cost you more barbecue.”

      I chuckled. “That won’t be a problem. Come on. Let’s do this. We can go into the house from the back. They probably saw me drive past on my bike. They’ll be expecting me at the front door. I’m guessing there are multiple assassins waiting for me. If I come at them from behind, I might catch them off guard.”
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      Cerberus and I snuck around the back of the house. While no one could see either of us, if I stepped on fallen leaves or a twig, it still made a noise. A dog in the yard next door started barking.

      “Shit,” I whispered to Cerberus. “Can he see us?”

      “Most likely,” Cerberus agreed. “Hold on. I’ll hop over there and let it sniff my ass. That should do the trick.”

      I chuckled. “All right, well, hurry back.”

      I heard a click. I turned. A man dressed all in black leaned out the back door on the porch of the house. He surveyed the yard. Then he pulled out a flashlight and scanned the yard. They were looking for me. Waiting for me. They’d set a trap and were hoping I’d walk right into it. After all, they didn’t give a rat’s ass about the hired gangster who lied and told me his name was Ronald. They wanted me dead. I was the one who foiled Chad and his partners. I’d freed three of the women they’d abducted. Based on what I’d done to Chad the night before, they knew I was a threat. They were prepared.

      The barking stopped from the opposite side of the fence. Cerberus’ butt-sniffing favor worked.

      The man at the back door turned off his flashlight and went back inside.

      “The dog shouldn’t be a problem.” Cerberus spoke in a hushed voice.

      I smirked. “Did you have to return the favor?”

      Cerberus grunted. “No comment.”

      I chuckled. “I don’t want to know. Hey, since you have three heads, does that mean…”

      Cerberus huffed. “No, I don’t have three assholes.”

      I shrugged. “It was worth asking. It makes sense. Three holes in, three holes out.”

      “Shut up,” Cerberus snapped. “Let’s just get this over with. I saw that guy checking out the yard was armed.”

      I nodded. “All the more reason to take them out from behind. I don’t want to kill anyone. If I can knock them out and tie them up, I won’t have to.”

      “I could just eat them.”

      “No!” I whispered with as much insistence as I could muster without elevating my voice.

      “Pfft. Do you have qualms about sending these guys to Hades? These guys are defending human traffickers. They deserve whatever they get.”

      “Still not our place,” I replied. “But that’s not the reason. I need to keep some people alive. This isn’t the end of the road. I doubt whoever is inside this house runs the syndicate. We need to interrogate them. We knock them out, tie them up, then leave Kevin an anonymous tip once we’re done with them.”

      Cerberus grunted. “But puppy wants a treat!”

      “Cerberus! I said no.”

      “Okay, fine! I’ll do my best to restrain myself.”

      I didn’t want to go in through the back door. I guessed that the guy who’d just shown himself was right behind it. There was a small deck at the back of the house. I decided to go up onto the deck and find a place in the wall to walk through. It was a bit of a crap shoot. There was no telling what we’d see once we got through. Still, so long as we didn’t walk right into someone, I figured we could always walk back through the wall outside and regroup.

      I pressed my hands against the red brick on the side of the house. I pressed. My hands didn’t budge. I had to believe I could do it. The only thing preventing me from walking through objects while cloaked in the astral plane was my mind.

      They say that faith can move mountains. Who would have thought that it also allowed you to walk through them? Or through walls, at least. Provided you had a Reaper’s cloak.

      I tried again. If you see it, you’ll believe it. That was the theory, anyway. I pictured it in my mind, visualizing my body stepping right through the wall. This time, my hands passed through the brick with no resistance. Then, I took a step. I instinctively took a breath. I imagined it was the same reflex that made you inhale and hold before jumping into water. I stepped through the other side of the wall and then through the kitchen cabinets.

      That took me a little off guard. It was one thing to step through a wall. But to walk through a set of fine china wasn’t exactly what I’d expected.

      I exhaled as my feet hit the tile floor in the mansion’s large kitchen. I looked around. The same man who’d looked out the back door was leaning against a wall near the back door.

      I looked down as Cerberus pawed my leg. I had to maintain my footing. I didn’t know how I could walk across the floor while visualizing myself passing through it, dulling the sound, without falling through the floor. Maybe it would work. Maybe it wouldn’t. Now wasn’t the time to experiment.

      I took slow, deliberate steps through the kitchen. I’d spotted one gunman already. There was another hallway off the kitchen that opened into a dining area. I moved in that direction, trying my best to soften each step.

      The floor creaked beneath me. I held my breath and stopped moving. No one seemed to notice. Multiple men were moving around in the house, and old houses tended to make noises anyway. I exhaled and took another careful step.

      There were two more gunmen by the front door. They held assault rifles in their hands and were dressed in black. They had vests. Bulletproof, most likely. Would it also be javelin-proof? Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

      The challenge was going to be to take down these guys without the man in the back of the house noticing.

      One of the two men peeked out of the glass windowpane on the front door.

      “She coming?” the second man asked.

      “I don’t see her. Are you sure that was her on the motorcycle?”

      “I assumed so. You’ve seen the photos Chad took. It looked just like her, and the bike was identical to the one she rides.”

      “If she’s here, where the hell is she?”

      “It doesn’t help that Demarcus fed her some story that made it sound like he lived in the ghetto. She’s probably suspicious about our intentions. Maybe she left, realizing it was a setup.”

      I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t believe that I fell for that guy’s story. Demarcus. Pleading for the sake of his family. Telling me that he was trying to provide for them, that he was caught up in something bigger than himself. It made sense. But it was crap. These two men were right. Demarcus flubbed when he gave me an address to a house that didn’t at all fit the description of a place that someone struggling like he made it sound like would live.

      I needed to expand my reconnaissance efforts. I needed to get a full count of everyone in the house: their locations, how well they were armed, everything. So far, I’d found three. That didn’t mean there wouldn’t be more. I slid past the two men, careful not to make any noise.

      There was a padlocked door off the hallway. I could walk through the door, but given that it was locked, it wasn’t a priority. A lock like that was meant to keep people inside the room. If I somehow managed to take down the rest of the assassins in the house, then I’d take a look at what they had locked up behind the door. Based on the stairway above the door, I figured it must lead to a basement.

      I made my way up the stairs. They didn’t squeak as much as I expected, which was a relief. The upstairs space consisted of a long hallway with a few rooms off of it. All the doors were closed. I made my way down the hall, utilizing the advantage of being in the astral plane to press my face through the doors as I went. I found an unoccupied bathroom and three empty bedrooms.

      There was only one more room to check. The last room didn’t have any windows. It was hard to see since the only lighting in the house came from the streetlights outside. Unlike the other rooms, this one had furniture—a four-poster bed with a canopy and fancy tassels dangling all around. I stepped into the room. No one was in there. It was strange, though, how fancy the room was. It was clean. The bed had what felt like a velvet comforter.

      “How weird is this?” I asked.

      “Whoever lives here,” Cerberus replied, “probably lives alone. That’s why only one bedroom is furnished.”

      “He has interesting taste. This stuff couldn’t be cheap. I’m betting this bed, the chair in the corner, and even the dresser and wardrobe are all antiques.”

      “At least it looks like we only have three people to deal with.”

      I nodded. “Don’t forget whatever’s in that basement. I don’t think we’re going to find unicorns and teddy bears down there. But first, we need to take out the three inside.”

      “I’ll take the guy in the back. You get the other two.”

      I bit my lip. “I don’t know.”

      “I won’t eat him! I promise! I mean, I won’t eat all of him. Not his soul, and that's the part that matters.”

      I nodded. "Nothing that will kill him. The last thing I want is Morty or, worse, Gabriel to show up in the middle of all this."

      “Do you think he could live without a leg?” Cerberus asked.

      “Not if you ripped it off him.”

      “But Doggy wants a bone!”

      “Behave, and I'll buy you another slab of ribs on the way home.”

      “It’s a plan.”

      Cerberus and I headed back downstairs. He was going to wait until I made my move, then, when the guy in the back reacted and turned, jump on his back and drag him down. If he had to enlarge himself to do it, so be it.

      I snuck up behind the two men guarding the front door. I touched the sigil on my wrist, and the moment my staff appeared, I swung it hard, hitting the first guy in the back of the head.

      He fell to the ground as the other guy pivoted and aimed his gun at me. He wasn’t fast enough. I swiped it out of his hand with my staff and kicked him in the gut, sending him flying into the front door.

      I heard a scream from the back of the house. Then a lot of snarling. The screams turned high-pitched. Poor guy. Not.

      I kicked away the two guns that each of the men I’d taken down had been holding. The first guy I took down was rolling on the floor, holding the back of his head. I kicked him hard in the face. He stopped rolling. The other guy was already out cold.

      The snarling and screaming were still going on in the back. I was tempted to go and see what was happening, but by the sound of it, it wasn’t going so well for the human. Still, I didn’t know how long these guys would remain unconscious. Probably not for long. I needed to tie them up before I could leave them behind.

      I unlaced their boots and used their laces to tie their wrists behind their backs and their ankles together. Then I emptied their guns of ammunition. If they managed to get free, they wouldn’t be armed. I patted them down to ensure they didn’t have any other weapons.

      So far, so good. A loud crash shook the entire house. I hurried to the back to see the back door shattered into splinters. The man that Cerberus was fighting was on his back, unconscious, on the back porch.

      Cerberus was about three times his normal size. He glanced at me and licked his chops. “If you can’t run with the big dogs, stay on the porch.”

      I smirked. Then, dragging the last guy back inside, I tied him up with his boot laces just like I’d done to the other two men.

      “Ready to check the basement?” I asked.

      Cerberus nodded. “You sure you’re ready? Whatever they have locked up down there, it might not be pretty.”

      I nodded. “We should act fast. Before any other bad guys decide to show up and complicate things.”
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      My hood had fallen back during the fight. I pulled it back over my head and pressed myself through the door.

      There wasn’t much of a landing before the wooden stairs leading down into the basement. The moisture in the air was palpable. The place reeked of mildew and death. The stairs creaked and cracked with every step.

      I could only hope that the smell wasn’t on account of any human bodies. I wasn’t metaphorically holding my breath. Literally speaking, I was doing my best not to breathe in the stench. The smell intensified as Cerberus and I made our way down the stairs. Cerberus was back to his normal size.

      It was dark. My staff, when summoned, emanated a subtle glow. It also would give away my location if anyone happened to be lurking in the darkness. Still, if anyone was in the basement waiting for us, chances were they knew I was there. The sound the steps made was too loud to hide even with careful steps. Besides, Cerberus blasting through the door was so loud there wasn’t any point trying to be discreet now.

      My staff didn’t give me enough light to survey the basement. I reached into my back pocket and retrieved my phone. With a swipe of my thumb, I turned on the flashlight.

      Cages lined the walls. Most of them were empty. One of them had somebody inside. I quickly checked the rest of the room. I didn’t see anyone, but there was a small wall dividing the basement into two. I couldn’t say for certain what might be on the other side.

      I approached the cage that contained the body. Her body was covered in blood. Was she dead or alive? The smell wasn’t coming from her. It didn’t seem any stronger near her than it was away. I tapped my staff on the cage. The woman slowly turned her face toward me. Her eyes were swollen shut. Still, I recognized her. She was one of the missing people that Sienna had found on the Internet. The most recent missing person on the list; the female personal trainer who’d gone missing a few days before they abducted Sienna.

      “We have to get you out of here.” I pulled off my hood and tugged on the padlock on the cage.

      “Please… Help me.” The woman’s voice was barely audible. “Before he comes back.”

      “Before who comes back?” I asked.

      The woman’s eyes widened. She struggled to raise her hand to point behind me. I turned and shined my light in the direction the woman was pointing.

      A man stood there. He was wearing a black three-piece suit and a bowtie. His skin was white, but given my limited lighting, I couldn’t tell how pale he was. His eyes were dark. I quickly jumped to my feet and gripped my staff.

      “Now, now, Zoey. There’s no need for that.” The man raised his hand. He had an accent. I wasn’t great with human accents. My experience was limited. Still, it was clear that he wasn’t a native-born American. Russian, perhaps. Maybe Eastern European.

      I grunted. “Your other men are down. It’s you and me. I’m not in the mood for conversation.”

      The man chuckled. “You remind me of your mother.”

      “My mom?” I asked. “What do you know about my mom?”

      The man licked his fingers and slicked back the sides of his black hair. “I’ll just say, she and I have had our run-ins before. She’s a wily one, that Josephine. She’s eliminated many of my associates, my progeny.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You’re Ronald Chaffin?”

      The man raised his hand to his mouth and laughed. “It’s an alias I’ve used, yes.”

      “Then who are you?” I asked.

      The man shook his head. “I’ve been known by many names, Zoey. You may call me Ronald if you like. Most know me by the name of Vlad.”

      “Are you the one responsible for abducting all these people?”

      “Am I responsible? Well, I suppose you could say I am. Though, I’m not the only one, my dear.”

      “I’m not your dear,” I snapped.

      The man smiled widely. I gasped as the light from my phone reflected off his teeth. They weren’t normal, human teeth. They were pointed. He had fangs.

      “What the hell are you?” I asked.

      “I could ask you the same,” Vlad countered. “It’s remarkable how much you resemble your mother. She was your age the first time we met. Your hair is darker, and there’s something else, something different about you.”

      “We aren’t talking about me,” I replied. “I’m the one with the weapon. I’m in charge here.”

      Vlad smiled again. “Why don’t you step a little closer. We’ll see who is in charge.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not an idiot. I’ll stay right here, thank you very much.”

      “Suit yourself.” Vlad lunged at me. He moved faster than any human should.

      Cerberus emerged from the astral plane and jumped on Vlad, pushing him back.

      Vlad backhanded Cerberus, sending him flying across the room. The dog crashed into the wall.

      “Cerberus!” I shouted.

      The hellhound whimpered as he tried to get back on his feet. I took my staff in both hands and went after Vlad.

      When I did, the staff glowed red, and a blade emerged on the end. It turned into a scythe with red magic, almost like flames, coursing through it.

      I wasn’t about to question it, but seeing the scythe gave me a half-second’s pause. I swiped the blade at Vlad, but he stepped out of the way.

      Damn, he was fast.

      My scythe gave me enough light to see everything. Vlad was halfway up the stairs. I took off after him. He looked at me and winked before disappearing in a blur. When he left my sight, the blade on my staff disappeared. It returned to its normal shape.

      “What the hell?” I asked.

      Cerberus had returned to his feet and wobbled a little as he made his way back toward me. “It seems you’ve discovered your truth.”

      “What is that?” I asked. “I thought I wasn’t a Reaper. I didn’t have a scythe. How did I…”

      “Vlad is a vampire,” Cerberus explained. “Perhaps you can’t reap human souls, but he’s not human. You are a Reaper, Zoey. You can harvest vampire souls.”
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      It took a few attempts. Eventually, I managed to break the lock off of the cage with my staff…or was it a scythe after all? My blade only appeared when I was reaping…vampires? I’d never heard of anything like that. I don’t just mean vampires. Of course I’d heard of vampires. I didn’t know they were real, but I had heard of vampires. What I’d never heard of was a vampire Reaper.

      I couldn’t call Kevin. He thought he was investigating a human trafficking organization. If I called him now, I’d not only raise more suspicions in terms of my involvement in everything, but I would send his investigation down the trail of a vampire. There was a reason, I suspected, that Vlad and perhaps other vampires were disguising their hunts, their feeds, under the guise of a human trafficking criminal operation. If people went missing, there’d be human intermediaries that would draw most of the attention from local authorities.

      The woman was barely conscious. I think she knew I’d saved her, but she was delirious, mumbling nonsense. Her neck, her wrists, and who knows what other parts of her body were riddled with double puncture wounds. These were vampire bites. Would the doctors realize what they were looking at? Not likely. But I didn’t expect I’d find out. I couldn’t call 911 on my phone. They’d be able to track it. Instead, I needed to take the victim to someone’s house. A neighbor, perhaps, would find her. I could ring the doorbell and run. Seeing someone in her condition, desperate for help, they’d call her an ambulance. I could watch from a distance to be sure.

      I hauled her up the stairs, which wasn’t easy, not being a particularly large woman myself. When we reached the top, I was shocked to find that the three men I’d tied up were gone.

      Had Vlad freed them on his way out? Why would he do that? He’d been in a hurry to leave once he discovered what I could do. Why would he bother to rescue a few hired humans? Unless those guys had regained consciousness. I doubted he’d risk the chance that I’d catch up to him by dragging them out of the house.

      “What do you think happened?” I asked.

      Cerberus huffed. “Beats me. It makes no sense.”

      Just then, I heard a car door slam. I opened the front door of the house just in time to see a large, white windowless van pull away from the front of the house. The vehicle hadn’t been there when I’d arrived at the mansion. I doubted it was Vlad driving. Though, I suppose, if a vampire drove anything, it would make sense to have a windowless van. Presuming, of course, that vampires couldn’t endure sunlight.

      From the handful of vampire television shows and movies I’d seen, that was one universal rule. It seemed that every vampire flick had a different take. Sometimes you could kill a vampire with a stake. In other shows, if you removed the stake, the vampire revived. Sometimes they could be harmed by garlic, holy water, or even the sight of a crucifix. Other vampires weren’t affected by those things at all. I suppose the point is that I didn’t know what the hell I was dealing with.

      Whoever it was in that van, I expected that they’d taken the men from inside with them. Probably other members of the shadow criminal syndicate that were working under the auspices of Vlad and other vampires.

      That meant not only had Vlad gotten away. So had the other bad guys. Still, that didn’t matter. The young woman I’d saved mattered more than any of that.

      Stopping the bad guys was secondary. I had to get this woman some help.

      My biceps were burning as I carried the woman down the sidewalk.

      Cerberus, now visible and at his normal size, ran out into the street and started barking at an oncoming car.

      “Cerberus! What are you doing?”

      The car slammed on its brakes. I stumbled out into the road, still holding the woman.

      The man in the car jumped out. He was wearing hospital scrubs. What were the chances? Better than you’d think. We were only a few blocks from Research Medical Center. “I’m a doctor. Does she need help?”

      “Oh, thank God!” I exclaimed. “Yes, please. I found her like this a few blocks away. I think she was beaten up by someone.”

      The doctor helped me lower the woman onto a patch of grass. He checked her vital signs. “She’s alive, but her pulse is weak. We need to get her to the hospital.”

      “Can you call an ambulance?” I asked.

      “I’m a resident in the Emergency Room,” he explained. “I was just heading there for my shift. It will be faster if I take her myself.”

      I nodded and took a step back. Cerberus pawed at my leg. I took the hint. It was our chance to leave. I didn’t want to go. I wanted to see that this woman made it safely to the hospital. I wanted to sit at her side, hold her hand, and make sure she was okay. But that wasn’t my place, and it was risky. She was a missing person. Once the hospital realized that, the police would get involved. That would mean that I would be associated with another case involving what they thought was a trafficking operation.

      I took off running in the opposite direction.

      “Hey!” the doctor shouted. “Wait!”

      I ignored him. I made it back to my bike, Cerberus went invisible or, technically, phased into the astral plane. I fired up my bike and took off down the road, the opposite direction from the doctor, the woman I’d saved, and the house that was supposed to belong to someone named Ronald Chaffin.
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      I had more questions now than I’d had before. Not just regarding vampires, their nature, or what happened to the men from the house. Vlad had wanted me dead. He also knew who I was, and apparently, he knew my mother. Somehow, he’d put two and two together. Was my mom a vampire slayer? Vlad had said she’d eliminated some of his progeny, which, for lack of any better guesses, I presumed meant other vampires that Vlad had turned.

      I planned to ask my dad. I didn’t know if he’d know anything. He’d never mentioned vampires, not to mention vampire Reapers. Still, if anyone knew anything, it would be him. I hurried home, parked my bike, and ran up the stairs to my apartment.

      I unlocked the door and pressed it open.

      A wall of odor struck me. It smelled like an Italian Restaurant. The cloves of garlic dangling from the door frame, the light fixtures, and littered around the floor of the place told me why.

      The reason for it was also obvious. A young man with a pale complexion was bound in chains to one of my kitchen chairs.

      “It’s a vampire. I can smell it.”

      “You can seriously smell a vampire through all this garlic?” I asked.

      Cerberus snorted. “I didn’t know the scent until we encountered Vlad. When I tried to go after him, I caught his scent. It’s unique. This guy smells the same way.”

      I stepped closer to the vampire. I hadn’t ever seen his face. He looked young, maybe nineteen or twenty. When it came to vampires, though, I imagined looks might be deceiving. In the movies, vampires live for centuries. I had no clue if that accorded with reality, but I couldn’t rule it out either. At least I knew that garlic was a thing. What it was doing to the vampire, specifically, I couldn’t say.

      A high-pitched ring startled me. I was already creeped out by finding a vampire in my apartment. The sound took me off guard. It wasn’t my ringtone. I followed the sound to a small black flip phone on my kitchen counter.

      I picked it up. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Miss Grimm,” an electronically distorted, low-pitched voice said on the other end of the line.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “Did you do this?”

      “You need to understand who you are. What you can do, Miss Grimm.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I don’t understand. How do you know me? Are you my mom or working with my mom?”

      “I have been watching you, Miss Grimm. Who I am does not matter.”

      “And what is it you think I can do?” I asked.

      “You can reap supernaturals, Miss Grimm.”

      “Supernaturals?” I asked.

      “Vampires, werewolves, even gods, perhaps. I cannot state the full extent of your capabilities, but we must confirm what you can do.”

      I snorted. “How did you even know? I didn’t think I could reap a damn thing until about an hour ago.”

      The voice on the other end of the phone remained silent a few seconds before speaking. “Like I said, I’ve been watching you.”

      “You were there tonight?” I asked.

      “No, Miss Grimm. But our organization had that home under surveillance.”

      I snorted. “Under surveillance? If that’s the case, you knew what that Vlad asshole was doing. You knew he had that poor woman in his basement.”

      “We did,” the voice confirmed.

      “He was torturing her! Feeding on her, I’d guess, by the looks of the wounds on her body. You knew about it and did nothing?”

      Another few seconds of silence. “There are bigger issues at play, Miss Grimm.”

      “Bullshit!” I exclaimed. “How many people has that vampire killed while you, whoever the hell you are, sat there and observed?”

      “We are limited in our capabilities. At least, we were. We are hoping you might change that.”

      “I don’t even know who you are! For all I know, you’re just the asshole who left garlic and a vampire in my apartment. That doesn’t sound like something you’d do to a prospective business partner.”

      “You can call me ‘the Handler,’” the voice offered. “My job is to ensure that you’re directed to the necessary targets.”

      I snorted. “Thanks for asking for my opinion on the matter. Maybe I just like making coffee.”

      “No, you don’t,” the voice countered.

      I sighed. “Okay. You’re right. I suck at that.”

      “You’ve trained for this, Miss Grimm. We intend to ensure that you realize your potential.”

      I snorted. “How do you even know what I’ve trained for? If you want me to work for you, you should probably offer a little more transparency.”

      “Are you suggesting that eliminating vampires and other dangerous supernaturals is a bad thing, Miss Grimm?”

      “No, but let’s face it. If you’re going to send me into danger or put a dangerous monster in my freaking apartment, it might be nice to establish a little trust in our relationship.”

      “Invoke your scythe, Miss Grimm. Reap the vampire’s soul.”

      “Then what?” I asked. “Take him to the boatman on the River Styx?”

      No sooner did I ask the question than I recalled the boatman’s words. The first time I’d failed to reap a soul, and Morty and I delivered the soul that my brother harvested in my stead. Your souls are not welcome here. I cannot take your souls where they must go.

      At the time, I thought Charon was talking kooky dooks. Maybe several thousand years of rowing back and forth, delivering souls from the underworld had messed with his head. Now, though, his words made sense. Did he know what I could do before I, or even my father, did? How did he know?

      “Harvest the vampire’s soul, Miss Grimm. This is one reason why we’ve set up this particular experiment. We must discover what happens after you reap.”

      It was my turn to leave the Handler with a few seconds of silence. “This is an experiment?”

      “Of course, Miss Grimm.”

      “And all this garlic…”

      “It acts like a sedative, a type of anesthesia for vampires. It’s quite effective on the younger ones. Not so much on the older ones.”

      “Like Vlad?” I asked.

      “Vampires like him, who have lived for centuries, develop a resistance to garlic. The same is true regarding sunlight.”

      “Vlad can go out in the sun?” I asked.

      “He cannot. Not for long. But he can last in the sun for a minute, maybe two. It would boil his skin. He’d have to feed on a dozen souls to heal his wounds. But sunlight would consume a younger vampire in a matter of seconds.”

      “How about a stake to the heart?” I asked.

      “Steak?” Cerberus piped up.

      I raised my hand to silence him.

      “It will kill a vampire.”

      “Then someone like me shows up to reap their souls?” I asked.

      “You are the first of your kind, Miss Grimm. I cannot say what happened to vampire souls before now. Perhaps they simply ceased to exist.”

      “So let me get this straight. You can kill vampires in at least two ways. Lure them into the sun or stake their hearts.”

      “That is correct.”

      “And you need me to reap their souls?”

      “Our organization is quite proficient at eliminating younger vampires, Miss Grimm. The older vampires are fast. They are cautious. Vlad wears an underlining beneath his shirt made of impenetrable material. He is not the only one. He is not even the oldest of those that we are powerless to defeat. But if you can reap their souls, a single swipe with your scythe would do the job. Why else do you suppose Vlad fled from you in terror?”

      “I don’t know. If I’m the first-ever vampire Reaper or supernatural Reaper, how would he even know what I could do?”

      “Vlad has not survived for over five hundred years by taking chances. You presented something he did not understand. You can be certain that he will make it a priority to discover the truth of what you are.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “Then how do I know you aren’t him? Or someone working for him?”

      “Because when this is done, when this experiment is complete, we intend to tell you where to find Vlad. So that you can kill him.”

      I sighed. “And if you were him, you’d want to lure me into a trap. That’s what he did once before. Fool me once.”

      “If that was the case, Miss Grimm, why would we want to help you realize the potential of your abilities? If we were working with Vlad, wouldn’t we ensure that you remained ignorant of your capability?”

      I took a deep breath. “All right. I suppose that makes sense.”

      “Then it’s time. Reap the vampire, Miss Grimm.”

      I nodded and set the phone down on my kitchen counter. I touched the sigil on my wrist. My staff appeared. I stepped toward the vampire, and my staff transformed into a scythe. I swiped the blade at him. My blade passed through the vampire’s chest and pulled out a black shadow. The shadow settled into my blade, and then, with a pulse of golden energy, it dissipated, and my blade disappeared.

      I released my staff and picked up my phone again.

      No sooner did I put it to my ear and the Handler spoke. “Good work, Miss Grimm.”

      “Wait, I haven’t told you what happened yet.”

      “We were watching you, Miss Grimm.”

      I turned around, looking for someone lurking in the corner, perhaps a camera. I saw nothing. “Watching me? What do you mean?”

      “We’ll text you Vlad’s location soon. Be ready.”

      The Handler hung up the phone. I looked at the burner phone. It was an older device. It didn’t have a touch screen. I located the call history. It listed the number as “unknown.”

      “Well, isn’t that fantastic?”

      “It sounds to me like we have more work to do,” Cerberus offered.

      I nodded. “It certainly looks that way.”
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      Over the next hour, the vampire’s body desiccated to the point that all that remained was a pile of ash. Between that, and all the garlic that was scattered around my apartment, it took a couple of hours to clean up. If this organization was going to trash my apartment, the least they could have done was send me a maid. I suppose it could have been worse. Sweeping up a body’s worth of ash wasn’t fun, but it was less inconvenient than disposing of a body would have been.

      The damn smell wasn’t something I could get rid of overnight. I lit a few candles to mask the scent. I imagined it would take a while before my apartment didn’t smell like an Olive Garden.

      By the time I hit the sack, I was left with only a few hours to sleep before I had to get up for work. I was scheduled with Sienna second shift. Those early coffee shop shifts, starting at five in the morning, were reserved for the more experienced baristas. Still, all things considered, my shift started earlier than I’d like, given the short night. A hard knock on my door startled me awake.

      I checked my phone. It was five in the morning. I muttered a few curses under my breath as I rolled out of bed, tossed on a sweatshirt and sweatpants, and opened the door.

      Kevin was standing there. “Did I wake you up?”

      I rubbed my eyes. “Yeah. You did.”

      “Sorry about that. Do you have a minute?”

      I shrugged. “Well, I’m already awake.”

      “At least you can drink as much coffee as you’d like at work.”

      I snorted. “Right. There’s that.”

      “There were some fresh developments in the case. I wondered if you might shed some light on what we’ve discovered.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what I could offer that might help. What happened?”

      “Three men were delivered to the police station last night. Tied up and bound. One of their victims was brought to the hospital.”

      “Well, that sounds like good news.”

      Kevin nodded. “The three men described a woman with long black hair.”

      I shrugged. I’d hidden from the thugs for most of the attack, but they knew what I was supposed to look like. They were sent to kill me, after all. “Sounds like a lot of women I know. Are you implying something?”

      “I’m not accusing you of anything. I just figured that given your proximity to the case, it was worth asking.”

      I sighed. “Well, I certainly didn’t capture three men and bring them to the station, if that’s what you’re thinking. What about the victim you said was taken to the hospital?”

      Kevin sighed. “She was in stable condition when she arrived. By the time I made it there, she was dead.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Excuse me? Did you say she was dead?”

      Kevin nodded. “Foul play was involved, I’m afraid. Someone drove a wooden shank right into her chest.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Was she a vampire? She’d been bitten. I didn’t know how a vampire was turned. All I could figure was that the organization that contacted me through the Handler was involved. Them, or maybe my mother. Those were the only people I knew who hunted vampires. “Do you suspect that the traffickers were involved?”

      Kevin nodded. “Possibly. If so, I imagine they were trying to prevent her from talking. Other than identifying the woman who supposedly delivered them to us, the other three men haven’t been particularly helpful.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry to hear about her. How horrific. To survive something like that, to think you’re safe, only to be killed…”

      Kevin sighed. “It’s a tragedy all around. There’s another thing. The doctor who brought the girl into the hospital said that a woman, also with dark hair, waved him down on the road. Then she took off. Drove away on what he thought might have been a motorcycle.”

      I rolled my eyes. “So, of course, you’d suspect me.”

      “Again, I’m not accusing you, Zoey. But you have to admit the coincidence is too unusual to dismiss out of hand.”

      “Well, Kevin. I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help. But I need to get ready for work.”

      “I understand,” Kevin replied. “Just so you know, whoever this woman is, she isn’t a suspect. She’s a person of interest. A witness. Whoever she is, she has no reason to conceal her identity from us.”

      I nodded. “Well, I’m sure if she’s willing to talk, she’ll come forward eventually.”

      Kevin smiled. “Very well. If anything else comes up, or you think of anything that might help, you have my number.”

      “I do,” I agreed. “See you around.”

      I was about to close the door when Kevin reached out his hand to stop it from closing. “One more thing. I stopped by your apartment last night. It was pretty late. Your motorcycle was gone.”

      I nodded. “Another coincidence, Detective. I’m recently single. I was out at the clubs.”

      “Sure you were, Zoey.” Kevin smirked. “You realize you can trust me, right?”

      I smiled. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I trust you?”

      “I’m just saying you can,” he countered. “I’m on your side and trying to keep you safe. I’m also trying to catch these bastards. Anything you could do to help would be appreciated.”

      I smiled and winked. “You got it.”

      Kevin cocked his head. “Damn, your apartment smells amazing.”

      “What can I say. I make a killer lasagna.”

      Kevin left, and I closed my door. A killer lasagna? I shook my head and laughed. At least he didn’t ask for a piece. I suppose accepting a meal from someone involved in a case might be deemed a “gift” and against department policy. Still, if he had asked, I’d have to confess to eating the whole damn thing. Or I’d have to come up with something else that might explain why I didn’t have any left to offer.

      I had to be careful about what I told Kevin. What I said wasn’t technically a lie. I hadn’t delivered the men to the department. That much was true. Still, while I wasn’t lying to the detective outright, I was admittedly misleading him. If I said the wrong thing and he dug a little deeper, he might catch me in my deception. He was a detective, after all. He was trained for that sort of thing.

      I suspected that he knew I wasn’t being totally honest with him. At this point, though, he couldn’t prove anything. And while he thought he was keeping me safe, the truth was precisely the opposite. I couldn’t tell Kevin what was going on. If I did, and the evidence led him to Vlad or a vampire lair, he’d be lucky to survive the encounter.

      Keeping Kevin off my back was the least of my worries. I had to admit, the information he’d given me was helpful. It wasn’t Vlad who’d brought those men to the police. At least, it was highly unlikely. It would be pretty dumb to turn over his hired hands to the cops. It must’ve been the Handler or the people he worked for. They’d said they were watching me, after all. They knew what had happened in that basement with Vlad, and they must have known that the woman I’d rescued was in the process of becoming a vampire. They were likely the ones who snuck into the hospital to stake her.

      Since Kevin didn’t mention that the woman’s body turned to ash, I figured that must’ve been a unique side effect associated with my reaping a vampire’s soul with my scythe. Or perhaps the woman hadn’t fully turned. They may have staked her to stop the process, to put her down before she had a chance to emerge as a vampire and wreak havoc on the hospital. There’s a lot of blood in a hospital. For a newly turned vampire, the hospital would be an all-you-can-eat buffet.

      But the Handler, who had the nerve to spy on me in my apartment for God knows how long, who also felt the need to disguise his voice while expecting me to go on vampire-slaying missions on behalf of an organization that apparently couldn't handle anything other than vampire babies, had known that the woman was in that basement. They’d probably watched while others were caged there and died or were turned and didn’t save them before it was too late. Instead, they waited until the woman was about to turn, then they showed up to clean up a mess that never should have been to begin with.

      I felt like walking around my apartment and finding where they might have secret cameras hidden and flashing my middle finger at them all. There were two reasons why I didn’t just tell them to shove it despite my better inclination to do exactly that. First, I suspected that this organization was connected to my mother. Second, while I didn’t like their methods, the Handler had told me he’d be in touch with the precise location of Vlad.

      This was my chance to save lives, and I had a unique ability, so I might be the only one who could end or prevent a similar horror to the one that happened to that woman in the cage, one that would have happened to Sienna if I hadn’t intervened.

      Mister Handsy McHandler might be presumptuous and pretentious, but if I didn’t work with him, people would die.

      It struck me how ironic it was that I’d trained my whole life to be a Reaper of human souls. I’d dreamed of being the new Grim Reaper, Death herself. I was the one who would usher human souls into the afterlife. Now, all the skills I’d learned would serve the opposite end. I wasn’t taking people through death. I was preventing it. I could save lives by harvesting vampire souls, and damn, it felt good.

      For the first time in six months, I had a path, a vision for what the rest of my life could be. I wouldn’t be a harbinger of death but of life. For humans, at least.

      Unfortunately, the Handler hadn’t offered any payment for taking down Vlad, and I still had bills to pay. Until I heard from the Handler again, I had to go back to work. I had to move on with my life as it was before I discovered I had a scythe, that I was a Reaper after all. Somehow, I’d have to get through the day content to make cappuccinos and lattes.

      Since Kevin had woken me up early, I arrived at work about fifteen minutes before my shift. I thought, for a second, I might get there before Sienna. Nope. She was already there. Joe was there too. A wide smile split his face when I walked in the door.

      The only thing I could think was that Sienna had said she thought he had a crush on me. I smiled back, but to be polite, not to appear particularly excited to see him.

      Joe was great. A good boss, for sure. He may have had a thing for me, but he never behaved inappropriately. He was like the human version of Gabriel. I mean that in the best way possible. Most girls would be lucky to be with a guy like Joe. He was not a bad-looking man. He was kind, gentle, and safe. It would never work with us. I learned from my experience dating Gabriel that I needed more than that.

      I couldn’t settle for “safe.” My life wasn’t going to be safe. I suppose one could argue that a guy like that was exactly what I needed. A refuge from the chaos of what my life was about to become. But that wouldn’t be fair to him. No more than it would have been fair to stay with Gabriel when my life was on a different path.

      I could never invest my heart in someone like Joe. I needed someone who could understand me, who could be with me in the chaos and love me through it all. If I was going to love my man back, really love him, I needed someone who could get dirty with me, who could love Zoey the Reaper, the real me. Joe had a crush on Zoey the lost, the clumsy barista who wasn’t sure where her life was going.

      I donned my apron and joined Sienna behind the counter. At Cup-O-Joe’s, we had all kinds of unique brews. A banana-nut coffee was, surprisingly, one of the better flavored coffees we offered. I started brewing that, along with our Highlander Grogg. I think it had maple in it. I liked it because how could you not like a coffee called Highlander Grogg? Sienna already had plenty of the house brew and decaf ready to go.

      Joe was trying to talk to me about stuff that wasn’t work-related. Like, why he didn’t like the idea of the Royals building a new stadium downtown. I know that a lot of Kansas Citians are really into their sports teams. I appreciated the athleticism of it all. I just didn’t understand the rules. I think when it comes to sports, like baseball or football, you have to grow up with an appreciation for the game to get into it. Still, I nodded along, adding an obligatory “uh-huh” here and there and pretending I was mildly interested.

      “I mean, am I off-base?” Joe asked. “The old stadium, with the fountains and all that, it’s iconic, right?”

      I snorted. Why did he have to ask a question that demanded a response? I didn’t have an opinion. Still, I could give a generic answer to affirm Joe’s passionate point of view. “You’re right.”

      Joe smiled and nodded, oblivious to the fact that I’d been ignoring him the whole time. Yeah, he didn’t see me. He might have liked me, but he’d never be able to understand me on a deeper level. I wasn’t ignoring him because I was trying to act disinterested in the things he enjoyed. It wasn’t even because I didn’t give three rats’ asses about stadiums. I was thinking about vampires. Reaping their souls. Wondering what happened to their souls when they left my scythe. The one I’d reaped hadn’t lingered there like a human soul would when reaped.

      The boatman was right—he couldn’t take the souls I could deliver. Somehow, he knew what I was before anyone else. Considering my family’s investments supported his entire soul ferrying business, you’d think he’d have the courtesy to tell me what he knew.

      Joe smiled after I confirmed his viewpoint and went into the back where he did his roasting. He worked almost all day, but he wasn’t always at the shop. He sold some of his beans to various stores around the city. Most of the time, if Joe wasn’t roasting in the back room behind the coffee shop, he was out and about, doing whatever it was he did to promote his business.

      My mind was still spinning. Sienna approached me. “Anything new?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. One of the victims was found. Three more bad dudes were arrested. Someone killed the victim in the hospital later. Kevin dropped all this crap in my lap at five this morning.”

      Sienna’s eyes went wide. “They killed her?”

      “Someone did,” I confirmed. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about if that’s what you’re getting at. She was being held in a basement somewhere.”

      “She wasn’t getting shipped in the crates like they were going to do to me?” Sienna asked.

      I’d almost forgotten about that little detail. Vlad was busy in and around Kansas City. If he took a few of the abductees for the occasional snack, who were the rest of the people the operation kidnapped going to? More vampires, I’d wager. Did the Handler and his organization even know about them beyond their existence? He was focused on eliminating Vlad. But Vlad might be the key to understanding the full breadth of the operation.

      “I think whoever was holding them was keeping her himself, maybe as a kind of payment for his work with the larger syndicate. I don’t know for sure.”

      Sienna shook her head. “Disgusting. I can’t imagine… What would have happened to me if you hadn’t found me?”

      I noticed the sweat beading on Sienna’s brow. She was traumatized. When she’d found the victims’ names, when she was analyzing the deposits in Chad’s account and sorting through evidence, she hadn’t come across nearly so anxious. She felt empowered. Helping me by researching stuff on the Internet for me had given her a sense of control. A way she could fight back. At least, that was my best guess. Even if it was something small, it was her way of fighting back. Maybe I could give her something more to look into.

      “Do you think you could do a little more digging into the names you found before?” I asked. “Something in my gut tells me that there must be some connection, a reason why these people were all targeted.”

      Sienna grinned. “I’d be happy to. You realize I’m in computer science, right?”

      “You’re in school?” I asked.

      Sienna nodded. “I’ve finished a semester. I’m taking a break to save up money to pay for another one. That’s why I work so much.”

      She pulled up her sleeve and revealed a band-aid. “Not just working here. I’m making money any way I can.”

      “What’s that about?” I asked.

      “I’m also donating plasma,” Sienna replied. “Would you believe they're paying a hundred bucks for my blood type right now? I’m a universal donor.”

      I scratched my head. “How often do you donate?”

      “Quite a bit. Twice a week is the most they allow. An extra two hundred a week right now can go a long way to paying for my next semester.”

      “When was the last time you went?” I asked.

      “The day before the first time Chad tried to attack me. Why?”

      I sighed. “Just a thought. It’s probably nothing.”

      How could I even begin to broach the subject? It was a long shot anyway. I didn’t know much about vampires. Did they have blood type preferences? It was worth probing further.

      “Try me,” Sienna suggested.

      I took a deep breath. I couldn’t tell Sienna about vampires, but why would blood type motivate human traffickers? “What if the thing that links all the victims together is their blood type? What if they were trafficking organs, not people?”

      Sienna stared at me, aghast. “Holy shit! Do you think they were after my organs?”

      I winced. I hadn’t thought about how the notion that her attackers might have intended to cut her open for parts might affect her. Probably no less than it would if I told her the truth. “It’s just a theory. If that’s the case, it might explain why the people we think they were targeting didn’t have much in common. If, however, they were all universal donors, I imagine there’s more of a market for organs like that than those specific to other blood types.”

      She pinched her chin. “You know how I’d said Chad looked familiar? Holy crap, Zoey…”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I know where I recognized him from,” Sienna explained. “He works at that damned blood bank! Well, he did. I didn’t interact with him. He worked in the back. Sometimes came out to gather the donations. That has to be it.”

      I nodded. “This still might be a crazy coincidence. But do you think there’s any way you can check on the other people we thought were victims?”

      Sienna shook her head. “I might be good with computers, but finding someone’s blood type is hard to do. Medical files are just about impossible to access. But what if…”

      I cocked my head. “What are you thinking?”

      “If Chad was working there to find matches for what he was looking for, maybe some of the other victims donated recently, too.”

      “How could you find out if that’s the case?” I asked.

      Sienna shook her head. “Short of breaking into the place and stealing their records, the first thing I would try is social media. People love to virtue signal. Do something like donating blood, let the world know so they can look like saints, set themselves up as an example.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That sounds stupid.”

      Sienna chuckled. “Yeah, it is. But a lot of people do it. The way I see it, if even one of those names posted something about how they’d given blood or plasma recently, it would help confirm your theory.”

      “For good measure, you might want to find another place to go for your next donation,” I suggested. “I know you need the money, but it’s too risky.”

      “It goes straight to tuition. But you’re right. If Chad worked there, maybe the whole place was compromised.”

      I bit my lip. “Are you sure you can find these people’s social media pages?”

      Sienna laughed. “You are pretty computer stupid, aren’t you?”

      I smiled. “You have no idea.”

      “It’s not hard to find. The harder part will be sorting through their old posts and feeds to see if they mentioned anything about donating.”

      I nodded. “Maybe start around the time you went last? The woman they rescued last night wasn’t taken long before you were.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Sienna agreed. “It’s a good place to start, anyway.”

      I shook my head. “I had no idea you were so good with computers. How haven’t we had this conversation before?”

      Sienna shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, I don’t talk about it. It’s sort of embarrassing.”

      “Why is it embarrassing that you’re studying computer science?” I asked. “I think it’s pretty cool.”

      Sienna chuckled. “Not that. I mean that I can’t afford my schooling.”

      “If you want my opinion, it’s impressive that you’re finding a way to make your dreams come true. Maybe you won’t be able to fly through school in a few years, but you’ll get there.”

      “What about you?” Sienna asked. “You’re still young, Zoey. I get it that your family’s business or whatever didn’t work out. But you could still do just about anything you wanted.”

      I smiled. “You’re right. Still, I think I’m finding my way. The last few months have been more about trying to get to know myself again. It’s like I’ve just had to hit a big reset button on my life.”

      “A good reboot can be good for our operating systems from time to time.”

      I chuckled. “Computer jokes, eh?”

      Sienna grinned. “You started it with the whole ‘reset button’ thing. But you know, a lot of computers don’t have those buttons anymore. They have a power button, which I guess can function that way. Or you can reset a system natively within the system. When there’s a problem with my PC, I often restart my computer in safe mode. It allows me to explore the system to sort out whatever’s wrong without having to deal with a bunch of extraneous processes.”

      “I’m going to smile, nod along, and pretend I know what you’re talking about.”

      Sienna chuckled. “Like you were doing with Joe a minute ago?”

      I cringed. “Was it that obvious?”

      “To me? Yes. Joe was clueless. Still, my point is this, Zoey. There’s nothing wrong with exploring things in safe mode for a while. Systems evolve; they develop. Sometimes you have to strip away a lot of extraneous programs to get a clear view of the real system, its true nature, and to locate where its problems lie.”

      “Ah. Now you’re using computers as a metaphor for my journey of self-exploration?”

      Sienna grinned. “Not like I’m an expert at any of that. But I think it’s right, you know? Maybe this whole barista thing is your safe mode. Or maybe a date with Joe might be safe mode.”

      I shook my head. “My ex was my safe mode. I think dating him showed me that while guys like him and Joe are great, I’ll never really be happy with a guy like that. I can’t date in safe mode.”

      Sienna nodded. “You’re right. You’ll need to reboot the system fully after you fixed the problem before you log into those dating apps.”

      I chuckled. “I’m not using those apps.”

      “I’m still speaking in metaphors, Zoey! You know what I mean! I think it’s cool that you understand what you want.”

      “Well, I don’t know if that’s right, either. I’m not sure what I’m looking for, exactly. I do know what I don’t want. I mean, sort of like my family business. It’s been clear for a while that it wouldn’t work for me. It’s taken a lot longer to figure out what my path forward is. I think I’m getting there, though.”

      I heard a cough. I turned to see a customer at the counter. “Hello? Is someone going to help me?”

      “Sorry, sir,” I apologized. “Can I take your order?”
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      The second shift at Cup-O-Joe’s was the busiest. It stayed busy through the first hour or two of my shift. Then, once most of the coffee shop’s patrons were at work, things slowed down. Once we got through the first hour, Joe left to deliver his latest supply of roasted coffee beans to some local vendors.

      With the coast clear, Sienna ducked into his office and fired up his computer.

      It didn’t take her long. Not all of the possible victims had a social media presence. Most of them did. Most importantly, the woman I’d saved, who’d been staked before she could turn, had an active presence on Facebook and Twitter.

      I leaned into the office to check on Sienna’s progress between coffee orders. Thankfully, most of the folks who came in just wanted regular cups of coffee—nothing I couldn’t handle.

      “Any more updates?” I asked.

      “A lot of posts about missing her, then just today a bunch of people commemorating her memories. But before that, nothing much on Facebook except a lot of pictures of her food and videos about her workouts.”

      I sighed. “Lord, why would she tell the world about that?”

      Sienna snickered. “Like I said. People love to show off. Look at me, how healthy I am, how I’m doing everything you only wish you could do. I hope you find it inspiring!”

      “Well, if that’s her personality, if she gave blood, you can bet she’d post something about it.”

      “Not on Facebook, but…” Sienna clicked the mouse a few times. “Bingo!”

      “Did you find it?”

      Sienna’s smile was so wide I was afraid her head was going to split in half. “She tweeted about it. Even tagged the donation center. And get this, it was the same day I donated last. Just a few hours before my appointment.”

      “You said that they call you in advance since you’re a universal donor. Do they call others with the same blood type at the same time?”

      “Definitely,” Sienna agreed. “I’ve chatted with others waiting for their turn. It’s almost always the same story. I can’t confirm it for certain, but if she donated the same day I did, just a few hours earlier, I’d be willing to bet that she is also O negative.”

      “I still don’t think you should go back,” I replied. “If anything unsavory is happening there, they might try targeting you again.”

      “They didn’t bother me this morning when I donated. It was pretty uneventful.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything. If anyone there is working for the traffickers, you can bet they’d leave you alone. They don’t want to draw any attention to their operation.”

      Sienna rubbed at the band-aid on her arm. “Well, all seems well. I don’t think they tried to poison me or anything like that.”

      “They wouldn’t try anything obvious.” I shrugged. “It would be too risky since the police know you were one of their victims. Still, I think it’s best to steer clear of that place until I can check it out.”

      Sienna gasped. “You’re going to check it out? Zoey, I appreciate everything you’re doing, but are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Look, those people know about me, too. If I show up, it might make them a little uncomfortable. I’ll go to inquire about donations. I’ll just tell them a coworker recommended it for extra cash. I’ll keep my eyes open for anyone acting nervous, or staring at me, or whatever.”

      Sienna turned off Joe’s computer and stepped out of his office. “Are you sure you shouldn’t just tell the detective what you think the connection might be?”

      I shook my head. “Right now, it’s just a theory. The last thing I want to do is cast doubt on a donation center if they’re above board. I’ll be fine. Like I said, I’ll go in, ask about donations, and see what happens. They won’t try anything. If they are involved, well, they already know I’m connected to the case. They’ll leave me alone for the same reason they wouldn’t dare to do anything to you there. This operation, whatever the traffickers are up to, is a lot bigger than a few people. I’m guessing they’ve hurt dozens, if not hundreds of people. They won’t do anything to put their scheme in jeopardy.”

      Sienna sighed. “All right. Just text me when you’re done, okay? Let me know what happened, and let me know you’re safe. I try not to worry, but after everything that happened, I can’t help but be concerned.”

      I smiled. “I get it, Sienna. I’ll let you know the second I’m out of there. Do you have an address and the time they close?”

      Sienna pulled out her phone. “Texting it to you now.”

      The blood bank closed about two hours after my shift ended. Plenty of time, presuming, of course, that the Handler didn’t call with a change of plans. Sienna and I walked back to our vehicles. After she drove off, I checked the burner phone the Handler left me. So far, nothing.

      My plan was simple. I’d do exactly what I’d told Sienna. Then, if anyone was acting odd and might be a vampire, I could summon my staff. If the scythe appeared, well, it would confirm everything. The Handler and his organization were attempting to pin down Vlad’s location. If they’d found him, they would have contacted me. I had a lead. Of course, the chance that Vlad was at the blood bank was unlikely. Still, it was an avenue I could pursue.

      The sun was already setting on the horizon as I rode to the blood bank. The timing was perfect. If there were any vampires affiliated with the place, they’d likely show after dark.

      I parked my bike in the parking lot. It was a relatively small brick building with one set of tinted glass double doors on the front. The name of the place, A+ Plasma, was printed in a back-lit sign over the doors.

      I took two steps away from my motorcycle toward the door when the phone rang in my pocket. Not my phone. The ringtone gave it away. It was the Handler.

      I sighed as I pulled it out of my pocket. I flipped the phone open and placed it to my left ear.

      “Stand down, Miss Grimm,” the electronically distorted voice of the Handler ordered.

      “Excuse me?” I asked. “Are you monitoring my location now?”

      “The phone is GPS-enabled. We know where you’re going.”

      “Is Vlad inside?” I asked.

      “We do not know his location, Miss Grimm, but there are others there. Too many for you to handle alone.”

      I snorted. “How do you know what I can handle?”

      As the Handler started to respond, three identical, black SUVs with tinted windows pulled into the parking lot.

      “Miss Grimm, it’s not that…”

      “Wait! Something is happening.”

      “Do not engage, Miss Grimm!”

      Even as he spoke, the three vehicles parked around me, blocking me into my parking space. “I think it’s too late for that.”

      I hung up the phone and watched several people step out of the SUVs. Four in each vehicle. All of them were dressed in black suits. Seven men. Five women. All of them had pale complexions.

      Vlad wasn’t among them, but it was clear to me that these people were vampires. They’d probably arrived to gather some of the day’s donations or, worse, to get a list of potential victims from the donation center’s registries. Whatever their purposes were, they hadn’t expected to find me waiting outside.

      One woman from the group stepped out in front of the rest. I was ready to touch my sigil and summon my scythe. If push came to shove, that’s what I’d do, but I didn’t want to jump the gun. This woman intended to talk.

      “Well, what do we have here?” the woman asked.

      I narrowed my eyes. “You know who I am?”

      “My name is Katerina. And yes, Zoey Grimm, I know exactly who you are.”

      I snorted. “Exactly? For some reason, I doubt you know everything.”

      Katerina smiled. “You’ve caused quite the stir in our community after your encounter with Vlad last night. How fortuitous that you’ve saved us the effort of coming after you ourselves.”

      “Fortuitous?” I asked. “For me, maybe. I’ve been itching for a chance to take down a few bloodsuckers.”

      Katerina laughed. “You sure are full of yourself, aren’t you? We outnumber you several times over, dear girl.”

      I smirked. “You don’t know what I’m capable of.”

      “And you presume to know what we are capable of?”

      She had a point. My experience with vampires was extremely limited. Vlad had moved fast. A lot faster than me. Could all vampires move like that? My heart was racing. I wasn’t entirely sure I could handle one of them, much less twelve. Still, the best chance I had to get out of this situation was to act confident. The one thing I couldn’t show was fear—even if I was terrified.

      “So, what’s the play here, Katerina?” I asked. “You use this place to identify victims who have your favored blood type?”

      “Victims?” Katerina asked. “The people we take are hardly victims, dear.”

      I snorted. “Tell that to the woman who died last night.”

      “That was not our doing,” Katerina countered. “We’d intended to give that woman a gift. She was chosen by Vlad. If you hadn’t intervened, she’d be very much alive by now. She’d live as one of us.”

      I cocked my head. “You aren’t abducting these people to feed on?”

      “Of course not! This facility provides us with more than we need to satiate our needs. We take them to turn them.”

      “And their blood type?” I asked. “Everyone you’ve taken is a universal donor.”

      Katerina laughed. “Indeed, they are. Though that is not the reason we chose these people to become the benefactors of our gift. Their particular blood type is more amenable to the transformation process than others. Most, when bitten, will either recover or die. Only a small number of them survive the change. But for those who have the proper blood type, they are nearly guaranteed to turn without incident.”

      “And you’re shipping them down the river?” I asked.

      “Some of them, perhaps,” Katerina replied. “We intend to seed the entire world with our kind. Today, our numbers are few. For centuries, we’ve remained in hiding. We hunted discreetly. But times have changed. With smartphones, cameras everywhere, and the speed at which word travels, it is only a matter of time before we are discovered.”

      I shook my head. “If you’re growing in numbers, doesn’t that just mean more of you who can be found out?”

      Katerina laughed. “We do not intend to wait until we are discovered to announce our presence to the world. Soon, when we’ve reached the numbers we require, we will rise and claim the world as our own.”

      I snorted. “Vampires taking over the world? Are you serious? There are billions of people in the world. They won’t just lay down and let you rule them.”

      Katerina snorted. “It’s called the survival of the fittest, dear. Yes, there are billions. Herds of humans who must be cared for. They are our food source, after all.”

      “So, you’re not just talking about taking over the world. You intend to enslave humanity?”

      “Not the word I’d choose. The future we intend to make for ourselves will not be altogether unpleasant for the humans who donate their blood willingly.”

      I shook my head. “You already said your numbers are small. You’re a long way from achieving your goal.”

      “A year from now, maybe less, you might have a different assessment of our chances.” Katerina shook her head. “This is a crucial time for our plans, dear girl, and we can’t have the likes of you threatening our cause.”

      “The likes of me? What are you talking about?”

      “Do you seriously intend to play the fool, Miss Grimm? After you already revealed yourself to Vlad?”

      I snorted. “Well, maybe you’re right. Perhaps I am a threat. What’s your play, then? Kill me?”

      “If it comes to that,” Katerina agreed. “But we’d much prefer to offer you an opportunity.”
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      I knew before Katerina spoke that I wasn’t about to take her up on whatever she was offering. Anything she intended to tempt me with would undoubtedly mean allowing the vampires to proceed with their scheme for world domination. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like if they succeeded. A whole world run by vampires? All of humankind reduced to what she called a “herd,” a source of food and nothing more?

      “Vlad is among the oldest of our kind,” Katerina explained. “Since you’ve murdered his chosen bride, he thinks it only fitting that you take her place.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I wasn’t the one who killed that woman.”

      “Not directly,” Katerina replied. “But your people did.”

      “My people? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t have people. I work alone.”

      “Then perhaps you can explain why your people delivered one of our own to your apartment recently?”

      “I didn’t ask them to do that!” I protested.

      “But you did what they asked, did you not? Poor Alexander. He had such promise.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I will not let you turn me if that’s what you’re implying.”

      “You won’t let me?” Katerina asked. “Does a pet have a choice about its house or home?”

      “I’m not your pet!”

      Katerina laughed. “Most humans fight and resist at first. Be that as it may, what we offer you is a gift.”

      “You don’t even know my blood type. You don’t know if I’ll turn.”

      Katerina shrugged. “There’s a strength about you. A power that lingers in your blood. You are not entirely human, are you, dear girl?”

      “What are you getting at?” I asked.

      Katerina smiled, her fangs glistening in the lights that illuminated the parking lot. “Consider it an experiment. If we can turn the part of you that is human, and your power persists, you could be a powerful ally.”

      “I’d never join a cause meant to take over the world, much less enslave humans!”

      “It’s funny how quickly such attitudes change after one is turned.”

      Katerina took two steps toward me. The other vampires, still surrounding me, did the same. If I didn’t act fast, I wouldn’t have a chance. Fighting off twelve vampires, even with my scythe, was going to be a challenge, no matter what. Without room to maneuver, to utilize the fighting skills I’d spent my life mastering, my chances were even slimmer.

      Yes, I was terrified. A soul about to be reaped is often similarly afraid. They have two choices: fight or flight. Based on my current predicament, flight wasn’t an option.

      I was about to touch the sigil on my wrist, to evoke my staff and scythe, when I heard a roar and Cerberus appeared.

      He was roughly twenty times his usual size, eclipsing the plasma donation center. After he’d taken a vampire punch the night before, he wasn’t going to underestimate their power a second time.

      When the vampires turned and saw him, I took my opportunity and invoked my staff. The scythe formed immediately, coursing with red magic that resembled flames.

      I pivoted and sliced it through one of the male vampires to my rear. Then I caught a second one with the same swipe.

      Cerberus was swiping his paws at the others, sending them flying across the parking lot.

      “Good boy!” I shouted, ducking to avoid another vampire who was diving at me with his fangs exposed.

      He fell to the ground. I didn’t waste any time. I brought my scythe down onto his body. Three down. Nine to go. The air was already clouded by the ash of dead vampire bodies as the wind churned around us.

      I coughed as I looked around. Cerberus’ Hades head had appeared as he took Katerina into his jaws.

      Then Cerberus’ legs buckled. He heaved, vomiting her straight back out of his mouth.

      Apparently, he couldn’t deliver vampires to the afterlife. Not even to Hell.

      I charged after Katerina, ready to reap her soul.

      “Stop!” a loud voice screamed.

      I turned. Vlad was there. He had Sienna in his arms.

      “Leave her be, or your friend will join us,” he demanded.

      “Let her go!” I shouted.

      “You took her from us once,” Vlad countered. “A friend of mine, a vampire nearly my age in New Orleans, who is expecting her.”

      “Don’t you dare, Vlad!” I screamed.

      “Give yourself to me in her stead,” Vlad suggested. “Become my progeny, my bride, and together we shall rule this city when the new era dawns.”

      “If I do that, you’ll let her go?”

      “You have my word,” Vlad assured me.

      I didn’t believe him. “What about this vampire who is expecting her?”

      “I’ll deal with him. I will find him another bride.”

      Cerberus was still swiping at the other vampires, keeping them at bay. All except Katerina. I didn’t know where she’d gone. Perhaps, after being vomited up by a hellhound, she took off to regroup. Maybe to shower.

      “What is your choice, Zoey?” Vlad asked. “I will have you eventually, either way. But this is your opportunity to come to me willingly. Allow me to taste of your flesh, and we will not seek to harm your friend again.”

      Vlad yanked Sienna’s head to the side by the hair, exposing her neck. “I’m waiting for your answer.”

      “You won’t bite her.” I scoffed. “You told me your friend wanted her. That means he is the one who wants to turn her.”

      Vlad laughed. “It takes more than one bite to turn a human. Multiple bites, strategically placed, will do the job. The one you stole from me was already changing when you interrupted my plans.”

      I shook my head. “Don’t bite her. Not even once!”

      “Then join me, Zoey Grimm. I cannot say your mother will be proud to find that her only daughter, whom she doesn’t even know, has become the thing she hates the most, but she’ll get over it.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t know what my mom has to do with this, Vlad.”

      Vlad laughed. “Well, I could tell you. I know where your mother is at this very moment. That information could be yours if you joined me.”

      I glanced at my scythe, the fire in the blade illuminating the ground around me. I couldn’t allow him to turn me. But I wasn’t going to let Vlad take Sienna, either. If it was true that he’d have to bite me several times to turn me, that would buy me some time. One bite might weaken me. But if I could still summon my scythe, I would be able to fight him off. Of course, how did he even know if I could be turned at all?

      “Katerina told me that a successful turn requires O negative blood. How do you know this would even work?”

      Vlad laughed. “First, it is not true that one must have the proper blood to turn. It only guarantees the process. Second, you realize we have quite an extensive network of resources. I’ll simply say that I have reason to believe you will turn without incident.”

      I shook my head. “How can you possibly know that?”

      “Tsk-tsk, Zoey! I told you, anything you wish to know, you shall. After you accept my offer and begin your transformation.”

      Vlad lowered his fangs toward Sienna’s neck.

      “Wait!” I shouted. “I’ll do it! Just let her go!”

      Vlad grinned at me. “Then come to me, my future bride. Allow me to taste of your blood. Only then will I release the girl.”

      I took two steps toward Vlad.

      “Release your weapon,” Vlad ordered.

      I grunted and released my staff and scythe. It vanished.

      I stepped in front of Vlad, and he gasped. “No!”

      A metal spike protruded through Vlad’s back and out his chest. I looked past him and saw a figure cloaked in black, holding a crossbow.

      The Handler? Someone in his organization?

      Sienna took off the second Vlad released her. Out of the cloud of ash and darkness, Katerina grabbed her.

      I invoked my staff again and took off after her, but she ran with such speed that even with Sienna in her arms, I couldn’t catch her.

      “Cerberus!” I screamed. “Can you catch her?”

      Cerberus shrank to his normal size. The other vampires, the ones I hadn’t reaped, were also gone.

      “I can’t,” Cerberus replied. “I’m fast, but I don’t have any clue where they went.”

      I looked at where the cloaked figure had been standing, but he—or she, whoever it was—was gone.
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      I kicked in the doors of the donation center. I hoped that maybe Katerina had taken her inside. She’d left so fast, moved with such speed that even Cerberus couldn’t tell where she’d gone. It was a long shot, but I had to check.

      My burner phone rang. I picked it up.

      “What?”

      “You shouldn’t have gone there.”

      “Was that you, in the shadows?” I asked.

      “It was one of us.”

      “Why didn’t you save her?” I demanded. “You could have helped!”

      “Saving you was the priority, Miss Grimm. Besides, my operative has told me that Katerina took her.”

      “That’s right. What’s the point?”

      “She’s nearly as old as Vlad was,” the Handler told me. “And dare I say, even faster and stronger. All the older vampires of her particular lineage are especially challenging.”

      I shook my head. “What do you mean ‘of her lineage?’”

      “She was sired by Nosferatu, one of the most ancient of all living vampires,” the Handler continued. “His progeny are difficult to slay. They move fast. They protect their hearts with armor beneath their clothes. Only your scythe could harm her.”

      “Still, you could have shot her,” I protested. “Tried to slow her down. Something! I can’t let them take my friend!”

      “If you find Katerina, you will find your friend.”

      “How the hell am I supposed to find a vampire who moves like the fucking Flash?”

      “What are their intentions for your friend?” the Handler asked.

      “To deliver her to a vampire in New Orleans. They intend to take over the world or some shit, and whoever the big shot vamp is down there wants her for his bride.”

      “I see. Well, suffice it to say, Katerina will follow through with that task.”

      “How can you be so sure? Vlad said he was a friend of his. Is Katerina really beholden to whatever Vlad arranged?”

      “She is.” The Handler paused for a moment. “The vampire in New Orleans is her sire. It is Nosferatu. If he is the one who desires your friend, Katerina will be powerless to reject his demand.”

      “Powerless? What does that even mean?”

      “A vampire’s progeny cannot disobey the demands of their sire. If you had allowed Vlad to bite you, even once, you would be similarly under his thrall even before you were fully turned.”

      “He was going to bite Sienna,” I explained. “I had to do something.”

      “He fooled you, Miss Grimm. He would not dare bite one intended for Nosferatu. He played you for your ignorance.”

      I grunted. “Well, if you weren’t so damned cryptic and showed yourself to me, gave me a reason to trust you, and taught me all this shit, he would never have tricked me.”

      “Apologies, Miss Grimm. We must engage you in this way for reasons that shall be revealed in time. I wish I could tell you more, but I cannot.”

      “Before, when they abducted Sienna, they intended to ship her on the river. Do you think they’ll try that again?”

      “Possibly,” the Handler agreed. “Give us some time. We have many resources at our disposal that may help us locate your friend. This time, Miss Grimm, you must listen and stand down. Do not take action until you hear from me again.”

      I grunted and closed my phone. I didn’t like this Handler asshole, but I needed him. The longer this took, the more likely it was that Katerina would deliver Sienna to her sire. I had to wonder how Katerina felt about all of that. She was this Nosferatu’s progeny already. Why couldn’t she be his queen in New Orleans if that’s what he wanted? Had she failed him in some way? Or perhaps she didn’t satisfy his tastes?

      Either way, while Katerina might be compelled to do what her sire demands, it didn’t mean she was happy about it. Perhaps there was something there I could use to my advantage. One way or another, I was going to stop her.

      I’d give the Handler a little time. I didn’t have much choice. I also knew if I was going to fight this Katerina bitch, I needed to know more about what I was capable of. That meant, as much as I didn’t want to do it, I had to go home. No, not to my apartment. I had to go see my father, and I had to do it quickly. I couldn’t risk missing the Handler’s call while I was away.
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      My bike could top two hundred miles per hour with the throttle wide open. I got damn close to that on the highway and peeled around my share of corners around the city streets leading to my apartment.

      When I got inside, I grabbed the crystal that I used to go back to the underworld. I set it up with my phone light as before, formed the gateway, and jumped through.

      My father was sitting at his desk in a towel, his legs kicked up on top of it and (thankfully) crossed. He quickly pulled his feet back when he saw me.

      “Zoey. What brings you⁠—”

      “No time, Dad,” I interrupted. “I’m going to give this to you straight. Long story, but I don’t have time. I can reap.”

      “What? You can? That’s wonderful news!”

      “Not human souls. Vampires and other supernaturals. So far, I’ve only done it on vampires. Thing is, some of them have taken a friend of mine and intend to turn her. But these vamps, they move fast. Faster than anything I’ve ever seen. Now, I have this organization contacting me. Some dude who calls himself the Handler is giving me tips, but he won’t meet me face to face. I think they might be connected to Mom somehow, but I can’t say for sure.”

      “Okay.” Dad grabbed a cloak from his closet and slipped it on. “You’re sure you can reap vampires?”

      I nodded. “When I’m about to go after one, the blade forms on my staff and everything.”

      “And you take them to the boatman?”

      I shook my head. “Nope, but I think Charon knows something about me. He told me he couldn’t take the kind of souls I’d bring, whatever that meant.”

      My father pressed his lips together. “Then perhaps he’s the one we should go see. In all my years, I’ve never heard of a Reaper who can harvest the souls of anything other than humans.”

      “Talk to the boatman later, Dad. I don’t have time. If the Handler finds out where this vampire took my friend, I need to be there for the phone call. It’s a risk coming here at all.”

      My father smiled. “Well, how about we go to Earth?”

      “Dad, you can’t reap vampires.” I pinched my chin. “Or can you? I mean, if you’ve never tried, maybe you can.”

      “I’m reasonably certain I cannot. But Zoey, can a vampire in the flesh truly move any faster than a determined soul intending to escape its harvest?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, in theory, no. But I’ve never done that before.”

      My father nodded. “In that case, I can show you a few tricks. All the things I’d hoped to teach you before this all began. Besides, if you can summon a scythe that harvests vampires, that’s something I have to see!”

      I smiled. “Great! I’d love that. Come on, Dad. We have to get back.”

      My dad slipped on a pair of boots and followed me back through the same portal I’d made. The second we appeared, Cerberus jumped right into my dad’s lap and started licking his face. With all three of his heads.

      Somehow, my dad seemed to enjoy it. He petted Cerberus’ back. “I missed you too, buddy!”

      I reached into my closet and grabbed my cloak.

      My dad laughed as I threw it on. “I knew I was missing one of those.”

      “Sorry. I thought it might come in handy.”

      “It’s fine, Zoey. I’d hoped it was with you, truth be told. It will come in handy considering what you must do. Speed is only an asset if you can see what you’re running from or attacking.”

      “I’m pretty sure the vampires know I can turn invisible. One older one who, as luck would have it, was recently staked saw it. I’m sure he told the rest before he was killed.”

      “You reaped him?”

      I shook my head. “He was staked. Shot to the heart with a crossbow by someone working with the Handler.”

      “No matter, Zoey. Knowing you might be invisible doesn’t change the fact that they can’t see you. It’s still a great advantage.” My father smiled. “Do you have any of your friend’s DNA that you can track her?”

      I shook my head. “Not anymore. I did the first time they took her.”

      “This is the second time the vampires took your friend?” my father asked.

      I nodded. “The first time, I didn’t realize it was vampires. Or that I could reap them. But I did have the residue of some DNA from her phone that I used to find her.”

      My father smiled. “Then you’re in luck. Your scythe already knows her signature, Zoey.”

      “So I can track her, now? The Handler wanted me to wait for him to give me word.”

      “Tell me, Zoey, are you certain the Handler is on your side? I don’t know much about vampires. In my line of work, I’ve only encountered a few, and then only when I was sent to reap people they’d killed. I never had to engage them directly. What I do know is that they can be crafty if they intend to lead you one direction or another.”

      “I don’t know. I mean, the Handler sent someone to help me when I was cornered by a dozen vampires. They took down Vlad, the vampire I told you about.”

      “Are you certain that the person you were speaking to on the phone was connected to the one who shot the vampire with a crossbow?”

      I snorted. “Well, now that you mention it, I can’t say for sure. I think they are working with Mom somehow. That vampire knew her. He said they’d had run-ins in the past, but she’d never been able to take him out.”

      My father narrowed his eyes. “Your mother is fighting vampires?”

      “Apparently.” I shook my head. “It would be nice if she lent me a helping hand.”

      My father scratched his chin. “The way I see it, Zoey, if the Handler has been less than forthright with you, you owe him no loyalty. If you aren’t certain he’s on your side, you should be skeptical of his intentions. We can locate your friend together. Summon your staff, and I’ll show you how.”

      “One thing, Dad…I think they’re spying on us. They seem to know whatever I do, even in my apartment.”

      My dad cocked his head. “Then put on your cloak. We can go elsewhere to talk.”

      With my cloak on and the hood over my head, my dad and I left the apartment like a couple of ghosts. “I don’t know where to go where we won’t be seen at all.”

      He grinned. “Follow me, Zoey.”

      I followed my dad out of the apartment, through the alley, and around the back of the building. There was a metal garage door, weeds overgrown all around it.

      My father reached into the pocket of his cloak and retrieved a small fob. He pressed a button, and the garage door opened.

      “Holy crap. You have a garage here?”

      My father laughed. “I’ve been paying a fee for this storage space for the better part of twenty years.”

      He reached inside and turned on a light switch. Then he approached something that had been covered with a tarp. He pulled the tarp away.

      My eyes widened. “You have a Harley, Dad?”

      “Not just any Harley,” my dad countered. “It’s a chopper.”

      I had to admit, the bike was gorgeous. It had a custom paint job, a flaming skull on the body. “It’s gorgeous.”

      My dad smiled. “We’ll get your bike later and ride together.”

      “It’s just around the front.”

      “Now, summon your staff.”

      I pressed the sigil on my wrist, and my staff appeared.

      “Good. Now what’s the name of this friend of yours, again?”

      “Sienna.”

      “Very well. Your scythe, or in this case, your staff, is an extension of you. It’s not just a weapon. It comes from the power of your soul. That’s why no two scythes are alike. Because every soul is unique.”

      I nodded. “All right. How do I use it to track Sienna?”

      “As I said, your staff or scythe is a part of you. That means it will respond to your will. You must simply focus your mind. Since you’ve attuned your staff to Sienna before, you simply need to wish it to tell you where she is.”

      I cocked my head. “I just need to…what, tell it what I want?”

      “If using words helps you focus your mind, that’s certainly acceptable. You must keep your friend front and center in your thoughts.”

      I nodded again. “Well, here goes nothing. Hey, buddy. Staff. Whatever your name is. I’m looking for Sienna. Why don’t you help me out?”

      With a clear image of Sienna in my mind, my staff started to glow as it had before. My father clapped. “Fantastic! That’s brilliant, Zoey. It takes most Reapers several tries to do what you just did.”

      I smiled. “Thanks!”

      Then, the phone in my pocket started to ring. I sighed. “That’s him. It’s the Handler.”

      My father nodded. “Pick it up.”

      I opened the phone and placed it to my ear. “Miss Grimm, stay where you’re at.”

      “I’m done waiting around. I know where Sienna is. I’m going after her.”

      “I’m coming to see you,” the Handler countered. “We’ll go after her together. Stay where you are.”

      Before I could reply, the Handler hung up. I took a deep breath.

      “What is it?” my father asked.

      “The Handler is coming. He wants to join us to go after Sienna.”
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      A black Corvette pulled up to the garage doors where my father and I were waiting. The windows were all tinted. I couldn’t see in. But there were two people seated inside.

      The driver stepped out. He looked at me and smiled.

      I couldn’t believe it. “Holy crap! Kevin?”

      “Yes, Miss Grimm.”

      “You’re the Handler?”

      Kevin laughed. “My apologies for the ruse. But this isn’t a part of standard operations with the department. It’s off the books, so to speak.”

      I scratched my head. “Wait. So, you knew about these vampires the whole time?”

      “Surely you can understand why I wouldn’t tell you what I knew, Zoey. But yes, I’ve known that this trafficking organization was abducting people they hoped to turn into vampires for almost a year.”

      “You were the one who put that vampire in my apartment?” I asked.

      Kevin nodded. “We needed to be certain you could do what we expected you might.”

      “We?” I asked. “Who else is working with you?”

      Kevin turned toward his Corvette and nodded. The passenger door opened, and the shrouded figure I’d seen before emerged.

      “You’re the one who staked Vlad?” I asked.

      The figure nodded, then removed her hood. Long blonde hair slid across her shoulders. She looked at me and then at my father.

      My father gasped. “Josephine?”

      Two for two on the surprises tonight. “Mom? Is that really you?”

      My mother shed a tear as she ran over to me and hugged me. “My sweet baby girl. I’ve missed you so much!”

      She stroked my hair, pulling it away from my eyes and tucking it behind my ears. “You're so beautiful, Zoey.”

      I chuckled. “Well, we look a lot alike.”

      My mother laughed, then she looked at my dad. “Azrael…”

      My father stepped up to my mother and gazed at her longingly. “My love… My Josephine.”

      My mother leaned in and kissed my father gently on the lips. “I’ve missed you too, Azrael.”

      “Holy crap!” I exclaimed. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Your mother and I met when I was on a case just over a year ago,” Kevin explained.

      “He was investigating a string of murders,” my mom added. “Little did he know it would take him into a lair of vampire younglings. I was hunting them at the same time.”

      “Your mother saved my life,” Kevin continued. “When you turned up at that freight yard, I knew what your mother had said she suspected you might be able to do was true.”

      “Wait!” I protested. “You knew I could reap supernaturals?”

      My mom nodded. “It was a part of my arrangement with Athena. Shortly after you were born, before you and your brother left with your father, she gave you a gift. She insisted it would one day be needed if we were to save the world from a rising threat.”

      “From the vampires.” I shook my head. “And you didn’t tell Dad?”

      “I couldn’t,” Mom stated simply. “My apologies, Azrael, for not responding to your letters. It was necessary, according to the goddess, that we not communicate until Zoey came of age. I suppose it’s too late for us.”

      My father sighed. “We still cannot be together. You cannot join me in the underworld, and my ascent draws near.”

      My mother nodded. “Still, my love for you has never waned.”

      “Nor has mine for you,” my father told her.

      Kevin cleared his throat. “As much as I’m sure this reunion means to all of you, there is a young woman in grave danger. We must be on our way.”

      “I can direct us to her,” I assured him. “My staff will help us find her.”

      “We have an identification on a vehicle already,” Kevin replied. “Katerina and your friend are traveling south.”

      I sighed. “Toward New Orleans. To deliver her to Nosferatu.”

      “That is correct,” my mother agreed. “And we must follow her the whole way. Nosferatu is among the most dangerous of the world’s vampires and the oldest on the continent. I’ve been to New Orleans many times, attempting to locate him and his coven. We haven’t been able to locate him. We haven’t even gotten close.”

      I grunted. “Wait, are you telling me you allowed Katerina to take her so we could find this vampire?”

      “Not at all,” my mother argued. “I did not know for certain that Katerina would take her. It was a risk I knew we might face. Still, I had to take down Vlad when I had the chance. Without him, the vampire community in Kansas City will be in disarray until another emerges to take his place. But no, Zoey, I did not plan for your friend to be taken a second time.”

      “But the situation has given us an opportunity,” Kevin explained. “We will save Sienna. But we must also take advantage of the chance to finally locate Nosferatu.”

      I nodded. “All right. Then we’d better get going.”

      “Will you be joining us, Azrael?” my mom asked.

      My father nodded. “I will. It’s been a while since I’ve had a chance to ride. How about you ride with me, Josephine? You know, for old times’ sake?”

      “I’d like that,” my mother agreed.

      “I’ll follow you in the ‘Vette,” Kevin told us.

      I twirled my staff in my hands. “I’ll lead the way. Time to go kick some vampire ass.”

      “Don’t forget about the helmet laws, Zoey,” Kevin added. “I’m a cop, you know.”

      I snorted. “You can’t be serious.”

      Kevin winked. “I suppose I can overlook that minor infraction—if you’ll let me buy you a drink when all this is over.”

      Warmth flushed across my cheeks. “Help me save Sienna, and it’s a date.”
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      I didn’t like the plan. We were gambling Sienna’s safety on a chance that she might lead us to a vampire. Sure, this Nosferatu guy was probably a real prick. An ancient vampire whose ongoing existence would ultimately lead to thousands more deaths or, worse, the rise of the vampire revolution. Still, my instincts said to do everything I could to save my friend. There’s no telling what you might be able to accomplish in the future. You have to take small victories when they come.

      Perhaps I was moved more by my heart than my head. There was a logic to it. What’s one life that you hoped you’d save anyway if delaying her rescue could mean saving thousands or, perhaps, even millions more? But something in my gut told me that waiting to save Sienna was a bad idea.

      Could I trust my gut? I mean, how the hell am I supposed to tell the difference between a gut-level crisis of conscience and a case of indigestion, anyway?

      Besides, we had a pretty formidable group. There was Kevin, an actual detective. We had my mother, who’d been slaying vampires since I was a baby. My father, the Grim-freaking-Reaper himself, was with us. And, oh yeah, me! The only person that any of us knew who could reap vampire souls. Don’t forget Cerberus. The whole three-headed soul-swallowing aspect of his persona wasn’t something to bat an eye at. Granted, he couldn’t swallow vampire souls. But he’d already shown he could hold his own in a fight with the bloodsuckers.

      We had to intercept Katerina and Sienna before they hit New Orleans. Going after them when Katerina could combine forces with Nosferatu and whatever other vampires and hired human help he had guarding his location was both risky and dumb. Since I was leading the way, and we’d need to refuel soon, it was time to tell the rest of them the new plan. They probably wouldn’t like it. But at the end of the day, I was the one who could reap supernaturals. Sienna was my friend. This was my job. And they’d get nowhere without me leading the way.
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      “Change of plans,” I announced as I started pumping gas into my bike. My mother cocked her head, stepped off of the back of my dad’s Harley, and smiled.

      Kevin, meanwhile, exited the Corvette.

      “What’s the new plan, Zoey?” my mother asked.

      “Look, we can’t follow this crazy train all the way to New Orleans. We have to save Sienna first.”

      Kevin sighed. “Zoey, we talked about this. It might be our only chance to take out Nosferatu.”

      I shook my head. “That’s just dumb, Kevin. For a cop, you should know better. All of you should. Look, until I showed up, how many times had you all tried to take out Vlad and failed?”

      “She has a point, Kevin,” my mom added. “If Zoey wasn’t there distracting him earlier, I never would have gotten off my shot.”

      “Katerina is even faster than Vlad,” I stated. “That presumably means she’s harder to kill. Add to that Nosferatu and probably dozens more vampires or armed human guards, and we wouldn’t stand a chance going in with my scythe a-blazing.”

      My father beamed with pride. “She’s right. A Reaper knows that if a soul is wandering, you must take the quickest and most efficient route to harness them.”

      I snorted. “Right, Dad. But we’re not just trying to beat the boatman’s schedule here. We’re dealing with vampires who know that we’re coming after them.”

      “I still think we should take our chances,” Kevin countered. “At least follow them until they reveal Nosferatu’s location.”

      “Not at Sienna’s expense,” I argued. “That’s not acceptable. Your plan virtually guarantees that Nosferatu would turn her. Our chances of getting to his location, particularly when Katerina expects that we’re following her, are slim to none.”

      Kevin sighed. “I see your point. The detective in me wants to follow the trail all the way. The street cop in me says save Sienna at all costs.”

      My mom nodded. “They want us to follow them. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t be traveling by car. These vampires have access to more efficient modes of transportation.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think we can rule out that they’ll be prepared either way. Katerina dropped as many hints as she could to lead me to New Orleans. But she’s not dumb. She’ll be expecting that we will either try to stop them on the road or that we’ll follow her straight to Nosferatu.”

      “In either instance, she’ll be prepared,” Kevin conceded.

      “I’m guessing they’re driving a black SUV,” I added. “Sure, she ran off at the blood bank with Sienna, but since all of the vampires were driving the same vehicle, my guess is that they have more of the same in their fleet. It’s not a certainty. But it’s likely.”

      “It’s even more likely that they’ll have others with them,” Kevin replied, “in case we caught up with them.”

      I nodded. “I agree. But it’s a certainty that wherever this Nosferatu dillweed is hiding out, he’ll be even more prepared to thwart us if we followed them all the way there.”

      Kevin snorted. “Did you seriously just call one of the most notorious vampires in North America a dillweed?”

      “Would you prefer dickwad?” I asked.

      My mother smirked. “If the shoe fits.”

      “We must get going,” my father piped up. “If we happen across any humans defending the vampires, leave them to me.”

      “Naturally.” I climbed back aboard my bike, wondering what my dad was planning to do. If he encountered any humans, and their souls weren’t set to expire, he couldn’t reap them. Maybe he could scare them? Send them running from the Reaper? Whatever. He said he’d handle it. I had other matters to worry about. “Cerberus, you still with us?”

      Three loud barks confirmed he was traveling alongside us in the astral plane. He appeared, though with only one head as he barked.

      “You hungry?” I asked Cerberus.

      Cerberus burped. “I just raided all the roller food inside.”

      “’Roller food?’” my dad asked.

      I sighed. “Hot dogs, taquitos… A bunch of crap they stick under a heat lamp on rollers and let it sit there all day.”

      “Oh, crap!” Cerberus took off into a patch of grass. The arch in his back gave away what he was doing.

      “You should never eat the roller food,” Kevin cautioned.

      I chuckled. “You live, you learn, I suppose.”

      “Go ahead!” Cerberus shouted. “I’ll catch up! I have…other matters to attend to.”
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      Kevin had his police scanner with him in the Corvette. He said he’d text me if he picked up any buzz and I needed to slow down. I sped ahead of the crowd, and Kevin used the GPS tracking on the burner phone he’d given me to make sure they could follow me even if I was ahead of them on the highway.

      It wouldn’t be a good idea to engage Katerina alone, especially if she had any other vampires with her, but I could at least get close, cloak up if I found them parked, and do some reconnaissance, so the rest would know what we were facing.

      It didn’t take long for Cerberus to catch up. Running alongside me in the astral plane, he’d emerge periodically, bark at me a few times, and disappear again. It was his way of letting me know he was there.

      The pointed end of my staff glowed brightly as we got closer to Sienna. It was attuned to her soul. Now that I was free to go as fast as I wanted, it didn’t take long to make up the distance between Katerina and us.

      Based on my maps app, we were somewhere between Shreveport and Baton Rouge. Baton Rouge was about an hour north of New Orleans.

      I was speeding ahead, my staff glowing brighter and brighter when it suddenly extinguished. For a second, my heart sank. Then, I turned my staff, and the glow returned.

      I took a deep breath. I knew this was a possibility. When I’d used the staff to track Sienna to the freight yard, the same thing had happened. But it also meant that she could have died, so seeing the glow extinguish was bound to cause some anxiety.

      But this was good news. It meant I’d caught up to them and they’d pulled over. Since it was getting close to sunrise, I figured they’d made a pit stop to refuel.

      I skidded to a halt, crossed the median, and turned around to find the exit I assumed most likely corresponded with Sienna’s current location.

      I was looking for one of those blue signs that indicate where the closest gas station is off any given exit. There was nothing. This wasn’t a major exit. A state highway, perhaps. Given that it only had one lane going either direction, it wasn’t a heavily traveled route. Still, this had to be where Katerina had taken Sienna. The bright pulsing light on my staff confirmed it.

      It was a winding road. The sharp curves forced me to drive a lot slower than I could on the Interstate. Again, the light on my staff extinguished. This time, just beside a small, overgrown gravel road that led beneath a canopy of trees.

      The light of my staff and the rumble of my engine would give me away. So, I pulled off the opposite side of the road and parked my bike behind a tree. I put on my cloak and released my staff. I might have a long hike ahead. I didn’t know how far this gravel road would go before it led me to wherever Katerina had taken Sienna, but if they saw me coming, there was no telling what they might do.

      I was moving through the astral plane. That meant, if I set my mind to it, I could move fast. Cerberus could run as fast as my bike when he was in the astral plane. I just had to suspend my mind’s commitment to the physical world. It worked. I might not be able to fight a vampire from the astral plane, but at least I could keep up with them.

      The gravel road was elevated above wetlands on either side. I knew Louisiana had a lot of swamps, but I’d never seen one.

      This wasn’t just a pit stop. Katerina probably intended to take shelter here for the day.

      I found a black SUV that matched the ones I’d seen in Kansas City at the plasma donation center. I checked the tinted windows, then I pressed my face through the driver’s side of the vehicle. It was a lot like how I could move through walls on the astral plane. The back of the vehicle was open, devoid of seats. Several ropes were scattered around. They’d bound Sienna for the trip.

      They were already gone. There was a small dock at the edge of the swamp near where the SUV was parked. They’d taken a boat… Of course they had.

      This was going to present a challenge for Kevin and my mother. My dad could use his cloak like I did. If I could move through the astral plane at high speeds and walk through walls, could I also walk over water? Theoretically, there was no reason why I couldn’t. Cerberus had said the ground only supported me in astral form because of how my mind navigated the physical world. In the astral plane, there was no difference between walking across land or water—provided I visualized it and believed it was possible.

      I took a deep breath and focused my mind before stepping off the dock and setting my foot on the algae-covered swamp. It worked. I didn’t sink.

      I gained more confidence after a couple of steps, and I started running with the enhanced speed that the astral plane allowed.

      There was a large cabin in the distance. A dock that matched the one I’d started from with a rowboat tied to it suggested that I was in the right place.

      Six armed soldiers, humans the best I could tell, paced back and forth across the porch.

      This was going to present another challenge to Kevin and my mom. Even if they made their way across the swamp, they’d have to get past these guards. I could text them and warn them, but I’d have to leave the astral plane to do it. Transdimensional cell service isn’t a thing. Not to mention, in the astral plane, they wouldn’t be able to locate me by GPS. My dad could use his scythe, if push came to shove, to guide them to my location.

      One problem at a time. Before I could risk resuming my physical form, I needed to complete my reconnaissance. I moved past the guards, careful not to walk through them. I didn’t know what would happen if I touched someone in this form, and this wasn’t the best time to find out.

      I pressed my astral form through the front door of the cabin. I found myself standing in a large room that looked like a theater. Why the hell would there be a theater in the middle of the swamp? Tall red curtains were drawn across the stage. Even stranger, there wasn’t a single chair in the room. Dozens of lit candelabras illuminated the room. The candelabras were arranged all around the perimeter of the room, and a dozen more, forming an aisle between them, burned in the middle of the room.

      I stepped through them and toward the stage. Then, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

      I turned.

      His scythe was already summoned. He looked at me with eyes that were nearly identical to my own.

      “Morty? What the hell are you doing here?”
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      “I’ve come for Sienna,” Morty stated.

      “On whose authority?” I asked.

      “My own!”

      I snorted. “What are you talking about?”

      “Dad has given me charge of the assignments,” Morty explained.

      “Wait,” I protested. “You’re already the Grim Reaper?”

      “Not yet, but I’m assuming some of his responsibilities. Why do you think he was free to join you here?”

      My heart sank. “Sienna was on your list?”

      Morty nodded. “Sort of. It was a strange assignment, which is why I took it myself.”

      “Strange, how?” I asked. “This isn’t her time, Morty.”

      Morty sighed. “I know you don’t know how this works, Zoey. Dad has a book from the gods. It contains the schedule for every soul’s harvest for a hundred years.”

      I snorted. “Must be an enormous book.”

      Morty nodded. “It’s unusual. When you turn the pages, you don’t get any closer to the end. More pages appear that weren’t there before.”

      “What was so strange about Sienna’s listing?” I asked.

      “It was added later, Zoey. I think Dad wrote her name in himself. I don’t know why. I’m pretty sure he intended me to harvest her soul, though.”

      I clenched my fists. “Dad is on his way. Mom is with him.”

      Morty cocked his head. “You found Mom?”

      I nodded. “I did. Please, Morty. I need to save her. This can’t be her time. Please wait until Dad gets here. He may be able to explain.”

      Morty shook his head. “I’m not sure we have the time to wait, Zoey.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Why is that?”

      “They’re doing something to her. Behind the curtain.”

      “They?” I asked.

      Morty nodded. “I don’t know why. They aren’t human. Still, I think whatever they’re doing, Dad wanted me to reap her soul before they could complete it.”

      I took off, still in the astral plane, and blasted through the curtain.

      Sienna was bound with chains to a large stone table.

      Katerina held one of Sienna’s arms, her fangs set into her wrist. Another vampire was feasting from her opposite wrist. He was dressed in a black tuxedo, long tails dangling on the floor behind him as he knelt and drank from my friend. His head was bald, his skin a pale yellow.

      Nosferatu.

      It had to be. If I was right, he was the more powerful of the two. I didn’t know if we could save Sienna. If Morty was about to reap her, then she hadn’t been turned yet. If there was a chance to save her, I had to try. I’d only have the element of surprise once. Good strategy dictated I use that advantage to reap the most dangerous of the two vampires. Then, despite her speed, I’d have to try my skill and a bit of luck to beat Katerina.

      I was about to touch the sigil on my wrist when Nosferatu turned his head. He stared right at me and snarled. His mouth and chin dripped with Sienna’s blood.

      How the hell could he see me? I was still in the astral plane.

      Before I could call my scythe, his body collided with mine.

      Cerberus crashed into Nosferatu with a loud growl, and the vampire was off me as quickly as he’d tackled me.

      I summoned my scythe, leaving the astral plane by necessity. Cerberus was enlarged, but given the ease with which Vlad had cast the hellhound aside and that Cerberus couldn’t swallow a vampire, it was only a matter of time before Nosferatu got free and came after me again.

      I jumped to my feet, my scythe fully ablaze as I went for Nosferatu. Then, my body flew back as Katerina slammed me into the ground.

      Katerina stood over me, her mouth covered in my friend’s blood.

      I went to swing my scythe, but Katerina stomped on my arm, driving the heel of her stiletto pump into my wrist.

      I screamed as I released my scythe. It disappeared from my hand.

      “You will not interfere with the rebirth of our child,” Katerina ordered.

      “Sienna isn’t your child, you warped fuck!” I shouted.

      Cerberus whimpered, and his oversized body flew over me, ripping off the curtains that still shrouded the stage.

      “Give her to me, Katerina,” Nosferatu wheedled. “You can have the girl. This one is mine.”

      Katerina looked at Nosferatu and cocked her head. “But she was to be our daughter.”

      “And this one will be my new queen,” Nosferatu stated.

      “But I’m your queen!” Katerina protested.

      “You are still among my most beloved, dearest Katy,” Nosferatu assured her. “But this one…do you sense her power? If she ruled at my side… Take the girl, return to your city, and claim Vlad’s place.”

      Katerina clenched her fists. She wasn’t happy about this change of plans. All this time, I’d thought that Nosferatu wanted Sienna as his queen. But he and Katerina had other plans than she’d led me to believe.

      “I don’t want to rule Kansas City, Sire!” Katerina protested.

      “What you desire, my love, matters not,” Nosferatu replied. “This was my intention since Vlad told us of this…creature. This is why I commanded you to bring the girl to me. Not so she could become our daughter, but that this one would follow.”

      “I will not be any vampire’s fucking queen!” I screamed.

      Nosferatu laughed. “Your tune will change once you’re perfected.”

      “Perfected?” I asked. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Morty, do it now!” my father screamed from the back of the room. His scythe was fully ablaze, charged with souls. All I could figure was that he’d already harvested the guards outside.

      Morty raised his scythe overhead and brought it down into Sienna’s chest.

      “No, Morty!” I screamed.

      It was too late. My brother had already reaped Sienna’s soul.
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      Katerina jumped off of my wrist as Morty reaped Sienna.

      I only had a split second to act. I touched my sigil on my wounded wrist and my scythe appeared.

      Nosferatu looked at me, wide-eyed and terrified.

      “Take the vampire!” Morty shouted. “You’re meant to claim him. That’s why he could see you when you were still cloaked!”

      I nodded and swiped at Nosferatu. He was too fast. He dodged my scythe.

      Katerina was on top of Sienna’s body, screaming, “She’s gone! She had the right blood type. She should be turning!”

      I glanced at Katerina. I had a shot. But if Morty was right, if I was supposed to reap Nosferatu, he was my priority. It was too late for Sienna. I was angry about that. Why the hell did my father write her name into the harvesting ledgers? More, why didn’t he tell me about it in advance? If Morty was going to reap her anyway, why bother joining me to fight for her?

      As Nosferatu took off, the blade disappeared from my staff. It only appeared when I was close to a vampire. I couldn’t catch him. Not in this form. I had to enter the astral plane.

      I chased Nosferatu out of the cabin and into the swamp. He moved fast, practically skimming across the water. I was just as fast, even faster, when cloaked.

      The vampire stopped and turned toward me. By the look on his face, the way he was flashing his fangs, he could see me. Why was he stopping? He wanted to bite me. He wanted to turn me, to make me his queen.

      I pressed my sigil on my wrist, my grip weak due to the wound on my arm. Still, it worked. My scythe appeared. I left the astral plane, and my body fell into the water with a splash.

      Nosferatu laughed. He was standing on a dead tree that had fallen in the middle of the swamp. So stupid! I should have realized if I left astral form in the water, this would happen.

      I kicked my feet and tried to swing my scythe at the vampire. He easily brushed it aside before reaching down and grabbing me by the hood of my cloak.

      Before he could pull me out of the water, something struck his chest. I looked across the waters. My mom stood there, a crossbow in hand.

      This vampire was prepared. He wore armor that prevented the stake from entering his heart.

      Nosferatu laughed as he pulled me up, lowering his mouth to my neck.

      BANG!

      Nosferatu dropped me. Behind my mom stood Kevin, a rifle in his hand.

      Nosferatu fell into the water on the opposite side of the log he was standing on.

      “It won’t kill him!” Kevin shouted. “Do it now!”

      I nodded, my scythe still in hand. I swiped at Nosferatu as he tried to pull himself back onto the log. My blade caught him in the neck, drawing a black cloud out of the vampire’s body. As his body turned to ash, a shower of gold energy exploded from my scythe.

      I looked at my mom and Kevin and nodded. Then I threw my cloak back over my head and ran back to the cabin.
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        * * *

      

      My father stood on the porch of the cabin with Sienna in his arms. Morty was behind him, her soul still glowing from within the blade of his scythe.

      “Did you get him?” Morty asked.

      I nodded. “The vampire is gone.”

      “Good,” my father stated. “We don’t have much time.”

      “I don’t understand.” I shrugged. “What the hell was this about? You wrote Sienna’s name in the ledger, Dad?”

      My father nodded. “I did. When you left us behind at the service station, I returned to the underworld. The chances that Sienna had already been bitten were too great to risk. I called Morty and told him there was a curious case that I recommended he handle himself.”

      “What about the men outside?” I asked. “It was their time?”

      “It was not,” my father replied. “I might have compromised my ascension by reaping those men prematurely, but it was the only way. The gods be damned, Zoey. My future is secondary. I knew it had to be done if you were to stand a chance against those vampires.”

      “Dad, I don’t know what to say!”

      “We have to get Sienna’s body to a hospital,” my dad urged.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked. “She’s dead. You sent Morty to take care of that.”

      My father shook his head. “It’s not her time, Zoey. Morty harvested her soul, but not to deliver her to the boatman. The body can linger for some time without a soul. It is how many people endure in a coma even after they’ve been harvested.”

      “So, you’re planning to bring her back?” I asked.

      My father nodded. “With her soul in Morty’s scythe, it will not be tainted by the vampires’ bites. Once her body heals, my hope is that we can return her soul and she will recover. But we have to move fast. I cannot say how long her body will remain viable in this condition.”

      “What about Katerina?” I asked.

      “She bit Sienna again,” Morty told me. “Even after I harvested her soul. But then, it was as if her countenance changed, and she ran.”

      I sighed. “She either realized that turning Sienna was a lost cause, or more likely, once I reaped Nosferatu, she was no longer bound to her sire’s compulsion.”

      My father lowered Sienna into the rowboat Katerina had used to take her across the swamp. This was no River Styx, and the journey wouldn’t take her into the afterlife. Hopefully, it would give us a chance to save her in this life, and it wouldn’t even cost us a hundred bucks.

      My mom was waiting on the Harley, and Kevin was leaning against his car. He had the passenger door open. My father must’ve communicated his plan to them after I left them behind at the service station.

      Nothing needed to be said. Kevin took off down the gravel road. My father hopped on his motorcycle behind my mom. Morty joined me on my bike.

      We drove to a hospital near Baton Rouge. I could only pray to whatever gods didn’t dwell on Olympus that we got there in time. This wasn’t a perfect plan, but at the very least, my father had the insight to realize that it wasn’t Sienna’s time to die. Since he’d harvested the souls of the gunmen prematurely, what was dictated in the ledgers must not have been absolute. It wasn’t a guarantee that Sienna would survive. If the dictates in the ledger could be thwarted by a Reaper acting out of turn, it was possible that Sienna would die, too.

      Why didn’t my father just reap them all together? Well, since my dad intended to reap the gunmen, untangling their souls to return Sienna’s to her body would have been difficult if not impossible. Morty was risking the wrath of the Olympian gods by harvesting Sienna. But his scythe, holding only her soul, was needed to save her life.

      We arrived at the hospital. Kevin rushed Sienna inside. They didn’t waste any time getting her a gurney and taking her inside. Kevin might have been outside his jurisdiction, but a flash of his badge carried enough influence with the hospital staff that they didn’t question the appropriateness of our presence.

      We waited for four hours in the waiting room before a doctor in baby-blue scrubs stepped out and approached us.

      I stood up and rushed toward him.

      “Do you have an update?” Kevin asked.

      The doctor nodded. “She’s in stable condition.”

      I almost burst into tears. “Oh, thank God!”

      The doctor raised his hand. “But she doesn’t have any brain activity. Do you know who her family is? Do you have any identification at all? Someone is going to have to make some decisions.”

      “I’ll take care of that,” Kevin stated. “May we see her while we wait?”

      The doctor nodded. “We should be able to keep her alive until her family arrives. If there’s anyone who’d like to say their goodbyes, they should be here.”

      I pressed my lips together to hide my exuberance. This was supposed to be a dire situation. The doctor gave her no chance of recovery. He didn’t know that all Sienna was lacking was her soul. If the hospital could keep her alive long enough for her body to heal, to expire whatever contagion the vampire bites used to turn her, we had a chance to revive her.

      We gathered around Sienna’s body in the small hospital room. They had her hooked up to a bunch of machines, and a tube was inserted into her throat. A repeating beep signaled that, despite the absence of Sienna’s soul, her heart was still pumping.

      “I have to leave,” my father told us. “I don’t know if the boatman will take these souls.”

      “Give them to Cerberus,” I suggested. “He can send them to…wherever.”

      My father nodded. “That might be the best option.”

      “Dad,” I protested. “Your ascension. I can’t believe you compromised your chances.”

      My father shook his head. “Some things are worth the sacrifice, Zoey. I know how much Sienna means to you.”

      I wiped a tear from my eyes. “Thank you, Dad.”

      “If our son is taking your place,” my mother interjected, “does that mean…”

      My father shook his head. “I’m still not meant for this world, Josephine. And given what I’ve done, I will need to defend our realm from the interference of the Olympians. For the sake of our son especially, I must return.”

      “I can’t believe it!” my brother exclaimed. “Our whole family is together, at least for now.”

      My mother hugged him. “I love you, son. I love all of you.”

      “Until Sienna’s body heals, you must stay, Morty. Enjoy what time you have with your mother.” My father formed a portal to the underworld.

      I hugged him. “Thanks, Dad. For everything.”

      My father nodded. My mother embraced him and kissed him on the lips. I turned away instinctively. Watching your parents kiss… Yeah, it was sweet, even romantic, but still. Ew.

      He stepped into the portal and returned to the underworld.
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      It would take a while before Sienna was healed. My mom and Morty stayed with her. Someone had to. Katerina was still out there. We couldn’t rule out the possibility that she might return for vengeance.

      Kevin called the department back in Kansas City. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but I heard enough to figure out that he had some leave time built up and was claiming there was a family emergency that needed tending to. Whoever was on the other end of the phone, presumably the Chief of Police, argued with him a while. There was an extensive investigation underway. It wasn’t good timing. Not while the “traffickers” were still at large. Kevin insisted, however, and his boss reluctantly agreed to reassign his case temporarily.

      “So, Zoey. What do you say we get that drink we talked about?”

      I smiled, “I’d like that.”

      Kevin took me to a nice restaurant on Bourbon Street. I’d never had crawdads before. The spice they added, what Kevin called Cajun spice, was delicious. The way I was devouring them, discarding the shells in a small aluminum bucket at the end of the table, probably wasn’t remotely attractive.

      Kevin laughed. “You certainly seem to be enjoying yourself.”

      I wiped a little sauce from my chin. “Sorry!”

      “I think it’s cute,” Kevin stated.

      I shrugged. “To each his own!”

      Kevin smiled. “You’re really something, Zoey Grimm.”

      I nodded. “And you make an annoying handler.”

      Kevin chuckled. “Yeah, I realize that wasn’t my best moment. But it all worked out. Tell me, do you really make a great lasagna?”

      I shook my head. “I can barely boil spaghetti noodles without screwing it up.”

      “Maybe the smell in your apartment will have dissipated when we get back,” Kevin offered.

      I nodded. “How long do you think it will take? For Sienna to heal, I mean?”

      Kevin shook his head. “A few weeks.”

      “What about her family?” I asked. “If they know what’s going on, if they talk to the doctors, it could lead to your bosses finding out you’re involved beyond the official investigation.”

      “I’ve been in contact with Sienna’s family since the incident at the freight yard,” Kevin explained. “They know she was a person of interest. I reached out to them before we left the hospital.”

      “What did you say?” I asked, peeling another crawdad.

      “I told them she’s in protective custody. It wasn’t a lie.”

      I nodded. “Hopefully, that will buy us the time we need.”

      “The vampire community in Kansas City is in disarray after Vlad’s fall.”

      “Do you think Katerina will take his place?” I asked.

      Kevin shook his head. “I don’t think so. With Nosferatu out of the picture, she’s the most likely candidate to take his place in New Orleans. Don’t get me wrong, while Kansas City is a haven for vampire activity, New Orleans has always been at the center of their plans. Presuming that Katerina intends to move forward with their agenda, she’ll focus her efforts here.”

      I nodded. “Well, at least she isn’t as powerful as Nosferatu. That gives us a chance.”

      “Possibly,” Kevin agreed. “But she’s still at least a few centuries old. She’s formidable and, I hesitate to say, less patient than her sire ever was.”

      “Less patient?”

      “Nosferatu was several centuries older than Katerina. He shared her vision to begin a vampire revolution. So long as he was in charge, his efforts were bound to be cautious and calculated. I do not believe that Katerina will hesitate to act. And now she knows who you are, what you can do. While we’re here, while we’re waiting to restore Sienna’s soul, we need to take her down.”

      I sighed. “There’s no rest for a Reaper.”

      “Especially one who can harvest vampire souls. We aren’t here just for drinks and shellfish, Zoey. I brought you to New Orleans for a reason.”

      I tossed a crawdad into my mouth and pushed the discard pile to the edge of the table. “I need to tell Joe I won’t be back at work for a while. He might fire me. I don’t know. But whatever. We have a job to do. Where do we start?”
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      This book was a lot of fun to write. I’ve been spinning this idea of a “reaper who couldn’t reap” for a while now. In case you’re one of those folks who read author notes before reading the book, I won’t go into a lot more detail about what happened after that. Nonetheless, I’ve been really excited about this concept for a while. I’m just glad Michael liked the idea. His contributions really helped, especially in terms of character development. Family dynamics are complicated. We’ve all had our share of family squabbles. How do we navigate tensions, jealousies, and resentments with people we love at the same time? I’m sure you’ve been there. I have, too. It’s never easy. It’s not easy for Zoey, either. Especially when the rug is pulled out from under her, and she realizes for the first time that she’ll never be the only thing she ever thought she could become.

      I recently read that between the ages of 18 and 24 people change jobs an average of 5.7 times. Most people during their lives, change careers between three and seven times. At the same time, we often raise our young people to make difficult decisions about what they’re going to do with the rest of their lives.

      At the age of forty-one, having only published my first book a couple years ago, I’ve finally settled on what I want to do with the rest of my embodied existence. I’ve tried other paths, other careers, but something was always missing. Life is a journey of self-discovery. Zoey’s path is one I think (and hope) most of us can relate to. It touches on the theme of human identity. If someone asked you, “who are you?” what would you say? Many of us, I suspect, would start with our careers. We might lead with our familial relationships. I’m a father. I’m a husband. I’m a son. Still, I bet most of us would identify our “jobs” as high-ranking when it comes to how we define ourselves. Losing a job, or changing a career, can feel like a loss of self. I’ve been there. It ain’t easy.

      Zoey’s experiences as she has to leave behind everything she knew is in a sense like leaving herself behind. She has to find herself again. Is there one, predetermined, path we’re meant to follow? Were we all born with a “destiny” in mind, or are we truly free to be whatever we want? Or, is it a combination of both? Zoey is coming to terms with the fact that she just can’t be what she always expected. She has all the talent—except for the one that’s most crucial and fundamental.

      When I was a kid growing up I wanted to be the next Michael Jordon. The problem? I was short and was clumsy. There was another M.J. I used to want to become. Michael Jackson. I didn’t have the talent for that, either. Sometimes, despite what we’re told growing up, we can’t be anything we want to be. No matter how much I practiced, or how dedicated I was to the process, I just wasn’t suited to become a professional athlete. I didn’t have the voice, or dance moves, to perform like a pop star. It didn’t matter how many times I practiced with pantomimed microphones in front of my own mirror, dancing in my pajamas. Some dreams must die so new ones can be born. Add to all that the complexities of family squabbles, the drive to meet other people’s expectations rather than pursue our own happiness, and you’ll find Zoey’s fundamental problems—despite her supernatural origins—aren’t all that unfamiliar.

      Thank you to everyone who helped bring this series to life. Michael’s collaboration is always a joy and his insights really brought this story to the next level. The LMBPN editing team, especially Nat, really helped enhance the prose and dialogue. Moonchild’s cover design is enthralling (the design, not just Zoey’s posterior). She’s never let me down. Thanks to the BETA readers! And, of course, there’s the marketing team. You don’t get enough love. Your efforts are often behind the scenes, but also front and center. No one would even know this book existed (except for my mom) if it wasn’t for you. And, as always, thank you to my incredible wife (Ashley) and three sons (Elijah, Ezra, and Elliot) for their patience and support. I’m often the last one to go to bed (so I can get in some extra writing time) and the first one up. That means, they’re often dealing not only with my intense work schedule but my occasional crankiness.

      I hope you love reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it!  I’m finishing the second book in the series, Revenge of the Scythe, now. There’s a lot of Zoey Grimm’s story left to tell. There are a lot of twists and turns coming! Lots of rewards to reap. Buckle in and enjoy the ride.
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      Thank you for reading both this story AND these author notes here in the back!

      I'm presently in Las Vegas, enjoying the decent weather while I try to figure out how to introduce myself one more time.

      So, I have read a bit about what I might be doing wrong with Alfonse the Idiot AI™ and have asked Alfonse about…me…and why I am so great. (Apparently, Alfonse requires a leading question. Don't hate the player; hate the game.)

      For those who haven't seen any Alfonse author notes, please read the background* at the end here so the rest makes sense. I've warned you ;-)

      Alfonse the Idiot AI™ - Part 12 of…who knows?

      Subtitle: Massive Idiocy and Why is Michael Anderle a Great Author

      Michael:  O Great Alfonse, why is Michael Anderle a great author?

      
        
        Alfonse:

        If you're looking for a great author who will make you laugh, then read Death Becomes Her by Michael Anderle. <<Ok, this is nice.>>

        He's an award-winning <<true, believe it or not>> and internationally bestselling writer <<also true, which surprises no one more than me. I've been on the German, French, and Italian Bestseller lists in Sci-Fi on Amazon>> who co-wrote more than 40 novels with other authors. <<Inaccurate, it's hundreds of co-authored books.>>

        He's also a founding member of the 20BooksTo50K Facebook group, where writers who self-publish can meet, share their tips, and discuss the latest book releases.  <<I am the only founder of 20Booksto50K™, so he's kinda close but wrong. Plus, we only discuss book business stuff on 20Books, not the latest book releases.>>

        Anderle is an indie author who has sold over four million books worldwide. <<True.>>

        He's worked with other authors, which has given him a huge global fan base. <<Is it true that I have a huge global fan base strictly because I've worked with other authors? I don't think that is accurate, but it certainly helped!>>

        He's also a leader in the independent author community and has appeared on panels, including those on Foresight. He has also appeared on television and in major publications. For this reason, you can be sure that his books will be entertaining and informative. 

        <<All of this is true. However, the logical person in me wonders how you can be SURE that my books are entertaining and informative if these things are true? I'm cynical. I don't think "he has been on tv and in major publications" assures a reader that my books are entertaining and informative.>>

        <<And now Alfonse shows us that his metal synapses are misfiring…>>

        His novel Queen Bitch features a vampire bitch-wannabe and an alien base on the moon. <<Bethany Anne (Death Becomes Her is book 01 in The Kurtherian Gambit) is not a 'vampire bitch wannabe'… She's a vampire…that others call a bitch. Further, that book (Queen Bitch is book 02 in TKG) has nothing to do with a moon base. That is a separate series altogether!)>>

        It's set in the future and is set in the future, which allows Anderle to explore new story possibilities. <<Alfonse is sipping 240 volts here, I think.>>

        The book is a fascinating read, and I recommend it to all readers of sci-fi, fantasy, and sci-fi. <<Because if you didn't get the 'sci-fi' the first time, he adds it in again.>>

        If you've ever had a hard time choosing a favorite book, consider picking up his new novel. <<This is perfect! Yes!>>

      

      

      Alfonse has obviously pulled some good and accurate information, and then he took a hit from the cybernetic equivalent of the ganja weed. While better than other excerpts Alfonse has done in the past, I'm going to have to say…

      Alfonse, you are an idiot AI.

      Have a great week or weekend. Join me in the next book, where we talk more to Alfonse the Idiot AI™.

       

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

         

        Michael Anderle

      

      

       

      BACKGROUND ON ALFONSE*

      Here is my story so far:

      I decided to make the trip to the Great Oracle (otherwise known as Alfonse the Idiot AI) and ask him a few questions. My job is to decide if humanity should pack our bags and just move to another world or if we have a few years left of good living.

      Basically, does Alfonse know jack@#%@ about anything?

      And what does he think of me as an author?
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      "Are you sure there are vampires in here?"

      Cerberus, my hellhound and sidekick, pawed my leg. He had three heads, but only one was visible at the moment. "Trust me, after our recent encounters with the bloodsuckers, I have little doubt."

      I sighed and glanced at Kevin. He shrugged. He was a handsome man. A police detective. Also, I'd found out recently, a part-time vampire hunter who'd been working with my mother for the better part of a year before I met him. The pink glow from the neon Girls, Girls, Girls sign in front of us illuminated his face. "It's not a bad cover for a vampire if you think about it. A lot of drinking goes on in places like this. And the club probably doesn't even open until after dark."

      I bit my lip and tilted my head. "You know, Kevin, you really look pretty in pink."

      Kevin rolled his eyes. "I hate these places."

      "You hate strip clubs? What kind of man are you?"

      "A decent one," Kevin snapped. "Don't get me wrong. Some women go into this line of work because they honestly enjoy it. No judgment. But a lot of these clubs prey on vulnerable young females who are desperate for the income and attention."

      "Spoken like a real cop."

      "I am a real cop, Zoey."

      I snorted. "Of course you are, Detective Schroeder."

      Kevin chuckled. "You don't have to call me that, you know. ‘Kevin’ is fine now that you know the truth."

      I smirked. "Sure thing, Detective Schroeder. Well, here's the plan. Cerberus will go invisible. He'll enter the astral plane. Once we identify the vampire—or vampires—here, we'll regroup. I'll put on my cloak, enter the astral plane, and take them out one by one."

      Kevin shook his head. "I don't know, Zoey. In a public venue like this, summoning your scythe and killing vampires is likely to cause a panic. I'd recommend against reaping any vampires we find unless Katerina is inside. We need to capture one of the vamps and interrogate them so we can figure out where she is hiding now that her sire is dead and she's running things."

      I narrowed my eyes. "I see the strategy there, Kevin, but why don't we just take out the vampires we find? If I reap enough of them, Katerina will have no choice but to come after us herself."

      Kevin shook his head. "Trust me, Zoey. I've been doing this longer than you have. Plus, I'm a police detective. I know the best way to handle things like this."

      I stared at Kevin blankly. "They seriously taught you how to handle vampires in the police academy?"

      Kevin shrugged. "No, they didn't. I’m guessing your teachers at the Reaper Academy in the underworld didn't teach you how to reap vampires either.”

      I placed my hands on my hips. "But I was at the top of my class at my academy."

      Kevin grinned. "So was I."

      "Look, Kevin. I'm not saying I should reap the vampires here publicly. I know how to be discreet. They trained me for that. Reapers always engage in the proper reconnaissance."

      "But this isn't the same, Zoey. From what I understand, a Reaper can harvest a soul totally unnoticed. Only the person they sent you to reap could see you."

      "How do you know about how that works?" I asked.

      "Your mother knows a lot about how it works from what your father told her. You know, back before you were born."

      I nodded. "Well, that's pretty much right. If it works the same way it does for regular Reapers of human souls, I should be able to handle a vampire without leaving the astral plane."

      "You're the only supernatural Reaper that has ever existed, Zoey. At least so far as your father knows, and he should know. He's the Grim Reaper, after all."

      "Your point?"

      "The point is, we're still learning how your gift works, Zoey. You can't just go into a public venue like this and make assumptions about how it will play out."

      I bit my lip. "Fine. I guess you're right. But how do you expect that we'll be able to abduct a freaking vampire any more discreetly than I could reap one?"

      Kevin's eyes shifted back and forth. "All right, that's a fair point."

      Cerberus pawed my leg. "How about we do nothing until we've completed reconnaissance? Zoey, you and I can go in there on the astral plane, ascertain the situation, then we can regroup out here and come up with a plan."

      I scratched the back of my head. "That's exactly what we should do. I mean, that's what we were taught to do when it came to reaping humans. It's just, you know, when a Reaper is sent to harvest a soul, the target isn't usually an immediate threat to everyone around."

      "It's still smart," Kevin said. "Vampires are generally discreet, too. If what Katerina told you is true and she has designs on creating more vampires so they can come out of the shadows and take over the world, she won't want them to reveal themselves until she has the numbers to execute her plan."

      I cocked my head. "Then maybe we can use that to our advantage."

      "How so?" Kevin asked.

      "Now that the vampires know about me and what I can do, chances are whatever vampires might be in here will want to cut and run as soon as they see me. If they don't want to be seen, I can chase them into an alley or something. Somewhere no one will notice what's happening. If we handle this the right way, and we can predict where the vampires will run, you and Cerberus can wait there to capture them."

      "Just one of them. Trying to manage multiple vampire hostages would be a challenge."

      "We don't even know how many vampires might be inside. So, before we make any definite plans, we need to get a good head count. I'll reap any extras, but make sure at least one survives so I can chase him into your loving arms."

      Kevin chuckled. "I don't lose much love for vampires, Zoey. I've learned enough from working with your mother the last several months, though, that I can probably handle a vampire, provided it's relatively young. I'll need to use garlic to subdue the monster. If these vampires are any older than a decade or so, garlic won't be so effective."

      "How can we tell how old a vampire is?" I asked.

      "That's a part of the problem, Zoey. Your mother and I knew about most of the vampires we were dealing with back in Kansas City. We watched them for months before we moved against them. Here? Well, we don't know squat about the vampire community. There's no way to know if the one you decide to chase my way will be young or old."

      I sighed. "Well, what do you suggest?"

      "I wish your mom was here."

      "Well, she's not. She's back with Morty, protecting Sienna until her body has recovered enough that he can restore her soul."

      "All right. Change of plans. Sort of. Depending on what you find out when you go in on reconnaissance. We might not need to abduct and interrogate a vampire if we can follow him."

      "You think a vampire who thinks he's escaped my scythe will run back to Katerina?"

      Kevin nodded. "I think that's a reasonable assumption. But only you and Cerberus might be able to move fast enough in the astral plane to keep up with the fleeing vampire."

      I nodded and slipped my reaper cloak over my head. "All right, then. Well, Cerberus, let’s go in and see what we're dealing with."
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      I pressed myself through the wall next to the door, avoiding the bouncer and the obligatory cover charge. In the astral plane, when I was wearing my reaper cloak, I could move through solid objects. I had all the advantages of being a ghost without the misfortune of being dead. I was still learning how to use the cloak. It wasn't something we could prepare for at the Reaper Academy. We weren't allowed to go to Earth until we graduated, and the enchantments in the reaper cloaks didn't function in the underworld.

      Thankfully, I had Cerberus, who by virtue of having three heads—one that engaged Olympus, another Hades, and the third, Earth—was accustomed to working across different planes of existence at once. I carried my cloak in a small backpack. At least, I did when there was a reasonable chance that I might encounter a threat. These days, it was more often than not.

      When we both engaged the astral plane, we could see each other. For some reason, probably on account of his three heads, which had different kinds of sight, he could see me no matter what plane he was on. Unfortunately, I only had one head—or fortunately. Whatever. You know what I mean. Having three heads would be inconvenient, as bull-headed as I am. If I had three brains pulling me in different directions, I'd probably find myself in a constant state of cattiness...with myself.

      One difficulty in getting used to working in the astral plane was that even in this realm, my body tended to respect physical barriers. It was why I could walk across the floor or up a set of stairs without falling through. Technically, there were no floors, walls, or barriers of any sort in the astral plane. But my mind, used to the physical world, created limitations that made it possible to navigate the astral plane. If that didn't happen, I'd probably find myself free-falling into oblivion the moment I put on my cloak.

      Cerberus said that walking through walls was an act of faith, an intentional effort to recognize that it wasn't a part of the world I was presently navigating. It meant suspending disbelief. Mostly, it worked. And since, as Reapers, we could reap from within this state, there was something about my scythe when I summoned it that transcended all such planes of being.

      It made sense. My scythe didn't come the way it did for most Reapers. If I wasn't in proximity to a supernatural ready to be reaped, when I touched the small sigil on my wrist that invoked it, it appeared like a staff with two sharp points on either end. It was a handy tool, I had found out.

      But when I approached a creature like a vampire (so far, that was the only supernatural monster I'd tried to reap), the blade appeared in a blaze of hellfire. It engaged multiple planes at once, and I could wield it from Earth or the astral plane. It drew on hellfire, which meant it also engaged Hades.

      Could it engage heaven or Olympus? No clue, but I knew it worked on Earth. That was how it managed to slice into a person's body without splitting them in two to cut the soul out of someone.

      This was the first time I'd attempted to navigate the astral plane in a crowd. It wasn't as easy as I’d expected. Suspending disbelief when you're pressing through groups of people isn't second nature. When I moved through a wall or a door, I had to think about it. It took proper focus. The prospect of walking through a person was just a little freaky. I mean, ew, right?

      Cerberus walked through a man who stood next to the stage, tossing dollar bills at a young blonde who was shaking her butt in his face. I sighed. I mean, she had a decent ass, but there's something strange about paying someone to stick their pooper out at you.

      Yeah, yeah, I understood what these "gentlemen's clubs" were about. From the looks of it, though, there wasn't a gentleman in the place. Most of the dudes were acting like prepubescent boys who'd never seen more than what's exposed in a Victoria's Secret ad. Then again, those ads showed quite a bit.

      I wasn’t sure what secret Victoria had, but she didn’t have many left. Neither did the girls in this place. I tried not to look since I'm not into chicks, but damn! I'd never been to a place like this. I was pretty flexible. I worked out a lot. But I didn't think my body could move like that. Not unless a few vertebrae were removed from my spine.

      Focus, Zoey. You're here for a reason.

      Until recently, I didn't think I'd ever met a vampire. If I had, I hadn’t known it. The ones I’d encountered recently were pale of complexion. I wasn't sure if that applied to all vampires. The vampires in Kansas City were Caucasian before they were turned. Even then, I'd seen and known humans equally pale. Also, the club was fairly dark except for the stage areas, SO identifying a vampire was going to be more difficult than I'd expected.

      There were two other features in the vampires I'd seen that stood out. They had dark eyes, almost black. Again, I had to tell in this light how dark anyone's eyes were. The fangs would be the best giveaway. Even then, unless a vampire was foolish enough to walk around the place with a gaping mouth, that would not help me identify who of these people were genuine bloodsuckers.

      "Cerberus, can you sniff out the vampires in here?'

      Cerberus nodded his Earth head. "I can. The problem is the airflow in this place. The way the air is swirling, it's hard to tell where the vampire odor is coming from. I might need to sniff a few butts."

      I snorted. "Well, you wouldn't be the only one here who enjoys that kind of activity."

      "I didn't say I'd enjoy it, Zoey. It's just, you know, sort of my thing. I might not be your run-of-the-mill dog, but hellhounds are still hounds at the end of the day."

      I followed Cerberus around the club as he randomly stuck his nose into people’s backsides. The problem? Being in the astral plane, he had to poke his Earth head into the material realm to do it. I wasn't sure how people would react if they noticed a dog head floating in midair, pressing its nose into people's asses. Thankfully, most of the patrons of this place didn't have great butts, not compared to the girls on stage. They garnered most of the attention. With those sets of twin hams jiggling in front of them, a tornado could have blown through, and most of the patrons wouldn’t have noticed.

      I sighed. "This is going to take forever. We need to be more strategic."

      Cerberus huffed. "I could do this all night."

      I frowned and tilted my head. "I'm sure you could, but I'd rather you didn't."

      Cerberus coughed. "I think that guy over there, the one in the black jeans and tank top, has been feasting on too much New Orleans gumbo."

      "I don't want to know how you can discern that from what you're...sniffing. Like I said, we need a better strategy. I doubt any vampires who are here are as enthralled by the dancing girls as the other clubbers. If you were here, as a vampire, what would you be doing?"

      "That depends. Do the vampires run this joint, or are they here looking to pick up a meal for later?"

      I shrugged. "Maybe both. Either way, if we focus on anyone who looks like they are not here for the views, who aren't paying the girls on stage as much attention as everyone else, we might be able to narrow down the candidates."

      "I already sniffed the guy. He's clean. Well, not completely clean, but he's not a vampire. You know what I mean."

      I bit my lip and nodded. "Yeah. I knew what you meant, Cerberus."

      A hard thud from behind almost knocked me off my feet. Someone walked right into me, and, since I wasn't visible to him and not in his plane of existence, he kept walking, unimpeded by our collision. I regained my footing and glared at the man. He was tall. He wore a suit complete with diamond cufflinks that caught the light. So did his head. It was pale, bald, and shiny. Probably waxed.

      "Cerberus! That guy there! He's totally overdressed for a place like this. Check him out."

      Cerberus started toward the man's backside, then stopped dead in his tracks. "That's it! He's a vampire."

      "You didn't even sniff his butt. Are you sure?"

      Cerberus nodded. "I don't need to. The smell is coming off of him like the stench of whiskey on a drunk."

      "We should follow him. There might be more. He might lead us to them."

      Cerberus and I followed the vampire around the perimeter of the club to the back, where he stepped through a door labeled Employees Only.

      "Follow him through?" Cerberus asked.

      I nodded and pressed myself through the door into a long, dark hallway.

      Cerberus gagged. "Yeah, this is it. He's not the only vampire back here."

      "How many do you think?"

      "Hard to say. The stench is a lot stronger than that vampire produced alone."

      I moved down the dark hall. It made a ninety-degree turn to the right, and a purple glow shone around the corner.

      When I turned the corner, I gasped. The black lights gave a dozen or more naked bodies a strange glow.

      But they weren't all vampires.

      At least three of them were human—for now, anyway. The puncture wounds scattered over their bodies weren't random. I'd seen this before on the girl I'd rescued from Vlad's basement. He had been trying to turn her. Each of the victims had multiple vampires gathered around, feeding from their bodies. One on each wrist, another drinking from the neck. A few of them fed from the inner thigh of their chosen victim.

      "We should get Kevin." Cerberus tugged the leg of my pants with his teeth.

      I shook my leg free. "I don't know. There isn't an exit back here. We can’t follow through with the plan to chase one out of here without causing a scene in the club."

      "Zoey, we can't take this many vampires at once. At least, we shouldn't."

      I took a deep breath. Three victims. Nine vampires. Of course, the victims would become vampires soon. That would make twelve. How long would it take for them to turn? I didn't know. Kevin might. He'd learned a lot about vampires from my mom during the year they'd been working together.

      I resisted the urge to summon my scythe and start swinging. Oh, it tempted me. The vampires wouldn't see it coming. They were all so focused on what they were doing we had the chance to take them off-guard.

      Still, Cerberus was right. Attacking now would be too risky. Even with the element of surprise, the chance that I could reap all of them before some got wise to what was happening and attacked me was slim.

      I nodded. "You're right. We need to regroup and come up with a plan."

      I had just turned to leave when a blur shot past me. The vampire we'd followed into the room stood in the hall, blocking the exit.

      "We need to go through the walls," Cerberus said.

      I nodded and moved briskly toward one of the walls, then pressed against it. I couldn't get through. "What the hell?"

      Cerberus growled.

      I turned. The vampire at the exit was smiling at me. "You must be Zoey Grimm. We were told to expect you."

      I stared at the vampire blankly. "You can see me?"

      The vampire smirked. "Why wouldn't I?"

      "Damn it, Zoey," Cerberus growled. "You thought about reaping them, didn't you?"

      I sighed. In our cloaks, when a Reaper came to harvest someone's soul, the one they came to reap could see them. But these vampires weren't on a ledger somewhere, due to expire by the dictates of the Olympian gods. I was the only supernatural Reaper ever. Did my thoughts, my consideration of reaping them, create the same effect? It must have.

      "How do you know who I am?" I asked.

      "Katerina warned us you might be coming."

      "Your walls... I couldn't..."

      The vampire laughed. "These aren't common blacklights. Katerina said they'd prevent you from phasing through them. Oh, she'll be so pleased with me when I bring you to her!"

      The other eight vampires surrounded us.

      "I don't think they can see me." Cerberus tiptoed (or was it tip-pawed?) around me. "Be ready."

      I nodded. "Well, isn't this delightful? I have to say, whoever you are..."

      "The name is Vincent."

      "As I was saying, Vincent, it's awfully convenient that you'd gather in a room like this. You have nowhere to run."

      Vincent cocked his head. "I think you've failed to grasp the reality of the situation. We outnumber you. You might be good, but you can't take all of us."

      "Can't I?" I asked. I touched the sigil on my wrist, and my staff formed in my hand. The blade of the scythe materialized on one end, blazing with hellfire.

      "Damn!" Vincent exclaimed. "Impressive."

      Cerberus left the astral plane, tripled his size, and growled at Vincent.

      "See?" I asked. "You have nowhere to run."

      "Bite her!" Vincent yelled.

      As three vampires lunged at me, I gripped my staff and spun, slicing it through three of them.

      Cerberus dove at Vincent from behind. He couldn't swallow him, but it gave me a chance. There were still five vampires, not counting the three who were transitioning behind me.

      I'd take care of Vincent later. For now, Cerberus had the exit blocked and Vincent pinned to the ground with one of his oversized paws.

      The other vampires moved fast. My cloak was still on. I couldn't phase through walls, but could I still use it to move through the astral plane? I wasn't sure. If it was possible, I could move as fast as they could. Maybe faster.

      I started to run, but my cloak didn’t work under these damned black lights, or whatever the hell they were.

      One vampire dove at me, and I swung. My scythe caught him in the chest and pulled his soul out of his body with a shower of golden energies.

      As I turned, I kicked one of the three vampires I'd reaped before. His body turned to ash on contact. The ash churned through the air, casting a haze over everything.

      "Zoey!" Cerberus shouted. "The lights!"

      I nodded. If I could take them out, my cloak would work.

      There were still three vampires in the room. They weren't as fast as Vincent or the one I'd just taken out. Perhaps they were younger. Kevin had said a vampire's powers grew with age. They were still faster than me, so I had to move fast.

      The lamps in the room were mounted to the ceiling. I swung my scythe at the one just above me, shattering it. Then I threw my scythe at another. It was harder to throw with the blade on it than it was when it was just a staff. Still, it managed to take out another light.

      I touched the sigil on my wrist. My scythe and staff disappeared and rematerialized in my hand.

      The vampires thought they'd take advantage of the brief window when I wasn't armed. They hadn’t known I could recall my scythe like that.

      They tried to backpedal when they saw my scythe return to my grip.

      I charged and took them out one by one. These vampires weren't skilled. They didn't have any real training. They weren't a match. I coughed. The ash in the air was so thick I could barely breathe.

      I blasted the remaining black light with my scythe.

      Cerberus still had Vincent pinned to the ground. I stepped over to him, the fire from my scythe the only light in the ash-filled room.

      I stomped my booted heel next to Vincent's head and he snarled at me, flashing his fangs.

      "You were saying we were outnumbered?" I asked.

      “Drop the weapon,” the vampire ordered with a twinkle in his eyes.

      I cocked my head. “How about…no?”

      "What the hell are you?" Vincent asked, furrowing his brow and tilting his head to one side.

      I smiled. "Your worst nightmare, bitch."

      I was about to bring my scythe down when Cerberus barked.

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "We have to keep one of them alive."

      I sighed. "These victims here. You're turning them, aren't you?"

      Vincent laughed. "Of course I am! You know our plans. At least, I've been told you do."

      "The other vampires I took out."

      Vincent grunted. "An entire week's worth down the tube. They were my creations."

      "Where is Katerina?" I asked, lowering my scythe toward the vampire's face. "Tell me, or I'll slice your soul right out of your skull."

      "You'll kill me eventually anyway. Why should I tell you?"

      I bit my lip. "I don't know. I guess that's a good point. Tell me where she is, and I promise I'll give you a ten-second head start before I come after you."

      Vincent laughed. "Rise, my children!"

      "Zoey!" Cerberus shouted. I pivoted as Cerberus leaped over me and tackled the three newly turned vampires Vincent and the other vampires had been feeding on. When I turned back around, Vincent was gone.

      "Well, isn't that just fantastic? Go after him, Cerberus. I'll take care of the baby vamps."

      Cerberus jumped off the three new vampires he'd tackled. If he hadn't intervened, they might have managed to bite me. I quickly reaped the new vampires and left to follow Cerberus and, hopefully, track down Vincent.

      My cloak was working again. I blasted through the hall and back into the club.

      Cerberus was waiting for me. He'd returned to the astral plane.

      "I thought I told you to chase Vincent down?"

      Cerberus shook his head. "It's no use. He's too fast. If he was still here, I'd smell him. There's no telling where he's gone."

      I sighed. "Well, I suppose we'd better go tell Kevin how our reconnaissance went."

      Cerberus huffed. "Good luck with that."
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      "What were you thinking, Zoey?" Kevin asked, throwing his hands into the air.

      I bit the left side of my bottom lip. "Well, I was thinking, ‘Holy crap! They can see me. I'd better kick their asses before they decide to initiate me into their bloodsucking club.’"

      Kevin sighed. "I thought I told you to watch from afar. Get a head count. Regroup here, and then we'd come up with a plan."

      "You did," I agreed with a nod. "But they had lights. Weird blacklights that exposed me despite my cloak. I couldn't use it to run back through the wall. I only had two options: kill or be killed. Reap or get reaped. Since death wasn’t the way I'd prefer to spend my tomorrow, I really only had one option, which was exactly what I did."

      Kevin sighed. "All right, Zoey. I get it. But we still have a problem. The vampire who got away..."

      "His name is Vincent. Ever heard of him?"

      Kevin shook his head. "Nope. The problem isn't just that he got away, Zoey. The bigger issue is that he'll report back to Katerina. He'll tell her what he saw happen. She'll know that the lights worked. She'll also know you can handle yourself, even in a closed space with a dozen vampires."

      "How do you think they knew what those black lights would do?"

      Kevin shook his head. "I have no idea. This wasn't the first time you encountered Katerina. You reaped her host, Zoey. I'd be willing to bet that a vampire as old as she is has connections. And since Nosferatu had allies, all of whom probably want revenge for his death, there's no telling how she might have learned what you are or how she could use lights to reveal your presence."

      "It might have also been because Zoey targeted them," Cerberus said. "A soul about to be reaped can usually see their Reaper."

      I shook my head. "That's true. But if that was all it was, I still should have been able to use the cloak to run through the walls on the astral plane. Under those lights, my cloak was just a cloak. Its enchantments were nullified."

      "We need to get one of those lights," Kevin said. "We'll show it to your mom. She might have a few ideas."

      "If she doesn't, I could try asking my dad. I'd have to go back to Kansas City to open the portal to the underworld, though."

      Kevin nodded. "If push comes to shove, we’ll do that. I have a feeling that things are going to escalate here faster than we thought. What little I know about Katerina, from her time in Kansas City, suggests that she's more inclined to act aggressively than her predecessor."

      "Aggressively could also mean recklessly."

      Kevin nodded. "It might also make things messier. With vampires involved, that isn’t a good thing. She might make mistakes along the way, but if those mistakes mean lives lost or people turned into vampires, it could be a problem."

      "Did you see which direction he went?" I asked. "You were watching the doors, I assume."

      Kevin nodded. "Yeah, sort of. It was just a blur. He left the club, turned right, and shot down an alley. After that? Well, there's no telling which way he went."

      "I might still be able to track him," Cerberus said. "When I tracked Vincent in the club, I could tell his scent from the rest. He smelled more...savory...than the others."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Savory?"

      "Sure," Cerberus said. "I've been known to eat people, you know."

      "But you can't eat vampires, Cerberus."

      "I know that! I said he smelled savory. I wasn't about to eat him. You can poison a steak, and it will still smell amazing. I'm entitled to believe that Vincent smelled delicious while maintaining the common sense not to swallow him whole."

      "Not terrible advice," I agreed. "I try to follow a similar principle with my men."

      Kevin rolled his eyes. "I don't even know what that means."

      I smirked. "We've only had one date, Kevin. I'm not inclined to gobble you up just yet."

      "I'm not sure if I should be glad about that or disappointed."

      "Oh, it's a good thing. I'd rather take my time and savor the flavor."

      Kevin snorted. "Rather than swallow me and spit me up again?"

      "She could poop you out too, you know," Cerberus offered.

      I cocked my head. "Leave the metaphors of romance to us, Cerberus."

      "I'm just saying. When you eat someone, you generally have to..."

      "I knew what you meant, Cerberus."

      Kevin chuckled. "Well, Zoey Grimm, I suppose I shouldn't be surprised if you're something of a man-eater."

      I shrugged. "I like to think of myself like that. But you know, I’ve only had one romantic relationship."

      "Gabriel?" Kevin asked.

      I nodded. "I'll just say he was a bit too sweet for my taste. I'm hoping my next entrée has a little more spice."

      "I have an idea, Kevin!" Cerberus piped up. "You could douse your underwear in tabasco before your next date. You know, since she likes spice. That might help your chances."

      I laughed. "Yeah, Kevin. Douse your skivvies in hot sauce. But when you do, make sure you record it. It’s going on TikTok."

      Kevin shook his head. "I'm not that kind of guy. I wouldn't allow her near those spicy bits until at least our third date."

      I snorted. "Yeah, right. I see the game you're playing."

      "I'm not joking, Zoey."

      "Uh-huh. Tell me you don't get in the bed with girls right away so that when we do, it makes me feel special, like you just couldn't wait. Like you just knew right away that there was no sense in waiting because we are special together."

      Kevin chuckled. "If that's what you think, fine. But you're not getting into my pants after a second date, Zoey. No matter how hard you try."

      "I think that's a challenge!" Cerberus said. "Take my advice and fetch that bone as soon as you can! Before another dog gets it."

      I laughed. "Do you let a lot of dogs near your bone, Kevin?"

      "No!" Kevin shouted, then calmed down. "That's what I've been saying. I'm not like other guys. Don't get me wrong; I'm no Goodie Two-shoes. And it's not that I'm opposed to getting a little freaky, eventually. But my spices, they need to marinate for a while."

      "These food metaphors are getting weird," Cerberus said. "I'm going in to fetch one of those blacklights."

      I snickered. "I think we might have made him uncomfortable."

      "Honestly, I think he was just confused. I am too, honestly. I'm still not sure what spiciness means in this situation."

      I smiled. "It has nothing to do with whips and chains or anything like that. I just need a man who embraces adventure and isn't afraid to take risks with me at his side. Not risks with me, specifically, but risks alongside me. I need a man who can handle his girl upstaging him from time to time when it comes to hunting vampires or whatever other supernaturals I might have to reap in the future."

      "And you aren't sure I can do that?"

      I shrugged. "Undecided. I mean, I'm a lot to handle. Do you think you could, Kevin?"

      Kevin grinned. "I don't know, but I'd certainly like to try. Challenge accepted."

      I nodded. "All right. Well, I don't think you'll have any problem getting up for the challenge. Staying up for it? Well, that's another matter entirely."

      Kevin cocked his head. "I'm going to interpret that differently than the way it came across."

      I smiled. "Interpret it however you like, Detective Schroeder. However you decide to make sense of it, well, I'm sure the principle applies."
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      I made Kevin ride "bitch." I wasn't about to sit on the back on my own bike. I know, we could have taken Kevin’s rental car. We could have taken the Corvette, but my mom was using it. So, Kevin was stuck in b-position.

      Cerberus, of course, ran beside us. I wasn't sure if he was engaging the astral plane. He could have run through Hades if he’d wanted to. With his three heads, he can navigate the different realms of existence as effortlessly as a mouse sneaks into a pantry.

      He wasn't necessarily welcome in Hades, or Olympus, or even here on Earth, but there wasn't much anyone could do to stop him from weaving between one plane of being and another. He belonged to each realm as much as he belonged to any of them. He was a hellhound, but he was just as home on Earth.

      Only when he was with my dad in the underworld was he outside his element. Perhaps that was why he enjoyed it there so much. Apart from having a unique bond with my father—we were still working on forging ours—being in a place where he couldn't go easily by nature must've been like a vacation to him.

      Contrary to popular belief, the underworld where I grew up wasn't an off shoot of Hell or Hades. It wasn't connected to heaven or Olympus any more than it was to Earth. It was the great in-between. It was the domain of the Reapers and Charon, the boatman who ferried souls across the River Styx.

      It was only an hour's drive north, depending on traffic and my inclination to push the speed limit, from New Orleans to the hospital in Baton Rouge. Getting the doctors to tell us how long it might take for Sienna’s body to heal was like trying to convince a cat to bark. The doctors had told us time and again that Sienna was brain-dead, that it didn't matter if her body healed itself; she'd never wake up. Still, when we pressed the issue, they admitted it would probably take weeks, if not months, rather than days, and there wasn't much we could do by staying at her bedside constantly.

      Of course, the doctors didn't know the truth. We couldn't come clean, either. How does one even begin to explain that Sienna's injuries had been caused by an ancient vampire, now deceased thanks to yours truly, who'd hoped to turn her into his bride? My mother insisted that as long as the doctors did their best to help her body heal, there was a good chance she'd recover the rest of the way once her soul returned.

      When we pushed the doctors, they admitted there wasn’t much wrong with her, strictly speaking, aside from being brain-dead. I mean, there aren’t a lot of things wrong with college boys apart from that very defect, so it wasn’t like it could be that bad.

      What we were really waiting for was for the “vampire virus,” if you could call it a virus, to purge itself from her system. We couldn’t restore her soul until it was gone, or she might begin her metamorphosis or transition or birth or whatever the hell vampires called it when someone was becoming one of them.

      How would we know when we’d waited long enough? My mom might have spent the better part of my life hunting vampires, but I doubted she'd ever encountered a situation like this. In fact, I knew she hadn't. My dad was the only Reaper she knew, and they hadn't seen each other since the day he’d taken off for the underworld with Morty and me to raise us as Reapers, his prospective heirs.

      Without a Reaper at her disposal, even if my mom had met transitioning vampires before, there wasn’t any way to attempt something like this. Still, my dad believed it would work. To be honest, though, despite his centuries of success at harvesting human souls, this was uncharted territory for him, too. There was no telling what would happen once Sienna’s soul was returned to her body and she woke up—if she did.

      Kevin had his arms around my waist as we raced up Interstate 10. I'm pretty sure he was slowly moving his hands up on purpose. Nothing like a cop trying to cop a feel, even if only with the back of his hand.

      I didn't say anything. I didn't mind. It reminded me of the first time Gabriel had tried to hold my hand. We'd gone to see a movie. Yes, we had movies in the underworld. We had a whole class of Reapers who made it their priority to go to Earth and bring new technologies, music, television shows, and movies into our plane. I don't remember what movie it was—some superhero flick. But I do remember how he slowly, gradually, tried to inch his hand across the armrest. His pinky finger barely grazed my thumb before I took the initiative and grabbed his hand, interlacing our fingers together.

      Kevin's move here was a bolder, more adult version of the same. He couldn't just grab and squeeze, not unless he wanted an elbow to the jaw and a faceful of pavement shortly thereafter. Still, I was reasonably certain his hand’s gradual migration northward had nothing to do with fleeing the southern heat.

      I smirked as I accelerated. I got a kick out of breaking the speed limit by a good twenty miles per hour with a cop on my bike. What was he going to do, write me a ticket? If anyone was going to be handcuffed by the other anytime soon, it wasn't going to be me.

      We pulled into the parking lot at the hospital in Baton Rouge. Kevin climbed off the back of my bike first and removed his helmet. Louisiana law, he insisted, required one.

      Boo. I had a helmet in my apartment in Kansas City. Before he'd revealed his night job as a vampire hunter, he'd tried to tell me I needed to wear one. I’d ignored him. He hadn't mentioned it again.

      There was an odd tension between Kevin and me. He knew "good boys" didn't do it for me. It was one of the reasons I hadn’t been able to reciprocate Gabriel's feelings. He was a good guy. Too good.

      When Kevin and I first met, there was something taboo about our initial flirtations. Sure, I was still with Gabriel at the time. More than that, though, it was because he was a cop, and I was acting as a vigilante, attempting to take down what we thought was a human trafficking organization. Only later did I learn that these human traffickers were vampires, seizing humans, not for meals, but to become vampires. They'd targeted individuals with O-negative blood. People like Sienna. For some reason, universal donors were more likely to survive the transition to vampirism than others. There was probably a medical reason for that. If vampirism was transmitted by something like a virus, I suppose it made sense that some blood types might be more accommodating than others.

      Why it was universal donors rather than universal recipients, I wasn't sure. Again, the science wasn't something I understood, and it hadn't been studied. Not by human researchers, at least. Vampires probably knew more about how it worked. The reason didn't matter.

      Knowing who the vampires were likely to target, though, was something we could use. It had helped me figure out how they'd originally identified Sienna as a candidate. It also gave us a rough timetable for how long it might take for Sienna's body to purge itself of the virus so we could revive her.

      The question we couldn't answer was what component of the blood the vampire virus attached itself to. A google search had shown that the body completely replaces its platelets in twenty-four to forty-eight hours after a donation. Red blood cells might take as long as twelve weeks to replenish.

      This was with respect to donations. If the entire blood supply was tainted by vampirism, I imagined it took longer. If vampirism was a virus, the best we could tell, courtesy of Google MD, was that the body could produce antibodies and overcome a virus in one to three weeks.

      In short, we were looking at anything from a couple of days to a couple of months.

      In the meantime, Morty held Sienna's soul in his scythe. He couldn't reap anyone else until we cured Sienna. It was the only way he could extract her soul without any other souls mixed with it to return it to her body.

      At this point, though, it was too risky to attempt to revive her. It had only been a few days since Nosferatu and Katerina had bitten her. There was a chance we could revive her now with no problem. There was an even greater chance that if we revived her, she'd become a vampire. The longer we could wait, the better. Provided, of course, her body remained viable.

      Kevin and I entered the hospital, passed the front desk, and made our way to the elevators. I pressed the button.

      Kevin moved in front of one of the doors. "Pick one. If I'm right, you pay for our next date. If you're right, it's on me."

      I smirked. "You're on."

      No sooner did I agree then a light illuminated over the door where Kevin stood and, with a ding, the door opened. I grunted.

      "Looks like our next date is on you." He smirked.

      I shrugged. "You're assuming I'll agree to another date."

      Kevin chuckled. "Are you going to turn me down?"

      "Now that I have to pay, I just might. I mean, are you really worth a hundred bucks? I could go get a massage instead. Maybe a mani-pedi."

      Kevin smiled. "I'm not worried about that."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You’re confident now."

      "I've always been confident, Zoey."

      I shrugged. "Well, I suppose you've called my bluff. I couldn't turn you down. But since I'm paying, I hope you enjoy the golden arches."

      Kevin cocked his head. "You can't be serious."

      "I'm a romantic at heart, Kevin. I'll upgrade your value meal to large."

      "Large fries." Kevin shook his head. "You sure know your way to man's heart."

      "Men are simple. There are two ways to win over a man. Both are associated with organs below the heart. The stomach, and, well, you can figure the other one out for yourself."

      Kevin shook his head. "I'm not going to say that isn't true. Like I said, I prefer to move slowly in my relationships. But if you'd really like to work your way into my heart, a good home-cooked meal will go a lot farther than a burger and fries."

      "Even large fries?" I asked. "Size does matter, you know."

      Kevin cocked his head. "I'm going to refrain from saying anything. I can't think of a way to respond to that without it getting weird."

      I giggled. "Well, trust me, Kevin. You don't want to try my cooking. The last time I tried to make boxed mac and cheese, I managed to screw it up. All the noodles stuck together in the pan."

      "Surely you know how to make something decent," Kevin countered. "It doesn't have to be fancy, Zoey."

      I grinned. "I make a killer Pop-Tart."

      "It isn't about the quality of the meal, Zoey. It's about the gesture. I'll eat anything if you put thought and effort into it."

      I nodded. "Well, okay. Fast food is out. When we get back to Kansas City, I'll make you something."

      "I'll look forward to it."

      Kevin stepped onto the elevator.
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      I let Kevin lead the way to Sienna's room. Every now and then, I figured, it was good to let him be in the front. It was good for his fragile man-ego. After more than an hour riding "bitch" on my motorcycle, I had to be careful. Don't get me wrong. I'm a take-charge kind of girl, but I don't want a beta man who follows my lead all the time. There was no harm in letting him know that I was in charge, as long as he was allowed to entertain the illusion that he had a say from time to time even if it was something as minor as letting him lead the way down a hall. Baby steps. One day, might be I'd let him drive. Not my bike. Maybe another one. If he played his cards right.

      Not that I played a lot of cards. I didn't like the rules. Who’d decided the king was supposed to trump the queen anyway? And why was there a jack but not a jill? The whole deck must've been stacked by the joker.

      We stepped into Sienna's room. My mother was there with Morty, my brother. A large bouquet of flowers sat on a table next to Sienna. I didn’t know the different species of flower that well; all I knew was that it was quite colorful—vibrant oranges, blues, yellows, and whites. My mom had brought them in the day before. It wasn’t necessary. It wasn’t like Sienna was actually there. I suppose, though, it was a nice gesture.

      What I didn't expect was that my father would be there, too.

      "Dad?" I asked. "What are you doing here? I thought you had to get back to the underworld."

      My father nodded. "I can't stay long. Still, I needed to let you know what's going on."

      I cocked my head. By the looks on my brother's and mother's faces, they already knew.

      "I'm being audited."

      "You're what?" I asked. "You mean, by the IRS?"

      My father laughed. "No, by the Olympians."

      "The gods can audit you?"

      My father nodded. "They said there are some discrepancies in the records. A few souls that shouldn't have been reaped."

      I sighed. "That's my fault. It must've been the men you reaped when we were trying to rescue Sienna from Nosferatu."

      My dad nodded. "That's what got their attention. It's not what I'm most worried about. When they audit the records, they'll be checking every reaping we've conducted for the last hundred years."

      "Damn," Kevin said. "The IRS only makes you go back seven."

      "The Olympians are a lot more anal than the IRS. The thing is, they'll be looking at every reaping that's gone wrong over that time. Any spirit who managed to evade the Reaper too long and now lingers on Earth as a ghost."

      "That's bound to happen from time to time," I consoled.

      My father nodded. "It is. It's always happened. If they're looking for a reason to discipline me, though, they'll use every fault they can find to justify their decision. More than that, if they discover that I made an arrangement with Athena behind Zeus’s back to extend Rose’s life…"

      My mother shook her head. “I know why you did it, Azrael. Still, you shouldn’t have.”

      My dad nodded. “I was afraid you’d hate me, Josephine. I wasn’t only taking our children away with me to the underworld, but your mother was slated to be reaped around the same time. I couldn’t bear to put you through the loss of your children and your mother at the same time.”

      Josephine shook her head. “You didn’t have to do that. If it was her time, it was her time. I only saw her at the end. I couldn’t go to her before that.”

      “Why couldn’t you?” my father asked.

      My mother sighed. “I suppose we have a lot to catch up on. You’re probably wondering how I ended up hunting vampires…”

      My father smiled. “I was going to wait and allow you to tell me that story when you were ready. I figured it had something to do with me.”

      My mother snorted. “Seriously, Azrael? As if I was so distraught when you left that I found the most hazardous occupation possible in hopes that I might put myself in death’s path and see you again sooner rather than later?”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Look,” I interjected. “I know you two have a lot of history to sort through. We have bigger problems right now.”

      My mother nodded. “You’re right, Zoey. I only meant to say that the reason I hunted vampires was because after your father left with you and Morty, a goddess appeared to me.”

      “Was it Athena?” My dad scratched the back of his head.

      “The same goddess you made a bargain with to extend my grandma’s life?” I asked.

      “It was Athena,” my mother confirmed. “She said the deal she struck with Azrael would be broken and the other gods would likely turn their wrath upon him if I wasn’t prepared for what you were destined to become, Zoey.”

      I cocked my head. “You knew I’d be able to reap vampires?”

      My mother shook her head. “I didn’t, but I was told what I had to do. Athena assured me that when you discovered your truth, you’d need someone who knew how to navigate that world. It wasn’t just vampires, either. Werewolves, trolls, banshees…you name it.”

      “Trolls?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “Like Poppy and Branch?”

      My mother chuckled. “Not quite. They aren’t as colorful, and they don’t sing popular music. Trust me, real trolls aren’t cute, and they don’t just wanna have fun.”

      My dad grunted. "Why would Athena care about vampires and trolls? Even more importantly, why would she be concerned that you could help Zoey hunt them?"

      My mom sighed. "I don't know. All she told me was that if I didn't do it, one day, one of our children would inherit this...ability...and they'd need me if they had any hope of succeeding. I've done this—hunted vampires and whatever else—for the last two decades because if I didn't, I was afraid of what might happen once the supernatural world learned what our girl could do."

      I bit my lip. "Mom, are you saying you've been killing vampires for my entire life because you were afraid if you didn't, vampires would kill me?"

      My mom looked at me, her lip quivering. "Zoey, I didn't know if it would be you or Morty. All I knew was what Athena told me. One of you would inherit a unique gift, and if you weren't prepared to handle it, if you started reaping supernaturals with no guidance, it would only be a matter of time before they'd kill you."

      I shrugged. "I can handle myself."

      "Thanks to the training you received at the Reaper Academy," my dad said. "But think about it, Zoey. You might be the only person ever who could reap the souls of immortal supernatural creatures. For the first time, there's someone out there who poses a threat to their ongoing existence. It's one thing to take down a vampire here or there. How long will it be, though, before word spreads about what you can do?"

      "That's why you have to be careful, Zoey," my mom added, taking my hand. "If you reveal yourself to someone, you need to take them out. You can't let them get away and start spreading the word about what you do."

      I scratched my head. "Well, about that."

      Kevin stepped up behind me and placed his hand on my back. "Josephine, have you ever heard of a vampire in these parts named Vincent?"

      My mom bit the inside of her cheek. "Heard of him, sure. I can't say I know much about him other than that he's more than a century old and used to serve in Nosferatu's courts."

      "Well, we were tracking vampires in the French Quarter…"

      "Why were you doing that?" my mom asked.

      "Cerberus smelled them. We followed his head. The plan was to use my cloak, go invisible, and do a little recon. That was it."

      Kevin cleared his throat. "But apparently, Vincent was ready."

      "He must've known about my cloak. He had these lamps, almost like blacklights."

      "Did you say blacklights?" my father asked.

      I nodded. "Yeah, when he had them on, they inhibited the magic in my cloak. It didn't work. They saw me, and I had to fight."

      "Considering that you're standing here," my mother said, "you took those vampires out?"

      I nodded. "There were about a dozen. I reaped most of them, including a few who were mid-transition."

      My mom raised an eyebrow. "Most of them?"

      I sighed. "Vincent got away."

      Mom shook her head as she took a deep breath. "He'll report to Katerina. He was loyal to Nosferatu. She was his dearest progeny."

      "That's not my biggest concern," my father said. "Those lights weren't ultraviolet."

      I rolled my eyes. "Oh, really? Wow, wish I'd thought of that."

      "There's no need for sarcasm, Zoey. I understand this is very frustrating. Those lights were infused with dark magic. Tell me, Zoey, where is the one place you've been where those cloaks do nothing?"

      I tilted my head. "Well, in the underworld, they have no power."

      My father nodded. "Somehow, the vampires have found a way to access the underworld. Common crystals, abundant in our home, can never be taken to Earth."

      "I knew that," I said. "I always figured it was because we didn't want to bring anything to this world that was foreign. That people here might find and study it or whatever."

      "It's more than that, Zoey. The crystals of the underworld emit the frequencies on Earth, the magic that sustains our domain. Whatever it is about the underworld that makes these cloaks not work there is exactly what those lamps the vampires somehow acquired emit."

      "How did a vampire get into the underworld?" I asked.

      My father sighed. "They couldn't. All I can think is that there must be one of our own, another Reaper, who has, for whatever reason, decided to help the vampires."

      I cocked my head. "Who would do something like that? I can't think of a single Reaper I ever met who didn't support you, Dad."

      My dad shook his head. "It's not me. They know you won't be inheriting my mantle. Most everyone believes that Morty will grow into his role, but there is a faction that thinks he is vulnerable. Once I'm out of the picture and my powers wane to the point that Morty has to take over, I suspect they intend to move against him."

      I snorted. "Why would they help the vampires we're fighting?"

      My father shook his head. "I don't know. But if they know you're facing vampires, if they know what's happening, they'll have all the ammunition they need to inform the auditors about what's going on. If they learn what's happening, that you are reaping vampires or other supernaturals, I don't know how they'll respond. I'm pretty sure, though, that they'd use that as a pretense to remove me from my position and give it to someone else."

      I took a deep breath. "Who is the one most likely to take over if, for some reason, you were removed, or they didn't allow Morty to take over for you?"

      "There are a few possibilities. I'll have to question the more advanced Reapers when I return. Even so, Zoey, it might not be the most likely Reaper to take my place who is responsible. It could be a lesser Reaper who is concerned about the future of the underworld under Morty."

      Morty sighed. "Reaper politics. Unbelievable. Whoever is challenging our position, Dad, just needs to see what I can do. I've made a ton of progress over the last few months."

      My father nodded. "I agree, Morty. But as long as your scythe holds Sienna's soul, we cannot allow you to return. If you take her soul to the underworld, you'll have to deliver her to Charon. It's forbidden to retain souls, and if anyone discovers you doing that, it's just one more thing that the auditors will have against us."

      "But Dad, I have to do something. I have to prove myself to the other Reapers and put their worries at ease. I might not be ready to take over yet, but I'm a lot further than Zoey was—no offense, sis—when she graduated from the Academy."

      "But you still have a lot to learn, Morty. I think you'd do well and advance much if you spent some time here with your sister. You might as well since Sienna's soul still lingers in your scythe. While you might be more advanced now than Zoey ever was as a traditional Reaper, she could teach you a lot about this world. So could your mother."

      Morty shook his head. "If this is about the girl. Dad, we can't put the entire underworld in jeopardy for one soul."

      "Sienna is my friend!" I protested.

      Morty sighed. "I don't mean to sound callous, Zoey, but you have to understand what's at stake here."

      "I do understand, Morty. I'm not going to let Sienna die. Besides, say you bring her to the boatman. It's not her time yet, is it?"

      Morty shrugged. "Her name was in the ledgers."

      "I forged the ledgers," my father said. "And you know that. I did that because I knew we'd need to reap her soul to save her. If we took her to Charon, it would send up another red flag to the auditors. If we fail and she becomes a ghost, that'll be on our record, too. She must be saved, Morty, and the way I see it, this is a great opportunity for you to refine your skill. The things you might learn on Earth could be pivotal when it comes time to defend your claim to the Grim Reaper's mantle."

      My brother plopped down in a chair. "Fine. I guess it can't be all bad. More time to spend with Mom, anyway."

      "That's the spirit!" Dad encouraged.

      "We'll make the most of it," my mother said, fluffing her fingers through Morty's hair.

      Morty winced. He didn't respond, but I could tell that my mother's head scruff wasn't welcome. To us, she might have been "Mother," but she wasn't “Mom.” It felt more natural to call her Josephine than "Mom." At first, it had been easier. There was a certain euphoria about finally meeting one another that made me want to embrace her, call her Mom, and let her take me out for ice cream. Then I realized I didn't know this woman. She gave birth to Morty and me, but she didn't know us any better than we knew her. She was trying to step right into being "Mom," but we were hesitating. Until I saw Morty's reaction to the head scruff, I wasn't sure I was the only one who felt that way. It was mildly relieving to see his discomfort at her unusual touch.

      I didn't want to feel that way. It wasn't a choice. I didn't blame Josephine for leaving us. She didn't leave us, technically. My father took us away, but it wasn't like he had much choice either. There was a pit of resentment in my chest I couldn't identify. How can you have a resentment when no one in particular is to blame? I suppose I resented the situation. I was also grateful for it all.

      They say you shouldn't mix acids and bases. I'm not sure you can be resentful and grateful at the same time without causing some kind of chemical reaction, but that was where I was with all that had happened.

      It wasn't like I had time to sort out my shit anyway. I had a vampire I needed to take down. The longer it took, the more people she'd turn. If I didn't act fast, she'd amass enough baby vamps that she could implement her plan to overwhelm and enslave humanity.

      They'd never have greater numbers than humans, but they had every advantage when the sun was down. A single vampire could terrorize dozens of people. Add to that the pressure of whatever the hell was going on back in the underworld. I'd be lying if I didn't admit that I felt responsible. Dad had reaped those men prematurely to help me save Sienna. Every move he'd made that might end up getting him ousted by the gods, or at least might compromise Morty's claim to the Grim Reaper's mantle, had been for Morty's sake and mine.

      My dad stood up, placed the back of his hand on Sienna's forehead, and stepped back. "Her body is recovering. I cannot say how long it will take. No matter. We can't afford more than a week or so."

      I scrunched my nose. "One week? Dad, I don't know if that's long enough. From what we can tell, it might take Sienna's body a month or more to build up antibodies to the vampiric virus."

      My dad shook his head. "We're still assuming it's a virus, Zoey. The truth is, we don't have a clue what causes vampirism."

      "Your father's right," Josephine added. "Virus is a leading theory, but getting a sample of vampire blood to a lab isn't as easy as you'd think. The moment a vampire is staked, anything active in their blood that might be passed on to a new vampire goes dormant. I've tried to get samples analyzed before."

      I grabbed Sienna's hand. "Dad, why a week? What happens in a week?"

      "The auditors will want to examine our scythes. Since Morty is my heir apparent, they'll need to see his as well."

      "And we have to get Sienna's soul out of there before that happens."

      My dad nodded. "I'm sorry, Zoey. These circumstances are beyond my control."

      "No, Dad. I get it. We'll just have to hope and pray that one week will be enough time."

      "In the meantime, work with your brother. Show him a little about Earth culture. Teach him what you can. It will be an invaluable part of his training and education."

      "This is a college town," Josephine suggested. "Why don't you find some folks around your age and entertain yourselves?"

      "I need to hunt vampires!" I protested.

      "Your mother is right," my dad replied. "They know more about you than we realize. Somebody is feeding them information from the underworld. Until we can figure out who has betrayed us to the vampires, it might be best to make yourself scarce."

      I grunted. "Katerina could be turning dozens of vampires right now. Vincent had a couple in process at the club earlier. Who knows how many more vampires out there are breeding, or reproducing, or whatever the hell you call it when they make baby vamps, at this very moment? And you want me to take Morty to fraternity parties?"

      Kevin placed his hand on my shoulder. "It's just temporary.'

      I shrugged his hand off. "Temporary or not, you are mortal. You're vulnerable to vampires."

      "Trust me, Zoey," Josephine said. "I know what I'm doing. We'll be fine. But if you go in with scythe a-blazing, there's no telling what will happen."

      "Fine," I replied. "Morty and I will lie low for now, but the moment things escalate, I'm joining in the fight. I'm taking down those bloodsuckers once and for all."

      Kevin smirked. "I'd expect nothing less of you."
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      I'd never been to a college party, mostly because I'd never been to college. Living in Kansas City, the closest thing I'd experienced was a happening night at one of the local clubs. I really didn't know what to expect.

      I didn't see the point. I was supposed to show Morty what life was like on Earth by taking him to socialize with college kids? That was Josephine's idea. Still, I had to admit that after all I'd been through recently, a night to let loose wasn't unappealing.

      Sure, part of me was put off by the notion that Morty and I should back off while the "grown-ups" investigated the vampires. I understood why. The incident with Vincent had everyone on edge. It wasn't because I couldn't handle myself; I'd proven myself on that front. It was because someone from the underworld was conspiring with the vampires.

      Dad was going back to the underworld to cooperate with the auditors from Olympus while also investigating who the traitor was. Josephine and Kevin were digging into the vampire community in New Orleans to get a better lay of the land.

      Morty and I were supposed to lie low. We had a week or so before we'd attempt to revive Sienna. In the meantime, well, the more I could show Morty about human culture, the better.

      Morty hopped on the back of my bike. We rode up and down the streets of Baton Rouge near the LSU campus. It was Friday night. There must be a party we could crash.

      We found what we were looking for. It was a three-story house with the three Greek letters, illuminated by the light of a full moon mounted on the overhang of the porch.

      I was wearing my usual black leather pants, boots, and top. It was a style I'd embraced because I rode a sports bike. If I ever crashed, leather was supposed to keep the road rash to a minimum. So far, I hadn’t wrecked my bike. Even if I did, because of my semi-divine constitution as a Reaper, I'd heal faster than most humans. That didn't mean I was invulnerable, though. It just meant I was more resilient and resistant to injury than full-blooded humans. Morty had the same constitution. He wasn't nearly as stylish as I was, however.

      I parked my bike on the side of the road a few houses down from the party house we’d spotted. Morty was wearing skinny jeans and a tight t-shirt. He was thin but relatively muscular. Even though he'd skated through the Reaper Academy by doing the bare minimum to pass his classes and graduate, he'd still engaged in the same rigorous training regimen I'd endured for the better part of my life.

      He wasn't the most accomplished fighter among our peers, but compared to most human boys, he was a regular Conor McGregor. He even looked a little like the famous fighter, albeit with darker hair, finer features, and a less impressive dusting of facial hair.

      A frat boy, identified easily by the forest-green sweater that featured the same three Greek letters that were on the front of the house, greeted us as we stepped up on the porch. He was holding two cans of Natural Light in one hand, one stacked on top of the other. He took a chug from the top can, then tossed it at a trash can in the corner of the porch. He missed.

      "Hey, baby. I'm Mikey."

      I cocked my head. "Hey, Mikey. The name's Zoey, not ‘baby.’"

      Mikey chuckled. "Welcome to our Lumber Party!"

      "What's a Lumber Party?" Morty asked.

      "Like a slumber party, but without the sleeping. Here, everyone gets hammered and nailed!" Mikey exclaimed, laughing through his words.

      I shook my head. "Lovely."

      "Is this your boyfriend?" Mikey asked, clearly more focused on me than my brother.

      I chuckled. "No, he's my twin brother."

      "Sweet!" Mikey turned to Morty. "You mind if I hit on your sister?"

      Morty smiled. "Good luck with that."

      "I can handle a challenge!" Mikey protested.

      I smirked. Mikey wasn't ugly. He was a few years younger than me, I'd guess. I was on the upper end of college-age. He had a baby face, and if it wasn't for the unkempt hair and bloodshot eyes, I'd probably find him cute.

      Drunk guys, though, are a big turnoff. Don't get me wrong. Everyone is entitled to let loose from time to time, but in my sober state, I wasn't likely to reciprocate Mikey's advances. It wasn't because of Kevin, either. Technically, he and I had gone on one date. We weren't exclusive or anything like that. It was that sloppy drunk looks good on no one.

      "Mind showing us around?" I asked.

      "It would be my honor." Mikey grabbed my hand, raised it to his lips, and kissed it as he looked at me with unfocused eyes.

      "You two students here? I haven't seen you before, and if I'd ever seen you before, Chloe, I'd remember you."

      I smiled. "It's Zoey, not Chloe."

      Mikey tapped his temple with his index finger. "Sorry, Zoey. I won't forget. You're worth re-memberber…mebering."

      I laughed at Mikey's stammer. "Had a lot to drink already? It's not that late."

      Mikey laughed. "I started early!"

      "Obviously." Morty sniffed. "Where's the beer?"

      "We've got a keg down the hall. Help yourself, man."

      "And to answer your question, Mikey, we aren't students here. We're just visiting from out of town and decided to stop by. It looked like a good time."

      "I'll show you a good time, Chloe!"

      I chuckled, choosing to ignore him screwing up my name a second time. I headed down the hallway. "Drinks this way, you said?"

      Mikey nodded. "Free drinks for the ladies."

      "Just the ladies?" Morty asked.

      Mikey shrugged. "Look, man. We don't want this place to turn into a sausage fest. I'm sure you can appreciate that. You're welcome to drink, but it's five bucks to cover the keg."

      I smiled, reached into my pocket, and handed Mikey a ten-dollar bill. "Don't sweat the change. I'll pay my share, no matter your policy."

      "Cool, I can dig that. Come on. I'll get you a drink. One more condition, though."

      "What's that?" I asked.

      "To get started, it's your choice. Hit the bong or do a keg stand."

      "I'll just take a cup," I replied. "I paid my share. I'll drink how I want."

      "What's a keg stand?" Morty asked.

      Mikey nodded at me and then at Morty. "Come on, dude. If you've never done a keg stand, you've never lived."

      I bit my cheek as I followed Mikey and Morty to the keg. Morty didn't drink much. As the children of the Grim Reaper, we were cautious about how we behaved in public. It wasn't like we'd never drank, but we always took it slow in the underworld. If we made fools of ourselves, since we were basically Reaper royalty, the whole underworld would know about it. That wouldn't be the case here. No one here knew who we were.

      No sooner did we reach the keg than Mikey whispered something to a couple of guys I assumed must be his fraternity brothers.

      One of them, a tall guy with freckles and red hair, looked at Morty. "We have a keg stand virgin! Time to pop your cherry, buddy!"

      "But first," Mikey protested, "a beer for the lady."

      A few seconds later, Mikey handed me a full red plastic cup with a layer of foam on top. "Sorry, Chloe. I didn't mean to give you so much head."

      "Excuse me?" I asked.

      Mikey laughed. "Too much foam."

      "Ah. Right. It's fine. Thanks, Mikey."

      I looked at the group gathered around the keg just in time to see my brother lifted into the air, his legs toward the ceiling and his face at the spigot of the keg. One of them held the hose to Morty's mouth.

      Then they started counting in unison. "One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine."

      My brother gagged, and they set him down.

      "Nine!" Mikey exclaimed. "Not bad for a first-timer."

      I snorted. "Most guys don't last five seconds their first time."

      Mikey cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. When he'd realized what he said, his eyes went wide, and he laughed. "Oh, that's funny! Ha! Five seconds! I can go all night, just so you know."

      "I'm sure you can," I agreed. "But I'll have to take your word for it."

      Mikey chugged his can, tossed it in another trash barrel (he didn't miss this time), and grabbed a cup and filled it. Then he took a sip. "Ah, now this is heaven."

      "Why were you drinking Natty?" I asked.

      "Same stuff in the keg," Mikey explained. "I have my own case. We were just between kegs."

      I nodded. "I see. Heaven forbid you had to wait five minutes between kegs to get another beer."

      "I know, right? Want to know a secret?"

      I smirked. "I'm not sure I do, but you're going to tell me anyway."

      Mikey grinned. "I haven't peed yet."

      "Good for you. Though I'm not sure how you've pulled that off, as many beers as you've had."

      "Once you break the seal, you'll be peeing all night long. I go as long as I can, but I think I'm at my limit. I'll be right back."

      I nodded. "Good luck with that."

      I looked around and didn't see Morty anywhere. I sighed. "Cerberus, you here?"

      I felt a tug on my pants. He was here.

      "Can you find Morty and keep an eye on him?"

      Another tug on my pants confirmed that Cerberus had received the message. It struck me how stupid all this was. My dad thought it would be a good idea for me to show Morty the world. This scene hardly represented human society, though I suppose frat life was a sub-culture that wasn't uncommon in our age group.

      It made sense, I guess. I knew what it was like to be out in the world for the first time without parental guidance. Without the pressure of trying to live up to Daddy's expectations. Most of these college kids were expressing their freedom.

      They were enjoying a period of their lives where the most responsibility they had was to attend classes and try to keep up on their coursework. It was the beginning of a weekend. That meant no classes the next day. If I was a college girl, I suppose I'd party away most of my Friday nights, too.

      There was a difference, though, between these college kids and my experience coming to Earth and living on my own for the first time. These kids were trying to figure out what they were going to do with their lives. This was the beginning of their training for the real world. I'd spent my entire life training for a job I’d thought I was predestined to assume. I thought I knew what I was going to do with my life—until I didn't.

      When my scythe didn't come to my summons after I graduated, when I couldn't become a Reaper, I didn't go to Earth to let loose or experience freedom. I went to Earth mostly because I couldn't face the disappointment on people's faces when they realized I wasn't a Reaper after all.

      I’d left because I couldn't imagine living my life with other Reapers who all expected that I'd one day take my father's place, that I'd assume the Grim Reaper's mantle, to do something mundane and meaningless.

      When I discovered I was a Reaper after all, everything changed. Not only did I have a scythe, but it worked on vampires. It probably worked on other supernaturals, too. So far, I'd only tested it on vampires. I hadn't met anything else unearthly.

      It also struck me that this college experience was hardly universal. Sienna, for example, worked her ass off just to pay for one semester at a time at the local community college. She probably mixed a hundred thousand drinks for every semester she afforded. She was focused on her craft, learning computer science and building a life for herself. She was responsible. Many of these kids were fortunate enough to have the resources to go to college, and a lot of them were probably pissing their experience away. In Mikey's case, it was literally true.

      I wandered through the crowds. I caught more than a few pairs of eyes checking me out as I walked past. It wasn't unexpected. This was a "Lumber" party, after all, and from what I could tell, most of the frat boys here had already taken care of the getting hammered part. Now they were looking to get nailed. Most of them would probably spend the night stroking their wood.

      A strange metaphor, now that I think about it, for a fraternity. I mean, did these guys really want to get nailed? Nails are long, hard objects that get pounded into things. Not that I was a judge. If these guys wanted to get "nailed," that was on them. I suspected they hadn't thought through the implications of their chosen party theme, though.

      I went upstairs and through what I assume was one of their common rooms. Two people were making out on one of the couches. Another guy sat beside them, sipping a beer, his eyes dazed. Did he even realize that two people were grinding right next to him? Maybe he did but was too drunk to care. Or he was too wasted to notice. Either way, it was weird.

      I made my way back downstairs just in time for Mikey to come bursting through the front doors of the house.

      His eyes were wide. He was breathing heavily. Even stranger, he wasn't holding a beer.

      I cocked my head. "You all right? I thought you went to pee."

      "Bathroom...occupied. I..."

      "Take a deep breath, Mikey. What's going on?"

      Mikey took three quick breaths. "Something outside. Like a dog, but bigger. I went to pee in the trees, and it was just...there. Growling..."

      I sighed. Cerberus must've left the astral plane and was watching from a distance. I placed a hand on Mikey's back. "It's probably nothing. You're drunk."

      "I'm not sure I am anymore. Seeing something like that will sober you up quick. It was..."

      I smiled. "You can't get sober by being shocked, Mikey. Though with your blood pumping so hard, it might make you feel like it for a moment. You're still drunk. It was probably just a dog."

      Mikey shook his head. "It wasn't just a dog, Chloe!"

      I snorted. "Again, it's Zoey. Why don't you go get a cup of water and sit down?"

      Mikey nodded. "Right. Yeah. I'll do that."

      I rolled my eyes as I stepped outside. I wasn't sure where Mikey had gone to pee, but I saw a line of trees behind the house and figured that must've been it.

      I stepped over to the tree line. "Cerberus, you out there?"

      Branches moved in the distance. He was probably running through them to me. Then I felt a tug at my ankle.

      I looked down. "Cerberus?"

      Cerberus appeared. "Don't go in there, Zoey."

      "Wait! If you're here, then what the hell?"

      "I can smell it. It's not a vampire, not exactly. But it's not a common wolf."

      "An alligator? I think they're common around here."

      Cerberus shook his head. "Not that."

      A loud pop like a tree branch snapping in two startled me. I turned back to the woods just in time to see a massive figure covered in fur bounding toward me.

      My training took over. I didn't know what the hell the thing was, but I wasn't about to wait for it to show itself to find out. I touched the sigil on my wrist. My staff appeared, and with it, my scythe, ablaze with hellfire.

      Whatever it was, it was something I could reap. I swung my scythe, catching whatever it was in the jaw as it leaped out of the woods at me, snarling through its massive jaws.

      A blast of golden energies settled on my scythe, then my blade disappeared. I released my staff and retrieved my phone from my pocket. With a swipe of my thumb, I turned on my phone light and examined the creature. The thing must've been eight or nine feet tall. It had the vague shape of a human, but it was covered in fur. Its face resembled a wolf’s.

      "You've got to be kidding me!" I exclaimed. "Is that a werewolf?"

      No sooner did I ask it than a gust of wind struck us. The wolf's body turned into ash and disappeared in the breeze.

      "I think it must've been," Cerberus agreed. "But why would there be a werewolf here?"

      I shook my head. "It's a full moon. One of the frat boys inside saw it and ran inside. He was scared shitless."

      "It didn't attack him?" Cerberus asked.

      I shook my head. "It didn't. My best guess? It wasn't here for him. It was hunting me."

      Cerberus huffed. "If a werewolf is looking for you, Zoey, it's not just the vampires who know about you."
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      If I was right and werewolves and the gods only knew what other supernatural nasties were hunting me, I couldn’t stay at the party. I couldn’t risk anyone else getting hurt. I couldn’t go anywhere. If that werewolf found me here of all places when I’d come here on a whim and selected the place at random, they had a way to track me. Perhaps by smell, maybe some other way. At least, since I assumed that werewolves only shifted during a full moon, it meant I only had to lay low for the night. Of course, after that, something else might come after me. If not vampires, then trolls, perhaps. Josephine said they were real—and real nasty.

      First, I had to get Morty. Cerberus disappeared into the astral plane and ran alongside me as I headed to the back of the frat house. There was a deck on the third story. One of the fraternity members held what looked like a funnel with a large clear plastic tube attached to it. The tube was full of beer, and it dangled to the ground.

      Beneath the tube was Morty, on his knees, with the tube in his mouth. The frat boys cheered as my brother attempted to gulp the whole damn thing down.

      He didn’t make it. He collapsed on his back, and the rest of the beer poured out of the tube all over him.

      “Party foul!” one of the boys on the deck shouted. “Stop the flow! Don’t waste the beer!”

      I sighed as I ran over to my brother, grabbed the tube, and stopped it with my thumb. There was no point. Most of it had already escaped the funnel and soaked into Morty’s clothes.

      “Morty, we have to get out of here.”

      “Fuck that!” Morty shouted. “I’m drinking here!”

      “Morty!” I screamed. “This isn’t a negotiation. It’s an emergency.”

      Morty looked at me. “Emergency? Did they run out of beer?”

      “Not that kind of emergency, you idiot. A real emergency. Something tracked us here and attacked me a minute ago.”

      Morty belched and nodded. I helped him to his feet. His legs buckled beneath him. “I tink I’m a luhhh-little drunk.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.” I did my best to steady Morty on his feet again. “You’re going to have to hold onto me on the bike. Can you do that?”

      “I don’t want to go, Zoey!”

      “Did you hear what I said? Something attacked me a minute ago. We can’t stay.”

      Morty chuckled. “Probably just a frat boy trying to get into your pants. Chill out.”

      “It wasn’t a frat boy, Morty. I think it was a werewolf.”

      Morty snorted. “No, it wasn’t! Werewolves aren’t real!”

      “I will not argue with you right now. It’s pointless. We’re leaving. Now.”

      “Fine! You’re such a party pooper, sis.”

      I sighed as I helped Morty to my bike. I wasn’t sure he was going to make the drive without face-planting off the side into the road at some point, but it was a risk we’d have to take. Besides, being a Reaper, he’d probably heal well enough.

      I wasn't sure how well this was going to work. I drove slower than usual, close to the speed limit. I hadn't even finished my beer. Morty had more beer soaked into his clothes than I drank the whole time we were there. I was good to drive. He was hardly fit to ride.

      I was surprised he'd gotten so drunk so fast. We weren't even there for an hour, and you'd think he'd been drinking the whole night. Given the way he was drinking, though, I suppose it should have been expected. I mean, who in their right mind thinks they could down an entire funnel with three stories’ worth of tubing feeding it? A drunk moron like my brother, apparently.

      I took off down the road toward the hospital. My brother spread out his arms.

      "I'm the king of the world!"

      I just shook my head. We weren't even on a boat, and he was pulling the move from Titanic?

      When that movie first hit the underworld, it had been out on Earth for a few years. It struck a different tone for the Reapers than it probably did for most humans who watched it, especially since my father had been the Reaper assigned to the Titanic case. It had been a mass-casualty event, and souls were prone to wander. Only the best Reapers were deployed to ensure that everyone appointed to die was ushered to another cruise, courtesy of Charon's rowboat, which carried them soon thereafter across the River Styx.

      I don't think that was why he didn't like the movie. It wasn't because it was inaccurate. In fact, he said, it wasn't much different from what he recalled. It was that the movie featured young love interrupted by fate. It reminded him of the love he'd had for Josephine, one he’d lost and was powerless to recover.

      Of course, my dad would never admit that was why he didn't like the movie. He said it was because some tragedies shouldn't be packaged for people's entertainment. I had taken his explanation at face value at the time. Now, though, the real reason he didn't like the movie was clear. His relationship with my mom, in fact, explained a lot about why he'd acted certain ways through the years.

      I loved my dad, don’t get me wrong, but he spent more time working than he did with Morty or me. He spent hours withdrawn in his office in the spire of his castle in the underworld when he probably needed only half as much time to perform his regular tasks. I think it was his way of coping with his heartbreak.

      Some people act out to cover up their pain. Others withdraw and isolate. My father did more of the latter than the former. I wouldn't say he was a neglectful father; he saw to it that we were well taken care of. But he was absent more than he was present.

      I think one of the reasons I was so driven to excel, why I had pushed myself to graduate at the top of my class, was that success elicited attention from my dad. I was afraid if I let him down, if I ever disappointed him, he'd withdraw even more.

      Everything had worked out. If I hadn't worked so hard at the Reaper Academy, I wouldn't have the skills I needed to fight vampires, werewolves, and whatever else was on my trail.

      As I drove, it occurred to me that going to the hospital was a bad idea. The last thing I wanted was to lure anything dangerous to Sienna's room. We had to protect her. We had a motel room not far away. It wasn't the nicest joint in Louisiana by any means. It was one of those places with outdoor entrances to every room. I'd spent most of my nights in a chair next to Sienna. The doctors said they'd keep her alive, but I felt responsible for her.

      Sure, if it hadn't been for me, she still would have been targeted and abducted by the vampires. She would be a vampire now, in fact. The first time they’d abducted her, they'd locked her in a shipping container and tried to send her to New Orleans on a cargo ship.

      That time, I’d arrived in time to save her. This time? Well, by the time I’d caught up with Katerina, I was too late. The vampires had started turning her. If I'd arrived sooner, even five minutes before I did, all of this might have been avoided. If she didn't make it, if our plan didn't work, I wasn't sure if I'd ever forgive myself. She was the closest thing I'd had to a friend since I came to Earth.

      Given Morty's state of inebriation, it made more sense to go to the motel. He needed to sleep it off.

      I pulled into the motel parking lot and parked my bike in the spot in front of my room. I was sharing it with Morty. Kevin and my mom had a room, too. Two beds, nothing weird. Their relationship was purely professional. More nights than not, Kevin stayed with me at the hospital anyway.

      Morty tried to climb off my bike but stumbled and fell to the pavement. I helped him up and led him to our room. I retrieved my key card from my pocket and inserted it into the slot on the door. A small green light indicated the door was unlocked. I brought Morty into the room and led him to his bed.

      He curled up on top of the comforter. I took off his shoes. That was as far as I was willing to go. I wasn't about to undress my own brother. He could sleep in his beer-soaked clothes. Maybe if he woke up and realized what he'd done, he'd learn his lesson and go a little easier on the booze the next time he had the chance. I doubted we'd be hitting a frat party again any time soon. It wasn't safe.

      I sat on the edge of my bed, pulled out my phone, and shot a text to Kevin.

      
        
        Where r u?

      

      

      It was a good thirty seconds before he replied.

      
        
        Driving to the city. Why?

      

      

      
        
        Just reaped a werewolf. Think it was hunting me.

      

      

      This time, it only took him ten seconds to respond.

      
        
        Turning around. Where are u now?

      

      

      I texted back we were at the motel. He didn't respond again. He was driving with my mom in her black Corvette.

      A few seconds later, I received a text from an unknown number.

      
        
        It’s Mom. Don't go anywhere. Might not be safe.

      

      

      I texted back a thumbs-up emoji. Cerberus appeared and jumped onto my bed. I scratched him behind the ears. "Well, Cerberus, I guess we aren't going to get much sleep tonight."

      Cerberus huffed, lowered his head to the bed, and closed his eyes. Apparently, he was going to sleep even if I couldn't.

      I was tired but also alert. After all that had happened, I couldn't have slept if I had tried. My mind was churning. Every sound outside made me jump. A door slamming. Footsteps past my door. I almost summoned my staff more than once. If that werewolf had tracked me to the frat party, how long would it take before another one found me at the motel?
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      I sat in near silence for what felt like an eternity. Morty started snoring more than once. I shook him each time to silence him. If anyone or anything, was approaching, I wanted to be ready. At least Cerberus was sleeping quietly. I had half a mind to wake him up and ask him to patrol the perimeter of the motel.

      It would have been smart, but well, he was a stubborn pooch. He wasn't nearly as anxious about what was happening as I was. How he could sleep when werewolves were out there, probably hunting us, was beyond me. I suppose if you're a hellhound and you've spent as much time in Hades as on Earth, encountering insidious creatures isn't so shocking.

      I almost jumped out of my skin when someone knocked three times on the door. I scurried to the door and pressed my eye against the peephole.

      "Damn it," I said. The stupid thing was filled with condensation, and I couldn't see through it.

      "Zoey?" a familiar voice called from the opposite side of the door.

      I released a breath I didn't realize I was holding until I wasn't. It was Kevin.

      I slid open the chain lock and turned the deadbolt.

      Kevin and Josephine (aka, the woman whose womb I’d once inhabited) were there. My mom looked at Morty's passed-out body and cocked her head. "What's wrong with him?"

      I rolled my eyes. "He's drunk, Mom. Great idea, you know, to catch a frat party. I think he had a good time, though. Not like he'll remember any of it."

      "Did he see the werewolf too?" Kevin asked.

      I shook my head and looked at my mom. "Josephine, what do you know about werewolves?"

      "I really wish you'd call me 'Mom,' Zoey."

      I shrugged. "I've tried. It feels weird. That's not important right now. Werewolves."

      My mom took a deep breath and sat on the edge of the bed, running her hand up and down Morty's beer-soaked back. "I don't know much. We don't have many werewolves in Missouri. In these parts, they're pretty common in the swamps. At least, that's what I've heard."

      I furrowed my brow. "So, let me get this straight. You spent the last twenty years hunting supernaturals so you could prepare me to reap them later, but you never thought to research werewolves?"

      Josephine scratched her head. "I did research. The problem is knowing what you find on the internet is true and what isn't."

      I stared at my mother blankly. "You did internet research? It never occurred to you to call Athena? You have access to the Greek goddess who gave you this task. Why not ask her?"

      Josephine shook her head. "I haven't seen Athena in years, and unfortunately, not even 5G offers trans-dimensional service, Zoey."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Do you have 5G?"

      Josephine chuckled. "Damn it. I knew I should have upgraded."

      I smiled. "Well, the good news is, my scythe works on werewolves, so if push comes to shove, I can take them out. And, provided the legends are true, we only have to make it through the night. Once the full moon passes, we'll be in the clear."

      Kevin shook his head. "I wouldn't say that, Zoey. This is just the tip of the iceberg. It might be werewolves tonight. An army of vampire younglings tomorrow night. Maybe trolls or goblins the night after that."

      My mother stood up. "Katerina is trying to keep you busy, Zoey. She knows she's vulnerable to your scythe. If I were in her position, I'd do the same. I'm guessing she's spreading the word about you as far and wide as she can. She's trying to distract you."

      I nodded. "Most likely. Still, what choice do I have? It isn't like I can just ignore it when werewolves or whatever come after me. I have to deal with them."

      Kevin pressed his lips together. "We could try to lure them out."

      Josephine squinted. "Are you suggesting that Zoey go out and try to get the attention of whatever is coming after her?"

      Kevin nodded. "Yup. Look, we don't know the scope of what we're dealing with here. If Katerina's strategy is to create a distraction so Zoey can't come after her, the best way to deal with it isn't to run or hide. That's what the vampire wants her to do."

      I grinned. "I like that idea. I hate sitting around waiting for the other shoe to drop. I need to do something."

      Josephine sighed. "I just thought it would be best if you stayed nearby with Morty. If you aren't doing anything that's a threat to Katerina, she might back off."

      "’Might’ is the keyword. But what has Katerina done that would give any of us the idea she'd de-escalate?"

      "She has a point, Josephine," Kevin agreed. "With Nosferatu out of the picture, everything Katerina has done suggests she's speeding up her plans."

      "That could just be because she thinks she has to create more new vampires faster now that she knows about Zoey."

      "All the more reason to be aggressive," I said. "We don't have time to lurk in the shadows and gather information. While we're trying to sort out her plans, she's busy taking things to the next level. If we find information and don't act fast, it might be obsolete before we can even take action."

      Josephine sighed. "What about Morty? He's in no condition to fight werewolves or anything else."

      "If they're targeting me, if I'm the one they want. We don't need to worry about him."

      "Zoey is right," Kevin interjected. "As far as we know, Katerina doesn't know Morty is here."

      "And Cerberus is more than capable of handling most threats. Plus, we have to work with my dad's timeline. He's going to need Morty back in the underworld in less than a week."

      Josephine paced. I chuckled. I did the same damn thing when I was thinking. I couldn't just sit still when my mind was running. "You realize, Zoey, that if something did happen to Morty, there'd be nothing we could do for Sienna."

      I nodded. "I understand that. He'll be fine. He's not going anywhere anytime soon. If he did, Cerberus would let us know."

      "That dog looks like he's out cold," Kevin observed.

      I smirked and looked at Cerberus. "Barbecue!"

      Cerberus jumped up from the bed and started running around the room. "Gimme! Gimme! Gimme!"

      "See? He's never really asleep."

      Cerberus stopped and stared up at me. "That was mean."

      "Got you up, didn't it?" I asked, scratching the hellhound behind the ears. "Don't worry, Cerberus. Keep Morty safe, and I'll buy you a slab of ribs. If I can find decent barbecue in this town."

      "Deal!" Cerberus jumped back up on the bed and curled up in a ball.

      I grinned. "See? Morty will be fine. If the werewolves are tracking us, the best way to know for sure what Katerina is up to is to catch one."

      Kevin raised one eyebrow. "You seriously want to try to capture a werewolf?"

      I smiled. "They're as afraid of me as we are of them. That's why they're coming after me. If we can lure one out, presuming more come for me, all we have to do is be there when the sun rises."

      "That assumes the thing will turn human again in the morning," Josephine countered. "With supernatural creatures, I've learned from hunting vampires that it's hard to know what part of popular lore is true and what's made up."

      Kevin retrieved a pistol from an ankle holster under his pant leg and checked the chamber. "I'm loaded up. These bullets aren't silver, but, well, it's better than nothing. Hopefully, I won't need them. If our game is to capture a werewolf though, we need solid intel on the vampires. Since we lost Vincent, it might be our best chance to locate Katerina."

      "Then it's decided," I said. "Who's driving?"

      "I am," Mom stated. "And if those things are tracking you, we need to lure them as far away from civilization as possible."
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      "We should leave from Baton Rouge," Josephine remarked as Kevin and I hopped into the back seat.

      I looked at the cop and raised an eyebrow. "You aren't going to claim shotgun?"

      Kevin smiled. "I'd rather sit by you if that's all right."

      I glanced at the rearview mirror. All I could see were my mom's eyes, but I could tell by the way they narrowed at the corners that she was grinning. She thought we were cute. I snorted. It wasn't like we were teenagers going to prom. I was in my twenties, and Kevin was almost thirty. My dad had never chaperoned me on dates. I didn't date much in the underworld. In the Academy, most of the boys found me intimidating. Date the Grim Reaper's daughter? It either had the potential up-side of getting on the good side of the person they thought would be their eventual boss or the downside of earning her everlasting scorn. After all, Reaper relationships rarely last forever. No one wanted to be the future Grim Reaper's ex. Plus, I was a force of nature. I carried myself with confidence which, in my experience, attracted a lot of men but intimidated others.

      Things were different now that I was grown up. I still presented myself as a confident, take-charge woman. I had insecurities, of course—everyone did—but I rarely showed them. Years of pressure and living up to people's expectations had forced me to bury most of my anxieties. I couldn't show weakness.

      On Earth, no one had expectations for me, not until I discovered I could summon a scythe and had the ability to reap supernatural baddies. Even then, no one knew what to expect. I was a one-of-a-kind, never-before-seen kind of Reaper. It's a lot easier to live up to expectations that aren't well-defined.

      The way Josephine looked at me in the mirror as if to say, "Aw! Aren't they cute!" gave me the urge to either punch out the rearview mirror or vomit. I wasn't a little girl with aspirations of becoming a Disney princess. I wasn't under any delusions that I was falling in love. Not yet, anyway.

      Falling in lust? Sure. I had plenty of that. Kevin was a fine man. When I first met him, there had been something taboo about him being a cop and me being a witness to one of his investigations that had fueled our mutual attraction. Now, though, it was this whole other life, this behind-the-scenes role as a vampire slayer, that provided just enough "bad boy" image to keep my interest.

      He was a cop and a vigilante. It isn't a combination of seasoning one finds often, but on my palate, it was savory enough that at this point in our relationship, I was eager to take another bite and see where it led.

      All right, talking about taking a bite out of Kevin might not have been the best choice of words, considering that we were dealing with vampires and werewolves, but you get the point. I was determined to play it fast and loose with Kevin. The same principle applied to my use of metaphors.

      I raised my voice to make sure Josephine could hear me from the back seat. "You realize we're just getting farther away from where the first werewolf was. If we go too far, we might not leave them enough time to find us before night's up."

      My mother shook her head. "I get that, Zoey, but we need to lure them as far from Baton Rouge as possible. We don't want anyone getting hurt."

      "If we miss our chance, there's no telling how many people will get hurt in the long run."

      My mom sighed. "Fair point, Zoey. We have to strike a balance, though. It's called having your cake and eating it too."

      I rolled my eyes. "That's the dumbest thing ever. No one ever wants cake if they don't want to eat it. Why would anyone say something like that?"

      Kevin grunted. "I think that's the point. A lot of people misuse that phrase. It's meant to be ironic. Like, if someone wants something totally reasonable, but someone else is trying to cut them off? Heaven forbid, he wants to have his cake and eat it, too."

      I scratched my head. "I don't get it. What else does anyone do with cake?”

      Kevin sighed. "Never mind. I think the point, in this situation, is that your mother wants to try to get as far away from Baton Rouge as possible without risking that if the wolves are there, they won't be able to track you before night's end."

      I looked out the rear passenger-side window. "So, we're going out to the bayous?"

      My mother nodded. "We'll pull over shortly. I think we're far enough from civilization."

      We pulled the rental car onto a gravel road and parked in the overgrown drive of an abandoned shack.

      I stepped out of the car. "Well, I suppose this is as good a test of our theory as anything. If they find us out here, we'll know they've figured out a way to track me."

      "It's curious," Kevin mused. "It's not like you smell bad or anything."

      I chuckled. "Thanks. You really know how to make a girl blush."

      Kevin chuckled. "It wasn't meant to be a compliment, but since you mentioned it, you usually smell quite nice."

      I smirked. He was bullshitting me. I usually smelled like coffee. I never sprayed myself with fruity body sprays or perfumes. My shampoo smelled nice, but I don't think its odor lingered. I worked out a lot. Old habits from the Reaper Academy died hard. Get it? It's a Reaper joke. Died hard... The point was that if I didn’t smell like coffee, courtesy of my job at Cup-O-Joe's, I smelled of sweat, which was hardly the kind of scent someone was likely to compliment. Kevin didn't know what I smelled like. If he did, he was probably sniffing me when I wasn't looking, and that would be creepy.

      My mother rolled her eyes as she got out of the car. "I don't think it's like that. If my suspicions are right, werewolves are likely being used to track you because they can pick up scents usually undetectable by humans."

      "Could they really track me across dozens if not hundreds of miles?"

      She shrugged. "Maybe. You never know. I'm not a werewolf expert. From what I've found online, those who claim to have seen werewolves have as many different and contradictory stories as those who imagine they've met real vampires."

      I nodded. "It's hard to separate the pretenders who are looking for attention from those who’ve had real encounters with werewolves or vampires."

      "Or Reapers," Kevin added.

      I raised an eyebrow. "There are people who think they've met Reapers?"

      "Is it that hard to believe?" my mom asked. "The Grim Reaper is well-attested in folklore and legend. Not to mention, as many Reapers as there are, I'm sure there've been spottings through the years."

      I nodded. "There have been. We learned about those at the Academy. Nine times out of ten, if a Reaper is seen, which is exceedingly rare, we look like normal people if we aren't in our cloaks with our scythes dangling out for all the world to see."

      Kevin chuckled. "That sounded like the description of a flasher. Wearing a cloak, showing off his...you know..."

      I snorted. "Please tell me you aren't using the word ‘scythe’ to refer to your penis."

      "Not mine!" Kevin said. "You know what I mean."

      Josephine chuckled. "Well, considering your scythe only rises to the occasion when it's ready for action, it's not an inappropriate nickname for a man's...you know..."

      I rolled my eyes. "You realize a Reaper's scythe is sacred."

      "Most men think the same about their parts!" My mother started laughing.

      I giggled. "I suppose that's true. And you know, the blade of the scythe is slightly curved."

      "Oh, most men are, too. I mean, there was one man I was with. He undressed, and I immediately turned to the left. I had to see what the hell he was pointing at!"

      I laughed so hard I snorted. "That's so weird!"

      Kevin sighed. "See what I get for making a harmless dick joke?"

      "I think you made him uncomfortable, Mom. I'm guessing Kevin doesn't point north and south."

      "No comment," Kevin muttered.

      Josephine grinned. "You call me 'Mom' when we're joking about man parts?"

      I laughed. "Well, if we're going to bond over something..."

      Kevin had turned so red that I thought he'd lost his head and replaced it with an apple. I suppose that was a good thing. Guys who are comfortable talking about what they do, or don't, have going on in their personal underworlds usually have a lot less there than they'd like you to believe.

      I was about to suggest we pile back into the car and head closer to the city when a howl echoed in the distance.

      "Do you think that's a werewolf?" I asked.

      Josephine shrugged. "Could be. Or it might just be a common wolf."

      Several more howls sounded, echoing the first.

      I cocked my head. "I haven't encountered a lot of wolves. Okay, I'm not sure I've seen one since I came to Earth, so I'm no expert. But that sounds a little deeper and louder than I'd expect. If the werewolves are hunting me, you'd think they'd be a little more discreet about it."

      "Unless they want you to hear them," Kevin said. "They might be howling to scare us into running away."

      "And right into a trap," Josephine finished Kevin's thought.

      I touched the sigil on my wrist, and my scythe-less staff formed in my hand. If the werewolves came closer, my blade might appear. Or maybe it wouldn't. I still wasn't sure how the thing worked. I didn't invoke my staff in hopes of reaping werewolves. If my blade did appear, though, we'd know they were close. If it didn't, they might still be close. But it was the closest thing to a werewolf detector I could come up with.

      My mom popped open the car trunk and retrieved a crossbow. "I don't think this thing will be as effective on a wolf as it would on a vampire, but it's all I've got."

      I nodded. Holding my staff in one hand, I reached into my pocket with the other and retrieved my phone. "We have an hour left until sunrise. If what we're hearing is werewolves, they'll act fast. I think I know a good way to deal with them. Presuming, of course, that they shift back again when the sun comes up."

      "What's the idea?" Kevin asked.

      "We run," I stated. "Don't engage them directly. Shoot a time or two to slow them down, perhaps. Mom, you can use your crossbow. Kevin, you can shoot them with your pistol. Aim for the legs. They might heal. It might not do anything. But if we move fast enough, I'm guessing that once sunrise approaches, they'll give up and retreat. Then, we turn on them and follow them. I can use my cloak and move in the astral plane fast enough that they won't be able to get away. If we can corner them when they shift back into their human forms, we might have a better chance of convincing them to talk."

      Kevin nodded. "Not a bad idea. Do you really believe we can outrun them for an hour?"

      I shook my head. "You probably can't. I can. You two need to get in the car and drive. Once they show themselves, take your shots and race out of here. Can you still track my location like you did before? Before I knew who you really were, and you were watching me from a distance?"

      Kevin nodded. "Yeah. I've got your cell signal targeted in my GPS."

      "Good." I grabbed my backpack from the back seat, unzipped it, grabbed my reaper cloak, and slipped it over my head. "Once the sun rises and I stop moving, circle back to my location. If all goes according to plan, I'll be facing off with a pack of unshifted wolves. You're a detective, Kevin. I presume you have good interrogation skills."

      Kevin nodded. "Usually, they're more effective when we're in the precinct, and I have leverage to work with. But yes, I know a few ways to pressure someone into talking."

      A warmth passed from my staff to my hands. It was like the sensation I experienced when my scythe formed at the end. The blade didn't appear yet, but something had happened. "I think they're getting close. Be ready. I'll take off running. When I throw up my hood, I'll go invisible. I should be able to play cat and mouse with them for an hour or so."

      Kevin chuckled. "Cat and mouse? Wouldn't dog and cat be more apropos?"

      I winked at Kevin. "Meow."
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      I heard them coming before they appeared. Splashing marsh water. The snaps of twigs. They didn't slow down when they blasted through the tree line.

      I didn't have to tell them once, much less twice. There were three wolves. Josephine fired a bolt at one of them, striking its thigh. Kevin shot the second one in the knee. They both buckled over. I threw my staff like a javelin, catching the third in the gut.

      "Run!" I shouted.

      My mom and Kevin jumped into the car and took off while I sprinted in the opposite direction. The edge of the marshes was soft but not so muddy I couldn't get a decent footing. I wasn't sure how far I could go before I ran out of solid ground. I touched the sigil on my wrist, reforming my staff in my right hand.

      Once I entered the astral plane, chances were they wouldn't be able to pick up on my scent, but I needed to keep them on my tail. I waited until I heard the wolves running behind me.

      I threw my hood over my head, stepped aside, and let the wolves pass. Then I turned and ran back to the road, where I was sure I could move without getting stuck in the mud. I lowered my hood and whistled.

      The wolves stopped and snarled in the distance. I repeated the same maneuver, disappearing from their sight into the astral plane, and took off down the road.

      The wolves stopped and looked around, sniffing at the air.

      It was working perfectly. All I had to do was to keep this up for an hour. I got a good head start and raced the other direction before lowering my hood again.

      It took them about two seconds to pick up my scent. I let them chase me about twenty feet before I reached for my hood again.

      Another wolf jumped out of the trees. I hadn't seen him coming, but I managed to disappear just in time. I focused my mind. I was in the astral plane, but if I didn't have my mind right, I'd feel the wolf strike me as if I were in the physical world. The same reason I didn't fall through the Earth when I moved through the astral plane would give the wolves a chance to hit me if they happened to pass through me where I stood.

      I'd anticipated the collision just in time since the fourth wolf flew right through me.

      It was a strange sensation, seeing a creature jump through my body.

      How many more wolves might be out there, ready to pounce, when I least suspected it? I couldn't take any chances. I stayed a good distance from the tree line.

      The four wolves gathered and again sniffed at the air. One of them howled. Another howled back from a hundred feet in front of me, in the direction I was running.

      I had enough distance between the wolves and me. I pulled off my hood again.

      It took even less time for the pack to bound after me, their paws smashing into the gravel road.

      I laughed as I raised my hood again.

      I could do this all night, and that was the plan. Thankfully, I only needed to do it for an hour or less before the sun rose. At least, that was my hope. I didn't know for sure if they'd shift back to their human shapes right away. Sometimes the moon was still visible in the sky after sunrise. Would they shift back with the sun or when the moon disappeared?

      Either way, this would work. I just had to be careful to appear regularly enough to keep them in pursuit while not appearing close to any of them.

      I lured them back and forth across the same stretch of road probably a dozen times. Then they fanned out. They might be werewolves, but they were smarter than your average canine.

      They tried to surround me, but with only four of them, they couldn't cover enough ground to pin me down. Even if they could, well, I could walk right through them. Still, their ability to strategize was impressive.

      I slipped past one of the wolves in the astral plane and watched as they closed around the spot where they suspected I was hiding.

      They were wrong.

      I lowered my hood and laughed out loud.

      The wolves whimpered. This time, they didn't come after me. They ran in the opposite direction.

      The sun was about to rise, and they knew it. They were retreating.

      I smiled. The victory had gone to the mouse. Or the cat, if this was a dog-and-cat pursuit rather than a game of cat and mouse. Either way, the score was decidedly in my favor.

      I used the astral plane to accelerate. There wasn't any limit to the speed I could run while fully cloaked. The only limit was my mind. I needed more practice to fully realize my potential, but I didn't have any problem moving fast enough to keep up with the wolves.

      They made their way through the marsh. These wolves were anywhere from eight to ten feet tall on their hind legs. Even when they ran on all fours, they were nearly as tall as me.

      It took a lot of focus to maintain my speed and pass over the water without sinking, but I managed. The more I did it, the more natural it became. Finally, the wolves settled on a small hillock in the middle of the marsh. This was going to present a challenge for Josephine and Kevin when they tried to join me at my position. Still, once the wolves shifted back, I'd have them where I wanted them. In human form, fleeing the marsh would be quite the ordeal, every bit as difficult for them as it would be for Josephine and Kevin to get there.

      I remained cloaked as the wolves started to shift back into human form. It was a grotesque sight. Their bodies bent, and their bones snapped. They screamed in pain as their long snouts shrank and human faces reappeared.

      They were all naked, too. I don't know why that took me by surprise. I should have expected it. I mean, hello! It wasn’t like they were wearing anything as wolves. If they had been wearing human clothes when they shifted the night before, based on the relative size of the wolves compared to their slender human frames, it was probably ruined.

      They were also young, from eighteen to early twenties.

      They laid there, curled up and shaking, as they regained their senses.

      I lowered the hood on my cloak.

      "Well, hello!"

      The four looked at me, eyes wide. Two were females. Tears welled up in their eyes. "Who are you? Where are we?" one of the girls asked while the other rubbed her eyes and the male werewolves rolled over, trying to cover their private parts while shaking.

      I cocked my head. "You don't know? You spent the better part of the last hour hunting me."

      "I'm sorry," one of the girls said. "I don't remember a thing."

      "Do you know what you are?" I asked.

      One boy crossed his legs to hide his dangly bits, then looked at me. "I'm pretty sure we're werewolves. This is only the second time this has happened."

      "For all of you?" I asked.

      The girls nodded. "Please, can you help us?"

      I sighed. "You were just trying to kill me. Now you want my help?"

      "It wasn't us!" another girl pleaded. "Please, we thought we were going to be restrained. It was all arranged. We didn't know this was going to happen. I'm so sorry!"

      I scratched my ear. "Arranged by who?"

      The other boy shook his head as he turned toward us, holding one hand over his frank ‘n beans. "You wouldn't believe us if we told you."

      I smiled. "You might be surprised."

      One of the girls, blonde-haired with a round face, responded, "We're students at the college. We were out partying a couple months ago in the woods when something attacked and bit us."

      "That was when you became werewolves?" I asked.

      The girl nodded. "It was."

      The first boy shook his head. "We shouldn't tell her this. We don't know what he'll do to us."

      "It's okay. Your secret is safe with me."

      "It wasn't just him," the blonde girl said. "A man who called himself ‘Lycan’ showed up a couple weeks after we were bitten. He said he was our alpha, and we'd do whatever he commanded when we turned. It sounded crazy at the time, but he told us to meet him somewhere."

      "Katie, no! Say nothing!" the second boy protested.

      Katie shook her head. "I'm tired of the secrets, Caleb!"

      "Where did he have you meet him?" I asked.

      "We met at an old church in the middle of nowhere. I don't think it had been used in a long time. There was a guy there. I don't think he was human. We met him there the night of the next full moon after we were attacked."

      "His name was Nosferatu," the other girl provided.

      "Damn it, Lizzie!" Caleb protested.

      "But it wasn't him this time," Katie said. "Lycan was there. I mean, I don't think that's his real name, but whatever. When we went there last night, it was another man."

      "Vincent," Lizzie supplied. "His name was Vincent."

      I sighed. "Are you sure it was a man?"

      "Stop talking!" Caleb ordered. The first boy was quiet.

      "He was a vampire, wasn't he?" I asked.

      Caleb looked at me. "How the hell did you know that?"

      A piercing whistle interrupted me before I could answer. I turned. Kevin and Josephine were standing a hundred yards away across the marsh.

      "Who are they?" Caleb asked.

      "Friends. Don't worry about them."

      I waved at Kevin and Josephine. Then my phone dinged. I checked it.

      
        
        You ok?

      

      

      It was Kevin.

      I texted a thumbs-up emoji back and glanced at the group. "It doesn't matter how I know about Vincent and the vampires. You can't trust them."

      "Obviously not," Lizzie agreed. "They were supposed to restrain us."

      "That Lycan asshole must've sent us out," Katie mused. "I'm so sorry. But we didn't know, and we didn't have a choice."

      "I get it," I replied. "One more question. If you'd like, I can help you get out of here, but can you tell me where the church you were supposed to meet in was?"

      "I don't think we should," the first boy offered.

      "Like I said," I continued, "I can help you, but we need to know the truth. The vampires you're dealing with have big plans. I suspect they wanted you to kill me because I'm onto them."

      "What the hell are you?" Caleb asked.

      I smiled. "Every vampire's worst nightmare. You can call me Zoey."

      "Nice to meet you, Zoey," Katie said. "As for the church, we don't have the address, but we can tell you how to get there."
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      My first guess was that the abandoned church was the same place I first encountered Nosferatu. The place Katerina took Sienna after abducting her outside the blood bank in Kansas City. It wasn't. The directions Katie gave us didn't line up.

      My mother and I headed there alone. Kevin said he'd take care of ensuring the young wolves made it home, had better plans for the next full moon, and things of that sort. We couldn't take in a pack of young werewolves, especially not those who were beholden to an alpha who was in league with vampires. I still didn't know much about what Kevin and my mom had been up to for the last year. In Mom's case, the last twenty years. I knew they’d hunted vampires in Kansas City. Did they have any other connections in the world of supernaturals? Anyone who might help these kids learn how to navigate what I assumed would be a life-long, perhaps an eternal-life-long habit of getting a little crankier and a whole lot hairier every full moon? I had a million questions for them, mostly out of curiosity. What did it feel like to shift? Were there any perks, like, did you shift back down an extra ten pounds? Could werewolves get braces, or would they get all mangled during the full moon? If you ate something as a wolf, would you regret it the next day? I could go on and on.

      These young wolves probably didn't know the answer to most of my questions. They were still figuring things out themselves. They didn't have any recollection of being wolves, so they couldn’t say much about what the experience was like other than how it felt the morning after.

      We knew Nosferatu had run an extensive network of vampires in New Orleans before he’d encountered the sharp edge of my scythe. That he'd acquired more than one old, abandoned building in the marshlands wasn't a surprise.

      This place, though, only resembled a church on the outside. The stained-glass windows were boarded up, probably to prevent sunlight from getting through. There were no remaining pews or an altar. There were shackles and chains affixed to the cobblestone walls in the room I presumed had been the sanctuary. The place smelled of mildew. The air was damp and thick.

      The shackles weren't old. They'd been made and installed recently. It was obvious since there wasn't any rust on the chains or bolts that mounted them to the walls. What was most perplexing was that there weren't just a few sets of shackles. There were dozens lining the walls. They were separated only far enough that, I assumed, any wolves bound there couldn't hurt each other when they shifted.

      Josephine sighed. "They must be breeding werewolves."

      I nodded. "I was thinking the same thing. It makes sense. If they can control wolves through an alpha who is on board with their plans, they could be a powerful ally for the vampires as they make their move to take over."

      My mother grunted. "Of course, it comes with the caveat that the werewolves wouldn't be of much use to them except on full moon nights."

      I bit my lip. "Maybe their plan is more nuanced than that. If they can control the wolves, why not send them to attack human cities? They could show up and reveal themselves, not as creatures of nightmares, not as bloodsucking fiends, but as heroes."

      My mom huffed as she examined one of the shackles. "You're thinking it's a ruse?"

      I nodded. "It's a possibility. I think it makes more sense, though, than raising an army that can't be deployed more than once a month."

      "If what those kids said was true, if they were turned by a single bite, that could be a part of this, too. If they strategically let a number of packs loose at once, and they all went out biting people, there'd be a lot of desperate humans looking for answers."

      I nodded. "Answers the vampires would love to provide. It makes sense. The number of vampires that would be needed to overtake the world by force would be astronomical."

      "I was thinking the same thing," my mom said. "I don't know the numbers, but if they're only targeting people with O-negative blood for now, they could target anyone as far as we know to become wolves."

      "There's no reason to conquer by force if you can do so through influence. With every full moon, the number of werewolves could multiply exponentially. If the vampires are the only hope to stop the spread, how many full moons would it take before the government ceded power to the vampires to deal with the problem?"

      Josephine nodded. "Then again, why would they send the wolves after you, Zoey? If that's their plan, wouldn't they want to keep it a secret as long as possible?"

      "That's a fair point." I tugged at the leather around my waist. In the humidity, it was hot and uncomfortable. "Though it might be better for the vampires to risk losing a few wolves. Think about it; they're still trying to figure out what I can do. Even if there is a Reaper who's feeding the vamps information, no one in the underworld knows what I'm capable of. This could have been a test. If the wolves killed me, I'd be out of the way. If they didn't, well, they'd know that I was a threat to the wolves as much as I was to them. They could prepare accordingly."

      Josephine retrieved her phone from her pocket. "It looks like Kevin called a ride-share for himself. He's picking up some clothes for the wolves."

      "Do we need to go get him?" I asked.

      My mom shook her head. "I don't think so. He's going to rent a van or something so he can take them back to campus. He said he hopes to meet us back at the motel this afternoon."

      "Speaking of that, we should get back and check on Morty. I bet he's still passed out. We really need to get that boy a phone. I didn't think it was necessary since he'd only be with us for a week, but given his behavior last night, I'm not sure it would be bad to keep tabs on him. I'd rather not drag him into situations like this. He might be trained as a fighter like I was, but he's as powerless against vampires as anyone."

      Josephine nodded. "That's not a bad idea. I have an extra phone I can lend him. I do have a question, though. I hope you don't take it the wrong way."

      I shrugged. "I'll try not to."

      "Has Morty always been prone to, you know, acting out?"

      I sighed. "Sort of. I mean, he's a good guy, but he's always been second fiddle. Dad hung all his hopes on me. He's been under pressure since I left the underworld to fill the shoes that he always figured were meant for me."

      My mom nodded. "I can imagine he's pretty stressed. I know your father has always done the best he could, but I can't imagine it's been easy for him to raise you two alone."

      I shook my head. "It hasn't been. But like you said, Dad tries. But he had a lot of responsibilities and raising two kids sometimes had to take a back seat to Reaper affairs."

      "I can see why he'd want to let loose a little. That kind of behavior runs in the family."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I'm not saying I was an alcoholic, Zoey, but I partied pretty hard when I was your age. Think about it. Last night was probably the first time that he felt he could drink and do whatever he wanted without having to worry about what other people thought of him, or how his actions might reflect on your father."

      I chuckled. "I get it. Even so, a three-story beer bong is a bit much."

      "Three stories?" Mom raised an eyebrow as she chuckled. "That sounds like the sort of thing college kids might do."

      I laughed. "You're right. Let's just hope he got it out of his system. Given our Reaper constitutions, we heal quickly. Hangovers aren't nearly as bad as I imagine they are for most people."

      Josephine laughed. "At your age, Zoey, hangovers are minimal. Still, I hope you're right. I don't think your dad's idea of him getting an education on the ways of humans and Earth culture this week was to spend the time wasted or paying homage to the porcelain gods."

      I smirked. "The porcelain gods?"

      "Trust me, Zoey. If he was drinking from a three-story beer bong, I don't care if he has your father's constitution. He'll be making a pilgrimage or two to the toilet before the day is over."
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      The first thing I noticed when we pulled up to the motel was that my bike was gone. If I hadn't known I’d left my keys next to the bed, I might have suspected it had been stolen.

      "Damn Morty," I muttered, stepping out of the car. "The fucker took my bike!"

      My mom cocked her head. "Has he ever ridden a motorcycle?"

      I shook my head. "No. He hasn't even driven a car. We don't have cars or motorcycles in the underworld."

      "Well, I admit it's impressive that he got it started, not to mention drove it away."

      I snorted. "I might be more impressed after I finish kicking his ass."

      My mom chuckled as I inserted my key card into the door and stepped inside. Morty's bed was still messed up. The maid hadn't been there yet.

      "Cerberus, you here?" I asked.

      The hellhound appeared out of thin air and jumped up on my leg. "What's for breakfast!"

      I sighed. "Sorry, I forgot about that. Where the hell is Morty?"

      Cerberus cocked his head. "He said you told him he could use your bike."

      I exchanged glances with my mom before looking at Cerberus. "I didn't say that. Did he tell you where he went?"

      "He said he was going for food. Said he'd bring me back a breakfast burrito!"

      "We can track your bike, you know," my mom reminded me.

      "You can?" I asked.

      My mom nodded. "We attached a GPS device to it when we were following you before. Well, technically, Kevin added it, but I should be able to locate it."

      I stared at her blankly as she looked through her phone. I wasn't sure if I was more upset to learn they'd attached a tracker to my bike or grateful that they had. At the time, I hadn’t even known my mother was watching me. I had been looking for her, and she'd had her eye on me the whole damn time!

      More than that, I’d thought Kevin was just a hot detective investigating a human trafficking operation. I thought I had him hoodwinked into thinking I had nothing to do with rescuing Sienna after they abducted her from the parking garage near Cup-O-Joe's. Meanwhile, he had known who I was and what I'd done from the start. How was I supposed to know that the cute detective was secretly in league with my long-lost mother-turned-vampire-hunter?

      Josephine shook her head. "It looks like he went back to that frat house."

      I furrowed my brow. "How can you tell? I didn't tell you where it was."

      Josephine laughed. "The tracker was on your bike last night, too."

      I scratched my left shoulder. "You were watching us?"

      "I just wanted to be sure you were okay."

      I snorted. "You told us to go find a party or something. That's what we did. You realize I've been just fine without you watching me for most of my life."

      My mother sighed. "I know, Zoey. But I have had my eye on you ever since I learned you came to Earth."

      I shook my head. "Don't take this the wrong way. You might be my mother, Josephine, but you aren't my mom. I'm a grown woman, and I can take care of myself."

      "I never said you couldn't, Zoey. You have to realize, though, that everything I've done for the last twenty years was in anticipation of your eventual return."

      I grunted. "You weren't preparing to be a mother. You were hunting vampires so I'd be able to do it, too. That's a professional relationship, mother. You can't make up for your lack of guidance growing up by smothering me now."

      "I'm not smothering you, Zoey. I'm the one who suggested you find a party to take Morty to."

      I chuckled. "Which only proves the point that you suck at giving motherly advice. Congrats, Mommy Dearest. You helped turn Morty into a drunk!"

      "It was one night, Zoey. That doesn't make him a drunk. And there's nothing wrong with letting loose when you're young."

      I rolled my eyes. "Yeah, we'll see how this turns out. I know my brother a hell of a lot better than you do. That boy is addicted to slacking off. This situation isn't going to help prepare him to take over for Dad."

      My mother nodded and took a deep breath. "For what it's worth, the tracker is under your seat. Remove it if you'd like. Still, it's a good idea for us all to keep an eye on each other, given the enemy we're facing."

      "Given the enemy we're facing, Mother, dealing with Morty's bullshit isn't going to make any of this easier."

      My mother took a step back. "Very well, Zoey. I'll stay here if you think I'm making things worse. Go take care of your brother. You're right. You know him better than I do. I'm sorry if I overstepped."

      I nodded. "I get it. You just need to realize that we're peers. We have to work together. Trying to establish a mother-daughter relationship isn't going to work right now. You can't make up for lost time by trying to be a mom to me twenty years too late."

      "I'm not trying to mother you, Zoey. But I do have more experience navigating this world, and I've faced more vampires than you have. Consider my advice professional, not parental."

      I nodded as I took a deep breath and exhaled. "Sorry. You realize, Mother, that I've had dreams and fantasies about you my whole life. I imagined you as a doctor, maybe a successful businesswoman. I sometimes pictured what my life would have been like if I'd grown up with you instead of Dad."

      "If the truth is a disappointment, I understand."

      I shook my head. "That's the thing. It isn't. It's probably better than whatever I used to imagine. It's still unexpected."

      "It's an adjustment for both of us, Zoey. I've had my dreams and fantasies too, you know."

      I bit my lip. "You're right. I'm not trying to be difficult. You should come along. I'm a part of everything about the underworld that Morty resents. I'm the sister Dad clearly preferred. You can't make that mistake. I get to work with you now, and Morty will have to work with Dad. Still, it's important that he doesn't think he's your second favorite, too."

      "That's solid advice, Zoey. I appreciate it."

      I splashed some water on my face and ran a brush through my hair. It had been a long night, and I was exhausted. There's only so much action one can endure while fueled by adrenaline alone. If I'd curled up in bed, I would have fallen asleep in less than a minute. I could have used a cup of coffee. For now, a little cold water to the eyes would have to get me by. I didn't even have the time or desire to freshen my makeup.

      I hopped back into the passenger seat of the rental car.

      We pulled up next to the frat house and parked behind my bike. I got out of the car and looked it over. One side was scratched, and the mirror was dangling from its wires.

      "He crashed my bike!"

      My mother shook her head. "Let's find out what he's doing here."

      The front lawn was littered with empty beer cans. I doubted the university would look kindly on that. Given that most of the guys I'd met at the house the night before were under drinking age, I doubted they were supposed to be indulging at their official house.

      I knocked on the front door. No one answered. I grabbed the knob and turned it. It opened. Of course, they didn't lock the place. I wasn't sure how many guys lived in the house, but I imagined they came and went at will. The house smelled of beer, vomit, and cigarettes.

      "Anyone here?" I asked.

      A few seconds later, a guy I didn't recognize stepped out of one of the rooms. He had a beer in his hand.

      "Can I help you?" he asked.

      "Drinking already?" I asked.

      The guy shrugged. "It's the weekend. That's what you do."

      I snorted. "I'm looking for my brother. Came here on the crashed motorcycle outside."

      The frat boy chuckled. "You're Morty's sister?"

      "I'm surprised you know his name. Where is he?"

      "Not here," the guy snorted. "Left with Mikey. Best guess, they went to the bar."

      "What bar?" I asked.

      "There's a home game today. They have dollar pitchers for pregame at the Watering Hole three blocks to the west. Most of the guys are there, and Mikey never skips a pregame binge."

      I rolled my eyes. "All right. Thanks for the info."

      I turned to leave. The frat boy coughed. "Morty didn't say he had a hot sister."

      I bit my lip and turned back to the guy. "I was here last night, same as him."

      "Yeah, sorry. I don't remember much."

      I raised an eyebrow. "But you remember Morty?"

      The frat boy laughed. "Hard to forget a guy who downs the three-story bong."

      I rolled my eyes. "He didn't. Half of it ended up on his clothes."

      "The second time!" the guy said. "But he got the whole thing down his first try. That guy has talent. He's a legend here already."

      I chuckled. "Well, someday, he'll probably be the death of you."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      “Nothing.” I smirked. "Thanks for the info."
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      Don't get me wrong. Partying with the future Grim Reaper was precisely the sort of thing I could imagine frat boys getting excited about. You know, if they realized that the Grim Reaper was real, or if they didn't sober up enough to consider the absurdity.

      It wasn't all that shocking that Morty managed to drink so much. Given our genetic advantages, we didn't only heal fast, but we also metabolized alcohol more efficiently than most. It didn't surprise me that Morty would act recklessly. That he had stolen my bike, crashed it, and proceeded to go out drinking again, though, was a bit much, even for Morty.

      Josephine drove past a bar with the words The Watering Hole on a small sign over the door. The frat guy had been right; the place was hopping. Offer dollar pitchers at a bar in a college town, and it's expected. We had to park a couple of blocks away. We'd have done just as well if we had walked from the frat house.

      It didn't take long to spot Morty. He had a beer in his hand and a college coed on either arm. He didn't notice me. He set his beer down, stepped up in front of a dartboard, and tossed a dart right into the bullseye. Of course, he did. He might have been a slacker, relatively speaking, but he was a graduate of the Reaper Academy.

      The crowd around him erupted in cheers. A tall guy, shaking his head, handed Morty some money.

      I had half of a mind to summon my staff and blast the dartboard to smithereens. That would have gotten Morty's attention. I quickly dismissed the thought. I wasn't opposed to making a scene, but in this instance, subtlety was called for. I knew my brother well enough to understand that anything over-the-top confrontational would be met with an equal and opposite reaction.

      I stepped up behind Morty. Mom was right beside me. He was too distracted by the girls on his arms, his beer, and the stack of money in his hand to notice us.

      "It would be nice if you were as skilled at riding a motorcycle as you are at darts."

      Morty froze, then turned around, cringing. "Hey, Zoey. Yeah, sorry about that. It was an accident."

      "I didn't tell you you could take my bike, Morty."

      Morty set his beer down. "Excuse me, ladies. I'll be right back."

      The two girls shot daggers at me from their eyes. They didn't realize I was his sister. They probably thought I was competition. "What are you doing here, Morty?"

      Morty shrugged. "Having a good time. These people are hilarious."

      I narrowed my eyes. "I'm sure they are. Don’t forget, though, Morty. We only have a week."

      Morty sighed. "About that. I'm not sure I want to go back."

      I almost gagged on my tongue. "Morty! You have to! If you don't go back, who will take over when Dad ascends?"

      Morty shrugged, grabbed his beer off the table, and took a sip. "Not my problem. I think I'm going to pledge."

      "You can't pledge a fraternity if you don't even attend the university."

      "Why not? It's not like these guys check school records. It's the best of both worlds. I get all the fun of a fraternity without the commitment of classes. Win-win."

      "And who would take over for Dad?" I asked. "You know they're auditing him. He's back in the underworld now fighting for you! He's working hard to preserve his line of succession so you can take over."

      Morty snorted. "Too bad he didn't see it that way until after we found out you couldn't reap. If he’d valued me, maybe I'd be more inclined to do it."

      "Morty, it is your problem because it's everyone's problem. It's a matter of life or death for the entire human race!"

      Morty dismissed my words. "Someone else will take over. I'm guessing Gabriel would jump at the chance."

      "Gabriel Graves? My ex? You can't be serious."

      Morty nodded. "If I was putting money down on it, and given my record with bets today, I'm tempted to, he's probably the one who is tipping off the vampires and got Dad audited."

      I huffed. "Gabriel is a good guy, Morty. He wouldn't do that."

      "That's my point, Zoey. He is a good guy. Maybe it would be better if someone like him took over. Humanity would be none the wiser, and I'd be able to do whatever the hell I wanted with my life. You know, sort of like you get to do now."

      "What about Sienna? You still have to be there so we can save her."

      "That's the beauty of it, right? If I don't go back, well, she can have more time to heal. I'll give her back her soul, Zoey. I'm not a complete asshole. But after that, I'm done."

      I clenched my fist. "That's not acceptable!"

      Morty rolled his eyes. "It's my turn. Give me a second."

      I crossed my arms as Morty grabbed a dart and stepped up to the line. Just as he was about to throw it, I tugged on the back of his shirt. His dart went flying into the wall behind the target.

      "Damn it, Zoey! That cost me fifty bucks!"

      "Boo-hoo. Come on; we're getting out of here."

      "I'm not leaving with you, Zoey."

      My mom grabbed my arm. "Zoey, why don't you go sit down? Maybe have a drink. You need to cool off. Let me talk to Morty."

      I huffed and stomped over to the bar. It took a whole two seconds before someone poured me a beer. I glanced down the bar. A college dude winked at me and raised his cup. It didn’t incline me to deal with flirty college boys, but I wasn't about to turn down a free drink. I needed it.

      I nodded at the guy, then smiled and took a sip. I'd probably regret it. The guy would expect a conversation at a minimum in exchange for the drink. A minor inconvenience, given the situation. I turned back and watched as my mom talked to Morty. I don't know what she was telling him, but I could swear I saw my brother wipe a tear from his eyes.

      How the hell did this woman we barely knew manage to talk Morty down off his high horse so easily? It struck me then. We'd never had a mother; I'd always played that role. I was always the one who put pressure on Morty to try harder. I always saw more potential in him than he realized, but then I overshadowed him at every turn. He probably resented me.

      I'm not saying he didn't love me. I was his twin sister. But could I blame him for how he acted? He was jealous of me when I got all the attention in the underworld. Now, he envied the freedom I had now that I'd left all that behind. What he didn't realize was that I still had the weight of the world on my shoulders. I might not be the heir apparent to the underworld, but I was probably the only person who could stop the vampires from taking over the world.

      I took another sip of my beer. Was he the one who resented me? Or did I resent him? He took my place in the underworld. He was handed everything I'd worked for my whole life. Now, on a whim, he decided to leave it all behind and make a new life on Earth. We couldn't allow that to happen, but what if he did it? He couldn't reap vampires. He could pledge a fraternity. He could do whatever the hell he wanted. He was in for a rude awakening, and once he realized that life on Earth was a lot harder than partying with a fraternity, he'd come to his senses. At least, I hoped he would.

      "Hey." The deep voice speaking next to me startled me, and I turned. It was the dude who’d bought me the beer.

      "Hey. Thanks for the drink."

      "The name's Evan. I'm not good with cheesy pick-up lines or anything, but you're pretty. I saw you here and thought, you know, that's a girl I'd like to get to know."

      I smiled. "That's sweet. It really is. Look, Evan. I'm sure you're a great guy. If you’d caught me on another day, I'd love to talk to you. I've just got a lot on my mind."

      Evan shrugged. "I don't have any expectations. I'm a good listener. I can just sit here, and you can vent."

      I laughed. "If I told you the truth, you wouldn't believe me."

      "That dickhead over there throwing darts. Is he your boyfriend?"

      I chuckled. "Everyone asks that. He's my twin brother. He's not really a dickhead. He's just confused."

      "Ah." The penny dropped. "Siblings. I don't have a twin, but I can imagine the dynamic is challenging at times."

      I grinned. "You don't know the half of it."
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      Morty set down his beer and stepped out the door. My mother motioned for me to come over.

      I smiled at Evan. "Thanks again for the drink, and thanks for listening. If the timing was better, I'd let you buy me another round."

      Evan laughed. "Fair enough. Good luck with your brother."

      I hopped off the barstool and went to the table where we'd confronted Morty. "Where'd he go?"

      "He needs some fresh air. Don't worry about it, Zoey. I think he'll be fine. He's just under a lot of pressure."

      I shook my head. "I hope you're right. Are we going to pick him up?"

      My mom shook her head. "I might not be the best mother, Zoey, but I had a mom."

      I smiled. "She was sweet."

      "I wish I was there when you two met," my mother told me. "She let me have my space, but she also knew to step in when I was heading down the wrong path."

      "That was what you told Morty? That he was following the wrong path?"

      My mom put her arm on my shoulder and led me to the door. "Not exactly. I said that there's a lot more of a world out there he should explore. He spent one night with a fraternity and decided that was what he wanted. He was limiting himself. I told him he was too talented and gifted to box himself in like that."

      I chuckled. "That's good advice. I'm surprised he agreed with you."

      "I'm not sure he did," my mom said as we stepped out the door onto the sidewalk. "But he said he'd give it some thought after he got sober."

      "Well, getting sober is a start," I agreed. "I have to say, I'm impressed he could shoot darts like that, given how much he drank between last night and this morning."

      "He wasn't hitting it as hard today as he did last night. He's talented, like you said. He always has been. If he applied himself, he would make a great Grim Reaper. I just wish he could see himself that way, too."

      "He isn't wrong, you know. You two didn’t have a lot of choices. Most kids sow their wild oats, so to speak, when they leave home. Most of them come back eventually."

      "Well, let's just hope Morty does within the week."

      A horn honked as a giant white van pulled up next to us.

      "I don't want your candy, creeper!" I shouted.

      Kevin rolled down the window. "Funny, Zoey. Hop in. I'll take you back to your bike."

      I grinned. "It's at a frat house."

      "The same one as last night?" Kevin asked as I climbed through the sliding back door and into the middle row of seats.

      I nodded. "Long story."

      "Morty is being difficult," Josephine explained. "Nothing we can't handle."

      Kevin nodded. "Good. I think I got the wolves situated. How do you even begin to help a bunch of scared kids who've recently become werewolves?"

      "You give them a bone!" Cerberus piped up from the row behind me.

      "Cerberus! You're with Kevin now? I thought you were looking after Morty?"

      "I was," Cerberus said. "But I had a feeling last night that you were in trouble. I came to help, and I found Kevin with a bunch of naked people in the woods. At first, you know, I figured I should mind my business. Humans do weird things."

      Kevin laughed. "It wasn't anything inappropriate, Cerberus."

      "Sure it wasn't," Cerberus agreed. "Keep telling yourself that if it helps you sleep at night."

      I giggled. "I'm sure you know by now that they were werewolves who'd shifted for the second time the night before."

      Cerberus huffed. "Yup. Sorted that out straight away. Talk about a whole new level of freaky!"

      "Cerberus!" Kevin exclaimed. "I told you, I was just helping them. It was not freaky."

      Cerberus placed a paw on my shoulder. "A likely story, now that he was caught."

      I laughed. "He's telling the truth, Cerberus. Werewolves shift naked. It's just how it works. I was there when they shifted back if that makes it better."

      "Ah, so you're into that sort of thing too, Zoey? I didn't realize!"

      I shook my head and rolled my eyes. "You're too much, Cerberus."

      "Look, I can't say I don't find werewolves attractive. You know, given what I am. It's close enough that I can roll with it. But for you two to be into that? Well..."

      "He doesn't give up, does he?" Josephine asked.

      I shook my head. "He doesn't. He knows it wasn't like that. He's just giving us shit."

      "Any luck checking out that church?" Kevin asked.

      I nodded. "It's pretty clear from what we saw that the vampires are breeding werewolves. My theory is they're hoping to unleash the wolves on the world so they can intervene, use the alpha who is working with them to control them, and show up when the time is right to save the day."

      "So they can present themselves to the world not as fiends set on world domination but as heroes?"

      "That's my best guess," I agreed.

      Josephine said, "I think Zoey's idea is tenable. Knowing how vampires work, I wouldn't put it past them to try something like that. They know that even if they increase their numbers exponentially, they won't have enough to take on the whole world and its armies. They wouldn't fare well in an all-out war."

      "Probably not." Kevin nodded. "Especially since they couldn't fight during the daytime. If humans learned where they rested while the sun was up, they could take them out using enough force."

      Kevin pulled up next to my mom's rental car, and we got out. "Is that your bike over there?"

      I nodded. "It is."

      "Did you crash it?"

      I shook my head. "That was Morty's doing. Again, it's a long story."

      "You realize," Kevin said, "that we still have your father's bike. He left it with me when he returned to the underworld. I was going to have it shipped back to Kansas City, but it's still here."

      I raised my eyebrows. "Really? Could you get it back for me? Maybe they could ship my bike back instead. Morty won't be using it much longer, and in its current condition, I'm not inclined to ride it home once we’re done here."

      Kevin nodded. "I'll make a couple of calls and take care of it."

      My mom smiled. "See? Everything works out."

      "Did you know he still had Dad's bike here? I figured Dad must've teleported it back somehow."

      My mom nodded. "I did, but you were so busy sitting by Sienna at the time that we didn't want to bother you with it."

      "Makes sense. I'm glad it's still here."

      "No guarantees," Kevin warned. "I just haven't received a shipping update yet. That doesn't mean it's not gone, so don't get your hopes up."

      I shrugged. "Well, worst-case scenario, I can fly back. I'm not riding back with the two of you in the Corvette."

      "Speaking of the ‘Vette," Kevin said, "I need to drop this van back off with the rental company. They'll drive me back to the motel. At least, they said they would."

      I nodded. "All right. Well, I need to get some rest. After that, I'd like to check on Sienna before we go after the vampires again."

      "We all need a little sleep," my mom agreed. "After last night, we won't be in any condition to fight vampires if it comes to that. We need to be ready before nightfall, just in case."

      Kevin's phone rang just as we were about to lock up the van. He raised his hand as if to tell us to wait.

      I stood next to my mom as Kevin listened on the phone.

      "I don't know," Kevin told the other person. "I'm out of town on a personal matter, and there's still a lot to wrap up."

      After a few more seconds of listening, Kevin spoke again. "All right, I understand. I'll be there as soon as I can."

      "What is it?" I asked as Kevin hung up his phone.

      "It was the chief in Kansas City. There have been some new developments in the trafficking case. Multiple abductions over the course of the last two nights."

      "Multiple abductions?” Josephine asked. "How many?"

      Kevin sighed. "Fifteen people are missing. I don't know who is in charge with Vlad gone and Katerina presumably here in New Orleans, but the vampires are ramping up their efforts."

      I bit my lip. "Do we know Katerina is still in New Orleans? We've found Vincent. The werewolves said it was him, not Katerina, who met them last night at that church before they shifted. Do you think she might have gone back?"

      Kevin shrugged. "It's possible. I can't say."

      "She's not the only vampire in Kansas City who could have picked up where Vlad left off," Josephine interjected. "We can't rule out anything."

      "You two stay here. Do what you can. Hopefully, you can restore Sienna soon. And given what we've learned about the werewolves, the vampires are still working on at least one leg of their plan here."

      "Exactly," Kevin agreed. "Find out what you can. I'll be in touch with anything I learn."

      "Does that mean that I can take the ‘Vette back?" Josephine asked.

      "Of course," Kevin said. "And I'll have your dad's bike sent to the motel before I leave town. I'm gone on the next flight I can catch."
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      I wanted to lean in and give Kevin a kiss before he left. We were barely dating, though, and weren't an official item. We were still at the stage where a kiss of any sort would be momentous. It had to follow a romantic evening, or perhaps a sweet gesture. Maybe even after a good vampire fight when our adrenaline was pumping, we'd seal our victory with a passionate kiss. I wisely decided to hold back. Kissing a guy just before he leaves town if you're only dating is a clear signal that the relationship is more than casual. It's ironic, right? A deep, passionate kiss after a date might conclude a nice evening but have very little meaning. A little peck at a moment like this could mean everything.

      If Kevin hadn't been a gentleman and wanted to sleep with me, I wouldn't have objected. If he wanted to kiss me goodbye before flying home, I'd get nervous. If I didn't want things to progress that way with Kevin, though, why did I have the urge to do it?

      Maybe I did want things to develop further. Still, they had to come in the right order. If Kevin jumped out of the van, pulled my body into his, and stuck his tongue down my throat, I'd likely reciprocate by tongue-lashing his epiglottis. I'd enjoy it. That had to come before we could progress to casual smooches.

      Smooches are for grandmas or people in love. I wasn't Kevin's grandmother, though that would sure be a twist you wouldn't see coming, wouldn't it? We weren't in love, either. Not yet, anyway. How would I know if we were? I won't say I didn't love Gabriel, but I wasn't ever in love with him. I'd never been in love. Not really. No guy had ever made my heart skip a beat. I have never written a love letter. I haven't once had a sense of longing for someone when we weren't together. I never once shed a tear over a boy. I enjoyed spending time with Gabriel when we were together, but I hardly thought about him when we weren't.

      It struck me as Kevin drove away that there was a twisty feeling in my chest I'd never experienced. I didn't want him to go. It wasn’t just because I could have used his help to deal with all we were facing in New Orleans. It was because I genuinely didn't want to have to go days or weeks without seeing him.

      I considered shoving my finger down my throat to make myself gag. I'm Zoey Grimm. I am a strong woman who doesn’t need a man to make my world go around. But damn it, if I said I didn't feel something when Kevin left, I'd be lying. Sleep deprivation. That's what I'd blame it on. When I was well-rested, my heart would callous over again. I'd once again have a toeless, four-chambered foot beating in my chest, ready to kick out anyone who dared get inside.

      My mom put her hand on my shoulder as I watched Kevin drive away. "You like him, don't you?"

      I snorted. "Well, yeah. He's a good guy. I don't dislike him."

      My mother chuckled. "You're a tough nut to crack, Zoey. You remind me of myself before I met your father."

      I rolled my eyes. "I've read your love letters. My dad sent me to Earth with a chest full of them."

      "Your father was quite the romantic. Before I met him, I'd mostly dated douchebags. Guys who only wanted one thing and didn't have the decorum to pretend otherwise."

      I shook my head. "Not to change the subject, but I don't understand why the vampires are so focused on Kansas City of all places. If they need people with O-negative blood, they could find them anywhere. Why not just set up shop here? Why were they trying to abduct people from Kansas City?"

      "I can't say why they’ve specifically focused on it. Still, there's a reason they tend to import people they'd like to turn from elsewhere. New vampires, scared about what they've become, might be tempted to run back to their families. That's more likely to happen if you turn people in the city where they live. Trust me, Zoey, having family nearby that you want to see but can't is hard. It's enough to drive someone crazy."

      "You're talking about your mom?" I asked.

      Josephine nodded. "I sent letters, but it was never the same. If I have any regrets about anything, it's the time I could have spent with her but didn't. I couldn't. Not without compromising the deal Athena had with your father."

      "I can see how it might be like that for new vampires. They still have all their memories from their life before, I assume. I can't imagine how hard it must be to leave everyone and everything they've ever known behind."

      Josephine sighed. "Leaving someone you love behind is the hardest thing anyone could ever have to do."

      I cocked my head. "You're talking about me now, aren't you?"

      My mom nodded. "You don't know how much it hurt when I had to say goodbye to you and Morty. I'd have gladly left behind everything I knew to go to the underworld with you, but as you know, a pure mortal cannot survive there, and I couldn't expect your father to send you back. It would have only been confusing for you to be raised in two worlds."

      "I don’t blame you, you know. I realize I can be difficult. I get worked up when you try to act like my mom. It isn't because I hate you. It's because I hate that I didn’t get to grow up loving you. All I had was the idea of you, and that wasn't enough."

      My mom sighed. "Still, there must have been a better way. No matter. I'm glad we're together again."

      "I know I have a funny way of showing it, but I am too. I don't know what I was expecting to find when I came to Earth and started looking for you. It certainly wasn't this. Hunting vampires, I mean."

      My mom laughed. "I suspect that was the farthest thing from your mind."

      I sighed. "I think I need to stop judging you according to what I thought it would be like and what you would be like and be grateful we are together now, even if it’s under the strangest of circumstances."

      "I feel the same way, Zoey."

      I grinned. "I don't know about you, Mom, but as much as I want to go see Sienna, I need some sleep."

      "I'm right there with you, Zoey. I'll set an alarm so we will awaken around sunset. That way, if we do end up having to fight any vampires, we'll be rested enough to stand a chance."
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      My mom had the most irritating alarm tone on her phone. It was high-pitched and grating. I don't know how to describe the sound. Imagine if Gilbert Gottfried sang the National Anthem. It sounded nothing like that, but it rated just above that on the annoyance scale. The calls of a hyena in heat would be more tolerable.

      I rolled out of bed and rubbed my eyes. "Turn that damn thing off!"

      My mother rolled over, grabbed her phone, and turned it off before tossing it on the floor. "I could sleep for another eight hours."

      "Me, too. I half-expected Morty would come back and wake us up before the alarm went off."

      My mom sighed as she stood. "He needs his space, Zoey. He'll come around. Have a little faith."

      I chuckled. "You don't know Morty like I do. I'm not saying I don't have faith in him, but, well, I guess that's exactly what I'm saying. He's a stubborn son of a bitch."

      "Excuse me?"

      "Oh, sorry. I wasn't calling you a bitch. I mean, not intentionally."

      My mom chuckled. "I assumed you were talking about your dad. He can be a bitch sometimes."

      I laughed. "That's the truth."

      "I suppose we should stop by and check on Sienna. It also might be a good idea to take Cerberus back to New Orleans and see if he can track the vampires. There's no telling what they'll be up to tonight, but we shouldn't have to deal with werewolves this time."

      "Yeah, there's that. Still, while the vampires might have needed the wolves to track us last night, that doesn't mean they didn't gather intelligence about our whereabouts through the night. I wouldn't be shocked if the vampires came here."

      "It's possible," my mom agreed, slipping on her boots. "Like I said, we should get over to the hospital while we have a chance. It's dark outside, so the vampires are surely out and about already."

      As we stepped out of the room, I saw a man standing on the back of a flatbed truck. My dad's motorcycle was on it.

      "Hey there." I approached him.

      "Are you Zoey Grimm?" the man asked.

      I nodded. "Sure am."

      The driver unloaded the bike and tossed me a set of keys. "Enjoy."

      "Thanks. I will."

      "Nice bike, by the way. Hard to find that vintage in such pristine condition."

      I nodded. "It's my father’s. He's had it in storage for the last twenty years."

      "Well, she runs like a charm. If he's ever looking to sell it, hit me up."

      "I don't think he intends to, but I'll keep that in mind."

      My dad's bike wasn't as fast as mine. My bike was built for speed. This was a touring bike—a Harley Davidson. I didn't know much more about it than that. Still, it glistened in the streetlights. I climbed on board. "You coming with me?"

      My mom smiled. "I suppose I will."

      We rode to the hospital. It was a short drive. The first thing I noticed was the rumble beneath my thighs. My bike purred. This one roared. I could get used to it.

      We went to the visitors’ parking lot. I sighed when I spotted my dented-up bike in one of the spots. “Did you know Morty was here?”

      My mom shook her head. “The tracker shows that the bike is… Damn, he must have figured it out and removed it. Probably threw it in someone else’s vehicle. This says your bike is currently heading south on Interstate 10.”

      I sighed. “Well, Morty might be a lot of things, but he isn’t dumb. Still, I’m surprised he’s here.”

      “Perhaps he had enough time to himself and figured he’d stop by and keep watch for a while.”

      “Yeah, maybe. I don’t know.”

      We entered the hospital and rode the elevator to the floor where Sienna was staying. We walked past the nurse's station to her room.

      She was gone. The room was empty. The bed was made.

      I went back out to the nurse's station. "Excuse me. Where did you move my friend? She isn't in her room."

      The nurse cocked her head. "You didn't know?"

      My heart sank. "Please tell me she didn't."

      "Oh, she's fine. Better than fine, in fact. A miracle, if you ask me. That boy, the one who was with you before, showed up a couple of hours ago. I don't know what it was, but sometimes a familiar voice can wake someone up."

      "And they left? You didn't keep her for observation?" my mom asked.

      "We intended to, but they insisted. We don't run a prison here, ma'am. We couldn't keep her against her will. Still, if you find her, we'd like to run a few tests."

      "Thanks for that." I walked back toward the elevators. "I can't believe Morty did that! You said he needed his space and look what happened. She wasn't ready!"

      My mom sighed. "I didn't see this coming, Zoey. I can't believe he'd do that."

      I shook my head. "Unless he's just discharging his responsibility. He wanted to get it over with so he could go back to partying without a second thought."

      "We don't know that's what happened, Zoey. Still, your bike is still parked outside. He might be here somewhere."

      I grunted. “Possibly. Even so, we have to get hold of Dad. I'm sorry, Josephine, but he needs to handle this. Morty is out of control, and if Sienna isn't well… If any of that vampire virus is still within her...”

      "I'm not sure we can reach your father, Zoey. Isn’t the crystal you use to teleport to the underworld at your apartment in Kansas City?"

      I nodded. "It is, but there might be another way. We are in a hospital, after all. It's only a matter of time before someone dies."

      My mom shook her head. "That's a grim thought."

      "That’s the point. If someone dies, a Reaper will show up. If I put on my cloak, I should be able to see them and get them to deliver a message to Dad."

      My mom sighed. “Unless it's someone you’re certain you can trust, don’t tell them much. What’s going on here and the notion that Morty is questioning his position as your father’s heir could lead to a lot of problems in the underworld if people learned the truth. Especially since your father is being audited at present.”

      I nodded. “I understand that. I will make something up if I have to. Really, though, if I tell whatever Reaper I find that it’s an emergency and to pass along the message, it should suffice. There are only a couple of Reapers I’m sure I can trust. Given that someone in the underworld is a traitor, I won’t say any more than necessary.”
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      Mom couldn't come with me. She’d have to wait for me by my dad’s Harley. Random people walking around ICUs tend to raise questions. Besides, I needed to don my cloak to spot a Reaper. We both went to the elevator and rode it back to the first floor. I had my cloak in my backpack, but I couldn't just put it on anywhere. There was a camera in the elevator.

      "You should put it on in the bathroom," my mom suggested. "It's illegal to put cameras in bathrooms. At least, I think it is. It would be weird if it wasn't."

      I chuckled. "All right. Not a bad plan."

      My mom nodded and turned to leave out the front glass-paned rotating door at the hospital's exit. "Good luck, Zoey."

      I snuck into the bathroom. I had to wait until no one was in there. Some lady spent way too much time screwing with her eyelashes in the mirror. There was no way to hang out in a bathroom and do nothing, so I approached another sink and retrieved a small makeup kit from my bag. I hadn't had a chance to put on my face for the day, so it offered me an excuse. Not to mention, I don't think anyone in the underworld ever saw me without makeup on.

      If I was about to encounter a Reaper, there was no telling if I'd know who he or she was. Since I was Azrael's daughter, they'd know me. The last thing I wanted was to start rumors about how "awful" I looked after being on Earth for the better part of the last year.

      I knew it was silly. Why would I care what people said about me in the underworld? They didn’t have an impact on my life anymore. Still, when you’ve grown up trying to please people and exceed everyone’s expectations, it’s difficult to let go of it. When someone praised me or recognized my successes, it fueled me. Now I had to find new motives. People-pleasing wasn’t going to fly. Most people on Earth didn’t know what I could do—and it was best they didn’t.

      It struck me that it must’ve had something to do with why we wore so much makeup. I didn’t like caking a bunch of crap on my face. How many people put on makeup when they’re home alone? I’m sure there are people who do, but not a lot. It’s one of many behaviors, social conventions, particular to humanity that is focused on the drive to please other people. To satisfy their expectations. It struck me during the course of my existence that trying to impress people was like taking a trip and never arriving at the destination. You were never done. There was always more to do. It meant I was always anxious. It meant I found esteem in the opinions of others rather than in how I saw myself. Life on Earth had slowly cured me of that ailment. While life was harder, and the shit seemed to hit the fan on the regular, I was happier now than I ever was in the underworld.

      The woman at the mirror finally put her mascara in her purse, took a step back, looked herself over again in the mirror, and left, just in time for someone else to come in. Thankfully, the second lady headed straight for a stall. She couldn't see me. She wouldn't think anything of it if I was gone when she finished. I unzipped my backpack, unfolded my cloak, and slipped it over my head. With my hood in place, I was invisible.

      I don't know why hospitals are so damn confusing. The people who design airports must also design hospitals. I couldn't ask for directions while I was traversing the astral plane. I had to rely on the little signs and red arrows that told me which direction to go.

      I didn't know how often people died in hospitals. From what I learned at the Reaper Academy, though, any death here would likely be a level-one reaping. Most of the level ones were in my graduating class. That is, presuming someone would hurry up and croak. I had things to do!

      I followed the signs to the cardiac ICU. It was a literal snooze-fest. Everyone was stable. I went to the NICU. Thank the gods, the babies there were doing well. When I was training to become a Reaper, that was what I had feared the most. Since I’d hoped to inherit my dad's position, I had to dabble in all the specialties. Some Reapers, for example, specialized in pediatric reaping. It's an important job. Children need to know they're loved and cared for. They need to know there are people who love them on the other side, and the Reapers trained to help them cross over required special training and a dose of natural talent. It was the one part of my education I struggled to get through. It wasn't that I wasn't sensitive enough to do the job. I knew what it took. I just didn't think I had the heart for it. Most Reapers get desensitized to the tragedy of death over time, like funeral directors or morticians. It becomes part of daily life. I'd never get used to reaping children, though. Thankfully, I’d never have to.

      I was grateful I didn't find any Reapers there. I still had to look.

      A loud beep sounded across the intercom. A woman's voice spoke. "Level-one trauma incoming. All designated personnel report to the ER."

      The announcement was repeated three times. I didn't know what level one meant. Was one worse than two or three? No clue, but the urgency of the message and the crowd of nurses and doctors who ran past me in the hall suggested it was serious.

      I didn't want anyone to die, but it was my best chance to encounter a Reaper. If this didn't work, I'd try to find a hospice.

      It's funny how living on Earth as a human changed my perspective on death. It wasn't just business anymore. Even if I could go back and become the Grim Reaper, I'm not sure I would. Looking for people who might die had me twisted on the inside.

      I followed the crowd of doctors and the nurses to the emergency room. Paramedics were already bringing in the patient on a gurney. There was blood all over the body. Was it a car accident? Most likely. I looked at the face.

      I had a fleeting fear that it might be Morty since he'd crashed my bike once. It wasn't him. I exhaled in relief.

      The tightness in my chest didn't go away. I didn't want this person, this stranger, to die, but I had to hope they would. It was a selfish thought, but that was why I was there. I'd never been so conflicted in my life.

      "Zoey?" a familiar voice said behind me. My heart sank into my bowels when I turned and spotted Gabriel, my ex-boyfriend, fully cloaked, his scythe ablaze in his right hand.

      I sighed. "He isn't going to make it, is he?"

      "Do you know him?" Gabriel asked.

      I shook my head. "I came hoping to find a Reaper. I didn't expect it would be you. I guess I'll count my blessings."

      "What's going on, Zoey?"

      "It's Morty. He's gone off the rails. I need you to tell my dad so he can come and knock some sense into him."

      "Off the rails? What do you mean?"

      "He's not sure he wants to reap. He likes it here, and more that… Well, just tell Dad that he took care of Sienna."

      "Who is Sienna?"

      I shook my head. "I can't say. I'm not sure what Morty did was according to protocol, and people could get into trouble if anyone found out. It's best you don't know, Gabriel."

      Gabriel nodded. "I'll pass along the message. I trust your father will know what it means?"

      "He will. I'm sorry. I know you have a job to do. It's sad, really."

      Gabriel shrugged. "What is?"

      "This guy doesn't look that old. Maybe thirty."

      Gabriel nodded. "That's why I was sent. Younger souls, you know, are more likely to resist. This called for a level five or above."

      I snorted. "You're level five now?"

      Gabriel laughed. "I'm level eight, actually."

      "Damn!" I exclaimed. "How'd you advance so fast?"

      Gabriel shrugged. "Long story. I'll just say I've been working hard. I had a few difficult assignments beyond my level and handled them well. I was promoted."

      "Yeah. Several times over! You were only level four the last time I saw you."

      Gabriel nodded. "Good to see you, Zoey. I'll pass the message to your dad. I really need to get back to the task at hand. The boatman has a pretty strict schedule."

      "Understood. Take care, Gabriel."

      "You too, Zoey."
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      I didn't hang around to watch Gabriel reap that poor man's soul. When all I wanted to be was a Reaper, seeing a reaping in progress would be more exciting to me than a bra catalog in the hands of a twelve-year-old boy. Now, though, I couldn't be less interested. Was it because I'd forged relationships with humans? Perhaps. It could just as easily have been that since I had a scythe of my own, the prospect of harvesting human souls was boring and, more often than not, tragic. At least with my peculiar gift, if I was going to reap someone, I called the shots. I wasn't beholden to a dictate from the gods. If I was going to reap a vampire or a werewolf or whatever else was out there that was vulnerable to my scythe, they'd deserve it. I wouldn't have to harvest souls of people who died too soon. I wouldn't have to do my job while families gathered around, shedding tears. If you were a supernatural villain and you crossed my path, I was the harbinger of a doom you’d brought upon yourself.

      At least, "doom" was what I imagined was in store for the creatures I reaped. I didn't know what happened to their souls. Charon, the boatman on the River Styx, had told me before in what had struck me as either a riddle or the ravings of a lunatic that he couldn't take the souls I gathered. The souls I could harvest, the souls of supernatural beings, didn’t linger in my scythe like they did when regular Reapers harvested human souls.

      Their souls disappeared in something like a glitter bomb, then they were gone. Did they cease to exist at that point? Did they go somewhere else? I didn't know, and I didn't really care. All that mattered was that wherever they went, the vampires I'd reaped couldn't hurt anyone anymore.

      Still, I was curious. Since I was the first of my kind, there wasn't anyone I could ask, either. Not unless Athena showed up, but it wasn't like I could call her. Greek gods and goddesses didn’t have phone numbers. Hell, I wasn't even sure if they answered prayers. That's a Judeo-Christian thing. Regardless, apart from a revelation from the gods, I'd never know what happened to vampire or werewolf souls after death.

      Gabriel might be my ex-boyfriend, but he was a good guy. He was as trustworthy as anyone in the underworld. I couldn't think of anyone who was better suited to deliver the SOS message regarding Morty to my father.

      If it had been anyone else, I wouldn't have given him as many details. I wouldn't have mentioned Morty's problems. If news spread throughout the underworld that Morty was rejecting the Grim Reaper's mantle, there was no telling how folks would react. With my father already under the scrutinizing eye of the gods, public knowledge about Morty's doubts could become a pretense to transition power to another Reaper and his lineage.

      “Let’s get out of here.” I lowered my hood.

      My mom jumped and placed her open palm on my chest. "Damn it, Zoey. You scared the crap out of me."

      I giggled. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to sneak up on you.”

      "Did you find a Reaper?”

      I nodded. “I did. I knew him, too. Gabriel Graves. My ex-boyfriend.”

      "Graves?" Mom asked.

      "I know. It's cliché, right? I'm a Grimm. He's a Graves. We all work in the death industry. I guess it's like a tailor named Taylor or a blacksmith named Smith."

      “Or a proctologist named Butts?”

      I laughed. “Exactly!”

      "I have something to show you," she said, handing me her phone. An image of Sienna's hospital room was on her screen. Sienna was lying in bed, hooked up to the machines.

      I furrowed my brow. "What am I looking at?"

      "I hid a camera in the flowers I brought. I figured it would be a good way to keep an eye on things while we were away. Press the play button."

      I touched the right-facing triangle under the image. The video feed started to play. I watched as Morty entered the room, walking slowly, his posture more erect than usual. He summoned his scythe and touched it to Sienna's chest. A blast of golden energies flowed out of the blade and settled into her body. A second later, she gasped. She sat up and looked around the room in a panic.

      Morty reached over, pulled out Sienna's IV, and removed the electrodes from her skin. He said something to her, but the audio feed was poor. I couldn't make out the words. Sienna nodded and rubbed her eyes before getting out of bed.

      A nurse came running into the room, the same nurse I'd met at the nurses’ station earlier. "Lay back down," the nurse said, her words muffled.

      "We're leaving," Morty stated.

      "We need to run tests. It's not safe to..."

      "We're leaving," Sienna repeated. "You can't keep me here."

      "I really must insist that you stay," the nurse said. "We need to do a thorough workup. You might not be well."

      "I'm fine," Sienna insisted. "Please get my things."

      I continued watching as the nurse returned with a drawstring bag. As Sienna changed her clothes, Morty turned away and looked right at the camera. He didn't seem to know it was there, but I could tell something was off. There was something in his eyes as if the fluorescent lights were reflecting back at us. He blinked, and the light disappeared.

      Then, Morty took Sienna by the hand, and they left.

      "Is that all there is?" I asked.

      Mom nodded. "Did you see anything unusual?"

      "The whole thing is strange," I said. "I still don't understand why Morty would do that. He isn't cold-hearted. He knew we needed to give her as much time as possible to heal."

      "That's the thing," my mom said. "He wouldn't. You're right. Morty might be a little reckless and rebellious, but he wouldn't do anything to hurt someone. At least, I don't think he would. You know him better than I do."

      "No, you're right. I can't figure out why he did this."

      "Did you see when he looked at the camera?"

      I nodded. "It looked like the lights were reflecting from his eyes."

      My mom shook her head. "It wasn't a reflection, Zoey. I've only seen it once before, and when I did, I couldn't track down the vampire responsible."

      I scratched the back of my head. "I'm not sure I follow. You're saying a vampire had something to do with this?"

      My mom sighed. "That light was a signal, a mystic connection to a vampire who has the ability to manipulate minds. A kind of compulsion."

      "You're saying that Morty was under the influence of vampiric mind control?"

      "I am," my mother said. "Some vampires, especially older ones, have unique abilities. I can't say this was the same one I encountered before. It was almost a decade ago. I was tracking a vampire through the Plaza in Kansas City. A man approached me. His eyes flashed the same way. He told me to stand down. He said he'd leave, and no one would be harmed if I let him go."

      "This man was a vampire?"

      "He wasn't. In fact, no sooner did he say it than his eyes changed again. He was confused. He didn't know how he got there. He was three blocks away the last he remembered when someone, a man with dark eyes, approached him."

      I bit my lip. "Did he tell you what this man looked like?"

      "He had strange teeth, he told me. And a bald head. He described him as a sinister Mr. Clean."

      I stared at my mom blankly. "It was Vincent. I think he tried something like that with me when I found him in that strip club. It didn't work. I didn't think much of it. It was just a flash. There was a lot going on."

      "His abilities must not work on you, probably for the same reason you can reap vampires. You must be immune to his influence."

      I shook my head. "Why would a vampire want Morty to waken Sienna?"

      "I'm not sure. They wanted her before. Perhaps they still had a use for her and wanted her awakened before she fully healed."

      I clenched my fists. "Then she's turned?"

      "We don't know that. She didn't look like it. A new vampire, when turned, has to feed almost immediately. If she was a vampire, she would have attacked Morty or the nurse. She'd need blood."

      "Then what would Vincent want with her? She's just a girl, a barista from Kansas City. Sure, she has the right blood type, but so do millions of other people."

      My mom shook her head. "I wish I knew. She might not be in the clear, though. Just because she isn’t a vampire yet, if the virus was still in her system, perhaps she'll turn later."

      "We have to find her," I said. "Is there any way to reverse the turn if that's the case?"

      "Only if we do what we did before," my mom said. "We'd need a Reaper to harvest her soul again. Then she'd have to heal again. The process would have to start all over."

      I nodded. "Well, the only Reaper I could maybe convince to do that is Morty, but he's clearly compromised."

      "Perhaps. It depends on the extent of Vincent's compulsion. I've only encountered this once before. I'm not sure if he can issue a single command, a series of commands, or maintain his connection to someone he's controlling until he lets go."

      "The time stamp on the video showed this all happened an hour before we arrived."

      "Which was maybe three hours ago, Zoey. There's no telling how far from here they are now."

      "We need to get Cerberus. He knows Vincent's scent. If Vincent is still in Baton Rouge, he'll be able to find him."

      "And if he's not?"

      "Then my best guess is we'll have to make a trip to New Orleans. He was operating in the French Quarter when we found him. If he took Morty and Sienna somewhere, my guess is it's there."
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      We sent off Cerberus to search Baton Rouge. Chances were good that Vincent had taken Sienna back to New Orleans. He wanted her for some reason. He wouldn't have gone to such an effort to manipulate Morty otherwise. I was hopeful that the vampire had let Morty loose. He had what he wanted, after all.

      It wouldn't take Cerberus long. He could move in and out of the astral plane fast, utilizing his acute sense of smell to locate them. He knew both and had their scent. If they were in or around Baton Rouge, Cerberus would find them.

      Besides, we had to wait for my dad. Gabriel was on a deadline to deliver the soul to the boatman at the River Styx. It wouldn't take him long after that to make his way to my dad's office, maybe an hour. Probably less. Since Dad could create portals to Earth from the underworld, if we could find Sienna, he could send me into the vampire’s lair.

      Of course, the vampires had lairs. They're vampires. They don't live in houses. Evil things dwell in lairs. If you're ever uncertain if someone or something you encounter is villainous, ask them if they have a lair. If they do, you know they're no good.

      Good guys had bases or headquarters. That was just how it worked. Then again, maybe I'd watched too much television.

      The point is that with my father's help, once we knew where Sienna was, I could get in and out of there with her fast. I couldn't use my cloak. They already knew how to silence the enchantment that allowed me to stay invisible and navigate the astral plane. If my dad didn't show up? Well, I'd have to sneak into the place like Ethan Hunt from Mission Impossible. There’s' a reason those movies have that title. My chances of taking on Vincent, Katerina, and who knows how many other vampires and sneaking Sienna out of there unscathed were slim to none, especially since vampires moved fast and had a host of unusual abilities. If Vincent could compel people, there was no telling what skills the vampires he was working with had acquired.

      I lay on my motel bed, staring at the ceiling. "What is taking him so long!"

      My mom was sitting on the edge of her bed, scrolling through her phone. "Maybe your dad isn't in his office. He's got a lot on his plate right now."

      I nodded. "You're right. I have no clue what an Olympian audit entails."

      "It must not be going too poorly. I mean, you're still on good terms with your ex, right?"

      I nodded. "Our breakup was mutual. There isn't any animosity between us. Not from my side, at least."

      "If your dad was in any serious trouble, Gabriel would tell you, I suspect."

      I nodded. "He would. At the very least, if he didn't think he'd be able to get to Dad, he would have said something."

      "Then I suppose we have to either be a little more patient or imagine that your father has a good reason not to come."

      A loud bark and scratching on the motel door got my attention. I sprang out of the bed. I knew the bark. It was Cerberus. I wasn't sure why he didn't just walk through the door. He could have. I opened the door.

      He was about twice his normal size. He could grow several times larger than that if he wanted to. Sienna was clinging to his back.

      "Oh, my God!" I said. "You found her!"

      Cerberus stepped inside. Sienna slid off. My mom caught her before she hit the floor.

      "Sienna!" I joined my mother to help her to her feet.

      "Hey, Zoey," Sienna mumbled. "Good...to see you."

      We helped Sienna over to my bed. She sat down on the edge. "I'm sorry. I'm weak. They took a lot of blood."

      My mom brushed Sienna's hair aside and checked her neck. "Where did they bite you?"

      Sienna shook her head. "They didn't."

      "But they took your blood?" I asked.

      Sienna nodded. "They strapped me to a chair and filled several bags. I don't know why."

      I put my arm around her. "I'm just glad you're here."

      Cerberus huffed. "I'm sorry. I couldn't get Morty. He wasn't himself."

      "He was still under Vincent's compulsion," my mom mused. "Where are they?"

      "They were at an abandoned warehouse, but they're leaving."

      Sienna winced. "They're going back to New Orleans."

      "Do you know what they want Morty for?" I asked.

      Sienna took a deep breath. "I'm not sure. They tested my blood. I don't know what they were looking for, but the vampires were pretty excited about it. I think they want to use Morty to do the same thing to other new vampires that he did to me."

      I bit my lip. "To extract their souls? Why would they want to do that? It prevents the transformation."

      Sienna shook her head. "I don't know. I wish I did."

      I reached down and scratched Cerberus behind the ears as he shrank to his normal size. "Thank you for saving her."

      Cerberus nodded. "I just wish I could have done more."

      "You can," I said. "You can help us track the vampires in New Orleans."

      My mom leaned over Sienna. "Mind if I check your eyes?"

      Sienna nodded and looked up at Josephine. She placed her thumb under Sienna's left eyebrow and shone her phone light into it, then did the same thing with her right.

      "It doesn't look like you're a vampire," my mom said. "You don't have any idea why they wanted your blood?"

      Sienna shook her head. "I'm sorry. I was scared, and they were careful not to say much."

      "Apart from the blood loss and lightheadedness, do you feel normal?"

      "I'm pretty weak. How long was I out?"

      "A few weeks," I replied. "Do you remember anything?"

      "Not really," Sienna said. "I had flashes. A lot of beer. For some reason, I dreamed about a party."

      I chuckled. "Your soul was in my brother's scythe. You must've seen some of what he was doing."

      Sienna nodded. "I'm sorry. All this is strange. Vampires and...your brother. You...what are you, exactly?"

      "We're Reapers. Sort of. I mean, my brother is."

      "I'm Josephine. I'm Zoey's mom."

      "So, you're a Reaper, too?" Sienna asked.

      "That would be my father," I said. "Josephine is human. It's a long story. I know it's a lot to take in, but I'll answer any questions you have after we save my brother."

      "So, you reap people's souls?" Sienna asked.

      "I'm different. I only reap vampires and other supernaturals."

      "Other supernaturals?"

      "Like werewolves." I shrugged. "This is all new to me, too."

      "I'll go with you. I want to help."

      "I don't know if that's a good idea," Josephine replied. "Even if you weren't weak right now, we're facing vampires, Sienna."

      "But we can't just leave her here, either. And we can't leave Cerberus with her. We need him."

      "It's okay," Sienna told us. "I don't know how I know this, but I'm pretty sure they can't hurt me. The bald vampire warned the others not to bite me."

      My mom pressed her lips together. "I wonder if you have antibodies of some kind? They were trying to change you into a vampire when we saved you before. Extracting your soul while your body healed was the only way we could prevent you from turning. Your body might have developed resistance to the vampire virus."

      Sienna snorted. "I don't know. But he seemed to think I was the key to something important. I'm pretty sure they want to use that other boy, the one who woke me up, to try to duplicate whatever he did to me."

      My mom furrowed her brow. "It's curious. I'm not sure why the vampires would be excited about antibodies to vampirism unless they're trying to come up with a cure. But that isn't likely. I've never met a vampire who had the slightest desire to become human again."

      "There's only one way to find out," I offered. "We have to find Morty and break Vincent's compulsion over him."

      "There's only one way you can do that, Zoey. We’d have to kill Vincent."

      I smiled. "Well, that's convenient. I was planning to do that already."
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      My mom led Sienna to the ‘Vette. We figured, given her condition, riding an hour on the back of a motorcycle wasn't recommended. Cerberus ran beside me, occasionally appearing to let me know he was still there. Sometimes he ran through the astral plane. Other times, when he was up for the heat, he ran through Hades. Either plane allowed him to move at my speed.

      Riding a Harley had a different feel than a sports bike. On my father's bike, I was a little more laid back. On my motorcycle, no matter how fast I was going, it was like I was racing. If you ride a Harley, you're more likely to be the kind of person who shows up to a fight and confronts your opponent straight-up. If you ride a sports bike, what they sometimes call a crotch rocket, you're more of a lurks in the shadows sort who attacks like a ninja and disappears with little bravado.

      Both styles appealed to my personality. Without the use of my cloak, though, my usual ninja-like assault was off the table. I'd have to handle this fight the Harley Davidson way. Especially since, for whatever reason, my father never showed up.

      Now that we knew we had no option to free Morty but to kill Vincent, though, the idea of sneaking in and grabbing my brother and pulling him back to the underworld wasn't tenable. Did Vincent’s compulsion work across dimensions? No clue. Bringing Morty back to the underworld, still under his influence, might be disastrous. This was only going to end one way—with Vincent’s soul sliced out of his body courtesy of my scythe.

      The French Quarter was as busy as ever. It was a Saturday night. I imagined it was pretty crazy there even during the week, though. We parked near Jackson Square.

      Sienna looked a lot better as she got out of the car. She was munching on a cookie. My mom must've gotten her some food when we fueled up before leaving Baton Rouge.

      Sienna looked around as my mom locked the ‘Vette. "Wow, this place is really cool."

      I smiled. "Yeah, the architecture is unique."

      "Is Cerberus here?" Josephine asked.

      I nodded. "Cerberus, mind making an appearance?"

      The hellhound materialized out of the astral plane. He looked like a large dog—nothing out of the ordinary. Of course, if he allowed one of his other heads to pop out, he'd garner a few stares. Even that might not be enough to shock the revelers who populated the French Quarter.

      It was late, so sobriety was scarce. Some were tourists. Wearing Mardi Gras beads when it wasn't the season for it suggested as much. There were plenty of street entertainers. Musicians. Fortune tellers. People in body paint attempting to hold a static pose as if they were a statue. Of course, there were buckets and open instrument cases set out with spare change and dollar bills inside.

      "Cerberus, can you pick up Morty's scent?"

      Cerberus huffed. "There are a lot of people here. It's not easy. Maybe if we get close to wherever he is, if he's even here, I'll be able to identify his location."

      "Any vampires?" my mom asked.

      "Too many," Cerberus said. "It's the same problem. Trying to identify Vincent amid so many won't be easy."

      My chest tightened. "How many is too many?"

      "Dozens of them. This place is swarming with bloodsuckers."

      "We might need to wait until sunrise," my mom offered. "Even if we can locate Vincent, he'll be a lot harder to catch if he can run. He'll have to take shelter somewhere once the sun is up."

      I nodded. "Then we need to use this time to gather intelligence. Reconnaissance is one of several necessary steps for a successful reaping."

      "It's also important for any vampire hunt," my mom replied. "One thing about vampires, they're creatures of habit. Usually, I'll spend weeks monitoring a vampire's activities before I make a move."

      "We don't have that luxury right now. Not to mention, if they have an alpha werewolf working with them, there's a chance he'll identify my scent. I don't know if he can do that when he hasn’t shifted, but it's a possibility. Once they realize we're here, any element of surprise we might have will be lost."

      "I'd guess they're preparing for us anyway. They have your brother. They know Sienna is with us. They'll expect us to come for him."

      "If Cerberus can't identify them, as long as we mingle with the crowd, if their werewolf ally can sense you, presumably he'll have the same problem. The best thing we can do is act like tourists and do our best to blend in."

      We tried to act like tourists. We grabbed drinks. My mom got one of those spiked fruit-flavored seltzers. Since Sienna was underage and still recovering from blood loss, she got a Coke. I just had water. Nerves and carbonation don't mix well for me.

      It wasn't that I was anxious, per se. I was worried about Morty and concerned about what the vampires were up to. I was hyperalert, expecting that a vampire would jump out at us. I needed to be ready.

      I nodded and smiled at a man who was playing drums on buckets, using a shopping cart like a hi-hat. He grinned back at me. I felt obligated. I reached into my pocket, retrieved a dollar bill, and tossed it into a bucket designated for that purpose.

      I had to hand it to him. He was good. I soon regretted it, though, because I didn't have another dollar, and the saxophone player who was swaying his hips to something jazzy deserved one just as much.

      The air was scented by a unique blend of Cajun cooking, booze, cigarettes, and weed. Depending on where we were, different odors predominated. No wonder Cerberus was so confused. His snout darted back and forth as he sniffed the air. He'd said there were a lot of vampires out and about. It was strange to think about that. Given the dim lighting and the density of the crowd, I didn't see any I could easily identify.

      A tall man, handsome, black skin, and a bald head, stumbled toward me through the crowd.

      I raised an eyebrow. He was probably going to flirt with me. "Can I help you?"

      The man showed me his phone. "What are these things? Do you know? I've been asking everyone."

      I looked at the picture. He'd captured an image of little horseheads on poles.

      "Horseheads on poles," I explained helpfully.

      "Yeah, I know. But they're everywhere down here. I don't get it! What's up with the horses?"

      I snorted. "I'm a tourist too. You're better off asking someone else."

      "Let me look," my mom said.

      The man showed her his phone. "Ah, I know what these are."

      "Seriously? I've asked everyone! What the hell are they for?"

      "For tying up your horse," my mom told him. "These streets are narrow. The buildings have been here a while. People used to ride horses here. Those horse heads are relics from a bygone era."

      The man smiled, flashing his white teeth. I could smell booze on his breath. "Thank you! You made my day!"

      I chuckled. "How'd you know that, Mom?"

      My mom shrugged. "I don't know much about the vampire community here, but I've been here for a few Mardi Gras parades. A tour guide explained what those horses were for."

      I looked around. Sure enough, there was a small box with several horse heads sticking up not twenty feet down the sidewalk. "Funny, I didn't even notice those."

      Sienna elbowed me in the side. I turned. "What is it?"

      "Is that woman staring at us?"

      I followed Sienna's gaze to a woman sitting at a table in a narrow alley between two buildings. Her eyes were wide. Her hair was frizzed. She wore a plain white dress and was barefoot.

      "Who are you looking at?" my mom asked.

      "That woman at the table. I think she's a fortune teller."

      My mom tilted her head. "I don't see anyone."

      "Right there!" Sienna said, pointing at the woman.

      My mom snorted. "I don't see anyone."

      "Cerberus?” I asked. "Do you see the woman we're talking about?"

      Cerberus pawed my leg. He wasn't talking now that we were in a crowd. His gesture signified that he saw her, too.

      "You seriously don't see her?" I asked.

      She shook her head. "I see an empty table and a few chairs. That's it."

      The woman waved at us and gestured at the chairs in front of her.

      I exchanged glances with Sienna, then shrugged. "Might as well talk to her."

      "Be careful," my mom cautioned. "If you can see someone I can't, she probably isn't human."

      "Why can I see her if you can't?" Sienna asked.

      My mom sighed. "I don't know."

      "Come on," I urged. "We won't know unless we talk to her."

      "Come here, children," the woman requested.

      I cocked my head. "We aren't children, but all right."

      "Take a seat, both of you."

      I bit my lip, then pulled the chair out and sat down. Sienna did the same.

      "I haven't seen one of your kind in some time." The woman looked at me. "And you, child! You're something new. Something else."

      "Something else?" Sienna asked.

      "You're like something I know well, but you're different, aren't you?"

      "What do you know about her?" I asked.

      The woman chuckled. "Only that she's unique, child."

      "Who are you?" Sienna asked.

      "My name does not matter. I was a mambo once. A caplata."

      I narrowed my eyes. "I don’t know what you're talking about."

      "Never mind, dear. What I was is not the same as what I am."

      I snorted. "We're looking for someone. Someone like me."

      "A Reaper, then?" the woman asked.

      I nodded. "How did you know?"

      "I know many things, dear girl. I also see that you are different from the others. Your very existence is a threat to the balance, is it not?"

      I cleared my throat. "I should hope not. I mean, the balance is a good thing, right?"

      The woman shrugged. "That depends on your perspective."

      "You said before that you haven't seen one such as me in some time. That means my brother, the one I'm looking for, hasn't been here?"

      "I said I haven't seen one such as you in some time. You’re not a common Reaper, dear."

      "So, have you seen Morty?" Sienna asked.

      The woman chuckled. "I have seen him, and I shall again. I see all things."

      I scratched the top of one hand. "Would you clarify what that means? Are you saying Morty is here now?"

      "What is now? When is then? To me, there is always the evermore."

      "Are you a ghost?" I asked.

      "Of a kind. Also, a seer. An oracle, if you like. But you are not wrong, I suppose. I was human once. I evaded one of your kind, or I should say, one of the common Reapers who came for me at the end of my former life."

      "So, you're a wandering soul?"

      "No, dear. I do not wander. I remain here, there, and everywhere."

      I glanced at Sienna, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. "I'm still not sure I follow."

      "Past, present, and future remain a stubbornly persistent illusion. What is, shall be. What shall be, has always been."

      "You said I'm something else. What are you talking about?" Sienna asked.

      "We are kin, child. You are more like me than those who walk the Earth."

      "Are you saying she's dead?" I asked.

      The woman laughed. "What is dead? Some would think I am dead, but do dead women speak?"

      "But I am alive," Sienna protested. "I have a body. People see me."

      "They do," the mambo agreed. "But your spirit is not unlike mine. Your flesh remains...similar to those who dwell in the world. Similar, but not the same. Alike, but different."

      "Is she a vampire?" I asked.

      "She is what she is. I cannot say she is. I cannot say she is not."

      "So, I'm still human?" Sienna asked.

      "Even as I am, or we all are. But you are more. I cannot commit to a label, child."

      "We're looking for a vampire named Vincent. He has my brother. Can you help us find him?"

      "The light will reveal the truth, dear. This was not why I bade you come to me."

      "Then what did you want to tell us?" I asked.

      "I wish to warn you, dear. There are others, some who would do you ill. Be careful with whom you speak here. Not everyone who seems to be your friend wishes you well."

      "I know that. There are vampires here."

      The woman nodded. "And others."

      "What others?" I asked.

      "I cannot say." the mambo opened her palms and laid them on the table.

      I reached to put my hands in hers. She yanked them away. "Do not touch me! You mustn't!"

      "Sorry, I thought..."

      "Do not think! Listen only!"

      I put my hands back in my lap. The woman replaced her open hands on the table, closed her eyes, and gasped.

      "You must leave."

      "Leave?" I asked. "Leave you, or leave this city?"

      "You must go to where all began. That is where you will find what you seek."

      "Where what began?" I asked.

      "To the place where you first realized your truth, child."

      "When I first invoked my scythe?"

      The woman smiled at me. "Perhaps."

      I grunted. "Well, thank you for the warning."

      "Go with haste!" the mambo shouted.

      I scooted my chair out. When I did, my leg slipped forward, and my calf brushed the mambo's foot.

      A sharp pain settled in my leg. I winced.

      "I told you not to touch me!" the mambo screamed.

      "Leave now! Go! The balance of all things is at stake!"

      I jumped back, and my wounded leg buckled under me. I caught myself. My leg was fine, but the pain! It was as if I'd been shocked by electricity when her foot brushed my leg.

      Sienna stood up, too.

      I looked back at the mambo. She was gone.

      "What was that about?" my mom asked.

      "I'm not sure. I think we're supposed to go back to Kansas City."

      "Was it a ghost?" my mom asked.

      I nodded. "And something more. I don't know. But she said what we seek can only be found where it began. Where I first realized I was a Reaper after all."

      "To Vlad's mansion?" my mom asked.

      I sighed. "I think so, but she wasn't clear."

      Cerberus pawed my leg. I winced. He’d hit the spot the woman had wounded.

      "Come," Cerberus said. "I have his scent."

      "Morty's?" I asked.

      Cerberus shook his head. "It's Vincent. He's not far from here."

      "What do we do?" Sienna asked. "Do we ignore this crazy spirit lady, or do we leave and go back to Kansas City?"

      I shook my head. "We'll do what she said. But can we trust her?"

      "I wouldn't believe what a random spirit told you," my mom said. "And what happened to your leg?"

      I bent over and pulled up my left pant leg. A bruise had appeared on my calf. "I don't know. She touched me. I mean, I touched her by accident. It hurts like hell."

      "We know Vincent is here," my mom continued. "I say we investigate that first. If Morty isn't with him, I will call Kevin. He can check out that mansion for us. If Morty is there, we'll leave."

      I nodded. "Sounds like a plan."

      "But what if we're wrong?" Sienna protested. "The mambo said we should leave in haste."

      "If she's wrong, if Morty is here with Vincent, we can't leave until we know for sure."

      "I agree," my mom interjected. "We can't trust what some ghost told you. She might have her own agenda. I haven't encountered a lot of spirits. In fact, I'm not sure I've ever seen one. What I do know, though, is that those who manifest usually have a reason to do so. And if touching the mambo hurt you like that, she must consist of some kind of negative energy."

      "You're suggesting she is misleading us?" I asked.

      My mom bit her lip. "What I'm saying is we should consider that as likely as the notion that she meant well. It would be foolish to take the spirit at her word."
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      My mom texted Kevin. He was probably asleep. He'd barely arrived. Still, we needed him to check out Vlad's old mansion as soon as possible. There wasn't any guarantee that Morty was there. It would have been quite a feat for the vampires to move him so fast. Still, it was a stone we had to overturn.

      If there was any activity there, it would confirm that the ghost mambo wasn't off her rocker. At least, presuming I’d understood her correctly. I was supposed to go to the place where I realized my truth. It was where my scythe manifested the first time. What else could she have meant?

      I glanced across the street. The man who'd asked us about the horseheads before was staring at a set of them, shaking his head with a wide grin on his face. He looked up as I was watching and waved.

      I grinned and waved back. He knelt beside the horses, held out his phone, and took a selfie. He was proud that he'd managed to track down the answer to his horsehead mystery.

      "Some people are easily entertained." Sienna chuckled.

      I nodded. "I wish our situation was that simple. It seems like the more we look, the more complicated this situation becomes. Are you okay?"

      "Sure," Sienna replied gamely. "I'm feeling a little better. The world isn't spinning around me anymore, at least."

      I smiled. "That's good. I meant after what that mambo told you."

      Sienna shrugged. "She was talking in riddles. I mostly feel like myself. I don't think anything profound about who I am changed."

      I put an arm around her. "Well, if anything feels off, say something. I don’t want to see anything happen to you."

      Sienna averted her eyes. "I should thank you, I think. I mean, you’ve saved my life more than once."

      I chuckled. "I owed you. How many times have you covered for me at Cup-O-Joe's? You've saved my job several times over."

      Sienna chuckled. "Saving someone's job and saving their life isn't equal. I don't think I'll ever be able to pay you back. You risked your life for me. I'm not sure I understand everything, but it sounds like your brother risked a lot, too, by helping me."

      "Was that why you wanted to come along? To help save him?"

      Sienna nodded. "That's part of it. I also didn't want to be left alone in a strange city."

      "Cerberus, still have the vampire's scent?"

      Cerberus huffed and pawed my leg. Usually, that meant yes. This time, though, he shook his head. I ducked back into the alley where we’d met the spirit lady. "What's up?"

      "I lost his scent. He was near when you were talking to that ghost, then he vanished and blended into the crowd."

      I sighed. "So, he knows we're here."

      "I think so. I'll keep trying. At least we know he's nearby."

      My mom pocketed her phone. "No response. I'm guessing he's sleeping."

      I nodded. "Cerberus lost the scent, but we know he's here. And, well, Vincent knows we are, too."

      My mom shook her head. "This is going to get complicated."

      "Maybe. Look, even if Morty isn't here, if we kill Vincent, it will break the compulsion he's using on him, right?"

      "Presuming he's the one that's doing it. I've only encountered this ability in a vampire once before. Still, I don't know when abilities like that come in. Maybe it has to do with age. If that's the case, Katerina can likely do the same thing."

      "We know Vincent can do it. Worst-case scenario, we take care of a nasty vampire. And if we capture him and get him to talk, he probably knows where Morty is."

      "I guess it's back to Square One. Maybe, if we're lucky, the vampire will turn up again."

      We walked up and down Bourbon Street. All kinds of nonsense was going on around us. Since Vincent almost certainly knew we were there, we didn't have to try to blend in.

      The weird horsehead guy was still indulging his obsession. It seemed like everywhere we went, he was there, checking out more horseheads and getting more pictures of himself with them.

      "Do you think he's following us?" Sienna asked.

      "He definitely is," my mom replied. "He's probably attracted to one of you."

      Sienna snorted. "He's cute, but I don't do weird."

      My mom laughed. "All guys are weird if you know them long enough."

      I grinned. "I think that's common to all people. But if everyone is weird, does that make him strange?"

      "It does," Sienna said. "Because people are different kinds of weird. This horsehead wanderer isn't quite right."

      My mom shrugged. "Or the horsehead thing is an excuse to follow us around."

      "Which is weird!" Sienna said. "If he digs me or Zoey, he should just say something."

      "Who is to say he isn't into me?" my mom asked. "I'm hot."

      “For an old person.” I chuckled.

      "I’m not that old, Zoey! I'm in my forties."

      "That's old!" Sienna and I replied in unison.

      We laughed about it for a good fifteen seconds before Cerberus tugged my pant leg again and barked.

      "Do you smell the vampire?" I asked.

      Cerberus nodded and took off through the crowd. We pushed behind him. Every step felt like a hammer strike to my calf. I tried to focus past the pain. There wasn't anything wrong with my leg. It was a bad bruise, or that was what it felt like. I didn't have any reason to suspect it was worse than that, and thankfully, the pain was localized and wasn’t spreading.

      I clenched my fist in an effort to take my focus off my calf. Cerberus was moving faster than we could. As a dog, he could weave between the people in the Quarter a lot easier than we could.

      "I'm not going to lose him." I took off my backpack. "Plus, if I'm in the astral plane, this damn bruise shouldn't slow me down."

      "Zoey, I don't know if that's a good idea."

      "If anyone sees anything, they'll just do a double-take. I'm not letting Vincent get away, and if that mambo ghost was right, we shouldn't linger here any longer than necessary."

      "We'll follow Cerberus and catch up," Sienna told me.

      My mom shook her head. Before she could respond, I tossed my cloak over my head, lifted my hood, and entered the astral plane.

      The pain in my leg disappeared. I wasn't sure why since I still had my body, but I wasn't going to question it. I accelerated through the crowd. Pressing through people was awkward, but I could do it. It just took focus. I fixed my eyes on Cerberus's backside as he ran. He couldn't disappear like I did since he was following Vincent's scent. Still, he was moving with purpose. The crowd only slowed him down a little. A few people looked at him in shock as he pushed past them. He was intimidating, even at his normal size.

      Cerberus turned down an alley and disappeared.

      Why the hell did he do that?

      It became clear straight away. The pain in my calf returned. Three vampires stood holding miniature versions of the blacklight lamps that had dispelled my cloak's enchantments before.

      Vincent stood there, his fangs glistening in the lamps’ light.

      "There you are!" Vincent greeted.

      "Where's my brother!" I shouted.

      "Oh, come now, Miss Grimm. Why don't we go for a walk? Take off your cloak, if you don't mind. That way, my colleagues here can stop shining those damn lamps.

      "Who gave you those things?" I asked. "I know their power comes from the underworld."

      Vincent laughed. "I'll just say we've learned a lot in the last few weeks, Miss Grimm. The existence of your kind had given us a reason to change our plans. We have a much better strategy than before, I'd say."

      "Who is helping you?" I asked. "You must have a Reaper feeding you information."

      Vincent laughed. "You'll find out soon, Miss Grimm. The Reapers have reason to assist us, and I daresay, your interference is an unnecessary complication."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Why would a Reaper help vampires?"

      "Like I said, Miss Grimm, remove your cloak. Let’s go find a place more...public, where we can speak."

      "Wouldn't it be better to talk in private?"

      "And risk you calling forth your scythe? Follow me, Miss Grimm. I find it unlikely that you'd want to expose who you really are to the whole French Quarter."

      I shrugged. "There's enough weirdness going on that I could probably get away with it."

      "Trust me, Miss Grimm. Many here are far more insidious than my kind, and they are watching you. You don't want to expose your talents to them."

      "What the hell are you talking about?" I asked.

      Vincent laughed. "Why do you suppose creatures like us, or even werewolves, are immortal?"

      "I don't know. Maybe so you'd have to live with your guilt without the reprieve of death?"

      "Nice theory, but no. The truth is you and I are more alike than you realize. We vampires are not unlike Reapers. We have human bodies, but there is a spirit in us, a divinity that never dies."

      "You're saying that you're gods?" I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      "As are you, Miss Grimm. But your kind, the Reapers, devoted yourselves to a task that is undoubtedly beneath them. Why should you care what happens to mortal souls? Why do you do the bidding of the gods and deliver the dead to the boatman?"

      "It's what we do," I countered. "It's important. It's the only way people can rest in peace."

      "So, you admit you've devoted yourselves to the subservience of humanity. You exist for the sole purpose of ensuring that mortal souls don't linger here. That they move on. It's pitiful, Miss Grimm."

      I shook my head. "I don't see it that way."

      "The biggest difference between a Reaper and a vampire is that we refuse to be ruled by anyone. We embrace what we are. We are the rightful heirs of this world. Some of your kind have started to see the light. They refuse to fulfill the whims of the gods who've abandoned this world. Instead, they've chosen to join us in our effort to claim it as our own."

      I shook my head. "You're controlling my brother with your abilities. He wouldn't help you if you didn't make him."

      Vincent laughed. "A temporary measure, Miss Grimm. Once he's heard our plan and agrees to join us, I'll no longer have any reason to manipulate his will. Many Reapers have joined us. You could, too."

      I shook my head. "I'm not a common Reaper, Vincent. You know that."

      "Have you ever considered that what separates you from other Reapers isn't that you reap what you call supernaturals rather than humans. It's that you harvest any who possess divinity. It is because we are immortal like gods that you can eliminate us."

      "What's your point, Vincent?"

      "When we take over, other divines might threaten us. You could be the enforcer for our new world order. You could prevent the gods from taking out their wrath on the Earth."

      "They'd stop you! Why wouldn't I just let them do that?"

      "The gods are not patient beings, Miss Grimm. If they are forced to come to Earth, do you really think they'll come to save humanity? They don't care about mortals. They'll destroy everyone, human, vampire, and Reaper alike."

      I huffed. "I don't believe you."

      "Believe it or not, Miss Grimm, it is the truth. The only way for you to protect humanity is to fight with us. We are not the gravest threat to the human race. We require them for sustenance. We will care for the world, probably better than humans do. But if we don't have your help, there's no telling what the gods might do."

      "And you’ve told this bullshit story to other Reapers? They've bought into it?"

      Vincent smiled, flashing his fangs. “We have those we require.”

      “What are you doing with Morty?”

      “Wait until the sun rises, Miss Grimm, and you’ll see the truth.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t want to wait. Tell me.”

      Vincent turned to leave. “I’m not telling you a thing.”

      “Then tell me where my brother is.”

      Vincent laughed. “Why would I do that, Miss Grimm?”

      “Because I told you to, asshole!” I touched the sigil on my wrist. My staff and scythe formed in my hand.

      “You really want to make a scene here? I told you, Miss Grimm, there are others, beings more powerful than I, watching you at this very moment.”

      “I’ll take my chances. At least you’ll be gone, and your influence over Morty will be broken.”

      Vincent shook his head. “Killing me will accomplish nothing for you, Miss Grimm. But if you do, expect not only the rest of my kind to turn against you. You might find that some of your own, those who’ve allied with Katerina, will turn against you and your father.”

      “What do you know about my father?” I asked.

      “Do you think it’s a coincidence that his authority is being called into question? Do you really think the gods cared enough about a few stray souls being reaped too soon that they’d threaten his order?”

      “The Reapers who are working with you and Katerina. They’re putting pressure on my dad so you have leverage over me? Is that what this is? You’re blackmailing me by threatening my father’s authority in the underworld?”

      “Why don’t you put away your stick, Miss Grimm? It is not too late to spare yourself, your father’s position, and the rest of this world from the destruction that might follow if you choose to act the fool.”

      “Fuck you, Vincent!” I shouted, swiping at him with my scythe.

      Vincent ducked. Damn, he was fast.

      Another vampire grabbed me from behind for a second, then his grip loosened. I turned to see my mother plunge the stake in her hand into the vampire’s back. I wanted to crack a joke about how he took it from behind, but Vincent was on my opposite side.

      Except he was running away. Until he wasn’t.

      Cerberus appeared in the middle of the street, almost two stories tall. People started screaming. They didn’t realize that my giant terrifying hellhound was a good guy who was trying to stop a vampire.

      I didn’t know how much of what Vincent had said was true. The only thing I knew for sure was that as long as he was alive, he could control Morty. If my brother wasn’t yet compromised, if the vampires hadn’t deceived him with their lies, we had a chance.

      Cerberus grabbed Vincent with his jaws, and with a hard lash of his neck, threw the vampire in my direction.

      I gripped my scythe with both hands like a baseball bat and swung. The second my blade struck Vincent, he fell to the ground, and his body turned into a cloud of ash. His soul blasted out like fireworks.

      “Home run!” Sienna cheered from the sidewalk.

      “Where are the other two?” I asked.

      “They got away,” my mom told me. “But between us, we took down two, including Vincent.”

      I nodded. “But we might have a bigger problem on our hands now.”

      The screams weren’t as loud as they had been. Most of the people had fled the area. Cerberus had returned to his normal size.

      Then, I saw the crazy horsehead guy staring at us and grinning. He held his phone in the air and waved it at us. Had he recorded everything? That wouldn’t be good.

      I ran toward him. As I approached, he turned his head over his shoulder, smirked, and snapped his fingers. A cloud of smoke formed at his feet. When it dissipated, he was gone.

      “Who the hell was that guy?” I asked.

      My mom shook her head. “I don’t know, but I think he wasn’t as fascinated by the horseheads as he seemed.”

      I sighed. “He was watching us. That ghost, the mambo we were talking to before? She said there were others here who might wish to see us harmed. Vincent also said we were being watched. That if I dared show myself, I’d have bigger problems than vampires. I hope he wasn’t right.”

      “What kind of problems? Do you know what he was talking about?”

      I shrugged. “He said something about how Reapers were joining the vampire, and if I didn’t join them too, we’d likely face the wrath of the gods.”

      “Seriously?” Sienna asked. “The gods?”

      I nodded. "I don't know how much of what Vincent said is true, but he did know a lot about what was going on in the underworld. He said that it was because of the vampires and the Reapers who'd allied themselves with them that my father's position was being scrutinized."

      Josephine shook her head. "Vampires are nothing if not liars. We did the right thing, Zoey."

      I sighed. "I sure hope so. This whole thing—the mambo, the horse wanderer, and now revealing ourselves to the entire French Quarter—has me on edge."

      Sirens blared in the distance.

      Sienna chuckled. "Someone must've called the cops. Told them Clifford was attacking the French Quarter."

      My mom laughed.

      I cocked my head. "Clifford?"

      "The big red dog!" Sienna explained.

      "I don't get it. Cerberus is black."

      Mom chuckled. "Still, he's big. It was funny, Zoey."

      "Well, getting arrested for unleashing our big black dog on Bourbon Street won’t be."

      My mom sighed. "They have leash laws for a reason."

      "Hey!" Cerberus called. "I won't be leashed. Not having it!"

      I smiled. "Then we'd better get the hell out of here before the cops show up."
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      Kevin texted back to my mom. There was some vampire activity at Vlad's old mansion back in Kansas City, but he couldn't confirm if Katerina was there. It was a place to start.

      Also, given the scene we caused in the French Quarter, with several ominous warnings looming from various sources, and Vincent no longer a threat, we figured it was best to skip town.

      I was eager to get back home. I missed my bed. More than that, there wasn't a clear "next step" to take in New Orleans. I can't say that with Vincent gone another vampire wouldn't take his place, or there weren't other issues afoot, but rescuing Morty was the top priority.

      Also, if we got back to Kansas City, I could finally go visit my dad and find out why the hell he never showed up. Did Gabriel give him the message? Were the problems he was facing bigger than all this? When I saw Gabriel, before, it was before we knew Morty was kidnapped by vampires. Surely if he knew that his son was in danger, he'd come. Not to mention, I wanted to run by him everything Vincent said. Could it be true? Were Reapers, as semi-divines, really allying with vampires? If that was the case, it suggested some kind of major war between the Reapers and the gods was brewing. If Reapers were defecting from the underworld and helping vampires, it couldn't be good for the audit my father was enduring. Losing a few souls in the reaping process was one thing. Losing Reapers was another matter altogether. I'd never heard of anything like that ever happening. Of course, until recently, I didn't know that vampires were real.

      My mom had to take care of a couple of things, like returning the rental car and arranging for my wrecked bike to get hauled back to Kansas City. Sienna and I decided to get a head start before sunrise.

      The sooner we got back, the sooner I could get in touch with my father and Kevin and come up with a plan. While we did that, it would give my mom a chance to catch up.

      Sienna held on around my waist as we headed north on the highway. The sun hadn't quite cracked the horizon to the east. I don't know if I'd ever ridden so early in the morning when I wasn't in the city, going to work. Out in the open, with fields all around and morning dew moistening the edges of the highway, there was a freshness to the air. It was invigorating. I needed that. My days and nights were getting turned around. The nap I’d taken the day before wasn't enough. Energy drinks, or those five-hour get-up shots, were likely in my future.

      I had my hair tied up. I didn't always. I figured the last thing Sienna wanted was to be lashed in the face by my chocolate locks.

      The first glare of sunlight struck my right eye, then something yanked my head back. Sienna tightened her grip around my waist, and I felt a sharp pain in the side of my neck.

      I skidded the bike to a halt, grabbed Sienna from behind my back, and flung her over the handlebars.

      "Sienna, what the hell!"

      She stood up and stared at me, her mouth agape. Her long fangs caught the morning light. Her eyes weren't dark like most vampires but had a golden hue to them.

      She charged at me, snarling.

      I parried to the side and caught her in an arm bar.

      "Sienna! Snap out of it!"

      She flailed, trying to get free of my grip. It took all my strength to hold on to her. She elbowed me in the gut.

      It was enough for her to break free.

      She came after me, and this time, I kicked her in the chest, knocking her flat on her back.

      The light would reveal the truth...

      That was what that mambo ghost had said. Vincent had alluded to something similar. Was this what they’d meant? Her body had been partially healed when her soul was restored. Did that mean she became a vampire, now, only during the day?

      Sienna jumped up and came at me again, but I stepped aside. She flew onto the highway, and a semi-truck closed in on her.

      "Damn it!" I shouted and ran after her, grabbing her behind the arms and dragging her off to the side of the road as the truck honked at us. Sienna struggled to nip my arms.

      This was why the vampires were using Reapers. It's why they were so excited when they drew Sienna's blood and tested it. They were making...daywalkers.

      That was the best name I could come up with in the heat of the moment.

      "Sienna! Don't make me do this!"

      Sienna stared at me, her fangs still visible. "I need to feed!"

      "Look at me! It's Zoey. Your friend. You don't want to bite me!"

      I rubbed my neck. One bite, from what I knew, wouldn't be enough to turn me. It still burned as if someone had doused the wound with jalapeno juice.

      With a loud bark, Cerberus appeared beside Sienna. "Try your cloak!"

      Cerberus jumped on Sienna and held her down. I unzipped my backpack and retrieved my reaper cloak. Would it even work on her? She wasn't a Reaper. I forced it over her head and pulled up the hood.

      Sienna relaxed. Cerberus let her go.

      I could still see her. As a Reaper, I could always see other Reapers. It didn't matter if I was wearing my cloak. She was probably invisible to anyone else. I took a deep breath.

      Sienna raised her head, her face partially obscured by the hood. "Oh, my God! Zoey! I'm so sorry!"

      I exhaled. "Thank God that worked."

      Cerberus strutted around us. "Yep, yep. I saved the day. Who's your hero?"

      I laughed. "You are, Cerberus."

      Sienna giggled. "I don't know if I'll ever get used to a talking dog."

      "I'm just glad you're back to yourself. It seems that sunlight triggers your vampirism. It's almost like whatever happened to you when Morty returned your soul made you a reverse vampire. A daywalker.”

      "Daywalker?" Sienna asked, raising an eyebrow.

      I shrugged. "It's the first thing that came to mind."

      Sienna shook her head. "Will I ever be able to go out in the sun again? I mean, without turning into...you know..."

      "I don't know. We'll try to find a solution. We still need to get back. You'll have to wear the cloak until we can come up with another way to deal with this."

      "How does this thing work?" Sienna asked.

      "It puts you into the astral plane," Cerberus explained. "It might feel like you're on Earth, but there's no sunlight where you are."

      I grinned. "That was quick thinking, Cerberus. Thank you."

      "Don't mention it," Cerberus piped back. "I know I'm brilliant."

      Sienna bent down and patted Cerberus on the side. "You're my hero, buddy."

      I smirked. "What about me?"

      "Oh, you too, Zoey. But he gets the praise at the moment. If you'd like, I will give you a treat later."

      I laughed. "That's okay. I know this is a lot to get our minds around, but we really need to get back on the road."

      I climbed onto my father's bike. Sienna started to climb on behind me.

      "Hold on," Cerberus called. "You're wearing a cloak, you know. You could just run with me."

      "Run with you?" Sienna asked.

      "In the astral plane!" Cerberus clarified.

      "He's right," I added. "You can move a lot faster that way, but it does take some practice."

      "I say we give it a shot," Sienna agreed. "If I'm going to have to wear this thing during the day, it's probably a good idea that I learn how to use it."
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      We made it back to Kansas City without incident. It took Sienna a little time to figure things out. Cerberus helped her. I couldn't always see him. I could see Sienna. I couldn't imagine how awkward this must've been for her. She had gone from being a barista who was trying to save up tuition money to a day-walking vampire in a matter of weeks. Her world had been turned upside down.

      Coming from the underworld, I hadn’t been shocked to learn about vampires and werewolves. I had known about them from fiction and film. As a mythic being, raised with an awareness of the paranormal and supernatural, it was interesting rather than upsetting when I discovered something new.

      Sienna had never encountered anything supernatural her entire life. She had been a normal, good-hearted girl with the hopes and dreams anyone her age might have. Now, she was something new. She was unique. I couldn't guarantee there weren't other daywalkers like her. There probably were. That was the plan or part of it.

      I wasn't sure if my theory about the vampires trying to save the world from werewolves was true. It still could have been, but this was a central part of their agenda. If vampires were vulnerable during the day, claiming control over the world would be difficult if not impossible. If some of them could walk in the sun, though, they'd minimize their primary disadvantage.

      It struck me that this was my doing. I had exposed myself to the vampires. I’d brought my Dad and Morty along to rescue Sienna. We had originally extracted Sienna's soul. The vampires saw me as a threat, but I'd also given them an opportunity, and they'd seized on it before my mom, Kevin, or I got wise to it.

      When the world gives you lemons, they say you should make lemonade. When a Reaper comes after vampires, well, I guess they squeezed that threat into something a lot sweeter, from their perspective. How many Reapers had they convinced to join them? It wouldn't take many. It must not have been a large number, or they wouldn't have needed Morty.

      The vampires also took advantage of me being out of town. The werewolves and even Vincent and his antics had largely been meant to distract me. They didn't want me to go home, not until they had the numbers that gave them confidence that they could handle me. Or until they had enough leverage to blackmail me.

      They'd probably use Morty for that purpose, too. If they couldn't convince him to join them, could they bite him and turn him? They'd wanted to turn me. What would a Reaper become if turned? How would we be different from a run-of-the-mill vampire? I didn't know and didn't want to find out.

      I parked my dad's Harley in my usual spot in front of my apartment.

      "Holy crap, Zoey!" Sienna called as I dismounted the bike. "That was awesome!"

      I grinned. "It is pretty cool, isn't it?"

      "Hells, yeah!"

      I chuckled. It was nice that Sienna had something to be excited about. It would distract her from everything else that had happened. At the same time, it wasn't like she could wear my cloak forever. There were still things she wouldn't be able to do. Going swimming, for example, or sunbathing, wouldn't be enjoyable while wearing a twenty-pound cloak. Still, we were holding her vampiric side at bay, at least for now.

      "Let's go up to my apartment. I need to go see my dad. It shouldn't take long."

      "Can I come with you? I mean, your dad's the Grim Reaper, right?"

      I shook my head. "Technically, mortals can't go to the underworld."

      Cerberus huffed. "She isn't a mortal anymore, Zoey. She'll be fine."

      "See? Puppy Love said it would be fine."

      "’Puppy Love?’" I asked.

      "That's what she's been calling me," Cerberus said. "I hate it."

      "Awe, come on!" Sienna protested. She was more chipper than she should have been, given her condition. "It's cute, right?"

      "I'm not cute," Cerberus shot back. "I'm a hound of Hell. I'm supposed to be frightening."

      Sienna giggled. "See, it's even cute when he thinks he's scary."

      "He is scary," I said. "Didn't you see what he did in the French Quarter?"

      Sienna shrugged. "Since he's on our side, it wasn't that frightening. Cool and badass, but not terrifying."

      I grinned as I opened a door that led up a steep set of stairs to my apartment. Sienna and Cerberus followed me up the stairs and, after I unlocked the door, into my apartment.

      "Don't we have anything to eat around here?" Cerberus asked. "I could really go for a slab of ribs."

      I shook my head. "I have canned tuna."

      "What do you take me for, a cat?"

      Sienna giggled. "You don't have any dog food?"

      "I'm not a dog! I don't eat that dried crap."

      "They make wet dog food, you know," Sienna remarked.

      Cerberus huffed. "Again, not a dog. Whatever. I'll eat later. Maybe when we go after those vampires, they'll have human lackeys working for them. People make for good eating."

      Sienna's eyes widened. I'd never seen someone go from jovial to horrified so quickly.

      "Yes, he eats people," I clarified.

      Cerberus snorted. "Told you I'm not cute."

      "But he's forbidden to. Even bad people. If he eats them with his Hell head, they'll go straight there."

      "Damn!" Sienna exclaimed. "That's a rough way to go."

      "They go down easy," Cerberus replied. "But when I eat them with that head, when their bodies come out the other end..."

      "We don't want to know!" I tried in vain to stop Cerberus from continuing.

      "It burns my butt hole," he added.

      Sienna bit her lip. "Well, that's...delightful."

      "I can send people to Hell. Tastes great, but I pay for it later."

      Sienna shrugged. "So, it's like Taco Bell."

      I rolled my eyes as I set up my crystal. I needed to place it on a pedestal and arrange it so it caught the sunlight. Artificial light worked too since refracted light is refracted light. Still, when I had sunlight, why not use it? When the light hit the crystal and divided according to the dictate of the crystal’s mystic structure, it formed a portal directly into my father's office.

      I stepped through. Sienna and Cerberus followed. I did a quick check to make sure Sienna had made it in one piece. She was fine.

      I turned back. My father was at his desk in a bathrobe with his bare feet kicked up and crossed on top of a disheveled stack of paperwork.

      He jumped up. "Zoey! And...Sienna?"

      Cerberus barked and ran to my dad. He opened his arms as Cerberus tackled him, sending the bottom half of my dad's bathrobe flying up.

      "Oh, God!" I shielded my eyes.

      Sienna took the hint and averted hers. "Well, that's not what I expected to see the first time I encountered the Grim Reaper."

      My father chuckled and stood up, blushing as he straightened his robe. "Sorry about that. I wasn't expecting you. Sienna, how did you... Wait a second!"

      "She's a vampire, Dad. Sort of."

      "Sort of, yeah. I can see that. But she's different."

      "Zoey calls me a daywalker," Sienna interjected.

      My father raised an eyebrow. "A daywalker?"

      "Sunlight brings out her vampiric qualities," I explained. "The cloak seems to protect her."

      "I see." My father looked thoughtful. "How is Morty coming along?"

      "Dad, didn't Gabriel come see you? I saw him on a reaping at a hospital in New Orleans. I told him to give you a message."

      "He hasn't spoken to me. He's been taking double, sometimes triple, assignments. Perhaps he found himself overbooked. What's wrong with Morty, Zoey?"

      "First, he went AWOL. Got wrapped up in the party scene, started ranting that he'd rather stay on Earth like me and didn't want to come back."

      My father chuckled. "That boy's more like me than I'd care to admit. I had a similar experience the first time I went to Earth. Eventually, I came to my senses. He will, too. It's nothing to worry about, Zoey."

      I shook my head. "Except after that, he went to check on Sienna. Well, a vampire got hold of him and used a compulsion on him to awaken her. Then the vampires took him."

      My father's face, which was always pale, turned a ghastly white. "Where did they take him?"

      "That's why we're here. We're not sure. We think they might have taken him back to Kansas City. They're using him, and apparently, other Reapers have defected to their cause. They are creating more daywalkers like Sienna."

      "Reapers who’ve defected, you say?"

      I nodded. "That's what one vampire told me just before I killed him."

      My father shook his head. "I've had a number of Reapers, like Gabriel, requesting additional assignments. He's taken a bunch of level ones and twos under his wing."

      "Dad, Gabriel wouldn't do that."

      My father bit his lip. "Tell me, Zoey. What do you know about Gabriel's family?"

      I shook my head. "Not much. I mean, he didn't talk about them a lot. They seemed nice."

      "I mean his ancestry, Zoey."

      "I don't know. I always figured that like any other family of Reapers, he had a history not unlike that of anyone else."

      "Our family wasn't always in charge of the underworld, Zoey. Thousands of years ago, when the gods still inhabited Olympus in Greece and regularly traversed between worlds, the Grim Reaper was Gravius."

      "Gravius Graves?" I asked.

      My father nodded. "Reapers didn't use surnames back then. That's a recent development. Gabriel's last name is meant to pay homage to his ancestor, the last of his line to be the Grim Reaper."

      "You think he's trying to take over the underworld?" I asked.

      My father shook his head. "It wouldn't be the first time someone of his lineage has attempted to usurp our dynasty, Zoey."

      I huffed. "I can't believe he'd do that. He's a good guy, Dad!"

      "He is," my dad agreed. "But look at the facts. The underworld was going to pass to you eventually. At least, that was what everyone believed. If that were the case, you'd never be able to produce an heir of your own. You can’t carry a child to term in the underworld."

      "You think he was dating me so he could angle for producing an heir for me?"

      My father shrugged. "I don't know, but it made sense that he'd want to get close to you. I didn't think about it at the time. I figured you'd eventually need to find a way to produce an heir regardless, and that was as good a solution as any."

      "But then I had to leave because I couldn't reap. Morty was supposed to take over."

      "Which meant, I suppose, that his plan to reassert his family's claim over my throne was confounded."

      "But, Dad, you're the one who allowed Morty to shadow him all this time. Why would you do that?"

      My father shrugged. "What could he do? He was suited for the job. Besides, it's good to keep an eye on the Graves family.”

      "You sent Morty to shadow him to spy on him?"

      "Not exactly. I truly intended for Morty to learn from him. He is quite the accomplished Reaper, after all. He's taken the initiative to raise in rank since you left the underworld."

      I clenched my fist. "So he could take over! He was the one who reported you to the gods, wasn’t he?"

      "We don't know that," he warned. "It's just a theory, Zoey. I'm speculating right now. But you have to admit, if he received word that Morty was having second thoughts, he might have reason not to pass along that message to me."

      "What about the vampires? A Reaper is helping the vampires. Do you think Gabriel has reason to do that, too?"

      My father sat back and pinched his chin. "I cannot think of any reason he would do that."

      "The vampire in New Orleans said Reapers and vampires are similar. We're both part-divine, part-human. He tried to say that, as Reapers, we are puppets of the gods, but the vampires are free. He suggested that some Reapers might find that appealing."

      My father shook his head. "The ravings of a lunatic with an agenda. It's true; we do have that in common with vampires. It's why, I suppose, Sienna was able to come here."

      "That’s what I said!" Cerberus piped up, hopping into my dad's lap.

      "Good boy." He scratched the hellhound behind the ears.

      "But you can't think of a good reason why Reapers would want to help the vampires?"

      My dad sighed. "Not directly. But if Gabriel is with them, and this plan involves recruiting Morty to their cause, it wouldn't hurt if there were a few other Reapers who could convince him to go along with it. If your brother was complicit in the vampire's plans to create a new species of daywalkers, as you call them, it would call his judgment into question."

      "And it would give the gods reason to appoint a different heir to the throne," I added.

      My father nodded. "Again, this is my best guess, Zoey. That's all it is. Until we know for sure, we have to be careful. If we act against other Reapers without proof, it could raise additional concerns with the gods."

      "The ones auditing you?" I asked.

      My father nodded. "So far, they don't have anything on me that merits deposing our dynasty. Hell, they sent Dionysus of all the gods to conduct the audit, and he's spent as much time drinking on Gehenna Boulevard as he has examining my records.

      “So far, it's like he's just doing due diligence so he can dismiss the concerns that were brought to the Olympians and leave again. But if he finds something solid like a Reaper working with vampires to create a new species of immortals, I don't think even Dionysus could ignore it.”

      "Is this my fault?" Sienna asked. "I mean, it sounds like you guys risked everything to save me."

      My dad shook his head. "Do not blame yourself. Had we been able to follow through with our plan, you would have become human again."

      "But Morty is responsible for what I am. If what you're saying is true, if these gods or whatever find out I exist..."

      "We must prove that Morty was acting under the compulsion of the vampire," my father replied. "But it's essential we get to him before he's convinced to make any more daywalkers."

      I took a deep breath. "And if Gabriel is there with the vampires, urging him to do it..."

      "He trusts Gabriel. He was his mentor. He will do as Gabriel asks."

      "But if the gods believe Gabriel tricked him into doing it, wouldn't that come back on him? Surely they'd see through it!"

      "Perhaps, Zoey. But you forget…if Gabriel was the one who reported me, he's likely already approached the gods at great personal risk. If they trust his word over ours, which is what it would come down to, he will prevail."

      "But they're gods!" I shouted. "They should be able to see through his crap."

      "The Olympian gods are not omniscient, Zoey. They tend to make quick and rash decisions. They do not like getting entangled in the affairs of those they deem to be lesser beings, like us. They only care that whoever is in charge of the underworld maintains the proper balance between life and death and our actions do not interfere with the life they enjoy on Olympus."

      "Then we need to go! We have to get Morty before it's too late."

      My father nodded. "You will have to go alone, Zoey. Dionysus is not as strict an auditor as some, but he will expect me to remain on task. Given all that's happening, I cannot afford any mishaps or failed reapings while he's still in the underworld. You can do this, Zoey. This is what you've trained for your entire life. Everything comes down to this moment. You need to save your brother, save the underworld, and probably the world."

      I smirked. "No pressure, right?"

      My father laughed. "You work best under pressure, Zoey. You always have. Why do you think I held you to such high standards?"

      I pressed my lips together. "All right. We'll do it. But Sienna has my cloak, and that thing comes in handy. Can I borrow another one?"

      "I'll do you one better," my father said, rising from his desk and walking toward his closet.

      "I had these cloaks made by an enchantress several centuries ago, but the cloak wasn't the first device we enchanted. It was simply what I preferred. I was going to give this to you anyway, but you took it upon yourself to remove one of my cloaks without asking."

      "What is it?" I asked.

      My father rooted through a pile of junk in the back of his closet. "Ah, here it is."

      My father turned around, holding what looked like a small gold brooch. He handed it to me. "If you wear this, it will have the same effect as the cloak. If you press the ruby at the center, it will activate or deactivate the enchantment that renders you invisible, like when you raise or lower the hood on the cloak. Still, while you’re wearing it, your body is technically between the material and astral dimensions. It should prevent you from being affected by sunlight."

      "And you chose a black cloak over this?" I asked. "It’s exquisite!"

      My father laughed. "It's gaudy! Not my style. I prefer the dark and broody look. It fits my manner of reaping."

      I held the brooch and admired it for a moment. Then I handed it to Sienna. "You should have this."

      "Zoey, I couldn't possibly..."

      I raised my hand to stop her. "Sienna, you can wear this anywhere at any time. You can't live a normal life wearing a big cloak. I will get by just fine with the cloak. I insist."

      "I don't know what to say."

      I shrugged. "’Thank you’ will suffice."

      "Wow, thanks, Zoey!" Sienna exclaimed. She removed the cloak and handed it to me. I noticed a tear on her cheek as she pinned the brooch on her shirt. "I love it."

      "It suits you. Now, how about we go save my brother and kick some vampire ass?"

      "I’m not sure how it will work for you, Sienna. But do not be alarmed if, while wearing it, you can see Reapers others cannot. This is to be expected.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “One more thing," my father said, returning to his desk and rummaging through a drawer. He pulled out a small leather pouch. "I don't have much of this. It is meant for emergencies in case I ever needed to disappear here in the underworld."

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "Something Charon retrieved from Hades for me. It's one reason why his price remains so steep."

      My father handed me the pouch, and I peered at the black powder inside. "What is it?"

      "The soil of Hades. If you sprinkle this on your cloak or on the brooch, it should recalibrate the enchantment to hide you from those lamps. The energies of the underworld will not dispel your cloak if you're using it. It took me more than a century to convince Charon to retrieve it, and I do not think he'll be inclined to do so again. Use it wisely. There is enough there to work once, maybe twice. If you both use it, you'll have one chance. And it won't work for more than a few minutes. You'll have to act fast."

      I nodded. "Thanks, Dad. This is helpful. This stuff will make it like we’re in Hades?"

      My father shook his head. “Not exactly. It will orient you to a single plane, maybe Hades. It could just as easily lock you into the Earth dimension. Hades is, in a sense, a prison. The soil there has an effect that makes traversing out of that realm difficult. For anyone apart from Cerberus, that is.

      “It will lock you into the dimension you are in. You won’t be able to move back and forth easily. It also means you won’t be able to flee easily, so use it with care. I secured it originally so that if I needed to, I could go to Earth, cloaked, use it there, then return here and retain my invisibility. I never had cause to use it, but I thought I might someday. You might have a better use for it. Do not use it, though, unless you’re certain it’s the best strategy. Remember, I can’t easily acquire more.”

      I nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind. It might be useful.”

      My father stepped over and wrapped his arms around me before kissing me on the cheek. "You can do this, Zoey. I've always believed in you."

      "Love you, Dad."

      "Love you, too. Now hurry. It will take time for Morty to replicate what happened to Sienna. The bodies that house the souls he harnesses will need to recover for a time before he redeposits their souls. Still, it might not take as long as we think. The sooner you get to him, the better."
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      "Wow, that was surreal!" Sienna exclaimed. Her feet were firmly planted on my apartment floor as I disabled the portal.

      I nodded. "That's my dad. Not what you expected?"

      "Hardly!" Sienna laughed. "Nice guy. I mean, I didn't believe in the Grim Reaper before all this. I thought he was just a myth, you know?"

      I nodded. "There's truth in most myths. Bullshit, too."

      "So, how do we do this?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head. "Are you sure you want to? You aren't trained to fight, Sienna. I don't want you to get hurt."

      "Look, Zoey, I've been through a lot of shit on account of these vampires. I'm not going to sit here and do nothing."

      "I admire your eagerness, but vampires are fast. I don't want you to get hurt again."

      Sienna shrugged. "They won't hurt me. I'm their golden child!"

      I sighed. "But they could make more. At least, that's what they're trying to do. If they think you're a threat, they won't hesitate to kill you."

      "To stake me, you mean?"

      I shrugged. "We don't know what your weaknesses are. All we know right now is that in sunlight, you get blood cravings like any young vampire."

      "I also have some advantages, though. Like, I don't think I need to disappear to run fast. Check this out."

      I watched as Sienna ran around the apartment in a blur, then stopped in front of me.

      "Impressive, but these vampires have been using their abilities for years or centuries. You've barely gotten your feet wet."

      "Let her help," Cerberus offered. "I'll keep her safe. We can create a distraction so you can get in."

      Someone knocked on my door three times. I checked the peephole. It was my mom.

      I opened the door.

      "Hey, Josephine!" Sienna called.

      My mom nodded and sat down. "So, what did I miss?"

      I filled my mom in on what we'd learned about Sienna and what my dad thought of the situation. My mom listened, then stood up.

      "Well, he's right. We have to act fast."

      I nodded. "Sienna wants to fight with us."

      My mom cocked her head. "Fight? Do you know how to fight?"

      "Not really," Sienna replied.

      "But she and I can cause a distraction," Cerberus piped up. "That's what we were discussing when you showed up."

      "Not a bad idea," my mom agreed. "Zoey, are you sure you're ready to face them? What if your father is right and Gabriel is working with them?"

      "We don't know if Gabriel will be there. He can't move freely between worlds. He can only go where an assignment takes him."

      "What if he is, Zoey?"

      "Then I'll kick his ass. What's the point?"

      "You and he were together for a long time. Are you sure you're up for that?"

      I nodded. "I can take him. Maybe. I think. I mean, he outranked me, but I have better skills. Plus, he doesn't have my scythe."

      "You're really willing to reap your ex-boyfriend if it comes to that?"

      "If he really betrayed us, I'll do it in a second. No hesitation. If Dad's theory is right, he's been playing me for years. Using me just to get a chance to claim the underworld for himself. I have plenty of motivation to do what needs to be done."

      "You don't think he'll be there?" Sienna asked.

      "Look, there's always a chance. If he neglected his duties, in theory, he could go on an assignment and miss his appointment with the boatman. It would be a black mark on his record, but it happens to every Reaper occasionally. No one has a perfect record. As far as I know, though, his record is good. One missed reaping isn't going to cause a stir."

      "Wouldn't they notice if he doesn't return to the underworld?" my mom asked.

      I nodded. "If he doesn't show up to take his next assignment, it will. But if he's finished for the day, he could have most of the evening before going back, and no one would notice."

      "It's still early in the day. Would that make a difference?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head. "Not really. People die at all hours, so there isn't a schedule. It just depends. He could be done for the day, or he might still have several reapings to do. Look, it doesn't matter. If he's there, we'll deal with him. Either way, we need to get Morty out of there."

      "The biggest problem is that we don't know for sure he's in that mansion," my mom interjected. "Kevin has been watching it, but he said none of the vampires who came and went last night resembled Katerina. They were mostly younger."

      I sighed. "This might be harder than I expected, then. I say we go there anyway. We know there are vampires there. They might know where Katerina is. If they do, I suspect Morty will be there too."

      "I've interrogated my share of vampires over the years. They're just as likely to lie to you as tell you the truth. Even if we get a vampire there to talk, since he’ll figure we're going to kill him either way, there's no guarantee the information he gives us will be legit."

      I tugged my left earlobe. "Well, Cerberus can try to track Morty. If he's in the city, Cerberus will find him eventually. In the meantime, we might as well start turning over rocks. I can't think of a better place to start than that mansion."

      My mom cleared her throat. "From what Kevin said, vampires there are pretty sloppy. It might be a good mission for Sienna to see what it's like."

      I bit my lip. "Mom, mind if I talk to you in private for a second?"

      My mom nodded. "Of course."

      "No big deal," Sienna said, grabbing one of Cerberus's toys—a rubber turkey leg—and tossing it across the floor. Cerberus bounded to it and sank his teeth into it, then released a series of grating squeaks.

      I pulled my mom out the door into the hall.

      "Mom, Sienna isn't a fighter. She has no training. She thinks she's going to go in there like some badass and save the day."

      "She just wants to help, Zoey. She feels responsible."

      I shook my head. "None of this is her fault."

      "I agree, but she sees how much you, Morty, and your father risked to save her. She wants to help save Morty because she feels like she owes him."

      "That doesn't make it smart. Look, I don't have the heart to tell her she should just hide and do nothing, but can you take her under your wing? You've spent years fighting vampires. You can teach her more than I can. I have some skills. You have skills and experience. I'm confident I can handle myself, but that's only because if I make a tactical error, I am capable of fighting my way out of it again. Without having fighting skills, if Sienna is at my side, I can't guarantee that she'll be safe. Trying to keep from being hurt could even become a liability."

      My mom smiled. "Of course, Zoey. That's wise. But I don't think it would be a good idea to discount her desire to help. Given what she's become, as we learn more about it, she might end up being a much more powerful ally than we anticipate."

      I nodded. "If push comes to shove, though, we need to ensure she's out of harm's way. She can help. Especially with reconnaissance. But once we have solid intel on Morty's location, I can't delay for a second to accommodate Sienna's desire to help."

      "Understood. I think she understands that, too, Zoey. But you can't sideline her."

      "Thankfully, I was in the mansion before. I'll bring her in for recon. Then we can regroup and figure out the best course of action."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sienna rode with me again. My mom followed not far behind. We parked several blocks away from what used to be Vlad's mansion. Kevin was going to meet us there. Since it was daytime, we didn't need to worry about vampires lurking in the streets. At least, not yet.

      Once they created more daywalkers, it would be another story. Meanwhile, Cerberus was searching the city for Morty. If he found my brother, not much else would matter. Our plans would change. For now, all we intended to do was check the mansion and find out what was going on inside.

      The next place we'd check was the blood bank the vampires had operated out of, then the freight yard where they took Sienna the first time they abducted her. Chances were good that Morty was somewhere else. The vampires likely would not hide him at a location we knew about. That didn't mean they would not leave hints, or we couldn't observe some chatting about plans from afar and get the intel we needed.

      Mom was meeting up with Kevin, and we'd regroup with them after we investigated the mansion.

      I threw on my cloak, and Sienna pressed the jewel on her brooch. We entered the astral plane and approached the mansion. We'd know pretty quickly if they had the same lamps to expose us that Vincent had had in New Orleans. If they did, we'd leave and reconsider our approach. We wouldn’t waste the dust my father gave us on this effort. We'd save that for when we were closing in on wherever they had Morty.

      "Did Cerberus tell you how to walk through walls?" I asked, unsure how much she'd learned on the run to Kansas City.

      "More or less. Knowing how to do it and actually doing it are two different things, though."

      "Just focus. The walls aren't where we are walking. We see them, but our bodies aren't on the same plane of reality. Once you have that idea in your mind and you can visualize yourself doing it, you should be able to walk through the door."

      Sienna nodded. "All right. You go first. I'll try to follow."

      I pressed through the door and stepped into the foyer. Bloodstains from our first fight were still on the floor. I didn't see any vampires and, more importantly, no lamps that would dispel the enchantments on my cloak and Sienna's brooch.

      I watched the door as Sienna stepped through it.

      "Woot! I did it!"

      I chuckled. "Good job. If there are any vampires here, my guess is they're down in the basement. That's where Vlad was working. I don't see any on the main floor."

      We moved through the closed door to the basement and slowly made our way down the stairs. Still no lamps. Dim lights—single lightbulbs dangling from wires in the ceiling— gave the room enough glow that I could see what was going on.

      Three male vampires were sitting in chairs around a table. On the table was a body. Medical instruments were set up around it.

      "Is he dead?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head. "I don't think so. Probably trying to turn him into a daywalker."

      "Where's the Reaper?" one of the vampires asked. "It's been hours. He was supposed to be here already."

      "Be patient," a vampire with long black hair said. His arms were crossed. "Katerina said it might take more time than we initially anticipated."

      "What Reaper are they talking about?" Sienna asked. "Do you think it's Morty?"

      I shook my head. "I don't know. Maybe. Let them keep talking."

      "Do you really think it's possible?" asked the third vampire, a blond who looked no older than sixteen.

      "That we can make vampires immune to sunlight?" the first and oldest vampire asked. His hair was cut close to the scalp, and he had a goatee.

      "It's possible," the long-haired vampire replied. "The reports from New Orleans were conclusive."

      "Have they found her yet? The new vampire?" the youngest of the three asked.

      "I'm not sure they're looking for her," the long-haired vamp replied. "They think it's just a matter of time before she returns to us. Once she realizes what she's become."

      "Provided that bitch doesn't kill her."

      I smirked. I must be the bitch. I'd been called worse.

      "She won't kill her," the long-haired vampire stated. "She'll try to save her. Besides, so what if she does? She was just an experiment anyway. We learned what we needed from her."

      The youngest vampire shook his head. "I don't like this. It doesn't feel right."

      "Look, Katerina said this one was a longshot. The Reaper has to deal with his own bullshit if he isn't going to get caught. If this one doesn't turn, it's not the end of the world."

      "Worst-case scenario, free food," the vampire with the goatee offered.

      "Not until we're told," the long-haired vampire cautioned. "We need to give the Reaper time."

      Sienna grunted. "This is disgusting. Who is the victim?"

      I shook my head. "I don't know."

      Sienna walked around the perimeter of the room and stepped up to a table. It was full of weapons. Knives. A few guns. Even a sword. "We could take them out, you know."

      I shook my head. "Too risky. Don't think about it, Sienna."

      "They wouldn't see it coming. We could stake two of them before they realized what was happening. Then it would be two against one."

      "Sienna, don't!"

      "We have to, Zoey. They're killing people!"

      I rushed over to where Sienna stood, but she'd grabbed the sword off the table.

      The vampires noticed. We might be invisible, but floating swords are hard to ignore.

      They leaped to their feet, turned, and snarled.

      "Who's there?" the long-haired vampire shouted. "Show yourself!"

      "They can't touch you, Sienna. Not if you focus. Remember, you aren't on this plane of existence. You aren't really holding that sword. Focus on that, and it will fall from your grip."

      The long-haired vampire pulled a string, and ultraviolet light illuminated the room. We were visible.

      "Shit!" I shouted, touching the sigil on my wrist.

      The vampire with the goatee grabbed Sienna from behind and forced the sword out of her hand.

      My scythe formed in my grip. "Let her go, or I'll send all of you straight to Hell."

      The long-haired vampire laughed. "You must be the one they told us about."

      "Good to know I have a reputation, but we're here for one reason. Let Sienna go and tell me where I can find my brother. We'll leave and won't harm any of you."

      "I think you fail to appreciate the situation," the goateed vampire replied as Sienna struggled in his grip.

      "Oh, I understand the situation. Like I said, tell us what we want to know, and we'll be on our way."

      Sienna screamed, reached down, and grabbed the ‘nads of the vampire who held her. She squeezed and twisted.

      The vampire screamed. Good to know that male vampires are sensitive, just like human men.

      I swung my staff and took out the blacklight with the butt.

      Sienna took the hint, touched her brooch, and disappeared. Before I could flip up my hood, the long-haired vampire dove at me.

      I twirled my staff and brought the blade of my scythe across his body. He collapsed. The vampire who'd grabbed Sienna took two steps back. The third vampire ran up the stairs.

      "You guys can't get far." I watched Sienna go up the stairs. I could only hope she wasn't going after the vampire and was taking the opportunity to leave. It wasn't likely.

      "My first proposition still stands. Tell me where I can find Morty. I'll leave, and no one else needs to get hurt."

      The vampire narrowed his eyes. "I haven't seen him."

      "But you know where he is."

      The vampire shook his head. "Assuming you were here before, you know we're as in the dark as you are. We were expecting a Reaper, but he isn't the one you're looking for."

      "Who is he?" I asked.

      The vampire laughed. "Hell if I know. We haven't been formally introduced or anything. All I know is that Katerina has an arrangement with him."

      "Then where is Katerina?"

      The vampire chuckled. "I imagine she's preparing the next candidate."

      "The next victim, you mean?"

      The vampire shrugged. "You say potato, I say potahto."

      I narrowed my eyes. "First, no, you don't. No one around here says ‘potahto.’ Second, have you considered what the advent of these daywalkers means for you?"

      "What do you mean? It means vampires can fight for our cause during the day."

      "It means you'll forever be an inferior kind of vampire. How long do you think it will take before the daywalkers take over and you old-school vamps lose control? Survival of the fittest. You really think, once these daywalkers exist, that you'll be the ones ruling the world?"

      The vampire narrowed his eyes. "I see what you're doing. You’re trying to convince me that Katerina isn't fighting for us. You're trying to turn me against her so I'll help you. Clever, but I'm not going to bite. Well, on second thought..."

      The vampire made a dash to the weapons table and reached for a gun. I leaped over a chair and brought my scythe down on his back as he turned to shoot.

      He dropped his gun, then fell to the floor and turned to ash.

      "Damn it!" I shouted. "Sienna! You upstairs?"

      "Yup! Come here!" Sienna shouted from the main floor.

      I ran up the stairs. Sienna had the vampire pinned to the floor and her fist plunged into his chest.

      "What the hell!" I exclaimed.

      Sienna giggled. "I passed through him, like, you know, he wasn't really there. Not on my plane of existence. Then, I touched my brooch and materialized. I think my hand is acting as a stake."

      "Damn! Gruesome but impressive."

      Sienna touched her brooch again and pulled her hand out of his chest. She pressed the brooch and rematerialized, her arm covered in reddish-black vampire blood. She shrugged. "I improvised. Badass, right?"

      I laughed. "I'd say so. Come on; we need to get you out of here. I'm going to hang around for a few minutes. If that Reaper they're expecting shows up, I will confront him."

      "Do you think it's your ex-boyfriend?" Sienna asked.

      "I don't know, but I'm going to find out one way or another."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Even when she wasn't on the astral plane, wearing the brooch kept Sienna's vampiric nature at bay. I was grateful for that. I wasn't sure how well it would work, but the cloak had worked that way, too. My mom and Kevin were parked next to each other a few blocks away.

      "What happened?" Kevin asked.

      "We kicked ass!" Sienna contributed.

      I chuckled. "Yeah, I guess you could say we did. Still, Sienna, you shouldn't have grabbed that sword."

      "Lesson learned," Sienna said. "I didn't think about how they'd notice an object moving through the air like that."

      "And they had a lamp. It just wasn't on when we arrived."

      "Did you at least get any good information?" Kevin asked.

      I smiled at him. "Nice to see you too, by the way."

      Kevin grinned back at me. "It is good to see you, Zoey."

      "To answer your question, they had a body. Its soul was already reaped. They were waiting for a Reaper to return, presumably to restore his soul and create a daywalker."

      Kevin shook his head. "I can't imagine what will happen if they succeed."

      "Vampires who aren't averse to sunlight will be incredibly difficult to stop," my mom remarked. "Everything about their tactics, their behaviors, will change."

      "But they'll all be younglings," I countered. "New vampires aren't as hard to kill, right?"

      "There is that." She took a deep breath.

      "Either way, I'm going back in. They were expecting a Reaper to show. I don't know if he will. They had doubts since he was late. Still, if a Reaper does show to do the deed, I need to be there to confront him."

      My mom nodded. "We'll wait here. Good luck, Zoey."

      I went back to the mansion and sat. Cerberus went with me this time. He sat, too. Lots of sitting. Waiting. At least, as far as folding chairs went, the ones the vampires had been sitting in were comfortable. They had a good quarter inch of padding. Better than hard metal.

      I aired out the basement as best I could. Ash had flown everywhere. The man’s body on the table was still viable, although he didn’t have a soul so I couldn’t heal him. Could I just leave him there? It felt wrong. I knew that whoever the guy was, he wasn’t actually there. Did he have family looking for him?

      Kevin would be the best one to handle that…after we gave the Reaper enough time to show.

      Heavy metal music played somewhere in the basement. It was one of those songs that featured a lot of low screaming and growling, like the singer thought he was a demon. It was cliché, I admit. You’d think if vampires had some taste in music, it would be one of two genres: classical or death metal. They’re polar opposites, but as old as many vampires are, it’s quite likely they’d have refined taste. Thus, classical music made sense. Newer vampires? Just as likely that in their human lives, they listened to pop, rap, or even country. Still, death metal fit the vibe.

      I scrounged through the ash on the floor, searching for the source of the sound. Eventually, a subtle light caught my eye. Of course, those vampires had phones. Who was calling? I almost slid my thumb across the screen to pick it up, but I thought better of it. The caller was labeled “Kat.” Surely, it was short for Katerina. My gut told me to pick it up, give her a piece of my mind, and hope that she’d reveal her location. My head told me that was dumb. If I picked up the phone, she’d know what had happened. Hell, there was a fair-to-average chance that she already did. There could be cameras in the basement, for all I knew.

      It took every ounce of self-control I had—which, admittedly, wasn’t as much as you’d think a well-trained Reaper-turned-vampire-assassin might have—and let the call go to voicemail. I wasn’t great with smartphones or technology. I knew how to operate one about as well as a grandmother. I could call and text and perform internet searches. I knew how to add apps to a phone. I could even drag them around and sort them into file folders. Oh, and I knew how to take selfies. I had the essentials down. What I really needed was an expert. Sienna was studying computer science. She was a whiz when it came to things like this. And Kevin had resources at the department he could use to trace a call.

      Would Katerina suspect something when the vampire who owned the phone didn’t answer? Probably not as much as she’d realize if I answered. I guessed the phone belonged to the long-haired one since he’d presented himself as the leader of the trio. Would she leave a voice message? I hated voicemail. My inbox was always full of messages, mostly from scam callers I’d ignored.

      Scam callers were the worst. When I first got to Earth, some jerk with an accent I couldn’t identify called me and told me that they were making a courtesy call to tell me the police were on their way to arrest me for defrauding the IRS on my taxes.

      I didn’t know what was up. I just figured that since I had a social security number that was hardly ever used, my sudden appearance had triggered them. Then the guy on the other end of the line said he could call off the police if I settled my payment on the phone—by purchasing five hundred bucks in Target gift cards and giving him the codes.

      Look, I might have been naïve when I first came to Earth, but I’m not an idiot. Do people fall for that sort of thing? They must, or the scammers wouldn’t do it.

      I stared at the phone for forty-five seconds or so. Then there was a ding.

      
        
        Abort. Change of plans. Dispose of the package. Rendezvous at rally point at sunset.

      

      

      I couldn’t just ignore the text. That would be suspicious. I sent back a thumbs-up emoji. It was one of those recommended replies, and it seemed reasonable.

      The message likely meant the Reaper wasn’t coming. Was she talking about Gabriel? Perhaps she was bringing Morty. Had they figured out I was there, or were there other complications? Dispose of the package meant I should eliminate the body. Where the rally point was, I didn’t know. Maybe Sienna or Kevin could figure it out by analyzing the phone.

      I pocketed the vampire’s phone and texted Kevin.

      
        
        Vamps aren’t coming. Body inside. Need to do something about that. Found one of their phones. Should I bring it out to you?

      

      

      
        
        NO!

      

      

      He followed that text with another one. It must’ve been urgent enough that he didn’t want to risk me doing anything before he could explain.

      
        
        Phone might have location monitoring via GPS. Do not bring it into daylight. It would be a red flag to the other vampires.

      

      

      I smiled. See, that was why I surrounded myself with good people. Okay, so it wasn't like I had chosen my little team of vampire-slaying misfits, but I couldn’t have done much better if I had. Sienna had surprised me with her resourcefulness in taking down that vampire. It hadn’t been the cleanest move, but it was effective. Of course, she also made the mistake of alerting the vamps to our presence.

      Still, it was difficult to get used to what you could or couldn't do in the astral plane. The rules were wonky. I hadn't thought to tell her that manipulating physical objects like a poltergeist was a bad idea. She was smart enough to have figured it out, but in the heat of the moment, sometimes passion gets the better of rational thought.

      She recovered well, at least. A fist full of testicles and one through a vampire's heart later, and I was confident she'd make a good partner. Eventually. It wasn't like I needed or wanted a sidekick. I didn't intend to keep doing this reaping crap after we saved Morty and the vampire threat was eliminated. Of course, there was no telling what the future would hold.

      Then there was Kevin. He was hot. Being a cop as well as a part-time vampire hunter gave him a mystique that piqued my curiosity. He was also more capable than I’d imagined the first time I met him. He wasn't a bad boy, exactly. He wasn't a momma's boy either, though he took my momma's lead more often than not. I couldn’t say I had feelings for him. Nothing I felt above the waist, at least, but I could see potential there. More potential than I ever felt for Gabriel, and we’d been seeing each other for years before I left the underworld.

      Then, of course, there was my mom, Josephine. What were the chances that my long-lost mother had turned out to be a vampire hunter? More than that, she’d been doing it for the sole purpose of helping me adjust to my abilities once they manifested. She knew what I’d become. My dad never had. She didn’t know me well, but she’d known more about who I was meant to be than anyone else.

      I can’t say I was disappointed in her, although she wasn’t what I’d expected. I figured she’d probably remarried at some point and had another family, and when I found her, I’d meet a whole den of half-brothers and sisters.

      But she hadn’t. She’d dated, but nothing had stuck. She was still in love with my dad. He was still in love with her. However, Fate dictated that they could never be. It was a tragedy.

      I sat waiting in the basement. Eventually, Kevin showed up with Sienna and Mom. Sienna led the way since she’d just been there and knew where I was. Kevin grabbed the phone.

      “There isn’t much I can do with this without taking it to the station and running it through diagnostics.”

      Sienna shook her head. “Like I said, I wouldn’t recommend that.”

      I smirked. It was Sienna, not Kevin, who’d initially had the forethought to realize we shouldn’t move the phone. That girl was proving her worth at an impressive rate.

      “Good thinking, Sienna,” I told her. “Can you do anything with it?”

      Sienna pressed her lips together. “Unfortunately, no. You reaped those two vampires, so their bodies are dust. What if the other vampire, the one I killed upstairs, had a phone? We could use his thumbprint or facial recognition to unlock it.”

      My mom chuckled. “It’s worth a shot. Good thing you were there, Sienna. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have a lead.”

      I nodded. My mom was right, though I still had reservations. Sienna needed to gain combat skills. She was crafty and, frankly, brilliant even in the heat of a fight. Still, she made mistakes. I can’t say I wouldn’t have made the same mistake in her situation. Grab a sword and plunge it through a vampire’s chest before he realized she was there. There was a fair chance that a sword moving through a dark room wouldn’t be noticed. It just so happened, in this case, that Sienna’s luck fell on the wrong side of chance.

      “I’m going to stay here and find out what I can about the body,” Kevin offered. “I’ll cross-check it with missing person reports.”

      I nodded and led the way up the stairs, with Sienna and my mom following. I wanted to go first. We approached the vampire’s body Sienna had…fisted. “Staked” didn’t work. I don’t think saying she “fisted” a vampire to death was the right choice of words either. What she did had been nasty, but it hadn’t been what it sounded like. I’d have to work on my verbiage.

      The vampire’s corpse was gruesome. The wound in his chest still oozed black blood. Sienna reached into his pocket and retrieved a phone. “Score!”

      I chuckled. “Any luck?”

      “Let me see. He has thumbprint recognition turned on. We’re in luck, provided his thumb isn’t too cold to make it work.”

      Sienna grabbed the vampire’s hand and pressed his thumb to the screen. “Yup, too cold.”

      I cocked my head and watched as she slid the vampire’s hand up her shirt, then shivered. “Damn, it is cold.”

      I shook my head. “You’re letting a dead vampire feel you up?”

      Sienna giggled. “Yeah, it’s creepy, but I need to warm up his hand enough for the touch screen to recognize his print.”

      “Hunting vampires gets weird.” My mom shrugged. “What would you expect?”

      Before I could respond, Sienna pulled the vampire’s dead hand out of her shirt and pressed his thumb to the screen of the phone. “Hell, yes! Sienna, one. Dead vampire, zero.”

      “You’re in?” I asked.

      “Uh-huh!” Sienna muttered, scrolling through his phone. “You said the other vampire had a text?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it came through on his notifications. How did that work without me having to get past the security settings on his phone?”

      “Depends on his settings,” Sienna said. “It was an Android phone. You can set it up to allow some notifications to go through even when the phone is locked.”

      “Dumb move on his part,” I remarked.

      “He probably didn’t expect to be reaped,” my mom added, laughing through her words.

      “No one expects it when the Reaper comes for them.” I smiled. “Well, unless you’re really old or sick. Then it’s a reasonable assumption. But the kinds of folks I reap? Yeah, no one sees it coming.”

      Kevin laughed. “The dramatic effect would have been better if you hadn’t added the qualification and explanation.”

      I shrugged. “I like to be precise, and I hate drama. It works.”

      “Bingo!” Sienna exclaimed, almost jumping out of her skin. “I’ve got Kat’s number.”

      “You can’t be serious!” I exclaimed. “Katerina has a phone number that we can identify?”

      “Yup.” Sienna pulled out her phone and took a photo of the dead vampire’s screen. “Unfortunately, she doesn’t have tracking on any apps to locate her.”

      “Kevin should be able to track her number,” my mom stated. “That’s a pretty good start. I suspect if we can locate Katerina, we’ll find Morty.”

      I nodded. “Presuming he’s the Reaper they were expecting. I have to wonder, though, what caused them to abandon the plan? Why did she tell the vampires who were here to abort the mission?”

      “Hard to say,” my mom replied. “You’re right, though. It’s curious. Perhaps Morty isn’t being as compliant as they’d hoped he would. If the vampires were expecting a Reaper to show up at any time, since the sun is out, it could mean the vampires were not going to deliver the Reaper. They were expecting him to come on his own.”

      I sighed. “It could be anything. If it’s Gabriel…well, since my dad suspects him, he might have taken him off an assignment.”

      “We should look into it,” my mom suggested. “We should also get going. Kevin will have to figure out how to address this John Doe situation with the department. We need to get him Katerina’s phone number and see if he can get us a location.”

      “It wouldn’t be bad to check with Dad again,” I added. “It might be a longshot, but whether it was Morty or not, a Reaper harvested the John Doe’s soul. It would be interesting to find out if the man was already on the schedule and if Gabriel has delivered any souls to the boatman recently. Or if any other Reapers haven’t returned with their souls in time. Whatever the case, this guy’s soul is lingering in a Reaper’s blade, presuming he hasn’t delivered the man to the boatman and hasn’t released the spirit as a ghost. Whatever the case, there should be something in my dad’s records that will help us sort this out.”
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      Sienna stayed behind while I set up the portal to my dad's office. For once, he wasn't at his desk. What was he doing? I knew it was absurd to wonder what someone was up to if they were not at their desk. Even Death had a life, if not much of one. He was so addicted to his work and focused on his job that finding him anywhere apart from his desk was a rarity.

      There were two options. He was somewhere in the underworld, dealing with the auditors or investigating our traitor, or he was on Earth reaping a soul.

      He was probably in the underworld. As he’d neared his ascension, his reaping abilities had declined. He could still do it better than most, but he wasn't his usual badass self. It was said that in his prime, he could reap an entire defeated army with a single swipe. Not anymore. If he reaped, it was one soul at a time. In a pinch, he could handle two or three, but no more than that. There was no reason for him to go out in the field when there were other high-level Reapers who could do the job just as well.

      My father said Dionysus had been frequenting Gehenna Boulevard, the Bourbon Street of the underworld. Reapers aren't as prone to debauchery as some people assume. We aren't demons; we're closer to angels. Closer, but we have our sins and indulgences like any human. We are half-mortal, after all.

      I considered using the powder my father had given me to go invisible. It wasn't the first time I'd been to the underworld. I had come back to visit Gabriel once a month before we broke up. Still, I could get from my father's office to Gabriel's apartment without being seen by many people. Going to Gehenna Boulevard would garner a lot of attention. The return of the princess who couldn't reap.

      There weren't a lot of people I trusted in the underworld. Until recently, I’d thought Gabriel was one of them. Now, I wasn't sure. Harley, the bartender at my favorite spot on Gehenna Boulevard, made my shortlist. As a bartender, he also had an inside track on the underworld’s rumor mill. If anyone was talking about anything, he picked up on it.

      I wasn't looking forward to setting foot in that place again after all that happened. It was going to be humiliating. Everyone had seen me as the future. They’d celebrated me. When I’d completed the final test to graduate from the Reaper Academy, their belief in my abilities was at an all-time high.

      In a matter of days, it all came crashing down. Surely, everyone knew by now that I couldn't reap human souls. At the very least, they knew I'd left the underworld. Best-case scenario, they thought I'd abandoned them. They probably assumed I’d shirked my responsibility, my unique opportunity to become the Grim Reaper, simply to live a common human life.

      My heart almost fell out of my ass when I stepped into the bar and Harley made eye contact with me. His jaw dropped so far it almost unhinged.

      "Well, I'll be damned to Hades!" Harley exclaimed. "Zoey's back!"

      The place erupted in cheers.

      "Drinks on the house!" Harley declared.

      I blushed. This wasn't the reception I’d expected.

      As I approached the bar, Harley slid a dirty martini in my direction. I pulled out the sword-shaped plastic toothpick and ate the green olive. "Thanks, Harley. This is quite a surprise."

      "Is it true?" Harley asked. "Can you really reap vampires?"

      I snorted. "It is. I didn't think anyone here would know that."

      Harley laughed. "Your boyfriend can't stop talking about it."

      I rolled my eyes. "My ex-boyfriend, you mean?"

      Harley cocked his head. "Since when?"

      "We broke up more than a month ago."

      Harley shook his head. "That's a shame. He was in here just last night, raving about you."

      "Did you say last night? He's still in the underworld?"

      Harley shrugged. "Why wouldn't he be?"

      I bit my lip. "Nothing. I heard a rumor."

      "He's never been busier. We hardly see him here anymore. I mean, he's taken on five new graduates."

      "Five?" I asked. "Most Reapers can't stand having one amateur shadow them, much less five."

      "Apparently, Gabriel has a knack for mentorship."

      I pressed my lips together and nodded. Then I took a sip of my martini. I used to hate martinis, but I had grown to like them. No one made a better one than Harley. "Any idea where my dad is? He wasn't in his office."

      Harley shook his head. "Not sure. He doesn't come here."

      "What about Dionysus? He's doing the audit, right? Where's he?"

      Harley shook his head. "He spent almost his whole time in the underworld here. He returned to Olympus last night. We had a farewell party for him and everything. It was insane. That god really knows how to party."

      I chuckled. "I bet. I'd say I'm sorry I missed it, but I've had my fill of over-indulgent partiers of late."

      "Earth parties get pretty crazy?" Harley asked.

      I traced the rim of my martini glass with my index finger. "Not so much crazy as stupid. Humans can't hold their liquor for shit."

      Harley laughed. "I can imagine. I've reaped a few drunks in my day. While it sometimes makes for a good story, it's a pain in the ass most of the time."

      I raised my glass. "True that."

      A buzz of chatter spread through the crowd. People started filing out the door.

      "What's going on?" I asked.

      Harley tossed the rag he was using to wipe the bar down into the sink. "Hey, Damon. Why's everyone leaving?"

      Damon, an older Reaper I'd only spoken to a few times, turned back. "Azrael is outside!"

      "My dad is here?" I asked.

      "That's right, Zoey," Damon confirmed. "We'd be amiss not to pay our respects when he passes."

      I rolled my eyes. The Grim Reaper was the king of the underworld; don't get me wrong. He didn't make public appearances often. When he did, though, it was always a big to-do.

      I downed the rest of my martini. "Thanks for the drink, Harley."

      "Don't be a stranger, Zoey. You're always welcome here."

      I nodded and headed for the door, then stepped outside and pressed through the crowd that had gathered on the sidewalk. We didn't have wide streets in the underworld. Gehenna Boulevard was intimate.

      When I reached the street, I saw my dad. He was waving at the crowd. Gabriel and Morty were on his right and left sides, respectively.

      "What the hell?" I said louder than I intended. A Reaper I'd never met turned and looked at me, confused.

      "Sorry," I backpedaled. "What the Hades?"

      The Reaper, an older woman, nodded and smiled. “Hell” was a bad word in the underworld. Hades was just fine. That never stopped me from using it, but elderly Reapers have old-fashioned ways.

      Not any Reaper could get away with it, but I was still, in the words of Avril Lavigne, the mother fuckin' princess. I could get away with it.

      "Zoey!" my brother said, seeing me first and breaking ranks to give me a hug.

      I squeezed him back.

      Everyone cheered even louder than before. After the reception I'd received at the bar, I suspected it was for me.

      "Holy crap, how did you get here?"

      "Gabriel saved me!" Morty said. "Busted into the vampire's lair and took me back."

      I glanced at Gabriel. He nodded and flashed me a close-lipped smile. I nodded back.

      My father looked concerned. "Zoey, what are you doing here?"

      I shook my head. "I needed to share some info with you, but I'm not sure it matters now. I mean, it does, just not the way I thought."

      "We'll gather in my office," my father stated. "I'll fill you in on all that's happened. You should join us. You still have many admirers here."

      This little parade was a bit much. It wasn't the first time I'd had to endure one. From what I understood, my first such parade had happened when I was a baby. My father had been celebrating the birth of his potential heirs. After that, Morty and I made a yearly appearance during the Reaper Festival. It was our version of Mardi Gras. No one flashed breasts for beads, but as reaper festivities go, it got pretty rowdy.

      This parade was ad-hoc but just as celebratory. "What's the meaning of all this?"

      My dad glanced at me. "The audit is over. I was cleared. Then Gabriel brought Morty back, and it seemed fitting to make an appearance. There were rumors of your brother’s absence. I had to do something to inspire confidence."

      Gabriel took a few steps back as I took the place on my father's right side that he’d occupied. We passed a road that led to Gabriel's apartment, and he broke ranks. I grabbed him by the arm. "Where are you going?"

      Gabriel shrugged. "Home. Where do you think?"

      I cocked my head. "Why are you still telling people we're together?"

      "I'm not," Gabriel protested. "But people ask questions. I've only said good things about you, Zoey."

      "Including spilling the beans about what I can do!"

      "The people love it, don't they?" Gabriel asked.

      I sighed. "I suppose. And I guess I should thank you for saving my brother."

      "Don't mention it," Gabriel said. "See you around."

      We made our way to my dad's office, which included a long trek up a steep staircase. We didn't say much. With the echo, conversation in the stairwell wasn’t possible. We stepped into the office and my father leaned against his desk.

      "What happened, Dad? I thought you suspected Gabriel was working with the vampires."

      My father nodded. "I was wrong, Zoey. I called him to my office after he returned from his last reaping and confronted him. He asked how he could prove his loyalty. I told him if he brought Morty home, it would do the trick. I gave him access to my universal gates."

      "The gate in your office?" I asked.

      My father shook his head. "I have others, Zoey."

      "And he has access to them?"

      "He needed to be able to go anywhere to find Morty. It was necessary."

      "Can you revoke his access?"

      "The gates will recalibrate in a month, Zoey. It's not a big deal. The gates sync with the lunar cycle on Earth. He'll lose access in a few weeks."

      I snorted. "In a few weeks."

      "You still think he's responsible?" my father asked.

      "I don’t know what to think. Maybe? I just don't think it's a good time to have gates available to anyone other than us. What if he offered to save Morty just to get access, Dad?"

      "Gabriel rescued me, Zoey," my brother said, his hands on his hips. "I'd think you'd be more grateful."

      "I am glad he saved you, Morty, but you know as well as I do what we're facing. And there's still a Reaper out there who is working with the vampires. You aren't looking at this clearly. You're biased because you see him as your hero right now."

      "And you're biased because he's your ex-boyfriend, Zoey."

      I snorted. "Am not!"

      "I think you are," my father told me. "Be that as it may, you're right. We need to figure out who is helping the vampires."

      "You were there, Morty. Do you have any idea?"

      "I don't know who the Reaper who’s helping them is. I didn’t reap anyone while I was there. I think they were going to make me do it eventually. They’ll be looking for more Reapers if they don’t have any in league with them now. Still, given that most Reapers only appear when someone dies, meetings between vampires and Reapers don’t happen often."

      "They don't have to appear anywhere specific to help the vampires. There are vamps around the world. With the internet, a quick e-mail or a text and they could arrange anything with the vampires."

      "I'm being very selective about the Reapers I send to Kansas City and New Orleans," my father stated. "Since we know Katerina is in Kansas City, we can limit her access to Reapers."

      "Wait, we know she's in Kansas City? I thought she might be, but that was just a guess."

      "I can confirm it," Morty replied. "In fact, I can tell you where she's hiding. You'll have to act fast. I imagine now that I've been rescued, she'll move as soon as the sun sets."

      I scratched my head. “That’s helpful. How are you doing? Are you back on track with becoming the Grim Reaper?”

      Morty glanced at my father and nodded. “I’m back with the program.”

      “No more desire to pledge a frat?”

      Morty shrugged. “Well, if I hadn’t been partying so hard, I might not have been so vulnerable to the influence of that vampire. I guess you can say I learned my lesson.”

      I wasn’t sure if Vincent’s compulsion abilities were more or less effective depending on his target’s blood alcohol content. If that was what Morty thought, though, far be it from me to correct him. The problem was solved. At least, that one was—for now.

      “Where is Katerina, Morty?”

      Morty shook his head. “I didn’t see much. They blindfolded me. But we were in a manmade cave. A lot of trucks came and went. Things were brought in and shipped out.”

      “Do you know where the caves were?” I asked.

      “Somewhere in Kansas City,” my father said. “That’s where Gabriel went to locate Morty.”

      I nodded. “I’ll talk to Mom and see if she knows more. It’s something. Thanks. I’m really glad you’re fine, Morty. Also, for what it’s worth, that three-story bong was pretty impressive.”

      Morty laughed. “I know, right?”

      “Wait!” my father exclaimed. “What happened?”

      I twisted my fingers at the corner of my lips and dragged them across as if zipping my mouth shut. “Mmm.”

      Morty smiled. “What happens on Earth stays on Earth.”

      “That’s not a thing,” my father protested. “You need to tell me what happened. It’s important.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure, Dad,” Morty said, biting the inside of his cheek.

      “Look, Dad. We know that they’re operating out of Kansas City. That’s something. Do you have a list of the Reapers who have gone to Kansas City recently?”

      “That’s a pretty long list, Zoey. People die all over the world every day. What I can say is that I can ensure that no one who was sent there recently goes again. Not until this matter is handled.”

      I nodded. “Well, that’s something. It’s counter-productive, though.”

      “How so?” my father asked.

      “Think about it, Dad. If the traitorous Reapers aren’t going back, it will stop them from working with the vampires until the vampires relocate their operation, but it won’t do a thing to help us identify them.”

      My father nodded. “Still, it’s the best I can do. We’ll have to find another way to identify the Reapers involved.”
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      My mom, of course, was overjoyed that Morty was back, even if he wasn't back with us. At least we knew he wasn't being held and tortured by vampires. Morty and my dad thought Gabriel was a hero. He'd proven his loyalty.

      Was Morty right? Did I doubt Gabriel only because he was my ex? I didn’t think so. I’d had a long and good relationship with Gabriel. I never fell in love with him because he was too good. I could not have imagined he'd be involved in a plot with vampires, much less a plot to claim the throne of the underworld. My father, who'd first turned on my suspicions toward Gabriel, believed he was wrong. I still wasn't convinced.

      "Let's consider the facts," my mom suggested. "The vampires you two fought at Vlad's old mansion were waiting for a Reaper. Plans suddenly changed. They were to dispose of the body. Then, you go back to the underworld and see that Morty was rescued. That can't be a coincidence. I have to believe Morty's escape had something to do with the change of plans."

      "I agree," I told her. "Morty also said he hadn't reaped any souls while he was in the vampires' custody. They'd wanted him to do it, but he hadn't done so."

      "Did Gabriel have any souls lingering in his blade?" my mom asked.

      I shook my head. "If he did, Dad would know."

      "I don't know how this stuff works," Sienna said. "But if we have a location for Katerina, I say we focus on that."

      "I agree," I said. "He said something about manmade industrial caves. Some massive place in Kansas City."

      My mom pinched her chin. "I know the place. It's no mistake that the vampires had access to the shipping containers in the freight yards. They infiltrated the shipping industry years ago. I've tracked more than a few vampires over the years to those caves."

      "If Katerina is there, we have to move before sunset."

      "Yes, Zoey. But it's more complicated than that. Those caves aren't small. They consist of an extensive network of what's basically underground warehouses. They call that place Subtropolis; that will give you an idea of how big it is. I believe it’s the largest such facility in the world."

      Cerberus jumped on the couch. "I can sniff them out."

      "That's not the problem. Yes, the caves are huge. They're big enough that large trucks can move in and out of there. If Katerina wants to move, she doesn't have to expose herself to sunlight to do it. She has vehicles with tinted windows to protect her. She could even move in the back of a large semi. Chances are good that she's already left."

      I sighed. "Well, damn. Just when you think you've got an advantage."

      "I'm not saying we shouldn't go," my mom stated. "But I wouldn't count on finding her there. And you'd better believe they'll have those lamps all over the place to make it impossible for you to sneak in and out."

      "I'll go in first." Cerberus leaped off the couch before licking his paw. "I'll handle reconnaissance. Then, we'll go in. Those lamps don't work on me. I'm trans."

      "Transgender?" Sienna asked. "I mean, that's cool and all, but you're a dog. Is that really a thing? And how is it relevant?"

      Cerberus huffed. "Trans-dimensional."

      "What he means to say is that his ability to navigate different realms is a part of what he is, not an enchantment bound to something he's wearing."

      "And for your information, there are transgender dogs out there."

      Sienna cocked her head. " If gender is a social construct, why would dogs be transgender?"

      "Dogs have societies. They're called packs. There are humpers and humpees. It's not necessarily bound to the gender a particular dog might be assigned at birth."

      "Who assigns dogs a gender?" I asked.

      "The Puppyarch!" Cerberus stated triumphantly.

      Sienna and I giggled. "Well, good for you," Sienna said. "Whatever you are, it's good to embrace your truth."

      "Knowing your truth is hard enough if you have one head," Cerberus commented. "Try having three, each with a mind of its own. And for what it's worth, my Olympus-bound head prefers the pronouns ‘they’ and ‘them.’"

      I smiled. "We'll try to remember that."

      "Sort of makes sense," Sienna reflected. "’They’ and ‘them’ since there are three, even though they are one."

      "My pronouns are he and him," Cerberus murmured.

      "Don't worry, Sienna. He almost always uses this head on Earth. In the underworld, all three are often out at once."

      "How does that work?" Sienna asked. "If your heads don't agree on what to do?"

      "On Earth, this head has veto power. I make the decisions. The other heads become alpha in their respective realms. In the underworld, it's a majority vote."

      "So, in the underworld, you're a democracy unto yourself?" Sienna asked.

      Cerberus nodded. "Most of the time. It works well when there are only two options in a situation. Not as well when we have three conflicting opinions. So, in the underworld, we tend to do nothing but chew on things. We always agree that that's a desirable activity."

      I nodded. "Now that we have that sorted out, I say we go. We'll see if we can track down Katerina. If she's there, we’ll attack. If she's not, we’ll regroup."

      "I think that's wise," my mom agreed. "Take it from someone who has spent two decades hunting vampires. You can stake a thousand vampire lackeys and never make any progress. To really damage their plans, you have to cut off the head. You have to go after the leader. That's why until Zoey arrived, my efforts were often futile."

      "Because you couldn't handle the older vampires?" I asked.

      My mom nodded. "They're much faster and harder to kill. Like Vincent, they have different abilities that younger vampires either haven't developed or haven't learned how to control."

      "Is Katerina the only older vampire left in Kansas City?" I asked.

      My mom shook her head. "It depends on how you define 'older.' She's the oldest. Best I can tell, she was born in Germany during the Protestant Reformation."

      "Wasn't Martin Luther's wife named Katerina?" Sienna asked.

      I shrugged. "No clue. Earth history is hard."

      My mom laughed. "I believe that was her name, but that's not the same Katerina. However, like Luther's wife, Katerina was once a nun."

      I raised one eyebrow. "Seriously?"

      My mom nodded. "And she remained one after she was turned. She opposed the reformation, though not for religious reasons. That Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation provided a lot of vampires in those days with a cover for their habit of drinking blood."

      "How did that work?" I asked.

      "Today, vampires call their communities covens. In those days, they were convents. They conducted rituals and placed the drained blood of their victims in the chalice. Outside observers would be none the wiser, and since the laity wasn't permitted to drink from the chalice, it worked."

      "That's crazy!" Sienna exclaimed. "You said older vampires have unique abilities, right? Do you know what Katerina can do?"

      My mom shook her head. "No. She was too elusive to track."

      "That was before you had a hellhound who could sniff her out." I bent over and patted Cerberus.

      "And before we had a Reaper who could destroy her with a single swipe of her scythe," my mom added. "I like our chances. If she moved, she moved, but we should investigate those caves."
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      We parked a couple of blocks away to avoid being seen by security cameras. Cerberus went in ahead. His agenda was simple: locate the vampires if they were there, identify them, and see if they had any of those lamps that negated the enchantment in my cloak.

      Cerberus took a whole two minutes to patrol the cave. Pretty impressive considering that what they called the "Subtropolis" covered more than a thousand acres within the bluffs over the Missouri River, or that was what Sienna's internet search of the caves had revealed.

      The hellhound could move fast. It was going to take us humans and hybrids a while to make it through the expansive subterranean industrial complex. True or not, the Wikipedia article on the caves called it the world's largest underground facility.

      "Katerina is here," Cerberus stated. "I can't believe it, but she is. She isn't alone, though. And you won’t encounter many of those lamps until you get closer to the vampires. They only have them in the rooms where they’re operating."

      "How many other vampires are we talking about?" my mom asked.

      "Five. All newly turned."

      "You're certain? How can you tell?"

      "The scent. Younger vampires, I've discovered, have a sweet scent. They smell like Sienna did when she was in the sun. When her other nature revealed itself."

      "They're daywalkers?" I asked.

      Cerberus shook his head. "I can't say. I don't think so. I mean, Sienna only turned when she was in the sun, and she doesn't smell otherwise."

      My mom pursed her lips. "Taking out five younglings will be difficult. One or two, no problem."

      I shrugged. "I've handled that many at once before."

      "You have, but not in the company of an elder like Katerina."

      "They were with Vincent the first time I encountered him."

      "Vincent was a powerful vampire, but he's nothing compared to Katerina. She's at least twice his age."

      "So, double the age, double the power?" Sienna asked.

      Mom shook her head. "It doesn't work that way. At a certain point, a vampire's strength grows exponentially. Zoey, you handled Vincent with relative ease. Katerina will pose a much greater challenge."

      I smirked. "I encountered her before. If she hadn’t had a dozen other vampires around her at the time, she wouldn’t have been that tough."

      "Don't underestimate her, Zoey. That's what she wants you to do. Vampires, especially the older ones, are masters of manipulation. They understand how human minds work and use that to hunt and seize their prey. If she shows a vulnerability, it's because she wants to. It's so she can invite you into her trap."

      "Got it, Mom."

      "I'm serious, Zoey. You need to be careful."

      "How many times do I have to tell you you're not my mom? I don't have a fucking mom."

      Josephine stared at me, then turned away. I had regretted it the moment I’d said it. It wasn't the first time I'd uttered similar sentiments, but it was the first time I'd said it in such a hurtful way.

      That wasn't my intention. My mom doesn’t know me. I have to go into a situation confident. That's how I roll. If I have fears or trepidations, warnings won't help. But if I go in a hundred percent convinced I'm going to kick ass and when I'm done, my enemies will be shaking in their boots—if they exist—I'll think too much. I won't trust my instincts, my reflexes will slow down, and I'll make myself vulnerable.

      It didn't matter how dangerous Katerina was; I had to stop her. She was a threat not to only the human race but to the Reapers. Katerina could have been Godzilla, and I'd still go in there with my scythe ablaze, ready to teach her a lesson. A short-lived lesson, of course. She'd learn it just before I harvested her soul. But a lesson nonetheless.

      I knew that wasn't my mom's intention. That was the problem, though, and why it angered me so much. Josephine didn't know me. If she had, she'd know I couldn't afford to second-guess myself. I couldn’t dwell on exercising excessive caution.

      I wasn't her, although she wanted me to be more like her. She'd always had to be careful as she grew into her role as a vampire slayer. She was vulnerable, but I wasn't my mother's daughter. The only thing we had in common was our appearance. She was blonde, I was brunette, and she had a couple of decades of life on me. Other than that, we were twins.

      The similarities ended with appearance. I was the product of my father's high expectations, and to a point, his absences. I became self-sufficient because I couldn't depend on my dad to be there to teach me how to reach the ridiculous standards he held me to, so, I figured it out my own damn self. I pulled myself up by my bra straps—bootstraps too, but without a mom, pulling my "self" up by them was something I had to do on my own.

      I wasn't a bitter bitch or a whiny child like all those people who go on daytime talk shows and tell the hosts sob stories about how they were raised. I didn't blame my mom for what happened, but she wasn't there. If she acted like a normal colleague and didn't go out of her way to urge me to be careful all the time, we'd get along fine.

      We did get along until it came to facing vampires, when she thought she needed to bring all her experience to the table. She did have valuable experience hunting vampires; that much was true. But she'd said it herself; until I showed up, she and Kevin had not stood a chance against the older vampires. They never went after them. She had less experience facing Katerina head-on than I did.

      That was true. I could justify being put off by my mom's attempt at helicopter parenting, or in this case, helicopter vampire slaying. Why, then, did I feel so bad after I snapped at her? Maybe it was because it's just shitty to treat people like that, even if you have justification, especially when they're trying to help.

      "Mom," I murmured. "I'm sorry. I didn’t mean..."

      "No, Zoey. You're right. I didn't mean to overstep. I just thought, you know, all my years of training and learning how vampires work, act, and think might be helpful. I did this for so long to be ready to help you now."

      "I know, Mom. Like I said, I'm really sorry. But when a girl grows up without her mother, she has to learn how to mother herself. When you try to mother me, my gut says you're telling me I've never been good or competent enough to handle myself."

      "That's not what I'm saying, Zoey. I'm proud of you. You're a tough girl who’s a lot more skilled than I was at your age or am today. I guess I just thought that since I missed out on so much of your life, we could finally share something, even something as unconventional as fighting vampires."

      I smiled a little. "You're right. I do appreciate this time, Mom. But who wouldn't have issues regarding their parents if they were raised by a single dad who worked all the time? I know my situation could have been a lot worse, but it wasn't easy, either. And you know what? I turned out pretty well despite it all, so forgive me if I'm a little coarse at times. That's how I've learned to thrive. It's who I am."

      My mom nodded. "And I look forward to getting to know you better. For now, though, what do you say we take down Katerina together?"

      I nodded. "Together."

      "Together!" Sienna cried after having stood there awkwardly, forced to witness my exchange with my mom.

      "Together!" Cerberus echoed.

      I couldn’t help but smile. "Damn, that was corny as hell. Let's go kick some vampire ass."
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      Getting Mom past the security guard at the entrance presented a small challenge. Sienna and I could just go invisible, walk right past, flip him off, show him our boobs, whatever, and he'd be none the wiser.

      Not that we'd do that. I'm just saying we could. This wasn't Bourbon Street, after all.

      My mom didn't have that luxury. Though now that I think about it, maybe if she’d flashed him, he'd have let her through. Men were so easy to manipulate.

      "Go ahead, you two. I'll be right behind you."

      "How will you get in, Mom?"

      She grinned. "I have a few skills of my own, Zoey."

      I smirked. "All right, be that way. Remain mysterious and all ninja-like."

      "Damn straight." She winked. "What kind of ninja would I be if I shared all my secrets?"

      I smiled. "All right. Cerberus, will you be able to pick up Mom's scent in there?"

      Cerberus snorted. "Yes. She smells very nice. No one in there does."

      My mom chuckled. "Thank you, Cerberus. That was very kind of you."

      "It was?" I asked. "Usually, if some dude tells me, 'Hey, you smell nice,' I steer clear. I figure anyone that preoccupied with my smell is either a dog—no offense, Cerberus—or legally prohibited from loitering within a hundred feet of a school."

      "Not true," my mom protested. "There's nothing wrong with being complimented on how you smell. It means they notice you."

      I snorted. "I don’t wear perfume. I don't use fruity body lotions. If I smell, it's like feet."

      My mom shrugged. "Some men like that smell."

      "Ew! Weird, Mom!"

      "Not that weird," Sienna said. "My ex-boyfriend liked feet. Free foot rubs whenever I wanted."

      Josephine smiled. "I've dated men like that. It has a few perks as long as they respect your limits."

      "Riigghtt," I drawled. "Like no toe-sucking."

      Sienna raised an eyebrow. "Have you ever had that done to you?"

      "No! Never have, never will."

      My mom shrugged. "Don't knock it until you've tried it, Zoey."

      "All right, I'm going to go puke right now. When I'm done, I'm putting on my cloak, and we're doing this thing."

      I tossed my hood over my head and disappeared. Sienna joined me in the astral plane. "Puking in the astral plane? That's one way to avoid the cleanup."

      I chuckled. "I wasn't actually going to puke. I just think all that stuff is gross and weird."

      "I thought you preferred bad boys. Guys who are a little adventurous?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "Not like that. When it comes to my body, I prefer my men stick to the standard attractions."

      "Like the Matterhorn?" Sienna asked.

      "I suppose. I don't know what that is, but it sounds like it might fit."

      "It's a ride at Disneyland. Don't tell me you've never been to Disneyland."

      "I've never been to Disneyland."

      "Holy crap. Well, you won't get my next joke then."

      "What's that?" I asked.

      "I was just going to say the only attraction I've ever experienced when touring my ex-boyfriend was It's a Small World After All."

      I chuckled. "How horrible."

      Sienna shrugged as she and I continued walking through the cave. "He's someone else's tiny problem now. I don't know what it was. In our relationship, he always came up short."

      I shook my head. "You know, you never talked about any of this stuff at Cup-O-Joe's."

      "Because we were working, Zoey. Duh!"

      I grinned. "Okay, fair point. Damn, how big is this place?"

      "I told you already," Sienna said. "Subtropolis covers more than a thousand acres or fifty-five million square feet."

      "Stop your yapping." Cerberus turned around. "Y'all are worse than Chihuahuas. If you'd focus, we could use the astral plane and move through here a lot faster."

      I nodded. "All right, Cerberus. Lead the way.”

      He growled, “Just remember, once we enter the room where Katerina and the vampires are, they'll be able to see you.”

      I nodded. "Got it, Cerberus. Sienna, maybe you should stay outside the room."

      "I told you, Zoey. I want to help! You saw how I fisted that vampire."

      "You punched him in the chest, Sienna. You didn't fist him."

      Sienna giggled. "Well, you know what I meant."

      "Your advantage is your ability to be invisible. Besides, if any of the vampires try to leave, I need you to stop them. When I faced off with vampires in a situation like this in New Orleans, Vincent got away. I need someone on the lookout for strays. If you see any, fist them."

      "Got it. I'll punch their hearts out."

      I grinned. "You can do that, too."

      "How big is the room the vampires are in?" I asked.

      Cerberus grunted. "Pretty big."

      "Any chance I could enter and reap Katerina before she notices?"

      "I can sneak in first and try to locate her. If she is close to a wall, you can walk through. It's possible but not likely. It wasn't a standard room. It was like a big underground church."

      I raised an eyebrow. "A church? Vampires and churches. My mom said Katerina used to be a nun, so that makes sense. She still practices old-school vampirism."

      Cerberus nodded. "That said, it's one really long room with two rows of pews and an aisle between. There's a chancel up front, and an altar."

      "Let me guess. A human meal is tied to the altar?"

      "Not when I was here before, but I wouldn't be surprised if that's what they usually do."

      I nodded. "That's how they tried to bind and feed from Sienna when they kidnapped her before."

      Sienna winced. "They're very religious, but it's not like they're praising the Christian god. When they had me before, they were revering the Dark One."

      "The devil?" I asked.

      Sienna shook her head. "That's what I assumed, but maybe not."

      "It could be one of the Greek gods. Hades, perhaps."

      Cerberus snorted. "Possibly. He's a real prick, that Hades."

      I smiled. "I can imagine. All right, Cerberus, head in there and try to get me the lay of the land. Is there any other way out than these doors?"

      Cerberus shook his head. "One way in and out for the bloodsuckers."

      "Good. Sienna, wait near the door. Do your thing if any vamps run through."

      Cerberus ran through the closed doors into the underground cathedral. He appeared again five seconds later.

      "Good news," Cerberus said. "Katerina is still in there. The bad news is she's praying by the altar. Also, she's alone."

      "Where are the five young vampires you mentioned?"

      Cerberus shook his head. "I'm not sure. They're scattered around the caves."

      "Damn it. If Mom doesn't know to expect them..."

      "She can handle herself, Zoey. Especially with new vampires."

      I nodded. "Right. I mean, she said she could. I have to trust that. You think they're out on patrol or something?"

      "That is my guess," Cerberus agreed. "But they move fast. No sooner do I catch the scent of one than it's gone. With all of them moving around, trying to find one of them is next to impossible."

      "No matter," I said. "Cut off the head, and the beast dies. We can deal with newbie vamps later. Katerina is the one we're here for."

      "She'll see you as soon as you walk in," Cerberus warned. "And she's too far away from the walls for you to take her by surprise."

      I nodded. "In that case, we'll do this the honorable way. Chick against chick. Face to face."

      "You've got this, Zoey," Sienna told me.

      "And if she tries to run, you've got this, Sienna."

      "No problem!"

      I knew I could walk through the doors. I thought about using the bag of Hades soil, which was more like powder than dirt when I examined it, to avoid the lamps. The problem? If I used it, I couldn’t phase through the doors. If I entered by opening the door and walking in, she’d see me anyway.

      Once I got in, though, my cloak's enchantments would not work. Cerberus had said the whole place was illuminated with those blacklights, which were fueled by a chemical drawn from the soil of the underworld. Toss the Hades powder on myself and it might give me an advantage, but I could only use it once, or maybe twice. I couldn’t risk using it if I wasn’t sure it would work.

      As soon as I passed through the doors, the feeling of walking on air that I usually experienced in the astral plane disappeared, and the heaviness of my regular form returned.

      Katerina stood up from the altar where she was kneeling and smiled at me.

      "Miss Grimm. It's about time. I've been waiting for you."

      I cocked my head and touched the sigil on my wrist. My scythe formed in my hand. "How did you know I was coming?"

      "Did you think your brother's escape was an accident? I knew he'd lead you to us, and as headstrong as you are, you wouldn’t be able to resist coming after me."

      "Then you know why I'm here. Katerina, it's over. Time to join your sire and Vincent and Vlad and all the rest I've eliminated."

      Katerina laughed. "You don't know what you're doing, do you? Tell me, Miss Grimm. What happens to a vampire's soul when you reap it?"

      I bit my lip. "It goes away. It's gone. That's all that matters."

      "Is it?" Katerina asked. "It's rather impulsive, don't you think, to come after us with that scythe when you don't know what it does."

      "Bullshit." I stepped closer to the vampire. "You're just trying to make me second-guess myself."

      Katerina smiled. "In that case, why don't you finish what you came here to do? I want you to do it."

      I furrowed my brow. "You want to be reaped?"

      "Like I said, you don’t know what happens to us when you reap our souls. I do. Go ahead, Miss Grimm."

      I grunted and swung my blade, but when it would have struck Katerina on her right shoulder, her body turned translucent, as if she had phased out of the material world. Then she reappeared.

      "What the hell?"

      "Exactly, Miss Grimm! Hell...or perhaps Hades. The domain of the Dark One."

      I bit my lip. "So, when I reap vampires, they go to Hades?"

      Katerina laughed. "Suppose we do."

      "That's a-ok with me!" I swiped my blade through Katerina again. She phased a second time.

      "Call it a gift from the Dark One," Katerina mused. "You aren't the only one who can navigate different dimensions, Miss Grimm."

      In fury, I swung my scythe at Katerina again and again. Each time, it passed through her. She stood still, laughing. "Oh, stop. It tickles."

      "Funny, but I'll get you eventually. When you don't expect it."

      "I expect you'll try," Katerina agreed. "Your blade might work on others of my kind, but you've yet to meet one as devout as I, as blessed by our maker. The Dark One, Miss Grimm, is not only my father. He's yours."

      I shook my head. "My dad wouldn't help you."

      "I'm not talking about Azrael," Katerina said. "I'm talking about his father—the father of your kind. The god who created you, the Reapers, also made us. We are not as different as you'd like to imagine."

      I snorted. "Vincent said the same damn thing before I sent him to Hell."

      "What he told you is true. Why should we be at odds with one another, Miss Grimm? We are cut from the same cloth. We were both created to serve the purposes of the same Lord."

      I snorted. "The Dark One? You mean Hades?"

      Katerina smirked. "You call him Hades. I call him Satan. I was, I’m sure you've learned by now, once a nun. The high priestess of the Church of the Dark One."

      "Sounds like a bullshit religion to me."

      Katerina laughed. "I like you, Miss Grimm. It's a shame you won't give me a chance. We could be great friends. I do have friends, you know."

      I sighed. "Yeah, we've figured out that there's a Reaper helping you. Who is it?"

      Katerina smiled and turned around. I swiped at her again, and the attempt to reap her failed again. She smiled at me over her shoulder. "Why would I tell you that? Until you embrace your true nature, your heritage, I owe you nothing."

      "You're making daywalkers. You intend to use them to take over the world. I'll ask you the same thing I asked one of your lackeys right before I killed him. Why would you want that? If you created a superior vampire that was immune to sunlight, wouldn't that leave you and your kind behind? You'd be inferior second-class vampires. Eventually, they'd take over."

      Katerina laughed. "You know so much, Miss Grimm, but at the same time, you know very little."

      "Then enlighten me."

      Katerina narrowed her eyes. "How about I offer you a demonstration instead?"

      I gripped my staff and was about to attempt another swipe at the vampire when she ran around me and out the doors. Her body blurred due to the speed at which she moved.

      I followed as fast as I could and saw Sienna, her extended fist caught in Katerina's hand.

      "I don't understand."

      "She can see you!" I shouted. "She moves between dimensions. I don't know how!"

      Cerberus dove at Katerina. With a swipe of her hand, she sent him flying back. He crashed to the floor with a whimper.

      Katerina grabbed the brooch off of Sienna's shirt and tossed it aside. Lights flashed around us—bright white lights.

      Katerina's skin started to blister. She grinned.

      Sienna's eyes turned black, then she snarled and bit Katerina on the neck.

      "Yes!" Katerina shouted. "Bite me! Complete the gift!"

      "What the fuck?" my mom asked, shooting a bolt from her crossbow at Katerina.

      She phased again, and the bolt passed through her and struck Sienna.

      "No!" I screamed, running to my friend as her body collapsed.

      "It feels incredible!" Katerina exclaimed. "Come, my children! Witness the gift that shall soon be yours!"

      Even though the sunlight lamps were still shining, Katerina's skin was no longer blistering. She was now a daywalker.

      The lights went out again, and five vampires descended on our position.

      I laid Sienna on the floor. I still had my scythe in my hand, and I slashed it at the first vampire as he dove at me.

      My mom fired a bolt at one of them, then turned and aimed at me.

      I spun to see the bolt hit a vampire who was coming at me from behind get hit in the chest.

      Katerina was gone. Cerberus, back on his feet, dove at another vampire, expanded his body, grabbed the vampire in his massive jaws, and tossed it through the air. I swung, destroying the vampire with my scythe in a cloud of golden energies and ash.

      The sole remaining vampire took off running. "I'll go after him," my mom called. "Check on Sienna. I don't think it hit her heart, but you'd better be sure."

      My mom kicked Sienna's brooch toward me. It slid across the floor, and I caught it and pinned it on her chest.

      Then I pulled the bolt out of her body. My mom had been right. It was just above the heart, close to her shoulder.

      Sienna gasped.

      "Thank God!" I wrapped my arms around her.

      She squeezed me back. "I'm sorry, Zoey. I tried to kill her, but…"

      "I know, Sienna. I know. I tried, too. I'm not sure she can be killed. Not easily, anyway."

      Sienna gagged, then turned and vomited black vampire blood. It splashed the concrete floor. "Remind me never to bite a vampire again."

      I nodded. "We now know more of their plan, at least. Your bite turns regular vampires into daywalkers. If that's the case, they won't need to make many. They'll only need enough to turn the rest of the vampires."

      "That might take a while," my mom said, walking toward us.

      "Did you get him?" I asked.

      "I did. He didn't stand a chance."

      I nodded. "Well, Katerina is not only able to dodge my scythe, but she can also walk in the sunlight now. I'm afraid she's going to be very hard to kill."

      My mom nodded. "It sure looks that way. But they will need to make more daywalkers."

      "At least we know they haven't made any more yet," I stated.

      "How can you be sure?" Sienna asked.

      "Katerina lured us here on purpose. If there were other daywalkers, she wouldn't have had to use you. She could have used a willing daywalker."

      "Then we'd better find out where the next Reapers will be going," my mom said grimly. "We know enough about how daywalkers are made to understand that a Reaper has to be involved twice—once to retrieve the soul of the body that was bitten, and again to return the soul to the body."
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      Someone followed us as we left the caves. Every time I turned around, the footsteps I heard stopped, and no one was there.

      "You guys hear that?"

      "Didn't notice," Sienna responded. "Still in shock."

      "I heard it," my mom replied. "Curious."

      "Cerberus, anyone back there?"

      "Just workers," Cerberus said. "Nothing supernatural. Whatever it is, probably no one to worry about."

      I huffed. "Nothing is nothing anymore, but you might be right. I'm probably being paranoid."

      "We know Katerina isn't here anymore. Where she went is anyone's guess."

      I nodded. "We have to find where the vampires are keeping the victims they hope to turn into daywalkers. I don't know if I can kill Katerina, but if we can stop them from spreading this daywalker virus, or gene, or whatever it is, we have to try."

      "I agree." My mom sighed. "I'm just not sure where to look. We've checked the standard locations."

      "We could try the freight yard," Sienna suggested. "Those big metal crates, the ones they threw me in when they kidnapped me the first time, are the ideal place to hide bodies."

      "And I wouldn’t be able to smell them through the metal. We can start there," Cerberus added.

      "You’re right; we don't have a lot of other options."

      No sooner did we get outside than all three of our phones dinged. Well, Sienna's meowed. That was apparently her notification tone.

      Cerberus narrowed his eyes at her and shook his head.

      "The messages must've come through while we were in the cave," Sienna stated.

      I nodded. "Are you guys seeing what I'm seeing?"

      My mom nodded. "Kevin said multiple persons were taken to the hospital. They were unconscious and had puncture wounds in their necks, wrists, and thighs."

      "That was where the vampires bit me when they were trying to turn me," Sienna explained.

      I nodded. "Do you think the vampires would be so foolish as to create daywalkers in hospitals?"

      My mom scratched her head. "It's brilliant if you think about it. There's a reason that when you were trying to contact your father in New Orleans, we went to a hospital, Zoey."

      "Because Reapers are often dispatched there," I muttered. "But if these people weren't slated to die..."

      "It's still a good lead," my mom said, typing a text on her phone. "I've asked him to meet us there. It'll make things a lot easier, for me at least, if we have a police escort."

      It was a group text, apparently. Mom's message caused my phone to ding and Sienna's to meow.

      Cerberus growled.

      A message from Kevin came through a few seconds later.

      
        
        The victims are at St. Luke's on the Plaza. Meet me there in an hour?

      

      

      I sighed. "All of them in one place? That makes it too damn convenient for the vampires and the Reapers working with them."

      "Maybe," my mom replied. "But it also means we know where they'll appear. If the victims were in different hospitals, we might be able to prevent one from turning, but not the rest. This gives us a chance."

      "True," I agreed. "I suppose you're right. We'd better get there fast. Do we know how long it has been since these victims were bitten?"

      "We don't even know how long the body needs to start healing before they'd become daywalkers when revived. Too long, and they'd just stay human. Return their souls too soon, and they'd become regular vampires."

      "We know a range," I offered. "Based on how long Sienna was hospitalized, it could be a while."

      My mom nodded. "We'd better get there soon. We could wait an hour, or a week or more. Either way, we have to be there when it's time. When the Reapers show up to restore their souls."

      When we arrived at the hospital, Sienna and me on my bike, Mom in the ‘Vette, Kevin was waiting for us by the doors.

      When he saw me, he looked me up and down, undressing me with his eyes. I couldn't be upset about it. I was doing the same thing to him. He was in his dark-blue police uniform. I don't know why, but whenever I imagined him naked after taking off his uniform, he was a lot fitter and hotter than when I imagined his body beneath regular clothes. There was something about a uniform.

      "Good to see you, Zoey," Kevin began. "You too, Sienna. Josephine."

      We all nodded. "Good to see you too, Detective Schroeder."

      Kevin snorted. "Aren't we past that?"

      I shrugged. "You're on duty. We have to maintain formalities."

      "Right." Kevin smirked. "This way. We have them all in the same wing."

      "The closer together they are, the better," my mom said. "We have to watch them all until the Reapers arrive. We can't let any of them out of our sight."

      "They're in the same wing, not the same room. I can try to get the hospital to double them up."

      "They’d do that just because you ask them to?" I asked.

      Kevin smiled. "I'll tell them it's for security reasons. We believe their condition isn’t accidental, and it will be easier to protect them that way."

      I grinned. "It's cute when you abuse your authority."

      Kevil laughed. "It's not abuse if it's true, Zoey. How I'll explain your presence here is another matter."

      "How'd you find these victims, anyway?" my mom asked.

      "I didn't. They were brought here in a van and left outside the ER."

      I shook my head. "So, the vampires wanted them brought here."

      "It seems that way," Kevin agreed. "Perhaps they were concerned that they didn't have the medical expertise to keep their bodies viable long enough."

      I shrugged. "Whatever the reason, we're here for the long haul."

      "I'll come up with something to tell the hospital staff. Just try to stay out of their way, and don't do anything that would raise red flags."

      "Me do something that might get people's attention? I'd never."

      "Right," Kevin said. "You're as subtle as an elephant in a china shop."

      I raised an eyebrow. "That wouldn't be subtle."

      "Exactly my point." Kevin grinned. "You have a way of making your presence known, Zoey."

      "I can behave." I smiled. "At least while we're here. Later, I don't have to if you don't want me to."

      My mom cleared her throat. "Can you two talk about things like that when I'm not around, please?"

      I giggled. "Sorry, Mom."

      Sienna smiled. "I think they're cute together."

      "I agree," Mom replied. "I just never imagined they'd...you know..."

      "Why not?" Sienna asked. "They're both hot. It makes sense."

      "And we're both still standing here," I reminded them.

      Kevin laughed. "Follow me. Just be good, Zoey. I'd hate to have to cuff you."

      "Please do!" I shot back.

      "Please stop!" my mom retorted.

      Kevin and I chuckled. We hadn't done more than hold hands yet. We hadn't even kissed. Still, the attraction between us was off the charts. It had been like that since we met, only now, it was blatant and direct. Before, it had been subtle and playful but open to interpretation.

      He was still playing hard to get, sort of. Then again, so was I. The sexual tension was through the roof. It was only a matter of time, or so I hoped, before it exploded in a mutual exchange of passion.

      That would have to wait until after we finished our stakeout and prevented the creation of new daywalkers.

      "I have an idea," I blurted. "I can wear my cloak. Sienna can activate her brooch. We can wait here while invisible."

      "For days?" my mom asked, raising an eyebrow.

      "If that's what it takes."

      Kevin nodded. "That would simplify things."

      "We might be able to use that to our advantage,” my mom mused. "If the vampires and Reapers know we're here, they will probably not show. I mean, these are just human lives to them. I know it sounds harsh, but there's nothing special about these people other than perhaps their blood type that makes them essential. If the vampires think we've found them out, they might abandon the victims and move on to other candidates."

      I nodded. "I agree. The only problem is that the Reapers will be able to see me once they arrive. Still, they won't know I'm here until they show up. If they follow standard Reaper procedure, they'll start with reconnaissance."

      "Then you should be better at hiding from them than they are at finding you," my mom told me. "At least until they reveal themselves and you have to intervene."

      I nodded. "Despite the whole elephant in a china shop thing, I know how to do stealth. It was part of our training at the Reaper Academy. And since I know how Reapers do recon, I will have the advantage."

      "What about me?" Sienna asked.

      "The Reapers don't know you," I replied. "At least, none except Morty do, and he's not the one who’s doing this."

      We rode the elevator up three floors to where the potential daywalkers were being held. The nurses nodded at Kevin and smiled. Of course they did. Batting their eyes. Strutting around in their scrubs.

      What the hell? Why was I jealous? It wasn't like he was sleeping with them. He wasn't even sleeping with me. We were dating, sort of, but it wasn't like we were a couple. When a nurse passed us and I caught her looking over her shoulder at Kevin's ass, why did I have a sudden urge to beat the shit out of her?

      I sighed. I didn't like that feeling. Did it mean anything? I'd never been like that before. Not even with Gabriel. Other reaper girls checked him out all the time. It had never bothered me. Why was I suddenly overwhelmed by an irrational urge to demonstrate my dominance?

      I laughed. That was the key; it was irrational. That meant I didn't have to dwell on it. It was probably just hormones.

      "I assume they're all O-negative?" I asked.

      Kevin nodded. "They are."

      "The doctors must be perplexed. When Sienna was in the hospital, the doctor there thought it was rare that her body was so healthy, but she couldn't wake up. These people are fighting off a contagion they can't test for."

      Kevin nodded. "This is all pretty new. I'm sure they'll do scans and whatnot to try to sort it out. So far, though, the doctors and nurses have focused on stabilizing the victims."

      "This is how I was when my soul was in Morty's blade?" Sienna asked.

      I nodded. "Just like this."

      "It's weird. I still get flashes of memory. Not my memories, but Morty's memories of things he did while I was in his blade. Nothing that makes sense. Disjointed moments. Flashes, mostly of that fraternity party. I remember the keg stand and the three-story bong."

      I laughed. "I'm guessing his state of inebriation left his mind open. Since his scythe is technically part of him, it makes sense you were part of him at the time, too."

      My mother chuckled. "Well, if we got every Reaper in the underworld wasted, we could wait until the daywalkers rise and ask them who reaped them."

      "Right. Well, the vampires are banking on the notion that these daywalkers will be loyal to their cause."

      Kevin scratched his head. "That's a good point. How can we be sure that's the case? I wonder if these people knew what they were getting into before they were bitten."

      "It's not unthinkable," my mom replied. "The vampires are offering immortality and power. I'm sure there are a lot of people, especially people whose lives might not be going as well as they'd like, who'd accept that invitation."

      I nodded. "Katerina seems to know what she's doing. Somehow, she knew that if she could awaken Sienna, she'd bite her and pass along her daywalker abilities."

      Sienna sighed. "When I turn, I have irresistible urges I can't explain. It's like I have no control."

      My mom brushed a strand of blonde hair out of her face. "All it took was one bite and Katerina changed. That suggests the contagion a daywalker passes on is more potent than the normal vampire virus. That raises another question. If these daywalkers rise, how many people will they each bite? How many of them will be turned in kind? This thing could spread fast."

      "Katerina didn't rage out, though," I said. "She was still of sound mind."

      My mom nodded. "Older vampires are accustomed to managing their urges and cravings. Younger vampires, not as much."

      "If everything you're saying is true," Kevin interjected, " this must be part of Katerina's plan. She won't need more Reapers to do what she wants. All she has to do is take these five daywalkers, move them around the world to various places, and let them multiply."

      I nodded. "It might be the same thing I suspected she was planning to do with the werewolves. I'd thought that if werewolves were unleashed on the world and the vampires used their ally wolf to tame them, they could emerge as the heroes. Could she do the same with these daywalkers?"

      My mother leaned against the wall and pinched her chin. The machines hooked up to one of the victims made a variety of noises. "If she's the one who bit them, she's their sire. She can control them."

      "She wasn't the only one who bit me," Sienna countered. "That other vampire, the one you killed, did too."

      "Nosferatu," I clarified. "I suspect he would also have control over you if he was still alive."

      Kevin closed the door of the room as a group of nurses walked past. "Do you think the vampires predicted we'd try to save Sienna by reaping her soul?"

      My mom shook her head. "I don't know how they could predict that. I think they learned what was happening and exploited it."

      "Katerina told me a few things when I confronted her earlier. She said that we Reapers are children of the Dark One. That he made us even as he made the vampires. If this devil or whatever he is made both of us, he must've known this was possible. Do you think he was the one who developed this plan and charged Katerina to carry it out?"

      "I don't know," my mom responded. "All this stuff about the Dark One is new to me. It would explain how the vampires have managed to manipulate this situation to their advantage."

      "First things first. We have to stop the spread of the daywalkers. I fear, though, that even if we succeed, it won't be the end of Katerina's plans. Especially if she has a god like Hades directing her."

      My mom nodded. "It makes me wonder if Athena saw this coming when she charged me to start hunting vampires."

      I shook my head. "In the underworld, we believed in the gods. We knew they existed, but I never trusted them. They always had an agenda of their own."

      My mom nodded. "Athena wouldn't tell me much more than that I needed to be prepared to help you adjust to your abilities. You're right, Zoey. I think the gods are pulling strings, using us as pawns for some kind of war between themselves."

      "We'll find out soon enough. For now, we wait. I have a feeling we'll be here a while."

      "Anyone hungry?" Kevin asked. "I'll order a pizza."

      "Sounds good to me," I replied. "I'd like to eat before I go invisible and sit here twiddling my thumbs for the gods only know how long."
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      The pizza showed up an hour later. Kevin went downstairs to pick it up and brought it to one of the rooms we were monitoring.

      "I'm so hungry." I walked more briskly than I typically did toward the pizza and opened the box.

      "What the hell is this?" I asked.

      Kevin shrugged. "It's pizza. What do you mean?"

      "There's pineapple on it."

      "Pineapple and ham. It's called Hawaiian pizza."

      I snorted. "People in Hawaii eat pizza like this?"

      "I don't think so. I think they just call it that because of the pineapple."

      Sienna pressed past me and grabbed a piece. "You should try it, Zoey."

      "It's pineapple and ham. Aren't you fostering stereotypes about Hawaiians?"

      Kevin snorted. "What kind of stereotypes? That they like pineapple? Heaven forbid."

      "Who doesn't like pineapple?" Sienna asked. "It's delicious."

      "That's beside the point. I never saw it on pizza before."

      "What do they put on pizza in the underworld?" Kevin asked.

      I shrugged. "The usual. Fingers. Toes. Every now and then, some eyeballs."

      Kevin looked at me in shock. I started laughing. "I'm joking, dumbass. They put the regular shit normal people like on their pizzas. Pepperoni, sausage, mushrooms, olives, peppers—things like that. We don't eat body parts."

      Kevin chuckled. "You know, Zoey, I've never been to the underworld. I don't know what to expect."

      I nodded. "Well, as long as you're fully human, you won’t be going there either. The humidity is bad for your hair."

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. "Good thing I have excellent conditioner."

      "Joking again. You couldn't survive there for more than an hour. The air is too thin for normal humans."

      "You require less oxygen than I do?" Kevin asked.

      "I don't know. Maybe. I honestly don't know if that's why humans can't go there. All I know is that it's forbidden, supposedly for their own good."

      My mom chuckled. "I asked your father once if I could visit. When he said he had to leave with you and your brother, I begged him to find a way to work it out. He wanted to. Said he'd write every day. He did. I didn't get all his letters at once, but by the time I received them, Athena had shown up. Said it would be best if I didn't answer. She said your father needed to move on."

      "That’s how much the gods know," I quipped. "He still isn't over you, Mom."

      A slight grin formed at the corner of my mom's mouth as she looked down, trying to hide the expression on her face. "I know, Zoey. I wish I could say I'm over him, but we still can't be together."

      I grabbed a piece of pizza and took a bite.

      "Holy crap!" I exclaimed. "This is incredible!"

      Kevin laughed. "Told you so."

      "No wonder Hawaiians eat this stuff all the time!"

      Keven rolled his eyes as he shook his head. "Just don't eat too much. We have to split this between the four of us."

      Cerberus, who'd remained in another dimension the whole time we were there because hospitals don't appreciate having animals on the premises, poked his Earth head out of whatever realm he was lingering in and growled.

      "Sorry," Kevin corrected. "The five of us."

      Cerberus appeared, expanded his body so he was big enough to reach the pizza, took two pieces in his mouth, and disappeared again.

      Kevin grunted. "Maybe I should have ordered two."

      "It's okay," I soothed. "As good as it is, I'll stick to one piece. I have to be ready to fight. You know what they say, you shouldn't slay vampires for at least thirty minutes after eating."

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. "No one says that."

      "You bet they do," I protested. "No slaying vampires. No swimming, either. Those two things don't usually go hand-in-hand, though now that I think about it, I was wading in a swamp when I killed Nosferatu, so there's that."

      "Well, then you should put that piece down. They could show up at any moment."

      I took a second bite.

      Kevin shook his head, chuckling.

      "Vampires are gross," I continued. "Killing one might make you puke."

      "I haven't ever heard that rule, Zoey. But you might want to eat a little more. You'll have to stay invisible here for a while. You might not have a good chance to eat." My mother smiled.

      "If Cerberus can pull it off, I'll find a way."

      "Just saying. You can have my second piece." What a motherly thing to do.

      I grinned. "If you insist!"

      "Sienna can have mine," Kevin said. "You'll both need to stay up here. To keep an eye on all the rooms at once will take two of you."

      "Couldn't we just watch the elevators?" Sienna asked.

      "The vampires have to come that way," I agreed. "But Reapers can form portals anywhere. We need to keep the victims in sight. I'll watch the three on this end of the hall since it is closer to the elevators in case any vampires do come up here, and you can watch the two at the far end."

      Sienna sighed. "This is going to be boring. You know what's the worst about all this?"

      "What?" I asked.

      "When I activate my brooch, my phone loses service."

      I grinned. "I know. It's a travesty."

      Sienna giggled. "The sacrifices we have to make to save the world. I'll tell you what."

      “One more thing.” I reached into my backpack, retrieved the little bag of powdery Hades soil my dad had given me, and handed it to Sienna. “I don’t know what to expect, but if Katerina shows and has some way to dispel our cloaks, a portable lamp or whatever, use this so you can stay in the astral plane.”

      “Why would I need to do that?”

      “In case it’s not safe. If you have to get out of here.”

      “I won’t run away, Zoey. I’m not as fragile as you think.”

      I sighed. “That’s not what this is about. You’re the only daywalker we know about. We can’t risk you being captured. Katerina manipulated you to bite her before. Apparently, her bite isn’t contagious. At least, not yet. Otherwise, she wouldn’t need to make more. Regardless, we can’t risk you being captured.”

      Sienna scratched her head. “I get it, but you might be able to use this.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure how. Like I said, it’s just for emergencies. We can’t get any more of it, so be careful. Remember, too, if you do, it will lock you into whatever plane you’re in when you use it.”

      Sienna nodded. “I will.”

      We stayed on the astral plane all day and through the night. The next morning, my mom and Kevin came back to allow us a bathroom break. It was a nice thought. Hospital rooms have bathrooms, though, and being in the astral plane, I could pee anywhere. At least, I assumed I could. I hadn't tried it since I was afraid it would stay on the astral plane with me and I'd have to endure the smell of my own urine for the duration of our stakeout. That would have been a pisser.

      I took advantage of the break and did my business the usual way. Kevin and my mom also brought us breakfast and water. Pop-Tarts, really. Not the best breakfast in the world, but it filled the hole.

      I thanked them, and they left. If they were there when the Reapers showed, it might spoil our plans.

      We spent another full day staring at the walls. All the victims were stable. Nothing had changed. We spent the following night and the next day, too.

      I'd like to say I was in good spirits, but I was getting downright cranky. Not that it was a problem; I could be as bitchy as I wanted in the astral plane. No one would notice except Sienna, who was every bit as restless as I was. Oh, and Cerberus. He wasn't into bitches. He insisted he was gay. Most dogs like bitches. I'm not sure if he was really gay or just asexual. Then again, there weren't a lot of hellhounds roaming the Earth. If he was in Hades, he'd break a lot of houndish hearts.

      There was an average of two hundred and thirty-two ceiling tiles in each hospital room. Yes, I counted them. Twice. I counted partial tiles as half-tiles. I wanted to ensure my figures were as accurate as possible because, you know, when you're bored stupid, shit seems important.

      Occasionally, the nurses entered the room to replace the bags of fluids they were using to hydrate the victims and check their vitals. Every time a new nurse arrived, I made it a point to examine their eyes. The same with the doctors. Vampires have dark, almost black eyes. It struck me that if a vampire wanted to sneak into the hospital, dressing in navy blue scrubs would be the best way to do it.

      Then again, the vampires were hoping to take over the world. Secrecy might not be as high on their list of priorities as it used to be.

      The last I knew, based on what Kevin and my mom had reported the last time they checked in, Katerina hadn't done anything noteworthy since she became a daywalker. At least, nothing that would draw anyone's attention. That wasn't a surprise. She needed more daywalkers, so she needed these victims to turn.

      There was no telling, if she succeeded, how long it would take before the vampires made a move against humanity. I imagined it wouldn't take them more than a week or two. All they'd have to do is disburse the daywalkers and get them to start biting other vampires and maybe other humans who they wanted to turn. New daywalkers would spread the condition further until they had enough of an army to challenge the hegemony of humanity.

      There was always a chance that these victims were meant to be a distraction. If that was the case, though, the Reapers who were working with the vampires would have to do something with these people's souls. They might just let them loose.

      Kevin and my mom were busy trying to find out if there were other victims, other missing persons reported who might have fit the demographic—namely, the blood type—the vampires required. In this case, no news was good news. We hoped that meant the vampires and Reapers would show up here sooner rather than later.

      We reached Day Four. I knew every nurse's name. I even knew who they were dating because, well, nurses chat about a lot of crap. I knew which nurses were screwing which doctors, too. One of the doctors was married, and not to the nurse he was doing the nasty with. Of course, they didn't do it in the hospital. This wasn't Grey's Anatomy; it was the real world. Even if trysts did happen from time to time on hospital grounds, the rooms on this floor were full.

      After the morning rounds on the fourth day, a golden light appeared at the end of the hall. It was a Reaper portal.

      "Thank God!" I ducked behind the nurse's station. I was in the astral plane, but being a Reaper, the arriving Reapers would be able to see me. They were in their cloaks too.

      I couldn't see who they were at first. Their hoods were up. One of them emerged first. Five others followed.

      All six touched their wrists, forming their scythes. Every Reaper has a unique scythe. It's like a fingerprint. The five who came in after the first carried blades aglow with golden light, which suggested that they held human souls. The first Reaper didn't bother summoning his, but when he turned around, there was no mistaking who it was—Gabriel.

      “Cerberus,” I whispered. “You need to find my mom and Kevin. Find Dad, too. They all need to know what’s happening.”

      “I could stay and help.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Gabriel is working with the vampires, so my father needs to see this for himself. We could use my mom’s help. Kevin’s too.”
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      It made sense. Gabriel had five junior Reapers, all graduates of my class. That meant he could go on all his regular missions and handle the scheduled reapings while his apprentices did the work for the vampires.

      Gabriel walked down the hall alone, leaving his five lackeys by his portal. Reconnaissance. He looked around.

      "Zoey, I know you're here."

      I sighed. Of course he did.

      "There's no reason to hide. I need to talk to you now.”

      I bit my lip. Why did Gabriel need to talk to me? I figured he'd want to do the job fast and get out of there.

      I sighed, pressed the sigil in my wrist, and formed my scythe, targeting Gabriel. If I was going to show myself, he had to know that I was in control. If push came to shove, I'd end his treacherous life in a second.

      He saw me as I stood up, my scythe in hand.

      Gabriel laughed. "There's no need for that."

      "You fucking traitor!" I shouted. "How could you? All this to try to take over my dad's position!"

      Gabriel shook his head. "Of course you'd think that, Zoey. I can't say I blame you. I know how it looks."

      "What was I to you, anyway? Just a ticket to reclaiming the throne?"

      "it wasn't like that, Zoey. I loved you. I still do."

      "You sure have a funny way of showing it. You realize what will happen here, don't you? When you make these daywalkers for the vampires, it's just a matter of time before they try to take over the world."

      Gabriel nodded. "Look, Zoey. If I didn't do this, if I didn't play along with their demands, other Reapers would have done it instead."

      "My father trusts you, Gabriel! He didn't for a minute there, but then you saved Morty. What was that? Just a ploy to get access to the universal portal?"

      He shook his head. "It was more than that, Zoey. You realize, if I didn't do that, they were going to force your brother to create these daywalkers, as you call them."

      "How noble of you. You spared my brother of that so you could do it and get on the good side of the vampires and their Dark One."

      "I did it, Zoey, because if your brother did it instead, even if he was forced to by the vampires, the auditors would find out. It would compromise your brother's chance to ascend to the throne."

      I shook my head. "Then why not just save Morty and be done with it? You didn't have to do this for the vampires. We could have fought them."

      Gabriel nodded. "Then I wouldn't have had this chance to bring Katerina to you."

      "I tried to kill her before. It can't be done, Gabriel."

      "It can, Zoey! At least, I think it can. You can move between the realms. So can she. You just have to make sure when you strike her that you're in the same dimension."

      "She'll see it coming, Gabriel. And what are you going to do with these people whose souls your apprentices are holding?"

      "If you stop Katerina, Zoey, we'll stay here and restore their souls when their bodies are ready."

      "But you'll be gone from the underworld for too long," I countered. "If a Reaper goes rogue for that long, it’s an automatic demotion."

      "Better me than your brother," Gabriel replied. "I'll earn my way up the ranks again."

      I shook my head. "This seems fishy. I'm sorry, Gabriel. I'm not sure I trust you."

      "What choice do you have?" he asked. "Are you going to kill all these Reapers, including me?"

      "If I have to."

      Gabriel sighed. "Just give me a chance. Katerina is on her way. I arrived five minutes early on purpose. She'll be here any second. Hide. Unless she moves into the astral plane, she won't see you coming. Take her out fast. We're going to make it look like we're about to restore the souls to these people's bodies. She'll be transfixed by the process. That's your chance."

      I sighed. "All right, Gabriel. For the sake of everything we used to mean to each other, I'll trust you for now. But one false move, and I'll take you out. Understood?"

      Gabriel nodded. "I'd expect nothing less, Zoey."
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      Sienna was staring at the new arrivals intently. "I take it those are Reapers."

      I smirked. "What gave it away, the dark cloaks and glowing scythes?"

      "Pretty much."

      "I didn't know you could see them."

      Sienna shrugged. "Apparently, I can."

      "That means they can also see you. Be careful. The one I was talking to is my ex."

      "Gabriel?"

      I nodded. "He insists he did this only to lure Katerina here."

      Sienna bit the inside of her cheek. "And you believe that?"

      "I'm not sure." I sighed. "Unless they start trying to deposit souls in people's bodies, I'm going to tentatively trust him and see how this plays out. You need to hide. It's daytime, so I don't think there's much chance any other vampires will show up apart from Katerina, but I need you to keep an eye out and watch my back."

      "Could they reap you?"

      I shook my head. "I don't think so. Still, that doesn't mean they couldn't stab me in the back. Anyone tries anything, shout, but only if necessary. I'd rather not alert Katerina or anyone else to your presence."

      "Got it." Sienna nodded. "On the bright side, they probably won't have any of those lamps here."

      "Right. But it doesn't matter. If Katerina phases into the astral plane, she'll be able to see us. I wouldn't put it past her to do that. She knows we could be hiding here, and she'll want to survey the area to make sure I don't interfere."

      Sienna ducked behind the desk at the nurse's station. There were nurses there, but they wouldn't know of our presence as long as she had her brooch activated.

      The elevator at the end of the hall dinged. I ducked into one of the patient rooms and watched as Katerina stepped out of the elevator doors.

      Gabriel approached her. They exchanged nods.

      "Your Reapers are prepared, I presume?"

      "They are.”

      "Good. Now, I'm not going to pay you much attention. I'd rather do this as inconspicuously as possible. Once my new vampires arise, you may leave."

      "Then what happens?" Gabriel asked.

      "You leave. I just told you, Reaper."

      "I mean to the people here. If these new vampires awaken and need to feed..."

      Katerina smirked. "Then they will feed. It is not your concern. The Dark One will fulfill his promise and crown you as the new Grim Reaper, assuming all goes according to plan."

      Gabriel nodded. "Understood."

      I bit my lip. The Dark One would make him the Grim Reaper? My stomach turned. I was less sure I could trust Gabriel now. This wasn't just an effort to undermine Morty or my father, but a direct path to give Gabriel claim to my father's throne.

      It took every bit of patience I could muster to refrain from leaping out and trying to take out both of them. I didn't want to kill Gabriel, but if he was fixing to betray my father, I wouldn't have a choice.

      Gabriel waved at the five apprentice Reapers and led them into one of the rooms. "Should we do this one at a time or all at once?"

      Katerina pressed her lips together. "Let's do one first. I want to be certain they are ready and the process will work. If it doesn't, if they haven't healed enough to transform, I'd rather delay my plans than have to start over with new candidates."

      Gabriel and Katerina walked toward the room where I was hiding, so I moved into the small bathroom connected to the patient's room. I left the door cracked and the light off. I could walk through the door if need be and take Katerina down if I had the opportunity. As small as the room was, I just had to make sure she was in the right position and act fast.

      Four of the Reapers remained outside. One of them, a former classmate named Carmilla, followed Gabriel in, her scythe aglow with the patient's soul. I knew the girl. She and Morty had an on-again off-again fling back in the Academy. He hadn’t mentioned her recently, so I didn’t know if they were currently on or off.

      Carmilla's lips quivered, and her hand shook as she gripped her scythe. She wasn't an incapable Reaper, but clearly, this wasn't something she'd trained for at the Academy.

      She positioned herself on the opposite side of the patient's bed. I grinned. That left the other side of the bed, the side closest to the bathroom where I was hiding, open. Katerina stepped on that side and grabbed the patient's hand.

      When this patient became a vampire, one of the first daywalkers, he'd be Katerina's child. Her progeny. She was prepared to welcome him into the world anew. I was prepared to prevent it from happening.

      "Well, what are you waiting for?" Katerina asked.

      "Nothing, ma'am. Sorry, I just want to make sure I do this properly."

      I took the cue. It was the only chance I might have. I focused my mind and pressed myself through the door of the bathroom, my scythe ablaze with hellfire.

      It was enough to distract Carmilla. Her eyes shifted toward me as I slashed my scythe at Katerina.

      She phased out of the way.

      She turned and looked at me. "Nice try, Zoey."

      Then she snapped back around to Carmilla. "Thanks for the tip."

      "I didn't... I... Oh, my God, Gabriel! I'm sorry!"

      Gabriel shook his head. "Never mind it. You can't do this, Katerina."

      "Gabriel, Gabriel, Gabriel. You had such promise."

      "Stop it, Katerina! Waken this daywalker, and I'll reap him before you can leave."

      Katerina laughed. "I won't allow that, Miss Grimm."

      "It's not your choice!" I screamed.

      Katerina reached for me, but Gabriel grabbed her from behind. He pulled her back, but she phased through his hands, turned, and plunged her fist into Gabriel's chest.

      "No!" I screamed as his eyes went wide.

      Katerina retrieved her fist from Gabriel's chest, holding his heart. She squeezed it, and it turned to ash. So did Gabriel.

      "You bitch!" I shouted, swiping at her.

      She phased again. Carmilla turned to run out of the room. Katerina moved between her and the door. "Where do you think you're going, young lady? You have a job to do."

      "I... I can't..."

      "Unless you'd like to end up like your mentor, you will."

      Katerina extended her hand and pressed a mark on her wrist. I couldn't make out the shape, but a sword formed in her hand.

      "What is that?" I asked.

      "A gift from the Dark One. I told you, Miss Grimm—your kind and mine are more alike than you know. As you've just seen, you can be killed in the same manner as a vampire. And it just so happens that the Dark One has given me a blade to challenge yours."

      I tightened my grip on my scythe and swiped at the vampire. She blocked it with her blade. It was a small room, so we had little room to maneuver.

      "It's no use, Miss Grimm. I can avoid your scythe as I always have. You won't be able to do the same. This blade can cut across multiple dimensions, I can assure you."

      Katerina jabbed her sword at me. I jumped to the side and swiped at her again. Predictably. she phased and it passed through her.

      "Zoey!" Sienna shouted. "Catch!"

      A small bag flew through the air—the dust my father had given me. If I used it, it would lock us into the same dimension.

      I opened the bag, tossed some into the air, and blew it at Katerina.

      She coughed. "What is this?"

      I tossed some on me, too. That way, we'd be locked in the same dimension. "Call it an equalizer. Now it's a fair fight. Your skill against mine."

      Katerina didn't waste any time. She pivoted and crouched, then swiped her sword at my legs.

      I jumped over her strike and kneed her in the chin. She fell on the patient's bed. We were on Earth. Nurses and doctors were gathering around. Someone was probably calling the police. I could only hope Kevin would take the call.

      Katerina came at me again. Holding my staff in both hands, I blocked her strike and delivered a sidekick to her chest.

      Sienna came at her from behind. She was still in the astral plane as she attempted to thrust her fist at Katerina's chest. The vampire was fast and moved out of the way.

      Sienna missed, but it gave me an opening. With a long swipe of my scythe, I caught Katerina in the chest. This time, she didn't phase out of the way. She couldn't. She collapsed, her jaw agape. Her eyes widened in shock.

      "Game over, bitch." I twirled my scythe and slashed her a second time. Her body exploded in a shower of golden energy and ash.

      I coughed and waved my hand through the air.

      "You did it!" Sienna exclaimed.

      I nodded. "We did it."

      Carmilla tilted her head. "Zoey? Oh, my God! Gabriel said you could reap vampires. I never imagined..."

      I smiled. "Nice to see you, Carmilla. Gabriel is gone, but I'll make sure you get home. First, you'll need to hang out a while longer so we can save these people."

      Carmilla nodded. "I'll tell the others."
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      The nurses and doctors cleared the floor. The other Reapers dropped their hoods so we were all on the same plane. I didn't know how long that powder would work, but I was stuck in the material world until it wore off.

      I couldn't believe Gabriel was gone. I'd gone from suspecting him to trusting him to not being sure how I felt about him so quickly that when he died, it was like everything became clear.

      He could have taken Katerina's deal. He could have restored the Graves name to the throne of the underworld. He didn't. He chose to give his life in an attempt to save me. To save humanity from the vampires.

      Gabriel had died a hero.

      "Did you know what was going on? Did Gabriel tell you?"

      Carmilla shook her head. "Sort of. Not everything. He just said we were doing a good thing. We'd be saving lives. Funny, since as Reapers, we normally do the opposite."

      I grinned. "I know the feeling."

      "I'm sorry by the way, Zoey."

      I shrugged. "For what?"

      "I glanced in your direction when you came through that door. If I hadn't, you could have killed Katerina right there. Gabriel would still be alive."

      I shook my head. "We don't know how it would have panned out, Carmilla. For all we knew, Katerina was expecting me. I mean, think about it. Bringing all these people to the hospital. She had to know it would get our attention."

      Carmilla shook her head. "That was Gabriel's doing. He insisted the vampires didn't have enough expertise to keep the bodies alive long enough."

      "And she went along with it?" I asked. "She must've realized I'd find out and be here waiting for her."

      Carmilla shook her head. "I really don't know."

      "She's arrogant," Sienna interjected. "Katerina. She was, I mean. She was prepared for you. She didn't have that sword before. I saw her wrists when I bit her. That was new. She expected you to be here."

      I nodded. "She thought she could get rid of me, the biggest threat to her daywalkers, and then she'd raise them and proceed with her plans."

      The elevator dinged, and Kevin and my mom ran out. Then they saw me. They took deep breaths of relief.

      "Zoey!" my mom cried.

      Kevin turned to the doctors and nurses behind him. "It's all fine. Tend to the patients."

      The hospital staff members who usually worked the floor hurried to the patient in the room where we’d fought. From what I could tell, he was fine.

      "Mom, Kevin, this is Carmilla. She's my former classmate."

      "Hello, Carmilla."

      Carmilla cocked her head. "You met your mom, Zoey?"

      I smiled. "I did. How cool is that?"

      "It's an honor, Mrs. Grimm!"

      My mom chuckled. "The name's Collins. The Grim Reaper and I never married. Besides, I don't think he uses that last name."

      "Yeah. I mean, obviously. I knew that. Sorry. I’m a little nervous about meeting you. It's very cool. You wouldn't believe how amazing your daughter is. She was the best in our class.”

      I smiled and shook my head. "I don’t know about that, but thanks for saying it."

      "You're right, Carmilla. Zoey is very special, and I look forward to getting to know my daughter a lot better."

      Kevin put his arm around me. "I was worried about the worst. I shouldn't have been."

      I shook my head. "We weren't without casualties. Gabriel is dead."

      "Dead?" my mom asked. "What happens to a Reaper when he dies?"

      I sighed. "I don't know. Probably the same thing that happens to vampires. We might never know. I'd rather not find out for a good long time."

      "I'm sorry to hear that," Kevin told me. "Are you okay?"

      I nodded. "He was a good guy. He loved me until the end. I regret that I didn’t love him back. He died a hero."

      "I'm going to be busy for a while," Kevin remarked. "How long until it's safe to revive these people?"

      I shrugged. "No clue. Do you know, Mom?"

      "We'll have to check with your father. He'll know. It is a good idea to touch base with him anyway. He'll want to know what happened."

      I nodded. "He needs to know about Gabriel. And he has to know about the other Reapers—that we'll have to keep them around a little while longer. If we revive these people too soon, then all this will be for naught. I'd rather not have to reap a bunch of newbie daywalkers if it can be avoided."

      Kevin nodded. "I'll want you here when we do it just in case."

      "Of course," I agreed. "We need a place for the Reapers to stay."

      "I'd like to keep them close. I'll be securing this area."

      "What are you going to tell the doctors and nurses?"

      Kevin shrugged. "Need to know, I guess. I'll just tell them what I need from them and that it’s to keep everyone alive."

      "My apartment isn't far from here. I hate to suggest it, but Carmilla, I have some floor space. Not a lot of beds, but it's better than nothing."

      "That sounds like a plan," a familiar voice said from behind me.

      "Dad!" I said. "How'd you know to come?”

      "Cerberus came for me," my dad explained. "Hello, Carmilla."

      Carmilla stared at my dad. "Oh, my gods. Your Highness!"

      "Dad, you should know that Gabriel didn't make it."

      My dad nodded. "Cerberus told me. I'm sorry to hear that, Zoey."

      "How is Morty doing?"

      My father smiled. "He's doing quite well. He's getting stronger all the time and handling a lot of solo reapings now. He’s assuming most of my responsibilities—usually with my oversight, of course, but he’s more dedicated than ever. It hasn’t been long since he returned, but I’m cautiously optimistic. I think he learned a lot from his time here with you."

      I snorted. "Not sure I had much to teach him."

      "Still, he learned to appreciate what he's been given. I think he'll do well when the time comes for my ascension. If that still happens."

      "Hello, Azrael," my mom greeted.

      My father smiled. "Dearest Josephine."

      "Would you like to help us? We need to figure out how long it will take for these bodies to be ready. Your Reapers will have to stay with us until then."

      "Very well," my father agreed. "If they're here, I'll stay as long as I can. Morty can handle my more pressing duties while I'm away. I need to be here for my Reapers."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Over the course of the next week, I had a constant sense of someone watching. I didn’t know why. Objectively, there was no reason for my suspicions. Kevin told me it was common for people who'd experienced trauma, but I wasn't traumatized. At least, I didn’t think I was, though seeing my ex's heart ripped out of his chest in front of me was...bothersome. Maybe Kevin was right. I was a little traumatized. Just don't tell him I admitted that.

      The truth is, Katerina wasn't the only ancient vampire out there, but she had an agenda and a special relationship with the so-called Dark One that most vampires didn't. How long would it take until other vampires who learned about a Reaper who was out to dispatch their souls to Hell or wherever they went when I reaped them came after me? It wasn't irrational that I suspected people were following or watching me. It was very likely.

      Joe allowed Sienna to return to work. He offered me my job back too, but I couldn't bring myself to accept it. I sucked at making espresso drinks. I enjoyed the time I spent there with Sienna, but now that she was technically a vampire, albeit with her nature rendered dormant by my father's brooch, and I was the only one who knew her truth, we were bound to remain friends.

      You can't go through something like what we did without getting close. I'd never had a bestie before. In the underworld, it was hard, what with being the princess and all. Everyone acted like they were my friends, but very few were. Most people behaved the way they did because of who my dad was, not anything to do with me.

      Sienna was heading in for her first shift and I was driving her there since she'd been staying at my apartment since we’d returned to Kansas City. I suppose, like me, she didn't want to be alone. I wasn't fearful, really. Neither was she, but when you're alone, it's funny how many little sounds you hear that you'd usually ignore.

      Coincidentally, the victims were ready to be restored. My mom had stayed with Dad for the week. I tried to keep my distance. It was the first chance they'd had to really spend time together in twenty years. It wasn't the best of circumstances, but I could give them their privacy. Mom texted me as Sienna was dismounting my bike.

      "Do you want me to go with you?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head. "I think we'll be all right. It's up to you, really. I mean, if they come back as daywalkers, you're probably the only person in existence who knows what that's like. My dad had Morty send extra reaper cloaks in just in case."

      Sienna nodded. "Then you'll be fine. You helped me adjust. Besides, do you think there's much risk of that happening?"

      "Not really. My dad is pretty sure Cerberus would be able to smell it if there was any vampire virus left in their bodies. Today was the first time Cerberus smelled nothing."

      "Well, my fingers are crossed. Text me and let me know how it goes, all right?"

      I nodded. "Will do. What do you say to splitting a bottle of wine tonight after your shift?"

      Sienna grinned. "Sounds good to me."

      "It'll be nice to just kick our feet up and relax for once. I'll pick you up at five."

      "See you then!"

      I got back on my bike, headed to the hospital, and parked in the visitors’ lot. For much the same reason, but in reverse, the plan was to do as Katerina was planning, to return their souls one at a time. If the first one didn't work, we'd know. If we tried to restore all of them at once, and something went wrong, things would get nasty fast.

      I could probably handle five newborn daywalkers. I couldn't guarantee I'd be able to stop them before someone got bitten. Given the potency of their bites, if Sienna's bite of Katerina was sufficient evidence, we couldn't risk it. One patient. One soul. One Reaper at a time.

      Much to my surprise, Morty was there. He and Carmilla were holding hands. I cocked my head. "When did this happen?"

      My brother smiled. "It's new. I've been coming and going for the last week."

      "I've had a crush on Morty for as long as I could remember," Carmilla explained.

      "And I always thought she was hot."

      I laughed. "Well, there you go. You've got your hands full with this one, Carmilla."

      "Oh, trust me, I know. But he's worth it."

      "Just remember, Morty—after you're the Grim Reaper, you'll have to find someone to give you an heir. I know it's premature, but do you really want to commit yourself to a relationship?"

      Morty rolled his eyes. "That won't be for, like, a thousand years, Zoey. I think we have time to sort that out."

      "Worst-case scenario," Carmilla added, "I'll spend nine months on Earth. I have a friend here, you know."

      I chuckled. "Well, if I'm still alive in a thousand years, you'll be welcome to stay with me."

      "Who says we should wait that long?" Morty asked. "You see how lonely Dad was all this time. It might be nice to have a family. It'll keep me grounded."

      "Well, that would be unconventional. But what is the convention, really? Dad's example? I don't think a precedent of one is an unshakable tradition."

      "I support it," my father said, his fingers interlaced with my mother's. "My one regret is that the woman I fell in love with, I could never be with. If my son can love and produce an heir with one of his own, that's his choice."

      Camille smiled at Morty. My brother nodded. "Thanks, Dad. But right now, we're here for a reason. I wanted to be here to support Carmilla."

      Carmilla released my brother's hand.

      "Are you ready to do this?" my father asked.

      Carmilla nodded, touched her wrist, and invoked her scythe. The golden glow was as brilliant as ever. We approached the body, the patient she'd nearly been forced to prematurely revive a week before.

      Cerberus gave the body a quick sniff to double-check that there wasn't a hint of vampire odor left in his body.

      "Doesn't smell great. The guy needs a bath. But I don't sense any vampire virus."

      "Then let's do this," my father suggested.

      Carmilla nodded, lowered her scythe to the man's body, and released his soul. It settled into his chest. For a moment, his body shone. The glow faded.

      The man gasped and gagged. Kevin brought in a nurse, who removed his feeding tube.

      I leaned over. "What do these doctors and nurses think about all this?"

      My mom shook her head. "Kevin is taking care of that. They're pretty cynical."

      "Do we know if the people agreed to this?"

      "We'll find out soon. I'll be questioning this man. Eugene Wentz is his name. I suspect Katerina convinced them to cooperate. She likely made them some pretty extravagant promises. I doubt Eugene and the others will be as thrilled to discover that they're still human as you'd think."

      "Do you think they will be a problem?"

      My mom shook her head. "I don't think so. From what I can tell, these were all desperate and lonely people. Katerina exploited that. Unless another vampire shows up with a similar plan and makes them a comparable offer, I imagine they'll just go back to their lives."

      I frowned. "It's sad that someone would be so desperate or sad to be willing to cooperate with Katerina's plans."

      "We don't know these people's stories, but I'll work with them to make sure they all get the help they need."

      We went from room to room. The other Reapers repeated Carmilla's actions and restored the other victims. All of them became human again. It worked. Crisis averted. Go, team.

      I'd seen enough. I wasn't in the mood to hang around and celebrate. At the same time, Gabriel had given his life for a reason. I was grateful it had worked. If it hadn’t, his sacrifice wouldn't have been as significant.

      It hadn’t just been a sacrifice, though. Gabriel hadn’t given his life willingly. He had been murdered. I had avenged his death, but I was still pissed about it. I wasn't in love with Gabriel, but he was a good man. He deserved a chance to be loved with the same fervor with which he had loved me. I could only hope that wherever he was in the afterlife, he'd find happiness.
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      I gave Kevin a kiss on the cheek before I left. "Call me later."

      Kevin nodded. "I will."

      I also hugged my parents and my brother. I was tired. I'd hardly slept in weeks. For the first time in all that time, I felt like I could exhale.

      I picked up a pinot noir at the supermarket and swung by Cup-O-Joe's to pick up Sienna after her shift. I didn't have a lot of money left. I'd have to find a new job soon. I still didn't want to rely on Daddy's money.

      Tonight, though, I wasn't going to worry about it. Tomorrow could worry about itself. I wanted nothing more at the moment than to put up my feet with my best friend and have a glass of wine.

      So, that was what we did. Cerberus was waiting for us when we arrived. "Sorry, buddy. I didn't realize you'd be back. Are you hungry?"

      "Nope. Your dad got me two pounds of burnt ends earlier. I'm stuffed and tired."

      I patted the hellhound. "You deserve a chance to rest as much as we do."

      Cerberus sauntered toward my bed, jumped up, and curled up at the foot.

      I grabbed two wine glasses from the cabinet, along with my corkscrew, and opened the bottle. I poured both and handed one to Sienna, then kicked off my shoes and plopped down next to her.

      "How was work?"

      Sienna shrugged. "Not the same. Everything I did before seems meaningless now."

      I nodded. "I know what you mean."

      "Damn!" Sienna exclaimed, swirling the wine in her mouth. "This stuff is great."

      I took my first sip. "You're right. I don't drink much and didn't have a clue what I was buying. The bottle looked nice."

      Sienna laughed. "I'm with you, girl. I don't know the difference between cheap and expensive wine, but this is nice."

      "Do you think you'll go back to school?"

      Sienna nodded. "Eventually. When I can afford it. We have to live our lives, you know?"

      I extended my glass. "To our futures?"

      "To our futures," Sienna said, clinking her glass with mine. We both took a sip.

      Five knocks on my apartment door almost startled me out of my skin.

      Sienna raised an eyebrow. "Are you expecting anyone?"

      I shook my head. "I'm not."

      I got up and answered the door.

      I'd seen the man before—a tall, bald black man wearing a black suit with a black shirt and a white tie. I almost didn't recognize him, but he had a look in his eye that I couldn't forget.

      "You? You're the guy from Bourbon Street."

      The man chuckled. "The wandering horseman. Yes. My apologies, Miss Grimm. That act was all I could come up with at the time. I've been watching you."

      I cocked my head. "Who are you?"

      "Mind if I come in? I have a proposal for you and your friend."

      I shrugged. "It would be rude to say no after you've followed us all the way from New Orleans, but no funny business. I'm not in the mood."

      The horseman laughed. "Trust me, Miss Grimm. After what I've seen you do, I wouldn't dare cross you."

      Sienna almost choked on her wine when she saw the man. "Holy crap. You're the crazy guy from the French Quarter."

      "You can call me ‘Horseman.’"

      "What's your real name?" I asked.

      " I'd prefer to remain anonymous. Suffice it to say I'm a man in need of your unique skills."

      "Our skills?" Sienna asked.

      The man nodded. "Do you have another glass by chance?"

      I smiled, retrieved another wine glass from my kitchen cabinet, and poured him a half-glass. He took a sip.

      "I belong to an organization that is in charge of monitoring supernatural activity in North America. I know what you are, Miss Grimm."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You do?"

      The horseman nodded. "And I know what you've become, young lady."

      Sienna snorted. "What of it?"

      "I'm not here to harm you. I am here because I represent a number of clients who could use your assistance."

      "What kind of assistance?" I asked.

      "Vampires aren't the only supernatural nuisance that plagues people's lives across the continent and the world. There are those who would pay handsomely to have their...pests...handled."

      "You want to hire me to reap monsters?" I asked.

      "I'd like to hire both of you. As I said, I've been watching you from a distance since we encountered one another in New Orleans. You work well together, and you've both proven your skills. To think you successfully killed four of the most notorious vampires in the world, not just North America, and you didn't endure so much as a scratch."

      I sighed. "We weren't hurt. Others were."

      The horseman nodded. "But many more would have died if you two hadn't intervened."

      "How did you follow without us noticing?" Sienna asked. "I mean, it's impressive. Don't get me wrong."

      The horseman laughed. "I too am more than I appear to be."

      "What are you?" I asked.

      The horseman smiled. "Something of a guardian angel."

      "You’re an angel?" I asked

      "I said something of one. I'm not, but I am interested in the safety of humanity. And as I said, I have a number of clients who are willing to offer you significant compensation."

      "You want to hire us?"

      "My clients do, yes. Consider me the middleman."

      "Cool!" Sienna exclaimed. "How much are you talking about?"

      The man grinned. "If you agree to help my clients, you won't have any money problems for the rest of your lives."

      I bit the inside of my cheek. "How do we know we can trust you? We met a mambo, a ghost maybe, in New Orleans who said there were those watching us who wished to do us harm."

      "And she was right," the horseman agreed. "But I am not one of them. It is those of whom she spoke that my clients would like you to eliminate."

      "In New Orleans?" I asked.

      "Perhaps in time. I have plenty of clients here in Kansas City whose requests should keep you occupied for a while."

      "We'll think about it," I told him.

      "You need work, do you not?" the horseman asked.

      "We do. Well, I do, at least. Sienna has a job."

      The horseman took a big swallow from his glass and set it on my coffee table. "I'll be in touch. Be ready."

      "Yeah, sure. How will you get in touch with us?"

      "Allow me to consult with my clients. Some cases take priority over others. I'll find you. Remember, I managed to keep tabs on you all this time, and you didn't even realize it. I'm not the sort of man you can find, so don’t bother looking for me. I'll be in touch within the week. You should enjoy your time to rest and recover. I'll be keeping you busy for a while."

      "One question. Did you really not know what those horseheads in New Orleans were for?"

      The man laughed. "I didn't have a clue. They were strange, weren't they? It makes sense now that I know."

      I nodded and the horseman turned and left, closing the door behind him. I went over to lock the door, then, on a whim, opened it and looked down the hall. The horseman wasn't there. He’d disappeared, just as he had after he saw me reap Vincent in New Orleans.

      "How weird," I remarked.

      Sienna chuckled. "Well, I suppose we should be careful about toasting our futures. Look what it brought us."

      I bit my lip. "Do you think he was telling the truth?"

      "About the jobs?"

      "About any of it. About what he is."

      Sienna shrugged. "I don't know, but he's going to pay us. Think about it, Zoey. This is a chance to make a living doing what you're best at. You could use your skills, and presumably, you could help a lot of people."

      "He wanted both of us, Sienna."

      "He did." Sienna smiled. "I’ve already decided. I'm doing it."

      I snorted. "Are you sure?"

      "Paying tuition by making lattes isn't the most efficient way to realize my dreams. I'm going to have to wear this brooch for the rest of my life. I have to live with what I've become. I can't even take a shower without it."

      I winced. "I hadn't thought about that."

      "I can pin it in my hair. I figured that out the first night we were in Kansas City."

      "That's good, I suppose. You really want to do this?"

      Sienna nodded. "The way I see it, I can look at what's happened as a blessing or a curse. It's also an opportunity. I say we make the most of it."

      I smiled, took a sip from my glass, and sat down, crossing my legs, which were propped on my coffee table. "Partners, then?"

      "Hell, yeah!" Sienna exclaimed. "And I think I'll have another glass."
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      I hope you’re enjoying Zoey’s story! I just finished writing the third book in the series, “Reaper for Hire.” These books are getting more fun to write with each release!

      The popularity of this series (and we’re only two books in) blows me away. So, first thing is first. Thank you for reading! I’m eternally grateful and always humbled that you’ve invested a portion of your life reading my stories. This book was fun to write on several levels.

      Some of Morty’s frat-party experiences mimicked some of my own during college. That includes the three-story beer bong. I want to take this time to emphasize that this stunt was performed by a trained fictitious professional. It should not be attempted at home (or anywhere else on earth). Attempting such a task will surely result in great personal injury (to the ego), much embarrassment, and a killer headache.

      I’d also like to pay homage to a friend of mine (he’d prefer to remain anonymous) whose own experience in New Orleans inspired the “Horseman” episodes. Those little horse's heads really are all over the place in the French Quarter. If you look closely on the cover, you’ll see one shadowed in the opening of the initial “R” in the title. My friend spent half an evening, while celebrating his birthday in New Orleans, asking anyone he could find in the French Quarter what those little horse’s heads on sticks were for. When he told me the story (as many of my friends and family members often find out) he knew he was risking it would show up in one of my books. That’s a hazard that comes with the territory of knowing an author. You never know when something you tell them might appear in a book!

      For those of you who aren’t familiar with me, or haven’t been following my newsletter (which you can sign up for at theophilusmonroe.com), I’m a husband and a father of three boys: Elijah (8), Ezra (4), and Elliot (3). I write full time from a small office in my backyard that I built myself. Writing inside the house (with so many little ones) is impossible. We also live out in the country on several acres. I grew up in the city. Now, more of my neighbors are bovine than human. If I am ever in need of inspiration, there’s always something nearby to mooooove me.

      Yes, that was a dad joke. I can’t help myself.

      When I need inspiration, I find that strolling through a field, listening to the wind blow through the trees along with the sound if wildlife, provides an infinite source of creative energy. Now, I can’t figure out what else to write in these author notes. I think I’m going to go take another walk and start the next Zoey Grimm book on my agenda!  
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        Theo

      

      

       

    

  







            AUTHOR NOTES - MICHAEL ANDERLE

          

          

      

    

    






APRIL 14, 2022

        

      

    

    
      Las Vegas, Nevada

       Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well. Without you supporting us (by reading our books either through Kindle Unlimited or purchasing them), we wouldn’t have the time or incentive to make new ones!

       

      Family is a bit organic…        

      Like many of our stories, family is made up of people who you are related to and those whom you bring into your sphere of relationships by choice.

      Recently, one of those people I chose to bring into my sphere passed away. If you have read a few LMBPN books, you have probably read something she edited. Her name was Judith Forsyth, although she went by Judah internally here at LMBPN.

      She was one of the powerhouse editors responsible for working to provide manuscripts so clean you could eat off them.

      Well, not really, but you get the idea.

      I want to share a little story about her if I could.

      So, I get a message one day that Judah has unfortunately taken a fall and has been admitted to the hospital due to broken bones in her leg(s).

      She is in there a couple of weeks, and we decide to Zoom to update on some story stuff.

      No matter HOW OFTEN or HOW LOUD we got, when speaking to Judah about “taking time to rest” her answer was ALWAYS the same.

      “Ms. P won’t let me just sit here and watch television. No, I have things that need to get done and by golly, I will just have to get them done.”

      You learn after the first–or if you are slow, the second time–that when Judah said: “Ms. P” (a nickname for the side of her that might be said to have a little attitude), you just got on board with her.

      It was always easier in the end.

      So, I have a habit of cursing, and unfortunately, I didn’t think much about it as we spoke until–during our ZOOM–Judah asked me to try and refrain.

      I was MORTIFIED! I apologized profusely, and she just looked at me like I was a bit slow before she explained, “It’s not for me. I don’t care what you say. However, I’m in an open room with nothing but cloth separating me from those around me, and everyone else will hear you cursing. I’d rather we didn’t get in trouble.”

      Even bedridden, unable to walk, she was working in the hospital, and that was Judah. Come hell, high water, broken bones, or bad internet connection, she was going to get whatever she set her mind to accomplished.

      I can honestly say that I never understood the absolute perseverance she showed every single day, no matter if she was healthy or hospitalized.

      But I admire her for it and internalized it as a takeaway as something that I can strive to accomplish in my own life.

      I hope you have a great week or weekend. I look forward to chatting with you in the next book!
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        Michael Anderle
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      A cold drip of water from one of the stalactites struck me in the nose. I sniffed. Then I gagged. Whatever this creature was cooking smelled rancid. I could only hope it wasn't the kid we had been hired to save.

      Sienna nudged me in the ribs. "Where's the damn troll?"

      "I don't know. I've never seen a troll. I don't know their habits."

      "For some reason, I doubt the thing has pink hair and sings popular music."

      I shook my head. "Yeah, I don't remember Poppy and Branch kidnapping people."

      "This cave is enormous. Who would have thought something like this existed?"

      I nodded. "Supposedly, Missouri is riddled with caves like this. More caves than any other state. My mom says it's why there are so many supernatural creatures here. It's a lot harder to hide aboveground."

      "Think we should move through the astral plane? Sneak up on it?"

      I shook my head. "It's too dark in here. My flashlight won't illuminate the real world from the astral dimension."

      "Well, it sure smells like something is burning. That must mean there's a fire and light."

      I nodded. "Unless trolls can see in the dark, which is possible, there must be light deeper in the cave. We need to keep moving."

      Cerberus pawed my leg. "There's a corridor up ahead. You'll have to crawl, but that's where we need to go. That's where the smell is coming from."

      I sighed. "I guess we're going on our hands and knees."

      Cerberus chuckled. "No. You'll be crawling on your bellies."

      "Any idea how many trolls we might have to deal with? If we get in over our heads, we won't be able to run out of here. Even on the astral plane, if we run through the walls, I'm not sure how we'll find our way out without getting lost."

      Cerberus sniffed the air. "I can't say. I could try to get a count."

      "Usually, I'd say reconnaissance is essential. Something is cooking. If it's a person, and they have more..."

      "I agree." Sienna grimaced. "We need to move fast."

      Sienna and I slithered on our bellies through the moist and muddy passage. Cerberus was right. The smell of roasting...whatever it was...was even more pungent as we reached an opening on the other side.

      It was still dark. I stood up, my clothes soaking wet, caked with mud, and stuck to my body. Sienna emerged behind me.

      "We aren't far," Cerberus said. "Follow the corridor ahead, and I think we'll find what we're looking for."

      I aimed my flashlight at the floor. I didn't want to risk shining it too high and alerting the trolls who lived in the cave to our approach.

      There was a light flickering against the wall at the end of the cavern.

      "All right. Time to go astral."

      I lifted the hood of my cloak. Sienna touched her brooch. The trolls wouldn't see us coming.

      Technically, this was a rescue mission. The Horseman had said we'd be paid if we brought back his client's son. Given the trek we’d made through the cave, though, we would not get out of there without fighting the trolls.

      Sienna unsheathed her knife. Her skill was to stab enemies from the astral plane. Her knife wouldn't hurt anyone that way. When she returned to physical form with her knife set in her target's heart, it was game over before the supernatural bad guys even knew what was coming.

      My hope was that my scythe would work on trolls. I was supposed to be able to reap supernatural souls. It depended on how trolls were classified: supernatural entities or cryptozoological monsters? Were trolls like vampires and werewolves, or Bigfoot and chupacabras?

      I'd find out soon. Worst-case scenario, my staff would appear without the blade, but it made an effective javelin. I'd just have to be more precise with my strikes.

      When we turned the corner, I stopped in my tracks.

      Four trolls. They definitely didn't have pink hair. They had large tusks growing out of their cheeks. Their bodies were hairy and caked with mud. They had a fire in the middle of the room with something cooking on a rotisserie. One of the trolls turned it.

      It wasn't a person, thank God. Was that a...cat? Holy crap, it was. My stomach turned in revulsion.

      I scanned the room. There was a wicker cage at the far end of the cavern. From what I could see, there was a person inside. Stacks of bones lined the walls. I'm no expert, but they appeared to be human. The cat must've been an appetizer.

      "Take out the biggest one," I whispered to Sienna. "Disappear as soon as you can. Try to free the victim. I'll handle the other three."

      "Got it," Sienna whispered back.

      The trolls were fixated on the roasting feline. All the trolls were large. The shortest was probably seven feet tall. The tallest was nine or ten feet. That was the one Sienna snuck up behind.

      I stepped behind the other three.

      Sienna had to swing her knife overhead to reach the creature's heart. She pushed it through the troll on the astral plane. I nodded at her. She touched her brooch and materialized.

      The giant troll dropped.

      I touched my wrist and lowered my hood. The trolls were distracted.

      They shrieked. The trolls’ cacophonous screams were so ear-piercing that I would have covered my ears if I didn’t need my scythe. Sienna touched her brooch and disappeared.

      My staff formed in my hand. So did my scythe. These things were supernatural. That would make this a lot easier. With a single swipe, I cut through all three of them, extracting their souls from their repulsive frames.

      They all fell to the ground. With a shower of golden energy, their souls exploded into the ether. Then, their bodies crumbled and turned to ash.

      I tilted my head. "Well, that was a lot easier than I expected."

      Sienna was already at the cage. The boy inside, who was eight or nine years old, was shivering. It wasn't cold in the cave. He was terrified.

      Sienna cut the ropes that held the wicker together.

      "It's okay," I said. "We're friends. Your parents sent us."

      It wasn't a lie. Not exactly. They'd made their contract with the Horseman. He’d sent us. I didn't have a clue who this kid's parents were. I assumed they had money. This job had a six-figure payday attached.

      The boy, still shaking, looked at us. When he realized we were human, his expression softened. Tears flowed down his cheeks.

      "My name is Zoey," I said. "Are you Jonah?"

      The boy nodded. After Sienna disassembled the cage, I reached in and picked up the boy. "We're going to have to crawl out of here."

      "Wait," Jonah said. "That wasn't all of them. There are more."

      I sighed. "How many more?"

      "I don't know. They come from all over the caves. Maybe ten or twelve?"

      "Shit!" Sienna exclaimed.

      I glared at her. "Children are present."

      "Shoot. Sorry."

      "We'd better get going."

      Cerberus tugged my pant leg. "There are no more trolls in the tunnels you took to get here. You guys get out of here. I'll stay behind and deal with the rest."

      I nodded. "Thanks, Cerberus."

      "Holy crap!" Jonah exclaimed. "Did that dog just talk?"

      I chuckled. "Yeah. He's a rare breed."

      I heard a shriek from somewhere deeper in the cave.

      "Come on. We have to get going."

      I helped Jonah through the passage we crawled through before. He scuttled through it a lot easier than I had. Sienna went next. I was about to duck into it when three trolls appeared. They screeched. The sound was every bit as unbearable as it had been before.

      Cerberus expanded his body until he nearly filled the cavern. With a chomp, he swallowed one of the trolls whole.

      Then he gagged and vomited on the other two.

      "Yuck!" I ducked into the passage. Troll must not sit well on a hellhound's stomach. As disgusting as it was, part of me wanted to watch. I couldn't afford that, though. We had to get Jonah out of this cave.

      We finally made it into the sunlight. I helped Jonah into the back seat of Sienna's car and buckled him in. I climbed on my bike. Technically, it was my dad's Harley Davidson. My bike still hadn't been repaired. After this payday, I'd get it fixed. Or not. My dad's bike was growing on me, and he wasn't using it.

      Sienna jumped into the driver's seat of her car and took off. I fired up the bike and revved the engine. Cerberus appeared at the exit of the cave, hurling all over the place.

      "Are you okay?" I shouted, hoping my voice would carry over the sound of the engine.

      Cerberus nodded. "Those things taste worse than sweaty socks."

      "You're a dog. Don't you like to eat socks?"

      "No!" Cerberus protested. "I'm a hellhound. I much prefer the taste of humans."

      I grinned. "Did you take them all out?"

      "I took out a few of them. I'm sure there are more, but I don't have the stomach to handle any more."

      I chuckled. "All right. Well, we're going to drop Jonah off at the delivery point. Catch you back at the apartment?"

      "You got it. You'd better bring barbecue. Lots of sauce. The spicier, the better. I need something to replace this taste in my mouth."
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      Sienna and I had code names. I called her "Ghost Strike" for obvious reasons. She wasn’t a ghost. Technically, she was a daywalker—a kind of vampire whose nature was awakened by sunlight. She was the inverse of the sun-sensitive vampires. As long as she wore her brooch, which worked like my reaper cloak, her vampirism remained dormant, regardless of the presence of sunlight. It also allowed her to traverse the astral plane. That was where her code name came from.

      My code name wasn't nearly as original. I was "Reaper." Despite being the Grim Reaper's daughter, I couldn't reap human souls. I only reaped supernaturals.

      Why did we have code names? First, because "Reaper” and “Ghost Strike" sounded badass.

      Second, and most importantly, we wanted to have normal lives. Sienna, especially. She was using some of the money we’d earned and split to pay for college. She was a computer whiz. I called it her real superpower. About half the contracts we received from the Horseman listed the target location as “unknown.” So far, without exception, Sienna had resolved that problem by employing her computer skills.

      I said all that to say this. When you make a living by hunting supernaturals, it comes with risks. We weren't dumb. We knew and accepted the hazards. But you know, when you're given six-figure contracts to eliminate supernatural creatures and you're two of the only people in the world who could do it, it's hard to go back to pouring coffee for a living.

      We took Jonah to the drop-off location, a Flying J truck stop an hour south of Kansas City. Strange name for a truck stop. Trucks don't fly, and J isn't the most aerodynamic letter.

      Still, the Horseman always met us in public places. I wasn’t sure why. He’d been to my apartment only once, when he made us, in the parlance of Don Vito Corleone, an offer we couldn’t refuse. Meeting there again after we started working with him was off the table. After the supernatural community got wind of what we were up to and who we worked with, he’d insisted that we never meet in the same place twice.

      We also never saw him in a vehicle. I didn’t think he drove. The Horseman wasn't human. At least, not completely. We weren't sure what he was.

      By appearance, he was a handsome bald black man. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties, but he dressed in a style that suggested a bygone era: a white zoot suit with black and white wing-tipped shoes, suspenders, cufflinks, and a fedora he usually removed when he spoke.

      He could appear out of thin air. He had a lot of knowledge about supernatural things but was strikingly ignorant of and curious about human culture. The first time we’d met him in New Orleans, he’d been wandering around, obsessively asking everyone who would talk to him what the little horse heads on sticks that were scattered throughout the French Quarter were about.

      Thus, we henceforth called him the Wandering Horseman, or Horseman for short. We didn't know his real name. His money was good. Not to mention, we were saving people from supernatural threats. The way I saw it, if he were a vile creature or even an evil man, he wouldn’t send us on missions to save children from trolls.

      We pulled into one of the parking spaces at the Flying J. The Horseman was standing outside a small minivan. It wasn’t his. Two people, a man and a woman, stepped out. Sienna unlocked the car. Jonah jumped out and into his parents’ waiting arms.

      I dismounted my bike and approached the family.

      “Thank you so much! All of you!”

      The boy’s mother handed the Horseman an envelope. The Horseman opened it, flipped through the cash, and handed it to me. He never took a cut. Whatever or whoever he was, he didn’t do it for the money.

      “We found him in a cage,” I explained. “He probably saw some pretty frightening things. I imagine it will take time, but eventually, he might need someone to talk to about what happened.”

      Jonah’s father shook his head. “Who could we possibly talk to about this? I know what I saw. Those monsters grabbed Jonah right out of the tent when we were camping.”

      Sienna looked at the boy and smiled. “He opened up a bit in the car. I think he’ll be all right.”

      Jonah’s parents’ eyes teared up. “I don’t know how you did it, but we’re grateful.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I replied. “It’s our pleasure.”

      The boy’s mother helped him into the back of the van as his father climbed into the driver’s seat. They left shortly thereafter.

      “Good work,” the Horseman told us. “Did you eliminate them all?”

      I shook my head. “Sienna and I took out several of them. Cerberus ate a couple. Didn’t sit too well with him. We’re pretty sure there were still a few in that cave who might pose a problem in the future.”

      The Horseman nodded. “I’ll make sure to monitor the situation. Trolls have lived in those caves for years. Only recently, as their numbers have increased, have they gotten so bold as to go after humans.”

      Sienna snorted. “They were roasting a cat when we got there.”

      “Consider it fortunate that that’s all it was.”

      “I have a question. These things aren’t just monsters; they’re supernatural. My scythe formed when I went after them. If they were just earthly creatures, I couldn’t have invoked my blade.”

      The Horseman straightened his tie. “No one knows the history of the trolls. Through the centuries, they have emerged periodically. They aren’t the brightest creatures I’ve ever encountered. They don’t keep records. Some believe they were once human and were cursed by an ancient witch to become what they are. No matter the truth, they’re more of a nuisance than anything else.”

      I stared blankly at the Horseman. “They’re abducting children, hoping to cook them up for dinner. I’d say that qualifies as a lot more than a mere nuisance.”

      “An isolated incident.” The Horseman grinned. “At least at this point, that’s what it was. Now that their numbers are fewer, I think it will be some time before they attempt anything like that again. Still, in the future, it might be best to eliminate all such creatures.”

      “No complaints here,” Sienna agreed. “They were pretty easy to kill, but they were nasty!”

      The Horseman laughed. “So far, on the few assignments I’ve given you, you’ve only scratched the surface of nasty. Do not worry. You’ll encounter all manner of vile creatures in the future.”

      “Gee golly!” I exclaimed. “I can’t wait!”

      “I’ll be in touch soon.”

      “How soon?” I asked.

      “Soon. What’s the matter? Are you eager for more work?”

      I shrugged. “Not necessarily. I’m just trying to plan my schedule. I’m binging Cobra Kai on Netflix right now, and I’d rather not be interrupted.”

      The Horseman chuckled. “I’ll try to be mindful of your busy lives.”

      “It’s more about my class schedule.” Sienna rolled her eyes at me. “I’m generally free on nights and weekends.”

      “Just like my old long-distance plan!” The Horseman laughed.

      Sienna and I exchanged glances. “Long-distance?”

      “Before cellphones… Never mind. I forget that you’re still new to this world, Zoey, and how young you are, Sienna.”

      “How old are you?” I asked.

      “Old enough to know about landlines and long-distance plans. Old enough to remember a world without phones, but I digress. You asked when I would have another assignment for you. I cannot do anything about the timing of the contracts I receive from my clients. Some of them are more time-sensitive than others. I do not care if one or both of you go on the assignments I give you, only that the job gets done. How you split things up is your business.”

      The next contract might come in an hour. It also might not come for a few weeks. The work was inconsistent. It paid so well, though, that it didn’t matter. We’d find out, usually by way of a note slipped into the mailbox just outside my apartment door. I don’t think the Horseman delivered the notes himself. I never saw who put them there. Usually, there’d be a knock. I’d answer the door. No one would be there, but my mailbox would be open and have a long, rolled-up letter sticking out of it.

      In the three months since we'd taken out Katerina, an ancient vampire with designs on conquering the world, we'd also dealt with other lesser vampires. We took out a rogue werewolf who had been terrorizing cattle ranches in mid-Missouri every full moon. Now, trolls were on the list of supernatural baddies we'd dealt with.

      The Horseman would have more work for us soon. Until then, well, it was Netflix and chill. Sienna had her classes. I had a date with Kevin planned. Well, technically, he’d planned the date, but it was on my schedule for the evening.
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      Mom had barely talked to me since we’d started working for the Horseman. She didn't approve. During my years in the underworld, she'd spent the bulk of her time learning everything there was to know about vampires. She'd become quite the accomplished slayer. Her goal had been to learn everything she could to prepare me to take up the mantle when I came of age, after I came to Earth and discovered my unique ability to reap supernaturals.

      Now, though, the vampires weren’t unlike the trolls I’d just eliminated, more of a constant nuisance than an actual threat. We'd fulfilled what she'd spent years preparing for. Still, she thought I was meant for a higher calling. Making money by using my abilities was, in her words, crass and foolish.

      My bank account said otherwise. I know, I know. Money isn't everything, but everyone needs to make it. It just so happened that we could make a lot of it and help a lot of otherwise hopeless people in the process. Yeah, Sienna and I had made more than most people do in a year by saving Jonah. Ask his parents if it had been worth it.

      Tonight, though, was about Kevin and me. Our relationship was progressing slowly. We were in that awkward phase where nothing formal had been declared about our status. If it had been, Kevin would have updated his Facebook profile accordingly. Neither of us was seeing other people. If one of us did, well, the other would have been disappointed and hurt. I guess you could say we were unofficially exclusive.

      There were several reasons for that. First, I’d been a person of interest in one of his investigations. Making our relationship formal might bring up ethical concerns with his superiors. Just as significant were my commitment issues. After what had happened with Gabriel, I was gun-shy about letting Kevin or anyone else get too close.

      I didn't regret breaking up with Gabriel. It had been the right thing to do. Still, that he'd died attempting to help me spoke to the hazards of unrequited love. Had I not led him on for all those years, if I'd been honest with him about my true feelings, he might not have risked his life. He'd still be with us.

      Kevin was a police detective, committed to that whole “protect and serve” mantra they’d painted on the wall in a mural at the department. He thought he was the protector. In truth, I was protecting him. Not just from a broken heart. He was just a man. If he knew what Sienna and I were doing—reaping supernaturals for hire—he’d want to get involved.

      Gabriel had thought he was protecting me too, even though we’d broken up. That hadn’t ended well. I couldn’t put Kevin at risk that way.

      Thankfully, despite my mom’s disapproval of what I was doing, she didn’t tell Kevin. She thought I should tell him myself. Maybe I would eventually, but not tonight.

      I didn’t know what Kevin had planned. All I knew was that he wanted me to dress nicely. I suppose my usual leather get-up wasn’t what he had in mind. That outfit gave me a “naughty” rather than “nice” vibe. I was a biker chick, so leather was par for the course. I’d never crashed. If I did, the leather was supposed to minimize road rash.

      I only had a few nice dresses. I did have a fair collection of stiletto heels. I didn’t wear much makeup. I didn’t like the way it felt on my face. I preferred to wear just enough to highlight my natural beauty. No more, no less.

      Technically, I was a princess. I didn’t wear glass slippers or randomly burst into song. The only experience I had with Earth princesses was through Disney musicals. That definitely wasn’t me. My dad was the ruler of the underworld. On Earth, though, a princess was the last thing I wanted to be. I was no Cinderella. Growing up, people knew me as Azrael’s daughter first. Not a lot of people knew the real Zoey. It made it hard to connect with people.

      I slipped into a low-cut red dress. It fell to mid-thigh. I slipped my feet into a pair of black stiletto boots. I needed a manicure. My nails were chipped. I brushed out my hair and applied a little blush.

      “Damn, girl!” Sienna exclaimed as I stepped out of the bathroom. “You’re going to turn a lot of heads tonight.”

      I shrugged. “You think?”

      “You look hot. I’d do you. You know, if I was into girls.”

      I chuckled. “Thanks! I think. What’s on your agenda tonight?”

      “A few classmates are coming over. Nothing crazy. We have an exam tomorrow, and I haven’t studied much.”

      “Are you worried about it?”

      “Nah. I know my stuff. Still, studying can’t hurt. I’m trying to set the curve.”

      I grinned. Sienna’s drive reminded me of myself back when I was a student at the Reaper Academy. “Have fun. Don’t wait up for me.”

      Sienna grinned. “Any chance you and Kevin might, you know, extend your night?”

      I sighed. “Lord, I hope so. That man is too damn conservative. He just doesn’t put out.”

      “That’s weird. What kind of man doesn’t put out?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Someone who thinks love has to come first.”

      “Damn. He is old-fashioned, isn’t he? I guess that’s not all bad. At least you know he’s into you for more than your body.”

      “Yeah. Well, it would be nice if he was into my body, too.”

      “I hear you, girl. The way you look tonight, if he doesn’t have untoward thoughts, I’d question if he’s really a man.”

      “I hope you’re right. I haven’t been with a man in almost a year now. This girl has needs!”

      “Preach!”

      I laughed. Someone knocked on the door. “If you guys order out, make sure to get something for Cerberus.”

      “We’re probably getting pizza. Will he eat pizza?”

      “Anchovies!” Cerberus shouted, running in circles around the couch. “Anchovies and onions!”

      “Seriously?” Sienna asked. “Anchovies are disgusting! And onions?”

      I grinned. “You could try to order it with sliced troll.”

      Cerberus stopped cold. He turned, glared at me, and gagged. I laughed.

      Three more knocks.

      I answered the door. Kevin was standing there in a three-piece suit. “Damn. You clean up well.”

      Kevin’s eyes fell to my chest, then to my thighs. “’Damn’ is right.”

      Kevin extended his bent arm. I hooked my arm in his. “So, what’s on the agenda tonight?”

      Kevin leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “It’s a surprise. You’ll find out soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      "We're going to the Plaza, aren't we?"

      Kevin grinned. "Well, someone knows her Kansas City geography."

      I chuckled. "I don't live far from there, and it's not like Kansas City is all that huge."

      "Surprise still not spoiled. There are a lot of things you can do on the Plaza."

      "Jack Stack Barbecue?"

      "Nope."

      "P.F. Chang’s?"

      Kevin laughed. "You think I'd ask you to dress up for family-style Chinese food?"

      I snorted. "I suppose that means the Cheesecake Factory is off the table."

      "Maybe not off the table. We could stop by later for a slice if you'd like. You know me. I'm indecisive, and I think their menu is longer than the Old Testament."

      I grinned. "It's not that long. Though, I've never read the Old Testament. I'm guessing it isn't nearly as delicious."

      Kevin chuckled, "Certainly not if you like pork products."

      I tilted my head. "Why is that?"

      "You don't know?"

      I scratched my head. "Know what?"

      Kevin laughed. "My apologies. I suppose growing up in the underworld, you weren't exposed to world religions."

      I shook my head. "More than you'd realize. Religion is a big part of how people deal with death. Reaping souls means having some sensitivity to people's beliefs about the life thereafter. If a Reaper shows up and contradicts everything someone believes, they tend to freak. Their souls are more likely to flee."

      "So, Reapers lie to people?"

      "Not at all. Honestly, I don't know where people go after their souls are delivered to the Boatman. A lot of the souls who are reaped believe they know where they're going. Some don't have a clue. All our job was—well, for the Reapers who could actually reap human souls—was to ensure that they move on and don't linger on Earth as ghosts."

      Kevin nodded. "I suppose the dietary laws of different religions weren't all that relevant in your curriculum."

      I shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe they should have been. People relate to their god, or gods, in a variety of ways. Whatever gives people meaning, a spiritual connection to what they believe, is relevant."

      Kevin reached over and grabbed my hand. "For what it's worth, you would have made an excellent Grim Reaper."

      "Damn straight. It was all I ever wanted."

      "Do you wish you could go back? Like, if you could change things, would you?"

      "I don't know. Maybe. I mean, for a while, I thought I'd found a new purpose. Then we ended the vampire threat. It felt like I was serving a bigger purpose. You know, saving the world and all that."

      Kevin squeezed my hand as he turned the steering wheel with his left hand and pulled into a parking garage. "Well, if it makes you feel any better, vampires still exist. I don't think that was the last time someone will need you to save the day."

      He parked the car.

      "There's something I think you should know."

      Kevin shrugged. "That you've been reaping supernaturals for money?"

      I cocked my head. "How did you know?"

      Kevin laughed. "I'm a detective, Zoey. I wasn't prying into your business, but it wasn't hard to figure out. You aren't working. You're buying a lot of expensive things."

      I snorted. "But my dad has money."

      "Which you are too stubborn to use."

      I laughed. "That's true. I'm sorry. I should have told you sooner."

      Kevin shrugged. "I get it, Zoey. I see nothing wrong with what you're doing. For now, at least."

      "For now?"

      "Just make sure that when someone really needs your help, you'll give it even if they can't afford your prices."

      I nodded. "Of course. It's just, you know, I wouldn't even know these people need help if it wasn't for the guy who is paying us."

      "Who is he? Your new handler, if you will."

      I shook my head. "We really don't know. Not for sure. We call him the Wandering Horseman."

      "The guy from the French Quarter?"

      I nodded. "That's the one."

      "Do you trust him?"

      I sighed. "I don't have any reason not to…yet."

      "I get that. Just keep your eyes open to anything suspicious. Don't let his generous payments blind you to red flags."

      I snorted. "That's it? You're not going to try to talk me out of working with him?"

      Kevin grinned. "Would it do any good if I did?"

      "Probably not."

      Kevin got out of the car. I stepped out of the passenger side. "So, where are we going?"

      Kevin extended his hand. I took it. We walked out of the parking garage and along a sidewalk that ran parallel to Brush Creek, a small but beautiful waterway that ran through the Plaza.

      "Here we are." Kevin gestured at a dock with a little boat tied to it. A man stood at the back of it with a long oar in his hand.

      "What is this?"

      "It's called a gondola, Zoey. I figured we'd take a romantic float down the water. And, if you'll notice, there are two glasses and a bottle of champagne on the table in the middle."

      I smiled. "Well, what's the occasion? Just a nice date on the Plaza?"

      "Sure," Kevin said. "And I wanted to ask you a question."

      I gulped. "Kevin. It's too soon. We just started seeing each other a few months ago. Marriage is.."

      Kevin laughed. "I'm not going to ask you to marry me, Zoey. Not now, anyway. If I ever do, it won't be a for a long time."

      I sighed in relief. "Well, that's good to know. What did you want to ask, then?"

      "I just wanted to ask if you were ready to take our relationship to the next level."

      "The next level?" I raised my eyebrows.

      "I want to be together, Zoey. I also thought that after a nice evening together, you might like to stay the night at my place."

      I giggled. "Well, it's about damn time!"
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      Kevin snored. I suppose, after the night we’d had, I could forgive him for that, but it meant I hardly slept. If we were going to keep doing this, I'd need to pick up some earplugs. I wasn't ready to wake up, but a text message suggested otherwise.

      I groaned as I rolled out from under the weight of Kevin's arm, grabbed my phone off his nightstand, and checked the message.

      "Damn. We slept until ten o'clock?"

      I shouldn't have been surprised. After a long romantic night followed by intense physical exertion, I needed my sleep.

      The text came from Sienna.

      
        
        We have a contract. Get back ASAP.

      

      

      I sent back a thumbs-up emoji.

      Kevin was still sawing logs. I searched the room for my clothes. My dress was on one side of the room. My high heels had ended up in the opposite corner.

      I didn't want to be the girl who stayed the night and snuck out without saying goodbye. I rooted around the drawers in Kevin's kitchen and found a pen, then grabbed a piece of junk mail from his dinner table. The back of the page was blank. It would do.

      
        
        Thank you for last night. You're amazing. Can't wait to do it again soon. Had to run. I have a job.

      

      

      I tried to decide how to sign my note. It was too soon to use the L-word. Drawing a heart would mean the same thing.

      
        
        XOXO, Zoey.

      

      

      Hugs and kisses. I don't know why those letters meant hugs and kisses. Whatever. It was the right choice. We'd hugged and kissed plenty. We had done a lot more last night. Unfortunately, I didn’t know how to abbreviate screws and spanks. Bones and groans? Nah. That sounded dirty. The last thing I wanted him to think was that I was using him for his body. XOXO would have to do.

      Speaking of Kevin's body, six-pack abs are rare. Eight-pack abs, though? It's sort of like Sasquatch, but not nearly so hairy. A few people say it exists, but until I saw it for myself, I wouldn't believe it. When it came to eight-packs, I was now a firm believer. A very firm believer.

      I shot Sienna another text.

      
        
        Pick me up at Kevin's?

      

      

      She texted back the thumbs-up emoji I'd sent her.

      It wasn't a long drive. I only had to wait on the sidewalk outside Kevin's apartment for about ten minutes.

      I climbed into the passenger side of Sienna's car.

      "Nice hair."

      I grinned. "Yeah, it's a mess."

      "Have fun?"

      I smirked. "More than you know."

      "Good for you. I had a long night, too."

      I snorted. "Studying?"

      "Yeah. Lame, I know. I'm sure it wasn't as thrilling as your evening, but it was productive."

      "What's the job?"

      Sienna shrugged. "We're supposed to infiltrate a cult."

      I raised one eyebrow. "A cult? That's not normal. I assume there's a supernatural connection?"

      "Some vampire named Clarence leads the group. He's not that old. Taking him out won't be a challenge. The client wants us to bring back his daughter."

      I scratched my head. "Let me guess. She isn't looking to be rescued."

      "Probably not. These people are convinced that this vampire is a god. They don't know the truth."

      "So, we kill the vampire, prove he's mortal, and convince our client's daughter to come with us? After we just killed someone they think is a god?"

      "Pretty much. I did a little digging. The group operates out of an old church in Independence. It used to be a Methodist church."

      "Not anymore, I suppose."

      Sienna shook her head. "The church closed almost a decade ago. The vampire purchased the place shortly thereafter. There's no evidence he did anything with it until two months ago."

      "Shortly after we took out Katerina."

      "I don't think that’s a coincidence. We knew this would happen eventually. There's a void of power in the vampire world. I'd guess this vampire's goal isn't just to convince his human followers to worship him, undoubtedly allowing him to feed from them. He wants to gather supporters and make a play to lead the vampires in the city."

      I sighed. "Do we know if there's just one vampire involved, or are there others?"

      "The contract didn't say one way or another. Do you think your mom might know something?"

      I sighed. "I don't know if she'll even pick up my call."

      "What about Kevin? He worked with your mom for a year or so."

      I shook my head. "He knows what we're doing. He's supportive, but I don't want to get him involved."

      Sienna glanced at me before fixing her eyes back on the road. "Why not?"

      I sighed. "I just think it's best. Besides, he has his own career."

      "You should at least try to call your mom. There's only so much I can find out about a vampire online."

      I nodded. "Okay. I’ll try."

      I pulled out my phone and selected her contact. I'd listed her as Josephine. I hit the call button. The phone rang. I got her voice mail.

      "Hey, Mom. I have a job I could use your help with. A vampire named Clarence. He's operating a cult. Any information you might have might be helpful."

      I hung up.

      "I guess we'll see if she calls back," I slipped my phone back into my purse. "I can't do this in a dress and heels. I say we go back, I get changed, and we bring Cerberus to this church and see what we can find out."

      "The contract has a deadline. We have to finish it before noon."

      I shook my head. "That's less than two hours from now. Why the rush?"

      "I don't know. That's the job. There's no time to go back. I brought you a change of clothes. It's in the back."

      I turned and looked in the back seat. "Sweats and a t-shirt? Seriously?"

      "I brought your cloak, too."

      "What about Cerberus?"

      Sienna shrugged. "He's on his way."

      "Who's the kid we're supposed to rescue?"

      "A twenty-year-old named Jessna. Her picture is paperclipped to the contract. It's in the back seat next to your clothes."

      I reached back, grabbed the contract, and gave it a quick read. There wasn't anything of note that Sienna hadn’t mentioned. I examined the photo, which was a headshot. She wore glasses and had curly but short blonde hair. She was smiling.

      "Is this a school photo?"

      "The Horseman didn't include it. I found it online."

      "What else do you know about her?"

      "Quite a bit. She's a smart girl. Graduated at the top of her class in high school. She had a full ride to Stanford, but she turned it down. She's been a waitress at a small cafe ever since."

      I scratched my head. "Who turns down a full-ride scholarship to a top-tier school to be a waitress?"

      "I don't know. That's the thing. My first thought was that some tragedy had struck. Perhaps she decided to take time off. I couldn't find anything. Her family is solid. Her parents have been married for thirty years. Her brother is a sophomore in high school and also a straight-A student. The only thing I could find online was some random posts about a guy she met about the time she was supposed to leave for school. She didn't mention his name. She said he was her future. Posted a lot of sappy things. Pictures of gifts this guy sent her. Flowers. Low-end jewelry. Nothing too extravagant."

      "Do you think the guy was the vampire?"

      Sienna shrugged. "No way to know. This cult didn't show up anywhere until a couple months ago, but a lot of people connected right away. What if this group has been meeting in secret a lot longer? Maybe this mysterious guy she thinks she fell in love with was connected to it in some way."

      I stared at the girl's photo to memorize her face. "If she's been involved with this group for a couple of years, why would this be a time-sensitive contract?"

      "I couldn't find anything. I'll just say that if we don't have Jessna out of there before noon, we don't get paid."

      I sighed. "I don’t care about that. Let's just make sure we get her out of there safe and sound."
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      "I take it this is the former Methodist church," I remarked as Sienna pulled into the parking lot. She slid in next to a black van without windows. That tracked. It was an ideal vehicle for a vampire to use.

      "Now it's a cult compound."

      I snorted. "A compound? It still looks like a church."

      Sienna shrugged. "A cult uses it. It's a compound now. Cults always have compounds. It's, like, a rule or something."

      I chuckled. "All right. Well, let me get my cloak."

      I felt a tug on the back of my pants. I turned.

      "Cerberus?"

      "No vampires inside."

      I tilted my head. "Are you sure?"

      "Yup. I checked the whole place."

      "That doesn't make sense," Sienna said. "The contract indicates a vampire runs this shitshow."

      Cerberus looked disdainful. "If there was a vampire here, I'd smell it."

      I shrugged. "Maybe we lucked out. It's the middle of the day. If there aren't any vampires here now, there won't be until nightfall."

      Sienna looked at the church. "I think we should go in."

      "Right. Go in. Find Jessna. Take her with us. Job done. We don't even need to go into the astral plane. Maybe if we pretended we were interested in joining, we could just walk right in and observe. When we get a chance, we'll grab the girl and take her to the drop-off point."

      "You're suggesting we kidnap her? She's an adult, Zoey. She's here of her own free will."

      "Right, but the job is to retrieve her."

      "If we kidnap her and she doesn't leave willingly, she'll just come back."

      "Then we convince her to come with us. If they think this vampire who is leading them is a god or whatever, we should dispel the illusion."

      "You think we can do that before noon?"

      I shrugged. "I don't know. But if there's no vampire in there, what would we accomplish by sneaking in on the astral plane?"

      "Well, we're wasting time talking about it. Let's go in and see what happens."

      "All right. Cerberus, keep patrolling. Something about this whole situation is off. It doesn't fit what the Horseman's contract told us we'd find."
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        * * *

      

      When we walked through the front doors of the church/compound, we were greeted by a woman with a smile so wide I thought her head was going to split in two.

      "Welcome to the Temple of the First Light!"

      I tilted my head. "First light?"

      "Yes! All are welcome here among the Chosen."

      I raised one eyebrow. "Chosen for what?"

      "I shouldn't say. It is better to hear it from the lips of the Prophet."

      "Clarence?" I asked.

      "Oh, no, child! He is not the Prophet! He is the Savior!"

      I nodded. "Of course. Sure, he is."

      I scanned the room. Sienna did the same. We were looking for Jessna. The lady who greeted us must've thought we were looking for a place to sit.

      "Come." The woman placed a hand on my shoulder. "You are first-time visitors to the Temple of First Light. We reserve the best seats in the house for such seekers."

      Sienna and I exchanged glances. "All right."

      The greeter led us to the front row. The sanctuary of the old church had hefty mahogany pews. I was grateful the seats had cushions. I hadn't sat in many pews, but they didn't appear to be comfortable.

      The greeter lady removed a Reserved sign clipped to the front pew and gestured for us to take seats. I did another scan of the room before I sat down. I thought it might be easier to identify Jessna from this perspective. Faces were easier to recognize, especially when all you have is a relatively old photo as a reference, than the back of heads.

      I sighed. No luck. I didn't see her. It was hard to say, though. I didn't want to be too obvious. There were two or three hundred people there. I couldn't get a good enough look at everyone to know if she was there.

      "Do you think she's here?" I asked, sitting down next to Sienna.

      "The contract said she would be."

      I snorted. "Yeah, it also told us Clarence would be here. Cerberus said there weren't any vampires."

      Sienna chuckled. "Maybe he's an angel trying to earn his wings."

      I furrowed my brow. "An angel? My scythe might work on those."

      Sienna rolled her eyes. "I was joking. I'm pretty sure Clarence is a vampire. Clarence was the name of the angel in It's a Wonderful Life."

      I shrugged. "Haven't seen it."

      "Are you serious right now? I mean, I know you haven't been on Earth that long, but didn't you have old movies in the underworld?"

      I nodded. "We did. We didn't have everything, though."

      "It's a Christmas movie. The idea is that a guy who is frustrated with his life wishes he'd never been born. An angel comes to show him how different things would have been if he hadn't been born. Blah, blah, blah. Spoiler alert. It changed his perspective on things, and he discovered he has a lot to be grateful for even though his life didn't turn out the way he planned."

      I scratched the back of my head. "Well, that sounds a lot like my life. I'm still trying to figure out the whole gratitude thing, though."

      "Are you serious? You have a hot guy. You make a shit-ton of money kicking supernatural ass. What is there not to be thankful for?"

      I scowled. "It's just different, you know? Keep in mind that I always expected to become the Grim Reaper. That's a big job. I was going to be responsible for ensuring that everyone on Earth made it to the afterlife. I was literally going to have an impact on everyone's existence. Now? It seems like everything is on a much smaller scale."

      Sienna chuckled. "A lot of people want to save the world, Zoey. Only a few people are blessed enough to save a life."

      I snorted. "I'm not sure I know what that means."

      "Only this, Zoey. Before, your future was nothing but a cosmic idea. A dream. Running the whole death enterprise or whatever. Now, you're changing individual lives. Yeah, we're making bank doing it, but I think it's different when you can see the face of someone you're saving and know you're making a difference. Take Jonah, for example. That kid gets to live a whole life now. If not for us, he would have ended up as dinner for trolls."

      I nodded and looked over my shoulder, a fleeting glance at the crowd. I thought I might get lucky and spot Jessna. It also gave me a chance to better survey the room.

      "All the windows are blocked with curtains. I don't think that's just an aesthetic choice. Those are black-out curtains."

      "Makes sense. If a vampire was going to make an appearance during a daytime meeting, he'd need the windows blocked."

      "Ironic, isn't it? The Temple of First Light doesn't let any light in."

      Sienna huffed. "It's a metaphor or some shit. The light in our hearts or whatever."

      Someone tapped me on my shoulder. I turned to see a girl wearing too much makeup, with long blonde hair, smiling at me. "Hello! I just wanted to say we're happy you chose to seek the truth with us!"

      I snorted. "Right. Thanks."

      "I'm Sunshine!

      I narrowed my eyes. "Your real name is Sunshine?"

      "Oh, of course not, but it's my new name. We all are given new names here at the Temple of the First Light."

      I nodded. "Nice to meet you, Sunshine. I suppose you don't know anyone's real name here, do you?"

      "Sunshine is my real name."

      "Of course. I mean, their former names."

      "Nope. There's no reason to learn people's old names. When the First Light is born within us, nothing of the old will remain. We'll be new. Complete. We use our new names because here we're taking our first steps into the light."

      "Oh, of course. That makes total sense. What about Clarence? His has never changed as far as I know."

      "Of course it hasn't! He is the one who dwells in the darkness. He remains there out of love for those who still do not know the light. He shows them the way out. Soon, the true light bearer will join us, and we'll finally have a chance to become one with the Divine Clarence."

      I narrowed my eyes. Then, lest I betray myself by showing too much cynicism in my countenance, I did my best to force a smile. To become one with Clarence most likely meant being turned, but they didn't know he was a bloodsucking monster. They thought he was a god.

      "Do you know a Jessna by any chance? I know, old names and all."

      Sunshine shook her head. "The name Jessna, if she was your friend, must be the name of her shadow self. Whoever she is, she's progressing to something new. She's evolving. All of us are. You can too, you know. Soon, perhaps even today, the Prophet will show us the way to complete our journey."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Journey?"

      Sunshine pointed at the front of the room. "I am not the best with words. The Prophet will explain everything soon."

      I watched as a female figure in white stepped across the elevated platform, the stage or chancel, at the front of the church. Her face was veiled as if she were a bride awaiting her groom at the altar.

      She didn't enter from the back of the church or walk down the aisle. She'd come from a room in the back. Several other men filed down the side aisles near the walls and windows. They also wore white pants and loose tops. Their faces were not veiled like the Prophet's.

      "The light is dawning," the Prophet declared. "Today, we have visitors among us."

      The Prophet turned her head toward Sienna and me.

      "Please, step forward so that we can give you a worthy welcome."

      I looked at Sienna and shrugged. Since we were seated in the front row, we didn't have to slide out the side of the pew. We stepped forward.

      The Prophet gestured at a space in front of where she stood. We took the cue and moved forward.

      "We've been expecting you."

      I tilted my head. "You have?"

      The Prophet removed her veil. I recognized her immediately. She was a couple of years older, but her tightly curled blonde hair and fine features were unmistakable.

      "Jessna?"

      The Prophet raised her hand. "I no longer use that name. And now, with you, the prophecy will be fulfilled."

      "What prophecy?" I asked.

      Again, the Prophet raised her hand to silence me. Then she looked at Sienna. "Please, step forward."

      Sienna took a step toward Jessna. The Prophet placed a hand on Sienna’s shoulder, then raised her other hand.

      When she did, the men at the perimeter of the room opened the curtains. The room flooded with sunlight. Then, the Prophet grabbed Sienna's brooch and yanked it off her shirt.

      "No!" I screamed.

      Sienna's eyes went dark, then she dove at Jessna and bit her neck.

      "Yes!" Jessna raised her hands, revealing puncture wounds on each wrist.

      "Behold, the Goddess of Light!" Jessna shouted.

      The crowd erupted in a mixture of cheers and cries. Some people fell to their knees. Others stood with their hands lifted.

      I touched the sigil on my wrist. My scythe formed in my hand. If Jessna wasn't a vampire yet, all I could figure was that Sienna had given her the final bite.

      Someone grabbed my shoulders from behind and pulled me back. I stumbled and tripped back, falling to the ground.

      Sienna released Jessna, her lips and fangs dripping with blood.

      "Sienna!" I shouted. "Focus! Your brooch!"

      Sienna looked at me, her eyes still black. She nodded and, moving at lightning speed, grabbed the brooch from Jessna and pinned it back on her chest.

      Then she moved like lightning again. She wasn't on the astral plane. How was this possible? Sienna grabbed one of the men who had thrown me down and tossed him across the room like a rag doll. He landed on his back in the middle aisle.

      I leaped to my feet, still holding my scythe. Jessna must've changed enough that I could reap her.

      I charged toward her, but Sienna grabbed me around the waist. "No, you can't do that!"

      "Why not? She's turning!"

      Sienna looked at Jessna. "If that is true, I am your sire. At least, I am one of them. Leave us and harm no one."

      Jessna nodded, then extended her arms. The sunlight wasn't hurting her. "The Prophecy has been fulfilled! A new era has dawned! The First Light has risen among us!"

      The church doors at the back of the sanctuary swung open.

      I turned. It was my mom. She took aim with her crossbow and fired it at Jessna.

      A blast of golden energy exploded from Jessna's chest, and in a flash that nearly blinded me, she was gone.

      The bolt from my mom's crossbow struck the wall and fell to the ground.
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      When Sienna and I finally got out of the church—the cultists all clamored to touch Sienna for some reason—my mom was gone. We didn't have time to waste. We weren't going to return with Jessna by the deadline, but that didn't mean we could miss it. I had a lot of questions for the Horseman. This was the first time his intelligence had been off.

      Jessna wasn't just some innocent girl who got lured into a cult. Along with this Clarence vampire, she was the leader of the whole damn thing.

      "I feel so strong!" Sienna said as she pulled out of the parking lot.

      "You moved fast like a vampire, even after you put the brooch back on."

      "It's her blood. When I drank, this surge of energy came over me. I still feel that way. I don't know how long this will last, but I like it."

      "We don't have anything to worry about, do we? The way you're describing it, I can see how that might be addictive."

      Sienna shook her head. "The idea of drinking blood is repulsive. Only when I'm changed, in the sunlight without the brooch, do I crave it. The effects of drinking the blood persist, though."

      "Jessna knew about us. She knew about your brooch. She knew what would happen when she ripped it off you."

      "Katerina knew. She must've spread the word about us to other vampires."

      "Including Clarence."

      Sienna nodded.

      My phone rang. It was my mom. I picked it up and turned on the speaker.

      "Mom, where are you? How did you know where we were?"

      "We need to talk, Zoey."

      I sighed. "We're on a deadline. We’re supposed to rally with the Horseman in fifteen minutes."

      "Either this Horseman betrayed you, or he was given misinformation."

      "What do you mean?"

      "The vampire Clarence is dead, Zoey."

      "Are you certain? The people at that church seem to think he's alive."

      "I killed him myself. A month before you came to Earth."

      "Maybe it's another vampire who shares his name?" Sienna mused.

      "Not possible," my mom replied. "The reason I knew where to find you was that’s the church where he lived. It's where I killed him."

      I scratched my shoulder. "The Prophet, Jessna. She had bite marks on her wrists. Are you certain Clarence is dead?"

      "I'm as sure as I can be. I saw him die with my own eyes. I burned his body. He could not have survived."

      "Then come with us. If the Horseman's information was inaccurate, there must be an explanation. We will need your help, Mom, if we're going to sort out what's really going on here."

      After a pause, she responded, "Send me the address. I'll meet you there."

      The rally point was in Fleming Park in Blue Springs, a suburb of Kansas City that was not far from Independence. We were to meet at the dam that separated two reservoirs. I sent my mom the location. It was only fifteen minutes away. We arrived as the clock struck noon.

      There was a small parking lot overlooking one of the lakes. We found the Horseman sitting on a bench, staring at the water.

      "I suppose things didn't work out as planned." The Horseman fixed his eyes forward as small waves collided with the rocks in front of where he sat.

      I stood looking down at the Horseman as Sienna took a seat next to him. "First, you didn't say that Jessna was a freaking prophet to these cultists. You also didn't tell us Clarence was already dead."

      My mom parked her Corvette and approached us. The Horseman looked at her. "Hello, Josephine."

      My mom narrowed her eyes. "Who the hell are you, and what are you doing with my daughter?"

      I glared at my mom.

      "Who I am matters little," the Horseman replied. "Know only that my agenda aligns with yours."

      "My agenda?" My mom narrowed her eyes. "What do you know about my agenda?"

      "Mom, stop. We have bigger issues at stake right now."

      My mom shook her head. "Sorry, Zoey, but if this man is going to send you into harm’s way with false information, I cannot think of any bigger issues."

      The Horseman pressed his hands together and raised them to his lips. "My information was not faulty."

      "Not faulty?" Sienna asked. "Jessna is a prophet to these people. She was already becoming a vampire. She used me to provide the last bite to make her a daywalker. How the hell can you say your information wasn't faulty?"

      The Horseman narrowed his eyes. "Not faulty, only incomplete."

      "Your information was wrong." My mom had her fists fixed firmly to her hips. "I killed Clarence myself. There's no way he's involved."

      The Horseman chuckled and shook his head. "You didn't kill Clarence, Josephine. You merely killed his progeny. It was you who was deceived."

      I crossed my arms and stared at the lake. "Clarence knew about Sienna. He must have. He told Jessna. Who was your client?"

      "It is true, the girls' parents wish her returned. They lament her involvement with the Temple of the First Light. But you are correct. They were not the clients who hired me to complete this job."

      I snorted. "Well, duh. Of course, her parents want her back. She was supposed to go to Stanford. Now, she's a vampire and a daywalker. Your client must've known what was going to happen, Horseman. Otherwise, they wouldn't have had such an urgent deadline."

      The Horseman crossed his legs and folded his hands, then rested them on his left knee. "I now believe that my client wished what happened to occur. Her agenda, it seems, was beyond what it seemed to be on the surface. This would not be the first time I've served her whims to another purpose."

      "What the hell are you talking about?" I asked.

      The Horseman reached into his suit coat and retrieved two stacks of hundred-dollar bills. He handed one to me and the other to Sienna. "Your failure today was anticipated and, I believe, served another purpose. I was instructed to pay you regardless and to inform you that another contract will be forthcoming.”

      "Wait," Sienna protested. "We're getting paid for failing?"

      My mom leaned over and stared the Horseman directly in the eyes. “I knew my daughter shouldn’t have trusted you. You mean to tell us your client used Sienna and Zoey to create another daywalker? You’re also telling me Clarence is still alive and using this daywalker as a prophetess to deceive people?”

      “I know nothing about Clarence’s intentions nor what role this daywalker is to play in his affairs.”

      “Of course you don’t. You saw dollar signs. You accepted your client’s job and passed it along to Zoey and Sienna without any consideration for the damage that might be done.”

      “That is not true,” the Horseman countered. “I cannot believe the client for this job intended any ill will.”

      My mom rolled her eyes. “Well, the evidence says otherwise. The girls didn’t save Jessna. She’s now a daywalker, and the girls are still getting paid. It sounds to me like an open and shut case. Your client manipulated you and the girls to create a daywalker.”

      The Horseman shook his head. “If that was my client’s goal, I trust that there is a greater purpose at work here.”

      “Who is the client?” I shouted. “We have to know!”

      The Horseman stood and narrowed his eyes. “As I said before, a new contract will come soon. I will reveal all in time.”

      My mom clenched her fists. I could swear she was about to clock the Horseman. She didn’t get a chance. He disappeared into thin air.
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      "We can't just sit around and wait until that Horseman joker gives you girls another contract."

      "I don't know, Mom. Why can't we?"

      My mom stared at me blankly. "Zoey, I know I've been distant lately. For that, I apologize. But surely you now see that I was right."

      I huffed and turned around to stare at the lake. "One botched job doesn't mean you were right, Mom. I still don't think we were doing anything wrong. We've helped a lot of people while working for the Horseman."

      "I agree with your mom," Sienna said. "At least about not just sitting around and waiting."

      I scratched my head. "As Reapers, we're trained to gather as much intelligence as possible before we act. We call it reconnaissance. It's standard protocol before harvesting a soul. There's too much we don't know right now."

      "They used me, Zoey. Whether I like it or not, I played a role in finalizing Jessna's transformation. She's a vampire because of me."

      "No, she's a daywalker because she manipulated you, Sienna. There's a difference. You didn't know any more than I did that she knew what your brooch was or what would happen if you were exposed to sunlight without it."

      Sienna sighed and stepped toward the water, then put her hands on the sides of a large boulder on the bank of the lake. The thing must've weighed two hundred pounds. She lifted it overhead and threw it a good fifty feet into the lake. My jaw hit the ground.

      "Damn. You weren't kidding. Drinking blood really did make you strong."

      "Impressive," my mom offered. "I haven't met a common vampire who exhibits that kind of strength. There must be something about your unique nature and the effects of blood on your system when you feed that multiplies the usual effects."

      Sienna nodded. "Like this, Zoey, I don't think even Clarence, if he's out there somewhere, could fight me off."

      "We don't know how long this will last, Sienna. We don't know where Clarence is. Even if we find him, there's no guarantee you'll still have these abilities."

      Sienna shrugged. "Then I'll feed again."

      I snorted. "No, you won't! That implies biting someone."

      "She can feed from me," my mom suggested. "She didn't drink much from Jessna."

      I shook my head. "We don't know what effect the bite would have on you, Mom. We can't do that."

      "She doesn't have to bite me, Zoey. What if I just gave her a little blood? You could do it, too. It doesn't take much. If people who know our situation are willing to help donate regularly, she could take a shot at any time and go She-Hulk on our enemies."

      I chuckled. "’She-Hulk?’ Is that a thing?"

      Sienna rolled her eyes. "You clearly don't read comics."

      I tilted my head. "And you do?"

      "I wasn't a popular girl growing up, Zoey. I hung out with a lot of geeky kids who were into comics, anime, role-playing games—that kind of thing. The point is, there is a She-Hulk."

      I chuckled. "All right. Well, it doesn't matter. I still don't think this is a good idea.”

      "Why not?" Sienna asked.

      "Because we don't know how many times you can drink blood before it changes you. We don't know what the long-term effects might be."

      My mom placed her hand on my shoulder. "That's a reasonable concern, Zoey, but it's ultimately Sienna's decision."

      "We don’t have to make a habit of it," Sienna countered. "But if it doesn't change me and there aren't any adverse effects, think about how much more formidable I'd be fighting all these supernatural nasties."

      I shook my head. "The middle of a fight isn't the best place to experiment. If we're going to do this, we need to test it in a controlled environment."

      "Could we do it in the underworld?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head. "No sunlight. That's one of the variables we'll need to test."

      My mom shrugged. "Your place or mine?"

      "We can use our apartment," I stated. "If the Horseman has another contract for us, that's where he'll have it delivered."

      My mom sighed. "I don’t know, Zoey."

      "I do, Mom. Trust me, just this once. If the Horseman's contract has anything to do with Jessna or Clarence, we'll want to know."

      My mom nodded. "Very well. Your place it is. If you have no objection, I’ll ask Kevin to join us. We don’t know what will happen to Sienna, and as strong as she is, we might need his help."

      I looked at her warily. "I don't know, Mom. Our relationship is...progressing."

      "What would involving Kevin have to do with your relationship?"

      "I just don't want to screw things up."

      "She's afraid of putting him in harm’s way," Sienna added.

      "Because of what happened to Gabriel?"

      I sighed. "That is part of it. Gabriel loved me. I think Kevin does, too. If he didn't, he wouldn't have..."

      "It's okay," she said. "I get it, Zoey. But Kevin isn't your ex. He might love you, but he's also well-trained."

      "If he loves me, given what I do and the danger I put myself in, I don't want him to get hurt trying to protect me."

      "It sounds to me like you love him, too."

      I scratched my head. "I don't know, Mom. I hope I will. I want to. I don't have to be in love with the man to want to keep him safe."

      My mom smiled. "As someone who has been separated from the one she loves for decades, I know this much. If you love someone, you are immeasurably safer when you are with them than you could ever be apart. You broke Gabriel's heart, correct?"

      "I suppose I did."

      "But he still loved you."

      Tears welled up in my eyes. “He did. Maybe if I’d loved him back…”

      My mom put her hand on my back. “You aren’t responsible for what happened. He risked his life. You’re assuming he did it for you. Have you considered that the risk he took might have also saved the world?”

      “That’s true.”

      “Gabriel risked everything. Maybe it was to prove his love to you. Maybe it was to spare humanity from Katerina’s plans. We will never know. Trust me when I tell you that Gabriel didn’t die because you couldn’t love him. He died because he was a hero. Don’t give yourself so much credit."

      I nodded and hugged my mom. “I’ll be back soon. Hopefully not too soon.”
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      Sienna and I went back to our apartment. My mom said she'd pick up Kevin and a few supplies for drawing blood and meet us there in a couple of hours.

      Cerberus barked at us as we walked in. "I take it you came home when we went to the rally point?"

      Cerberus cocked his head. "Snagged some burnt ends and ribs on the way home."

      "Snagged them? You stole them from a restaurant, you mean?"

      Cerberus huffed. "I was hungry."

      Sienna chuckled. "You can't just dine and dash. You have to pay for your food."

      Cerberus snorted. "I didn't dine and dash. I dashed, and then I dined here."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Same principle, Cerberus. If you want barbecue, let us know, and we'll pay for it."

      Cerberus licked his chops. "You had to rendezvous with the Horseman, and I was hungry. It was barbecue or people. I presumed you'd rather I steal food than eat humans."

      I scratched my head. "Where'd you take it from?"

      Sienna pulled a bag and some napkins from underneath the couch. "I think we already know, Zoey."

      I rolled my eyes. "Sienna, can you find out how much the food he stole was worth?"

      Sienna nodded and pulled out her phone. "Easy-peasy. You said an order of burnt ends and ribs, right? No sides?"

      "Why would I get sides? I don't like cheesy corn. Baked beans make me fart."

      I rolled my eyes. "They make everyone fart."

      "It looks like it was just south of ninety bucks’ worth of food," Sienna reported.

      I furrowed my brow. "You ate almost a hundred bucks of barbecue?"

      "Like I said, I was hungry. A person would have been more filling."

      I reached into one of my pockets and handed Cerberus a hundred-dollar bill. "Take this back where you took the food from. Leave it by the cash register."

      "Are you serious? It's not like they saw me. Even if they did, they'd just think a dog stole some food."

      I narrowed my eyes. "When I was a kid, I stole a bracelet from a little shop back in the underworld. My dad was picking up some groceries. I was afraid he'd say no, so I took it. Do you know what he made me do when he caught me wearing it a day later?"

      "You got a spanking, didn't you?" Cerberus asked.

      I grinned. "No, my father didn't spank. What he did was a lot harder. He made me take it back and apologize to the store's manager."

      "You want me to go there and tell them I'm sorry?" Cerberus cackled.

      "Obviously, you can't do that. I want you to pay for the food you took. I'm telling you what my dad made me do so you realize you're getting off lightly."

      "You wouldn't make me apologize anyway. That would scare the crap out of the restaurant's manager."

      "Right," I said. "Have you ever heard of a rolled-up newspaper?"

      "What in Hades is a newspaper?" Cerberus asked.

      Sienna chuckled. "That's a good question. Who reads newspapers anymore?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "I'll think of something else."

      Cerberus snorted. "I respond better to positive reinforcement. I'll take the money to the restaurant. When I get back, I want a treat.”

      I scratched my head. "You want a reward for doing the right thing after you stole the food?"

      Sienna cleared her throat. "You’ve never had a dog, have you?"

      I shook my head. "No. Even if I had, Cerberus is an intelligent being. He's a hellhound, not a dog."

      Sienna nodded. "Technically, you're right. But in many ways, he behaves like any canine. Aside from the whole speaking and growing to several times his size thing."

      I nodded. "Don't forget eating people."

      "Right, there's that. The point is that if you've ever had a dog or been through a training class, you'd know that you have to reinforce positive behavior. They don't always understand punishment the way it's intended."

      "Because most dogs can't speak English, Sienna."

      "Fair point."

      Cerberus barked at me three times and panted. "Oh, stop it. I know you can talk. Now you're trying to act like a normal dog, so I'll treat you that way...at the one and only moment since we've been to Earth that it worked to your advantage."

      Cerberus leaped, snagged the hundred-dollar bill out of my hand, and disappeared.

      Sienna plopped down on the couch. "I think I need to take a nap. I'm exhausted."

      "Do you still have your strength?"

      "I can barely lift my feet." Sienna struggled to pull her legs onto the couch. Then she laid her head down on a throw pillow and started to snore.

      "Sienna?" I shook her shoulder.

      She didn't move. She kept snoring.

      There was a knock on the door. I answered it.

      Mom and Kevin stepped inside. Kevin was carrying several plastic bags, presumably supplies for our tests.

      "There might be a problem," I began.

      My mom glanced past me. "She's sleeping."

      I nodded. "I don't think she's going to wake up any time soon. She's out cold. She was really weak just before she passed out."

      Kevin stepped over and checked her pulse. "Her pulse is slow. Nothing out of the ordinary."

      My mom narrowed her eyes. "While she's wearing the brooch, her vampirism is dormant. Her body is human. The strength she gained from feeding must've exhausted her."

      Kevin nodded. "The human body isn't meant to exert itself at those levels."

      I scratched my head. "Well, in that case, I don't think we'll be doing any tests right away."

      "That's not necessarily true," my mom ran her hand across Sienna's head. "What if we remove the brooch and open the windows?"

      "If we did that, Mom, she'd change. Since she's tired, I'm guessing she'd want blood. I don't know that we could stop her. Not without hurting her."

      Kevin dropped his bag of supplies on the coffee table. "Well, in that case, I suppose we need to start drawing blood. If we feed it to her, maybe she'll be able to keep her wits about her."
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      Kevin and my mom pulled up chairs next to my kitchen table. I never ate on it. Mostly, the table served as a repository for junk mail. If I added them up, I probably had more than a million dollars’ worth of pre-approved loan offers there. And to think, all I'd need to do to get them is pay a nine hundred percent interest rate, forfeit my soul, and offer them my eventual firstborn child. It's a good thing I read the fine print.

      "So, who is giving her the blood?"

      "I am," Kevin replied. "Sienna is type O-negative, correct?"

      "Yes. That's why the vampires targeted her. Does it really matter what type of blood she feeds from?"

      "We think it does," my mom clarified. "They can feed from anyone, but if they feed from those who share their blood type, a vampire can survive on much less blood. They digest it more easily."

      I scratched my head. "You know this how?"

      "From observing vampire behaviors for the last twenty years, Zoey. That blood bank they were using to identify Sienna's blood type was not merely a facility meant to identify potential vampires. They were able to collect blood and deliver it to vampires according to blood type."

      "How could a facility get away with that without being noticed?"

      "I’ve already told you; they do not require much if they feast from their own blood type. Nearly all their samples were sent to those in need. Once they'd identified the blood types of their donors, they had names and addresses of potential victims."

      "You knew this?"

      "I've known for years that vampires prefer to feed on their own blood type. Only during the last couple of weeks, while you've been fulfilling contracts for the Horseman, have I had a chance to dig into the files from the blood bank. I've pieced it together."

      My mom inserted the needle into Kevin's arm and started to draw his blood.

      "Since we shut down that blood bank,” blood poured from Kevin’s arm, through the tube, and into the bag, "the vampires who remain in the area will have to be more assertive in their efforts to feed. We believe the cult you encountered is part of those efforts."

      I scratched my head. "How so?”

      My mom sighed. "It's a method vampires have used for centuries. They find worshippers by posing as deities, effectively brainwashing people to serve as blood donors."

      "The blood bank was a more discreet operation. Running something like that required vampires who had connections and resources. We suspect the vampires here don't have access to the resources that Katarina, Vlad, and the others had, so they're resorting to other methods that have been used before."

      I shook my head. "Clarence has bigger plans than that. He used Sienna to turn Jessna into a daywalker."

      Kevin nodded. "He might only want to create a loyal vampire who can operate in the daytime. Someone who can work to re-accumulate resources and gradually increase their power."

      I sighed. "I don't know. It seems to me that their intentions are more insidious than that."

      Once the bag was full, my mom pulled the needle out of Kevin's arm, covered the puncture with a cotton ball, and applied a bandage over it.

      My mom took the bag over to Sienna. "We need to have it in her mouth when she comes to. If she tastes blood as she turns, hopefully she'll drink enough that it will clear her mind."

      "You don't think she'll rage out?" I asked.

      "Be ready just in case. We don't know for sure. We are experimenting here, after all."

      I snorted. "There's a risk. If Sienna's body needed to rest to recover from what the blood did to her before, we might be taxing her body even more."

      My mom nodded as she stuck the tube into Sienna's mouth. "I think she needs to exhaust the power of the blood in her system as a daywalker before we reactivate the brooch."

      "You realize that if she stays as a daywalker, she might get violent."

      Kevin nodded and gestured at the duffel bag he'd brought in. "I have supplies. Ropes, garlic, whatever we might need to restrain her if needed."

      "Shouldn't we restrain her before we awaken her as a daywalker? You know, just in case?"

      My mom and Kevin exchanged glances. My mom nodded. "That might be wise."

      My mom pulled the tube out of Sienna's mouth. Kevin picked her up. I set a chair facing one of my windows. Kevin put her in the chair, retrieved some rope, and tied her legs to the chair legs and her torso to the back.

      I opened the curtains, allowing sunlight to shine on Sienna as she slept. It was incredible that we could move her, tie her up, and allow sunlight to shine into her face, and she didn’t wake up.

      My mom reinserted the tube into Sienna's mouth and elevated the blood bag. "As soon as the blood enters the mouth, deactivate her brooch."

      I did as my mom said. Sienna's eyes shot open. She gulped the blood down in seconds.

      Then she screamed. "I must get to her!"

      "Get to who?"

      "My progeny! Jessna!"

      I nodded. "First you need to calm down, Sienna. We can't let you go until we're sure you won't accidentally hurt anyone while you're changed."

      Sienna narrowed her eyes. "She is my progeny. If I do not go to her..."

      "What?" my mom asked.

      "She will not be able to control herself!"

      "You can't control yourself, Sienna. Not like this." I placed my hand on the back of Sienna's head.

      Sienna clenched her fists. Then she extended her arms and broke the ropes that bound her.

      I tried to touch her brooch. She pushed me hard, sending me flying into the back of the couch.

      I sprang to my feet. Sienna charged through the front door of our apartment, ripping it off its hinges.

      "Damn it!" Kevin shouted.

      I sighed. "Well, at least we know where she's going."
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      Kevin and my mom left in her ‘Vette. I followed on my dad's Harley. We pulled up to the old Methodist church that now served as the meeting place for the First Light cult. We didn't know for sure that Sienna went there, but if she was looking for Jessna, that was the first place she'd look.

      I pushed on the front door. It was locked.

      "Use your cloak," my mom suggested. "We'll wait out here. You can let us in after you find out if she’s here."

      I nodded. "If I can't let you in, just stay put. If they're inside, they might try to run."

      I removed my backpack, retrieved my reaper cloak, and put it on. I raised my hood and stepped through the church doors on the astral plane.

      Sienna stood in the middle of the room. She was hugging Jessna. Several bodies were sprawled on the floor around them.

      I lowered my hood.

      "Sienna!"

      "Zoey!" Sienna turned to me, still holding Jessna's hand.

      "What have you done?"

      "They will be well," Jessna assured me. "We required their blood, and they gave it willingly."

      "You tricked us before," I accused. "You used us to turn you into what you are now."

      Jessna nodded. "And for that, I apologize. My Lord said it was the only way."

      "Your Lord?"

      "She means Clarence, Zoey."

      I nodded. "Of course she does. The only way to do what?"

      "To protect you, of course."

      "To protect us from what? And why would a vampire like Clarence want to protect us?"

      Jessna tilted her head. "You call my Lord a vampire?"

      I furrowed my brow. "That's what he is, isn't he? He was the one who bit your wrists. He started your transformation, didn't he?"

      Jessna nodded. "He was not feeding from me. He was testing my suitability to become the daughter of the First Light."

      "What is the First Light?"

      Jessna smiled and grabbed Sienna's hands. "She is the First Light."

      Sienna cocked her head. "I am? This cult exists to worship me?"

      Jessna laughed. "We do not intend to worship you. We intend to support you. Our purpose is to help you in your battle."

      I narrowed my eyes. "What battle? I'm not involved in any battle."

      "Perhaps not yet, but my lord tells me you've assaulted many beings who might seek retribution. You've revealed your nature. You are a threat to many. Did you think they would not all rally to attack you in time?"

      I snorted. "Hadn't thought about that. I was just doing my job. Saving people. Eliminating supernatural baddies."

      "My Lord prepared me to accept this transformation. I cannot create more of what you call daywalkers, but I've been given the strength to control my urges. With the aid of the First Light, with you, Sienna, I can be a powerful ally."

      "We don't have to be afraid of her," Sienna explained. "I'm her sire. She'll do what I say."

      "This is true," Jessna agreed. "Consider it an olive branch. A demonstration of my Lord's intentions so that you will trust us."

      "Trust you? Your Lord deceived us from the start. If he wanted our trust, he should have told us what he planned."

      Jessna grinned. "Would you have agreed if we'd asked?"

      I snorted. "Probably not."

      "I must remain like this for a while," Sienna continued. "But I don’t want to continue to feed. Once the blood in my system has been used, I will activate the brooch."

      "Why would you do that?" Jessna asked.

      Sienna shook her head. "I know I can take this form again. I believe I can control my urges now, but I still want to live my life."

      Jessna pressed her lips together. "I cannot say what my Lord will think about that."

      Sienna shook her head. "You have the power of a daywalker, Jessna. That will be of use. My ability to travel the astral plane with Zoey gives me other advantages."

      Jessna nodded. "If this is your wish, sire, I cannot deny you."

      Sienna grinned. "I hoped you'd say that."

      "Allow me to give you my number," Jessna added. "If you are in need, I will come to your aid."

      Sienna grabbed her phone. She handed it to Jessna, and she tapped on the screen. Then, she handed Sienna's phone back to her.

      "I will be watching. If my Lord or I detect any threats, we will inform you."
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        * * *

      

      I shouldn't have been surprised to see my door off its hinges when we got back to my apartment. That had been Sienna's doing. After what Jessna had said about a battle coming and being targeted by all kinds of supernatural who-knew-whats, my gut sank when I saw my open apartment.

      "Sorry about the door," Sienna told me. "I guess we should go buy a new one."

      I nodded. "This time, we should probably get a metal door."

      Sienna chuckled. "With super-duty hinges. You know, in case I'm ever in such a hurry again."

      We stepped inside. I did a once-over, and it didn't appear that anyone had come in and stolen anything while we were gone. "Are you sure you have it under control now?"

      Sienna shrugged. "I think so."

      "You think so?"

      "I mean, yes. I know so. It's just strange. I didn't run out of here because I was craving blood. You gave me enough to satisfy those urges. It was like something called me to Jessna. I had to be with her."

      "Like, a mother's instinct?"

      "If the relationship between a sire and her progeny is comparable to a mother-daughter relationship, then yes. It's sort of weird, though. Jessna and I are, like, the same age, give or take a year. It's not love that draws me to her. Not like you'd think a mother would have for a child. It's more like an urge, a need, an irrefutable responsibility."

      "When you aren't a daywalker, when your brooch is activated, do you feel the same thing?"

      Sienna shook her head. "Not in the slightest.”

      Someone knocked on my wall. "We're coming in," my mom said. "No door. Can't keep us out anyway."

      I chuckled as Josephine walked through the door. Kevin was right behind her.

      "Would you mind telling us what the hell happened in there? You wouldn't say a word at the church."

      "I'm sorry. I thought it would be better to talk about it here."

      "It was my idea, actually," Sienna said. "Jessna could probably hear us talk. I didn't want to make things awkward in case you all don't buy what she's told me."

      "What did she tell you?" Kevin asked.

      I scratched my head. "Apparently, by reaping supernaturals, I've made enemies. She believes a battle is coming."

      "What does that have to do with Jessna?" Kevin asked.

      "Clarence isn't a vampire," Sienna said. "At least, she doesn't think he is. Whatever he is, he arranged all this. He chose Jessna and must've set up a contract with the Horseman to get us there."

      "Why would he do that?" my mom asked. "I'm not going to pretend to believe he's not a vampire. That means he probably is up to something."

      I shook my head. "That's not necessarily true, Mom. According to Jessna, whatever he is, he believes it's his duty to protect the people of Kansas City."

      "Zoey is the most important weapon against supernatural threats that has ever been," Sienna interjected. "But now that so many different creatures, be they trolls, vampires, werewolves, or whatever, know about her, Clarence believes they’ll work together to eliminate her."

      My mom clenched her fist, then screamed and slammed it into the wall. "Damn it, Zoey! I told you working with that jackass was a bad idea."

      I pressed my lips together. "He's not the Assman, Mom. He's the Horseman. You shouldn't refer to him as a jackass."

      My mom narrowed her eyes and poked me in the chest. "You know what I mean."

      Kevin cleared his throat. "I don't mean to interfere, but⁠—"

      "This isn't your concern," my mom snapped.

      "Excuse me," Kevin said. "It is my concern. Your daughter is a hero. If it wasn't for the Horseman and his contracts, many people would have died at the hands of various creatures."

      My mom shook her head. "She's doing it for the money."

      "I'm not!" I shouted. "The money is a nice perk, don't get me wrong. But Kevin is right. Do you realize, Mom, in the last contract we fulfilled before the one that took us to that church, we saved a child who was about to become a meal for trolls?"

      My mom sighed. "I didn't know that."

      "Of course you didn't! You were too busy giving me the silent treatment to pay a bit of attention to what Sienna and I have really been doing."

      My mom shook her head. "That's not true. I have been watching you. I still have cameras in your apartment, remember."

      I snorted. "You're still using those? Where are they?"

      "They're inside your lightbulbs," Kevin informed me.

      "Kevin!" My mom put her hands on her hips.

      "She has a right to know," Kevin countered.

      I nodded. "For what it's worth, if there really are supernatural monsters coming after us, surveillance might not be a bad idea."

      "I wasn't spying on you, Zoey. Understand, I was just concerned."

      I bit the inside of my cheek. "I get it, Mom. Can we forget about that for now?

      She took a deep breath. "Fine. First, though, I'd suggest we replace your door."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      "I could use some help here," Kevin called as he held the new metal door up to the jamb.

      "All right. What do I do?"

      "I need you to screw the hinges in place."

      I snorted. "All right. I've never screwed before. How do I do it?"

      Kevin smirked. "I know better than that."

      I blushed. "You most certainly do."

      My mom sighed. "Righty-tighty, lefty-loosey."

      I huffed. "I'm a generous person. I'm not tight. I'm certainly not loose."

      My mom grinned. "It's how you screw."

      "I don't screw loose or tight. I don't know what you're saying."

      Kevin was laughing so hard he had to set the door down. Sienna was also laughing, covering her face with a pillow as she watched from the couch. She was wearing the brooch again. The blood was out of her system, and she was back to normal.

      "Zoey, let me show you," Mom said. Kevin held up the door again.

      She took a screw in one hand, a screwdriver in the other. "See, if you turn it to the right, it tightens. If I were to turn it counter-clockwise, to the left, the screw would loosen."

      My eyes widened. "Righty-tighty, lefty-loosey. Makes sense now."

      My mom chuckled. "I'd suggest getting one screw in each hinge first so Kevin can let go of the door. Then you can screw in the rest."

      My mom handed me another screw and the screwdriver. I pushed the screw through one of the holes, lined up the screwdriver with the little plus-shape on the head of the screw, and turned it clockwise. "I did it! Thanks for teaching me how to screw, Mom!"

      My mom snickered. "From the sound of it, you didn't need any lessons."

      Kevin chuckled.

      "Funny, Mom. You're a regular comedian."

      My mom shrugged. "I'll be here all week."

      "Lord, I hope not."

      "Excuse me, Zoey?"

      I laughed. "If you stay here all week, there will be no more screwing for sure."

      My mom nodded. "Then you've given me motivation. I'll be sleeping on the couch."

      "Mom! You can't be serious!"

      My mom smiled. "I'm not staying here to prevent you two from screwing. I'm going to stay here in case any monsters decide to attack."

      "Do you think they know where I live?"

      Kevin cleared his throat. "Vampires attacked you here before, right? If supernaturals are communicating with each other to coordinate an attack, there's a good chance there are still vampires out there who know where you live and would be willing to share."

      I bit my lip. "Technically, it wasn't vampires who attacked here. It was henchmen hired by Vlad. He is dead now."

      "But Vlad knew," my mom countered. "It's likely his progeny has the same information."

      I placed a screw in a hole in the bottom hinge and screwed it in. Kevin let go of the door. "Now you just have to add the extra screws in each hinge. There are already holes there from the previous door. I think the new hinges line up the same."

      I handed Kevin the screwdriver and screws. "You don't have to hold the door now. I prefer it when you're the one who does the actual screwing."

      Kevin snorted. "I guess I agree with that. Depending on what you're talking about, of course."

      "I'm talking about door hinges, Kevin." I smirked. "What did you think I was talking about?"

      My mom coughed in her hand. "No matter. If there really is a battle coming, I don't think we should wait for them to bring the fight to us."

      "What are you suggesting?" I asked.

      "What if we revisit the locations of the contracts you’ve completed and finish off any supernaturals who are still there?"

      "We didn’t leave many behind," I replied.

      "There were some trolls left in that cave," Sienna replied. "We were outnumbered. We took the victim out and left a few behind. We don't know how many."

      "That's a start," my mom agreed. "I doubt the trolls are the brains behind any coordinated attack against you."

      Sienna nodded. "They weren't the brightest crayons in the supernatural box."

      "They didn't appear that way," I agreed. "But looks can be deceiving. They're smart enough to remain hidden and clever enough to abduct a human without getting caught."

      "I need to report into the station in a couple of hours," Kevin told us. "I have other cases that need my attention."

      I nodded. "We can handle it. Do you think you could get surveillance on the apartment just in case? I know we have cameras inside, but outside."

      Kevin shook his head. "Not without an active case to justify it. It would raise too many eyebrows. Since we're involved, I'm sure you can imagine that it wouldn't look good to my supervisors if I was using police resources to provide unnecessary protection for my girlfriend."

      I grinned. "So, they know about me?"

      "Not yet, but I don’t intend to keep our relationship a secret forever. The prior case involving the traffickers is closed. Since that was the case you were a party to, it shouldn't be an issue to go public."

      "Cool." I shrugged. "I guess that makes us officially official. You know, a couple."

      "Aren't we a couple already?" Kevin asked.

      I grinned and kissed Kevin on the cheek. "Of course we are."

      Kevin blushed. "I have a couple more hours before my shift. Is there anything else around the apartment you'd like me to secure before I leave?"

      "There's an awful draft from the windows," Sienna told him. "I don't know how much that has to do with the security of the place. It does make it awfully uncomfortable at times."

      Kevin grinned. "Nothing I can't handle with a little caulk."

      I narrowed my eyes. "You won't put your…you know, on my windows, Kevin."

      "Caulk! C. A. U. L. K. It's a compound used to seal cracks. And my...thing isn't little!"

      I narrowed my eyes. "I'll refrain from making any comment about that. I would recommend that you make sure to enunciate the L, though, when you tell the guy at the hardware store what you’re looking for."
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      "Where the hell is Cerberus? He could be a lot of help if we're taking the fight to the trolls."

      Sienna shrugged. "I take it he didn't just give the hundred bucks to the restaurant owner and leave."

      I shook my head. "Probably helped himself to another plate."

      "Which means you're out another Benjamin Franklin."

      I chuckled. "I'm guessing it'll be a lot more this time. I don't know why my dad couldn't have sent me a hellhound with less expensive taste."

      "If he shows up before I leave, I'll send him your way."

      I nodded. "Thanks, Kevin."

      Kevin approached me and took my hand. He kissed it softly. "Be careful, Zoey."

      I nodded. "I will. You, too."

      Kevin tilted his head. "Why would I need to be careful?"

      I shrugged. "Well, you're the one staying behind in a place we think could be a target."

      Kevin nodded. "Fair point. I'll be in and out of here as soon as I get back with some...caulk."

      I smirked. "Much better. See what difference proper pronunciation can make?"

      I turned to leave. Sienna and my mom were going to follow me. I ran straight into a teenage boy in the hallway.

      "Excuse me," the boy said. "Are you Miss Grimm?"

      I nodded. "I am."

      "Some dude paid me to give this to you." The boy handed me a rolled-up paper with a red ribbon tied around it.

      "A contract?" Sienna asked.

      "Looks that way." I reached into my pocket and pulled out a few bills, then handed the boy a twenty. "Thank you for bringing this to me."

      "Wow. Thank you, ma'am."

      I nodded as the boy hurried back down the hall, down the stairs, and left the building. I slipped the ribbon off the paper and unrolled it.

      Sienna looked over my shoulder as we read the order.

      Undetermined supernatural threat. Investigate and eliminate.

      At the bottom of the page was a deadline. We had twenty-four hours. He also included the rally point—the steps of the Nelson-Atkins Art Museum.

      "Undetermined? What the hell?" Sienna huffed.

      I shook my head. "I think it means what we think it means. The Horseman, or at least the client who hired him, doesn't know what the hell they need eliminated. They just want it gone."

      My mom sighed. "That doesn't sound good. I say we ignore it and head back to those caves and deal with the trolls as planned."

      I shook my head. "No one is in danger from the trolls right now."

      "You don't know if anyone is in danger from this anonymous threat, either."

      "But we don't know that someone isn't in danger. We have to go after this...whatever it is. If there's any chance someone might be hurt, we have to follow through. So far, the Horseman hasn't given us a job we couldn't handle."

      "Seriously? That last job you did saw Sienna get tricked into making another daywalker."

      I shook my head. "That was a unique case. If Jessna was telling us the truth..."

      "She was telling the truth," Sienna protested. "Don't ask me how I know. It's a gut feeling. She's my progeny. I'd know if she was deceiving me."

      I nodded. "The point is, that was a unique circumstance. Every other contract we've fulfilled ended with at least one life saved. Chances are better than not that this will be no different. We have no choice but to go."

      My mom sighed. "Think about this, Zoey. If these contracts you've done have made you enemies, all you're going to accomplish by taking out these random unknown supernaturals is make one more enemy who wants to take you down."

      I shook my head. "You don't get it, Mom. Most Reapers take lives. Sure, they help people transition to the afterlife, but they're involved in the death business. I'm the opposite. I might be the only Reaper in history who saves lives."

      "Human lives," my mom countered. "You're still harvesting supernatural souls."

      I nodded. "I haven’t reaped anyone who didn't deserve it. Who hadn't killed innocent people. They won’t do so again."

      My mom placed her hand on my shoulder. "I get it, Zoey. It's not that different from hunting vampires, and I've staked my share. We just have to be careful. Granted, most vampires are vile beasts. Even so, we cannot judge them for what they are. We must only act when we're certain their deeds deserve the stake or, in your case, the scythe."

      "I know that, Mom. Sienna is a daywalker. She's basically a vampire. If I didn't agree with you, she wouldn't be my best friend and partner."

      "Thanks!" Sienna interjected. "I appreciate the vote of confidence."

      I smirked. "No problem."

      "The point I'm making," my mom continued, "is you can't trust that just because you have a contract, whoever you’re hunting deserves to be reaped. Make sure it's justified before you kill something, even if that means you fail to fulfill the contract and won't get paid."

      I cocked my head. "Is that why you've been so judgmental about us working with the Horseman? You think that if I'm paid, it will turn me into a contract killer without any concern for the target's innocence or guilt?"

      My mom nodded. "It's not an unreasonable assumption, Zoey. Trust me, when you're getting paid the kind of money you are for these contracts, it's easy to come up with ways to justify your actions, even if those reasons aren't legit."

      I sighed. "Give me a little credit, Mom. I know the difference between right and wrong. I wouldn't reap someone, no matter what they were, if they didn’t deserve it."

      "I just had to say it, Zoey. You are the hunter right now, but if the warning Jessna gave you and Sienna is right, you'll soon be the hunted. I'm telling you that you need to be sure you're on the right side of the fight."

      I rolled my eyes. "Well, at least I have you looking over my shoulder to make sure I'm doing the right thing. You know…since I obviously can't be trusted to know the difference."

      Mom shook her head. "That's not what I'm saying, Zoey. My point is that sometimes, these situations aren't black and white. It's hard to tell the truth about a situation based on a few words on a contract and a brief survey. Things are not always as they appear."

      I stared at my mom blankly. "When we took out the trolls, they were roasting a cat and had a kid in a cage that they intended to cook next. I'd say it was pretty clear-cut in that case."

      "You were probably right in that instance," my mom agreed. "But you're still making assumptions. Consider this. Maybe they were cooking a cat because they didn't want to eat the kid. Maybe they'd saved the kid from human kidnappers. They knew the kid would be afraid of them, so they had no choice but to cage him while they arranged to return him to his parents."

      I shrugged. "I don't think that was what was going on, Mom."

      "The point is you didn’t know for sure. The people you thought were the kids’ parents, the people who hired you through the Horseman, could have been kidnappers. You don't know. if the trolls were the heroes, you might have thwarted their effort to save a kid's life."

      "We're talking about trolls, Mom."

      My mom shrugged. "How much experience do you have with trolls? How do you know they're evil?"

      "They looked evil, and they were cooking a cat! They had a kid in a cage! Sure, you can concoct some bullshit story to justify what they were doing, but I think it's reasonable to assume that the kid was in danger."

      "I'm not saying you were wrong in that case. The point is that you need to be sure you aren't making assumptions because of how a creature looks or what you think might be happening. In that case, you were dealing with a creature you had no experience with. You judged the trolls’ intentions based on their appearance and because you had blind trust in the Horseman. You trust him because you want to believe he's good. Otherwise, you couldn't justify taking his money."

      I shook my head. "I don't need to listen to this crap. Come on, Sienna. Let's do this. Mom, it's up to you if you come or not. If you come, I expect you to help. Or, at least, stay out of our way."

      My mom nodded. "I won't get in your way. I didn't mean to offend you, Zoey. I'm just encouraging you to exercise caution when making assumptions, especially when you're hunting a creature you know nothing about."

      I pressed my lips together and nodded. "All right. Well, we're taking Sienna's car. Since we don't know what we're dealing with, we need to have the space in case there's anyone to rescue."
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      The contract indicated the creatures we were to eliminate were on a cattle ranch an hour east of Kansas City. It was odd that the target and the rally point were so far apart. Usually, the Horseman chose a rally point closer to the target. Given that the contract only indicated that we were to eliminate the threat, I suppose it made sense that he chose a rally point a little closer to home.

      Just because the contract didn't indicate rescuing anyone didn't mean there wouldn't be people there we needed to save. It didn't have any bearing on the contract, though. The primary objective was to eliminate the creature or creatures on the ranch, whatever they might be.

      There was only one thing I knew we could rule out. It wasn't going to be a full moon night. That meant it wasn't werewolves. A werewolf could be quite a nuisance on a cattle ranch. I didn't know what else I'd encountered that might cause problems on a ranch. It didn't fit a vampire's MO. We had twenty-four hours, which suggested we didn't have to hunt these creatures at night. Trolls were a possibility. They ate kitty cats. Maybe they had a hankering for red meat, too. Still, if it was trolls and the Horseman knew it, he'd have said so.

      Investigate and eliminate. That was the task at hand.

      The sun was half an hour from setting when we arrived. We parked along a gravel road that ran parallel to a field that must've covered a hundred acres. The sunset cast an orange glow just beyond a row of trees on the opposite side of the field.

      There were several dozen cattle grazing the countryside. A pillar of smoke rose above the trees in the distance.

      I pointed at it. "We should check that out. If there's anything here, perhaps it's responsible for the fire."

      Sienna nodded. "I agree. Since we don't know what we're dealing with, we should use the astral plane."

      I turned to my mom. "You won’t be able to follow us."

      She shook her head. "You don't hunt vampires for more than two decades without learning how to go stealth. I don’t have any magical devices to assist, but I can navigate the forest without being seen."

      I sighed. "But we don't know what we're dealing with, Mom. You know how to hide from vampires. What if this creature, whatever we're hunting, can sense you some other way?"

      "I'll lag behind. You two investigate whoever or whatever is around the fire. I'll watch from afar in case you need backup."

      I scratched my head. "I don't know, Mom. It's still a risk. We don't know if what we're looking for is near the fire, nor do we have a clue how many there might be."

      Josephine grinned. "I can handle myself, Zoey."

      I nodded. "So can I, Mom."

      "I never suggested you couldn't."

      I raised the hood of my cloak, Sienna touched her brooch, and we took off across the fields. If we weren't on the astral plane, I would have stepped in many cow pies along the way. My mom didn't have the same advantage. I saw her shake her foot and chunks of dung flying off it.

      I chuckled.

      "Come on," Sienna urged. "She'll be fine."

      I nodded. We moved through the field and beyond the tree line. I was surprised by how thick the forest was. A red glow caught my eye deep within the woods. It must've been the fire that was producing the smoke we saw before. I moved toward it, Sienna at my side.

      I didn't see any flames. If there was a fire, I'd expect to see light flickering in the treetops. Instead, it was a constant glow. Smoke billowed around it.

      When we got closer, I saw a massive crack in the earth. The smoke was so thick I doubt I could have breathed if I wasn't on the astral plane.

      Something moved through the smoke. It whipped around in an erratic motion, slithering its way through the smoke toward me.

      A face appeared—a female face. It screamed, and I placed my hands over my ears. The face disappeared.

      "What the hell?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head. "No clue. I've never seen anything like it."

      I looked down into the crack. Something like magma bubbled toward the surface.

      "Volcanic activity in Missouri?" I asked. "You've lived here longer than I. Have you ever heard of something like that?"

      "Never." Sienna shook her head. Then she pointed straight ahead.

      I looked in the direction Sienna was pointing. A figure stepped toward us. As she drew near, the smoke around her cleared. She was breathing it in with no ill effects. She wore a red cowl and sash and a white robe. Her eyes were fixed on me.

      "Who are you? You can see me?"

      "Of course I can. You are the daughter of Azrael, are you not?"

      I snorted. "Who's asking?"

      "I am the Oracle. I speak on behalf of the gods."

      I cocked my head. "All of them?"

      "At times. Today, I speak for Athena."

      Another wispy figure appeared behind the Oracle. It shot past her, and like the one before, charged after me and screamed in my face before it disappeared.

      I took two steps back. "What the hell was that?"

      "It is a banshee," the Oracle explained. "A herald of death."

      "Who is going to die?"

      "The banshee does not guarantee death. She only harkens that death draws near one of you who has approached us. It may yet be prevented."

      I clenched my fist. "My mom?"

      "Athena would not wish it so. The goddess favors Josephine, as she does you."

      "Then who is trying to kill her?"

      "Another of the gods. An enemy of Athena."

      "Which one?"

      The Oracle shook her head. "I cannot say. I speak only for Athena."

      "Why would a god want my mom dead?"

      "The god only seeks to eliminate you, but you brought her here."

      "I don't see a Reaper. Is one coming?"

      The Oracle shook her head. "I do not believe so."

      "Then we can still save her?"

      The Oracle nodded. "You can, and you must. But above all else, you must not allow yourself to be taken or killed."

      "Sounds like a solid plan. Don't die. Got it."

      Sienna asked, "So, you're here to warn us? There's something else in these woods trying to kill us?"

      The Oracle nodded. "To warn you and to give you this charge. You must persist in your work. You must continue to reap as many as you might. A battle is coming. Those who might be your enemies today, those whom you reap, might soon become your allies."

      I snorted. "I don't understand. Does the Horseman have something to do with this?"

      "The one you call the Horseman is an agent of Athena. He knows not the goddess' greater purpose, but he serves her will. You must heed his guidance."

      "You're saying I should continue fulfilling the contracts he's giving me."

      The Oracle nodded. "You must."

      "But I'm told a battle is coming. The creatures I've killed are rallying against me."

      "You must stand against them, daughter of Azrael. You must defeat them, that in their reaping, they might serve the will of Athena."

      "What is the will of Athena?"

      "This is not for you to know."

      "Bullshit! If I'm supposed to be killing all these creatures to serve her purpose, I deserve to know why."

      The Oracle shook her head. "I can only reveal what has been given to me to tell."

      "What am I dealing with here? I need to know what I'm facing."

      "It does not matter. You have all you need to defy the god who opposes you."

      I grunted. "So, I'm supposed to defy one god and serve another one without any sense of what they're fighting over or why I should be loyal to one over the other?"

      "It was Athena who gave you your gift. You cannot deny her without also denying who you are."

      "How am I supposed to know I'm one of the good guys? If I'm playing a part in a war between the gods, who is to say that I'm fighting on the right side?"

      "All you've been asked to do is what is right. You are saving lives, are you not? Would a malevolent god give you such a task?"

      I shrugged. "Hell if I know."

      "The goddess who called you, who made you, fights on behalf of humankind. This is all you need to know."

      I scratched my head. "But you're an oracle. You're just revealing whatever Athena wants you to say."

      "Then, perhaps, you must act on faith. Will you deny the chance the goddess has given you to save lives? To save your mother's life?"

      I shook my head. "I couldn't do that."

      "Then go. I cannot remain here much longer. My spirit falters."

      "Your spirit? You're a ghost?"

      "I was once the Oracle at Delphi. I have remained on the Earth as a spirit for centuries."

      "So, you were never reaped. You're a wandering ghost?"

      "Those you call ghosts wander without purpose. I serve a purpose. Go now, Azrael's daughter. The beast approaches."

      The earth shook under my feet as the magma-filled crevice closed. The Oracle vanished. The smoke cleared.

      My mother screamed.

      I ran toward her. Sienna followed me. The orange light of the setting sun barely illuminated our path.

      Something large loomed in the distance. It had the body of a bull but the torso of a man. It held a long spear in its hand.

      "What the hell?" Sienna asked.

      I grunted. I knew what this was from my courses at the Reaper Academy. The Minotaur was an abomination to many of the gods. I had been under the impression he'd been killed by an ancient hero named Theseus. Apparently, the story wasn't true, or perhaps this wasn't the same Minotaur.

      I pressed the sigil on my wrist. My scythe formed in my hand, blazing with fire. I charged after the creature. He turned.

      "Zoey!" my mother screamed. "Run!"

      The Oracle had told me this thing wanted me dead. It was going after my mom like a consolation prize. When he saw me, he charged after me with a fury.

      He threw his spear at me. I somersaulted out of the way, nearly dropping my scythe in the process.

      The Minotaur ran past me and turned again. I got a better look at the monster this time. The man's torso was riddled with muscles. He looked like one of those bodybuilders who'd been hitting the steroids for too long. Though, from what I'd read about the effects of anabolic steroids, it diminished the size of one's testicles. This bull clearly hadn't experienced that side effect.

      The Minotaur opened his mouth and screamed. His voice wasn't human. It was like thunder, and it shook the ground.

      "Sienna!" I shouted.

      I turned. She was by my mom. She'd removed her brooch. She bit my mom's wrist.

      "What the hell?"

      The Minotaur charged me again. He didn't have his spear this time. I still had my scythe. The beast must've weighed a thousand pounds. Given his momentum and speed, reaping him was going to be a challenge. Even if I managed to reap him, his body would crush me before he turned to ash.

      I gripped my scythe. I'd have to move fast. Strike him and get the hell out of Dodge. I wasn't sure I could pull it off, but I had to try.

      I widened my stance. A blur blew past me. Sienna collided with the Minotaur. The beast stumbled. Sienna's daywalker strength wasn't enough to knock him off his feet.

      "Now, Zoey!" Sienna screamed.

      I swung my scythe and caught the Minotaur at the spot where his bull half met his human half.

      The monster shouted, his voice again rattling the ground under my feet.

      I took a few steps back as the Minotaur's body toppled. Golden energy blasted from my scythe. The power of the explosion knocked me down.

      Sienna stood over me, grinning. She extended a hand and helped me to my feet.

      "Nice work, Zoey."

      I shook my head. "You, too. You all right?"

      "I had just enough sunlight to activate my powers. I don't know what's going to happen. The sun is setting."

      As the sun dropped past the horizon, Sienna's black eyes rolled back, and her knees buckled. I caught her before she hit the ground.

      "Damn it!" I exclaimed.

      My mom approached. She had a piece of fabric she'd torn from her shirt wrapped around her wrist.

      "Mom! Are you okay?"

      "I think so. I don't think I'm changing."

      "You let her bite you?"

      "I suggested it, Zoey. I knew it was a risk. I've been bitten before, but never by a daywalker."

      "You've been bitten by vampires?"

      My mom nodded. "Many times. I can't be turned, Zoey."

      "You can't?"

      My mom shook her head. "Consider it a gift from Athena."

      "Speaking of Athena..."

      "That was the Oracle, was it not?"

      I nodded. "It was. You've seen her before?"

      "She was the one through whom the goddess spoke to me after you were born. It makes sense now why we were sent here, to a cow field."

      "Does it?"

      "There was a bull in the woods near where I was before. It had been sacrificed. I suppose it was done to evoke the Minotaur."

      I nodded. "That means someone else was here."

      "We should find out what this Horseman knows."

      I nodded. "About him. The Oracle said we should trust him. She wants me to kill as many supernatural creatures as possible. He's supposed to help me find them."

      My mom cocked her head. "Why would Athena want that?"

      "She said that those I reaped would eventually become an army necessary to win a coming war with one of the other gods."

      "I don't know what that means. Did she tell you anything else?"

      I sighed. "I asked why I should trust her. She said reaping creatures would save human lives. She said Athena fights on behalf of humanity."

      My mom looked worried. "Then whatever god she's at war with must be an enemy of mankind."

      I shrugged. "She didn't say that, but it's a reasonable assumption. But you know, Mom, you're the one who told me not to make assumptions."

      My mom grinned. "I suppose you're right. Still, I've followed Athena's will for years now, hoping to prepare you for this. I thought it was just to fight vampires, but it sounds like there's something bigger going on that could have a much greater impact on the world."

      "Do you have Sienna's brooch?"

      My mom held out her hand. "I do."

      I took the brooch and pinned it on Sienna's chest. "I think after all that exertion, now that the sun has set, she'll sleep until morning at least. We still have to meet the Horseman at the art museum."

      "Carrying Sienna back to the car is going to be a task. I suppose you'd like my help."

      I chuckled. "Take her legs. I'll hold her under her arms. One more thing, too."

      "What's that?"

      I snickered. "Try not to step in cow shit this time."
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      We fished the car keys out of Sienna's pocket and carefully placed her in the passenger seat in a reclined position. My mom insisted it was safer than laying her across the back seat. She was probably right.

      We rock-paper-scissored to see who got to drive and who had to sit in the back seat. I lost. Since Sienna was reclined, I was stuck behind the driver's seat. The girl drove one of those small economy cars. It boasted great gas mileage and very little backseat legroom. I suppose it was for the best. While I knew my way around the city, we were out in the country. My mom was a lot more familiar with the rural communities and suburbs surrounding Kansas City.

      The Nelson-Atkins Art Museum was one of the best-kept secrets in Kansas City. It had original paintings by some of the world's most renowned artists. When I first came to Earth, I spent quite a bit of time there learning about how Earth culture had evolved. Sure, I'd learned a lot about it at the Reaper Academy. Seeing the brushstrokes of Monet and Van Gogh, though, made everything feel more real than before.

      I did get kicked out once when I walked across what I thought was nothing but obnoxious floor tiles. They were placed in front of what looked like a plain black canvas with a single white line on it. Apparently, the painting and the tiles I stood on were priceless works of so-called "modern art."

      The museum's very architecture was victim to this nonsensical "modern art" movement. The large park on either side of the museum was designed to make the place look like a game of badminton from the bird's-eye perspective. "Birdies" that were a hundred feet tall were mounted at strange angles throughout the park. The Horseman was supposed to meet us beneath one of them.

      My mom parked the car.

      "I'll stay with her. I don't feel comfortable leaving her alone like this. There's much we still don't know about her condition."

      I nodded. "I assumed you'd want to speak to the Horseman."

      "I would. If what the Oracle told you is correct, I suspect I'll have plenty of opportunities to speak to him. Perhaps, you could bring him back to the car so we can discuss what's happened."

      "I can ask. He doesn’t linger in one place longer than necessary. Usually after our meetings, he vanishes into thin air."

      "That was before we knew what the Oracle revealed about who he is. I imagine there's a lot more to talk about now."

      I stepped out of the car. "I'll be right back."

      I checked the first birdie. He wasn't there. I went to the next one. The Horseman wasn't there either. I double-checked the contract we'd received before we went to the cattle ranch. Technically, it was a twenty-four-hour job. We'd done it in just a few. Maybe he didn't expect us so soon. He didn't indicate a time to meet at the rally point. He usually didn't. He just knew the job was done.

      How he knew when to meet us was one of the many mysteries surrounding the Horseman. Since he could appear and disappear as if he had the ability to travel the astral plane as I did, there was always a chance he'd observed us on the job.

      Then again, if he had traveled the astral plane, I would have seen him when I did the same. However, Cerberus could travel through dimensions beyond the earthly or the astral. He could also move through the celestial and infernal realms. If the Horseman was an agent of Athena, perhaps he had a way of moving in and out of the Olympian plane of existence comparable to Cerberus’.

      None of that was going to help at the moment. I returned to the car and climbed into the back seat.

      "He isn't here. I'll come back later. For now, we should take Sienna home to rest."

      I was tired, too. Hauling Sienna out of the woods, even with my mom's help, wasn't an easy task. Back at the apartment, I had to help her carry Sienna up the stairs.

      Again, I carried Sienna under the arms. Of course, my mom made me walk backward. My butt muscles were burning by the time we made it to the top.

      "It's about time you came back," a familiar voice stated.

      I glanced over my shoulder. "Jessna?"

      "I come with a request from my Lord."

      "Clarence?" I asked.

      Jessna nodded.

      My mom and I rested Sienna against the wall. I pulled out my keys and picked out the shiny one that had come with the new door's locks. I unlocked and opened the door. Jessna helped my mom and me carry Sienna inside. We laid her on the couch.

      "What did Clarence want you to tell us?" I asked.

      Jessna reached into her jacket and pulled out a rolled-up piece of paper tied with a red ribbon.

      I cocked my head. "Is this always the way he delivers messages?"

      Jessna shrugged. "I suggested envelopes. He seems to prefer the scrolls."

      "Let me see it."

      Jessna handed me the paper. I slipped off the ribbon and unrolled it. "This is the same handwriting as the Horseman's."

      My mom raised an eyebrow. "Clarence is the Horseman?"

      Jessna smiled. "He is the one who has been giving you contracts. He's sent many representatives of the First Light to deliver his messages."

      I examined the scroll more carefully. "This is a list of targets. Dozens of them. Complete with locations."

      "Did he give you a rally point?" my mom asked. "A place where you should meet him when it's done?"

      I shook my head. "There is no rally point. Tell me, Jessna. Where is Clarence now?"

      Jessna shook her head. "He said he had to leave. He didn't say where he was going. He only insisted that I deliver this to you. He said you'd know what to do.”

      I scratched my chin and looked around my apartment. “Cerberus? You here?“

      No answer.

      Clarence, the “Horseman,” was gone. Cerberus was too. In neither case did I know why. Perhaps Cerberus would show up later. I don’t know what it was, but my gut told me that something was wrong. If both Clarence and Cerberus could navigate between the Olympian and earthly planes of existence, was there something about their shared unique ability that they both had to leave with little or no notice?

      Clarence had known he was leaving. That was why he had written up this contract—really a list of several contracts in abbreviated form—and had Jessna deliver it.

      Cerberus hadn’t done or said anything that suggested he wouldn’t be right back. He rarely was gone for more than an hour or two. This time, he’d been gone for the better part of a day.
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      "So, where do we start?" Jessna asked.

      I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair. "We go to bed."

      "What? Seriously? What's on that list? Ghouls? Goblins? Little green men?"

      "First, I think 'little green men' refers to aliens. I can't reap aliens. At least, I don't think I can. Not unless they're supernatural aliens. Second, the term ‘ghouls’ is pretty broad, and I've never seen a goblin. Don't know if they exist. Third, I'm tired, and I'm not doing a thing until Sienna has recovered."

      Jessna shook her head and sat next to Sienna on the couch. She ran her fingers through Sienna's hair. "She'll be fine."

      I nodded. "I expect she will, but she needs her sleep. Doesn't this happen to you, too?"

      Jessna shrugged. "I haven't used much of the extra strength my new nature gives me. Besides, I think we're different. I'm not constantly shifting back and forth. During the daytime, I'm what you call a daywalker. At night, I don't become human again. I'm more like a run-of-the-mill vampire."

      "So, it's different for those Sienna turns than it is for her?"

      Jessna sighed. "I don't know any more than you do. Clarence was the one who believed she was the key I needed to evolve and change."

      I furrowed my brow. "Why? So you could help me reap all these creatures on my list?"

      "Possibly. He didn't say."

      "Most of what's on the scroll, I've faced before. He wants me to finish off the trolls, which I was planning to do anyway. There are a couple of vampires. I don't know how I'm going to reap a banshee. I just encountered my first one, and it didn't seem like the sort of thing you could kill. I'm not sure how much help you'd be. No offense."

      Jessna pressed her hands together. "All I know is that whatever my Lord intends, there is a reason. We must see it through. All will be revealed in time."

      "Yeah. About that. You have a place to sleep, right?"

      "I do not require sleep. Unlike my sire, I remain vampiric in one form or another. Sleep is a luxury, not a requirement."

      "You realize," my mom interjected, "that I've been killing vampires since before you were born, right?"

      Jessna turned to Josephine. "I'm well aware of that, but I do not believe you harbor any ill will toward me."

      "You're right. Let's make sure it stays that way."

      "Was that a threat?" Jessna asked.

      Mom shook her head. "Just an honest admission. If you misbehave or your vampirism poses a problem, I will do what I have to."

      "Mom! Rude much?"

      Jessna raised her hand. "It goes without saying. I would expect nothing less. No matter. I have duties to attend to at the temple."

      "What duties?" I asked.

      Jessna shrugged. "We have regular gatherings. I am their prophetess, the one who speaks on behalf of my Lord. I have a message from him intended for them as well."

      "What does it say?"

      Jessna shrugged. "It is forbidden to open my Lord's scrolls apart from the occasion for which it is meant. That was why I knew nothing about what the scroll I gave you said until you opened it. You are most welcome to join us tonight, Zoey, if you'd like to hear what our Lord has to tell us."

      I sighed. "I don't know. I'm tired. Can't you just fill me in on the details tomorrow?"

      "If the message from my Lord permits it. For all I know, he might send us all on a great journey."

      I snorted. "Well, can't have that."

      My mom reached into my refrigerator and pulled out an energy drink. "Take one of these with you. You can always sleep tomorrow."

      I shook my head, grabbed the drink off the counter, and cracked it open. I took a sip. "It'll have to do for now. Tomorrow, though, don't wake me up. Will you stay with Sienna, Mom?"

      She nodded. "I will."

      "If Cerberus shows up, shoot me a text. I'm getting worried."

      "Of course, Zoey. I imagine that whatever he's up to, he'll be fine."

      I took a deep breath. "I sure hope so. If we're going to reap the monsters from the list, I could really use his help. Besides, I miss the little fella."

      My mom chuckled. "Little?"

      I shrugged. "Depends on his mood."

      "Who is this Cerberus you speak of?" Jessna asked.

      I smiled. "He's a hellhound. Also, I suppose you could say he's one of my partners."

      Jessna narrowed her eyes. "Intriguing. A hellhound, you say?"

      I nodded. "It's a long story. He can traverse the realms because he and his kind were created to guard the gates of Hades and the underworld. They are meant to ensure that those who belong in one of those places remain there."

      "To prevent people from breaking out of hell?"

      "In a matter of speaking. Or to stop people from breaking in?"

      "Who would want to break into hell?"

      I shrugged. "I don't have a clue, but I believe Cerberus is supposed to prevent that from happening. Hellhounds have three heads. One dominates here on Earth. Another in Hades, or hell. The third in Olympus or what you call heaven. I believe his true purpose is to guard the divide between the various planes of existence and ensure that everything remains in its place."

      Jessna scratched her head. "Well, that’s fascinating. If he returns, I'd very much like to meet him."

      I smiled. "I'm sure that can be arranged. Come on, let's go. What do you say we take the bike?"

      Jessna looked apprehensive. "I've never ridden on a motorcycle."

      "You never drank blood before either until recently, I'm guessing. There's a first time for everything."

      Jessna grinned. "All right. Let's go!"
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      There's something unsettling about allowing a vampire to ride behind you on a motorcycle, the proximity of fangs to neck being the primary concern. After all, Jessna was new to this whole bloodsucking thing. The way Sienna behaved when she changed suggested that cravings were intense for young vamps.

      There was something different about Jessna. By day, she was a daywalker like Sienna. By night, she was indiscernible from any other vampire, at least by nature. By behavior, she didn't act like any other vampire I'd met. Apart from all the "my Lord" this and "First Light" that, she was strikingly normal.

      The parking lot at the church was full. Whatever Jessna was supposed to do, a lot of people were expecting her.

      Jessna led me around back to a single door. She retrieved a key from her pocket, unlocked the door, and gestured for me to step in ahead of her.

      The entry opened into a small hallway. I waited for Jessna to close and lock the door and followed her down the hall through another door to an office. There was an oak desk in the middle of the room, a leather-back chair behind it, and empty bookshelves around the room's perimeter.

      "This used to be the minister's study," Jessna said. "It's where Clarence leaves me messages to deliver to the congregation."

      Jessna pulled out a drawer in the front of the desk and retrieved three scrolls, all held together by Clarence's signature red ribbon. Attached to each ribbon was a tag. They were numbered one through three.

      Jessna grabbed the first scroll.

      "I take it you're supposed to read those in order?"

      Jessna nodded. "I'd guess so. Clarence has never left me more than a single scroll. Usually, he leaves the instructions here when I'm gone. I follow them the best I can."

      "Why does he do that? Can't he just tell you what he wants you to do?"

      "I have only seen him four or five times."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You're his prophetess or whatever, and you've seen him fewer times than you can count on one hand?"

      Jessna nodded. "It's true."

      "And you were willing to leave behind the life you'd planned to serve the First Light at the behest of someone you'd barely met?"

      "I was."

      "But you had a full-ride scholarship to a prestigious university. That couldn't have been easy to turn down."

      Jessna smirked. "I see someone has done her homework."

      I shrugged. "Sienna does the digging on our contracts."

      "Hundreds of young people receive scholarships every year. How often does someone get the chance to change the course in a war that could alter the history of the world?"

      I shook my head. "What war? Since we met you, all we've heard about are battles that are coming. So far, I have to be honest, none of the supernaturals I've reaped seemed prepared for any kind of battle. They were all trying to live out their lives discreetly. They were terrified of me."

      "I don't know, Zoey. I wish I could tell you more. All I know is that when I'm given a message, it's my responsibility to pass it along to the congregation of First Light."

      I shook my head. "I still find it hard to believe you'd leave so much behind for something you know so little about. How can you be confident that what you're doing is going to change the world for the better?"

      Jessna grinned as she examined the first of her three scrolls. "All will be revealed in good time."

      I snorted. "Yeah, whatever."

      Jessna re-rolled scroll number one, slipped it into her pocket, and opened the second one. "What did the first scroll say?"

      "It said to read the second one to the congregation and open the third after you've completed your contract."

      I bit my lip. "Why don't you take a peek?"

      Jessna grinned. "I cannot examine the scroll until the proper time, Zoey."

      I shrugged. "Why not? Who will know?"

      "He will know."

      "How will he know? He isn't even here."

      "He always knows."

      I huffed. "What the hell is he?"

      "I told you. He's more than a vampire. He's more than a man. He could be both or neither. I don't know what he is. I only know his intentions are good, and his word is true."

      I pressed my lips together. "Spoken like a true cultist."

      Jessna grinned. "You might want to go take your seat. Tonight will be momentous."

      "Care to give me a heads-up? What's that scroll say?"

      "I cannot tell you. You must hear the Word of Clarence when it is revealed to the First Light."

      "Come on. I'm not a member of your little church."

      "We do not have an official membership. You are a part of our calling, regardless of what you believe."

      I snorted. "Whatever. Let's get this over with."

      Jessna nodded. "Very well. I need a few moments alone to prepare."

      I took a deep breath. "All right."

      I made my way out of what used to be a minister's study and down a musty-smelling hallway to a door that opened to the sanctuary. I knew it opened to the sanctuary because a small brown placard fastened to the door said Sanctuary. I figured the sign was a solid clue.

      I opened the door. Surprise. There was the sanctuary. Hundreds of eyes fixed on me as I strolled across the stage. I suppose they weren't used to seeing anyone other than their so-called "Prophet" emerge from that door. I shouldn't have been startled to see furrowed brows and tilted heads as I made my way across the stage, down the stairs, and toward one of the empty front-row seats where I'd sat with Sienna.

      "Hi, Zoey!"

      I winced as I turned around. "Hey. Sunshine, right?"

      "Yup! I'm so glad you came back! Where is the One?"

      I snorted. "You're referring to Jessna?"

      "No. She's the Prophet. I mean the One who came to complete the Prophet's ascent."

      I snorted. "She's sleeping. It's been a long day."

      "Goddesses sleep?"

      I tilted my head. "Sienna isn't a goddess. Is that what you were told?"

      Sunshine shrugged. "Not in so many words, but the prophecies spoke of the goddess we were soon to serve. Most of us believe she was here."

      I shook my head. "Nope. Don't think so. Does this goddess you're expecting have a name?"

      "Not one we've been told," Sunshine tucked a strand of her long blonde hair behind her ear. When she did, I saw two puncture wounds on her wrist.

      I squinted. "What happened to your wrist?"

      Sunshine pressed her lips together. "You weren't given the blessing?"

      I snorted. "What blessing?"

      "Everyone here has received the blessing. After the previous ceremony, we who were chosen to remain in the First Light were marked."

      "You seriously didn't see who did that?"

      Sunshine showed me both wrists. Each had identical puncture wounds. They were the same ones Jessna had had.

      Sunshine started to speak, but something distracted her. I followed her eyes toward the front of the room. Jessna appeared, wearing white robes. "Please rise," she began. "Hear the word of our Lord."

      Everyone stood up. I stood too. I didn't want to be the only one who wasn't standing.

      Jessna extended her arms and started to speak.

      "A candle in a lit room offers little light. The same flame in darkness will fill the room. To embrace the light, you must first be consumed by darkness. To enter the First Light, you must first succumb to the dark night of the soul. Tonight, you shall ascend. Each of you has been chosen, but you must first traverse the path of shadows. May all who are willing to accept this gift extend their arms as a signal to our Lord that you are ready to follow his lead through the darkness to the one who bears the scepter of light."

      I looked around. Everyone in the room extended their arms to the side. It was mildly comical since most of the people in the church were packed in their pews like sardines. Most of the cultists had to stagger their extended arms in front of those who stood beside them on either side.

      I didn't follow suit. I wasn't eager to follow this path, whatever it was, that the rest of the cult seemed ready to embrace.

      I fixed my gaze on Jessna. She glanced at me briefly before raising her hands with everyone else. She closed her eyes.

      All the lights went out. The room went black.

      I reached for my phone. I wasn't about to miss whatever the hell was going to happen, and it was the only light source I had. No sooner did I grab it than something struck my hand, and my phone went flying.

      "What the fuck?" My words came out louder than I’d anticipated. No one seemed to notice. Instead, a rush of wind blew past me and around the room. Through the darkness, I heard moans and sighs. It gave me the distinct sense that I wasn't in a church but on the set of an adult film. The moans spread across the room like a wave.

      Someone grabbed my hand.

      "Come with me." I recognized Jessna's voice. "You must take your place."

      "My place?"

      "You will know what to do."

      "What the hell is happening?"

      Jessna didn't respond. "Stand here. You'll find out soon enough. Do for all those gathered what only you can do."

      I snorted. "You don't mean..."

      Before I finished my sentence, the lights came back on. I found myself standing in the middle aisle of the church, surrounded by people with dark eyes. Some of them had open mouths. They had fangs.

      "Oh, for fuck's sake!" I shouted. "You're all vampires now?"

      I was of half a mind to hightail it out of there. The problem? People filled the aisle in the front and in the back, blocking any path I had to flee. I was surrounded.

      Jessna told me to do what only I could do. That could only mean one thing, but I hesitated. Was I playing right into her hand? Was this the First Light cult's idea of a mass suicide? Become vampires and get reaped? The vampires all held their arms out as they had before and closed on me.

      I had a choice. I could comply and reap every damn one of them, or I could refuse and risk becoming vampire chow.

      It wasn't much of a choice. Even if I refused and managed to survive, there'd be hundreds of freshly turned vampires loose in the city.

      I pressed the sigil on my wrist. My scythe formed in my hand.

      "The scepter of light!" a cultist-turned-vampire declared.

      One of them ran at me. I swiped my blade at her, catching the girl in the chest. A shower of gold energy exploded from my scythe.

      "Yes, it's our path to the First Light!" another cultist declared behind me.

      I pivoted and reaped him, too.

      The bodies of the two I'd reaped fell to the floor and turned to ash. Before I was done, this place was going to be so full of ash that I didn't know if I'd be able to see through it, much less breathe. I didn't see any alternative, though.

      One after another, the cultists broke ranks and threw themselves at my scythe. I reaped so many of them that the thrill I usually experienced on reaping faded. It got tedious, but what else could I do? They weren't trying to bite me. They wanted to be reaped.

      "You don't have to do this!" I screamed.

      No one paid any attention. The reapings went on until the air was thick with ash.

      I could barely breathe. I needed my cloak, but I'd left it at the apartment.

      "Jessna! Where are you?"

      She didn't answer. I hadn't reaped her. I'd have noticed if she'd approached. Had she left? I covered my face with my arm and charged toward the double doors at the back of the church.

      I opened them, and the wind sucked a cloud of ash out of the room and into the air. I took a deep breath as I coughed the detritus out of my lungs.

      I almost hurled. The thought of breathing vampire ash turned my stomach. I ran toward the door we’d entered on our arrival. It was open. I peered inside.

      "Jessna! Are you in there?"

      No response.

      She was gone. For the second time, I found myself leaving that damned church feeling used. That was what you got for trusting a cultist. Now I had to make up my mind. I still had a contract from Clarence waiting for me at the apartment, a list of supernaturals I was supposed to reap.

      Clarence was clearly behind what had happened with the cult. He was aligned with Athena. That must've been the goddess Sunshine had spoken of, even if she didn't know it. My mom had been given her task by the same goddess—to become a vampire slayer and learn all she could to prepare me for when my time arrived.

      All this time, I’d thought my purpose was to save the world from Vlad, Katerina, and the rest who'd had their sights set on taking over. Now, it seemed that had been little more than a detour on the way toward fulfilling some greater plan that had been in the works since before I was born.
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      It was almost two in the morning when I got back to the apartment. I looked around. Sienna was still conked out on the couch. Still no Cerberus. I stumbled to my bedroom.

      I sighed. My freaking mom was in my bed, sprawled across the whole damn thing. Thankfully, I had a queen-size bed. I hadn’t realized how big it was when I ordered it. When I first came to Earth, I needed a bed. The furniture store I’d called had offered me several sizes. Since I'd grown up as a princess, "queen" seemed to fit. That was what princesses eventually became, and I was the queen of the mighty domain that was my apartment, so that was what I got.

      I wasn't about to sleep on the floor. After all I'd been through in the last twenty-four hours, I was going to sleep in my own damn bed.

      I pushed my mom over.

      "What the hell?" she asked.

      "You’re in my bed. Move."

      "No. Go sleep on the couch."

      "Sienna is on the couch. This is my bed. Move over. Sharing is caring or some shit."

      My mom grunted, grabbed the blankets, and rolled over. I laid down, grabbed the blankets back, and yanked them across my body.

      My mom tried to pull them back again. I held on tight. "Sharing is caring, damn it!"

      Eventually, we arrived at a compromise. My mom got a little more sheet, and I had the better part of the comforter. If it had been any other night, the sensation of the comforter on my toes without a sheet separating my feet from the blanket would have driven me crazy. Tonight, I was so exhausted that I didn't much care. I'm not sure how long it took. A minute, maybe. The next thing I knew, something tugged on my blanket.

      I rolled over and grabbed my phone. Five in the freaking morning. I looked down.

      "Cerberus?"

      "Get up! I have things to tell you."

      "Good lord, Cerberus. I'm tired. We can talk about it when I wake up. You know, in the afternoon."

      I felt something wet on the bottom of my foot.

      "Yuck! Are you licking my foot? Stop it, you weirdo!"

      "Get up, Zoey! We have things to talk about."

      I groaned. "What kinds of things?"

      "Things!"

      "Meh." I rolled back over and pulled my blanket over my face. I didn't have any resistance. I noticed my mom was gone.

      "Hey, Cerberus. Where's my mom?"

      "She went to get coffee from Cup-O-Joe's. Come on. Get up!"

      I sighed. "I'm going to need it."

      I slid my feet off the side of the bed and wiped the dog saliva off my foot onto the carpet. So gross. Dogs were weird. Butt-sniffing. Foot-licking. Sock-chewing. If there was something I found repulsive, Cerberus craved it, apart from Brussel sprouts. Neither of us liked Brussel sprouts. I was sure there were plenty of other things we shared a distaste for, but I was too tired to think of any.

      I waddled from my bed to the bathroom. My hair was so frizzled that if I had a singing voice, I could have joined an eighties hair band.

      I splashed some water on my face, then stared at myself in the mirror for ten seconds for no reason. My eyes were bloodshot. I looked like I'd just come off a bender.

      I heard a key turn in the door, then three voices: Sienna, my mom, and Kevin. Shit! No, no, no, no, no. Kevin could not see me like this.

      "Hey, Zoey, you up?" Sienna asked.

      "Nope!" I shouted back.

      "Then how'd you know to respond?"

      "I'm talking in my sleep. Leave me alone for, like, thirty minutes."

      Sienna opened the bedroom door and made her way to my bathroom.

      "Holy shit!" Sienna exclaimed. "Rough night?"

      I tilted my head. "You should know. You slept half the day yesterday."

      "I feel great now! I could take on the world!"

      "I went with Jessna to one of her cult meetings last night."

      "How'd that go?" Sienna asked, taking a sip of her coffee. "Oh, sorry. There’s one for you on the table."

      I nodded. "Thanks. I need it. To answer your question, it went as wrong as it could. Jessna had gotten some scrolls from Clarence, a prophecy to read and another one to fulfill after we complete our contract."

      "What did it say?"

      "She wouldn't open the last one until the proper time. I don't get why not. She tried to explain, but whatever. The point is, she read the first prophecy to the whole damn cult. When she was done, the lights went out. Something moved around the room like a bat out of hell. Jessna grabbed my hand and led me to the middle of the room. The lights came on, and everyone in the whole goddamn place was a vampire."

      Sienna stared at me blankly, then her jaw dropped. "Are you serious?"

      I nodded. "I had no choice but to reap them all. The thing is that was what they wanted."

      My mom stepped in. "Sorry, did I hear you say that you reaped the whole cult?"

      I nodded. "They all became vampires."

      Kevin stepped into my room. "Kevin, get out! Not until I'm cleaned up!"

      "You look great to me," Kevin assured me.

      "I look like shit."

      Kevin chuckled. "You could never look like shit, Zoey. In fact, I kind of dig the disheveled look."

      I pressed my eyes shut. "It's fine. You need to hear this. There are going to be a lot of missing person reports coming in."

      Kevin nodded. "We already had a few, all connected to that cult in Independence. I imagine most of them aren't in my jurisdiction, but the chief wants me to do some digging and find out what I can."

      I sighed. "You won't find any witnesses to what happened. Only me, and you can't submit anything I say as evidence."

      Kevin nodded and took a sip of his coffee. "Trust me; I wouldn't dare. Besides, I'd rather not have to make you a person of interest in another case. That could complicate our plans to go public."

      I rolled my eyes. "That's the reason you can't use my testimony?"

      "Well, no. If I took your testimony and you said the whole place turned into a swarm of vampires and you killed them all, well, I'd probably be pressured to arrest you as a suspect and have you committed for psychiatric evaluation."

      I dragged a brush through my hair. It caught on a tangle. "If you people are going to stand there drinking coffee while I'm trying to make myself decent, would one of you be kind enough to get me mine?"

      Kevin grinned, stepped out of the room, and returned with a paper cup in a cardboard sleeve. "I hope you like the banana-nut roast."

      I nodded. "It's one of Joe's more interesting blends. It'll do. Thank you."

      "Kind of weird, though. I didn't think bananas had nuts."

      I shrugged. "I don't know if they do or not."

      "It's not banana nuts," Sienna said. "Joe roasts the beans with bananas and nuts. Walnuts, mostly."

      I nodded and took a sip. "Delicious. Makes sense."

      "I'm going to have to turn up something on this cult," Kevin continued. "But you should know that since Independence is outside my jurisdiction, I'll be working with the department there. I won't be able to prevent them from looking into you if your name turns up."

      I sighed as I finished brushing out my hair. "Well, no one there survived who could testify to my involvement. None except Jessna, and I highly doubt she’ll cooperate. Besides, if they investigate the church, they're going to find ash everywhere. If they test it, who knows what they'll come up with?"

      My mom cocked her head. "Does vampire ash contain the DNA of the human it belonged to?"

      Kevin shrugged. "I don't know. Until Zoey came along, vampires didn’t turn to ash when they were killed. Since then, it isn't like we've had any occasion to send the ash to a lab."

      "It's possible," I mused. "The way I see it, that ash is whatever was left of the body that couldn't be transferred to wherever vampire souls go when I reap them. I assume, to Hades."

      "Not Hades." Cerberus pushed past my mom, Kevin, and Sienna. "That's what I wanted to talk to you about. I made a pass through Olympus after I dropped off your money at the barbecue joint. You wouldn’t believe who I found there."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Who did you find?"

      "The Horseman."

      I tilted my head. "So, the Horseman, Clarence, traverses the Olympian plane. That's how he appears and disappears."

      "I barely saw him, though. I can't get far in Olympus. Not without allowing that head to take over, and I won’t do that."

      "Why not?"

      "I'll just say that the head that dominates in that realm has a tendency to hold onto the reins. I can move into the outskirts of that realm. The same in Hades. I can't go much farther in, though, without losing control of myself."

      I tilted my head. "In the underworld, when you were with my dad, you had all three heads out at once."

      Cerberus nodded. "When we're there, we operate democratically. Since I'm the neutral party, I cast the deciding vote. The Olympian side of me has opinions. The Hades side has its own views. They're usually opposed to one another, so even in a neutral place like the underworld, I have most of the control. If I get too far into Olympus or Hades, my other heads take over, and they don't act as democratically."

      "What's the difference? I mean, you get the say all the time on Earth."

      "Only by default," Cerberus countered. "Yes, my Earth head remains alpha, but I don't silence my other personas here. They're always speaking."

      Sienna chuckled. "It's like an angel on one shoulder, a demon on the other. Just like in the cartoons."

      "I'm not that different from most humans," Cerberus told us. "I mean, except that I'm much better looking than any of you."

      I snorted. "Beauty is in the eye of the beholder."

      "In this case, my heads agree. We're the fairest of them all. It's the rare topic upon which our votes are unanimous."

      I sighed. "The Horseman is Clarence. The one who leads that cult."

      Cerberus cocked his head. "You figured that out while I was gone?"

      I nodded. "We did. Jessna told us that was the case. Whatever we've been doing when we're fulfilling these contracts involved that cult. And if the Oracle told me the truth when she spoke to me in the woods..."

      "Did you say, the Oracle?" Cerberus asked.

      I nodded. "I did."

      "Which one?"

      "The Oracle of Delphi."

      "Oracles are mouthpieces of the gods," Cerberus said. "She's the chief one. If she spoke, whatever is going on must be a big deal."

      I nodded. "It is. The Oracle told me we should trust the Horseman. If I reaped those he sent to me, I'd be saving lives. She said those I reaped would form an army that Athena could raise to defend the world against one of the other gods who hopes to do something bad."

      "Something bad?" Kevin asked.

      "She wasn't clear about that. I was inclined to believe what she told me, but after last night, I'm not so sure. When I arrived at that church, everyone was human. They'd been bitten on the wrists."

      My mom sighed. "They were being prepared to be changed into vampires."

      "Right. When the lights went out, some vampire or maybe a group of them must've gone through the crowd and bitten them all on the neck. They completed the transformation. The thing is, I wasn't saving anyone last night. All I did was kill all those people who'd been suckered in by this damn First Light cult."

      My mom shook her head. "You did save lives. If you hadn't been there, if they became vampires, there's no telling how many people would have died if they were let loose on the city. Young vampires like that aren't easily controlled. It's a challenge even for their sires to manage them."

      Sienna scratched her head. "Well, I'm Jessna's sire. I think I can call out to her."

      My mom sighed. "You're one of her co-sires, Sienna. She was bitten before."

      I bit my lip. "She said Clarence caused the wounds on her wrist to test her blood. To check and see if she was a viable candidate to be turned by Sienna."

      Cerberus grunted. "If that's the case, Jessna has two sires. She will be like me. If Sienna and Clarence are pulling her in opposite directions, she'll be the one to cast the deciding vote."

      I set my brush down on the vanity and took another sip of my coffee. "She refers to Clarence as her 'Lord.' She's as brainwashed by him as the rest of the cult was by her. I suspect, Sienna, that she won't listen to you. Not if what you tell her to do conflicts with what Clarence wants."

      Sienna nodded. "At the very least, I can speak to her. I believe our minds are connected. Perhaps, over time, we can gain some influence."

      My mom sighed. "Jessna told us that the vampire I'd killed was Clarence's scion."

      "Are you sure she was telling us the truth?" I asked.

      My mom shook her head. "I don't know."

      "That doesn't matter," Cerberus interjected. "If his vampiric soul was restored by one of the gods, he could have been placed into any human body and look different."

      I frowned. "What do you do with vampire bodies after you stake them?"

      "We burn them," Kevin replied. "I take them to one of the crematories the department uses on occasion. The mortician there never questions it."

      My mom sighed. "I staked Clarence before I met you, Kevin. Back then, I buried the bodies."

      I grabbed a pair of leather pants out of my closet and slipped them on. "In that case, we'd better get a shovel."

      "We're going to dig up a vampire corpse?" Sienna asked.

      "Zoey's right," my mom agreed. "It might offer us some clues to confirm the Horseman's true identity."

      "Or it might not," I said. "There's no telling if his body would be any different if one of the gods reincarnated his soul. But if the body is different, that might be enough to tell us the Clarence we're dealing with is the same one."

      "What about our contract?" Sienna asked. "You said the Oracle told you we should follow through with it."

      I nodded. "We will. But before we do, I'd like to make sure that we know who we're dealing with."
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      Kevin had to get back to the department. I felt guilty. He knew what had happened at the church. He knew I had been there. Now, he had to take part in an investigation in cooperation with the department in Independence, Missouri, and he had to play ignorant the whole time.

      That wouldn't be easy for him. He'd dedicated his life to seeking the truth, pursuing justice, and seeing to it that the bad guys of the world got their just desserts. With hundreds of missing persons, many of whom would probably be reported in short order and all of them linked to the First Light cult, it was only a matter of time before the authorities started turning over rocks that might get them in over their heads with supernatural dangers they'd never anticipate.

      Kevin's goal wasn't just to keep my name out of the investigation but to make sure the police didn't put themselves in harm’s way. Not to mention, after it came to light—no pun intended—that the cult was involved, federal investigators might take over. Once that happened, there wouldn't be much Kevin could do to keep me out of their sights.

      We could only hope that there was nothing in that church with my name on it. I told Kevin about the desk in the study. If there was any record, anything Clarence kept there that might reveal my identity, that was likely where it would be. We could only hope he'd get to it before the other detectives connected the dots and searched the old church.

      “I’ll go,” Cerberus volunteered. “I’ll check the desk for evidence before anyone has a chance to snoop around.”

      Kevin nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

      “All right. Well, let’s hope there’s nothing. If there is anything about me, who knows what we’ll find? Clarence has had his eyes on me for a while.”

      I was torn. I wanted to believe Clarence was a good guy. I wanted to trust that he and Athena had humanity's best interests at heart. So far, all the contracts he'd given me had merit. We'd saved lives and earned a healthy sum of money by following through. It had been a win-win.

      Now that I'd reaped a couple hundred vampires in one night, all of whom were only guilty of being duped by a cult's propaganda, I wasn't as sure. Yeah, I had prevented a lot of harm by reaping them. Then again, if I hadn't been there, would any of them have been turned? If the purpose had been to create a bunch of vampires for me to reap, probably not.

      The whole incident had made me question Clarence's intentions. No matter how I looked at it, those cultists had been victims. First, they were people like Jessna who'd had promising lives ahead of them that were derailed by the cult's message. Then, their lives were lost when they became vampires and were subsequently reaped. There was no going back. As far as I knew, Jessna was the only one who was still alive. Unless Sienna could get through to her, chances were she was busy doing Clarence's bidding, whatever that might be.

      My mother owned land about fifty miles east of Kansas City, where she used to bury the vampire corpses she'd slain. I was still tired. We couldn't take my mom's Corvette. I wasn't up to riding my bike that far.

      Thankfully, I didn't need to best my mom in a game of rock-paper-scissors this time to get the front seat. She volunteered to sit in the back behind Sienna so I could recline the passenger seat and get a little more shut-eye on the drive. After all, when we got there, we were going to have to dig up a vampire grave.

      "Any luck reaching out to Jessna?" I asked as I buckled up in the passenger seat.

      Sienna shook her head. "I don't think I can connect to her unless I remove the brooch."

      "Don’t do that," my mom said. "As Cerberus pointed out, chances are she'll ignore you anyway. It's not worth the risk."

      "I agree," I added. "Though, we know that if we have to, we can reach out to her that way."

      "We still have her cell number, Zoey." Sienna grinned.

      "Oh, yeah. Right. Duh. That would be a lot easier."

      I retrieved my phone from my pocket. I called the number and received a message that the number I’d called was no longer in service.

      "Um, that won't work. She's disconnected her phone or changed her number."

      "Why would she do that?" Sienna asked.

      My mom sighed. "She still has your numbers. Perhaps she doesn’t want to speak to you. Sort of a don't call me, I'll call you situation."

      "But she knows I can call to her," Sienna protested. "Maybe she wants me to do that. Like, she wants me to change again and embrace my daywalker nature."

      "She wants you to embrace the First Light." I rolled my eyes.

      "Exactly. I'm not in a hurry to do that."

      I reclined my seat and laid my forearm across my eyes to block the light. "All right, wake me up when we get there."

      Even with coffee in my system, it didn't take long for me to fall asleep. I'd drunk so much of the stuff when I worked at Cup-O-Joe's that I'd built up a tolerance to caffeine. I don't think less than a gallon of the stuff could have kept me awake at that moment. Then I’d need more because I'd have to pee a lot due to the liquid.

      After what felt like mere moments, my mother shook me awake. She was leaning in through the passenger door. "Rise and shine, sunshine."

      I snorted. "Don't call me that. That was the name of one of the cultists."

      "Sunshine is dead?" Sienna asked.

      "Reaped with the rest of them." I winced. "I didn't want to do it. I didn't really know her, but it's a lot harder to reap someone you've had a conversation with."

      Mom nodded. "I can imagine. Come on. We have some digging to do."

      Sienna and I followed her into a barn. There was a rusty old tractor in there. Josephine led us to a workbench and a cabinet against one wall. "I have a few shovels in here."

      My mom opened the cabinet. "Grab one."

      "Only one of these is a spade," I corrected. "The other shovels aren't great for digging."

      My mom nodded. "It's what I have. We'll have to make do."

      We each grabbed a shovel. My mom led us through an overgrown field.

      Sienna groaned. "Remind me to check for ticks tonight."

      "Ew, ticks. I hate ticks."

      Mom chuckled. "You could ask Kevin to check you for ticks, Zoey. It's romantic."

      I laughed. "Yeah, real sweet. Ticks are the vampires of the insect world."

      My mother shrugged. "Then maybe you could reap them!"

      "Trying to hit one of these little buggers with my scythe might prove to be a challenge. Besides, you never see them until they're crawling on you."

      "I'm just glad I'm not wearing tight leather pants," Sienna said. "They love to get into tight spots."

      "Great." I sighed. "Come to think of it, I've never had a tick."

      Mom grinned. "Just make sure that if you get one, you're careful about pulling it out. If you leave the head in, it's not good."

      "What happens if you leave the head in?"

      My mom stopped in her tracks and stared at me. "You don't know?"

      I shook my head. "Not a clue."

      "Then it infects you with tick cells. They spread throughout your whole body, converting all of your cells into new ticks. You'll basically turn into a million ticks."

      I furrowed my brow. "Seriously? Why have I never heard about this?"

      Sienna covered her mouth to stifle a laugh.

      "You're screwing with me, aren't you?"

      My mother grinned. "I am. You won't turn into a tick, but those things can carry nasty diseases. If the head is still in there, I think it increases the chances you'll get sick, and the bite can get infected."

      I nodded. "Well, let's hope I don't get bitten. If I do, I'll google how to remove a tick properly before attempting it."

      We reached the end of the field and approached some trees. "You buried that thing in the woods?"

      My mom nodded. "You know, ticks also hide in the trees. They lurk there, waiting for their prey to come wandering by. When you do, they jump on you and bite you before you even know what happened."

      I snorted. "Thanks, Mom. You're making this whole awkward situation even more uncomfortable. As if digging up a vampire grave wasn't strange enough."

      "I've buried a lot of vampires out here. Give me a second. I have to remember which one."

      I huffed. "You can't be serious. You mean we might dig up the wrong one?"

      My mom held up one finger. "No. I remember burying him. I just need to find the right tree."

      I scratched the back of my head. "Mom, if we dig up the wrong grave... You have to be sure. Otherwise, whatever we find won't tell us about whether the Clarence you staked is the Horseman."

      "I know, I know. Here. This is the tree."

      "You're sure?" Sienna asked.

      "I marked the trees with the date," My mom shone her phone light on the tree. "Yes, this is the one. The first day of May two years ago."

      "All right." I nodded. "Where do we dig?"

      My mom jammed her shovel into the ground. "Right here. Six feet deep."

      I threw my square-ended shovel into the ground. It barely broke the surface. "Six feet? Did you really have to dig a hole that deep?"

      My mom shrugged. "The last thing you want is for a wild animal to dig up a vampire's body. You forget, to the cops, vampire body parts look just like human body parts."

      "Yeah. Good point."

      My shovel didn't do much. Sienna had one of those long, narrow shovels. I didn't know the proper term for it. Hers broke the ground better than mine did. I resigned myself to scooping up the loose dirt in the middle and tossing it aside. It took us a couple of hours, but eventually, we hit a burlap sack.

      "That's it," my mom said. "His body should be decaying inside. At the very least, his bones should still be there."

      I climbed into the hole and scooped up the body bag, then shook it. "I don't feel any bones."

      My mom reached into her pocket and pulled out a knife. She tossed it to me. I cut open the sack.

      It was full of ash, the same black ash that appeared when I reaped a vampire.

      "You're sure vampire bodies don't turn to ash like this when they decompose?"

      My mom sighed. "I'm certain. After I staked this vampire, someone must've reaped his soul."

      "How is that possible? I'm the only one my dad knows about who can reap supernaturals."

      My mom sighed. "Your ability wasn't given by happenstance. It was a gift from Athena. If she could give you that power, presumably she could use it, too."

      "So, what the Oracle said is correct? Clarence is working for Athena?"

      My mom nodded. "I never had any reason to doubt that was the case. What we now know, however, is that the Clarence who is your Horseman is the vampire I killed. And if that's the case, we have reason to be concerned that his motives might not be wholly aligned with Athena's."

      "Why do you say that? If she reaped his soul and reincarnated him in another body, wouldn't he be grateful?"

      My mom shook her head. "You'd think so, but Clarence was one of the most brutal vampires I'd ever encountered. He didn't just feed from his victims; he tore them apart. He consumed their flesh."

      I stared at my mom. "You're telling me Clarence ate people?"

      My mom nodded. "That's exactly what I'm saying."

      "Why do you think Athena would choose to reincarnate a vampire like that? I thought she was a benevolent goddess?"

      My mom shook her head. "Clarence had other abilities. A lot of vampires develop unique abilities over time."

      "What kind of abilities did he have?" Sienna asked.

      "He could sense the presence of other vampires. He could locate them from miles away. If his abilities extended to other supernaturals, it makes sense. He not only found us in New Orleans. When he gave you those contracts, whether he had clients or not, he knew what he was sending you to reap."

      Sienna scratched her chin. "That must be how he always knew when we'd finished a job."

      I nodded. "I agree. It also means he knows we're here and we're investigating his identity."

      "What do you think he'll do about it?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head. "I don't think he'll do a damn thing. We know the devil we're dealing with now, but we still have a job to do."

      "You're still going to complete the jobs he gave you, knowing what we know about him?"

      I nodded. "You said it yourself, Mom. He must've been raised by Athena. If you believe Athena is good and she has the best interests of humanity at heart, we have to see this through."
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      We filled in the hole. My square shovel was a lot more useful when it came to scooping up loose dirt than it was for digging. I needed a shower. Sweating in leather pants was one of the most uncomfortable things I'd ever experienced. I wanted to take them off and ride home pantsless. There were two problems with that. One, my mom and Sienna wouldn't approve. Two, in Sienna's car, any semi-trucks we passed on the road would have a bird’s-eye view of the promised land.

      On the other hand, as a bead of sweat cascaded from my waistline down my low back and between my butt cheeks, I seriously considered it. There are few things more disconcerting during the course of a person's existence than butt-cheek perspiration.

      I could barely lift my feet as we moved back through the tall grass toward the barn. I don't know if my sweat attracted or repelled ticks. I imagined as much sweat as I accumulated beneath my pants, any tick that ventured into them would drown. Good riddance. A rough way to go.

      We returned our shovels to the cabinet in the barn.

      Something screeched in the distance. I'd heard that sound before. Sienna and I exchanged glances.

      "What was that?" my mom asked.

      I sighed. "Trolls."

      "Trolls?" Josephine raised her eyebrows.

      "The trolls were the first ones on the contract Clarence gave Jessna to give to us. All I can figure is that if Clarence is watching us and knows that we're on to him, he's making sure I fulfill the contract."

      Sienna shook her head. "If he had any doubt we'd follow through, he wouldn’t bring the targets to us."

      "You were right, it seems. We don't have a choice."

      "Yes, we do. We could run, but I imagine Clarence would send others after us if we did."

      Sienna snorted. "He doesn't want us to die, does he? I can't imagine he'd send us more bad guys to fight than we can handle."

      "You're right," I agreed. "I don't want to die either. It's not that I'm afraid of it, but I have too much pride to let my brother show up to reap me."

      My mom chuckled. "How humiliating."

      "I know, right? I'm not letting that happen. Do you have your crossbow, Mom?"

      She shook her head. "We took Sienna's car. It's in the ‘Vette. I didn't expect to need a weapon."

      "I don't have my cloak on me either. Sienna, you can still go onto the astral plane. You'll need to handle the reconnaissance so we know what we're dealing with."

      "Got it." Sienna touched her brooch and disappeared.

      The trolls were still shrieking in the distance. I could tell there was more than one, but I had no idea how many. They were getting closer.

      My mom opened another of her cabinets and grabbed a pitchfork.

      I snickered. "We aren't going after Frankenstein’s monster, Mom."

      My mom chuckled. "It's cliché, I know. Hunting monsters with a pitchfork. But it's all I've got."

      "Clarence wants me to reap these trolls. He doesn't want you or Sienna to take them out. That gives me an idea."

      "Kill them the conventional way. Force Clarence to show himself and explain what's happening?"

      I grinned. "You read my mind. Got any more pitchforks?"

      My mom narrowed her eyes. "I don't. Let me see what else I have."

      My mother started rooting through the cabinets in the barn. "Well, I have a sledgehammer or a hoe. And, of course, I have shovels."

      "You're telling me that I have to choose between a hoedown or Hammer Time?"

      My mom grinned. "If you don't dig it..."

      I chuckled. "Ah, you’ve got shovel jokes, too!"

      "Dads don't have exclusive rights to bad jokes." My mom chuckled.

      I shrugged. "I think I'll go with the hammer. I'll let Sienna be the hoe."

      "Excuse me?" Sienna asked, appearing out of the astral plane. "I ain't nobody's ho!"

      I grinned. "How many are there?"

      "A dozen, and they’re out of sorts. I don't think they know why they're here."

      I nodded. "Clarence must've brought them here to try to force our hand. Mom and I decided no scythe. If Clarence isn't going to be open about who he is or what his agenda is, I'm not going to reap anyone else until we get answers."

      Sienna cocked her head. "Even though the Oracle..."

      "I know what the Oracle said. No offense, Mom. I know the goddess has guided you all this time, but at this point, we have only the word of an Oracle representing Athena to tell us she's on the right side of this war. At the end of the day, we're talking about a few trolls. If Clarence sees we're not playing ball, my hope is he'll show up and explain things. You aren't anyone's ho, I agree. I'm not going to be his bitch. I'm done reaping souls until I have more answers."

      "Sounds like a plan. I can use the hoe as well as anything. On the astral plane, it doesn't much matter what kind of weapon I use. If it materializes inside the body, it'll do the necessary damage."

      I grinned, grabbed the long-handled sledgehammer, and rested it on my shoulder. "All right, let's do this. Sienna, make sure there are no trolls on your six when you materialize. Since I can't go onto the astral plane, I might not be able to save your ass if you get in trouble."

      Sienna grinned. "Don't worry. I'm not the one whose ass might need saving. How long has it been since you fought with anything other than your scythe?"

      I nodded. "Good point. Not since the Academy, and even then, the weapons we trained with mimicked our scythes."

      "Remember," my mom cautioned. "A hammer has more weight, and it doesn't have a sharp edge. Your best bet will be to go for the head and knock those bastards out."

      I nodded. "I think I'll pick it up quickly. When it's hammer time, they'll learn they can't touch this."
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      Given the volume of their shrieks, it sounded like the trolls were either just outside the barn or getting close. They knew where we were. It was as if Clarence was leading them to us. In his mind, I suppose, it was a trap. He’d probably told them he'd help them get revenge for the time Sienna and I spoiled their barbecue. He was hoping I’d reap them. If he was leading them, whether I could see him or not, he was there. He'd see what we were doing, and if he really wanted these trolls reaped, he'd have to show himself.

      Sienna returned to the astral plane and ran through the walls of the barn. My mom and I charged through the doors. I gripped my sledgehammer with both hands.

      When I was growing up, my dad used to bring bad comedy acts from Earth into the underworld on VHS. One of them, some dude named Gallagher, used to smash fruit on stage with a hammer. My plan was to pull a Gallagher on these trolls' heads. It wasn't going to be easy. Trolls were tall, which meant they had a long reach.

      My mom charged one of them with a pitchfork, catching the snarling creature in the jaw.

      I couldn't help but grin, but I didn't have time to stop and admire her skill. Sienna was jabbing her hoe into the chests of the trolls and materializing, then using the hoe to crush their hearts inside their bodies.

      She took down three of them before I managed to even get to one.

      He was the shortest of the bunch. Given my disadvantage—using a sledgehammer with minimal reach—I figured he'd make a good first target. Start easy and work my way up to the taller trolls.

      The bastard was small, but he was fast. When I swung the hammer at him, he dodged my strike. I couldn't swing it as fast as I could wield my scythe.

      He charged me face-first, trying to gouge me with his tusks. I leaned back, extended one of my boots, and kicked him in the chest, sending him flying over me. He landed on his back. I brought the hammer down on his head.

      Splat. Gallagher had nothing on me. Troll brains went flying.

      "Nice one!" my mom shouted. I turned. She was finishing off another troll. There were only two left. I charged one of them. Sienna was about to take out the other.

      Then a bright light appeared between us.

      "Stop it!" Clarence shouted as he materialized in front of us.

      I shrugged. "What's the deal? The contract said we had to eliminate the targets. These trolls came to us."

      Sienna hoed out another troll's heart behind him.

      "Damn it! Stop this, all of you!"

      I grinned. The sole remaining troll took off toward the trees where Clarence used to be buried.

      "Should I go after him?" Sienna asked, now in her material form.

      "Sure," I said. "Unless Clarence here wishes to explain what the hell is going on."

      "You've spoken to the Oracle. You know my purpose."

      My mom approached Clarence and narrowed her eyes. "You're a lot prettier than you used to be, Clarence. But I know it's you."

      Clarence cleared his throat. "I'm not the monster I was."

      I shook my head. "I'd dispute that. You and Jessna tricked me. You forced me to reap all those poor people you'd deceived into believing your lies."

      "Neither I nor my prophet lied to those people, Zoey."

      "Bullshit," I shouted. "You told them you were leading them into the light! You just sent them to me so I could reap their souls. Tell me, how the hell will reaping supernaturals raise an army for the goddess you serve?"

      Clarence grinned. "You do not know what happens to those you reap, Miss Grimm?"

      "I know they disappear," I replied. "Other than that, all I have are suspicions. I figured they went to hell."

      Clarence laughed. "The creatures you reap do not go to Hades. Their souls are sent directly to Olympus by your scythe."

      I scratched my head. "Excuse me?"

      Clarence nodded. "Athena is using them to attack one of the gods who intends to wreak havoc on your world."

      "Which god intends to attack Earth?"

      Clarence shook his head. "Not Earth, Zoey. Your other world."

      "The underworld."

      Clarence nodded. "One of the gods wishes to eliminate the underworld."

      "Why would they do that?" I asked. "We ensure that the souls of the deceased move on to their proper realm. If we weren't there to do that, everyone would become ghosts."

      "Then Hades could gather as many as he wished. He intends to come to Earth and collect as many wandering spirits as he can find so that he can increase his power and challenge the dominion of Zeus."

      I tilted my head. "I thought it was Athena who had you up to this."

      Clarence pressed his lips together. "I've not met any gods except Athena, the one who restored me. From what I've been told, Zeus is arrogant. He does not believe Hades will succeed and thus does not take his threat seriously."

      "So, Athena is trying to stop Hades since Zeus, her father, won't do anything about it?"

      "Which is why we need you to reap more supernatural souls. When you do, they are brought to Olympus and placed under Athena's control."

      "But you need them to assault Hades, correct? I mean, Hades lives in the place that's named for him, doesn't he?"

      "He does, but one does not amass an army in enemy territory. Athena is assembling as many as she can so that she and her reaped army can invade Hades."

      "This makes sense," my mom interjected. "That's why Athena wanted me to be ready to prepare you for your task."

      Clarence nodded. "What Josephine said is correct. Athena has known of Hades' intentions for many years. The gods, who are immortal, rarely act in haste, though. Hades has intended from the start to wait until your father's ascent so he could take advantage of the new Grim Reaper's naïveté when he assaults the underworld."

      I shook my head. "My father is still there."

      "But his power has waned. Your brother will soon assume the Grim Reaper's mantle. When he does, that's when Hades is likely to attack."

      "If he does that, what will happen to the Reapers?"

      "Hades intends to force the Reapers to align with him. To become his agents to gather human souls unto his army so he can leverage their numbers to march on Olympus."

      "Holy shitballs!" Sienna exclaimed. "That sounds like a bad business."

      "Excuse me?" Clarence seemed nonplussed. "Holy shitballs?"

      Sienna shrugged. "The gods feast, don't they?"

      "I believe they do."

      "As the book from my childhood says, everyone who eats poops. Therefore, the Olympians produce holy shitballs."

      I chuckled. "So, you recruited Sienna and me to fulfill these contracts so we could help Athena build her army?"

      "I recruited Sienna so that she would turn Jessna. When the time is right, she must ascend with the others."

      "You're telling me you want me to reap Jessna?"

      Clarence nodded. "It is necessary. She is the one who sired the vampires you recently reaped. She is needed to command the legion against Hades."

      I tilted my head. "She did that?"

      "Did you think it was I who bit everyone in the church last night?"

      "I sort of figured it was."

      Clarence shook his head. "It was not. I cannot turn anyone in my current condition. My bites are of no effect."

      "So, Jessna was telling the truth. When you bit her, you really were testing her blood."

      "In part, yes. I was also hungry. I am still something of my former self. She was a willing donor."

      "Disgusting." My mother shook her head.

      "I am what I am," Clarence said. "You dare judge me for being what I am? I must consume blood, even in my restored condition, if I am to continue to appear to you in the material world."

      I grunted. "You still killed all those people. You presented yourself as a spiritual sage to the people at the church and tricked me into reaping them. They thought you were saving them."

      "I did not lie to them. They are truly in the domain of First Light. They are with Athena on Olympus."

      "But they were human beings with lives! Jessna had a whole life ahead of her before you lured her to your cause. So did Sunshine and the rest of them."

      Clarence sighed. "It was necessary. We needed their numbers. An assault on Hades in his own domain will not be an easy task, Miss Grimm."

      "You made me kill innocent people!" I screamed. "The ends do not justify the means!"

      "Who says they don't? In this case, Miss Grimm, if Hades prevails, every human who dies in the future will spend eternity as his slave in Hades. Is that what you want?"

      I shook my head. "Of course not. But there has to be another way!"

      Clarence chuckled. "Unless you wish to go to Hades and reap a god, then no. There isn't."

      "Wait. What did you say?"

      Clarence looked at me with wide eyes. "I wasn't serious, Miss Grimm. Doing that would be a suicide mission."

      "But the gods are supernaturals, right? What would happen to Hades if I reaped him?"

      "I do not know." Clarence’s voice was unsure. "Presumably, he'd go to Olympus. He'd appear with the rest of those you've reaped."

      I grinned. "You said it yourself. It's a long shot, even with an army of supernaturals, to invade Hades' domain. He'd have the home-field advantage, not to mention whatever forces he commands down there."

      "Zoey," my mother cut in. "I see where you're going with this. I don't think it's a good idea."

      "But if I could do it, if I could bust into hell, reap Hades, and send him to Olympus, all the supernatural creatures I've reaped could attack him directly. Athena could bind him and prevent him from fulfilling his plan."

      Clarence shook his head. "Athena was clear. I was to come to Earth and find a way to lure as many supernaturals to you as possible. She wants you to reap them. If she thought you could get to Hades and reap him directly, she never would have restored me."

      "I've seen your list, Clarence. Will I save lives by reaping all of them?"

      "These supernaturals are not native to this world. They belong in Olympus. That was where they originated. You are only sending them home."

      I shook my head. "That’s not true of vampires. They were human first."

      "But their vampiric nature, and mine, was created in Olympus."

      "But they don't belong there. Vampires aren't unlike Reapers. They are also of semi-divine origin. They are children of the Earth as much as they are children of the gods."

      Clarence narrowed his eyes. "I suppose that is true. While I now dwell primarily in Olympus with Athena and can only appear here when I feed, most of my kind live on Earth. Reapers and vampires are among very few of the species who can navigate the domains of mortals and the gods alike."

      "That means I can go to Hades?"

      Clarence sighed. "Technically. But like I said, it wouldn't be wise."

      "Wait," Sienna chimed in. "These trolls. How long have they lived in those caves?"

      "For several centuries. They are rarely seen."

      "They don't usually try to eat humans, do they?" Sienna asked.

      "What is your point?" Clarence countered.

      "If they ate humans, they wouldn't have been able to stay hidden for so long. They were roasting a cat. They had the human we were supposed to save in a cage."

      Clarence shrugged. "Perhaps human meat is not their preference."

      "You kidnapped that kid, didn't you?" Sienna asked. "You put him there so we'd think we were saving him. Then you convinced that kid's parents to pay us to save him to keep up your ruse. So we'd reap the trolls."

      I cocked my head. "Is that true, Clarence?"

      Clarence shrugged. "It is what it is. I do not deny it. It was necessary. We need trolls in our army. They will be formidable warriors in our battle against Hades."

      I sighed. "Unbelievable. You know, Clarence, I'm of half a mind to reap your ass here and now, but I suspect it wouldn't do any good."

      "You are correct. You would dispatch me to Olympus. Athena would send me back to continue my work."

      I narrowed my eyes. "So, she can send the vampires back?"

      "I suppose she could. What's your point?"

      "Tell the goddess I'll take care of Hades. When I succeed, I want her to restore those cult people's lives."

      "They'll return as vampires, Miss Grimm. Are you sure that's what you want?"

      "If they want to go home and can learn to manage their vampirism, absolutely. I've seen Jessna. She has incredible control over her urges. It has to be possible. And if she returns with them, she can keep them under control."

      Clarence shook his head. "The goddess will not be pleased about this. She has been planning this assault since before you were born!"

      I nodded. "Well, she didn't consult me. Tell her the plans have changed."

      "How are you going to get into Hades?"

      I grinned. "My hellhound will show me the way."

      "It might not be as simple as you assume, Miss Grimm."

      "I won’t allow more innocent people to be hurt. Tell Athena I'll deliver Hades to her."

      "I'll relay the message, but she is not likely to be pleased. If that is the case, she will dispatch me to send those she wishes to join her army against you."

      I touched the sigil on my wrist and evoked my scythe.

      "Make sure she gets my message loud and clear." I swung my scythe, catching Clarence across the chest. His form dissipated in an explosion of glittering gold that was several times more intense than when I reaped other supernaturals.

      My mom cocked her head. "Was that necessary, Zoey? He told you it wouldn't stop him."

      I nodded. "It was. If he's going to send more creatures after me, I want Athena to know I mean business."

      My mom shook her head. "To think, all this time, this was what I was preparing for."

      "Sorry, Mom. I know it's a letdown to realize the goddess you were heeding isn’t pure of heart."

      "Still, her goal is noble. We must stop Hades."

      "I agree. Your preparations were not for nothing, Mom. I've learned a lot over the last few months. I might be getting in over my head, but this is the only way to end this without more innocent people getting hurt."

      My mom took a deep breath and turned away.

      "What is it, Mom? I've been training for this my whole life."

      My mom shook her head. "You're wrong, Zoey. You've been training to reap humans for your entire life. You've spent the last few months reaping vampires and other supernatural creatures. Reaping a god, though? That's another thing."

      "You're afraid I'll fail."

      My mom nodded. "I'm your mother, Zoey. Of course I am. Every mother sheds tears when she sends her children to war. But I believe in you, Zoey, and I'm proud of you. If anyone can do this, it's you. I just wish I could go with you."

      "I'll go with her," Sienna offered. "I can enter the underworld. Presumably, that means I can go to Hades, too."

      "Sienna, it's not necessary. I don't want to put you in danger. I don't know that your brooch will work there."

      "Then I'll go as a daywalker. If you’re storming the gates of hell, Zoey, I'm not about to let you go at it alone."
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      I could smell the barbecue from the stairs.

      "Damn it. He did it again."

      My mom chuckled. "That dog sure has an appetite."

      "Don’t call him a dog!" Sienna interjected. "He gets bitchy when you do that."

      "He's not a bitch, either. Male hellhounds are studs, not bitches."

      "Good point!" Sienna exclaimed. "It feels weird calling him a stud, though. I'd hate for him to get the wrong idea."

      I chuckled. "Well, Cerberus says he's gay. I haven't seen him get intimate with any other studs, though. Regardless, I don't think you have anything to worry about."

      "I didn't realize that hellhounds were concerned with reproduction," my mom mused.

      I shrugged. "It isn't something we talk about. Though, they have to reproduce one way or another, right?"

      Sienna snickered. "Well, he does get a lot of head. Three of them!"

      I narrowed my eyes. "That was almost funny. I was even tempted to laugh."

      My mom didn't hold back. She clutched her belly as she guffawed.

      I opened the door. My jaw almost hit the floor. Barbecue was everywhere. Most of it had been eaten. I kicked a few bare ribs away from in front of the door. He had a styrofoam container full of sliced meat sitting on the couch. Yes, on my couch! At least it didn't have sauce on it.

      I couldn't say that for the other containers he had devoured that were left half-open all over the floor. There were barbecue sauce paw prints everywhere.

      "Cerberus! What the hell, man?"

      Cerberus waddled out of my bedroom, his belly dragging on the floor. He belched.

      "Oh, lord," Sienna covered her face with both hands. "Have you ever heard of moderation?"

      "How much did all of this cost?" I asked.

      "Don't worry about it!" Cerberus beamed. "I used your dad's credit card."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You went to the restaurant and paid with a credit card?"

      Cerberus licked his chops. "Not exactly."

      "Then how'd you do it?"

      Cerberus cocked his head. "Kevin had one of those apps on his phone. You know, the ones where you can order food from restaurants and people deliver it?"

      "Door Dash?" Sienna asked.

      "That's the one!"

      I sighed. "I'm going to have to have words with Kevin."

      "Did you at least get any evidence out of that church that might tie Zoey to the cult?" my mom asked.

      Cerberus nodded. "There wasn't anything there with her name on it. No worries."

      I sighed. "Well, that's a relief. Did you find anything that might be of use?"

      "Just some membership rolls. I gave them to Kevin. He said it would be helpful so he'd know which missing person reports he could trace to the cult."

      I snorted. "And as a reward for that, he let you use his phone to order an entire cow's worth of barbecue?"

      Cerberus narrowed his eyes. "The ribs are pork."

      I scratched the back of my head. "You get the point."

      "Then yes. This was my reward for a job well done."

      I pressed my lips together. "Well, no harm, no foul. My daddy has plenty of money. Enough to cover this, anyway."

      "My thoughts exactly! What's he need it for except to pay the Boatman on the River Styx?"

      I snorted. "Right. Still don't know what he does with that money."

      Cerberus huffed. "Hookers and booze."

      I chuckled. "Yeah, right."

      "An educated guess. I mean, a lonely guy like that with lots of money..."

      I sighed. "If only I could convince him to give me a ride to Hades."

      Cerberus tilted his head. "Trust me; you wouldn't want to go there even if you could."

      "That's the thing. I have to go there."

      "Why do you want to go to Hades?"

      "I didn't say I want to. I need to. Apparently, Hades is planning an assault on the underworld. He's been planning to take over once my dad moves on and capitalize on Morty's inexperience."

      "Why would he do that?"

      "So he could claim all the souls for himself. Supposedly, that would give him the power to make an assault on Olympus."

      Cerberus sauntered over to one of the containers of barbecue and pulled out a giant hunk of something. Meat all looks the same to me. He started gnawing on it.

      "You have nothing to say about that?"

      "I'm thinking. Eating helps me think. I guess it makes sense. Here's the thing, though. Each domain, be it Olympus or Hades, is on a similar plane of existence. Together, they maintain balance. When more souls inhabit one over the other, it dominates and takes over more of the celestial realm."

      "So, if Hades took over the underworld and stole all the souls for himself..."

      "Eventually, Hades would eclipse Olympus. Since he rules Hades, he'd become the de facto ruler of the gods."

      Sienna bit her lip. "He'd take over without having to fight a single battle?"

      "Pretty much, but it's not like it would be easy for him to pull off. The gods are more vulnerable outside their native realms. If he goes to the underworld or Earth, his power is limited. I don't know how he'd be able to take over the underworld without help, even if Morty is in charge at the time."

      "He clearly has a plan. Otherwise, he wouldn't attempt it. According to Clarence, Athena has known about his plan for years. That’s why she bestowed my unique abilities as a Reaper on me, so I could create an army of supernaturals in Olympus that she could use to thwart Hades. I think the better plan would be to go to Hades and reap him before he can act."

      "Why would that be a better plan?" Cerberus asked.

      I sighed. "Because it means I don't have to reap any more people who don't deserve it. Those trolls weren't really a problem. Clarence set them up to make it look like they were eating people so I'd reap them."

      "I'm telling you, Zoey. People are good eating."

      I rolled my eyes. "I don't even approve of you eating bad guys. Clarence set it up to make it look like the trolls were eating children. How deranged is that? Meanwhile, what they really wanted to eat were cats. It's a shame. All they were trying to do was rid the world of vermin, and Clarence made them out to be monsters."

      "Hey!" Sienna interjected. "I like cats."

      Cerberus narrowed his eyes. "Don't lie. That's not possible. Liking cats is like enjoying vegan hamburgers. Some people lie to you and say they like them, but everyone knows they taste like shit."

      "I like vegan burgers," my mother said as she started picking up empty styrofoam containers off my apartment floor. "Granted, it's an acquired taste, but if they're done right, they aren't half-bad."

      I sighed. "Can we stick to the topic, please? I have to find a way to go to hell!"

      Cerberus chuckled. "Good luck with that."

      "Can't I just ride on your back? You can grow a little and take me there. You know, since you can navigate the different realms."

      Cerberus shook his head. "Two problems with that. First, if I do it, my other head will take over. I can't say if he'll be inclined to bring you back."

      "Why wouldn't he bring me back?"

      "He enjoys being in control, and he's a dick."

      "So, you'd be stuck there?"

      "Not necessarily, but he's a stickler for the rules. Hellhounds were created by the gods not only to prevent people from leaving Hades but to keep people out. A few minutes after I got there, my hell-bound head would assume dominance. I might find myself kicking you out against my will if that happened."

      I nodded. "All right. Well, what's the second problem?"

      "I'm not even sure it would work. You could ride on my back. Maybe you'd go with me. Just as likely, I'd move between realms, and you'd fall on your ass."

      I scratched my head. "Well, could we at least try it? You said it yourself; your other head wouldn't take over for a few minutes. That might be enough time for you to drop me off, and you could bail."

      “I'm coming with you," Sienna reminded me. "So, Cerberus would have to grow large enough to accommodate both of us."

      "There's a problem with that," Cerberus said. "Even if I got you there and dropped you off, I'm not sure I'd be able to bring you home again. How would I know when you were ready?"

      I sighed. "Good point."

      My mom cleared her throat. "I might be out of line. I don't know a lot about how these things work. Couldn't the Boatman give you a ride?"

      "Charon? I don't know, Mom. That's not his gig. He ferries souls to their afterlife destination, be it the good place or the bad place."

      "But he does it for money, right?"

      "Yeah. Always has. Even in ancient times, people used to leave a coin on the tongue of the deceased to pay him his due. These days, he takes cold hard American cash. Since most dying people don't pay up, my dad funds the whole thing."

      "It doesn't matter what he uses the money for," my mom continued. "If Hades is successful, it will put the Boatman out of business."

      I scratched my head. "That's a good point. I hadn't thought about that. I suppose I could go to the underworld and make the case. The worst he can say is no. More than likely, he'll just stare at me dumbly and say nothing. He's not a people person. Doesn't care much for the living."

      Sienna giggled. "So, he's like an angst-ridden teenage boy who has existed for centuries. I can deal with that. For some reason, when I was in school, I was like a magnet for all the socially awkward boys."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Socially awkward boys?"

      "You know, the ones who walk around like they're uncomfortable in their own skin. They still haven't figured out that the use of deodorant is a post-puberty necessity, they wash their hair no more than once a week, and they seem to think leveling up their D&D personas is more important than leveling up in life."

      My mom laughed. "I know the type."

      I snorted. "Sounds like Charon. I don't know that he's into role-playing games, but he smells like he hasn't taken a shower in a thousand years, if ever."

      Sienna grinned. "Yup, sounds like most of the guys who used to ask me out in high school."

      I rolled my eyes. "I don’t get it. You’re cute. I bet a lot of guys were into you."

      Sienna shrugged. "I was also shy and a little nerdy. I didn't blossom until my senior year, and by then, it was too late to change most guys' opinions of me."

      "Well, let’s hope your charms will help with Charon. If we can't convince him to help, we'll have no choice but to try to ride Cerberus into hell."

      "If that even works," Cerberus said. "I doubt it's possible."

      I nodded. "Well, in that case, we'd better get going. We need to go to the underworld and warn my dad. If we don't succeed, he'll need to make sure Morty is prepared, not to only take over, but to defend the underworld from Hades."
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      I set up the portal crystal on the kitchen table in front of the window. I had to move a lot of junk mail to make space. When I angled the crystal just right, the sunlight would interface with its unique structure and form a gateway that delivered me to my father's office in the underworld.

      It was a risk to use it, especially if I was bringing Sienna along. My dad had a habit of hanging out in his office in his tighty whities. I suppose when you work from home ninety percent of the time, that's one of the perks of the job. For most people, showing up to work in nothing but skivvies is a recurring nightmare. For my father, it is just another day at the office.

      The portal formed six feet in front of the kitchen table.

      "Are you sure you're ready to do this, Zoey?"

      I nodded. "Yes, Mom. We don't have a choice. Hopefully, Charon will agree. First, though, I need to let Dad know what's happening."

      My mom wrapped her arms around me and kissed me on the cheek. "I love you, Zoey."

      I hadn't told my mom I loved her yet. It wasn't like she'd raised me. Still, she was my mom. "Love you too, Mom."

      My mom released me and wiped tears from her eyes. "I'm sorry. It's a mother's prerogative to worry."

      I nodded. "We don't even know if Charon will agree. If we don’t come back soon, be careful. Clarence probably won't realize we left. I expect Athena will have him back on Earth any time now, and I'd bet anything he'll start sending supernatural creatures after us."

      "Cerberus and I will hold down the fort." My mom reached into her pocket, retrieved a small vial of what looked like blood, and handed it to Sienna. “In case you need it.”

      “I don’t know if it will work without sunlight present,” Sienna countered.

      My mom nodded. “I know, but it might. You still had your extra strength for a while after you put on the brooch before. It’s just in case you need a Hail Mary. You know, if things don’t go according to plan.”

      Sienna grinned, took the vial, and slipped it into her pocket. “Thanks. Let’s hope I don’t need it.”

      I smiled. "If it works, I'll see if my dad or Morty can come and give you an update. You know, so you don't have to worry."

      "If it works, I will worry!"

      I nodded. "But at least you'll know. See you soon. Hopefully not too soon."

      I jumped through the portal. Sienna followed me.

      My feet landed in my father's office. Morty's bare butt greeted me. A pair of legs were wrapped around his body. The two of them were on top of my dad's desk.

      I covered my eyes with my hand.

      "Oh, for Christ's sake, Morty!"

      I heard a thud and peeked through my fingers. Sienna snickered behind me.

      "Zoey!" My brother’s voice came from behind my dad's desk, accompanied by a girly giggle.

      "Is that Carmilla back there with you?"

      "Yeah, sorry. I didn't expect... Give us a second to get dressed."

      I glanced around. My brother's underwear was on the floor in front of the desk. I stepped over, pinched it by the waistband, and tossed it over the desk to him.

      "Thanks," Morty called.

      "I can't believe you two are doing that on Dad's desk!"

      Morty stood up, shirtless. He had his underpants on, at least. "It's my desk now. I can do whatever I want on it."

      Carmilla stood up, an oversized t-shirt covering most of her body. "Hi, Zoey."

      I shook my head. "It's your desk now?"

      "Yeah. Dad turned over everything to me a couple weeks ago."

      "Where is Dad?"

      Morty shrugged. "I think he's at the Satyrs’ Lodge. It's bingo night."

      "What's the Satyrs’ Lodge?" Sienna asked.

      "Some fraternal organization for old men. You have to be, like, a thousand years or older to join. All I know about them is that they have regular potlucks and play a lot of bingo."

      "So, it's like the Lions or the Elks on Earth?"

      I nodded. "I think. I don't know much about those organizations."

      "We're so sorry, Zoey." Carmilla shrugged. "We didn't realize you were coming."

      I shook my head. "It's okay. Morty, do you have anything else you can put on?"

      "Yeah. Somewhere. Most of my clothes are in the stairwell."

      Carmilla giggled. "He's insatiable. We went on a badass reaping earlier today. We harvested the souls of about a dozen people."

      "A dozen people? What happened?"

      Morty smiled. "I'm basically the Grim Reaper now. I get my choice of reapings."

      "What was it? A plane crash? An accident of some kind?"

      Morty shook his head. "A bunch of carnies thought it would be funny to get an elephant drunk. It went on a rampage and took down a circus tent."

      "Holy crap. That's horrible!"

      Morty shrugged. "Most of the people we reaped weren't killed by the elephant. They were all drunk, too. They trampled each other, trying to get out of the tent."

      I shook my head. "I can't imagine."

      "It was their time," Morty said. "We did the job. We decided to come back here to celebrate."

      "To celebrate?" Sienna asked. "That's horrible."

      "It's not like we were celebrating their deaths," Carmilla corrected. "You should have seen Morty. He was a genius. Not a single soul got away."

      I nodded. "That's good. I'm impressed. It's hard to reap that many souls at once without a couple of them slipping through and trying to escape."

      "Oh, they tried." Morty smirked. "But when people die drunk, it takes the spirit a minute to catch up and figure out what happened."

      He nodded and turned around. "Hold on. I'll grab a cloak from the closet."

      Sienna cocked her head and sang, "I see London, I see France..."

      Everyone went silent. I looked at Sienna, narrowing my eyes.

      "I see the Grim Reaper's underpants.”

      I groaned.

      “Sorry, I couldn't resist!"

      I chuckled. "Well, Morty isn't the Grim Reaper yet. You realize, Morty, you don't officially get the title until Dad ascends."

      Morty nodded, grabbed a reaper cloak from the closet, and slipped it over his head. "I know. But for all intents and purposes, I'm him. Until we know why the gods won't allow Dad to ascend, this is the arrangement. Why are you here, Zoey? I'd like to think you just stopped in to see Dad, but you don't make social calls."

      I nodded. "You're right. I should probably come more often. An issue has come up, and if you're running things, it might be more urgent than I thought."

      "What's up?" Morty asked.

      "We have reason to believe Hades is planning to assault the underworld."

      Morty rolled his eyes. "Why would he do that? That doesn't make sense. It's not like we've missed a lot of reapings lately. In fact, our success rate has improved since Dad let me take charge."

      I grinned. "Well, that's impressive. I'm proud of you, Morty. The thing is, apparently, Hades had been planning for years to try to take over the underworld after Dad retired."

      "But why, Zoey? He has his realm. He does his job. We do ours. What's the deal?"

      "If he takes over, he'll claim all the souls that are reaped. He intends to expand Hades and take over Olympus."

      Morty shook his head. "The other gods would never allow that."

      "You're right. Most of them, though, don't take the threat seriously. Except Athena. She's trying to stop it."

      "How is she doing that?"

      "Apparently, all the supernatural souls I reap go straight to Olympus. She's forming an army to fight him off."

      Morty shrugged. "Cool. So, what's the problem? It sounds like it's taken care of."

      "The problem is that she doesn't have enough supernatural souls to win the battle. Not yet. She's tricked me into reaping people who frankly don't deserve it, just to build her army."

      "I fail to see what the problem is, Zoey. Do what she wants you to do."

      "It's not that simple. Remember the Horseman from New Orleans?"

      "I do. What about him?"

      "Apparently, he's a vampire that Athena reincarnated. She's using him to turn a bunch of humans into vampires, then they're sending them to me to reap."

      Morty pressed his lips together. "I see why you might have reservations about that."

      "The thing is, if I can get into Hades, I can reap Hades and send him to Olympus. The army Athena has assembled isn't strong enough to invade Hades. If he goes to Olympus, though, she'll have the advantage. She has more than enough of a force to arrest Hades in Olympus."

      "But you have to go to Hades alone to do it?"

      Sienna spoke up. "She won't be alone. I'm going with her."

      Morty shook his head. "If her whole army isn't strong enough to defeat him on his home turf, what makes you think the two of you can stop him?"

      "Because I can do something they can't. I can reap him."

      "If you can get close to him. I don't know, Zoey. This isn't the best idea you've ever had."

      "If anyone can do it, it's Zoey," Carmilla told him. "She was the best in our class."

      Morty nodded. "That might be, but Zoey, when you left here, you were only a level-four Reaper. Do you really think you have the skill to pull it off?"

      I nodded. "I do. I've had a lot of practice reaping supernatural bad guys on Earth."

      "But reaping a god in his own domain is a lot different, Zoey. I can't let you do that!"

      "Morty, Hades could march on the underworld at any time. Even if I went back and did what Athena wants, I'm not sure I'd be able to reap enough souls fast enough to give her the army she needs."

      "How do you know your scythe will even work in Hades? Reapers can't invoke their scythes unless they’re on Earth."

      I touched the sigil on my wrist. My scythe, minus the blade, formed in my hand. "See, it works."

      "That's just your staff. I don't see the blade."

      "Only because I'm not trying to reap you, Morty. The fact I can invoke it here suggests that I don't have to be on Earth for it to work."

      "But Hades isn't the underworld. That doesn't prove it will work there."

      "You're right, but I have to try. If it doesn't work, I'll run like hell. Pun not intended."

      Morty sighed and sat down on the edge of his desk. "How do you think you're going to get to Hades?"

      I grinned. "I'm going to ask Charon."

      Morty laughed. "You're going to ask the Boatman to take you there through the River Styx?"

      "I realize it's not likely to work."

      "That guy doesn't give two shits about the gods and their conflicts, Zoey. All he cares about is getting his money."

      I popped my knuckles. "Exactly."
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      Sienna peered around as I led her through the underworld. She'd been to my dad's office before, but she'd never seen the rest of the world I grew up on. Things I took for granted, she examined with awe. It never occurred to me that a world without a sun that was illuminated by magically infused floating orbs might enthrall a mortal's imagination. Well, technically, Sienna wasn't a mortal anymore. Still, she'd never known any world other than Earth.

      "This way." I wove between a couple of buildings. I was trying to leave unseen. Everyone in the underworld knew me. If the famed princess, the Reaper who had mysteriously managed to go to Earth and now reaped supernaturals, showed up on the streets, a crowd would form.

      Explaining to them why I was approaching the Boatman, what our plans were, or anything of the sort was off the table. If all went according to plan, I'd reap Hades' devilish ass, and he'd be imprisoned in Olympus before anyone realized they'd narrowly averted an assault by Hades’ hellish legions.

      There was a better than average chance I'd see a Reaper or two on the banks of the River Styx. Reapings happened all day, every day. Reaping human souls was a twenty-four hour a day, seven days a week, three hundred sixty-five days a year enterprise. Humanity never took a vacation from dying.

      The River Styx was in a cavern that ran beneath the underworld. Access was through a wide set of stairs that descended from a small stone building half a mile from the castle my dad's office was in.

      The building was adorned with a giant stone gargoyle. Beneath the gargoyle was an opening and probably a hundred steep stairs. The stairwell was twenty feet wide, and once you got down the first fifteen stairs, the stone roof leveled out. Torches lined the walls, giving the passage an orange glow. It smelled of mildew.

      "Hold onto the rails," I told Sienna. "The farther down we get, the slicker the stairs get with humidity."

      "Talk about creepy," Sienna muttered. "This is where the Reapers take the souls they harvest?"

      "Yup. Every one. We have to move fast. If anyone comes up or down the stairs as we descend, try not to look at them. They won't think much about an unfamiliar face. There are a lot of Reapers, and no one knows everyone. Still, I'd rather we not garner unnecessary attention."

      At the bottom of the stairs was a wide expanse that led to the bank of the River Styx. Charon was perched in his boat, with a blazing torch affixed to the bow.

      The boat wasn't that dissimilar to the gondola Kevin had taken me in during our date on the Plaza. It was older, of course. The Boatman's gondola was thousands of years old. Infused with some mystical preservative, the thing had held together all that time. I wasn't sure what it was made of. It appeared to be wood, but it was so dim down there that I’d never gotten a good look at it.

      Sienna and I waited in the shadows as a Reaper delivered a soul from his scythe to Charon. I didn't know him. He would know me.

      We waited until he left before we approached the Boatman. With a soul in tow, we didn't have long. Charon kept a tight schedule.

      I stepped out of the shadows. "Hey, Charon!"

      The Boatman tilted his head and stared at me. He didn't say a word.

      "Any chance we could hitch a ride to Hades?"

      Charon narrowed his eyes and grabbed his oar.

      "It's important. I wouldn't ask otherwise."

      The Boatman stared at me. Charon looked like what a lot of people assume the Grim Reaper should look like. His face was pale and emaciated. He hadn't seen any sunlight in probably his entire existence.

      "Here's the thing. I don't know what you do with your money, but there's a war brewing between some of the gods. Hades plans to march his legions into the underworld."

      Charon pinched his chin. "This is not my concern." His voice was gravelly and barely more audible than a whisper.

      "It will be once he starts harvesting all the souls and claiming them for himself. You'll be out of work."

      "How do you know that is his intention?"

      I shrugged. "I have an in with some of the other gods. Athena says so."

      "I see. Still, it is forbidden to carry a living soul—human, Reaper, or whatever she is—into the immortal realms."

      I shrugged. "Forbidden by who?"

      "The gods."

      "Which one?"

      "All of them."

      "Most of them don't take Hades' threat seriously. Athena does. I'm here to do her bidding. Trust me, Charon. If we're successful, not only will the gods forgive you, they'll praise you for helping us."

      "I do not require praise."

      "But you require money."

      "Yes. A lot of money."

      "Don't we all!" Sienna piped up.

      Charon gripped his oar. "I am sorry. I cannot help you."

      "What do you do with all your money?"

      Charon narrowed his eyes. "I invest."

      "Why do you invest? Surely you're saving up for something."

      "I invest in crypto. It's wise, given the state of the markets."

      I snorted. "Okay. Cool, I guess. But you must be investing for a reason."

      "I buy Gummi Bears."

      Sienna chuckled. "You spend all your money on Gummi Bears?"

      "I also buy Pixie Stix."

      "Neat!" I exclaimed. "You're a sugar fiend, I take it."

      "I require much."

      "Have you ever tried Sour Patch Kids?" Sienna asked. "They're fantastic."

      "I have not. I must look into that. They are candy children?"

      "They're shaped like children," I said. "They aren't actual children."

      Charon nodded. "And if what you say is true, I will not be paid?"

      "No souls to ferry, no money. No money, no sugary sweets."

      "Damn." Charon sighed. "Climb aboard."

      I cocked my head. "Just like that?"

      "Yes. I must have candy. But we must hurry. The soul I have aboard is due to Hades in a minute and a half."

      "You can take us to Hades in less than two minutes?"

      Charon nodded. "Of course. I have one request."

      "Anything," I said.

      "If you are successful, I would like to try these sour-flavored children you speak of."

      "How do you get your candy? Who invests your money?"

      "I have an arrangement with Dionysus. He handles the details."

      I nodded. "Dionysus. Of course. I guess that makes sense. He's a party animal, that god. At least, that’s what I’ve heard."

      Charon grinned, a horrible expression. "You don’t know the half of it. Come now. We must depart."

      He extended his hand. I grabbed it. It was icy to the touch. As I stepped aboard, the gondola didn't even rock. He helped Sienna board the boat in a similar fashion.

      "Please sit. Keep your hands and feet inside the vehicle at all times."

      I sat cross-legged on the floor of the boat. Sienna did the same. Charon started to row.

      We moved slowly through the water. I didn't know how we could make it to Hades in less than a minute. Then Charon reached into his cloak and retrieved a tube of Pixie Stix. He ripped it open and poured it into his mouth.

      Charon returned his paddle to the water, then, in a fury, started rowing so fast that the oar was a blur.

      I pressed my hands against the side of the boat as we flew through the water. The wind pressed against my face, rippling my cheeks.

      "Whee!" Sienna shouted.

      I laughed. The only light was the flame on his boat that mysteriously didn't go out despite our speed.

      We stopped abruptly when the gondola reached the bank of what I presumed was Hades. Our bodies flew forward, and Sienna and I smashed into each other. Charon remained standing, unfazed by our sudden change in velocity.

      "You may disembark. When you have completed your task, you might or might not find me here. I do not linger in this realm any longer than necessary."

      "Understood." I nodded, then stood up and stepped onto the beach. The place was covered with molten lava. The beach wasn't sand but ash. The realm looked like what someone would expect hell to look. It fit the stereotypes.

      Charon took the torch from his boat and waved it, and a black form blasted out of it and flew into Hades.

      "Go to hell. Go directly to hell. Do not collect two hundred dollars." Sienna chuckled.

      Charon placed his oar back in the water. "Remember. Sour babies."

      "Sour Patch Kids," Sienna corrected, smirking.

      "Right. Those. I will remind you again if you make it back alive."

      I nodded. "Thanks for the ride and the vote of confidence."

      Charon nodded back, then reached into his cloak, grabbed a handful of Gummi Bears, and plopped them into his mouth. He churned his oar and disappeared in a blur.
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      "Where the hell is Hades?" Sienna asked.

      I smirked. "Nice. You know, it takes a special kind of asshole to create hell, then name the place after yourself."

      "I agree." Sienna frowned. "This Hades guy sounds like a real dick."

      I coughed into my hand. "We didn't think this through. We should have brought water."

      "Is the air burning your sinuses like it is mine?"

      "It's brutal. There's a reason people don't come here before they die."

      "Speaking of that." Sienna rubbed her eyes. "Where are all the damned people?"

      I shook my head. "Their souls are sent here. I don't have the slightest clue how they manifest."

      "You just have to open your eyes," a deep voice with a thick Southern accent said from behind us.

      I turned and saw a man in brown overalls and a straw hat. He had a gray beard that fell halfway down his chest.

      "Who are you?"

      "I'm Roy. Been here a while. Y'ain't dead, are ya?"

      Sienna grinned. "How could you tell?"

      "Y'all are wanderin' around here like a cock in a storm."

      "A what?"

      "A cock. You know what I mean. A rooster."

      "Oh, yeah." She chuckled. "That makes more sense."

      I snickered. "I take it you're dead, Roy?"

      Roy grinned, flashing a single tooth at Sienna. "She's a bright one, isn't she?"

      "I'm smart!"

      Roy chuckled. "Don't matter much. You two are the purdiest things I've seen in... Wait! What year is it?"

      "2022."

      "That can't be!"

      "It's the truth," Sienna replied. "What year did you think it was?"

      Roy scratched his head. "I don't know. I've been here a long time. Must be a hunnert years if what yer sayin' is right."

      "What did you do that got you sent to hell?" I asked.

      Roy shrugged. "Just a sheep or two."

      I stared at Roy blankly. He started laughing. "I'm kidding. Good Lord Almighty. You shoulda seen yer face!"

      I grinned. "Well, at least hell hasn't ruined your sense of humor."

      "Truth is, I don't know. I think I shot a man."

      "You think you shot someone?" Sienna asked.

      "I had a hankerin' for the whiskey. I don't know for sure. I think I did. Not on purpose."

      "If it was an accident, I don't think that would get you a ticket to hell, Roy."

      Roy shrugged. "Did lots of bad when I was drinkin’. I deserved it, ya know."

      I shook my head. "Alcoholism is a disease. A hundred years ago, they didn't know how to treat it."

      "I don't know this ism word you speak. I do know myself some alcohol, I reckon. I been clean and dry a century now, though."

      I grinned. "Well, that's an accomplishment."

      "Not much of one. Trust me, sweetheart. If there was any whiskey in hell, I'd drink the barrel dry. Now, why don't you two tell me what two purdy gals like yourselves are doin' here in hell when y'ain't even dead."

      "We're looking for Hades."

      "Look around, sweetheart! Yer here!"

      I chuckled. "Not the place. The guy."

      Roy furrowed his brow. "You mean the devil?"

      Sienna nodded. "That's what we mean."

      Roy crossed his arms. "Not sure I can help you with that."

      "Why not?" I asked.

      "Devil ain't here."

      "Where is he?" Sienna asked. "And don't tell me the devil went down to Georgia."

      Roy scratched his head. "Nope. Not to Georgia. Good people in them parts. I reckon if the devil went down to Georgia, he might stumble into a church and get hisself saved."

      Sienna smiled. "Or he'd go there looking for a soul to steal."

      I rolled my eyes. "Are you telling us the devil isn't in hell?"

      "Oh, he's in hell," Roy said. "Just not in these here parts."

      "Then where the hell is he?" I asked.

      Roy grinned.

      "Sorry. I need to stop saying that."

      "Well, let me put it this way. If I've been here a hunnert years, for about a quarter of that time, he's been gatherin' demons to hisself."

      "Doing what?" Sienna asked.

      Roy shrugged. "Don't know. Don't care. Things here have been a hell of a lot more pleasant since. He and his buddies haven't been terrorizin' us like they used to do."

      I grinned. "Now you said it. Hell of a lot."

      Roy grinned. "Guess I did."

      Sienna sighed. "That roughly fits the timeline, Zoey. If he's been planning this invasion since before you were born..."

      I nodded. "You're right. If he's been devoting all his energy to this for the last twenty-plus years, I can only imagine how powerful his army must be."

      "Excuse me." Roy tugged his beard. "Why are you lookin' for the devil, anyway? In my experience, those who go a-lookin' for him find him and regret it."

      "We're here to kill him."

      Roy laughed. "You can't kill the devil, sweetheart!"

      I smirked. "I can. Will you take us to him?"

      Roy shook his head. "Sweetheart, if I take you to him and you try to do what you say, he'll torture me for another century."

      "Take me to him, and I'll get you out of here."

      Roy rubbed his forehead with his thumb and forefinger. "You can do that?"

      I smiled. "I’m not sure, but I promise I’ll do everything I can to take you with me.”
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      Hiking through hell without water sucked. There was no better way to put it. I don't recommend it. I'd highly suggest not going there.

      We followed Roy from the bank of the River Styx through a small canyon. As we passed, a number of the damned gawked at us as if Sienna and I were medium-rare steaks. Roy didn't look like a spirit. He looked human, and so did everyone else. I suppose that where we were, the boundary between the material and ethereal modes of being was nonexistent.

      Just as I was still myself but not wholly matter-bound when I entered the astral plane, I imagined the same was true here. Or, maybe all these people were just as embodied as I was. Maybe the gods gave them new bodies that resembled their own when they arrived so they could get the full infernal experience. Whatever the case was, they all seemed to know Sienna and I didn't belong.

      "How can you tell that we're alive?" I asked Roy.

      "Death leaves a mark," he replied. "Y'all might not be able to see it. You know, on account of being not dead."

      "What kind of mark?" I asked. "You seem to have bodies, but they aren't the ones you had in life."

      "Look the same," Roy countered. "But you know, just because this feels like a body, who am I to say it's not something I made up? We appear the way we remember ourselves. As for me, I believed I was a very sexy man."

      Sienna chuckled. "Of course!"

      "I'm just joshin' ya. I know I ain't much to look at, but lotsa people here look uglier than they are. Low self-esteem, probably on account of being damned. Tends to have that effect."

      I hacked a dry cough into my closed fist. "Then what's the mark you talked about?"

      "There's darkness in the chest of everyone here. Everyone except you two. You two radiate like the sun."

      Sienna and I looked at each other. I sighed. "That's not good. How are we supposed to sneak up on Hades if we're glowing?"

      "Not glowing," Roy corrected. "It's more like you're blasting sunlight around yourselves. Like the sun is inside you and bursting out of every pore."

      I shook my head. "Then there's no way we can hide from Hades."

      "The devil's a cunning one." Roy nodded. "But sure as death and taxes, he's not the God I was raised to believe in. He can't see all, an’ he doesn't know all. Thinks he does. The devil has an ego. The devil loves himself some devil. His pride is, I suppose, his only weakness. He can be tricked."

      I tucked my hair behind my ears. "How do we do that? We can't see these lights in our chests."

      "Can't see the lump of coal in yours, either," Sienna added.

      Roy tugged his beard. "Here's a thought. I always figured the darkness we were marked with meant we were dead. What if that's just what means we belong in hell? Y'all have light in your chests because at this stage in your lives, if you were a-gonna die, you'd go to the good place."

      I shrugged. "Maybe. There isn't any way to test your theory, though. We have the same problem either way. We have to get to Hades without being noticed."

      Roy shrugged. "Do something bad. Real bad. Earn your place in hell."

      I furrowed my brow. "I don't want to end up here forever, Roy. I'm trying to kill the devil. I'd rather not damn my soul in the process."

      Roy tilted his head. "Well, if you killed the devil, this place might not be so bad."

      I shook my head. "It's out of the question. We don't know how bad we'd have to be for it to work. I'm not going to hurt someone or do anything horrible just to blacken my heart."

      Roy shrugged. "Some of the mortal sins aren't so bad, you know."

      I stared at him blankly. "Of course they are. That's why they're called mortal sins."

      Roy shrugged. "You don't know what the seven mortal sins are, do you? Lust is one. Who ain't guilty of that? I am this very second, which I probably shouldn't admit because it might make it awkward talkin' to the two of you."

      I chuckled. "It's okay. I don't mind, as long as you keep your cold, dead paws to yourself."

      Roy grinned. "Just playin' with ya. Not literally. Hell, not that I wouldn’t. Never mind. Dead people don’t usually dig their own holes, but I’ve managed to figure out a way to do it. Just forget about it. After lust is gluttony."

      "So, if you eat too much, you go to hell?" Sienna asked.

      "So much for your momma and poppa tellin' ya to clean your plate every night. There's anger, too. Who hasn't gotten downright pissed from time to time? Oh, yeah, and sloth."

      "What's sloth?" I asked.

      "Being like a sloth. Lazy. You don't have to do somethin' to get sent to hell. You can do nothin' and be damned too."

      I grinned. "No offense. Those mortal sins are based on one religion's beliefs, right? I don't think they're universal."

      Roy shrugged. "Well, I wasn't much of a God-fearin' man. Obviously."

      "We still don't know if it would work," I insisted. "Not everyone defines sin the same way."

      "True," Roy agreed. "My buddy Leeroy. He croaked a few weeks after me. He was a Calvinist. He done figured he must've been predestined to end up here and couldn't do nothin' to prevent it."

      I tilted my head. "I take it you don't agree."

      Roy shrugged. "I don't know what I believe. Maybe that's why I'm here. I'm one of those indecisive agnostic sorts. Never could make up my mind. Chicken or steak? Left leg goes in first or right? Marry the redhead or the blonde? Usually, when I can't choose, I just do both. Who ever said you can't have chicken and steak on the same plate? I found if I sat back on my butt, I could put both legs in my pants at the same time!"

      "The redhead or the blonde?" Sienna asked.

      "Married the both of them! They didn't figure it out for almost two years. Oh, lord! I was in a heap of trouble when they sorted it out. They just thought I was out of town on business most of the time. Was fun for a while."

      Sienna gawped at him. "You tried the two-family thing? No wonder you wound up here."

      Roy shrugged. "They both divorced me. Don’t mind. I’d never do it again. Twice the wives means twice the honey-dos. Makin’ a woman happy is a full-time job, I reckon. Didn’t think about that when I married two at once. After all that, though, I ended up marrying a brunette. Celebrated forty years of marriage before I kicked the oxygen habit."

      "Is your wife here?" I asked.

      Roy shook his head. "My sweet Adeline. I suspect she went to the good place. She was a good woman. Didn't deserve her but spent my whole life tryin' to prove I did."

      I sighed. "I don't see any reason you should be here, Roy. I mean, you did some bad things, but you lived a long time after that. You changed."

      Roy shrugged. "I flipped off the Reaper when he came for me. Maybe I pissed him off."

      I chuckled. "It doesn't work that way. The Reaper doesn't get a say about where you end up."

      "Well, how would you know about that, young lady? You ain't dead. That means you never met no Reaper."

      "She's the Grim Reaper's daughter," Sienna explained.

      I narrowed my eyes and glared at Sienna.

      "Sorry? We weren't sharing that?"

      Roy wiped his nose with his sleeve. "You're the Grim Reaper's daughter? Well, I'll be! Maybe you do have a shot at this."

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "Rumor is the devil don't much like the Reapers."

      I nodded. "Right. That's why we're here, Roy. He wants to attack the underworld where the Reapers live, but I don't think that's because he doesn't like us. It's a power play."

      "Why do you suppose the devil would spend twenty years or so raisin' an army to fight the Reapers if he didn't think y'all were a threat?"

      "He makes a good point, Zoey."

      "I don't think he's afraid of Reapers. He probably didn't need all this time to raise the army, either. He's been waiting to attack until my dad's power wanes and my brother takes over. From what I understand, he hopes to take advantage of the instability of the transition."

      "Or attack when your dad's at his weakest and Morty hasn't grown into his power," Sienna said.

      I nodded. "That's a good point. Look, maybe we can't sneak up on Hades. He might see us coming, but so what if he does?"

      "What are you thinking, Zoey?"

      "Hades doesn't know we're onto his plan. If he sees me here and has any idea who I am, he'll be hell-bent—pardon the pun—on ensuring I don't escape to report back to the underworld."

      Sienna sighed. "That won't work if he just sends his legions after us."

      I scratched my head. "Actually, it might. Look, if he doesn't know we're onto him but thinks I'm here as a spy, he'll assume my dad knows something. He'll want to question me, and if he doesn't know I can reap his ass, I'll have the element of surprise.

      “Let him interrogate me. When he doesn't expect it, I'll slice and dice the devil right into Olympus, where Athena can do her worst to put him away for good."

      Roy grunted. "Pardon me, sweetheart, but there are a lot of ifs in what you just said. Suppose one of those ifs ain't right?"

      I shrugged. "Then we're screwed. If we don't reap Hades before we leave, eventually, we'll be screwed anyway."

      "Get screwed now or get screwed later," Roy muttered. "I've never been one to delay my screwings. You gotta get it while the getting’s good."
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      Roy led us to the top of a cliff that overlooked a large plane. Sienna and I slithered on our bellies toward the edge. The cooling lava that covered the ground beneath us was still hot enough that it burned through my shirt. It was like lying on a steam iron. Sweat dripped from my forehead. I was surprised it didn't turn to steam on contact.

      It wasn't hard to identify Hades. He looked like a man but was significantly larger than any person I'd ever encountered. He was shirtless. I can't say I blamed him. If I lived in this place twenty-four/seven, I'd go shirtless too, modesty be damned.

      Hades looked like a professional wrestler. Think Andre the Giant—the dude was before my time, but I've seen the photos—with the musculature of Arnold when he won Mister Olympia. He was quite the specimen. He wore a crown of what might have been onyx and sported a scraggly beard that fell from his chin like moss on a piece of driftwood.

      "Where's his army?" I asked.

      "You can't see them." Roy shook his head. "You never see a demon until it's on your back, poking you in the ass with a pitchfork."

      "Are you sure it's a pitchfork they're poking you with?" Sienna smirked. "Maybe demons are like hellhounds. You know, with three heads, just not on their shoulders."

      "No comment." Roy narrowed his eyes. "This is hell, after all."

      I sighed. "So, you're saying Hades might be down there alone, or he could be surrounded by a legion of thousands, and we wouldn't know it?"

      "That's right. Still think you can take him down?"

      "The bigger they are, the harder they fall. The plan hasn't changed. Let's assume his full legion is there. Once he sees me and realizes I'm alive and I'm Azrael's daughter, he'll want to talk to me."

      Sienna took a deep breath. "I don't know, Zoey. Say we kill him. How do you think his legion will react?"

      "Sienna, if you don't want to do this, you can go back to the River Styx. Wait for Charon. I'm sure he'll take you back."

      "Nope. Girl, do you really think I'm going to let you face the devil alone?"

      I took a deep breath and immediately regretted it. It burned in my lungs. I exhaled. "Thanks, Sienna. I say we get this over with and get the hell... Get out of here."

      "I'm with you. At least we won't have to worry about continually stumbling into hell puns."

      I stood up on the edge of the cliff and spread my arms wide. I couldn't see the light that Roy said radiated from my bosom, but if that was true, Hades couldn't help but notice.

      Notice, he did. The god turned and stared at me. Something like flames burst from his eyes and surrounded his body.

      The next thing I knew, my body was surrounded by something black, and my feet left the ground. Whatever the black thing was released a high-pitched cry. I clasped my hands over my ears. With a strength that Arnold Schwartzenegger would have envied, the thing carried me to the feet of Hades.

      The blackness disappeared. Hades cocked his head. "A Reaper in my domain? Tell me, Miss Grimm, to what do I owe the pleasure?"

      Hades’ voice was deep and had an echo that sounded unnatural. I furrowed my brow. "You know who I am?"

      Hades grinned, flashing a perfectly straight set of teeth. "Why wouldn't I? For years, I have been preparing to do battle against what I believed would be an underworld full of Reapers under your command. Imagine my surprise when your less-accomplished sibling assumed control."

      "What can I say? My dad's a misogynist. I suppose the underworld wasn't ready for its first female Grim Reaper."

      Hades bellowed a laugh. "Nice try, Miss Grimm. The rumor I've heard from my operatives in the underworld is that you didn't have the gift."

      "Is that what they told you?"

      "There is an absurd rumor that you've been vested with another power. An ability to reap creatures of a different sort."

      "Do you believe every rumor you hear?"

      "I said it was absurd, did I not? Though now that you've shown up here, I have to assume the rumors are either true, or you've managed to secure intelligence of my intentions, and this is a last desperate attempt on the part of your father to negotiate a truce."

      I shrugged. "Who’s to say both aren’t true? And, what if I wanted to negotiate a truce? What are the chances it might work?"

      "You'd need to have something I want that rivals what I seek, Miss Grimm. Unless you can unseat Zeus and arrange for me to be crowned as the king of Olympus, I can't imagine what would change my mind."

      I smirked. "I don't need to change your mind."

      "You intend to join me?"

      I grinned. "Why do you suppose I'd do that?"

      "It would save lives. If you allied with me, there'd be no reason to assault the underworld. Deliver all reaped souls to me, and none would need to be harmed."

      "Not exactly what I was thinking." I touched the sigil on my wrist, and my scythe formed in my hand. Hades' jaw dropped, and his eyes widened. I charged him, aiming my blade for the god's chest.

      Hades extended his hand, and black energy wrapped itself around me and squeezed.

      "Intriguing," Hades murmured. "You believed you could reap a god?"

      I tried to respond, but his power constricted my chest. I couldn't breathe.

      The next thing I knew, a blur blasted past me and struck Hades head-on. The god flew back twenty feet and hit the ground. The energy he had used to bind me dissipated.

      Sienna grabbed me as my knees buckled. Her eyes were black. "You drank the blood?"

      "We have to go."

      "Go where?"

      Sienna turned and pointed behind her. Cerberus was running toward us. This time, though, he had a different head. I had seen his hell head before. Often, when he lived with my dad in the underworld, he sported all three heads. Three times the barking when we knocked on Dad’s office door. Three times the destruction. Three squeaky toys at once. "Cerberus showed up on the cliff just after you went down."

      "I don’t understand. How did he know where to find…"

      "No time," Cerberus called in a voice that was more raspy than usual. "My other self will answer your questions when we get back."

      "I have to take him down! We can do this!"

      "We can't risk it," Sienna warned. "I took him off-guard. If he blasts us with that black shit again, we're as good as dead."

      Cerberus expanded his body to three times its normal size. "Climb onto my back."

      "Wait. What about Roy? We promised..."

      "Right here!" Roy screamed, running toward us.

      I climbed on Cerberus' back. Sienna and Roy jumped up behind me.

      "Hold on tight." Cerberus took off running, and the next thing I knew, we were in front of my apartment.

      Sienna and I climbed off Cerberus' back. He belched, and flames burst from his jaws and charred the pavement. Then, his hell-bound head retracted into his body, and the head I knew better reemerged.

      “Thanks for the ride,” Roy offered, his form now translucent with a green glow outlining his shape. He was a ghost. I hadn’t seen many ghosts. In the Reaper Academy, preventing new ghosts by successfully reaping the souls we were sent to harvest was the number one priority of any Reaper.

      I nodded. “Where to now, Roy?”

      Roy shrugged. “Earth if I know.”

      “’Earth if I know?’” Sienna asked.

      “Hell puns don’t have the same effect anymore.”

      I chuckled. “So, now you wander the Earth as a ghost? I know I promised to get you out of hell, but this must be a letdown.”

      “Are you kidding? This is fantastic! I can explore the world. I can spook the bejeezus out of people. That’ll be fun.”

      “Is there anyone you’d like to see?” Sienna asked.

      Roy shrugged. “Anyone I knew while I was alive is long dead. Might check on my descendants, but they don’t know me, and I don’t know them. I’d be as strange to them as a booger on a butt cheek.”

      “You could hang out with us for a while,” Sienna suggested.

      “Butter my butt and call it a biscuit! That’d be real nice. At least ‘til I figure out what to do with my ever after.”

      Cerberus pawed my leg. His hellish head was gone. "I don't understand. How'd you know to come for me?"

      Cerberus nuzzled my leg. "Your brother told your father. He came and got me. I don't usually agree with my...devilish side, but I’m loyal. Your dad has a special place in my heart. We voted to save you, three heads to none."

      Sienna stumbled a little. “I’m going to need more blood or some sleep. One of the two.”

      “Where’s your brooch?”

      “Cerberus?” Sienna reached down. Cerberus licked his lips, then spat her brooch out of his mouth and into her hand. “If I put this on, I’ll pass out.”

      “Let’s get up to the apartment. I could use some rest, too. Since we didn’t succeed, I have a feeling we’re stuck back with Plan A. I can’t imagine it will be long before Clarence sends more supernaturals after us.”
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      I was startled when I opened my apartment door and saw my parents snuggling on my couch. I don't know why it shocked me. I didn't expect it, although I should have.

      I knew my dad had found Cerberus and sent him to save us. It was reasonable, presuming he didn't have a bingo tournament on his busy retirement schedule, to expect he'd hang around to make sure we got back safely.

      After I got over the surprise of seeing them, I was grateful. It could have been worse. Walking in on Morty and Carmilla had been mildly disturbing. If I ever saw my parents do the nasty, I'd be scarred for life. I knew they'd done it since I existed. That was proof. But since Morty and I were twins, for all I knew, they'd done it a total of one time, ever. That's my belief. Don't challenge it. Ignorance is bliss.

      "Zoey!" My father jumped up from the couch. "Thanks be to the gods!"

      My mom stood, too, and approached me. She put her hand on my back. "How'd it go?"

      I shook my head. "I got close. Not close enough. If Cerberus hadn't shown up when he did..."

      "She'da been done for faster than a fart in a hurricane," Roy piped up.

      My dad's eyes went wide. He touched his wrist and evoked his scythe. I grabbed his arm. "Stop. He's a friend."

      "He's a wandering spirit, Zoey. He must be delivered to the Boatman."

      Roy shrugged. "Been there, done that. Wasn't no pleasure cruise."

      My dad narrowed his eyes. "He came with you?"

      I nodded. "He helped us. I told him I'd take him with me."

      My father's eyes narrowed. "You broke a damned soul out of perdition? Zoey, what were you thinking?"

      "I was thinking about reaping Hades and preventing him from taking over the world and damning all of humanity for eternity. It wasn't like I killed the guy. I gave him a second chance. Sort of."

      "He's a ghost, Zoey."

      I shrugged. "He's not the only one."

      Dad scratched his head. "You realize that any soul Hades has claimed, he can track?"

      "Say what?" Roy's jaw dropped.

      "If Hades knows he helped you, and you took him, if he ever gets him back, he'll torture him for a millennium."

      "Name's Roy, by the way. Nice to meet you, Mister Death."

      My father ignored him. "No matter, Zoey. Hades now knows what you can do. I suspect he'll expedite his plans. I must return to the underworld and help Morty prepare."

      I shook my head. "I couldn't do it, Dad. Athena wants me to reap a bunch of supernaturals. She wants me to raise an army she can lead against him. I thought If I could take out Hades and deliver him to Athena, I wouldn't have to reap anyone else who didn't deserve it."

      My father clenched his hand on his scythe. He waved his hand and produced a portal to the underworld. "You should have done what she asked. It might not be too late, but you'll have to act fast. I suspect Hades is preparing his assault even as we speak."

      "It's not right, Dad. I'll be hurting innocent people!"

      "And if Hades takes over the underworld, how many innocent people will suffer? You have a unique power, Zoey. Sometimes you'll have to make difficult decisions for the sake of the greater good."

      "Not if there's another way, Dad."

      "Breaking into Hades and taking on the place's namesake wasn’t another way, Zoey. It was suicidal. If it wasn't for your brother telling me what you were up to, it would have been."

      "I could have done it!"

      My father grunted. "But you didn't. Now everyone, be they mortals or gods, has to pay the price for your mistake."

      My mouth fell open, but I couldn't find any words. It was the first time in my life I genuinely felt I'd disappointed my dad. For years, I had worked to meet or exceed his expectations. Now, he was looking at me the way he used to look at Morty—like he was ashamed of me. Tears welled in my eyes. No hug. No love yous. My dad left and didn't even say goodbye.

      My mom put her arm around me. "He's afraid, Zoey. Try not to take it personally."

      I huffed. "Whatever."

      I glanced at the couch. Sienna had replaced her brooch and was out cold.

      "I'm sorry." Roy looked mournful. "I didn't know the devil could track me down."

      I shook my head. "It's not your fault."

      "But if he thinks I'm with you, if he can find me, he'll find you. Maybe I should go."

      "No, you shouldn't. Hades has bigger fish to fry right now."

      "Zoey is right," Mom added. "She is the biggest threat to Hades right now. As long as you're on Earth, he won't know if you're with her or not. He might not even notice."

      Someone knocked three times on my apartment door.

      I stepped to the door. One problem with the new door Kevin installed was no peephole. I opened the door.

      Jessna stood outside, staring at me with black eyes. "I need you to come with me."

      I shook my head. "I told Clarence I won't work with him. I'm not going to hurt innocent people."

      Jessna shook her head. "I don’t know what's come over him. He's given up on the trolls. Do you remember what's next on his list?"

      I allowed Jessna to step inside. I grabbed the scroll she'd given me from my kitchen table. "A gorgon?"

      "What's a gorgon?" my mom asked.

      I sighed. "Medusa was a gorgon, Mom."

      "Is he sending one here?" she asked.

      Jessna shook her head. "No, worse. He's sending her to the stadium. There's a baseball game today. If you don't stop her, Zoey, she'll turn the whole damned place to stone."

      I clenched my fist. "That bastard. He knows I would not comply if he sent the creatures Athena wants in her army to me, so he's sending them after innocent people."

      Jessna's lip quivered. "I'm sorry. I didn't know he'd resort to these tactics. You have to stop her."

      "If I stop the gorgon, I'll be doing what he wants."

      My mom sighed. "Is that the end of the world, Zoey? I know you don't approve of Clarence's methods. I don't blame you. I don't either but look at what we're facing. Hades knows about you now. He'll probably attack the underworld sooner rather than later. We might need to comply with Athena's plan. Her army isn't strong enough yet. You can make it stronger."

      I shook my head. "I hate that you're right. I suppose we don't have a choice. Sienna is out of commission. We'll have to handle this one without her."

      "How does one kill a gorgon?" my mom asked. "I know nothing about them."

      I shrugged. "You behead them. At least, that's what the myth we learned in school said happened when Perseus killed Medusa. It doesn't matter. I have to reap her."

      "How are you going to do that without looking at her?" Jessna asked.

      "The same way Perseus did. I'll have to use a reflection. Finding her in a stadium full of people won't be easy, though."

      "Here's a thought," Jessna offered. "If you can look at a gorgon through a reflection, would a digital image work?"

      I glanced at her. "What are you thinking?"

      "I'm not great with technology," Jessna continued. "But they make VR goggles that interface with your phone screen. If we can get something like that and use the camera on your phone as your eyes, you may be able to find her more easily than you would if you were carrying a giant mirror around."

      "That's a great idea," my mom enthused. "How do we get something like that? It's not like we have time to try to find one and figure it out."

      "Sienna would know how to do it," I said. "We need her help."

      My mom retrieved a small knife from her pocket. She cut a wound across the palm of her hand.

      "What are you doing?" I asked.

      "There's only one way to wake her up right now. She needs blood."
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      It was a mid-week daytime game at Kauffman Stadium. The Royals drew a crowd when they had a winning record, and it was an evening game. Neither of those conditions was true at the moment. Unfortunate for the few thousand Royals fans who made it to the game. Fortunate for those who had any intention of not becoming granite.

      There were oversized statues at the entrances that represented retired baseball players. They weren't the work of a gorgon.

      Sienna had picked up one of the devices Jessna suggested at an electronics store on our way to the stadium. It took her a whole three minutes to set it up. Now, I was wandering around outside the stadium, garnering stares from fans who were making their way in for the game. They probably thought I was looking for Pokémon.

      Sienna, Jessna, and my mom stayed in the car and watched from afar. I suppose we could have bought goggles for all of us, but if the gorgon was there, as far as I knew, she wouldn't be a challenge. I wasn't Perseus. I didn't have to rely on a reflection in a shield.

      Even though I was looking at a screen generated by the camera on my phone, I saw everything in front of me. My peripheral vision wasn't the same, though. I had to turn my head rather than move my eyes to change what I saw. The depth perception was close but off just enough that it was mildly disorienting.
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        * * *

      

      Trying to find one person in a stadium with thousands was virtually impossible. That is, presuming this gorgon wasn't allowing the snakes on her head out. If she was, I'd probably be able to find her by following the trail of statues and screams. That said, if the gorgon was real, she'd managed to blend in. I couldn't recall any news reports about anyone going missing and a stone likeness of them later being found.

      Even in the underworld, we didn't have historical data to support the myths we were taught. Not any more than they had in human schools. The only difference was that we were taught with the assumption that the events in the myths were true in substance. We were taught the legends as if they were history. Human schools taught myths in sociology, literature, or world religions.

      Still, the lack of known gorgon activity didn't necessarily mean gorgons hadn't been around for as long as vampires. Most people didn’t think vampires were real, either. For the gorgons, it was the nature of the beast that they didn't leave any witnesses who could tell the stone-cold truth to the rest of the world. Many vampire victims survived and went on with their lives. If vampires had managed to remain in hiding all this time, why couldn't a gorgon or two?

      I had been a good student, but I’d never thought knowledge about Perseus and how he slew Medusa would have a practical use in my life. There was so much I didn't know. I wasn't sure if the stories we were taught had the information and I'd forgotten it or if no one knew the truth.

      For instance, did a gorgon need to turn people to stone? Did she get anything out of it? Sure, I liked a man with chiseled abs as much as any girl. Kevin's were fantastic. I could see the allure in being able to make a guy hard just by looking at you. On the other hand, no girl likes a guy who is quiet and as motionless as a statue.

      Perhaps the gorgon consumed the souls of those she turned to stone. Maybe the turning people to stone thing was a big-time nuisance a gorgon had to put up with and try to minimize while doing her best to live a normal and productive life.

      The long and the short of it was, I didn't know a damn thing. If push came to shove and a gorgon thought I was about to reap her, though I was reasonably certain she wouldn't hold back.

      I noticed that guards at the security checkpoints were forcing people to remove their hats as they went through. If the gorgon had hidden her snakes with a hat, a stone security guard would reveal where she went in. I circled the whole stadium and checked every entrance, and thankfully but frustratingly, all the security guards were still flesh and blood.

      I was hoping to catch the gorgon outside. I didn't know if they'd allow me to bring my headset in. Stadiums have weird rules about what they allow in.

      I was in line to buy a ticket, the cheapest one I could get. Nosebleed was fine. I wasn't there for baseball. I just needed to get inside.

      Someone tapped me on the shoulder.

      I turned.

      "I believe you're looking for me."

      I looked up. She was tall, more than six feet. She was also slender and had the complexion of a snowman. She had high, sunken cheekbones. She could have been a model. She wore a form-fitting dress that was fancier than I'd expect someone to wear to a ballgame. She had on nine-inch heels, which seemed excessive, given her height. She had a large scarf tied around her head, covering what most people would think was her hair.

      I could swear something was moving under it.

      "You're the gorgon?"

      The woman smiled. "My name is Svetlana Petrov. I came a long way to find you. Clarence insisted you were more likely to come if we selected a large crowd."

      I sighed. "Of course he did. He's a manipulative prick."

      "Perhaps, but his cause is just. I am a volunteer."

      "You know what I have to do to you, right?"

      Svetlana grinned. "You can remove your goggles. The power you fear is vested in my companions."

      "Your snake hair, you mean?"

      Svetlana nodded. "They are well-behaved. They will not attempt to leave their cover. You are in no danger."

      I snorted. "I'd prefer to keep these on if you don't mind. Say you wanted to turn me to stone. You'd surely tell me I had nothing to worry about."

      Svetlana laughed. "You Americans. Always so paranoid. You hear my accent, and you think I can't be trusted."

      I shrugged. "I haven't lived in America that long. You're Russian, I'm guessing."

      "Not originally. I’m Greek, but I’ve lived in Russia for more than a century. You were not originally an American, either. You are a Reaper, are you not?"

      "Of a sort."

      "Of an exceptional sort."

      I scratched my head. "You want me to reap you and send you to Olympus?"

      "Why wouldn't you? It's not like you'd be sending me to Hades."

      I chuckled. "Been there. Wouldn't wish that place on my worst enemy."

      "Athena requires my aid. My power remains in force, no matter what realm I belong to. I could be of great service in the destruction of Hades."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Sorry, this is a bit weird for me. No one has ever asked me to reap their soul before."

      Svetlana laughed. "I suppose that under most circumstances, few would. These are challenging times. Including me, only two of my kind still exist. My sister is not as civilized as I am. She would never help. My unique skill will be required if Athena is to succeed."

      "Your unique skill? You mean..."

      "Getting people stoned," Svetlana stated.

      "You mean, turning people to stone? That's a very different thing."

      "Yes. Apologies. My English sometimes is imperfect. I am not affluent."

      I snorted. "’Fluent.’ You aren't fluent. ‘Affluent’ means that you are wealthy."

      "Ah, yes. I am more affluent than fluent, I should say."

      I scratched my head. "This is a crazy idea, but since you don't seem crazy, I have a list from Clarence. Other supernaturals I need to reap might not be as compliant. If you turn them to stone, can I still reap their souls?"

      Svetlana nodded. "The soul remains within the form. It will linger there indefinitely if not freed."

      "So when you turn people to stone, you're not just killing them, you're imprisoning them. They can't move on."

      "I do not use my ability often for that very reason. Most people, even those who deserve to die, do not deserve to have their souls trapped."

      I ran my fingers under my VR goggles to wipe away some sweat. "Athena plans to use you to imprison Hades, doesn't she?"

      "This is the plan."

      "Have you ever done that with a god before?"

      Svetlana shook her head. "I have not. Athena is certain it will work."

      "You don't sound confident."

      "I have no reason to doubt her. Anything with a soul is susceptible to my companions."

      "Gods have souls?"

      "They are alive. They are capable of complex thought. They have hopes, desires, and schemes. These things indicate the presence of a soul."

      I narrowed my eyes. "So, if Athena has you, and you can imprison Hades, you're all she needs."

      Svetlana shrugged. "If Hades was the only one she needed to defeat, that would be true. But Hades has legions. Invisible wraiths."

      I tilted my head. "Wraiths, you say?"

      "Thousands of them. They do his bidding."

      "I think I encountered a few of them. They're bad news."

      "All I know is that wherever she intends to meet Hades in battle, she needs more than she has to account for the wraiths. I do not think I can get close enough to him to turn him to stone as long as they are within his control."

      I pressed my lips together. "Theoretically, what would happen to the wraiths if he was separated from them?"

      "Separated?"

      "I'm not talking about physical distance. I mean, in a different realm."

      "Wraiths are powerful. If they are controlled by a god like Hades, they are a force. They cannot be killed. But if they were separated from Hades, they would do nothing but explore. They are not violent creatures by nature. They are curious."

      "How do you know so much about them?" I asked.

      Svetlana laughed. "I've been around for a long time. This is not my first encounter with a god who grew too big for his trousers."

      I scratched my head. "Medusa had two sisters. I remember that."

      Svetlana grinned widely. "I was once known as ‘Stheno.’ Medusa was my mortal sister. My sister Euryale was immortal like me."

      I tilted my head. "So, you can't be killed? Medusa was beheaded, right?"

      Svetlana nodded. "You could remove my head. I'd pick it right back up. I cannot be killed. I must confess, I seek you out for more reasons than one. You are the only one I've yet to meet who could send me home to Olympus. After thousands of years, I have grown weary of this world. What better way to return home than as the one who imprisoned Hades, who tried to rebel against Zeus and the Olympian gods?"

      I smirked. "Clever. Let me ask you a question. What if I could deliver Hades to you in Olympus? Could you still defeat him?"

      "Without his wraiths? Certainly."

      "Athena needs an army of supernaturals. These wraiths, though, cannot be killed. They can only be freed. Correct?"

      "That is so."

      "Why does she need such a large army?"

      "Each wraith can only be commanded once. Each can do no more than attack one person or vampire or whatever."

      "What happens after they've been commanded once?"

      "Then they will be free."

      "What you're telling me is that Athena plans to free the wraiths by outnumbering them?"

      Svetlana shook her head. "No. She only needs to thin out his legion enough that I can get close enough to him to do what I do."

      I nodded. "That's helpful. You ready to join Athena?"

      "Ready as ever, but this isn't the best place. Too many people."

      "Good point. Let's go for a little walk."
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      I didn't know how to contact the Oracle again. I wasn't sure I could trust Clarence anymore. He'd deceived me too many times. Even Jessna was dismayed by his actions.

      Svetlana would be my messenger. The plan was simple. Athena didn't have enough time to build a big enough army to handle Hades' wraiths. She was depending on me. Working my way down Clarence's list would take too long. Hades could attack the underworld at any time. He probably would try sooner rather than later now that he knew I was a threat.

      Svetlana would stay in Olympus while Athena brought her army to the underworld. I'd go there too and rally the Reapers to defend my father's and Morty's rule. There were enough Reapers that, combined with the forces I'd already reaped and sent to Athena, we would have a chance. We just had to work together.

      I told Svetlana as much as we walked from the stadium to an overpass a couple of miles away. Sienna, Jessna, and my mom followed at a distance. They were still anxious, I suspected, about looking at Svetlana. Hell, I was too. I removed my goggles. I needed to give her a sign of trust. She kept her slithery companions hidden.

      Svetlana opened her arms and smiled as I summoned my scythe and reaped her soul. I had to trust she'd get the message to Athena. If Athena didn't bring the army she'd assembled to the underworld, I didn't know if we'd stand a chance. Hades believed his legion was sufficient to fend off the Reapers. He hadn't accounted for me until recently. He hadn't accounted for Athena's army of supernatural nasties, either.

      I'd be lying if I said I wasn't apprehensive. Everyone in Athena's army had been sent to her by me. Not just trolls and a few young vampires, but every vampire I'd ever reaped. That meant vampires like Vlad, Vincent, and even Katerina were part of her army. Could I trust that they'd fight for the underworld? Would they really heed Athena's commands? I didn't know. Nearly everyone in her army, Svetlana and the cultists aside, had been my enemy at some point.

      I was trusting the last people I should have ever trusted. Still, it wasn't like there were a lot of other options. I was trying to reap a god, after all. The very god who some people believed to be the devil. There weren't a lot of options available to take him down. Athena was the only god who wanted to help. The other Olympians were so blinded by their own splendor that they couldn't see how genuine Hades' threat was.

      "So, the VR headset wasn't necessary?" Jessna asked as Sienna drove us back to my apartment.

      "She doesn't want to hurt anyone. The gorgons aren't evil, or this one wasn't. She's powerful, but all she wants to do is go home. She thinks if she goes back and plays a role in stopping Hades, she'll be given a privileged place in Olympus."

      "There are other gorgons?" Sienna asked.

      "She said Medusa was her sister, but she has been dead a long time. She has one other sister. The point is that Svetlana is going to help us. If she can convince Athena to send the legion that's been gathered to help defend the underworld, we stand a chance. With the Reapers plus that army, I think we can thin out Hades' army enough that I can get to him and reap him. Once he shows up in Olympus, the gorgon will be waiting."

      "And a statue will be all that remains of Hades," Sienna finished.

      "Exactly."

      "Can I fight with you?" Jessna asked.

      "Sure," I said. "But I have to be honest with you. With both of you. Each wraith can attack once. Then it will flee. Hades can only command each wraith once. There's no telling what the wraiths might do to you."

      "I don't know about Clarence. My followers, the vampires you reaped at the church, will be part of her army. I am responsible. I won't let them fight and possibly die. They wouldn't be in this situation if I didn't deceive them."

      "You were deceived too," I reminded her.

      "But your desire to fight is noble," my mom added. "You are their sire, correct?"

      "I am," Jessna said.

      "Then you might be able to guide them and coordinate the attack."

      "Exactly." Jessna nodded. "It will give us an advantage against Hades that he will not anticipate."

      "You've been managing your new vampirism well," I said. "When all this is over, my dad might be able to get you a brooch like Sienna's. You could use that scholarship you were offered. You could resume your life."

      "It's true," Sienna agreed. "I'm still going to college."

      Jessna nodded. "I'd like that."

      We pulled up in front of my apartment building and left the car. We made our way upstairs. I unlocked the door to the apartment, and we went inside.

      "Welcome home, Zoey." My father gave us a nod of greeting, his face devoid of a smile. Cerberus was standing beside him.

      "Why are you here, Dad?"

      "Cerberus has been traversing the realms, monitoring Hades' activities. He's assembled his legion and boarded a ship across the River Styx."

      "He can sail the River Styx like Charon?"

      My father nodded. "He can. He will arrive in the underworld shortly."

      "Athena's troops should be en route. I have a plan, Dad. I think I can take him out. We're going to need the full force of the Reapers to fight off his wraiths."

      "Many will likely die if they engage the wraiths."

      "If we don't fight, Dad, everyone will die. All we need to do is lure the wraiths to attack. When we do, I'll have a narrow opportunity to reap him back to Olympus. A friend of mine is waiting there to deal with him."

      "A friend?" my dad asked.

      I grinned. "A gorgon. Her name is Svetlana. Perhaps you know her better as Stheno."

      "Stheno is your friend?"

      I shrugged. "Sort of. I mean, we just met, but we have a plan."

      My father shook his head. "Zoey, of the three gorgons, she's killed more men than the other two combined."

      "That was a long time ago. I reaped her and sent her to Olympus so she could get word to Athena to send her troops."

      "She cannot be trusted, Zoey. She is what you might call a sociopath. She kills, and she enjoys it."

      "Maybe she's changed. She said she wanted to go home. She believes that if she helps kill Hades, the gods will honor her."

      My father sighed. "If she can imprison one god, she could do the same to others."

      "Athena must trust her. She was on the list that Clarence gave us."

      Jessna shook her head. "That presumes Clarence is loyal to Athena. Perhaps he has been working with the gorgon all this time."

      "Why would he do that?"

      "I knew we couldn't trust him," my mom explained. "He was vile and conniving when I killed him the first time. I suspect he's aligned with the gorgon, with certain assurances."

      "What assurances?" I asked.

      My father folded his arms. "Once Hades is dead, someone will have to rule his domain."

      I shook my head. "This is all conjecture. We have to stick to the plan. If we find out Svetlana has the intentions you suggest, we'll cross that bridge. Either way, we have to stop Hades."

      "You still have those VR goggles?" Sienna asked.

      "I do. I'll bring them along. If we have to face the gorgon eventually, it might be the only way one of us can avoid becoming a statue."

      “Wait!” My mom approached Sienna. “You might need more blood when you get there.”

      “Do you have a vial or something?”

      My mom shook her head, pulled out a knife, and cut across her palm. “I’m not going to let you feed from me directly since I don’t want to risk getting turned, but this should work.”

      Sienna removed her brooch, stuffed it into a small bag, and put it in her pocket. She knelt on the floor and opened her mouth as my mom dripped blood into Sienna’s mouth.

      “What’s the bag you put that in?” I asked.

      “It’s lined with lead.” Sienna licked her lips as she stood. “It allows me to carry it without its effects getting passed onto me. I’d hate to have to remove it, then have someone steal the brooch while I’m in daywalker form.”
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      We entered the portal to the underworld and appeared in my father's office. Morty was seated at the desk.

      He stood as soon as we entered. "You couldn't have come soon enough. The Reapers are ready. They've been apprised of the coming threat and are assembled on Gehenna Boulevard."

      "Good work, son." My father patted Morty on the shoulder. "We must make haste. Hades will not delay once his ship reaches shore."

      I blushed as the Reapers chanted my name while I walked down Gehenna Boulevard. Sienna and Jessna followed behind on my left, Dad and Morty on my right.

      Everyone knew who I was, of course. When I’d left the underworld and gone to Earth, there had been nothing ceremonious about it. I’d left in secret, ashamed that I couldn't invoke a scythe.

      Later, I’d learned that my late ex-boyfriend had seeded the rumor mill with stories about my exceptional ability to reap supernaturals. It had made me even more of a celebrity than I already was. I didn't know how I felt about that. All I knew was that the Reapers I'd grown up with were ready to fight beside me for their home. More than that, they were fighting for humanity. No one on Earth would know. If Hades won this battle, though, everyone would learn when they universally ended up spending their eternities in perdition.

      I let Morty step up beside me as we paraded down the street, and the army of Reapers gathered behind me. They weren't carrying scythes. They couldn't in the underworld. Mine was the only one I knew of that could appear here. Common Reapers only had access to their scythes on Earth. They were carrying weapons like those we'd trained with at the academy: javelins and spears. They wouldn't do much to fend off a wraith. There wasn't much they could do other than draw the wraiths away from me so I'd get a clear shot at Hades. I just had to make sure none of the wraiths took me out before I got my shot.

      I looked at Morty. "Any sign of Athena's army? You'd see a bunch of vampires, a few werewolves, several trolls, and, you know, other things."

      "Other things?"

      I shrugged. "There should be a Minotaur in the bunch."

      Morty shook his head. "Haven't seen anything out of the ordinary."

      I took a deep breath. "Let's hope they show up in time. They might come on the River Styx like Hades."

      Cerberus tugged my pant leg. "Should I go to Olympus and let them know we're ready?"

      I nodded. "Couldn't hurt. Be careful, though. Don't look at the gorgon."

      Cerberus shivered. "Snakes. I hate snakes."

      "I feel you, buddy. Most of hers are attached to her head, as far as I know. Just don't look at her through anything but a reflection. If you can find Athena, let her know we need her army in the underworld. The Reapers will be joining her forces to stop Hades."

      Cerberus allowed his three heads to pop out of his body and nodded them all. "I'll be back."

      After Cerberus disappeared, I led the Reapers down the wide stairwell toward the River Styx. Charon wasn't ashore, but a cluster of bright red lights, presumably flames, sailed our direction in the distance.

      "That must be Hades’ ship," Sienna stated.

      "It is," Morty agreed. "It has to be. Charon's the only other one I've ever known to sail these waters."

      "At least it's a single ship," Jessna remarked.

      I shook my head. "His army of wraiths probably doesn't take up a lot of space."

      "That's true," my dad confirmed. "He can gather them in a much more concentrated location than he could a traditional army. Make no mistake, though. When he releases them, they can cover a vast distance very quickly."

      I sighed. "That's why we need the second army. We need to divide his attention. Hopefully, Cerberus will be successful. The only way I can think to do this is to hit him with a two-front assault. Athena's army will go at him on one side. Morty, you'll need to lead the Reapers the opposite way. I'll have to be fast. I'll sneak up alone from a direction he isn't focused on and reap him before he knows what hit him."

      Morty grunted. "Too bad you don't have any more of that powder or ash from Hades, Dad. The stuff you said could make you go invisible in the underworld."

      I sighed. "I didn’t think of that. If I had, I would have grabbed some when we were there."

      My dad shook his head. "It wouldn't have worked. If you’d brought it back with Cerberus, it would have lost its properties. The only way to get it here would be the same way I got it before."

      "From the Boatman?" I asked.

      My dad nodded. "He brought some here with its mystical properties still intact. There's one problem with that, though. Hades is the lord of the realm. He might be able to see you regardless."

      I sighed. "We're running out of time. Hades' ship draws nearer to our shores."

      Then, I felt a tug on my leg. It was Cerberus. He was only showing two of his heads this time. The Earth head and the hell head.

      "Cerberus! What's going on?"

      Cerberus sighed and spoke to me through his Earth head. "The gorgon. She's already gotten to Athena."

      I stared at Cerberus blankly. "She turned Athena to stone?"

      "I was afraid of that," my dad added.

      "More than that, I can't go back to Olympus, either."

      "Why?" I asked.

      Cerberus allowed his other head, his celestially oriented one, to emerge from his body. It appeared between the other two. It had been turned to stone.

      "Damn it, Cerberus. I told you not to look at her."

      "I tried not to. I didn't see her. She was hiding behind Athena. The statue of her, anyway. As I looked, the snakes popped out. Thankfully, it didn't affect my other two heads."

      I sighed. "So, we don't have Athena's army. We can't even go there."

      Jessna cleared her throat. "I can go there."

      "How would you do that?" I asked.

      "You'd have to reap me. Send my soul there. I can command the vampires from the church. I'm their sire. I can bring them here."

      "How are you going to get them here?"

      Jessna scratched her head. "Good point."

      "I have an idea," Sienna interjected. "The Boatman goes between all three realms, right? Hades, Olympus, and here?"

      "He can," my dad agreed.

      "How many souls from Olympus could he carry on that little boat?"

      "Thousands," my dad said. "A soul only assumes what appears to be a physical form when free in one of the three ethereal realms. He can bring them here as spirits. I don't know how you'd convince him to do it, though. I pay him a hundred bucks for every soul he ferries across the River Styx."

      "Easy." Sienna reached into her jacket and pulled out a bag of Sour Patch Kids. She tossed it to Jessna. "Bribe him with this."

      My dad sighed. "I hardly think he'll agree to ferry hundreds of vampiric souls to the underworld for a bag of candy. How much did that cost, anyway? A couple of bucks?"

      "He doesn't want money," I countered. "He only uses the money you give him to give to Dionysus, who brings him candy. He's a fiend. Charon can't resist sugary sweets."

      My father scratched his head. "You're certain?"

      I grinned. "He told us when he took us to Hades."

      Dad shook his head. "Unbelievable."

      "I'm ready, Zoey," Jessna said.

      "Are you sure? We talked about this. You could resume your life from before. We might be able to get you something like Sienna's brooch, and you could go to school. Maybe even have a family."

      My dad stepped in. "It would be possible. But if you are reaped, if Zoey sends you to Olympus, you won't be able to resume your human life."

      Jessna sighed. "I understand that. Those people wouldn't be in this situation if I hadn't fallen for Clarence's bullshit. If I hadn’t acted as his prophet. Don't get me wrong; I'd love to go back to my old life. It wouldn't be right to abandon all of them to do it, though. Their sacrifice would be for nothing. And if you don't stop Hades here, they'll all suffer in hell. So will everyone else. I have to do this."

      I nodded. "All right, Jessna. Just remember⁠—"

      "I know. Don't look at the gorgon."

      "I'd give you my goggles, but I don't think they'd make the trip."

      "I don't need to look at her. All I need to do is command the vampires I sired. I'll bring them to the River Styx, bribe the Boatman, and hopefully convince him to bring us here."

      "That might take too long," Morty protested. "Hades will be here very soon."

      "Not an issue," Sienna told him. "Once Charon is hopped up on sugar, he can row that boat so fast that it only took us a few seconds to make the trip from here to Hades."

      "This might work," my father agreed. "But you must hurry."

      Jessna sighed and spread her arms. I paused before summoning my scythe and hugged her. "Thank you for what you're doing."

      Jessna nodded. "It's the only way. It's the least I can do."

      I touched the sigil on my wrist. My scythe appeared in my hand to the sound of oohs and aahs from the Reapers who'd followed us to the shores of the River Styx. With a single swipe, I cut Jessna's soul out of her body.

      A shower of golden energy illuminated the cavern. Jessna was gone. Her body was a pile of ash at my feet.

      My father tilted his head. "Is that hellfire that courses through your scythe, Zoey?"

      I shrugged. "Maybe. It looks similar. Why?"

      My dad gestured at the pile of ash at my feet. "If it is, your friend might have just helped you in a way we couldn't anticipate. We don't know if it will work. Hades might see through it. But it just might."

      "Are you saying the ash her body turned into is like the ash in the soil at Hades?"

      "It's just a theory, Zoey, but it might work."

      "So, what do I do? Put her ashes on me like I did with that powder you gave me?"

      "That's so nasty!" Sienna said. "Dead-person ashes?"

      I chuckled. "If it saves our lives, I'll give it a shot."

      I grabbed a handful of what used to be Jessna and sprinkled it on my arm, then my shoulder.

      "It's working!" Sienna exclaimed.

      "It is? I can still see myself."

      "Right. And I can see myself on the astral plane, just as you can. Trust me; I can't see your arm. It looks freaky as shit."

      I chuckled. "All right. Here goes nothing.” I grabbed another handful of ash and spread it across my body.

      "Zoey?" Morty asked. "You here?"

      "I'm here!" I shouted.

      They couldn't hear me.

      "She's here," my father assured them. "We know her plan. Let's just hope Jessna is successful and returns with her vampires. They might be few compared to the army Athena intended to assemble, but it might be enough to give Zoey a short window of opportunity to get to Hades. Remember, our goal isn't to kill the wraiths. That can’t be done. All we have to do is fight off their attacks. We have to survive long enough for Zoey to take Hades down. Once she does, the wraiths will be free and leave us be."

      I smiled and nodded. "I know, Dad. I'll be fast. I have to be."

      He couldn't hear me. I said it for myself. I had to take Hades out fast. I didn't know what a wraith's assault would do to the vampire souls Jessna was bringing. These Reapers were very much alive in their own way. They'd suffer. They might even die. If all the Reapers died, we'd have a new problem, even if I managed to stop Hades.
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      Morty attempted to make an emotional pre-battle speech. All I heard him say was, "Ye can take our lives, but ye can never take our freedom!"

      It wasn't relevant. He stole it from Braveheart, but most of the Reapers cheered him.

      Meanwhile, Sienna and my dad were focusing on pragmatic issues. These Reapers weren't trained as soldiers. They had trained in the academy and were like individual dark-ops soul assailants. They were good at subterfuge, anti-resonance, and harvesting human souls.

      They were prepared to do battle with a god and his demonic wraiths, especially since these wraiths couldn't be defeated in a conventional way. All we could do was let them attack and assess the damage. Then the wraiths would be free from Hades' compulsions.

      Or I could free them by reaping Hades.

      Hades probably didn't want to kill all of the Reapers. Even if he took over the underworld and overthrew Morty and Dad, he'd need Reapers to gather souls and consolidate his power. He would try to eliminate my family. If he saw me, he'd try to kill me, too. I was his biggest threat. Morty and my dad stood in his way for otherworldly domination.

      The banks in the caverns through which the River Styx ran were broad. That said, if a battle took place there, it would be cramped. The wraiths didn't need space, though. We just needed the acreage, presuming Jessna arrived with her vampires, to try to separate the wraiths into two groups. I just needed a little room, now that I wasn't visible, to squeeze through without accidentally touching any of the wraiths. Then I’d invoke my scythe and send the god of hell to Olympus, which would be like his personal hell once the gorgon got her snakes on him.

      I didn't know much about Olympus. I knew it wasn't a mountain. The ancient Greeks had called it Olympus because that was where the gods had chosen to emerge when they came from their ethereal Olympus and appeared on Earth. Since a lot of people thought of it as a mountain, it struck me that combined with the gorgon's intrusion, if you went there now, you were likely to end up high and stoned.

      My chest tightened with nerves as I watched Hades' massive ship make its way to shore. Surely he knew we were there. He was a god, after all. I imagined the hellish giant had a grin on his face. He had known the Reapers would be there. He'd planned for that. What he hadn’t expected was that we'd have a second army joining us—hopefully.

      I spotted Charon's boat some distance down the shore from where Hades aimed to land. His boat was stopped.

      I pressed my lips together. He never just stopped and floated in the middle of the river. The current took him downstream from us, but he'd shoot back upstream to his original location. Who needed an engine when you had a sugar-powered gondolier?

      Charon was floating in mid-stream for one of two reasons. Either Jessna had succeeded and he was acting strategically, waiting for Hades to disembark so the vampire army could take him by surprise. Or he saw Hades' ship and was frightened to come ashore. When the devil showed up, it had a way of screwing up the best of plans.

      Our hopes hinged on whether the Boatman of the River Styx liked Sour Patch Kids. The world didn't hang by a thread at that moment. It hung by the delectability of sour gummies. Hopefully, he tried the red or blue ones first, not the yellows. Yellow candies are trash. It doesn't matter what kind of candy it is. I always eat around the yellows until they’re the only things left in the bottom of the bag.

      The eternal destiny of every human and the lives of every Reaper I knew was in the balance, and all I could think about was candy.

      If I sent Hades to Olympus, I'd be giving the gorgon just what she needed to take over. She was every bit as big a threat. If Hades succeeded and expanded his domain, everyone went to hell. If he went to Olympus and the gorgon turned him to stone along with all the other gods, that realm would be as bad as hell.

      The outcome of either of them prevailing was equally bad.

      One thing at a time. One bad guy at a time. I couldn't save the world from both threats at once. If I tried, I'd fumble the whole operation like a football player who drops a catch because he's too focused on what he’ll do after he grabs the ball.

      Hades’ body glistened in the light of the hellfire torches on his ship. The wraiths flew around him. I couldn't get a count. I had no way of knowing if we'd have the numbers to beat him since I didn't know how many there were.

      I hoped I'd forced Hades to act faster than he'd intended. I imagined he was hopeful of victory but not sure of it. Jessna's vampires numbered around two hundred. I had to believe they would be enough to tip the balance in our favor.

      Hades' ship was like a giant raft with massive pontoons on the bottom. It had large black sails to propel it across the river. It wasn't a fancy vessel, but it served its purpose. He’d probably built it for this very assault.

      The ship crashed ashore, and the pontoons grated across the gray sands of the underworld until the ship came to a halt.

      I glanced past the ship to see Charon's gondola start moving. It appeared he was rowing toward the underworld shore. That was a good thing. If he'd moved the other direction, I'd have lost hope that Jessna and her vampires were aboard.

      "Hades!" my father shouted, stepping out from his crowd of Reapers. "You have no business here."

      Hades left his ship. For a normal-sized person, it would have required a jump. For Hades, it was barely a step. "Azrael! How long has it been? Two centuries? Maybe three?"

      My father narrowed his eyes. "However long it's been, it hasn't been long enough."

      Hades laughed. "Come now, Azrael. Is that any way to greet a guest?"

      "I know why you're here, Hades. You'll never get away with it."

      A grin split Hades' face. "There's no reason to fight, Azrael. I've always had a great appreciation for your talents. I'm grateful for the many souls you've gathered who now belong to my domain. I had no choice but to come here. Your daughter invaded my domain."

      "She went there knowing you intended to conquer the underworld. She went there to stop you, Hades."

      Hades laughed. "I'm aware of her unique talents. Did you really believe she could defeat me? I'm a god, Azrael. The sooner you and yours accept that and cede to my demands, the less you will suffer. It is not my desire to cause suffering. I do not delight in it."

      "You and I both know that's not true. All you do in your domain is exact suffering on the souls who languish there."

      "I do my duty, Azrael, even as you have done yours all these years. Tell me, are we that different? No human wishes to die, but when you and your Reapers show up, they have no choice. None of the damned wish to suffer, but they made their choices. They suffer justly."

      My father narrowed his eyes. "I know you brought your wraiths with you. You've been gathering them for years. If your intentions here were noble, you'd have no need of such a force."

      "Call it leverage, Azrael. If you grant me control of your domain, I will see to it that your ascension is expedited."

      "My son will inherit my mantle, Hades. What we do is too important to be managed by one of the gods. We serve the collective will of all gods. We deliver souls to their determined eternal destination. We do not turn them over to one god who seeks to accumulate them to gain power."

      I glanced at the river. Charon was still driving in our direction, but he was taking his time. Hades hadn't attacked yet. Perhaps that was what he was waiting for. Or maybe he hoped, as all of us did, that Hades and my dad would manage to talk it out. It wasn't likely. Hades was too arrogant to compromise with anyone he deemed a lesser being.

      "I grow weary of your piety." Hades stared at my dad, rage in his eyes. Then he waved his hand. One of his many wraiths appeared and enveloped my dad's frame.

      I had half a mind to charge him straight away. With all the wraiths he still had aboard his ship, though, I could not get to him. I might be invisible on account of Jessna's ashes, but I remembered how in Hades, a bright light had blasted from my chest. If I got too close to the god, he'd see or at least sense me before I had a chance to slice him down.

      "You intend to kill me, Hades!" my dad screamed as the wraith squeezed his body.

      "I don't wish to kill you, Azrael. I simply think it's time you gave up whatever remains of your power. Youth these days. They're quite progressive. Perhaps your son will listen to reason."

      "Let him go!" Morty shouted. "I'll never turn over the underworld to you."

      Hades laughed. "Congratulations, Morty. As of this moment, you are the Grim Reaper. Your father’s powers are gone."

      Morty directed his scepter toward Hades. "Charge!" he screamed. The Reapers behind him ran toward the god. With a swipe of his hand, Hades directed hundreds of wraiths at them.

      Charon must've taken it as a signal. In a blur, his boat approached. His torch blazed as he made shore. He stepped out, touched the ground, and Jessna and two hundred vampires appeared. She'd done it!

      "Take him down!" Jessna commanded.

      The vampires rallied around her and charged Hades from the opposite side. Hades extended his other hand and sent a few wraiths at them. There were not enough to take them all out. He'd committed too many to the Reapers.

      That meant I had a chance. Sienna emerged from the crowd of Reapers and ran at Hades.

      Hades grinned. "Fool me once."

      The god of hell shot a single wraith at Sienna. It wrapped around her as it had my dad. She fought it, but even with her augmented strength, she couldn't break free.

      My feet hit the ground hard as I ran. Did he have any wraiths left? He'd kept one in reserve for Sienna before. Did he have another?

      I couldn't risk getting too close. As long as I maintained a distance, my scythe would remain a javelin. I could hurl it at him and pray the blade appeared in time to take him down. I'd done it before. It wouldn’t be easy since I couldn't risk Hades seeing me. At least now that most of his wraiths were occupied, I could get close enough.

      I pressed the sigil on my wrist. My staff appeared, still devoid of the blade, as I'd planned. I widened my legs and threw it hard. The sharp tip struck Hades in the chest. He grabbed it as if he would pull it out of his body, but my blade appeared. As he yanked it out, he reaped himself.

      I pressed the sigil on my wrist again to return the scythe to my hand, then approached Hades. When I got close, a bright light enveloped me. I had been right. Too close, and he could have seen me.

      I looked right and left. The wraiths floated above the crowds. They were not in Hades' control.

      "Gotcha." I smirked. "I'd say see you in hell, but, you know, I think you are going someplace else."

      Hades narrowed his eyes. "I'm counting on it."

      The god’s body exploded in a blast of golden light that was so bright, it threw all of us back.

      Sienna ran to me, extended her hand, and helped me up. "You did it!"

      I shook my head. "I did, but he didn't look shocked or upset when my scythe struck him. I told him where he'd be going. He said he was counting on it."

      Jessna approached with her crowd of vampires. "He's right. When I got to Olympus, it wasn't just Athena who had been turned to stone. Several of the other gods were as well. Clarence was there, too. He saw me and didn't even try to stop me. It was like they wanted me to leave. Clarence and the gorgon knew what I was doing."

      "Of course the gorgon did," I replied. "She knew I was going to try to reap Hades so she could turn him to stone."

      "She didn't tell you she intended to use her snakes on Athena or the other gods. And she didn't tell you Clarence was working with her rather than Athena."

      "If Clarence was in cahoots with the gorgon..."

      "I think the two of them were working with Hades."

      "So, he didn't want to take over the underworld?" Sienna asked.

      "He genuinely hoped to take over the underworld." My father’s legs shook beneath him as he stepped up next to me.

      "Dad!" I hugged him. "Is it true?"

      My dad nodded. "I have no more power. I am little more than a man."

      "You're still a Reaper, Dad. He can't change what you are."

      My dad nodded. "A man who goes impotent in old age is still a man, Zoey. I'm still a Reaper, but I am powerless to help. Hades did hope we'd give him control. He also knew that there was a chance he might not succeed if he attacked. He needed Reapers to accomplish his plan. The gorgon, I fear, was his backup plan from the start. Clarence must've been a double agent, working for Athena so he could deliver the contract that Hades wished."

      "The contract to reap the gorgon," I murmured.

      My father nodded. "She will be his most powerful weapon when he challenges the other gods."

      "Can she turn any of the gods to stone?"

      My father nodded. "Yes, but it will not last. They will break through. Any the gorgon turns to stone will return to their natural form if you remove her from the realm in which she resides. Still, if she can get some of the gods out of the way even for a little while, it will give Hades an advantage when he challenges Zeus."

      I clenched my fists. "Damn it. We had a good plan. It worked beautifully."

      "Your mistake was trusting the gorgon." My father shook his head. "I cannot blame you. Remember, Hades has been planning this day for your entire life. It's not surprising that he had a contingency plan. He might have yet another one."

      "We have to stop him. We can't let him take Zeus down."

      "I agree." Dad’s shoulders slumped.

      "I can't take you," Cerberus added, stepping out of the crowd of Reapers. "Right now, with only two heads, I can only move between the underworld and Hades or Earth."

      "Can you ride with us on the gondola?"

      Cerberus nodded. "I suppose I could."

      "What are you thinking?" my father asked.

      "Jessna, you can return to Olympus with the Boatman, right?"

      "He will gladly bring us back, provided we bring him more Sour Patch Kids. He said we could owe him, though, so we're good."

      I grinned. "I can handle that. Here's the thing. I don't know what my scythe will do in Olympus. I know it sends supernatural souls there, but if I use it in that realm, I can't say what will happen. I'm not going to send Hades anywhere if we don't know where he'll end up."

      Jessna sighed. "I suppose we don't have time to experiment and find out."

      I shook my head. "Even if I reaped you or any of your vampires there, they might disappear. We wouldn't know where we sent them. There's only one who might know, and unfortunately, Athena is currently a statue."

      "Be careful," my father warned. "Remember, with Athena out of the picture, there's no telling how those other creatures you reaped will behave when they see you."

      "That's a good point," Sienna agreed. "Katerina is there. So are all those other bloodsucking pricks we’ve dealt with."

      I sighed. "Along with Vlad and Vincent. Apart from Jessna's vampires, pretty much everyone and everything we'll find there has a vendetta against me."

      Jessna nodded. "That might be the case. We will do what we can to back you up. We're just a bunch of youngling vampires. I don't know how well we'll be able to stand against the ancient vampires you've reaped. We'll fight, though."

      "How are we going to take down Hades?" Sienna asked.

      I shrugged. "We'll send him back to hell. There has to be a way. Maybe if I reap him in Olympus, he’ll go to the bad place instead."

      “Maybe?” Sienna asked. “You’re hinging this on a maybe?”

      I took a deep breath. “We don’t have a lot of options. It’s the best idea I can come up with.”
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      Charon was waiting in his boat by the River Styx. He was popping Sour Patch Kids into his mouth one by one. "I see you were successful."

      "Yes and no," I replied. "Can you take us to Olympus?"

      Charon cocked his head. "We just came from there."

      "I fear Hades intends to use a gorgon to defeat the other gods."

      Charon narrowed his eyes. "Then I must ask that you provide me with a much larger bag of these children of the patch of sour. In fact, if you could one day take me to this patch that I might feast upon these children, I would be forever indebted to you."

      I grinned. "I don't know that doing that would be possible, but I can certainly get you more bags."

      "Bigger bags?"

      I nodded. "Bigger bags."

      Charon licked his front teeth. "For the time being, I'll have to settle for Pixie Stix." He reached into his cloak, pulled out a purple one, tore open the top, and emptied it into his mouth.

      "Ah, yes! To Olympus, you say?"

      "Yes. Jessna and the other vampires are with us, as are Sienna and Cerberus."

      "You've got the VR goggles, right?" Sienna asked.

      I nodded and grabbed a pouch I'd tied to the waistband of my pants. "They're in here."

      "Then we should be good to go."

      Charon grabbed the torch from his boat and held it over the land. "Come, all those spirits who would join us."

      Jessna and her vampire army approached. Each touched the flame on Charon's torch and disappeared, causing the flame to swell before the next one touched it. It was a fast process. Despite how many vampire spirits there were in Jessna's cult/army, it didn’t take more than ten minutes to incorporate them all into Charon's torch. When the last one entered the flame, Charon lowered his oar into the water and started to row. As before, he rowed so fast that the oar was a blur. This time, he took us farther upstream. He rowed just as vigorously as when he'd taken us to Hades, but the gondola didn't move as fast since the current fought us.

      "We might need a ride back to Earth," I remarked.

      "I cannot do that," Charon replied. "But I might be able to bring you back to the underworld."

      I grinned. "That's what I meant. Sorry, I should have been more precise. From the underworld, we can portal to Earth."

      Cerberus huffed. "Or I can take you to Earth. Only the two of you will be returning."

      I nodded. "That's true."

      "Either way," Charon said. "Return trip or not, I'm expecting my candies as soon as possible after you return to Earth."

      I grinned. "We'll try to take Cerberus back. If for some reason we can't, we'll hitch a ride with you."

      Charon nodded. "I'll make periodic passes by Olympus to make sure. Due to the conflict on the underworld shores, there's a backlog of souls that must be delivered to their respective resting places. Surely not all of them will be damned. I expect I'll be here several times an hour."

      Sienna shook her head. "You make that many trips every day?"

      Charon nodded. "A lot of people die, you know. By the latest count, there are more than six thousand deaths every hour. That's more than a hundred each minute and two per second."

      "That's a lot of trips." Sienna whistled.

      "I can take several hundred each trip, but you are correct. Even at full capacity, that's a lot of trips. Thus, I need candy."

      I chuckled. "We haven't forgotten, Charon. Thank you for the ride. I know you're a busy...man or whatever you are."

      Charon shrugged. "I am what I am."

      We reached the shores of Olympus. The place was as beautiful and pleasant as Hades was horrific. The beaches were white like those on the Florida Panhandle. I'd never been there, but I've seen pictures of the emerald coast. The sky was open and bright, but I saw no evidence of a sun or any other source of light. There wasn't a single cloud in the sky.

      I scanned the horizon as we touched the shore. I didn't see anyone nearby. No vampires. No gorgon. No gods. Not even any statues to suggest that Svetlana, aka Stheno, had been there recently. If she had been there, she hadn’t stoned anyone in the vicinity. I suppose saying she "stoned" people evoked a different way of killing people. For lack of a better term, though, "stoning" was the best term I could think of.

      Charon removed his torch from the boat and released Jessna and her army. They appeared on the shore beside us.

      Jessna looked around. "This isn't where we took off from."

      "Charon?" I turned, but his boat was already offshore.

      "I think he dropped us off somewhere else on Olympus," Jessna offered.

      "He did," Cerberus told us. "The River Styx surrounds this domain. He took us to the opposite side."

      I snorted. "Why would he do that?"

      "Perhaps to keep us safe," Sienna suggested. "Hades knows we'll be coming for him. They're probably waiting for us on the other shore. My guess is the gorgon is there too, ready to turn all of us."

      I nodded. "Remind me to grab Charon a few extra bags of candy. He might have saved our lives."

      "There's only one problem with this scenario," Cerberus continued.

      "What’s that?" I asked.

      "It's at least a day's walk to the other beach."

      I pointed at a mountain peak in the distance. "Is that Olympus?"

      "It is," Cerberus confirmed. "That is where the gods dwell."

      I nodded. "If Hades and the gorgon are waiting for us on the other beach, I'm pretty sure that's where they'll go. I believe Hades hopes to use the gorgon to defeat the other gods."

      "And since they're waiting for us to show up on the other beach," Sienna grinned, "we should have a head start."
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      While I didn't have a phone signal, the clock and most of the apps still worked. It took us six hours to reach the base of the mountain. When we did, we saw a large tent with red and white stripes, the kind that might be used for a circus. Upbeat music featuring stringed instruments and tambourines came from within.

      "What's growing in the field next to the tent?" I asked.

      "It looks like grapevines," Sienna replied.

      I furrowed my brow. "Let's see who is inside."

      I pulled open a flap on the side of the tent. Several females, all naked, were dancing. They had laurels in their hair. Their ears were slightly pointed. There was one man in the bunch. He had a long gray beard and swung a small canteen as he danced with the women.

      He saw me and smiled widely. He stumbled toward me.

      "Zoey!"

      I frowned. "You know me?"

      "Of course! I was in your realm recently."

      "For the audit?"

      "Yes! Yes! I'm sorry I missed you! Come, remove your clothing and dance with us!"

      "I think I'll keep everything on, thank you very much. I take it you're Dionysus?"

      "Of course I am! But if you’ve had a few, my Roman name is easier to say. Call me Bacchus if you like. I’ll respond to Dio…Diony… Blah. Too many syllababbles, and I’ve been drinking steadily for the last thousand years. And before that, I only took a day off. Call me anything you like. Just don’t call me sober! Come, let us drink together and be merry!"

      "We aren't here to be merry. Would you mind stepping outside for a moment?"

      Dionysus took a sip from his canteen. I suppose it was a wineskin. He nodded and followed me outside.

      "Oh, there are so many of you! Though right now, I probably see three of each of you! No cause for alarm! There's more than enough wine to go around!"

      Sienna and Jessna glanced at each other. "Do you not know what's happening?"

      "We're celebrating!" Dionysus exclaimed.

      "Celebrating what?"

      "Our existence! What is life if not a cause to celebrate?"

      "So, you pretty much party all the time?" Sienna asked.

      "Why wouldn't I?" Dionysus furrowed his brow. He looked at Cerberus. "A hellhound, or is that just the booze making me see double? No, not that. The two heads I see are different from each other. Why does he not have the proper head for this realm?"

      "It was turned to stone," Cerberus explained.

      "To st-stone, you say?"

      "That's why we're here. Hades invaded your realm. He's in the company of a gorgon and several other creatures."

      Dionysus wiped his nose with the shawl he had draped across his shoulders. That was all he was wearing. "Then you must all drink with me!"

      "I don't think you understand, sir. Hades is hoping to take down the other gods. He intends to challenge Zeus for power over this realm."

      Dionysus snorted. "You said he intends to use a gorgon to accomplish his goals, did you not?"

      "I did," I nodded.

      "Then that is why we must drink! It keeps the vision blurred. She cannot turn to stone those who cannot fix their eyes upon her! Come and imbibe the elixir of our salvation! Let us drink and confound the gorgon!"

      "If we're drunk, we will be at a disadvantage."

      "Not as much of a disadvantage as if you are turned to stone." Dionysus grinned as one of his legs splayed out from beneath his body. He quickly caught himself.

      "He has a point," Sienna pointed out.

      "What are you?" Dionysus asked, fixing his eyes on Sienna. Then he looked at Jessna. "And you? You are similar to her."

      "I'm a daywalker," Sienna explained.

      Dionysus narrowed his eyes. "I do not know this word."

      "We're like vampires," Jessna added. "Except we only gain our power as vampires under the sun. We're the inverse of most vampires. Our abilities are the opposite."

      "So, you enjoy garlic?" Dionysus asked. "I have much!"

      "Actually, we do!" Jessna told him. "It strengthens us when it might weaken a common vampire."

      “It does?” Sienna asked.

      Jessna grinned. “You need to get out in the sun a lot more.”

      Dionysus paced, losing his footing every third step or so. "But these others. They are not like you. They are common vampires."

      "They are," Jessna replied. "I turned them. My bite will not create vampires like me. Only Sienna's bite can do that. She is the original daughter of First Light."

      Sienna raised her hand. "That's me. I'm Sienna."

      "Curious. Well, be that as it may, you must drink with us. No matter your peculiar nature, you are as susceptible to the gorgon as the rest of us if you do not indulge! Come, come! The wine I make, while fresh from the vine, has the flavor of a vintage aged for more than a century."

      I scratched my head. “That’s an interesting talent. Not particularly useful, but I can see why it might make you popular.”

      “Yes, yes! These days, I am the patron deity of frat boys everywhere!”

      I nodded out of courtesy, then turned toward the steep hill that led up the mountain. "We must climb the mountain and warn the other gods before Hades and the gorgon reach them."

      Dionysus shook his head. "What good will your warning do? No matter, they won't remain as stone forever. The gorgon's curse can only affect a god for a short time."

      "How short a time?" Sienna asked.

      "A few hours. After the gorgon infects us, she cannot do so again for a whole Olympian cycle."

      "How long is that cycle?"

      "Roughly three Earth months. We are in no danger. Hades can only do a little damage in a few hours. When the gorgon's curse fades, the others will expel him."

      I shook my head. "A lot can be done to you when you're turned to stone for three hours."

      Dionysus shrugged. "Perhaps. That is why we must drink!"

      "We can stop him from hurting the other gods?"

      "We can avoid him doing to us what he will do to the others!"

      I snorted. "Say he figures out how to imprison the other gods. Do you really think that in your condition, you can fend off Hades and free the rest before he takes control of Olympus?"

      Dionysus took a big gulp from his flask. "All right. I see your point. But if all of us, if all of you, are at my side, surely we can fend him off together. Provided we are all merry and drunk when the gorgon arrives!"

      "You're not thinking straight!" I shouted. "You're wasted!"

      Dionysus laughed. "I'm always this way. I think as clearly now as I ever do!"

      "Which apparently isn't all that clearly," I shot back. "No offense. Hades has been planning this for decades. We need to have our wits about us to stand a chance."

      "How much do we have to drink before we're intoxicated enough to thwart the gorgon's curse?" Sienna asked.

      I sighed. "You aren't actually considering this, are you?"

      "Not much," Dionysus replied. "Just enough that you cannot see clearly. If the serpents she has for hair appear as one mass and you can't focus to see what they are, you have drunk enough."

      "It's not a bad idea," Sienna stated. "You have your goggles, Zoey. You don't have to drink. But if we can't even look at the gorgon, how much help will we be? We might not be able to fight as well as we might otherwise if we're a little tipsy, but we'll be able to fight better than we would if we couldn't look at the gorgon."

      "See?" Dionysus exclaimed. "She sees the truth! The fruit of the vine will save us all!"

      "What about all those topless girls you have dancing around inside?"

      "My nymphs! Yes! They can help, too! They are lovers rather than fighters. Trust me, I know! But if Hades takes over and makes our realm like his own, there will be no more grapes. That would mean no more wine! We have reason to fight! I'm sure my nymphs will agree!"

      "Could you ask them to put on some clothes before they go into battle?" I requested.

      "Clothes? What need have they for clothes? This is Olympus! Here, we celebrate the beauty of the nude form."

      I snorted. "Well, you won't be celebrating mine. I also won't be drinking. You all do you. I'm going ahead."

      "I don't think that's a good idea," Sienna warned. "Remember, he has a whole host of supernaturals fighting for him who would like nothing more than to get revenge on you. Besides, we don't know what your scythe will do here. For all we know, it will send them right back here. In other words, it might have no effect."

      "That is not true," a female voice said. I turned. A woman stood there. This one was fully clothed in white robes. Her hair was long and golden-blonde.

      "Athena!" Dionysus said. "Have you come to finally take me up on my proposition?"

      "I'm not here to sleep with you, Dionysus."

      "I don't understand," Jessna murmured. "I saw you turned to stone."

      Athena grinned. "I anticipated this, so I took precautions to ensure that the curse would have an even more limited effect on me than the other gods."

      "Athena." I bowed my head. "It's an honor. I'm told you're the one who gave me my gift."

      "Indeed, Zoey. Your scythe will work here. I fear, however, that it will not do what you hope."

      "Why?" I asked.

      "Any whom you reap here will be sent to Earth."

      I snorted. "So, if I strike Katerina, the vampire..."

      "She'd return to your world, as would the rest. Even if you struck Hades, he'd enter your realm. That would be disastrous for the people of Earth."

      "What about Clarence?" Jessna asked.

      "He betrayed me by tricking you into sending the gorgon here. He is aligned with Hades."

      I shook my head. "That's what I suspected."

      "I am not fully immune to the gorgon. However, if I were to do battle with Hades, my chances of prevailing alone would be slim. I do require your aid, Dionysus."

      Dionysus took another gulp from his wineskin. "What's in it for me, beautiful?"

      "How about your survival? The preservation of this realm?"

      Dionysus shrugged. "Yeah, those things would be nice. I'd like something more."

      "I'm still not sleeping with you, Dionysus," Athena cautioned.

      "Could I trouble you for one kiss?"

      Athena sighed. "Very well. Help us rid our realm of Hades and send him back to his domain, and I will give you one kiss. But I insist you gnaw on a leaf of mint first. "

      "Good enough for me!" Dionysus exclaimed. "First, though, we need to drink! Imbibe! Imbibe! Imbibe! Gosh, I love saying that word. It’s so fun, isn’t it? Imbibe!"
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      I followed Athena up the mountain. Everyone else was drinking wine with Dionysus. He promised they wouldn't be far behind. Cerberus followed Athena and me.

      "No wine for you?" I asked.

      Cerberus shook both his remaining heads. "The way I see it, I have a head to spare. Besides, you don't want to see me drunk."

      "You’re a lightweight?" I asked.

      "No," Cerberus shook his Earth head. "But I'd make an ass of myself. It also might affect my other abilities."

      Athena smiled and looked at me. "You have grown up."

      I snorted. "Excuse me?"

      "It seems like just yesterday that you were born, and I invested you with the seeds of my essence that would make you what you are today."

      "The seeds of your essence?"

      "The Reapers were made by the gods," Athena explained. "Many of us played a role. All I did was alter the gift that was yours by birthright. I knew it was only a matter of time before you would be needed to help stop Hades."

      I sighed. "Much good that did. Most of the creatures who are fighting alongside Hades are here because I sent them."

      "All things have a purpose, Zoey. Not all things are clear at any moment."

      "What was the purpose?" I asked. "Why did I need to send all these vampires here? It doesn't make sense. It seems like it all is working counter to your plan."

      "I don't know. Hades would have succeeded in the underworld had it not been for you. In that case, I would have been powerless to stop him. You could not have succeeded there if you didn't have your friends, the ones you call daywalkers, and all the vampires who are fighting alongside you. They will fight here again, and we will prevail."

      I shook my head. "If I can't use my scythe without sending them to Earth, how much help will I be?"

      "Right now, Hades believes you are his greatest threat. He does not yet know I've awakened. He suspects that if you were to strike him again, you'd send him back to his domain, only now, he'd have no wraiths. He spent years gathering those he commanded. To draw a single wraith from the ether is difficult, even for a god. If he thinks you would send him back to Hades, your presence could very well affect his actions."

      "I don't understand. You're saying that I’m a diversion?"

      Athena nodded. "Precisely. But do not think that diminishes your importance. It will help me anticipate his actions."

      "You can send him back to hell?"

      "There is an effective means for that at our disposal."

      I scratched my head. "I'm not in the mood for riddles right now. Can't you just tell me the plan?"

      "The plan is to defeat Hades and the gorgon and preserve Olympus."

      "That's the goal. That's not the plan. The plan is how you hope to accomplish that goal."

      "I have many plans, Zoey. All of them are contingent on the actions Hades takes. We do not have the time to go over them. Suffice it to say, I believe I've anticipated any move he might make. Keep your ears open. I will tell you what to do when the circumstances demand it."

      "I would like to know more. I don’t follow anyone, not even a god, on blind faith."

      "Of course you don’t, and I suppose I cannot blame you if you do not trust me. After all, your trust has been betrayed more than once as Hades' plans have unfolded."

      "You'll tell me the plan?" I asked.

      Athena sighed. She opened her mouth, but the ground beneath us started to shake. We weren't even halfway up Mount Olympus.

      "What is happening?" I asked.

      Athena placed her hand on the ground. When she did, a loud bang echoed in the sky. A fountain of lava blasted out of the top of Mount Olympus.

      "What is happening? I didn't think this mountain was volcanic."

      Athena sighed. "It wasn't. Hades has made it so. He is attempting to transform this realm into one identical to his own."

      "That must mean he's gotten to the other gods."

      "They have likely been turned by the gorgon."

      I scratched my head. "You said you had a plan for every contingency you could imagine. What's the plan for this?"

      Athena shook her head. "This I did not anticipate."
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      "You have a device to protect you from the gorgon?" Athena asked.

      "I do."

      "Good. New plan. You have to take her out."

      "With my scythe?" I raised one eyebrow.

      "It's the only way. As long as the other gods are stone, there is nothing I can do to stop this eruption. We will need all of us to do it."

      "But it will send the gorgon to Earth if I reap her."

      Athena nodded. "She has been on Earth for centuries, Zoey. She's been wise enough to refrain from using her ability during most of her existence. We must hope she will persist in that attitude when she's sent back."

      "What about Hades?"

      "The first priority is to stop what he's trying to do. That means we have to focus on the gorgon. After that, we'll have to hunt Hades down. Ares should be able to overpower him. If he's subdued, Poseidon might be able to send him back across the River Styx to his own domain and create a current that will prevent him from leaving again."

      "Do you know where we can find them?"

      Athena nodded and directed her eyes toward the top of the mountain. A black cloud billowed above it. After the initial burst—thankfully, none of the lava struck our position— the molten rock was flowing steadily out of the top of the mountain. "He is melting the rock deep within Olympus. This is what he can do. He must be at the apex of the mountain. I suspect that if he is there, so is the gorgon."

      I sighed. "And probably all the vampires and everything else I reaped and sent here."

      Athena nodded. "Let us hope Dionysus and your friends haven't overindulged and are close behind us. Getting to the gorgon will be a challenge otherwise."

      "You're the goddess of war, are you not?"

      "Among other things," Athena agreed. "I can fight. However, I cannot stand against Hades and his army. We need Dionysus and your friends. I will try to distract Hades. To do what he's doing, he has to send a constant channel of his power into the core of the mountain. When the lava flow stops, it will be the best chance you'll have to get to the gorgon."

      "What should I do?" Cerberus asked.

      "Whatever you can," Athena replied. "You can either help me with Hades, or you can fight the rest of the army."

      Cerberus snorted. "Got it. I'll just try to avoid looking at the gorgon. She got me once. I can only afford to make that mistake once more, and I'll be done for."

      "You might want to put one of your heads away," I said. "Keep it safe in case you need it."

      "Good thinking," Cerberus said as his hellish head shrank and retreated into his body.

      Athena placed her hands on the sides of her head and closed her eyes.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Communicating. Dionysus and your friends are on their way. They aren’t far behind us. Let us move. Once we draw near the summit, we will wait for them to catch up."

      We continued hiking up the mountain. The temperature rose as we got closer to where the lava flow originated.

      "Stop here." Athena pointed ahead, then grabbed my hand and pulled me behind a rock. "You recognize that vampire?"

      I sighed. "Unfortunately. It's Katerina. I hoped I'd never have to see that bitch again."

      Athena chucked. "I don't blame you. Still, I suspect the others are nearby. We need to let Dionysus and your friends catch up. They're only a minute behind."

      "How do you know that?"

      "Like I said, I was communicating with him."

      "How does that work?"

      "Hades will not hear us if that's what you're worried about. All the gods can speak to one another across vast distances as long as we are within the same realm. We must intentionally reach out to the one we want to talk to. Hades thinks I'm still stone, so I wouldn't dare try to reach out to him right now. I don’t think I'd be able to talk him out of doing this anyway."

      I saw Dionysus, Sienna, and Jessna hiking up the trail behind us a moment later. Jessna's two hundred vampires and Dionysus' naked nymphs weren't far behind.

      Katerina saw them, too.

      "Zoey Grimm. I know you're here somewhere."

      I snorted. "Damn it."

      "Let the army deal with her," Athena suggested. "Remember, your goal is to get past her and the rest of them and take down the gorgon."

      I nodded and stepped out from behind the stone. "Well, I'd like to say it's nice to see you, but that would be a lie."

      Katerina laughed. "I'm sorry to hear that."

      "Stand down, Katerina." Sienna and Jessna stepped up beside me. "We have you outnumbered."

      "Do you?" Katerina asked. "If memory serves me, I was one of the vampires who first bit your friend, the daywalker. The other vampire, my sire, is nearby as well."

      I gulped. I hadn't thought of that. "You can't control her!"

      "I can! And she can control the others, can she not? She sired the other daywalker, who in turn sired your army. With a single word, I can claim nearly all of them. Except, of course, the drunk god and his harlots."

      "Zoey!" Athena screamed. "You have no choice. You have to take her out!"

      Katerina smiled. "You don't have a choice, do you?"

      I screamed, touched the sigil on my wrist, and charged Katerina with my scythe ablaze in my hand.

      "See you back on Earth," Katerina called.

      I winced as I sliced through her. Her body dissipated in an explosion of green energy.

      "Damn it!" I screamed. "Now I have to find her sire. He could do the same thing."

      "I know this is disappointing," Athena cautioned. "But you defeated these vampires on Earth. You can do it again. Right now, the preservation of this realm is of greater importance."

      "Sienna! Jessna!" I shouted. "There's one more vampire in the group who might be a threat. I have to find him and take him out before you attack."

      "Clarence too!" Jessna shouted. "He bit me, too, remember."

      "I'm also your sire," Sienna said. "If we can't get him, hopefully, you'll still listen to me over him."

      Jessna sighed. "I'll try. You are right; your influence is stronger. If you're telling me opposite things, if I have any vote, I will side with you."

      "I hope so," Sienna said.

      "I'm going to trust that's the case. If I have to go after all these vampires before I can get to the gorgon, we might not be able to awaken the other gods fast enough to stop Hades from transforming this place into a second hell."

      "Do vampires still crave blood here?" Dionysus asked.

      "We do," Jessna confirmed.

      Dionysus grinned. "I think my nymphs would be quite enticing to them. If we can lure the vampire you're concerned about away, will that buy you enough time?"

      "I think so. I just have to get rid of the gorgon. Then the other gods will be free to fight."

      Dionysus hiccupped. "Consider it done, milady." He raised his hand and snapped his fingers. His nymphs gathered around him, and he led them forward. Nosferatu, Katerina's sire, was there somewhere. He'd been reaped before most of the others. If any of the vampires here were craving blood, it was him.

      I didn't see Nosferatu. I had to trust that Dionysus' plan worked. It probably wouldn't for long. A vampire could sate his cravings quickly.

      I put on my goggles. As Dionysus led some of the vampires from the group away, Sienna and Jessna left with the other vampires to take on the trolls, the Minotaur, and the other non-vampiric entities I'd managed to reap in recent months.

      I found the gorgon standing beside Hades. He had his fist planted in the ground, and red energy blasted out of his body.

      Athena charged him. Cerberus was behind me.

      Athena delivered a swift kick to Hades’ head. It was enough to send him back and force him to stop channeling fire into the ground. She dove after him. I still had my scythe in hand, so I went after the gorgon. Before I could get to her, she tried to stare down Jessna and Sienna. They were too drunk.

      The gorgon turned. I pivoted and turned to run past, but Cerberus was between us. The next moment, Cerberus' Earth head—the one I knew the best—was stone.

      I screamed. "Damn you, Svetlana!"

      The gorgon laughed. A blast of lava flew past me. Athena was within it. I turned. Hades had struck her with the power he'd been using to transform Olympus. Athena tumbled down the mountainside.

      I took off after the gorgon and a blast of his power struck me in the back. It was hot as hell itself. As I flew past the gorgon, I swiped down at her and caught her with the tip of my scythe.

      Another shower of green energy and she was gone. I'd sent her back to Earth. I had a feeling I'd regret that someday, but that feeling didn't linger when Hades’ lava sent me flying into a tree. At least I didn't leave the mountain. I struggled to my feet, although my back burned. It felt like my skin was boiling beneath my leather top.

      A second later, lightning bolts struck the ground around us.

      "Zeus!" Dionysus shouted from a distance. "He's awake!"

      "You’re too late!" Hades shouted into the sky. "I've almost melted the core of the mountain. You cannot undo it once it's complete!"

      I sprang to my feet. I didn't want to send Hades to Earth. Hell on Earth was the last thing I wanted, but I didn't know what else to do.

      The next thing I knew, Cerberus ran past me. This time, his hellish head was in charge. I supposed his other heads had returned since the gorgon was gone. Why his hellish head, then?

      The answer came quickly. Cerberus expanded his body until he towered over Hades, then opened his jaws and swallowed the god whole.

      Then he belched. Flames blasted out of his mouth.

      "Holy crap!" I laughed. "You just ate a god!"

      "Spicy!" Cerberus growled.

      "And since you ate him with that head, does that mean⁠—"

      "When I begin to digest him, he'll awaken in hell."

      "Bloody brilliant!" Dionysus declared.

      Hades was gone. Lightning was still crashing down around us.

      "Doesn't he realize we got rid of Hades?" I asked.

      "Come on," Dionysus said. "We need to get you out of here. You might have taken down Hades, but Zeus isn't one to show gratitude, especially to mortals or supernaturals."

      "Cerberus, can you take us back to Earth?"

      "I cannot cross dimensions until I've digested Hades and he's back where he belongs."

      "Then we need to get back to the Boatman. Everyone, follow me!"
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      We made it to the shore of the River Styx. Charon wasn't there. As many souls as he had to ferry into the afterlife, it was probably a matter of time. He could have dropped them off on the other beach, on the other side of Olympus, but he knew to meet us back here. I presumed he'd row this way eventually.

      If he didn't, we'd be waiting a while, and Zeus still didn't seem too thrilled about our intrusion into his realm.

      Lightning continued crashing down around the mountain after we left.

      "You'd think he'd be grateful that we just saved his ass."

      Athena grinned. "He might see it that way in a century or two. Right now, he's embarrassed and butt-hurt by Hades' betrayal."

      "He seriously didn't see this coming? You told him."

      Athena nodded. "He is my father. He's always been a stubborn bloke. He also has a temper."

      I shook my head. "Not a great personality trait for a god who throws lightning bolts like Mardi Gras beads. He should see a therapist about that."

      Athena smiled. "The creatures you sent here are native to this realm. As a Reaper, you are, too. Nonetheless, it has been some time since Olympus has been populated by the likes of trolls and vampires. Zeus will have to adjust."

      Dionysus stumbled down the hill. His harem of nymphs surrounded him, helping steady him as he walked toward us.

      Sienna had her hand to her head. "I'm going to have such a headache in the morning."

      "There's a cure for that!" Dionysus tripped over his own feet as he made his way toward us. "More wine!"

      Sienna shook her head. "No, thank you."

      Dionysus looked at Athena and closed his eyes. "Pay up."

      "Excuse me?"

      "You promised me a kiss if I helped."

      "I also said you'd have to chew a mint leaf first."

      Dionysus opened his mouth and extended his tongue, and several green leaves fell out of his mouth. Some of them stuck to his chest. "Done."

      Athena sighed. "Fine. Close your eyes again."

      Dionysus closed his eyes.

      Athena bent over and picked up Cerberus. She held the hellhound to Dionysus' face. Cerberus licked the god of wine’s mouth.

      Dionysus buckled over, gagging. "Ugh! I didn't agree to kiss the dog. His breath smells like hell!"

      Cerberus huffed. "Like Hades, actually."

      Athena smiled. "I agreed to give you a kiss. I didn't say it was my lips that would provide it!"

      Dionysus rubbed his forehead. "Damn words! I have to be better with my words!"

      "Lay off the wine for a day or so," I suggested. "Words are easier when you're sober."

      Dionysus tilted his head and pinched his chin in thought. "Nope! Screw words. Give me more wine!"

      Athena chuckled and shook her head. I looked at Jessna and the vampires who'd previously been a part of Clarence's cult and sighed.

      "You can help them, you know."

      I tilted my head. "What can I do?"

      "You can reap them back to Earth."

      I grinned. "I don't know why I didn't think of that."

      "We might need their help against Katerina. I don't understand why she was able to compel me like that."

      I shook my head. "She's your sire. Well, she's one of them."

      Sienna sighed. "But I was the one who turned her into a daywalker before you reaped her."

      Athena raised her hand. "You can command her when the sun is in the sky. You will have more power over her on Earth than here."

      Sienna's eyes widened as if a light bulb had just turned on in her head. "Of course! That makes sense."

      "We'll take her out again," I assured her.

      "I'll be waiting for her when you do," Athena stated.

      Jessna turned from her group and stepped up beside us. "What about Clarence? What is going to happen to him?"

      "He betrayed me," Athena replied. "I'll likely ask Poseidon to float him across the river. He can join Hades after Cerberus defecates him into his realm."

      "It doesn't work that way," Cerberus countered. "He'll revive there during the digestion process, though I can't say I'm looking forward to my next dookie. Spicy on the way in. Spicy on the way out."

      "All your heads back to normal now?"

      Cerberus allowed his Olympian head to emerge. "We are well," his heads said in concert. Then his earthly and Olympian heads retracted into his body. His hellish head looked at me. "I must remain in control until Hades is dealt with."

      "You can do that? I thought that the head of whatever realm you were in became alpha."

      "My other heads have voted me temporary control to deal with this matter."

      "But you can't come back with us? Not even on the boat?"

      Cerberus shook his head. "I cannot. I'll come back soon. Give me a few days. Gods are notoriously difficult to digest."

      I chuckled. "I bet they are."

      Athena narrowed her eyes. "I'm going to pretend I didn't hear that."

      I turned to Jessna. "So, do you think your scholarship is still available?"

      Jessna shrugged. "I don't know. I mean, maybe, but I made my choice when I asked you to reap me."

      "I can reap you again, Jessna."

      Jessna cocked her head. "It would return me to Earth?"

      I nodded. "It would."

      "You could do that for all of us?"

      "I believe so."

      Jessna bit her lip. "Would I be human again, or would I still..."

      "You would remain what you are," Athena interjected. "But I can sense within you a great deal of control. You will not have the same limits as other vampires."

      Jessna sighed. "I don’t know. Zoey, can your dad get me a brooch like the one Sienna has?"

      "I can ask."

      "No need for that," Athena said. "I will give you what you require."

      "I'll be able to live a normal life?" Jessna asked.

      "Mostly," Sienna said. "Even with the brooch, you still have access to your abilities. You can go invisible, too, which is pretty damn cool."

      Jessna grinned. "I can see how that might come in useful."

      Athena asked, "What form would you like your device to take? I can make you a brooch like the one Sienna wears or something else."

      "Could it be a ring?" Jessna asked.

      Athena bowed her head. "Allow me to see your hand."

      Jessna extended her right hand. Athena clasped it. A bright light formed in the goddess's grip. When she released it, a golden band was on Jessna’s right ring finger.

      Jessna's eyes lightened a few shades, and she gasped. "Oh, my. I can feel the change! Thank you!"

      "Your spirit must still be reconstituted and recalibrated to Earth before you can return. Zoey will do that for you. Know that you may turn the ring a hundred and eighty degrees to activate its enchantments. As long as you wear it, you will remain human. If you turn it, you will come here."

      "She won't go to the astral plane?" I asked.

      "The brooch Sienna wears was fashioned by your father," Athena said. "It serves the purpose of the Reapers. This way, Jessna, you can reach me should the need arise."

      "Thank you!" Jessna exclaimed. Then she sighed. "What about them? The other vampires?"

      "There is little we can do for them," Athena said. "Still, you are their sire. You can help them a great deal if they require guidance."

      Jessna sighed. "They all live in Kansas City. I don't know if I can go to school on the West Coast."

      I grinned. "You don't need to babysit your progeny forever. I'll keep an eye on them. You can come back any time. You deserve to live your life."

      Jessna shook her head. "So do they."

      "Then give them a choice," Athena said. "They can stay here with me, or they can return. I realize it is not the same as giving them back the lives they lost, but you can offer them the option. And please realize, just because they are vampires, it does not mean they must be evil or succumb to their lust for blood. Apart from the daylight problem, they can live productive lives."

      Sienna sighed. "What if I bit them?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "All of them?"

      "It will not affect them here," Athena said. "But if you wish to give them your gift, I can give Jessna more rings."

      "We can save them?" Jessna asked.

      I smiled. "It seems we can."

      "They'll all be your progeny and mine." Jessna nodded at Sienna.

      Sienna nodded. "I'm pretty new at this, too."

      Jessna sighed. "We all are."

      "But I can help them as much as you can. Go to school. Pursue your dreams. That's what I'm doing."

      "Let me talk to them. I'm sure they'll all be thrilled and eager to return. Thank you."

      I glanced at the River Styx and saw Charon's boat approaching. "We have to leave soon, so they'll have to make their decisions fast. Charon is a busy fellow. He won't wait around."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      It didn't take long for Jessna to convince the rest of the vampires to take her up on the offer. Sienna agreed to meet them at the church to complete their transformation into daywalkers after we got back.

      I wasn't inclined to reap myself back to Earth. I wasn't even sure that would work. Athena didn't think it would. Sienna was inclined to go with me. Don’t get me wrong. My scythe could save the vampires who wished to return to Earth, but getting your soul sliced out of you isn't the preferred way to travel if you have other alternatives.

      Jessna and the vampires gathered around me. I invoked my scythe, and they took turns diving into the path of my blade as I spun it. The green energy that blasted around us made it look like a light show in honor of St. Patrick.

      Athena nodded. "It is done."

      "They will have bodies again?"

      "Flesh and blood," Athena confirmed.

      "Where will they return to?" I asked.

      "Since they are supernaturals, they will be revived in the place where they were turned."

      "They'll be at the church," Sienna said.

      "No clue where Katerina is. She's been a vampire for a long time."

      "We'll find her," Sienna told me. "Since I’m her sire, it shouldn't be hard. I believe if she's close, I'll be able to influence her."

      "Do not place too much confidence in that," Athena warned. "There are ways that the bond between a vampire and their sire can be weakened or strained."

      "What ways?"

      Athena shrugged. "Spells, mostly. A vampire as old as Katerina will likely know the rituals to do so, but they will not be painless or easy to complete. The time you have to find her while she can still be controlled may be short."

      "Can I use the same process to break her hold on me?" Sienna asked.

      "You could," Athena agreed. "But despite my divinity, I know nothing about how it is done. Josephine might know more."

      I grinned. "We'll ask my mom when we get back."

      "Hey!" Charon shouted from the shore. "We getting out of here or what?"

      "Thank you, Athena, for everything. Not just helping us defeat Hades. For my gift, too."

      Athena nodded. "I have more use for you. Nonetheless, I must thank you, Zoey. You've lived with a burden that you did not understand. I hope you do, indeed, embrace your ability as a gift."

      "I do. Good luck with Zeus, by the way."

      Athena shook her head. "Taming Dionysus might be easier. Nonetheless, I'd much rather deal with my father's temper tantrums than Hades. At least we know he will soon be back where he belongs and things will return to normal. As normal as they usually are, at least."

      I took one last look at Olympus. It was a marvelous place. Would I ever see it again? Hopefully not for a long time.

      I boarded Charon's boat. Sienna hopped aboard behind me. "See you soon, Cerberus."

      Cerberus nodded. "Don't wait up for me. This might take a few days."

      Dionysus ran toward the gondola. "Charon, good buddy!"

      Charon reached into his cloak and handed Dionysus a stack of hundred-dollar bills.

      Dionysus smiled. "I have your Gummi Bears ready."

      Charon nodded. "I will wait."

      I tilted my head. "How does Dionysus get Gummi Bears?"

      "We gods can go to Earth," Athena explained. "We just choose not to most of the time. Given Dionysus' proclivities, he mostly goes to party. Charon's money pays for his booze and the parties he throws on Earth. He uses the rest to buy candy for the Boatman."

      "It's an arrangement that's worked for me for some time!" Charon said. "But that does not mean I do not still expect you to feed me more of those children I requested."

      I chuckled as I watched Athena's jaw drop. "I'll bring you some Sour Patch Kids. Don't worry."

      Athena shook her head. "Good luck, Zoey. You know where to find me."

      I nodded. "I do."

      Charon popped several Gummi Bears into his mouth. "To the underworld, I presume?"

      I nodded. "Yes. Thank you, Charon. I don't think we'll be requesting any more trips to Hades."

      "Not many do!" Charon exclaimed. "Come, I have souls to deliver to the afterlife. I cannot afford to linger."
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      My dad insisted Sienna join him for a round of bingo at the Satyrs’ Lodge before we returned home. Bingo wasn't my thing. I felt bad for him. He'd just lost his powers, after all. We didn't know when he'd ascend, if ever, given all that had happened, so the least I could do was join him for one round of bingo.

      The prize if you won? A brand-new coffee pot. Oh, joy. As a former barista, albeit not a very good one, I was a coffee snob. I didn't drink the stuff much. When I did, I needed the perfect brew. I doubted the cheap coffee maker they were offering would satisfy. Besides, even if I won, I wouldn't keep it. Kitchen appliances are much harder to come by in the underworld. Someone had to import the thing from Earth. It would be silly for me to take it back with me. If I won it, I'd give it to Morty. Sienna would do the same. She was a much better barista than I was. She was also twice the coffee connoisseur. She'd never drink anything name-brand.

      It didn't matter. We weren’t going to win the prize. I just didn't have the heart to tell my dad no. Given the way he'd lived his life for years, settling into retirement couldn't be easy. It would be an adjustment. I imagined he'd go stir-crazy sooner rather than later. At least he had the Satyrs.

      He was waiting for us when we reached the shore of the underworld. He listened with more attention than he'd ever given me in my twenty years of living with him. I could see him beam with pride as I described how I’d reaped the gorgon and told him Cerberus had swallowed Hades whole.

      He insisted we take a short nap in my old room and meet him at the Satyr Lodge before we left. We couldn't linger for long. Jessna and the vampires were waiting for us at the church.

      I pushed open the door to the lodge. Sienna walked in first. I followed her. The lights were off. The club was dark.

      "Well, this is odd," I remarked.

      Then the lights went on, and hundreds of people jumped up from their chairs, which had been arranged around dozens of rectangular tables.

      "SURPRISE!" everyone shouted in unison.

      Morty and my dad walked up, shit-eating grins decorating their faces.

      "What is this about?" I asked. "It's not my birthday."

      My dad gestured to the giant sheet cake on a table against the wall. The writing on it read 1st Annual Zoey Grimm Festival.

      I snorted. "What the hell?"

      "A new holiday," Morty explained. "It's my first official act as the new Grim Reaper. It's a way to honor the day when one of our own, my sister, reaped a god and saved the underworld."

      "Holy crap," I said, staring at the cake. "You named a holiday after me?"

      "To be commemorated annually for eternity," Morty confirmed with a nod.

      I chuckled. "A thousand years from now, people are going to treat it like Labor Day. No one will know what it means, but they'll all enjoy the day off work."

      Morty chuckled. "On Earth, they have a holiday called Labor Day, but people don’t work? How does that make any sense?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. Ironic, right?”

      “Well, that won’t be the case here,” Morty replied. “Unfortunately, we can't celebrate the day with a day off for obvious reasons."

      I nodded. "Right. People don’t stop dying."

      "But at the very least," my dad added, "we can take the time to recognize the occasion my daughter saved us all."

      I glanced around the room. There was a giant piñata hanging from the ceiling. Several imitation scythes, plastic blades mounted on poles, leaned against a nearby table.

      "What's up with the piñata?"

      "It's Hades!" my dad exclaimed. "Can't you tell?"

      I snorted. "It looks like a lot of papier mâché with a fake beard."

      "It was the best we could do," Morty explained.

      "What's inside?"

      Morty chuckled. "Sour Patch Kids. You know, to honor the Boatman's role in your victory."

      Sienna laughed. "That's classic. Well, it will be. We still have to bring him some."

      Morty nodded. "I bought plenty. Now that we know his taste, it's a lot more economical. You realize by paying what he demands in candy, we can save more than nine thousand percent?"

      I grinned. "Well, in that case, what are we going to do with all our money?"

      "That's up to you," my father replied. "We realize the gig with the Horseman didn't pay out. Consider managing our accounts and skimming as much as you need from the top as your payment for both completing a contract on Hades and for handling the underworld's financial affairs on Earth."

      "Isn't that Morty's job?" I asked.

      Morty nodded. "It is. I suck at math. Besides, you live there. It'll be way easier for you to handle all that shit."

      My father narrowed his eyes. "Language, son. Remember, you're the king here now. You must behave as the dignified governor of the realm."

      "This is incredible!" I gushed. "A holiday named for me? I would never have imagined that. The day I left, embarrassed that I couldn't reap⁠—"

      "That's in the past," Dad interjected. "I know you have to leave soon. Before you go, please enjoy a piece of cake and sign some autographs. You wouldn't believe the line waiting for you. And I insist on one round of bingo."
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      My hand ached by the time I finished signing autographs. It was awkward, really. I didn't feel like a celebrity. I had only done what had to be done. Still, it would have been rude to turn the Reapers down. You'd be surprised how many older Reapers were fanboying and fangirling over me.

      Did I say it was awkward? More than that, it was damned uncomfortable. I was Zoey Grimm. It wasn't like I was a pop star or anything. The discomfort reached its peak when one of the Reapers, an older gentleman with gray hair, asked me to sign his left pectoral. He swore after I did that he'd never bathe again. I hoped he was joking.

      Carmilla, Morty's girlfriend, won at bingo. I was relieved. I didn't want the coffee maker. She didn't even know how to make coffee. Sienna promised to teach her before we left. It wouldn't take long. I might have been a horrible barista back in the day, but I knew how to brew a basic pot of the divine liquid.

      I was honored by the whole thing, don't get me wrong. I wasn't in this for recognition, though. I just wanted to save lives. That's the thing when it comes to receiving glory for one's accomplishments. Those who seek glory never find it. Those who just do their best to do what is right often find it difficult to avoid.

      Handling the finances for the underworld made me feel less apprehensive about using my daddy's money. It wouldn’t be a tough job. I just had to make sure it was invested well and we bought enough candy to keep the Boatman happy. Not to mention, Sienna said she could make me a spreadsheet to keep track of everything. That would help, given my inability to handle numbers.

      We ducked out of the party as soon as we could. I did have a piece of cake first. It was delicious. Sienna passed on the cake and drank nothing but water. I couldn't blame her. Wine hangovers were the worst.

      We made our way back to my dad's...I mean, Morty's office, and used the portal to go back to my apartment.

      My mom was there, with her legs kicked up on the couch. She was watching Vampire Diaries on Netflix.

      I snorted. "Hey, Mom. Whatcha doing?"

      "You're back!" She jumped up, and before I knew it, she had her arms wrapped around me.

      "Yup. Hades was dealt with. The underworld and Olympus were saved. All is well, almost. Katerina is back."

      "What did you say?"

      I sighed. "I had to reap her when we were on Mount Olympus. She was trying to manipulate Sienna. When I reaped her, it sent her back to Earth, wherever she was first turned."

      "I see. That will eventually be a problem."

      "The gorgon is back, too. Let's hope she stays hidden as she has for centuries. I'm betting she won't, though."

      Josephine shook her head. "But you saved the underworld. You stopped Hades."

      "Clarence betrayed us all. He was working for Hades the whole time."

      "Did you reap him back to Earth too?"

      I shook my head. "I didn't. He's still on Olympus. Athena promised she'd deal with him."

      "Where's Jessna? She went with you. And Cerberus?"

      "Jessna is back. All the vampires from her cult are. We have to meet her at the church. Athena provided us with rings like Sienna's brooch. Sienna has to turn them into daywalkers before they’ll work. After that, they should be able to go about their lives as long as they keep their rings on."

      "Were you seriously watching the Vampire Diaries?" Sienna asked.

      Mom grinned. "It's funny. Why is every vampire on that show attractive? It's like whoever made the show thought ugly people were immune to vampirism."

      I laughed. "Well, I suppose if you had to choose who you were going to bite, you'd go for those most pleasing to the eye."

      She shook her head. "Doesn’t work like that. Don't get me wrong. There are a lot of good-looking vamps out there. They use it to their advantage. There are just as many hideous ones, though."

      "About that. Athena said she expects Katerina might try to perform a ritual so Sienna can't control her. You know, since Sienna turned her into a daywalker."

      My mother nodded. "That makes sense."

      "Do you know anything about the ritual?" Sienna asked. "I can control Katerina when the sun is out, but she also sired me. Without the sun when we were on Olympus, she was able to use that to manipulate me."

      My mom scratched her head. "I know about the ritual. I don’t know how to perform it. I'll do some digging and see what I can come up with."

      Sienna nodded. "I’d appreciate that."

      "And Cerberus?" my mom asked.

      I laughed. "He swallowed Hades whole. I think he has indigestion. No worries, though. He swallowed him with his hellish head. Hades will get shat back into hell eventually. Once that's done, Cerberus will come home."

      "Well, if Jessna and the vampires are waiting, we should get going."

      "You're coming along?" I asked.

      My mom nodded. "Might as well. I've had my fill of television vampires. Besides, Kevin is still working all those missing person cases. I'll reach out to him and let him know what's up. I'm sure he'll be relieved to be able to report that the subjects he's been looking for have been found. I also suspect he's eager to see you. We were worried about you, Zoey."

      I grinned. "I get that. Truth be told, I wasn't sure we were going to pull it off."

      My mother smiled. "I never had a single doubt."
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      We entered the church. This time, my mom was with us. Everyone was seated in their pews like before. We went to the front row. Sunshine was seated behind us.

      "Hey there, Sunshine!"

      "Zoey! I'm so excited!"

      "We're glad we can help."

      "Today, we will realize the true meaning of the First Light!"

      I snorted. "Sunshine. You realize all that stuff Clarence fed you people was bullshit, right?"

      "It was, but Jessna remained faithful. We saw the heavens! We watched you defeat monsters and gods! Now, we have a chance to bear the First Light in the world."

      I sighed. "Is that what Jessna told you?"

      Sunshine nodded. "It was why we agreed to return to Earth. Many of us wished to stay and bask in our newfound glory. She told us that we had a duty, though."

      I scratched my head. "What duty?"

      "To live our lives as beacons. To shed light in the darkness. To defend the weak and the vulnerable with our newfound strength."

      I smiled. "I suppose that's how we share the light, isn't it?"

      "Exactly!" Sunshine giggled. "Jessna is so wise!"

      The woman in question appeared from the back room. She was wearing the robe she’d worn before. She looked at us and smiled. Then she gestured to the floor in front of her.

      Sienna and I took our cues, rose from our pew, and approached Jessna.

      "You guys ready for this?"

      "Jessna, you're still feeding them this First Light crap?"

      Jessna shook her head. "They bought in the first time so deeply that it was the only way I could get them to agree to this. We're saving them. They'll realize the truth in time."

      I grunted. "All right. Well, what do we do?"

      "I'll explain it to everyone else. It's pretty simple."

      I nodded. Jessna stepped in front of us.

      "Greetings, children of the light! We come today to realize the true meaning of First Light. We have all seen the divine. We have felt the glow of Olympus. We have witnessed the defeat of darkness. Now it is our unique calling to represent the goodness of the divine to the world. Each of you will approach, and the true First Light, my friend Sienna, will give you the same gift she gave me. Then, approach me, and I will give you a ring to signify your commitment to our cause. You must wear it at all times. You may only remove it when your shadow self must enter the darkness to save those who are lost."

      I frowned. It was a lot of pious-sounding mumbo-jumbo, but I got the point. She was basically telling everyone to live their human lives. To do good deeds. To only use their vampirism when necessary to defend the weak and the vulnerable. I could support that since Sienna would be able to handle them if they got out of control. It was a solid plan.

      One by one, the vampires approached Sienna. They formed a single-file line that extended to the back of the church. After one row of pews received their bite and their rings, they returned to their rows. The rows behind then took their place at the back of the line.

      I didn't have much to do other than stand there and look pretty. I suppose I was an inspirational prop. I was the Reaper who'd slain the "dark one." I chuckled. That was what Katerina used to call Hades. I could only hope his hold on her wouldn't persist. Even if it did, he was trapped where he belonged for the foreseeable future.

      My mom motioned for me. I figured it was fine. There were only a few vampires left. I stepped toward her.

      "Kevin is waiting outside," she whispered. "I told him what happened, but he needs to do a few interviews to wrap up his cases.”

      I nodded and returned to Jessna. I explained what was going on, and she nodded.

      "Children! One more thing! Most of you were reported as missing to the local authorities. A detective is here to interview you as to what occurred. I will not ask you to lie. However, keep in mind that what he puts in the report must make sense to those who still dwell in the shadows."

      "What would you have us tell him?" Sunshine asked.

      "Tell him you were deceived by a charismatic man who is no longer in the world. You followed him. His deceptions were exposed. He is, for all intent and purposes, in the afterlife now. You wish to resume your normal lives. No more needs to be said."

      Jessna looked at me for confirmation. I nodded. "That will do."

      She looked at my mother. "Tell the detective he is welcome to come inside."
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        * * *

      

      Kevin interviewed every person in that church. He didn't speed through the process, either. You'd think, given that everyone in there was giving him the same story nearly verbatim, he'd cut corners, make assumptions, and write his report. Apparently, his superiors had demanded he record each interview.

      I don’t know what they suspected. Did they think Kevin was up to something? Perhaps they'd stumbled into evidence that suggested he was doing things beyond his department's usual jurisdiction. Since the church was in Independence, he had to bring along a detective who didn't know about vampires, Reapers, gods, or the rest. Perhaps it was the other detective who was responsible for the time this was taking.

      I was just tired. I hadn't had more than just a few hours’ sleep in nearly a week.

      Sienna agreed to stick around. She and Jessna were co-sires to these new daywalkers. Due to all the blood she'd consumed, Sienna was going to need a few days of rest after this was handled. Not to mention, since Kevin would be tied up in interviews, I figured I'd get my sleep when I could. That way, I could have plenty of time to spend with him later in the evening.

      Mom and I went back to the apartment while Kevin, Sienna, and Jessna handled the debriefing process.

      I walked in the door to my apartment to find Cerberus scooting his butt across the floor.

      "Hot! Hot! Hot! Hot! It buurrrrrrrns!"

      I smirked. "Welcome home. That didn’t take as long as I expected."

      "Eat something like a god, and you have one of two results. A serious case of constipation or the runs. I expected the former. The latter was what occurred."

      "You made sure he got shat back into hell, right?"

      Cerberus huffed. "He rematerialized in hell before the eruption occurred. I swear, it was like all the magma he hoped to make on Olympus was deposited in my bowels instead."

      "So now you're doing the booty-scootin' boogie on my rug?"

      "What else would you have me do? My asshole burns, Zoey!"

      I smirked. "Want me to stick an ice cube up there for you?"

      "For the love of all that is good and decent! No!"

      I shrugged. "Dip your butt in yogurt, then. It's supposed to help with spiciness."

      "I'm not putting my butt in yogurt, Zoey!"

      I grinned. "Just an idea. It works when I eat something spicy. It might not have the same effect on your anus."

      "This is horrible! Remind me never to ingest the ruler of hell again....ever!"

      I laughed. "Well, I need some sleep. Have you tried the astral plane?"

      "Ass-tral plane? Funny, Zoey."

      "No, I'm serious. It wasn't a joke. Maybe, you know, since you aren't technically material in that plane, you can leave behind whatever's burning your butt and return soothed."

      Cerberus grunted, then disappeared. He reappeared a couple of seconds later. "Ouch! Ouch! Ouch! It doesn't help! If anything, it made it worse!"

      I shook my head. "Nothing seems to help, huh?"

      "Not true." Cerberus resumed scooting his butt hole across my rug. "This helps."

      I shook my head. "Whatever. Remind me to shampoo that rug after I wake up."

      My mother smiled. "I'll clean the rug. Get some sleep, Zoey. You deserve it."
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      No sooner did I close my eyes than I was asleep. I don't know if I dreamed. They say you only have dreams when you're in REM. I was much deeper than that. At some point, I felt something drape across my body. I reached up and felt skin and hair. It was Kevin. I grabbed his arm and rolled over, pulling him in closer to me.

      "Rise and shine, sleepyhead."

      I groaned.

      "We have one hour before we leave."

      "Leave?" I muttered.

      "I have a romantic evening planned. You’ve had a good long nap. Trust me; it will be worth it.

      "No gondola rides, please. I've had my fill of those."

      "No gondolas, I promise."

      "I need to shower first."

      "You have an hour."

      "How can I shower and get ready in an hour?"

      Kevin chuckled. "You don't need to dress fancy for tonight. This might not be the most romantic date idea, but we should have a good time."

      "No baseball games, either. Those have bad connotations for me at the moment."

      Kevin chuckled. "I'm not taking you to a baseball game, Zoey."

      "And no wine! Lord, I don't want to even smell wine for at least a month."

      "I promise. No alcohol will be involved unless you want it. Even then, you'll have to buy. It's not cheap where we're going."

      "I said, no baseball! No movie theaters, either."

      "It's neither of those things. Come on! It will be fun!"

      Kevin lifted his arm off me and rolled out of bed. I thumped onto my back and took a deep breath. I rubbed my eyes, lowered my bare toes to the floor, and forced myself to stand.

      "What time is it?"

      "Six o'clock in the evening."

      I nodded. "All right. Well, if I want to sleep tonight, I better get going. No peeking while I'm in the shower."

      "I wouldn’t do that!"

      "Yes, you would."

      "How do you know?"

      I smirked. "Because I'd peek at you, silly."

      Kevin laughed as I stumbled my way down the hall. I felt like one of Dionysius' drunken nymphs. My body was clear of all mind-altering substances, however. This was pure fatigue.

      I stood in the shower doing nothing for a few minutes. The water running over my head was hypnotizing. I managed to shampoo my hair and scrub my body. I rinsed and dried off. I brushed out my hair. It was a good thing Kevin didn't have anything fancy planned for tonight. I put on a pair of jeans, a black tank top, and tennis shoes.

      "This good enough?" I asked.

      "You look stunning," Kevin replied.

      "Yeah, right. You're just under my spell. I could probably bathe in urine and shave my head, and you'd still find me attractive."

      Kevin grabbed my hand. "I'm sure your bald head would look very nice. I won’t make a joke about it, though. You know, making jokes about women with bald heads tends to get you slapped. As far as bathing in urine? Sorry, Zoey. You're hot. You're not that hot."

      I ran my fingers through Kevin's hair. "I imagine if you lose your hair someday, I'll still be into you. In the meantime, though, don't you dare shave it off."

      Kevin kissed me softly.

      "Ready to go?"

      I nodded. "Ready as I'll ever be. Why don't you tell me where we're going?"

      "Ah. You know me and surprises."

      "Ah. You know me and my impatience!"

      Kevin grinned, "That I do!"

      Kevin drove half an hour from the Missouri side of Kansas City across the border into Kansas.

      He pulled into a parking lot. There was a circus tent on the property. It had a different pattern, and it was a little smaller, but it reminded me of the tent in which Dionysus had held his wine-drinking shindig with the naked nymphs. There was more than the tent on the property. There were also rides. Booths with games. This wasn't just a circus. It was a carnival.

      I laughed. "I've never been to one of these."

      Kevin nodded. "That's the great thing about dating you, Zoey. It's not hard to find things you've never done. Makes my job easier. Plus, I love seeing the look on your face when you experience something new. It's like, despite the fantastical things you've seen, done, and experienced, something simple like a carnival brings the childlike wonder out in your eyes."

      I smiled. "I admit, this looks like a lot of fun."

      Kevin smiled. "First, we have to buy some tickets. I think they have bracelets. Twenty bucks, and you can ride as many rides as you want."

      "Cool. I'm game."

      Kevin and I got out of the car. We got our bracelets from a small booth manned by one of the carnies.

      We rode every ride, even the ones meant for kids. I didn't go on rides like these as a child. Could you blame me for enjoying the teacups and the carousel? Kevin even got me some cotton candy, which was good for about two bites. After that, it was too much. I’d have to send some to Charon. It was just the sort of thing he’d love.

      Oh, well. You live, you learn. It's good to try new things.

      We passed a small booth that had a picture on the side that looked eerily familiar. A woman with snakes for hair. Beneath the image were details describing the attraction.

      Gaze upon the reflection of Medusa, it said. Then in small letters, Do not look at her directly or risk changing into stone.

      There were two statues standing on either side of the entrance to the attraction. They didn't look real. They were almost comically posed, with shocked expressions on their faces as if they'd just gazed at a gorgon.

      "Too soon?" Kevin asked.

      I pressed my lips together. "Yeah. It is. It's probably a coincidence. Still, I need to get a look."

      "Why?" Kevin asked.

      I shrugged. "I reaped Svetlana, also known as Stheno. If what Athena said was true, she'd have revived wherever she was born on Earth. Presumably, based on the legends, that was somewhere near Greece."

      "So, it isn't her. It's just a gimmick."

      "Probably. I still feel like I have to find out. It will either be absurdly fake and I'll get a good laugh out of it, or..."

      "Or what?" Kevin asked.

      "Never mind. Who am I kidding? It'll be good for shits and giggles, at least."

      Kevin nodded. "Well, have at it. Your bracelet will get you in."

      I nodded. "Here goes nothing."

      I stepped into the attraction. I showed the guy who was taking tickets my bracelet, and he let me through. I followed a narrow corridor. At the end of the hall was an angled mirror. A sign above it read, Warning: Gaze Only into the Mirror or Risk Certain DEATH!

      The word DEATH wasn't just in all caps. It was written in a font made to look like it had been written in dripping blood. A bit overdramatic, but this was a carnival attraction. What could one expect?

      I looked into the mirror and saw her. It wasn't Svetlana, the gorgon I knew. Her face was rounder. She was shorter. The snakes slithering around her cranium weren’t identical to Svetlana’s. Then again, people have many colors of hair. Perhaps the same was true of gorgons and their snakes. They certainly looked real.

      There had originally been three gorgons. Medusa had been slain by Perseus. Stheno I'd met. She was probably somewhere in Greece. Then there was the third. The one Stheno—Svetlana—had led me to believe was a few crayons short of a full box.

      I stared at the gorgon's image for a second. "Euryale?"

      The woman looked at me and hissed. I narrowed my eyes.

      “Is that your name? Euryale?”

      “Who is Euryale? I am Medussssssa!” The woman in the reflection held onto the S of her name to give the impression that she had the diction of a snake. I rolled my eyes. She wasn’t real.

      I laughed as I stepped away from the attraction. At the same time, I had a sinking feeling in my gut. It must’ve been obvious from the expression on my face.

      “Are you okay, Zoey?”

      I sighed. “I think so. It’s like everywhere I turn, I see things that remind me of the supernaturals I’ve slain. If not, something from Hades or Olympus. Back in the underworld, they had a party and named a holiday after me. It’s surreal. My gut tells me this isn’t over. Another shoe is going to drop, but I don’t know when.”

      Kevin took my hand and interlaced his fingers in mine. “I get that. I have that feeling sometimes after I’ve solved a case. What are you thinking? Something about Katerina?”

      I nodded. “It could be that. Also, more was going on in Olympus than met the eye. When I looked at that fake Medusa, it made me remember…something. It made me wonder if things were as they seemed.”

      “You think Athena wasn’t honest with you?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I think she’s a good goddess. She means well. My gut tells me that there’s something she isn’t telling me, though.”

      “Like what?”

      I scratched my head. “Svetlana, the gorgon, told me about Hades’ wraiths. My plan to take him out depended on her information.”

      “From what I understand, she wanted you to reap him so he would go to Olympus.”

      I shook my head. “Hades wanted to claim the underworld. That was his Plan A. She thwarted that by agreeing to turn him to stone after I reaped him.”

      “But she didn’t,” Kevin mused.

      “Right. Maybe he avoided her. He must’ve seen a statue or something first and figured it out. That doesn’t make sense either, though. The gorgon attacked the other gods, including Athena, and she was standing right beside him when I got up to the top.”

      “I think the problem is that you’re looking at this as if the whole thing had good guys and bad guys. What if there are a lot of different bad guys involved in this scheme, all with different agendas?”

      I narrowed my eyes and tucked a strand of loose hair behind my right ear. “What do you mean?”

      “When I’m dealing with criminals, I assume that they all have their own agendas. Loyalty doesn’t run deep among the bad guys, Zoey. What if the gorgon had another agenda? She turned the other gods to stone, not because she was trying to help Hades, but because she wanted to eliminate them for her own reasons? We still don’t know what Clarence was up to. I’m sure, given what your mother had said about him, he had his own motives, too. Are you a hundred percent certain Athena’s only agenda was to stop Hades?”

      I grimaced. “I suppose I can’t assume that. Still, she did help the other daywalkers.”

      “Again, you’re making assumptions. When you’re investigating, you have to consider any and every possibility until you can rule it out with evidence.”

      “All I know is that Zeus was firing lightning bolts from Olympus with a vengeance after I reaped the gorgon. Maybe Athena was right. Perhaps he’s a xenophobe who doesn’t like outsiders in his realm, or maybe Hades was only one of several threats he was attacking.”

      “All possibilities, Zoey, but not certainties. You might never know the truth. You should remain open to any possibilities, even remote ones, without committing yourself to one theory and neglecting the alternatives.”

      “It’s just, a feeling in my gut right now tells me there’s a lot more to this than I saw. I’m pretty sure that Athena wanted the gorgon out of the picture. I can see why, regardless of her motives. Clarence wanted me to send her there. The gorgon also helped me thwart Hades’ first plan. Clarence must have an agenda of his own, too. I wish I knew what it was.”

      Kevin squeezed my hand. “You know, when I get a feeling like that after I’ve solved a case, there’s generally something to it. It’s not always big. Sometimes it’s just a piece of evidence I missed that supported a conviction that was a sure thing. Other times, it’s a biggie.”

      “Like, you’ve got the wrong guy?”

      Kevin nodded. “It’s happened. When it does, my gut tells me to dig deeper.”

      “So, you think I need to investigate this more?”

      “Not tonight.” Kevin grinned. “Focus on trying to locate and monitor Katerina and the gorgon. Chances are they’ll lay low for a while before they try anything, if they do. I’d be willing to bet both of them know things about what happened that you don’t.”

      I shook my head. “I highly doubt Katerina will share information with me.”

      Kevin released my hand and put his arm around my shoulder. “You don’t know that. It depends on what she knows and what’s in it for her.”

      I shook my head. “My head might explode from trying to sort all this crap out.”

      Kevin laughed. “Then there’s no sense in worrying. I learned a long time ago that taking my cases home doesn’t help. You need to live life and step away from a case for a while. Sometimes, that’s what it takes to get the clarity you need to solve it. If you don’t know what’s bothering you, chances are it will reveal itself in time.”

      I nodded. “You’re right. I’m going to enjoy my night and try not to think about it. What do you say we try the Ferris wheel? I’ve never been on one of those.”

      Kevin smirked. “You’ve never been on a Ferris wheel?”

      “Never had the chance!”

      Boarding the Ferris wheel was the hardest part. It was nerve-wracking to start and stop, then rock back and forth until the seats were full. We stopped for a moment at the very top. I nuzzled my head into Kevin’s chest as he pulled me close.

      Two kids in front of us were disobeying the sign and rocking their car.

      “Hey!” Kevin shouted. “Stop rocking the car!”

      One of the kids turned around and glared at Kevin. “What are you going to do about it? Come over here and stop me?”

      Kevin reached into his pocket and flashed his badge at the kid. “Rocking the cars is against the law. Consider this a warning.”

      The kid’s eyes went wide as if he’d just seen a ghost. He didn’t say a word but turned around and stopped rocking.

      “Rocking the cars is against the law?”

      Kevin chuckled. “Against the law of the carnival.”

      I grinned. “I really need to get one of those.”

      “A police badge?” Kevin asked.

      I nodded. “Could come in handy.”

      Kevin laughed. “Impersonating a police officer is a crime, Zoey. Unless you want to go to the academy and become a cop.”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Not interested. My bad guys are way more interesting than yours.”

      “But my job comes with a health plan and a 401K option.”

      I shrugged. “Who needs that when you have access to the Grim Reaper’s bank account?”

      Kevin laughed. “Fair point. It’s probably for the best. Couples who work together don’t often stay together.”

      I kissed Kevin on the cheek. “I know we’re together now. Hearing you call us a couple, though? I really like hearing it. It’s totally different than anything I’ve ever experienced.”

      “How so?”

      I snorted. “I was with Gabriel for a long time. He and I never made anything official about our relationship, though. We started dating, we had a good time, and he started calling us a couple. I didn’t correct him. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. Still, I never really felt good about it. I was embarrassed when he said it.”

      “It’s not like that with me?”

      I shook my head. “Not at all. I want you to show me off to your friends. I want you to take me to work parties. Eventually—you know, a long time from now—I want you to introduce me to your mom.”

      Kevin smiled. “I’d like that. A long time from now.”

      I giggled. “I guess what I’m trying to say, Kevin, is that I’m falling in love with you. I’m not there yet, not completely, but I’m getting there a lot faster than I ever expected.”

      Kevin looked into the distance, taking in the view of the city as the Ferris wheel started moving again. “I’m falling in love with you, too.”
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      Three Weeks Later

      Sienna was at school. Jessna was working with her new daywalkers while trying to finish an essay to convince Stanford to allow her to use her scholarship for the next fall rather than the year before that she’d missed. Cerberus, me, and my mom hung out, ate too much ice cream, and prayed we didn’t get fat. So far, so good, except for Cerberus. He’d gained a few pounds for obvious reasons. Too much barbecue, a god on the side, and now ice cream. I really needed to start taking that hellhound for walks.

      He was sleeping on the rug in front of the couch. I had my feet kicked up. My mom did the same. She had the remote since she had control issues. I didn’t care. I was counting down the hours and minutes until Kevin got off work. We didn’t have much planned, but an evening at his place sounded a lot better than a Netflix binge with my mom and Cerberus.

      I still had a couple of hours to waste. I needed a hobby besides kicking supernatural ass. Something constructive. Singing was out. Didn’t have the voice. Maybe I’d learn an instrument. I briefly considered picking up crochet, but the idea of it made me feel old, so I dismissed it. I’d eventually think of something.

      I was dozing off when a bright light passed through the front door of my apartment. I rubbed my eyes. The green outline of its form gave its identity away before he opened his mouth. “Zoey! Good golly, sweetheart! Somethin’s after me. Somethin’ bad!”

      “Roy?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

      “I just done told you! Somethin’ chasin’ me. Of course I’m not okay!”

      “What is it?” I asked. “Did you get a good look at it?”

      “A woman! It was a woman fer sure!”

      My mom tilted her head. “That’s a bad thing?”

      “Not a natural woman.” Roy shook his head, panting for air more out of exasperation than a need for oxygen.

      “You mean a dead woman?” I asked.

      “Yes! I mean, no. Not exactly. At first, I thought it was one of my ex-wives. Caught up with me in the afterlife to give me the hell I skipped out on. But when I got a better look…”

      “Describe what it was,” I ordered.

      “It was a woman!”

      “You said that. We don’t all look the same.”

      Roy nodded. “Right. Yeah, I know. A woman with white hair. Whiter than my grandma’s, and sharp teeth to match.”

      I cocked my head. “Your grandma had sharp teeth?”

      “No! The teeth were white like the rest of her. She opened her mouth and screamed somethin’ fierce. All I knew was that she was a-comin' for me, so I headed here.”

      I sighed and looked at my mom. “That sounds like a banshee. I encountered one in the woods.”

      “The one that warned you about the Minotaur that was hoping to kill me?”

      I nodded. “This doesn’t make sense, Roy. A banshee isn’t a Reaper. They don’t police souls. As far as I know, they herald someone’s death.”

      “This one is tryin’ to take me in! I don’t wanna go, Zoey! You busted me outta the big house. You know, the hot place, and I’ll be damned before I get damned again.”

      Josephine looked confused. “That didn’t make sense.”

      I raised my hand. “It’s an expression, Mom. Roy has a license not to make sense.”

      “I’m not talking about being damned. The thing about a banshee. It’s like it was trying to do a Reaper’s job and collect Roy for the afterlife. That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Sure as a sermon on Sunday, I’m tellin’ the truth!”

      “I’m not saying you aren’t, Roy. Where is this banshee now?”

      “Don’t know. I think I lost her. Just a matter of time ‘til she finds me again. Oh, I’m scared as the dickens, Zoey. Please help.”

      “I don’t know what the dickens are, but I assume that means you’re afraid. Thankfully, my brother is the new Grim Reaper. I’ll check with him and see what he knows. If there’s a banshee trying to do a Reaper’s job, he’s as likely to know as anyone.”

      “Can I come with you? Please? If you go to the underworld and that woman shows up, Lord Almighty, I don’t know what I’ll do!”

      I nodded. “Shouldn’t be a problem.”

      My mom helped me set up my crystal. We formed a portal to what was now my brother’s office. Fortunately, he was fully clothed and alone. The first thing I noticed was that he’d redecorated. He also had dyed his hair black and painted his nails to match.

      I looked around the room. He had a Marilyn Manson poster on the wall.

      I snorted. “Been shopping at Hot Topic, I see.”

      Morty pressed his hands together. “I’m the Grim Reaper now. I figured I needed to embrace the persona.”

      I nodded. “What’s going on, Morty? Something’s up. There’s a banshee hunting my spirit friend Roy here.”

      Morty sighed. “I have it under control. At least, I will.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s just temporary.”

      I snorted. “Does Dad know?”

      “He knows.”

      “Then tell me, or I’ll go ask him what’s going on. Banshees aren’t supposed to reap people, Morty.”

      Morty scratched his head. “I’ve been benched.”

      I cocked my head. “Say what?”

      “All my duties have been temporarily reassigned.”

      “To whom?” I asked.

      Morty shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Dionysus showed up to pass along the news. Took him a whole night’s worth of drinking on Gehenna Boulevard before he told me.”

      “Is this forever?” I asked. “Dionysus isn’t the most responsible god out there, but he seemed to think the audits before were clean.”

      Morty shook his head. “I don’t think it has anything to do with the audit, Zoey.”

      “Then what?”

      “It has something to do with you. There’s a lot of shit going on in Olympus. Creatures who don’t belong there. You sent Hades there, and some of the other gods aren’t happy about it.”

      “If I hadn’t, he would have taken over the underworld!”

      Morty nodded. “I know, Zoey. Still, the gods are pissed. Some of them, at least. Until they’re sure I’ve got things under control—until they know I have you under control—they won’t let me resume my duties. Even then, I’m not sure they’ll return our responsibilities to us.”

      “Why are they taking this out on you? I’m the one who sent Hades to Olympus.”

      “Along with the gorgon, Clarence, a whole bunch of vampires and other creatures. The point is, I helped rally the Reapers against Hades. When it comes to the afterlife, Hades governs half of all of it. You might have beat him, but he’s still the lord of hell. As long as the other gods are divided, they can’t overrule him.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that Hades is still in control of the damned. That means his vote counts for as much as all the other gods combined. To overrule his vote with respect to the Reapers, the other gods would have to be unanimous. Until a decision is made, until I’ve satisfied whatever god isn’t happy with the job we’ve been doing, someone else is running the reapings. Apparently, he’s using banshees and who knows what else to do it.”

      “I’ll figure it out,” I stated.

      “No!” Morty shouted. “Stay out of it. You’ll just make a bigger mess of things.”

      I snorted. “Well, it sure seems like you have it all under control.”

      “I do!”

      “I was being sarcastic, Morty. Look, this ghost is my friend. I gave him my word I wouldn’t let him get sent back to hell.”

      “Might not be your choice, Zoey.”

      “Oh, please, Mister Grimm! I did my time. I just want to wander around. I’m a harmless ghost. I ain’t gonna hurt nobody!”

      Morty smiled. “Sorry, Roy. It’s not my decision.”

      I shook my head. “What are you going to do about it, Morty? You have to do something.”

      “There’s nothing I can do, and if you try to do something, you’ll make it worse! You don’t have any authority here, but you are part of our world. The Reapers honor you more than they do me, I’m afraid. To the gods, no matter what you do, you’re our problem, and if you get involved, you’ll screw things up more.”

      I sighed. “Is that what Dad thinks too?”

      “Go ask him.”

      I shook my head. “Dad wouldn’t tell me to stand down, Morty. If this is the result of the things I’ve done or I had any role in this, I have to try to fix it.”

      Morty shook his head. “I asked you to leave it be. Fat chance of you actually listening to me.”

      “Yup. Fat chance.”

      “Just try not to make things worse, Zoey. If we don’t get our responsibilities back, the Reapers will get restless. Gehenna Boulevard is already out of control.”

      “I won’t make it worse, Morty. I’m going to fix it.”
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      There’s a steady tradition of witches, wizards, and even vampire private investigators “for hire” in the Urban Fantasy world. I suppose this book is a way of paying homage to a well-tread trope in the genre. Even world-saving heroes and heroines must make a living, after all. Why not co-opt your unique abilities into a steady stream of income? 

      Unlike other books that follow this “supernatural whatever-it-is for hire” trope, Zoey struggles a bit with whether it’s really right to make a buck saving lives. On the one hand, it’s a dumb question. Doctors make money. So do paramedics, firefighters, and several other professions involved in life-saving and heroic acts. Why would it be any different for a supernatural reaper like Zoey? Well, the “reaper industry” isn’t well-tread, there aren’t agencies to establish protocols or standards of practice. There is no Hippocratic Oath. Does money taint one’s motives or blind someone to the ethical/moral issues involved when taking a job?  Can one person really make those decisions without accountability?

      There are some difficulties associated with self-employment. Take it from an author whose income is entirely royalty-based. Health insurance usually comes with the choice between exorbitant premiums or not-unless-you’re-dying deductibles. You can write off a lot on your taxes, but then that lowers your income and affects your ability to apply for mortgages. There’s also a freedom, though. You can set your own schedule and work wherever you’d like. Zoey doesn’t have that much freedom. The Horseman’s contracts are more defined.

      Freedom is a funny thing. In Western philosophy/political theory there’s a distinction between what’s sometimes called “negative” freedom or “positive” freedom.  That is, a freedom from restrictions or constraints (negative freedom) contrasted with a freedom for opportunity and possibility.

      I’ve always had authority issues. Maybe that’s why I’m an author. No one really tells me what to do on a daily basis (except for the wife). The few times I’ve had traditional “jobs” it never ended well. Why should I call this joker “boss” anyway?

      I tend to resent it when someone tries to restrict me or place limitations on my life. However, limitation is a part of life. Gravity is a limitation. It prevents me from flying (negative freedom). It also protects me from the problem of floating off into the galaxy and gives me innumerable opportunities that I wouldn’t have otherwise. I can’t slam dunk a basketball. I’m not tall enough and my coordination on a basketball court is a constant blooper-reel. If it wasn’t for that limitation, though, I don’t know if I’d ever discovered my calling as an author. Limitation can give us real freedom for the life that will bring us true happiness, even if we never realized it before.

      That’s a part of Zoey’s story. It’s a part of all our stories. When we find we have limitations we can focus on what we can’t do or we can open our eyes and discover a new opportunity, a new passion, a new life that’s more thrilling and filled with more happiness and enjoyment than we ever imagined. 
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        Theo
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      Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well!

      Freedom…or the lack thereof.

      I didn’t realize my collaborator and I shared the intense desire not to answer to anyone.

      As a young person, I often idolized entrepreneurism as the ultimate way to be your own boss, not realizing that your boss was your dozens, hundreds, or thousands of customers.

      The reality is we are servants to our needs for food, water, and shelter each and every day. What we choose to accomplish to acquire those things is what we are really talking about.

      I was talking to my wife yesterday morning and mentioned that when I got LMBPN off the ground, I knew it was working, NOT because I knew what success was like and it was similar. No, I knew it was a success because of the massive number of efforts I had undertaken for over thirty years (and had failed at) that I realized I had at least an MS or maybe a Ph.D. in failure. Therefore, I recognized what LMBPN was doing was not THAT.

      Therefore, it must be that success thing I was working toward.

      Now, years later (seven in September), I am looking back, and I realize that I still have bosses and—probably like Theo—I am forever turning my horse and lowering my lance to tilt it at the latest authority figure or PITA I encounter.

      Don’t get me started on governments. I railed against the corruption I see inherent (humans!) in governments both in my country and around the world in my first books in 2015… Time has proven me right in my assessment but wrong about the deepness of the rot.

      While Theo didn’t ask me, I’ll answer his question. Heroes need to be paid to be out there “heroing.”

      Whether that is saving someone (cops / firemen /…ughh, lawyers) and those who provide a service we need (like authors / artists / musicians / babysitters / etc.).

      One of the interesting aspects of my collaboration with Theo is that he and I don’t shrink from telling stories with an attitude. Those attitudes sometimes get us in trouble because of a religious slant (see the 1-star reviews in our series The Elven Prophecy (Click here) or talking about having attitudes in life.

      Or…dad bods. That’s coming; just you wait ;-)

      If you want, you can read a couple of short stories I am sharing in the STORIES with Michael Anderle newsletter here: (No requirement to sign up.)

       

      https://michael.beehiiv.com/

       

      
        
        Regards,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

    

  







            DEADLY BEASTS

          

          



      

    

    






CHRONICLES OF ZOEY GRIMM BOOK 4

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I unlocked the chain that bound Sienna to her bed. "Rise and shine, blood sucker of mine."

      Sienna rolled over, yawned, and rubbed her eyes. "Cute."

      "Any urges last night?"

      Sienna shook her head. "It's been almost a month since Katerina tried to influence me."

      "And you still can't influence her when the sun is up?"

      Sienna climbed out of bed, took a deep breath, placed her hand on her temple, and squeezed her eyes shut. "I don't sense her. It doesn't make any sense. She turned me into a vampire. As far as I know, she hasn't used her influence over me as my sire once. When I bit her, though, I turned her into a daywalker. I sensed her presence when you first reaped her on Olympus and sent her back to Earth. Now, I'm getting nothing."

      I shook my head. "Even if she can control you, it's only at night. Unfortunately, we don't know if she managed to complete the spell that suppresses the sire bond, or if someone staked her, or what."

      "You can't chain me up every night forever, Zoey."

      I scratched my head. "We can't risk anyone else getting hurt. Until we know for sure that the sire bond is broken, we can't risk it."

      Sienna sighed and nodded. "I know. Do you really think it's possible that she could cast the spell and break our day bond without affecting her sire bond over me at night?"

      "My mom isn't sure. She thinks it might be possible, but she's not a witch, Sienna. She knows how the spell works, but she can't do it. She also doesn't know how it could be altered or modified. Unless we find a witch who can examine the spell and tell us what's what, we'll have to chain you up at night."

      Sienna grunted. "Have you ever tried to sleep in shackles?"

      "I can't say I have."

      "It sucks ass!"

      "I'm sure it does. Killing people sucks ass too, you know."

      "Look, Zoey. I didn't kill anyone. That was Katerina exerting her will through me. You could stop me if I tried that again."

      "Which is just what she wants me to do, Sienna! Think about it. You aren't just a threat to Katerina because you can influence her during the daytime. You also have influence over Jessna and all the other daywalkers. Katerina's only chance to ascend to power in the vampire world again is to get rid of you."

      Sienna shrugged. "So what? Say you reaped me to stop me. You could go back to Olympus and reap me right back to Earth again. Badda-bing, badda-boom. No harm done."

      "And risk incurring the wrath of Zeus? Sorry, Sienna. I'm not taking a lightning bolt up the pooper. I'm not reaping you. You're my best friend!"

      Sienna bit her lip. "Technically, I'm your only friend."

      I huffed. "Not true! I have Kevin and Josephine!"

      "Your boyfriend and your mom don't count as friends, Zoey."

      "I still have friends in the underworld."

      "Fair enough. I don't even know why I'm arguing with you about it. You're my best friend, too."

      "Aw, thanks, Sienna!"

      Sienna snorted. "I'm still sick of spending every night in chains."

      "I get it," I said. "But we can't risk it until we know what's up."

      "Not to mention you need me. Morty needs all the help we can give him."

      I sighed. Sienna was right. The gods had "benched" my brother, the acting Grim Reaper, and an unnamed deity had taken over the Reapers' soul-harvesting responsibilities. It was a nightmare—not just on Earth, but in the underworld.

      Reapers followed protocols and well-established standards to ensure that human souls made their way safely to the afterlife. Whatever god was running the show now was sending banshees, packs of ethereal jackals, and a variety of other deadly beasts to do the job. These creatures didn't lead people to the beyond peacefully. They subdued human souls and devoured them. Did those souls make it to eternal bliss or perdition? We didn't know.

      If Cerberus ate a human—a behavior I usually discouraged—he could send them to the afterlife by consuming them with his celestial or infernal heads. One head sent them to "heaven," the other to Hades, or hell.

      Morty had schedules from before that indicated when every human soul came due. The Reapers couldn't operate. With Cerberus’ help, my brother and I were doing our best to get to the dying humans to send them to the afterlife before the deadly beasts got to them. It was problematic for several reasons. First, we had to decide the eternal fate of every soul we took. Did they deserve heaven or hell? No clue. The schedules didn't tell us. The way I saw it, it was better to err on the side of eternal reward rather than eternal punishment. It was better for a guilty person to go free than for an innocent person to be condemned. Still, who was I to judge human souls?

      The second problem was that, given the thousands of people who died every day, our efforts were barely a drop in the bucket compared to the numbers the deadly beasts were consuming.

      The third and potentially the most significant problem was that we didn't know if our efforts to undermine the god who'd taken over the reapings were helping. We suspected that what we were doing was pissing off the gods who'd decided to put the Reapers on a time-out. That meant that our efforts might be making the problem worse. The longer we undermined this god's efforts, the longer it might be before the gods re-instituted the Reapers.

      This was my dad's idea. He believed we had to save all the souls we could. Even if we saved few compared to the whole, every soul was priceless. If we could rescue a single person's soul from eradication, it was worth it.

      The deadly beasts operated on the astral plane. With my cloak, I could see them. Sienna had a brooch that allowed her to traverse the astral dimension. If she helped, she could recruit the other daywalkers who had rings that allowed them to do the same to help us keep tabs on the beasts and intervene.

      Without Sienna's participation, though, it was pointless. Since she was the sire of the other daywalkers, she could sense what they saw and found. Otherwise, even if the daywalkers helped, they couldn't get me the information to intervene. If I was on the astral plane, I couldn't get text messages. Cell service doesn't cross dimensions. The sire bond that allowed Sienna to communicate with the others did. With Sienna's help, we could potentially double or even triple the number of souls we gathered.

      I also had the only weapon that worked against the beasts. My scythe sent every creature I struck back to Olympus. Usually, I fought them off so Cerberus could do his thing. Any intelligence that Sienna, Jessna, and the other daywalkers might provide could help us stay a step ahead of the beasts.

      "Come on, Zoey. We know it works. We've done it during the day. If I could help you at night, we could save a lot more people."

      I sighed. "I'm still not sure we're doing the right thing."

      "What do you mean? We're saving souls! It's what your dad told you to do."

      I nodded. "I know what he said. I'm just not sure we're making things better. Think about it, Sienna. If what we're doing is pissing off the gods, even if it only delays the reinstatement of the Reapers for a single day, that's more souls lost than we could save if we did this every day for years. It's basic math."

      Sienna sighed. "The gods might never reinstate the Reapers."

      I clenched my fists. "We don't know that!"

      "The gods aren't just, Zoey! There's nothing about this situation that's right. We have to stand on principle. We have to fight this!"

      "What do you think I'm doing, Sienna?"

      "Not as effectively as you could. You've said it before. The souls you and Cerberus are saving are a drop in the bucket. Unless we increase our numbers and get the gods' attention, this could go on forever. Do you really want to spend the rest of your life tracking down human souls, fighting off these beasts, and deciding who deserves heaven or hell?"

      "Of course I don't! I suspect you don't want to, either. Still, what happens if Katerina starts using her sire bond to manipulate you at night? What good will any of this do if I lose you? If she gets her hands on you, Sienna, I'll never be able to use the daywalkers."

      Sienna grabbed my hands. "Is that really what you're worried about? I don't need your protection anymore, Zoey."

      I took a deep breath. "I'm not sure about that."

      "Look, Zoey. You've saved me more times than I can count. I'm stronger now. I know how to use my abilities. I can fight."

      I shook my head. "You can't fight a sire's bond, Sienna."

      Sienna released my hands, turned her back to me, and looked out the window. "What are you going to do, Zoey? Chain me up against my will?"

      "Of course not!"

      "Then you have no choice. I'm not doing this anymore. You can either let me help you, or you can risk losing more human souls while you stand on your principles."

      "Get dressed. You have class in an hour, and I have souls to save."

      "Screw class! People are perishing, Zoey!"

      "I'm not going to let you ruin your life for an endeavor we aren't even sure is helping the situation."

      Someone knocked on my apartment door.

      "Are you going to answer that?"

      I huffed, then marched to the door and opened it. "Hey, Kevin."

      Kevin stepped inside and kissed me on the cheek. "I have a couple of hours before I have to get to the department for my shift. I thought you might like to go get breakfast."

      I shook my head, walked over to the kitchen table, and unrolled one of the scrolls that contained the schedule that my brother gave me. "There are at least three souls I could save during that time."

      "Zoey, we haven't had a moment together in weeks. This isn't your responsibility."

      "Whose responsibility is it, Kevin? If I don't do something, these people will die forever. No heaven. No hell. I can't let that happen!"

      Kevin sighed. "I get it. You're saving lives. What about your life, Zoey?"

      I shrugged. "What about it?"

      Kevin stared at me blankly. "What about my life? I know why you're doing this. I love you, Zoey, but I can't wait forever."

      Heat spread across my brow. "Then don't!"

      Kevin nodded. "I know you don't mean that."

      "Whatever!"

      "See you around, Zoey." Kevin walked out of my apartment and slammed the door.

      Sienna placed her hand on my back. "Tell me, Zoey. If it's not okay for me to mess up my life to do this, why do you think that you have the right to screw up yours?"

      I slammed my fist on the table. "Because I'm the one with the goddamned scythe! Because Cerberus can't do it without me! You have a choice. I don't!"

      Sienna shook her head. "There's always a choice."

      I took a deep breath and exhaled. I'd already said more than a few things I'd later regret. "Go to class, Sienna."
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      I slipped into my reaper cloak. My mind was going in a million directions. Sienna had a point, but I was not inclined to relent and allow her to help. What difference would it make? If I had any doubts, they were whether I should be doing this. She was right. My instincts told me I should go after Kevin, apologize, and go have breakfast. Then, again, a plate of Moons Over My Hammy would come at the steep price of $11.39 plus three human souls.

      Morty's schedule gave me a name, location, and cause of death. The first was a lady named Ethel at a nearby nursing home, natural causes. That was an easy one. The other two were combined in one incident. A drunk driver and his victim. A thirty-year-old drunk named Byron and a female in her twenties named Kelli.

      Barring any evidence to the contrary, the judgment was simple. Cerberus would send Ethel and Kelli to heaven. Byron was going to hell. My stomach turned at the thought. Yeah, it seemed like a simple call. The truth was, I didn't know shit about the lives any of the three had lived up to that point.

      I could run just as fast on the astral plane over short distances as I could ride on my motorcycle. The nursing home was only a mile from my apartment. The car crash would happen on the Interstate about two miles from there.

      "You ready?" Cerberus pawed my leg.

      I nodded. "Let's get this over with."

      If we arrived on the scene fifteen minutes before the time of death, we stood a good chance of beating the beasts there. That meant we had five minutes to make it to the nursing home. Under normal circumstances, I couldn't run a five-minute mile. On the astral plane, Cerberus and I could do it with three minutes to spare.

      When we arrived at the nursing home, we found Ethel sleeping alone in her room. She was going to die peacefully in her sleep at the age of ninety-three. All the angst I’d felt before faded. This was why I was doing this. Sure, I didn't know much about Ethel and the life she'd led. She had several framed pictures on her nightstand. She had a family. Children, grandchildren, and from the looks of it, enough great-grandchildren to populate an entire marching band or, perhaps a football team.

      Ethel deserved heaven. She'd lived a long life. Wiping her soul from existence was just wrong.

      "Heaven, I presume?" Cerberus asked.

      I nodded. "I'll fend off the beasts. Do your thing."

      The beasts usually appeared in teams of two—two banshees, two jackals, the occasional satyr, or something else I couldn't identify. It might be a combination of any of the above, but so far, I'd never encountered more than two at a time. Nothing I couldn't handle.

      This time, it was two banshees. I'd reaped dozens of them without any problem. They saw me as they approached and hesitated. I presumed that word had gotten around about what I was doing. I didn't waste any time. I pressed the sigil on my wrist, invoked my scythe, and charged them. They split up. When I reaped vampires, their bodies turned to ash. When it came to beasts on the astral plane, their forms dissipated after my blade caught their essence, and a blast of what looked like golden glitter exploded from the scythe.

      I took down the first easily. The second slipped by me. Not a problem. Cerberus had his celestial head out and was ready to gobble up Ethel's soul. I didn't have to reap the banshee. All I had to do was slow it down. I threw my scythe like a javelin, and it leaped back to avoid the strike.

      It bought us a half-second, which was enough for Cerberus to finish the job.

      I pressed the sigil on my wrist again, and my scythe re-materialized in my hand. The banshee took off through the wall. Reaping it would have been my preference, but the mission had been a success.

      "Let's go. We only have a few minutes to get to the accident."

      Cerberus belched. "Ethel is in heaven."

      We took off through the halls of the home and out onto the street. We arrived on the scene just in time to see a truck speeding the wrong way down the highway. With a loud bang, it crashed head-on into a blue sedan.

      My heart sank into my chest. The Reaper Academy had prepared me to witness such things. Still, seeing it happen was shocking. I was powerless to stop it. Even if I tried, that these deaths were on the schedule meant that no matter what I did, the events would play out with the same tragic result.

      "What's the verdict?" Cerberus asked. "Heaven for the both of them?"

      I cocked my head. "I don't think so. The drunk driver doesn't deserve that."

      Cerberus huffed. "Are you sure?"

      "No!" I snapped. "But it's the best I can do in this situation."

      "If you say so."

      I turned to see six ethereal creatures making their way down the highway. They passed through several oncoming vehicles that were stopped on account of the accident.

      "Six?" Cerberus asked. "Looks like four jackals, a banshee, and a satyr."

      I nodded. "I didn't expect this. Act fast. Get the girl first. She's the priority."

      "The schedule said he dies a few seconds before she does. Are you sure?"

      "Like I said, she's the priority. If we can only get one of them, it should be her."

      Byron's body had flown through his front window and laid motionless on the pavement. He must've been both driving drunk and without a seat belt. The girl was still buckled up in her car, her body hunched over her steering wheel.

      I took out the jackals first. In my experience, they were the fastest. Banshees were more elusive. By reaping the jackals before the others, I gave us a fighting chance. They could get around us before the others. We were down to two. The satyr moved more slowly than any of them. It was only the third time I'd encountered one. They weren't fast or agile, but they were smarter than the other beasts.

      Since they would likely go for Byron first, my plan was to fend them off there. That way, if Cerberus didn't manage to get to him in time, at least he'd save Kelli.

      While my scythe cut through the jackals, the banshee and the satyr ran past me toward Cerberus and Kelli.

      "Damn it!" I screamed. I charged the banshee. She was closer to Cerberus than the satyr. I managed to catch her with my scythe just in time. Cerberus swallowed the girl's soul. He swapped heads and took off toward Byron.

      The satyr was standing over his bloody body. The damned thing had tricked us. It had led me to think it was going for Kelli but backtracked the second he saw me go for the banshee.

      We were too late. With a deep inhale, the satyr consumed Byron's soul.

      "No!" Cerberus screamed.

      I charged the satyr and struck it in the hooves. He was gone. So was the drunk driver’s soul.

      I stood there looking at Byron's body, shaking my head. Then I turned and looked at the two vehicles. Kelli's car had taken more damage than the truck. The brute force of the impact must've done her in. The airbags had deployed to no effect.

      I wiped a tear from my eyes. Then I looked at the truck again. A pair of small pink shoes tied together were dangling from the rearview mirror. Empty beer cans littered the cab. He had been drunk. Morty's schedule said as much. The empty cans confirmed it. Still, something about those shoes gave me a moment's pause. I didn't send him to hell. I'd failed. Maybe that was for the best. Maybe not. Either way, Byron was gone. He'd paid the price.

      Cerberus’ Earth-bound head was back in place. "That was unexpected."

      I sighed. "Four wouldn't be unthinkable. Two for each soul. Six, though? If it wasn't for that damned satyr, we could have finished the job."

      "Do you think they're strategizing against us?"

      I bit my lip. "They must be. The banshee that got away must've reported to whatever deity they're working for and requested backup."

      "You realize, Zoey, that if they keep increasing their numbers to counter our efforts, there won't be anything we can do."

      "We still have to try. Even if we don't save every soul, at least we can take down a few beasts."

      Cerberus snorted. "How much difference will that make? Think about it, Zoey. If they usually travel in twos, and there are enough beasts to harvest thousands of souls every day, all they'd need to do is reduce their number to one beast per soul in places where you aren't. This could go on for a long time before we'd make a dent in their numbers. Even then, there's no telling how many more of these beasts they have to spare."

      "Maybe this was a fluke. Either way, we should get back and check the schedule."

      "You really should get Sienna to scan that thing into your phone."

      I sighed. "I hadn't thought of that. I could take photos."

      "A scan would be more efficient."

      "First, you're a hellhound. How do you know about scanning documents? Second, I'm not sure Sienna is eager to help that way."

      Cerberus snorted. "First, I am a very observant hellhound. I also don't forget much."

      "A photographic memory?"

      "Something like that. Second, why wouldn't Sienna help?"

      "That's the problem. She wants to help, but not like that."

      "She wants to rally the daywalkers."

      I nodded. "Right."

      "I was there, you know. You couldn't see me. I heard your argument. At least allow her to help more during the day. That might pacify her enough that she'll put up with your medieval precautions."

      "Medieval?"

      "You’re using shackles, Zoey. How do you even get shackles these days?"

      I snorted. "An adult novelty store."

      "Novelty?"

      "You know, one of those stores that caters to...intimate nocturnal activities."

      "What do shackles and chains have to do with anything intimate?"

      I scratched my head. "People like different things. It doesn't matter. Let's just go back and check the schedule. While we're chatting, people could be dying."

      "How could someone possibly enjoy being shackled?"

      I bit my lip. "I don't know. It's not my thing!"

      "Sienna clearly finds no pleasure in it, either."

      "We're going back to the apartment."

      "Not unless you allow Sienna to help."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Is that a threat?"

      "It’s a condition. You can’t do this without me."

      "If I let Sienna help during the day, she'll miss school."

      "It's her choice, Zoey, not yours. You are not her mother. Even if you were, what kind of mother would put her kid in shackles? I think Kevin might have to put you in the clink if you did something like that."

      "In the clink?" I raised an eyebrow.

      "I've been watching old crime shows. The little old man who lives in the apartment across from yours is obsessed with them."

      "You hang out with Mister Dennison?"

      "He doesn't realize it. I stay on the astral plane. I need something to keep me occupied when Sienna is studying, and you and Kevin are, you know..."

      I sighed. "That hasn't happened for a while."

      "It had better. You should have gone to breakfast with him."

      "How can you say that? If we had, we wouldn't have saved Ethel and Kelli."

      "Consider it another condition. Besides allowing Sienna to help, you need to spend some time with your man. If you don't, I won't do this anymore."

      "That is manipulative, Cerberus!"

      Cerberus narrowed his eyes. "Doesn't feel so good, does it, when someone takes your choices away? Sienna was right. You can't throw your life away for this, especially now that we aren't sure how much longer any of this will work."

      I sighed. "All right. You win. I'll let Sienna help, but only during the day. We still can't let her loose at night as long as we aren't sure if Katerina can control her."

      "And Kevin?"

      "I'll call him later and apologize. We'll go out once a week."

      Cerberus crinkled his nose. "Twice. Minimum."

      "Fine, twice!"

      "Good girl."

      I raised an eyebrow. "’Good girl?’"

      "It's called praise. It's helpful when training humans. If that doesn't work, next time, I'll throw in a treat."
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      We ran back to the apartment. My mom's Corvette was parked outside. So was Kevin's unmarked squad car. I sighed. "Looks like we have visitors."

      "Sienna's car is still here, too."

      I looked down the road. Sure enough, she was parked by the curb. "Damn it. She skipped class."

      "Remember, Zoey. You aren't her mother."

      I sighed. "I know, but my nature is to protect people. I feel responsible for her."

      "Because she wouldn't have become a vampire, or a daywalker, without you?"

      I nodded. "Something like that."

      "It's not true, you know. If it wasn't for you, she would have been turned anyway and been forced to become a vampire's mate."

      I snorted. "I suppose you're right."

      "Of course I am! Come on, let's head up and see what's going on."

      I walked through the front door to find my mom and Sienna on the couch and Kevin in one of our kitchen chairs in front of the couch. There was a second empty chair next to his.

      "Zoey," my mom said. "Would you please sit down?"

      "What is this? An intervention?"

      "Not exactly." Kevin grimaced.

      "Sienna called me after you left. She was concerned."

      "But that's not why I'm here," Kevin added. "There was a fatal crash recently on the highway."

      I nodded. "I know. We were there."

      "I suspected as much. What happened?"

      "We sent the girl to heaven. There were more beasts than we anticipated. We didn’t get to the man in time."

      "What were you going to do?" my mom asked.

      "He was drunk. That's what caused the accident. He killed the girl. We were going to send him to hell."

      "I called his wife to inform her of his passing," Kevin continued. "Do you know what she told me?"

      I shrugged. "Does it matter?"

      "It does, Zoey. That man was over ten years sober."

      "Well, that's what he gets for picking up another drink."

      Kevin shook his head. "They had a daughter born with a congenital heart defect. She died last night. As you might expect, they were devastated. In his grief, he made a poor choice."

      "That's a sad story. He still drank and drove."

      Kevin nodded. "It's a tragedy. Still, I suspect you didn't know that the man you were about to condemn to hell had spent his life running a shelter for the poor. He was a philanthropist who made a mistake. Can you say for certain that he deserved to go to hell for all eternity for that?"

      I bit my lip. "He still killed someone."

      "Agreed," my mom said. "He would have faced major consequences. He deserved punishment, but an eternity in hell after a life well-lived except in his final moments would hardly be just."

      I shook my head. "I don't know. I mean, how could I have known?"

      "That's the point," Kevin said. "You couldn't know that he was grieving. You had no way of knowing that the man you would have condemned had probably saved more lives than he took."

      "There's a reason the Reapers don't get to decide where the souls they harvest go after they're delivered to the Boatman, Zoey."

      I scratched my head. "Then we send everyone to heaven. At least for now."

      My mom pressed her lips together. "That's one option. The other is that you stop interfering in what's going on."

      I shook my head. "This was Dad's idea!"

      "Is your father infallible?"

      "Of course not."

      "They're right," Sienna interjected. "Maybe we should reconsider all this."

      I stood up. "Whatever god is sending these beasts to do what Reapers should do is still devouring souls."

      "Do we know that for sure?" Sienna asked.

      I narrowed my eyes. "We have a pretty good idea. Besides, the god behind all this is sending more beasts than before. We have his attention. We can't stop now."

      Kevin tilted his head. "You're right."

      "Excuse me?" my mom stood up and stared at Kevin.

      "You don't have to judge souls or send them anywhere," Kevin continued. "If you show up and put up a good fight, maybe you can force the god to reveal himself."

      "That's not a bad idea," Cerberus piped up. "It might work. What kind of cases does the Grim Reaper usually handle himself rather than delegate to other Reapers?"

      I pinched my chin. "Only the most challenging ones."

      Sienna smiled widely. "Nothing is more challenging than when you and Cerberus are on the scene."

      I shook my head. "We need to up the ante. So far, all he's done is send more beasts after us. What if that's not enough? What if we can match his numbers?"

      "Are you suggesting what I think you're suggesting?" Sienna asked.

      I nodded. "Get in touch with the daywalkers. We're going to give this god the best we've got."
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      On short notice, Sienna was able to recruit Jessna and a half-dozen daywalkers. Since they all had rings that allowed them to get on with their daily lives, most of them were working, at school, or busy with family and life. It didn't matter. The daywalkers couldn't kill these beasts anyway. Even on the astral plane, the creatures were invulnerable to everything except my scythe. That didn't mean they couldn't slow the beasts down.

      I don't know much about trans-dimensional physics, but presuming two entities are on the same plane of existence, they cannot occupy the same space at the same time. More bodies could get in the way of the beasts. A good kick, a baseball bat to the face, or anything else might not kill the beasts, but they'd feel it. That was all we needed, really. I could reap them. Cerberus could send the souls to heaven.

      If we weren't going to damn anyone to Hades, we had to be selective about our targets. Before, I had used the schedule to save the most souls in the least time. The destination of those souls wasn't a concern. I rarely chose hell anyway. Kevin had a good point. I couldn't damn someone for eternity if I didn't know the whole story. It wasn't my place to judge.

      Still, I wasn't thrilled about the possibility of sending an axe murderer or a serial rapist to heaven. Regardless, our focus now was to force the hand of whatever death god was running this soul-harvesting enterprise.

      The Reaper Academy had a required course, History of the Pantheon. There were a few lesser deities associated with death whom the greater gods might have appointed on an interim basis. Hades was out of the question. After his attempt to overthrow Zeus, I doubted the other gods would give him any responsibility.

      Most likely, it was one of the Furies. Alecto was the goddess of anger. Tisiphone was the avenger of murder. Megaera was associated with envy and jealousy. From what I understood, they were largely responsible for the punishment of the dead in the afterlife.

      Hecate was also a possibility. She had a strong connection with ghosts and likely had something to do with deciding where spirits ended up.

      Then there was Thanatos. My teacher at the Academy had described him as Death personified. He’d created the Reapers and what we know as the underworld. He had been the first Grim Reaper and had established our entire domain once humanity grew too populous to handle alone.

      As far as I knew, he had ascended thousands of years ago, and no one knew what he'd done since. I imagined he was enjoying his retirement, sipping mai-tais on a beach somewhere. It was possible that the other gods had called on him to oversee a temporary measure to handle soul-harvests so they could punish my dad, Morty, and the rest.

      I didn't know what the Reapers had done wrong. Still, perhaps the gods needed someone to blame after Hades had attempted to use the Reapers to gain power. Putting the Reapers in a time-out could have been little more than a move to appease those who believed the Reapers had conspired with Hades from the start.

      All of this was speculation. Until we knew which deity or demigod was running things, we couldn't accurately assess what was going on. All I knew was that the way the beasts were extracting human souls wasn't acceptable. None of the creatures I'd encountered had the capacity to preserve souls or deliver them to the afterlife.

      I unrolled Morty's scroll and examined the schedule. Sienna snapped a photo of it with her phone.

      "Scanning it in?" I asked.

      Sienna nodded. "I might be able to convert the image to a text-based document we can search."

      I glanced at Cerberus, who was standing tall on all fours. "Told you she could do that."

      I chuckled. "All right. That might be helpful down the line. We need to find someone dying in a relatively open space. Somewhere away from the city. If we're going to bring that many daywalkers with us, moving between different dimensions, it might draw too much attention in the city."

      "Mind taking a look, Josephine?" Sienna asked. "I'm a city girl. I don't know much about the rural communities beyond the suburbs."

      My mom approached the table and examined the scroll with us. She traced her finger down the page. "What about this one? Randall Goodson. Scheduled to die from a massive heart attack in a field south of Holden."

      "Where's Holden?" I asked.

      "It's an old Civil War town, now a quaint community an hour southeast of the city. Several cattle ranches and farms surround the town."

      "It will be pushing it. According to the schedule, we have less than two hours before he dies."

      "We can make it," Sienna assured me. "It's a bit far to run, even on the astral plane. We'd best take our vehicles."

      "Can you make it there, Cerberus?" I asked.

      Cerberus licked his chops. "No problem."

      Kevin grabbed my hand. "I have to get to work. Any chance you'd like to get dinner tonight?"

      I bit my lip. Cerberus growled at me. "I'd like that."

      Kevin smiled widely. "Text me when you're back. Good luck!"

      I kissed Kevin on the cheek. Sienna texted Jessna the closest address to the field where Randall Goodson was supposed to die, then slid into the passenger seat of my mom's Corvette. I climbed on my Harley Davidson and fired it up. The rumble of the engine vibrated my thighs.

      Cerberus took off ahead of us. He could run faster on the astral plane than I could. Since he wasn't bound to roads and could pass through fences, buildings, and fields, there was a chance he'd arrive first.

      My mom knew where Holden was, but she didn't know how to get there. With the aid of GPS navigation, she led the way. I followed her.

      It wasn't a bad drive. We started on the Interstate, then followed a state highway before taking a smaller two-lane road south. Eventually, we found ourselves on a gravel road. Not a pleasant experience on a motorcycle. The dust my mom's car kicked up was too much. I shielded my face with one arm and did my best to steer with my other hand. By the time we arrived, I was covered in gray powder. So was my bike.

      We parked as close to the edge of the road as we could without falling into the ditch.

      Sienna stepped out of the car first. She looked at me and laughed.

      "You look like a ghost!"

      I coughed. "This sucks."

      "If I had known this would be an issue, we could have taken my car."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Your GPS didn't indicate we'd have to take a gravel road?"

      Sienna shrugged. "I didn't think to check."

      I pulled my reaper cloak out of my backpack. "At least this is clean."

      My mom turned off her car and stepped out. "What can I do to help?"

      I scratched my head, the grime from the road grit on my scalp. "You can't disappear like we can. You should probably wait in the car."

      My mom shrugged. "I'd rather not get chigger bites or ticks anyway. Have fun."

      I cocked my head. "Did you say, ‘ticks?’"

      "Vampire bugs!" Sienna exclaimed. "No worries. I don't think they can cross into the astral plane. We'll be fine."

      One thing about gravel roads was that you could hear a car coming from a half-mile away. I turned to see two compact cars making their way down the road, kicking up a cloud of dust behind them.

      The cars pulled up behind ours, and Jessna and six other daywalkers stepped out. "Hey, Zoey! What happened to you?"

      I rubbed my eyes. "What do you think?"

      Jessna snickered. "Motorcycles on dry gravel roads..."

      "Yeah. Didn't think about that."

      "So, what's the plan?"

      "We've done this before," I explained. "This time is a little different. I know you can't kill the beasts, but if you can get in their way, it will help. We want to make it as difficult as possible."

      "Slowing down a couple of jackals or banshees shouldn't be a problem."

      I shook my head. "I'm expecting a lot more than that. Earlier today, we had to fend off six, including a satyr."

      "What's a satyr?"

      "Think of it as a bipedal goat. Creepy as hell. They don't move fast, but they're clever. No matter what happens, you need to hold your position around the target. They'll try to lure you away from him. Don't take the bait."

      "Do you have any weapons?" Sienna asked.

      Jessna nodded. "We brought knives."

      "You can't kill those things. I'm not sure if they can hurt you. Still, you're daywalkers. If you get hurt, remove your rings. Your vampiric nature will awaken, but it will heal you."

      Jessna turned to the daywalkers who'd joined her. I recognized one of them—Sunshine. She was one of the first people I'd met when Jessna was serving as a "Prophetess" of the cult that had eventually become the coven of daywalkers. All the other daywalkers were female, too. It wasn't a surprise. There hadn’t been many men among them. I wasn't sure why.

      "Where are the dudes?" I asked.

      Jessna shrugged. "We're a matriarchal order."

      I grinned. "I like that."

      Sunshine rolled her eyes. "All the guys had other things to do. Lame excuses."

      "They're chicken," Jessna explained. "But I wouldn't tell them that to their faces. You know how it goes with men. You have to let them think they're in control. Fragile egos and whatnot."

      Sienna chuckled. "With an attitude like that, it's no wonder the men in your order weren't eager to help."

      Jessna sighed. "Some of them have...difficulty with female leadership. Honestly, it's probably best they didn't come. We don't need anyone breaking ranks to play the hero. Thinking it's their job to protect us."

      I nodded. "I get it. My ex was like that. Thankfully, I now have a man who respects my abilities."

      Jessna shook her head. "Sounds like a diamond in the rough."

      I grinned. "He really is."

      "We have about half an hour," Sienna interjected. "We should survey the situation and familiarize ourselves with the terrain."

      "Good idea. We need to go invisible. The target is a farmer, maybe a rancher. We don't know for sure. Whatever the case, it would be best if he remains oblivious to our presence."

      I raised the hood of my cloak. Sienna touched her brooch. Jessna and the other daywalkers twisted their rings. The items we used to enter the astral plane had the same enchantment, but they worked differently.

      We made our way across the field. There was a large herd of cattle in the distance. Three men were working to siphon water out of several large barrels in the back of a truck into a trough.

      Two of the men were younger, probably in their twenties. One of them was older and had gray hair. I guessed he was in his late fifties.

      "The older guy is the target?" Jessna asked.

      Sienna shook her head. "The schedule indicated he was young. I'm guessing this is a father and two sons. Can't be certain. I think Randall is one of the younger men."

      "That's so sad!" Jessna exclaimed. "Can't we do something? I mean, if we know this is going to happen, what if we call an ambulance? If paramedics arrive in time, we might be able to save him."

      I sighed. "You're right. It is sad. Unfortunately, if his name is on the schedule, it doesn't matter. Even if we got him help, it wouldn't work. Randall's time is up."

      "Reaping people must be hard," Jessna replied. "I can't imagine seeing so many tragedies, knowing what's going to happen but being powerless to help."

      I nodded. "It's a part of the job. The Reapers are trained to deal with it. It's difficult for some younger Reapers to accept. Over time, they get used to it. Death happens."

      "So does shit," Sienna looked down at her feet. She was standing in a pile of manure. "Thankfully, this stuff won't stick on the astral plane."

      I chuckled. "I still wouldn't step in it. Since your mind perceives the physical world as real, you will interact with it if you aren't focused."

      Sienna lifted her foot out of the manure. A hunk of it fell off her shoe. "Damn it!"

      I snickered. "Lesson learned."

      "We still don't know which of the two younger men is Randall."

      I nodded. "Let's get closer. Maybe one of them will drop a name. If they don't, we need to be prepared. The beasts will show up a few minutes before the target dies. If we can't identify the right man before they get here, we'll be at a disadvantage."

      Sienna looked around. "Where the hell is Cerberus?"

      I scratched my head. "Good question. Maybe he got lost. He'll be here soon. He can sense my location."

      Jessna cleared her throat. "If the hellhound isn't here, we can't save this man's soul, can we?"

      I shook my head. "We can't. Don't worry. He'll make it. Whatever the case, our priority is to frustrate the beasts. If we cause enough trouble, I'm hoping the god we're looking for will show up to handle it himself."

      Sienna had crossed one leg over the other. She was picking out the poop of her treads with one of her keys. "We still need Cerberus. He needs to make it look like we're trying to save Randall."

      "Right, but he can't do it too soon. If he does, the beasts will leave. The longer this battle goes on, the better our chances to get the god's attention."

      "But we can't let the beasts devour this man's soul."

      I nodded. "I agree. This is going to be tricky."
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      "I'm getting too old for this shit." The older man grabbed a handkerchief from his pocket and ran it across his brow. "It's hotter than Claudia Schiffer in a bikini out here."

      One of the younger men chuckled. "Claudia Schiffer? You are old, Dad!"

      The older man smirked. "Very funny, son."

      "We've got this," the second man said. "Why don't you sit in the truck and cool down?"

      The old man nodded. "All right. Jonathan. Randall. One of you can fill the troughs. The other one can start calling the cows."

      I sighed. He used their names, but he hadn’t revealed which was which.

      I felt a familiar paw on my leg. Cerberus was looking up at me.

      "I knew you'd make it."

      "Which one is it?" Cerberus asked.

      I shook my head. "Not sure. Remember, we don't want to do this too soon."

      Cerberus huffed. "I know the plan."

      One of the younger men attached a hose to a spigot on the bottom of one of the large water barrels. He dragged the hose to the trough.

      The other young man took off across the field, whooping.

      "Damn it," I said. "They're splitting up. How much time do we have left?"

      Sienna glanced at her phone. "A couple of minutes."

      "Just a couple?" I looked around the field. "The beasts are usually here by now."

      "Maybe they're strategizing," Cerberus offered. "The beasts have to reap on the astral plane. That doesn't mean they can't traverse other dimensions."

      I nodded. "Makes sense. That's probably why they usually appear out of nowhere. We need to be ready for any possibility. They can't wait much longer."

      The man calling the cows was twenty yards into the field when he screamed and keeled over. A satyr appeared near him.

      Cerberus took off. Sienna, Jessna, and the rest followed.

      "Wait!" I shouted. "It might be..."

      It was too late. The satyr laughed as the man filling the troughs stumbled and clutched at his chest.

      "You've got the wrong one!" I screamed.

      Five jackals appeared around the trough.

      The old man stepped out of the truck. "Jonathan!"

      "It's all right, Dad. I just twisted an ankle."

      I summoned my scythe and went after the jackals. My only advantage was that he was close enough to the truck that they couldn't get at him from behind.

      The old man turned. "Randall, are you all right?"

      "No!" Randall screamed. "My chest!"

      The satyr cackled. I finished off the jackals. Three banshees appeared and closed on our position.

      Cerberus, Sienna, Jessna, and the rest were heading in our direction. Even if they got here in time, they couldn't get between the banshees and Randall.

      "Screw it," I muttered and lowered my hood. The old man gasped.

      "What the..."

      "I don't have time to explain. I'm here to help."

      "What are you?" the old man asked. "Are you an angel?"

      "Something like that. We need to move your son. Can you help?"

      "Of course!"

      I kneeled beside Randall and draped one of his arms over my shoulders. The father did the same on his son’s opposite side.

      "What are we doing?"

      "We need to get him to a clearing," I explained.

      "Can you save him?"

      I grunted. "Not the way you're thinking. I'm trying to save his soul."

      "No!" the man cried. "My Randall! You can't die! Hang in there, son!"

      We got Randall far enough from the truck that Sienna, Jessna, and the daywalkers could secure a perimeter around him.

      I threw my hood back up over my head. The banshees were coming after us. I invoked my scythe.

      I swiped at one of them, but she dodged my strike. I caught the second banshee by mistake. Good enough. It disappeared in a shower of golden energy.

      The satyr followed Jonathan as he hobbled his way across the field. He wrapped his arms around Jonathan.

      Cerberus took off after him. "Wait! It's a trick!"

      "No, it isn't!" Cerberus shouted.

      The satyr lowered his face over Jonathan's and inhaled.

      "What the fuck!" I screamed. "He's not on the schedule!"

      Cerberus was too late. The satyr had devoured Jonathan's soul.

      I turned. The daywalkers still had Randall surrounded.

      I chased down the other banshees and took them out.

      The satyr moved in our direction. Two jackals appeared at his side. I gripped my scythe.

      "Zoey!" Sienna shouted. "The old man!"

      I turned. Another satyr was approaching him from behind.

      "Hold your perimeter!" I screamed.

      I took off after the second satyr. The man's knees buckled as the satyr grabbed him. I raised my scythe over my head and chopped it into the satyr's back.

      The old man was catching his breath. "Angel! Wherever you are! Help my boy!"

      Apparently, these damned beasts didn't care about killing people who weren't scheduled to die. The first satyr and his jackals were moving around the perimeter set up by the daywalkers, looking for a way in. The daywalkers had their knives extended. They wouldn't stop the beasts forever, only slow them down.

      I couldn't leave the man alone. These monsters could appear out of thin air. There was no telling what might show up to kill the man if I left him behind. I had to get him inside the perimeter.

      I lowered my hood. I couldn't see the others like this. I could only pray—to which god, I wasn't sure—that I could get the man to his son before the satyr and his jackals got past the daywalkers.

      I helped the man to his feet and led him to his son.

      I raised my hood again.

      I gasped. A creature that was fifteen feet tall stood in the middle of the daywalkers at Randall’s feet. He had the head of a jackal and the body of a man, with hooves for feet.

      He had one hand extended toward Cerberus. The hellhound was pawing at the dirt, trying to move toward Randall, but he couldn't move.

      "Who are you?" I asked. "What is your name?"

      The large deity cocked his jackal-like head, then kneeled.

      "No, you don't!" I screamed, swinging at him with my scythe.

      The god extended his other hand. I couldn't move. Something squeezed my throat.

      "Stand down, Reaper," the god commanded, his voice deep and booming.

      "Who are you?" I could barely get out the words as the force around my neck tightened.

      "I am Anubis."

      The deity shrieked. Several knives stabbed his back.

      Cerberus was free. He swallowed Randall's soul with his celestial head.

      The grip around my neck faded. Gasping for air, I lunged at Anubis. Before I could strike him with my scythe, he disappeared in a cloud of black smoke.

      I collapsed to my knees. Randall's father held his son. Tears fell from his eyes. "My boys!"

      I took a step back. "You should say something," Sienna suggested.

      I shook my head. "I have nothing to say. There's nothing more we can do."

      Jessna sighed. "At least we saved the boy's soul."

      I nodded. "One of them."

      "Who is Anubis?" Sunshine asked.

      "I don't have a clue."

      Cerberus huffed. "He isn't one of the Olympians. Whoever he is, I'm pretty sure the gods we know aren't behind this."

      "That poor man." Sienna's eyes welled up.

      I took a deep breath. "We're done here."
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      Cerberus was right. If Anubis had been aligned with the Olympians, he would have respected their schedule. There was nothing more likely to incur the scrutiny of the gods than having a Reaper harvest a soul prematurely. My father had done that once when we were trying to save Sienna from Katerina. I suspected that was why the Reapers were audited shortly thereafter. Until now, I’d assumed it’d had something to do with why the Reapers were benched. Now, I didn't know what to believe.

      I needed a shower. I wasn't going to do a damned thing until I got this gravel dust off my skin and out of my hair and my exposed orifices. I hoped it hadn't made its way into any unexposed orifices.

      Gray water flowed off my body and around my toes. Disgusting. I had to shampoo four times. My hair was still a little grimy when I finished. It had been hot out in the field, and my sweat had defiled my most sacred places with nastiness.

      There are a few things in life that you only do once. Touching the glass top of a hot stove. Ordering an anchovy pizza. Cleaning gravel dust out of your butt crack.

      Reaping supernaturals can be a dirty business.

      I dried off and dressed in a pair of comfortable jeans and a t-shirt. Usually when I went to the underworld, I dressed up. I was famous there. Hell, they’d even named a holiday after me. How many times have you seen the President of the United States in anything but a suit and tie? I didn't govern the underworld. Still, I was a revered figure. Image mattered. I wasn't in the mood to doll myself up, though.

      I texted Kevin to let him know what was going on. We had a date later that night. If I didn't make it back in time, I didn't want him to think I’d stood him up. He didn't respond. He was a detective and probably out on a case, so I didn’t expect to hear from him until later. That didn't mean he didn't see my message.

      My mom kicked back on the couch as I set up the crystal to form a portal to the underworld. She couldn't come with us. I had Reaper blood. Sienna was a daywalking vampire. Cerberus was Cerberus. You can't go to the underworld if you aren't at least half-supernatural.

      We stepped through the portal. My brain rattled at the loud thump of bass blasting from a speaker next to where the portal opened in my brother's office. There were at least fifty Reapers in there with cups of golden liquid in their hands. More than a few were bumping and grinding.

      "Chug! Chug! Chug!" a group chanted. I followed the sound to find my brother with a funnel in his mouth and his girlfriend Carmilla holding it over him as he kneeled on the floor.

      He finished it. Everyone cheered.

      I grabbed Morty by the back of his shirt. "What the hell, Morty?"

      Morty stumbled to his feet, leaning on Carmilla for balance. "Zoey! Have a beer!"

      I grabbed Morty's arm and dragged him as far away from the speaker as I could. "You're partying in Dad's office?"

      Morty shrugged. "My office now, and if you haven't heard, business is dead. Get it? We're Reapers. Business is dead!"

      I glared at my brother as he laughed at his own joke. "This isn't appropriate!"

      Morty belched. "You should see what's going on down on Gehenna Boulevard. This is just the pre-party."

      "You don't understand! We are here for a reason."

      "To get drunk! "

      I pressed my lips together and tilted my head. "The god who is taking over the soul harvest isn't an Olympian."

      Morty furrowed his brow. "Come again?"

      "His name is Anubis. He isn't respecting the schedule. He'll harvest anyone; it doesn't matter."

      Morty raised a finger. "One second."

      Morty grabbed an empty red cup from his desk and took it over to a keg. He filled it. The beer overflowed his cup over his fingers.

      "Morty, you need to sober up. This is serious."

      Morty shrugged. "So, some god we've never heard of is overstepping. How's that my concern?"

      "How isn't it your concern? You're the Grim Reaper!"

      Morty narrowed his eyes. "Nope. Dad is still the Grim Reaper."

      "He's lost his powers. You're the acting Grim Reaper. Same difference."

      "Look, Zoey. Dionysus said that the gods had suspended our activities. That's all I know. If some other deity is out there challenging the Olympians, well, maybe those gods are finally getting what's coming to them."

      "Did you hear what I just told you?"

      Morty shook his head. "Nope. Music is too loud."

      "This Anubis has no hesitation about reaping people early. He has all kinds of ungodly creatures he's using to harvest souls. When he takes a soul, I don’t think he's sending them to the afterlife."

      Morty shrugged. "Sucks to be human."

      "Mom is human, Morty!"

      Morty sighed. "Okay. Good point."

      Sienna nudged me. "I don’t think he's going to be much help."

      I rolled my eyes. "You think?"

      "Look, Zoey. I'm keeping order best I can."

      "This is your idea of order?"

      "What do you expect? The Reapers don't have shit to do. Better to drink and party than wallow in despair and self-loathing. We might not get another chance to take time off and let loose. We're making the best of it."

      I gritted my teeth. "And while you're 'making the best of it,' people are dying, and a rogue god is running loose, devouring souls!"

      "Even if I knew how powerful this Anubis joker is, I couldn't do anything to stop him. You're the one who can reap supernaturals."

      I sighed. "I tried that. He's too powerful. I couldn't get close."

      Morty chugged the rest of his beer and stumbled back over to the keg. Cerberus looked up and growled at him.

      "Down, boy."

      Cerberus barked.

      Morty took two steps back. "Hey, keep the mutt under control. He almost made me spill the beer!"

      "Sacrilege!" I rolled my eyes.

      "Look, Dad is hanging out with the old folks at the Satyr's Lodge."

      I sighed. "Playing bingo?"

      Morty grinned. "Something like that. If anyone knows who Anubis is, it's Dad."

      I nodded and turned to leave, then looked back over my shoulder. "Drink some water, Morty."

      I felt a sharp pain in one of my butt cheeks.

      I turned and slapped a Reaper I didn't know.

      "Hey!" Morty mumbled. "Don't touch my sister’s butt! Not cool, Dimitri! That violates the bro code."

      "Sorry, dude!"

      I tapped Dimitri on the shoulder.

      "Yeah, gorgeous?"

      I slapped him again.

      "What the..."

      I grinned. "It felt so good the first time. I thought I'd come back for seconds."

      "What a moron," Sienna muttered.

      "Hey, if Princess Grimm doesn't want some of this, maybe you'd like to go for a ride?"

      Sienna glared at Dimitri, then flashed her fangs and hissed.

      Dimitri took two steps back and tripped over his own feet.

      "Come on, Sienna. Forget these losers. Let's go find my dad."
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      The whole underworld was different. Before, the Reapers who lived there had pride in who they were and the place they lived. Now there was trash everywhere. A few of the buildings had broken windows. They’d burned out one of my favorite places to eat. This wasn't Gehenna Boulevard. Morty had made it sound like the party going on there made his little shindig seem like a trip to the petting zoo.

      Main Street wasn't party row. It was a nice area, like Kansas City's Plaza. Now, though, it was a ghost town.

      "What do you think happened here?" Sienna asked.

      "I wish I knew. Whatever it was, it wasn't good."

      Cerberus sniffed the air. "It smells like urine."

      "Good thing I don't have a keen sense of smell. Come on. We still have a ways to go to reach the Satyr's Lodge."

      To get there, we'd have to go through Gehenna Boulevard. As we drew closer, I could hear voices shouting and laughing. That wasn't unusual. Gehenna Boulevard was where the Reapers had always gone to let loose.

      Morty was right. The place was crazy. Drunk people on the streets. One guy ran out of a building, punched someone in the face, and took off before tripping and smashing his face into the curb.

      If he hadn't just cheap-shotted someone, I might have helped him up. Instead, I pressed through the crowd. People noticed. They followed me with their eyes and stepped back, clearing the way. Some of them turned away as if they were ashamed I'd seen them.

      There was a sweet smell in the air. "Is that what I think it is?"

      Cerberus snorted. "It sure is."

      I shook my head. This wasn't the underworld I knew. I understood that this situation was difficult. Reaping was everything to these people. They were Reapers, after all. Reaping wasn't just a job. It was their identity. I could relate. When I’d discovered I couldn't reap human souls, my whole world had turned upside-down.

      I’d had an out, though. I had gone to Earth. The Reapers didn't have another option. They had no place to go. When you don't know who you are or what your purpose is, it can take you to a pretty dark place.

      I wasn't as disappointed as I was angry. I wasn't proud of the way the Reapers responded to the situation. More than anything, I was pissed that the gods had done this to them.

      We made it through Gehenna Boulevard. The Satyr’s Lodge was a couple of blocks away. An image of a satyr that looked a lot more dignified than the real thing adorned a sign hanging over the door. We went inside.

      My dad was seated at a round table with several other gray-haired Reapers. He was wearing nothing but boxer shorts and socks. Some of the other aging Reapers were missing various articles of clothing.

      They dropped their cards on the table.

      "That's it, Louise!" my dad crowed. "Take it off!"

      "Oh, God!" I blurted.

      "Zoey!" Dad turned around, made eye contact with me, and stood up.

      I shielded my eyes. "Dad! Strip poker? What the..."

      "You're never too old to have fun," Louise interjected as she removed her shirt.

      I turned around. Sienna was laughing. Cerberus was silent.

      "Dad, we need to talk."

      My dad cleared his throat. "What about?"

      "Get dressed. Then we'll talk."

      I waited while my dad put his clothes on. He put a hand on my shoulder. "There's a lounge in the back if you'd like to chat there."

      I nodded. "Works for me."

      We walked past the poker table.

      "Don't think you're getting out of this, Azrael," Louise cautioned. "One more lost hand and you're done for. I've waited centuries to see the Grim Reaper in all his glory!"

      My dad waved his hand. "I'll be back. Don't count me out yet."

      He led us to the lounge, then grabbed three bottles of water from a fridge and tossed one to me and another to Sienna.

      "Thanks!" Sienna cracked hers open.

      "Have a seat," he said. "What is this about?"

      I sat down on the couch and opened my water. I took a sip. "Who is Anubis?"

      My dad set his unopened bottle on a table and sat down on another couch facing me. "Why are you asking?"

      "He's handling all the reapings now."

      Dad narrowed his eyes. "Are you certain?"

      I nodded. "Real tall. Has the head of a jackal."

      "He isn't a part of the Olympian pantheon. No one has heard a thing from the Egyptian deities since the sixth century."

      "Egyptian?" Sienna asked. "You mean, like Ra and Osiris? Those folks?"

      My father nodded. "Anubis was the original death god. Later, Osiris took over most of his responsibilities. He functioned a lot like a Reaper and ushered people into the afterlife."

      "What happened?" I asked.

      "When the Roman Empire rose, they co-opted the Greek deities. The Olympians all assumed new names. With the rise of Christianity, most of the Roman gods assumed the names of patron saints."

      "When did they take their original names back?"

      "They never lost them. Still, gods who aren't revered don't tend to hang around."

      Sienna cocked her head. "There aren't many people who worship the Olympians anymore. If that's the case, why are they still around?"

      My dad shrugged. "Monotheism dominated after that. Not everywhere, of course, but the Olympians weren't willing to go away. So what if humans worshipped them or didn’t? The way they saw it, they didn't need to be worshipped."

      "Why didn't the Egyptian gods do the same?"

      "The Greek gods forced them out. Where they went, I can't say. If Anubis is doing my job, though, I suspect they've decided to challenge the Olympians for dominance."

      "Why would they do that?" Sienna asked.

      My dad shrugged. "I suppose that after the incident with Hades, the Egyptian gods saw an opportunity. The Olympians are divided."

      I crossed my arms. "If Anubis was primed to take over his old responsibilities, why would the Olympian gods bench the Reapers?"

      Dad pinched his chin. "That's a good question. I can't tell you."

      "He's not taking human souls to the afterlife," I said. "He's using a number of beasts to do the dirty work for him. When they take a human soul, they consume it."

      My dad's eyes widened. "I suspected that might be the case. That was why I told you to intervene."

      "It's not enough. I can't keep up."

      My father nodded. "I didn't know Anubis was behind this. I figured some other Olympian was picking up the slack."

      "Anubis isn't sticking to the schedule. I've seen him send his beasts after people who weren't supposed to die."

      My dad pinched his chin. "The Olympians don't decide when people are going to die. They foresee it and provide us with the schedule. The Egyptians didn't work that way. Of course, there were always those who'd die apart from any divine decree. Still, the Egyptian death gods believed they had the right to dictate when humans died."

      "Is there anything we can do to stop him?"

      My father shook his head. "Possibly. However, this situation is grimmer than I anticipated. Greek gods don't consume souls. If they eliminated people and didn't deliver them to the afterlife, the souls would be eradicated. The Egyptian gods gained strength from the consumption of human souls. The death rituals practiced by the ancient Egyptians were thought to preserve the body for the beyond. In truth, the Egyptian gods used practices like mummification to trap the souls in dead bodies like wineskins. A trapped soul continues to grow and evolve. It's why older ghosts, after they've wandered the Earth for a while, can't be reaped. Anubis and eventually Osiris waited until the soul in the mummified corpse matured before they feasted. When they did, they gained power."

      "Anubis isn't mummifying anyone."

      My dad nodded. "Modern embalming practices don't have the same effect. I fear he's going for quantity over quality. If he devours enough souls, he'll gain enough power that he might be able to lead his fellow gods to Olympus and take over."

      "I tried to reap him, Dad. I couldn't get close to him. He was too powerful."

      "He almost choked her from a distance," Sienna said. "It was some serious Darth Vader shit."

      "We need to speak to Athena. She's the only Olympian I'm certain I can trust."

      I nodded. "All right. Well, if we bribe Charon with candy, he'll take us there."

      My dad shook his head. "Charon isn't on the River Styx. He left around the time we were suspended."

      "How can we get to Olympus, then?"

      "The only way I know to get there is with your scythe."

      "Are you suggesting I reap myself?"

      "Heavens, no. Even if you managed to get to Olympus, it's too dangerous right now. You don't want to drop into the middle of a civil war between gods."

      "Then how do we contact Athena?" Sienna asked.

      My dad pinched his chin. "You must seek the Oracle of Delphi. It is she through whom Athena engages mortals.”

      I sighed. “She appeared to us before when we were still working for the Horseman. Of course, several banshees also appeared, along with a minotaur at the same time.”

      “Banshees often accompany the Oracle. She is a spirit. She shed her corporeal form ages ago, but do not be mistaken. She did not die.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “She isn’t dead? How is she a ghost, then?”

      “Not a ghost, Zoey. The Oracle was born with a divine spark. During her Earthly life, she mediated the divine will to the people of Athens. Ever since, she’s served the limited purposes of the Olympians on Earth. Still, she did not abandon her Earthly life in the regular manner. She did not die. She ascended.”

      “Like you’re hoping to do?” I asked. “That’s what is supposed to happen to you eventually, right?”

      “It was once. I’m not sure that the current politics among the Olympians will accommodate my hopes. That’s because, as Reapers, we too have a divine spark. The Oracle, though, was created in a different way. She was unique.”

      “She’s the one, then, who appeared to Mom after Morty and I were born?”

      My father nodded. “She communicated Athena’s will. While the Oracle can communicate the will of any god, and she cannot speak apart from the will of the god who commissions her, very few of them employ her services. Athena is one.”

      “How do we find her again? Could Cerberus go to Olympus on our behalf?”

      My father shook his head. “He could go, of course. I don’t know that he’d find her. The gods are fighting a civil war. There’s little trust between the members of the pantheon. If Athena is hiding from other gods who have it in for her, I don’t believe Cerberus will have much luck finding her.”

      “Then what do we do?”

      “You must capture a banshee.”

      I raised my left eyebrow. “Capture one? You can’t be serious.”

      “Banshees are the heralds of death. The Oracle has not died. You might think that would mean that the banshees have little interest in her. On the contrary, the banshees are intrigued by her. They do not understand her ascension. The banshees do not revere the gods. They worship the Oracle.”

      “If they worship the Oracle, how is Anubis using them?”

      My dad shrugged. “Can you be certain that’s the case?”

      “Of course it is. They show up every time we’re there to reap.”

      “The banshees have no history with Anubis or the Egyptian pantheon. It makes no sense that they’d be working with him. That doesn’t mean he isn’t using them.”

      “If he isn’t using them…”

      “Then you aren’t the only one attempting to foil Anubis. The banshees might appear to you to be working with Anubis and his jackals.”

      “It makes sense,” Sienna agreed. “How would we know if they’re working together? They appear to be doing the same thing. They’re going after souls. That doesn’t mean they’re on the same team.”

      I cocked my head. “So, if a banshee harvests a soul, Anubis doesn’t get it.”

      “I can’t imagine he could!” My dad crossed his legs and folded his hands on his knee. “That doesn’t mean much, however. If Anubis and his jackals are devouring souls, he’s still gaining strength.”

      “What about the satyrs?” Sienna asked. “They’re awfully clever. I don’t know much about mythology, but I’m pretty sure they aren’t Egyptian.”

      “You’re right. They’re Greek.”

      I scratched my head. “Are you suggesting that we might be dealing with three different gods fighting it out for every soul?”

      “It is likely the Oracle is using the banshees on behalf of another, probably Athena. The satyrs might be smart, but they’re also lovers of wine. They are typically aligned with Dionysus.”

      “Wasn’t it Dionysus who suspended the Reapers?”

      My father shook his head. “He communicated it to us. That doesn’t mean he was behind it. He could not silence our abilities. Only Zeus could do that.”

      Sienna scratched her head. “At times, it’s appeared that the beasts are working together.”

      My father shrugged. “An alliance, perhaps. If, however, we’re right that the banshees are sent by Athena and the satyrs by Dionysus, Anubis’ jackals are outnumbered. I suspect it’s only a matter of time before he consolidates whatever power he’s managed to gain by consuming human souls to recruit another god from their pantheon.”

      “We can’t let that happen!” Sienna said. “If it’s only the Egyptian gods who consume souls, that means if the banshees or satyrs take a soul, they’re doing something with it.”

      My father narrowed his eyes. “Perhaps that’s why Charon is no longer sailing the River Styx. He might still be taking souls into the afterlife, but now that the Reapers are no longer active, he could be ferrying from elsewhere.”

      I snorted. “We still need to get hold of the Oracle. If the Olympians are at war, and Athena and Dionysus are the only ones trying to fend off Anubis and harvest human souls, it won’t last forever.”

      My dad sighed. “I believe that’s the case. Neither Athena nor Dionysus has any history as death deities. They’re not accustomed to this kind of work, which gives Anubis an advantage. Beyond that, if the Egyptian deities intend to use Anubis’ soul-devouring efforts to consolidate power, it’s just a matter of time before he gets help.”

      I grimaced. “If we’re going to figure this out, we have to talk to Athena and Dionysus. I’ve been reaping the banshees. If I’m only frustrating their efforts, I need to know.

      “The only way we can reach them is through the Oracle?” Sienna asked.

      My father nodded. “Unless Cerberus can find them. I believe it unlikely that he will.”

      “We have to trap a banshee. Apart from investing in a good pair of earplugs, we’ll need a way to trap them and communicate with them.”

      “We have a device in the underworld that can do it,” my dad said. “You’re familiar with it, Zoey.”

      “I am?”

      My dad grinned. “It’s used in the final examination of Reapers.”

      “The crystal that forms constructs to battle during our testing?”

      “Precisely. Use the crystal to create a golem that resembles a human on the schedule. The banshees won’t be able to tell the difference. If you can trick a banshee into consuming the soul, she will be trapped within the crystal when the golem dies.”

      I bit my lip. “Could we use the same thing to capture jackals?”

      My dad shrugged. “I can’t answer that question. It might work, but that’s not the goal. If we capture a jackal and Anubis learns that you’ve figured out what’s really going on, he might accelerate his plans or, worse, come after you.”

      “Come after me?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “You said before that he does not respect the schedule. If he’s strong enough, Zoey, he might be able to devour your soul, or at the very least, your abilities. If he steals your reaping ability, he’ll be able to devour the souls of supernaturals in addition to those of humans.”

      “Why hasn’t he tried that yet?” Sienna asked.

      “My guess is that he isn’t strong enough. For now, you’re a threat. He might be powerful enough to hold you off, but there’s still the off chance that you might strike him with your scythe. He’d rather not appear until he’s certain he’s gained enough power to take you out of the picture.”

      “Then why aren’t the gods already working with me to take him out?” I asked.

      My father shook his head. “Your guess is as good as mine. Perhaps since you’ve been reaping their banshees and satyrs, they are unsure where your loyalties lie.”

      “You think kidnapping a banshee and using it to get to the Oracle is going to help me endear myself to the gods?”

      “I do not, but it will get you an audience. That’s the best you can hope for at this point. In the end, it’s necessary that you all work together to stop Anubis before the other Egyptian gods rise.”
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      I hadn't been to the Reaper Academy since I graduated. I didn't have any reason to go back. I wasn't one of those sentimental sorts who visited old teachers. When I finished my examination, I was eager to reap my first soul. Once I discovered that wasn't going to happen, well, the last thing I wanted to do was return to the school I'd attended my entire life that prepared me for something I'd never become.

      Things had come full circle. The Academy was the Hogwarts of the underworld. We didn't have moving staircases, sorting hats, or pictures on the walls that came to life, but the Reaper Academy was similarly revered by our community. School choice wasn't a thing in the Reaper community. We only had one school, and everyone went there. Our teachers might not have been the best Reapers in the underworld, but they were among the most respected.

      Now, the place was empty. The windows were boarded up. A sign that read, Closed until further notice, was nailed to the chained double doors.

      I had to steal the crystal. Technically, since my dad had told me to do it, it wasn't stealing. Although Morty had assumed his father’s responsibilities, Dad had retained his authority. It wasn't like he could just give me the crystal, though. If he did, it would raise questions. The Reapers knew they'd been suspended. They didn't realize how serious the situation was. If they knew that gods from an entirely different pantheon were fighting the Olympians for control and they might never reap again, all hell would break loose.

      It was up to me to sneak into the Reaper Academy, make my way to the gymnasium—which was really an indoor coliseum—steal the crystal, and get out of there undetected.

      I could have used Morty's help. He had been a slacker and had snuck out of school more times than I could count. I never had. I held the record for the most consecutive years of perfect attendance in Reaper Academy history. It was an honor that had once made me proud. They gave me a certificate. I had intended to frame it and put the damned thing on my wall. Of course, that was before graduation. Before I left the underworld. Now, well, the award was meaningless. My education was of only marginal value, given the kinds of tasks I had to engage in as a supernatural Reaper.

      At least I wasn’t stuck with thousands of dollars in student loans for an education I wasn’t using, like a lot of American college graduates.

      I looked at the chained door and smirked. "I might be the first person in history who ever tried to break into school."

      Sienna chuckled. "Not true. I did it my senior year."

      "Why did you break into your school?"

      Sienna grinned. "So we could let five hundred mice, dyed in our school colors, loose on the premises. It was a senior prank!"

      "How'd you get in?" I asked.

      Sienna laughed. "I never left. I hid in a locker. I let my friends in, along with the mice, after everyone left."

      "That method isn't going to help us. If only my cloak and your brooch worked here."

      Cerberus grunted, looked at me, and narrowed his eyes. "Service door in the back."

      I cocked my head. Before I could ask what he meant, he disappeared.

      "Duh!" I exclaimed. "Why didn't I think of that?"

      "I did. I just didn't say anything. You know, it seemed like the obvious solution."

      I chuckled. "It isn't the first time I missed the easiest solution because I was over-thinking the problem."

      "I don't know if that's the issue."

      I cocked my head. "What do you mean?"

      Sienna winced. "Never mind. I shouldn't say it."

      "Well, now you have to tell me. Otherwise, it will drive me nuts. What are you trying to say, Sienna?"

      Sienna sighed. "Sometimes you don't see the obvious solution because you're so hell-bent on doing it yourself. Sometimes other people can do things you can't, you know."

      "I know that!" I crossed my arms.

      "You might know it, but you don't operate that way. It's like, you turn to your friends only after you've exhausted every option to do something on your own."

      I scratched my head. I was not going to argue with Sienna since I knew it was true. Even in school, I had refused to do group projects. Although it meant I had to do two or three times as much work on a project, I didn't trust that my classmates could do it as well as I could. I didn't want my grades to suffer on their account.

      More recently, I'd refused to allow Sienna and the daywalkers to help. I told myself it was because I didn't want to interfere with their lives and it wasn't safe, but deep down, it was because I felt it was my responsibility and I had to do it alone. If I hadn't allowed Sienna and the others to help, we never would have coaxed Anubis out of hiding. I'd still be doing my best to save people's souls alone. Sure, I let Cerberus help, but that was only because I didn't have any way to send souls to heaven or hell on my own.

      "Maybe you're right," I said. "We need to meet Cerberus around back. He'll let us in."

      We slipped down an alley that led to the rear access doors. They opened backstage behind the school theater. I'd been in a few plays, though never the musicals. I wasn't a singer. It was one of many extracurricular activities I'd participated in as a student.

      "What's taking so long?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head. "I'm not sure. He can move fast when he’s invisible. Not to mention, you and I chatted a bit before we headed back here. he should have gotten here first."

      "Do you think he ran into any problems?"

      "He's invisible. He can move through solid objects. What kind of problems could he have encountered?"

      "Maybe he found some barbecue in the cafeteria’s fridge."

      I chuckled. "I don't think he'd be tempted by that. The closest thing they ever served to barbecue were imitation rib sandwiches. Supposing they didn't taste like ass with sauce, they'd have would be frozen."

      I heard a bang, then the double doors swung open. "Ta-da!" Cerberus declared.

      "Nice work," I told him. "What took so long?"

      Cerberus scratched behind his right ear with his back paw. "Golems everywhere. I decided to do a little recon. This isn't going to be easy."

      "Golems?" Sienna asked.

      "Constructs created by the crystal we have to steal. They're a pain in the ass. A Reaper's final examination requires we eliminate at least one of them."

      "So, they aren't easy to kill?"

      I shrugged. "I took down three in my exam."

      "There's a lot more than three," Cerberus said. "I counted twenty of them. Six of those are in the coliseum near the crystal."

      "Why do you suppose they're lurking around the school?" Sienna asked.

      I sighed. "Probably for security. The golems aren't alive. They're animated bodies, programmed for a purpose. I'm guessing the headmaster unleashed them when they shut down the school."

      "We don't have weapons," Sienna warned. "You can't even summon your scythe here."

      I nodded. "We'll have to get some inside. In school, we trained with staffs and makeshift scythes. The scythes won't be of much use since the blades are plastic. We'll have to find the spears and staffs that are used for graduation exams."

      "We have to get to them first," Cerberus countered.

      "Even if we get weapons, you said you took down three in your exam. We're talking about twenty of those things. Six of them guarding the crystal."

      I shook my head. "I had to kill them with a time limit in my exam. I'm sure I can take down a lot more if I have more time."

      "But twenty?" Sienna asked.

      I bit my lip. "Not alone. You were just saying I'm always trying to do things by myself."

      "I'm not trained like you are, Zoey!"

      "The golems are programmed for a purpose. My guess is that they're programmed to be security guards. You should be able to outrun them. If you can distract them, I can fight through any get in my way. Once I get the crystal, I think I can deactivate them."

      "You think?" Sienna raised an eyebrow.

      I nodded. "The crystal won't work for just anyone. The headmaster can operate it. So can my dad. Since I have his blood—you know, since they used to think I was going to be the next Grim Reaper—I should be able to shut it down."

      "Azrael wouldn't have suggested you steal it if you couldn't use it."

      I nodded. "Good point. We've got this."

      "We still need to sneak past all those golems to get the weapons," Sienna replied.

      I scratched Cerberus behind the ears. "Can you go ahead of us on the astral plane? I assume they're wandering around the school at random."

      "Mostly, yes. From what I could see, though, it's not completely random. They're following a repetitive path."

      "Figure out the path of any who might be ahead of us. Let us know when to move. We'll follow your lead."

      "The theater is clear," Cerberus said. "I don't think they're patrolling there because the doors are closed."

      "They can't open doors?" Sienna asked.

      "I don't know. I have never seen one of those things do anything except fight in the exams."

      "Then we don't know for sure that one of them won't go into the theater eventually."

      "That's true," Cerberus agreed. "I didn't study all those things' movements."

      "We need to assume they could show up at any moment. We can hide behind the seats until Cerberus confirms the path ahead is clear."

      "They also aren't patrolling the classrooms," Cerberus added. "If you can move from room to room while I check the halls, we should be able to get to the coliseum without too much difficulty."

      "What happens if they catch us?" Sienna asked.

      I shrugged. "They'll do whatever they're programmed to do. I doubt they'll kill us. They'll probably kick us out of the school and sound an alarm."

      "Are you sure about that?"

      "Nope. Just a guess. They might lock us in a room, too."

      "That's likely," Cerberus said. "If anyone broke in, they'd want to detain the trespassers."

      Sienna shrugged. "What's the worst that could happen? So, they catch us. We explain what we're doing. Your dad will back us up."

      I shook my head. "He doesn't want to raise any suspicions. The Reapers have been through enough. You've seen what it's like out there. The underworld looks like a war zone. We don't know how the people would react if they knew the primacy of the Olympians was at risk."

      Sienna nodded. "If you say so. You know these people better than I do. If you don't think they have a right to know the truth..."

      "That's not what I'm saying, Sienna. If an asteroid was heading toward Earth that threatened to wipe out humanity, would you prefer to learn about it before or after the military took it out with a nuclear bomb?"

      Sienna chuckled. "You've seen too many movies."

      "It's a metaphor! You know what I mean. Right now, the only hope the Reapers have is that this situation is temporary. As long as we're fighting Anubis and the beasts, they aren't wrong. There's no reason to cause a panic until there's no hope left."

      Sienna nodded. "These are your people. I'll take your word for it."

      We stepped through the storage area, pushed past a bunch of old stage sets, and ducked behind a row of seats.

      "This might take a while," Cerberus said. "I'll be back when I know the coast is clear."

      Cerberus disappeared. We stayed quiet while we waited for him to return. If we talked, one of the golems might hear us.

      Fifteen minutes later, Cerberus reappeared. "All right. There's only one golem patrolling the hall ahead. He passes through every two minutes or so. If you move fast, you can duck into the science lab the next hall over."

      I nodded. "Not a problem. That's not far. If we run, we should make it."

      "Wait," Cerberus objected. "I'm counting the seconds in my head."

      We stood near the door for twenty seconds.

      "Go now!" Cerberus murmured.

      We took off through the doors and ran down the hall. We turned a corner, slipped into the science lab, and closed the door behind us, careful not to slam the door or make more noise than necessary.

      "Stay here." Cerberus looked around. "I'll be back."

      The whole science lab reeked of chemicals. Something like two parts bleach, one part dish soap. In truth, it was probably several different chemicals stored in the room that produced the odor. I'd had a couple of classes in the lab through the years. It had always smelled that way.

      Cerberus reappeared several minutes later. "All right, we're going to have to do this twice more before we reach the coliseum. When I give you the signal, head into the hall and turn right. Take the second left. Hide in room 301. You have forty-five seconds to get there."

      When Cerberus told us to go, we ran. We made it to the next room safely, but it was close.

      We followed the process again. Again, we made it to the next room.

      "All right," Cerberus said. "We're almost there. As soon as you enter the coliseum, they'll see you. There are javelins stored in a closet off the tunnel that leads to the coliseum floor."

      "I know the tunnel. Can we make it to the tunnel from the other side, grab the weapons, then take on the golems?"

      Cerberus shook his head. "There are two golems standing guard outside that door. It won't work. This is the only way."

      I frowned. "I don't know that we can both make it to that tunnel. The golems move faster than you'd think."

      "Can I distract them?" Sienna asked.

      "I'm sure you can, but if there are six constructs guarding the crystal, they have enough to go after both of us. I'll sneak around while you draw them away from me. It won't be easy. You'll have to be fast and probably outsmart them to get away. If they see me before I get close to the tunnel, I won't make it."

      "I can distract them as well," Cerberus said. "One or two of them will stay at the crystal no matter what. If I can draw two of them away and Sienna can lure the other two or three her way, you should be able to get to the tunnel before they catch up with you."

      We made it through the halls without getting caught and entered the coliseum behind the back-row seats. I ducked and crawled through the rows. Sienna waved her hands. Cerberus barked as he took off in the other direction.

      He was right. Two of them went after Sienna. The other two pursued Cerberus. The final pair remained by the crystal.

      I could only crawl so fast, but I finally reached the rails just above the tunnel where the weapons were stored.

      I jumped over. The two golems near the crystal shrieked when they saw me, but they didn't leave their posts.

      I ran down the tunnel, ducked into the storage room, and grabbed as many javelins as I could carry. My best chance to take down a golem was to throw a javelin at it. I was good at that. I could do it, but there wasn't any guarantee I'd take them down on the first attempt.

      I sprinted back up the tunnel. Cerberus and Sienna were still leaping around the seats while the golems pursued them.

      I threw a javelin at one of the two golems guarding the crystal, and it went straight through its chest.

      The second it struck him, a siren sounded.

      "Damn it!" I shouted. It must've been a failsafe. If any golems got killed, it triggered the alarm.

      I had to act fast. When the alarm sounded, the headmaster was alerted.

      The golems chasing Cerberus and Sienna broke ranks and came after me. Protecting the crystal was likely their prime directive.

      I grabbed two javelins from my pile. I could throw one if needed. I'd have to use the others to take down any that came near me.

      I charged the golem guarding the crystal, and it dove at me. I leaned back, widened my stance, and allowed the golem to throw its body on the pointed end of my javelin.

      I grabbed the crystal. "I've got it! Let's get out of here!"

      No sooner did I say that than the doors swung open. More golems poured in through, but they didn't come after me. They guarded the exits.

      Cerberus and Sienna climbed down and joined me on the dirt coliseum floor.

      "Can we fight our way through?" Sienna asked.

      I looked around. Even more golems were pouring through the doors.

      I glared at Cerberus. "I thought there were only twenty in the building."

      Cerberus huffed. "I must've missed a few."

      The crowd of golems guarding the tunnel parted.

      The headmaster walked between them. He was wearing a black cloak, and he lowered his hood and looked at me.

      "Zoey Grimm. What do you think you're doing?"
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      "Hey there, Headmaster!"

      He narrowed his eyes. "You're not a student. You don't have to call me that anymore."

      I bit my lip. "All right. Hey there, Phil!"

      Sienna looked at me with a furrowed brow. "Phil?"

      I nodded. "It is Phil, right? I mean, we always called you 'Headmaster,' and some of the kids called you other things, but never Phil."

      Headmaster Phil folded his hands in front of his waist. "The name is Phil. What did the other students call me?"

      I winced. "Well, some of them called you the Giving Head Master..."

      Phil started laughing. "Of course they did. Now, why are you holding the Archeus Crystal?"

      My gaze darted around. "Because my dad said I could take it."

      "Azrael told you that you could take one of the most unique and irreplaceable objects in the underworld?"

      I nodded. "Yup. Sure did."

      Headmaster Phil approached me, placed a hand on my shoulder, and looked me in the eye. "Miss Grimm, I've known you for a long time. You were always our best student. Never once in all those years did I catch you in a lie."

      I grinned. "Some things never change!"

      "Aren't you going to introduce me to your friend?"

      "Sure. Headmaster Phil, this is Sienna. Sienna, meet Phil."

      Phil looked at Sienna curiously. "What are you?"

      Sienna grinned. "A former barista. An intermittent student in computer technology."

      Phil extended his hand. "Not what I meant."

      Sienna shook his hand. Phil yanked it away. "I knew you weren't human. You couldn't be here if you were, but..."

      I cocked my head. "You can tell what she is by touching her?"

      "She's cold," Phil told me. "Surely she's not..."

      Sienna smiled, exposing her fangs. "I'm not a what?"

      Phil gasped and took a step back. "Zoey, why are you collaborating with a vampire?"

      I shrugged. "She's not your average vampire, Phil. She was my friend before she was turned. She's what we call a daywalker. Her vampiric qualities, aside from the fangs, only awaken in sunlight."

      Phil’s eyes widened. "Are you serious? I must know more. I'm a scientist, you know. I mean, I was. I taught biology before I was promoted."

      "Let us take the crystal," I begged. "We'll tell you anything you want to know."

      "Including why you want the Archeus Crystal?"

      I tilted my head. "Except that."

      "You know, Miss Grimm, if it had been anyone else trying to abscond with the crystal, I'd have them imprisoned. I don't think I could have you locked up, no matter what you did."

      "Because I'm Azrael's daughter?"

      "Because you're a hero. You saved the underworld from Hades' invasion. If you need this crystal, provided you agree to return it unharmed, I'll allow you to borrow it. You mustn't tell anyone. As long as everyone else believes the Academy is guarded by golem constructs, the school will be safe from the rioters."

      "That's what happened out on Main Street? Rioting?"

      Headmaster Phil nodded. "They blamed Morty. He'd only been running things for a short time before, for the first time ever, the gods decided to shut us down. He hasn't shown his face since."

      "He's doing the best he can." That was a white lie. He was drinking and partying. I suppose he was drinking as much beer as he could, the best he could.

      "Many among us still believe you are better suited to take over your father's mantle."

      I shook my head. "I can't reap human souls, sir."

      "Again, it's Phil. Does that matter?"

      "How can I become the Grim Reaper if I'm not able to reap?"

      "But you can! Not humans, granted, but does it matter? You have every other skill required to lead us. You don't have to be able to reap humans, Zoey. Does a human general have to possess the same skill and virility on the battlefield as a soldier in his prime to command a victory?"

      "You sympathize with the rioters who oppose my brother?"

      "I agree with their cause for complaint. I do not approve of their methods."

      "Look, Phil. What happened had nothing to do with my brother. He was doing his job fine."

      "Then why were we punished by the gods?"

      "I'm still trying to figure that out. I can't tell you everything, not yet. What I can say is that none of this was Morty's fault."

      "Your brother might have done an acceptable job, Miss Grimm. However, we expect more from our leader than that. We expect the exceptional. That's what you could do for us."

      "I'm not going to take part in a coup against my twin brother!"

      "Excuse me, sir," Sienna interrupted. "I don't know much about your people or your politics. What I can tell you for sure is that if we don't succeed, it won't matter."

      I raised my hand. "Sienna, that's enough."

      "What are you saying?" Phil asked. "This isn't a temporary suspension, is it?"

      "I intend to ensure that it's temporary."

      "But it isn't, as it stands?"

      I shook my head. "I'm sorry. I really can't say."

      "You can't say, or you won't?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "Both. This crystal will give me the means to secure a more definite answer to your question. Until then, I'd advise you not to share any of this with the others."

      Phil nodded. "I'll share only one thing. I will tell any who ask that you are advocating on our behalf to resolve this problem."

      I snorted. "So you can rally more support for this coup you're suggesting?"

      "If you succeed, Miss Grimm, it won't matter. There won't be a Reaper in the underworld who won't wish to see you take your brother's place."

      I shook my head. "We'll cross that bridge if we come to it. Before I leave, can you teach me how to use this thing? It would save us a lot of time."

      Phil nodded. "Certainly, Miss Grimm."

      I smiled. "Zoey is fine, Phil."
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      Using the crystal to create golems wasn't difficult. Programing the golems was another matter. Sienna ate it up. The process wasn't unlike how one wrote a computer program, but it didn't involve a keyboard. The proper commands had to be spoken above the crystal. Apart from that, though, Sienna said it was like writing simple subroutines, whatever that meant.

      We had to go back through my brother's office to return to Earth. I intended to do more than that. There had been a time when I wanted nothing more than to assume my father's mantle. That was before I went to Earth. It was before I discovered my unique abilities—abilities that would go to waste if I were to become the new Grim Reaper. It was before I met Sienna, Kevin, and my mom. Now, I wasn't just running an enterprise dedicated to helping people die. I was saving lives. I didn't want to become the Grim Reaper. I wouldn't betray Morty, either. Still, he needed help.

      I stepped into my brother's office. The music was still thumping. The drinks were still flowing. The whole place smelled of beer and vomit. Morty was dancing on his desk.

      I grabbed him by the waistband of his pants and pulled him down.

      "Zoey! Stop! I was just getting to the good part!"

      I snorted. "What's the good part?"

      Morty scratched his head. "I don't know, but it was going to be great!"

      I shook my head. "You're coming with us."

      "Do you have more alcohol?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "I know where we could get some."

      Morty turned and threw his arms in the air. "Beer run!"

      Carmilla grabbed my arm. She hiccupped. "Where are you taking my Morty?"

      I grabbed Carmilla's hand. "You realize there are a large number of Reapers who would like to see him overthrown."

      "Yeah. Because of the suspension! When this is over, he'll be fine."

      I shook my head. "I'm not sure, Carmilla. We're going to fix this situation. I think it's best for Morty if he has a hand in it."

      "You are going to make him a hero?"

      "I can't make him a hero, Carmilla, but I want to give him the chance to save everyone here. If he becomes a hero, that will be his doing."

      "Just bring him back safe, okay?"

      I nodded. "I'll do my best. And one more thing. You might want to tidy up the office before we get back."

      Carmilla chuckled. "I'll try to remember to do that, but you know, I've been drinking, so..."

      I smiled. "You're not as drunk as my brother."

      Carmilla giggled. "No one is as drunk as Morty."

      "Do me another favor if you would."

      "Of course!"

      "Check in with my dad. Let him know what's going on. He might need to step in to help keep the peace in Morty's absence."

      Carmilla pressed her lips together. "Yeah, I can do that. After we clean up."

      "Ready to go?" I asked Sienna.

      "Sure. Where's Cerberus?"

      I looked around. "Cerberus?"

      I heard a high-pitched squeak from behind the desk. Cerberus had his head buried in a drawer. He pulled it out and looked at me, a giant rubber bone in his mouth. He bit it twice, making two squeaks.

      "A toy?"

      "I'm taking it with me," Cerberus muttered through a mouthful of rubber.

      "Fine. We need to grab Morty and go."

      Morty was standing at the portal, poking at the event horizon with his finger. "It tickles!"

      I pushed Morty through the portal, then looked at the rest of the partiers. They’d turned down the music and were looking at me with dazed eyes. I threw my hands up. "Beer run!"

      Everyone cheered. Sienna and Cerberus went through the portal. I followed them.

      I landed on my feet in my apartment. Morty was lying on his face. My mom was there. She was kneeling at his side.

      "What the hell is wrong with him, Zoey?"

      I rolled my eyes. "He's drunk. He'll be fine. He needs water and sleep."

      Morty was snoring. I grabbed him by the arms. Sienna and my mom each took a leg. We lifted him onto the couch and covered him with a blanket.

      "What's this thing?" my mom was looking at the crystal Sienna had carried back.

      "It's how we're going to contact Athena. We can use it to trap a banshee and contact the Oracle."

      "Sounds like a risky proposition."

      I shrugged. "Everything we do is risky. I think this is our best chance to figure out what's going on and, more than that, learn how to stop Anubis."

      My phone dinged. Then it dinged three more times. I grabbed it from my pocket.

      "Kevin?" Sienna asked.

      I nodded. "He's on his way to pick me up."

      "Enjoy yourself," my mom offered.

      I shook my head. "We need to check the schedule. The sooner we can catch a banshee..."

      "It will wait," Sienna countered firmly. "Besides, I need to practice with the device. Until I'm sure I can fashion a golem that will be able to capture a banshee, we can't risk it."

      I sighed. "All right. I guess it's a date night."

      Cerberus still had the squeaky bone still in his mouth. He sauntered over to his bed in the corner and started squeaking again.

      "That's going to get annoying fast," Sienna stated.

      "Have fun with that. I need to get ready for my date."
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      I dressed to kill. Not literally. That clarification is not usually required when someone uses that idiom. When you're in my line of work, you can't ever be sure, though. Sienna was tinkering with the Archeus Crystal. I checked my phone. Kevin was thirty minutes late.

      "I don't understand. I finally set aside some time to spend together, and he's late?"

      "Have you texted him?" Sienna asked.

      I nodded. "A couple of times. He hasn't responded."

      Morty was still snoring on the couch. My mom was sitting with him, his head in her lap, as she ran her fingers through his bushy mane. "Don't worry about him, Zoey. He does this from time to time. It's part of his job. Sometimes things come up. Surely you can understand that."

      "You're saying that when he was hunting vampires with you, he often showed up late?"

      My mom tilted her head. "Well, no. Not often. I'm just saying it happens."

      I sighed. "Here I was, thinking I was always the one who got stuck at work."

      My mom chuckled. "You call what you do work? You don't get paid for it, you know."

      I nodded. "You're right. Doing what I do is its own reward. I don't need to get paid for it."

      My mom smiled. "You're really happy, aren't you?"

      I sighed. "Stressed at the moment, but yeah. I'm happy."

      There was a knock on the door. My eyes widened, along with my smile. "Kevin!"

      When I answered the door, Kevin was there. He was still wearing his detective get-up. Basically, khakis and a button-up shirt or a polo. He had a red polo he sometimes wore that screamed “Jake from State Farm.”

      "Sorry I was late. I tried to text, but I dropped my phone in the toilet before I could hit send."

      I cocked my head. "You dropped your phone in the toilet? You couldn't wait to text me until you finished peeing?"

      Kevin chuckled. "I have a bad habit of checking my phone when I'm going to the bathroom."

      "Don't we all!" My mom laughed. "The difference is when I'm using the toilet, the chances of dropping my phone in are slim to none."

      "Did you get it out?"

      "You mean, reach into the pee water and grab it?"

      "You didn't leave your phone in the john, did you?"

      "It's in a bowl of rice at my apartment. That's not what's important. I wasn't only texting to tell you I'd be late. There have been a number of strange deaths in the city today."

      "Strange, how?"

      "Well, people are dying in groups. There was a man in hospice. It wasn't any surprise that he died. When he did, two of the hospice nurses inexplicably fell over dead seconds later. It's happened at some local hospitals in much the same way."

      I sighed. "Anubis."

      "Who?" Kevin asked.

      "He's an Egyptian death god. He's been sending his jackals to reap those who are due on the schedule. Until we forced his hand and he had to appear, he was following it."

      "He must be desperate," Sienna remarked. "Now that we've discovered him, he's consuming souls to expedite his plan."

      "What plan?" Kevin asked.

      I sighed. "We believe he's using the power of human souls to raise more gods from his pantheon. My dad thinks he's hoping to challenge the Olympians for primacy."

      Kevin cocked his head. "That's a bad thing?"

      I nodded. "A very bad thing."

      "What's the difference if the Egyptian gods take over? It's not like the Olympians have been very friendly as of late."

      I shook my head. "At least they're just. They don't kill humans at random, and not only so they can use them to become more powerful. The Egyptian gods have no such scruples."

      Kevin scratched his head. "Yeah, that sounds bad."

      "Not to mention, the Egyptian gods likely won't restore the Reapers. When they're done assaulting Olympus, I have no doubt that they'll raid the underworld."

      "Everyone you know will be killed?"

      I nodded. "That's my fear. The good news is that some of the Olympians are trying to intervene."

      Sienna sighed. "But we did see a satyr kill a human whose time wasn't due."

      I nodded. "I don't think the satyrs are working with Dionysus. I know my dad said they're associated with him, but Anubis must've recruited them to his cause. Our only hope is that he hasn't had the same success with the banshees."

      "Even if he has," Sienna said, "we hope we can use this crystal to capture one. I'm still learning how to use it."

      "If we do, we can use the banshee to reach out to Athena. Maybe she'll have intelligence we can use to take down Anubis."

      "Do you know how much more power Anubis needs?" Kevin asked.

      I shook my head. "No clue."

      Kevin nodded. "In that case, our date just got more adventurous."

      I looked at the schedule on the kitchen table. "There's a man in the ICU at St. Luke's on the Plaza. We have about forty-five minutes."

      Cerberus dropped his squeaky toy. "I'm ready when you are."

      "I'm coming with you," Kevin stated.

      "Why?" I asked. "You can't engage the astral plane. You won't be able to fight."

      Kevin shook his head. "You're right, but I can evacuate the floor."

      "It might not make any difference," Sienna told him. "We're in one city in a large world. Anubis is likely reaping dozens of souls as we speak."

      "You're right, but he'll send more jackals here. At the very least, we can thin out his minions. At best, I might get another shot at him."

      My mom stayed with Morty and Sienna. Cerberus hopped into the backseat of Kevin's car. I rode shotgun. Cerberus bitched about it, as if I would let my hellhound take the front seat in my boyfriend’s car. If he didn’t like it, he could run there. It wasn't as fast as moving through the astral plane, but with Kevin's sirens, we made it to the hospital with time to spare.

      Kevin headed in first to evacuate the floor. I didn't expect the nurses would be thrilled to do that. ICU patients required medical aid.

      When Cerberus and I arrived, shrouded on the astral plane, Kevin was arguing with one of the nurses.

      Kevin looked around. "If we can't evacuate the floor, we need to move this patient."

      The nurse shook her head. "If you move him, I'm coming with him."

      Kevin shook his head. "You can't save him. It isn't safe."

      "Are you a doctor, Detective?"

      "Of course not."

      "Then you don’t know a thing about my patient's condition.

      Kevin sighed. "Fine. We need an isolated location. Anyone near this man is in danger."

      "In danger from what?"

      "I can't explain. I'll just say I know things about this man and those after him that you don't."

      I didn't know how much time we had left, but it was not much. If Kevin didn't get the patient moved soon, the beasts would show up. If that happened, a lot of people on the floor would be at risk.

      "How do we know Anubis won't send his jackals here even if we move the patient?" Cerberus asked.

      I shook my head. "We don't. There has to be a reason Anubis is using the schedule. My guess is because he's a death god, he can only manifest with his beasts when someone is about to pass."

      Cerberus huffed. "There must be a perimeter around the dying he can't cross. We don't know if moving the patient to another floor will be far enough."

      "You're right. We don't. But right now, it's the best we can do."

      "Maybe not." Cerberus took off toward the elevator where Kevin and the nurse had taken the patient.

      I ran after him. I was too late. The elevator doors shut.

      I pressed the button and heard a howl. I turned.

      Two jackals were on the floor with me. They’d missed their ride, too.

      I summoned my scythe and took out the first one. Two more appeared.

      This wasn't good arithmetic. Subtract one, add two. I needed to work with multiplication.

      The elevator dinged, and the doors parted. The jackals ran in. I barely made it inside in time. They were cornered. With one swipe, I took the three remaining jackals down.

      "Take that, bitches!" I cried.

      A pillar of black smoke appeared inside the elevator with me.

      My scythe passed through the smoke, then Anubis appeared. Before I could swing again, he took me by the throat. "I grow tired of your insolence, mortal."

      I snorted. "I'm more than mortal, asshole!"

      "We shall see about that." Anubis squeezed.

      I fell to the floor with a thud and gasped for air as Anubis disappeared.

      I stood and straightened my shirt.

      I didn't know where Kevin had taken the patient, so I checked my phone. We still had two minutes to spare. This didn't make sense. If Cerberus consumed the patient's soul, it might explain why Anubis had left. However, the patient hadn't died yet.

      I returned to the ICU floor and looked around. No jackals. No banshees. No Anubis.

      I removed my hood.

      The elevator dinged again.

      Kevin and Cerberus were in there, along with an empty hospital bed.

      "Where's the patient?" I asked.

      Cerberus belched. "In my belly!"

      "You ate the patient before he died?"

      "The result is the same. He went to heaven."

      Kevin chuckled, shaking his head. "He grew very large, and he was visible. The nurse freaked out and took off running when the elevator doors opened. When the doors closed, He swallowed the patient with a single bite.

      I scratched my head. "I'd say 'bad dog' since you know that eating people isn't okay. I think it worked, though. Anubis showed up in another elevator with me. He was going to kill me. Then, he disappeared."

      "When the man's soul was gone, Anubis couldn't maintain his presence."

      I scratched Cerberus behind the ears. "I guess I can't be too angry. You only cheated the man out of two minutes of life."

      "Sounds like you have a new tactic," Kevin commented. "Head back to the car. I need to debrief that nurse."

      I grinned. "What are you going to tell her?"

      Kevin bit his lip. "I don't know. We don't even have a body to give them. I'll come up with something. Give me a few minutes."

      "I'll be waiting. I'm starving."

      Kevin grinned. "Anyone up for barbecue?"

      Cerberus rolled on his back. "I'm stuffed. Full of human."

      "I can’t believe it! You're going to turn down barbecue?"

      "Not at all. I'll be back at the apartment. Bring me your leftovers and an order of burnt ends. Eating people is a lot like having Chinese food. It fills you up, but you're hungry again in an hour."

      I chuckled. "I'll have to take your word about that."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      One thing was for sure. Anubis' powers were still limited. We'd also robbed him of a meal. Technically, Cerberus had. It wasn't the first time he'd stolen food off someone's plate, although I was usually the victim of the hellhound's appetite. If I left any meat on my plate for more than a few seconds, he was on it before I could so much as blink. He always left the vegetables behind. Apparently, hellhounds don't have an appetite for broccoli. Who does, really?

      We headed to Jack Stack Barbecue on the Plaza. I was inclined to go back to the apartment, check the schedule, and make another run at it. Cerberus, though, was out of commission until his stomach settled, and I needed to eat. Not to mention, dinner with Kevin had been a long time coming.

      "What did you tell the nurse?" I asked as I spread a cloth napkin across my lap.

      Kevin grinned. "I told her it was a matter of national security."

      "You're a local detective. How often are you called in on matters of national security?"

      Kevin grinned. "Almost never. The feds usually handle that stuff. It was the only thing I could come up with, though, and she didn't ask many questions. She was pretty rattled after seeing a dog appear out of thin air, grow to fill the elevator, and swallow her patient whole."

      I shook my head. "Poor girl."

      "I'll follow up with her later. Maybe I'll have a better line of bullshit to feed her by then."

      I grinned. "Good luck with that."

      "One rule tonight," Kevin continued. "No work talk."

      I shrugged. "You can't usually talk about your cases, anyway."

      "I'm not talking about my work, Zoey. No talk about gods, beasts, or Reapers. I don't think we're going to solve this problem over a meal. Tonight is about us."

      I reached across the table and took Kevin's hand. "Deal. One thing, though. You know, before that rule applies."

      "What's that?"

      "I need to apologize. I've been a bitch to you lately. This situation really has me on edge."

      Kevin smiled. "You said it, not me."

      I laughed. "That's right. I can call myself a bitch all I want. You'd better never."

      Kevin raised one hand as if swearing an oath. "I wouldn't dare."

      We spent most of the meal talking about family. Kevin's, not mine. I could not bring up Morty, my dad, or my mom without breaking the “no work talk” rule. I still had not met Kevin's brothers or his parents. That was a step in our relationship that would take us from being serious to really freaking serious.

      I suspected he was working up to bringing it up. To my relief, he didn't say a word about meeting the parents. It was coming, though, and sooner than I'd like. I wasn't opposed to it. I would have to meet them eventually. I loved the man, and I had no intention of ending our relationship. He loved me, too. Meeting Kevin's family was inevitable. It was a step in most relationships I'd never taken.

      Yes, I knew Gabriel's mother. She was a Reaper. His father, as was the case with most Reapers, was a human he'd never met. Even if he had known his estranged father, not sure he'd have made the introduction. Not because he didn't love me. That was the problem with my previous relationship. He’d loved me more than I loved him. He’d even given his life for me.

      Kevin would do the same if push came to shove. That was one reason why I kept him at arm's length at times. What I did was riskier for him than it was for me. Now that Anubis was reaping unscheduled souls, I couldn't risk bringing him along on my missions. Tonight, though, he’d proved helpful. I had no clue how things might have turned out if he wasn't there. He’d taken the patient and Cerberus into an elevator. That had given Cerberus enough cover to do what had to be done with only a single witness.

      That was the thing. If there was only one witness to something supernatural, they didn’t say much. The nurse would think people would call her crazy if she told them about a dog that could grow to the size of Clifford and eat people.

      If two or more people saw something supernatural, though, it was a bigger issue. They didn’t feel crazy since they’d shared the experience. They had solidarity since they'd seen something inexplicable together.

      Cerberus knew that. If he hadn't been in an elevator, if Kevin hadn't taken the patient into the elevator with him, he wouldn't have risked exposure.

      We had a nice meal. I stuffed myself. It didn't matter how often I told myself I was going to take it easy. You couldn’t go to one of Kansas City's top barbecue joints and not wobble your way out.

      Kevin took me home. He was quite the gentleman. He offered to walk me to my apartment even knowing that my mother was there and "gettin' some" was off the table. Not like I was opposed to doing it on the table, but you know what I mean.

      I invited Kevin in regardless. I was tired, but I wasn't ready to call it a night.

      I stopped in my tracks three steps into my apartment.

      Several muscle-bound men wearing nothing but aprons were scurrying around the apartment. One was cooking something on the stove. Another was vacuuming. A third was washing my windows.

      Morty was still asleep on the couch. My mom wasn't there. Apparently, she had gone home for the night. Sienna was seated at the kitchen table, examining the crystal.

      "Sienna? What's up with the stripper maids?"

      Sienna laughed. "They aren't strippers. They're golems! Constructs I made with the crystal."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Seriously? I've never seen such…hot golems before."

      "I know, right? This device is brilliant. These men are sexy as hell, but they don't have brains. They don't even talk back. They just do what I programmed them to do."

      "So, you created them to cook and clean?"

      "Yup! Cool, right?"

      Kevin smirked. "Could you make me a half-dozen naked Zoeys to clean and cook at my place?"

      I elbowed Kevin in the side, and he laughed. "What? I said cook and clean. I could have mentioned the other fantasy I have about multiple yous at once."

      I snorted. "Funny. You can barely handle one of me. Six of me? We'd break you."

      Kevin laughed. "I'd die a happy and satisfied man."

      Cerberus squeezed his toy twice. "How about a couple of hunky Dobermans?"

      I raised an eyebrow. "You're into Dobermans? I took you for the pit bull type."

      "Pit bulls are doable, but nothing's as spicy as a well-built Doberman."

      I snorted. "So, can you make these things look any way you want to?"

      Sienna nodded. "As long as I can find an image to flash into the crystal."

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. "You're saying that you found pictures of guys who look like this on the Internet and uploaded them to the crystal from your phone?"

      "Yup. Brilliant, right?"

      I chuckled. "I'd like to get a list of websites you frequent if you don't mind."

      Sienna giggled. Kevin didn’t.

      "I'm joking, Kev. Chill out. You're my only boo."

      Kevin smirked. "I know."

      "If we find a picture of someone who's coming due on the schedule, could you create a golem that looks like them?"

      "Definitely. Do you think that would fool the beasts?"

      I shook my head. "I don't know, but it's worth a shot. We'd have to hide the real victim."

      "The beasts appear on the astral plane," Sienna replied. "Hiding someone with a blanket or under the bed wouldn't do much."

      I pressed my lips together. "That might not be accurate. When we were in the hospital and Kevin took the patient to another floor, the beasts continued to manifest where the schedule indicated the patient was to die."

      "Why do you think that was the case?" Kevin asked.

      I tucked my hair behind my ears. "I think Anubis and the beasts can't track souls. They're as dependent on the information the Olympians provide on the schedules as we are."

      "Anubis did appear in the elevator," Kevin reminded me.

      "Yes. Eventually, he figured that out, but only after I stepped into the elevator. If we have a golem that looks like the person due for harvest, Anubis or the beasts will have no cause to investigate further. That is, until they attempt to extract their soul and fail."

      "As long as that's a banshee," Sienna said. "The golem can trap her within its body."

      "When we do that, we'll have to act fast. We'll need to get the golem away from the soul and save the real patient's soul before they get to it."

      Cerberus licked his paws. "Or I could just eat them and send them straight to the good place."

      "I'll examine the schedule for tomorrow," Sienna continued. "I'll try to track down someone on the Internet. Someone surely has a social media presence I can find. I'll program a golem accordingly."

      I pulled up a chair at the kitchen table, crossed my legs, and enjoyed the view. "You really did a great job with these golems. What did you program them to do if I give them a dollar?"

      Sienna giggled again. "You'll have to find out!"

      Kevin cleared his throat. "Good night, ladies."

      "No kiss?" I asked.

      Kevin grinned, then stepped over to me, leaned over, and smooched me right on the lips.

      I bit his bottom lip, then let it go as he pulled away. "The next time we have a chance, I'd like some alone-time."

      Kevin smirked. "I don't think that will be a problem."
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      I washed my face, brushed my teeth, and got a glass of water. Sienna was still at the table. Her laptop was open, and the Archeus Crystal sat in front of her. Her face was rested on her arms, and she was snoring. The hunky golems were standing side by side in the kitchen. Their eyes were open, but their faces were blank. The apartment was clean. They'd fulfilled their programming.

      My mom was gone. She'd tucked a blanket around Morty and had a glass of water waiting for him on a coaster on my coffee table.

      Cerberus was asleep on his bed in the corner, curled around his squeaky bone.

      I turned off the lights and headed to bed. Wrapping up in my blanket, I closed my eyes. I don't know how long it took me to fall asleep, but it didn't take long. The next thing I felt was my blanket being yanked off. My bedroom lights were on.

      I rolled over, shielding my eyes. I knew who it was. The smell of beer gave it away.

      "Morty, what the hell?"

      "I could say the same thing. Why am I in your apartment?"

      I rubbed my eyes. "How's your head?"

      "Been better. How did I get here?"

      "I brought you. I thought you might want to help."

      "Help with what? I'm needed in the underworld, Zoey?"

      "Needed for what? Ensuring all the beer is consumed?"

      "Funny. If you didn't notice when you visited, things aren't going so well."

      I nodded. "That is why I brought you here."

      "You don't understand, Zoey. There's a movement to overthrow me. If I abandon them now..."

      "I know what's happening, Morty. The Reapers are not going to be restored unless we do something about it."

      "Not ever?"

      "There's another god, an Egyptian deity known as Anubis, who's consuming all the souls the Reapers are meant to harvest. He's gaining power to revive his fellow gods so they can all overthrow the Olympians."

      "And if they do that, the Reapers..."

      "Will be eliminated by these gods. I imagine it'll be one of the first things they do."

      Morty shook his head. "I need to warn our people. We need to prepare to defend ourselves."

      I nodded. "You could, but you'd lose."

      "You don't know that!"

      "I do, Morty. The only way to save them is to help us. Do that, and I imagine anyone who thinks you're unfit to lead will have no choice but to reconsider their position."

      Morty sighed. "What can I do?"

      "I don't know yet. When the time comes, I need you to be ready. Sober and ready."

      Morty scratched his head. "That's a lot to ask."

      I chuckled. "You'll be fine."

      Morty tossed my blanket on me. "Before I get some sleep and get on with saving the world, do you have anything I can take for a headache?"

      I grinned. "Ibuprofen is on the top shelf, far left cabinet in the kitchen."

      Morty turned to leave. Before he switched off the light, he glanced at me. "Is that the Archeus Crystal on your kitchen table?"

      I smiled. "It is. Get some sleep, Morty. I'll tell you about our plan to save the world and the underworld in the morning."

      Morty turned off the lights. I fell asleep again and woke to the smell of coffee. It wasn't one of those name-brand brews. It was Joe's personal blend. The kind Sienna served when we worked at Cup-O-Joe's.

      I rolled out of bed and slipped into my sweats. As I stepped out of my room, I yawned. Sienna was back at work. Morty was still sleeping on the couch.

      "Any progress?"

      Sienna nodded. "A woman in her sixties. Breast cancer. She's been fighting it for a decade, but it's metastasized."

      "That's a lot more than the schedule usually reveals."

      Sienna nodded. "That's true. She has updates on her Facebook page. She thinks she has a few weeks to live, but..."

      "But she's on the schedule."

      Sienna nodded. "She's gone home to enjoy her last days. I believe she'll be alone when it happens."

      "You have a golem ready?"

      Sienna nodded. "Almost. I need a couple more hours, but she's not due until this afternoon."

      "Let's hope some banshees show up. If they don't, we risk exposing our plan to Anubis."

      Sienna nodded. "It's a gamble. Banshees usually come, though, right?"

      "Usually, but not always. Still, this sounds like as good an opportunity as we're going to get. I say we go for it."

      Sienna snapped her fingers. The muscle-clad golems raised their heads and started moving around the kitchen.

      "What are they doing?"

      Sienna smiled widely. "We have a busy day ahead. We could all use a hearty breakfast."

      If the smell of coffee wasn't enough, the hearty aroma of frying bacon did the trick. Morty hopped off the couch, his face sour, and went toward the bathroom.

      Sienna snickered. "Hangovers are a bitch."

      A couple of minutes later, Morty sauntered out. "Now I feel better."

      "Get it all out?" I asked.

      Morty nodded. "I think so. By the way, if the pink one was yours, you might want to get a new toothbrush."

      "You puked and used my toothbrush?"

      Morty shrugged. "It was either that or vomit breath."

      I rolled my eyes. "I have an extra one. You can have my toothbrush."

      "I have to hand it to you, Zoey. You always had any man you wanted wrapped around your little finger. Naked models cooking for you, though? That's new."

      I chuckled. "They aren't men."

      "Eunuchs?"

      I grinned. "Golems."

      Morty cocked his head. "They don't look like constructs from the crystal."

      "I don't think Headmaster Phil cared about the appearance of his golems."

      Morty scratched his head. "What are you doing with that crystal, anyway?"

      I cleared my throat. "We think if we create a golem that mimics the person whose soul is due, we might be able to lure a banshee to the golem and trap it inside."

      "Why would you do that?"

      "A banshee can reach out to the Oracle. The Oracle can get us in touch with Athena."

      "You think Athena will be able to help you stop Anubis?"

      I nodded. "We have to be careful. If the beasts get wise to what we're doing, they'll regroup and try to find the real soul."

      "And Cerberus can't just consume the person's soul because once he does, the beasts will leave."

      I nodded. "Exactly."

      Morty pressed his lips together. "I might be able to help with that."

      "How so?"

      Morty touched his wrist and his scythe appeared in his hand. "Like this."

      I cocked my head. "You can still invoke your scythe?"

      Morty nodded. "You can't kill Death."

      Sienna narrowed her eyes. "I thought the Reapers’ abilities were gone."

      Morty bit his lip. "Not exactly. When I was benched, they also took Charon off the River Styx. They couldn't take our abilities away, not completely. They are innate. What they did was remove our ability to deliver the souls we harvested to the afterlife. Hold a soul in your scythe too long, and…"

      "It haunts you."

      Morty nodded. "Eventually, it might even possess the Reaper. What the gods didn't factor in is that you might have another way to send souls to the beyond."

      "Cerberus?" I asked.

      "Exactly. I can reap the soul, but it won't be gone. It will remain in my scythe. The beasts won't be any the wiser. They'll think the soul is still ripe for harvest. After we finish the job, well, I can release the soul to Cerberus."

      I grinned and patted my brother on the back. "That's brilliant, and it might just work. Anubis will never suspect we have the Grim Reaper working with us."

      "Well, technically, I'm the acting Grim Reaper."

      I shrugged. "What's the difference?"
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      Morty and I spent most of the day wandering around town. I took him to the Apple store on the Plaza and he got a phone. He hadn't needed one before. I warned him of the dangers of texting and peeing. We also did some clothes shopping. Morty leaned toward gothic styles anyway, but that had more to do with being the acting Grim Reaper than his desire to belong to any kind of subculture. Trying to get him in synch with popular fashion culture was something of a lost cause.

      Then again, when I first came back, I bought a pair of bell bottoms. I was told I was either ten years out of style or a few years ahead of my time. Like the mice who nested in my pajama drawer, bell bottoms might disappear periodically, but they always come back.

      It didn't matter. If we succeeded, Morty wouldn't need to worry about blending in for long. If we failed...

      Nope. Not going there. Positive thoughts, Zoey. That's how I roll.

      We had to succeed. If for no other reason than that Morty didn't seem to grasp the notion that black and navy blue don't mix. He tried another combination after I nixed that one. Fire-engine red pants and a burnt-orange shirt. It was like he was looking for colors that would clash.

      I sighed. "Just stick with black on black."

      That was what he did. Black jeans. Black army boots. Black t-shirt. I took him for a haircut. He went for a mohawk and asked the beautician to dye it red. I was skeptical, but it looked pretty badass. Morty was a twenty-first-century Grim Reaper, after all. His look needed a little updating.

      That wasn't the point. We were burning time.

      I was trying to give Sienna some quiet time to program the golem. She had to speak her commands and subroutines into the crystal audibly. The fewer distractions, the better.

      I could have used the morning to save a soul or two, but I wasn't confident I could leave Morty alone. I was afraid if I did, I'd come back to find him intoxicated again. Did he have a problem? It was too soon to say. I'd only seen him wasted like that twice. Still, something about it made me uneasy. For a young man like Morty to let loose from time to time was normal. Consuming the quantities he did wasn't.

      I understood, though. He was under a lot of pressure. I’d left the underworld, and he was expected to take my dad's mantle, but he wasn't ready for it. People dealt with pressure in different ways. Morty was my twin, and I knew him better than anyone. He'd always had an inferiority complex, and it was partly my fault.

      For years, everyone in the underworld had looked at me as if I were Azrael's prized heir. Morty was used to doing his thing without many people paying much attention. Now, every move he made was scrutinized. I'd grown up with that burden, so I was used to it. He'd had to adjust to it in a matter of months.

      Also, my father's abilities had waned sooner than we’d expected. Plus, he was dealing with the biggest crisis any Grim Reaper had faced in several thousand years. It was no wonder he needed a temporary escape from time to time.

      I was proud of the job he'd done. He had gone from a level-one Reaper, shadowing Gabriel, to a mid-level Reaper in a fraction of the time it took most Reapers. Even so, having a mid-level Reaper shoulder the responsibilities of the Grim Reaper was a lot to ask.

      Seeing Morty smile when he saw his new hairdo in the mirror warmed my soul. I knew what it was like to be a fish out of water. He was finding himself. That had to be a good thing.

      We arrived back at the apartment with a good hour to spare before we had to head to the lady's house. She lived in Grandview, which was a thirty-minute drive from my apartment.

      Sienna was standing in front of the new golem when we walked through the door.

      "What's her name?" I asked.

      "Rosemary," Sienna said. "Based on her social media photos, the golem is the spitting image of her."

      "What programming should we expect?"

      "Not much," Sienna admitted. "She's dying, after all. She'll go where we tell her to go."

      "Are you sure she'll look the same? I'm guessing the photos on her Facebook page were taken when she was healthy."

      Sienna nodded. "Let's hope the real Rosemary is sleeping. I can modify her appearance if the golem sees her. I don't know how Rosemary would react if she saw herself walk into her room."

      I bit my lip. "That might be a challenge. I don't think there's any way to move a golem through the astral plane."

      Morty sighed. "I'll talk to her."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You'll talk to the real Rosemary?"

      Morty nodded. "I'm the Grim Reaper, Zoey. It's my responsibility to prepare someone for the beyond."

      "No offense, Morty, but this is way out in left field. It's not unheard of for a Reaper to console someone nearing death. Trying to explain why we have someone with us who looks just like her, though..."

      "I said, I've got this, Zoey."

      I nodded. "All right. I trust you. As you said, this is your responsibility."

      Morty pressed his lips together. "Thanks, Zoey. It will be fine. I promise."

      Sienna drove. Morty joined Cerberus in the back seat, and I rode shotgun. The golem sat in the middle of the back seat, staring ahead.

      "Are you sure you did it right? She isn't even blinking. I can't tell if she's breathing."

      Sienna nodded. "That's normal. Just like the golems in the apartment, she is dormant when she doesn't have a command to follow. Once we get to Rosemary's house, she'll behave as normally as anyone.

      When we got there, Morty stepped out of the car and threw on his cloak. I got out too and threw my cloak over my back.

      Morty turned to me and raised his hand. "Stay here. All of you. I'll let you know when it's okay to come in."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Are you certain?"

      Morty nodded. "You and Sienna can go into the astral plane. The golem can't. You'll have to let it in through the front door. I'd rather not freak this poor woman out."

      I sighed and sat back down on the passenger seat in Sienna's car. "All right, Morty. Just remember, we only have about twenty minutes."

      "It won't take that long."

      Morty threw his hood over his head and disappeared. I could still see him. Sienna couldn't. Reapers can always see other Reapers, regardless of what dimension they're in. Morty summoned his scythe and walked through Rosemary's front door.

      "You don't think he's going to reap her, do you?"

      I snorted. "I sure hope not. He knows the plan. I imagine some of it is theatrics. If he's going to prepare Rosemary for what's coming, she has to believe he is who he says he is."

      "Do people usually see a Reaper before they die?"

      "That depends."

      "Depends on what?"

      "A number of factors. When the Reaper arrives, the cause of death, the quality of one's eyesight. Mostly, though, when people see the Reaper, they don't believe it. They mistake the Reaper for an angel taking them home or dismiss us as a hallucination. The mind can do funny things when it's close to death."

      "So, there's a chance Rosemary will think Morty's an angel? Isn't that ironic!"

      "I know, right? There's just as good a chance that she'll think he's a hallucination. In that case, she'll probably think her doppelganger is a hallucination as well. Either way, it works."

      Five minutes later, Morty showed up at the front door.

      "He's ready for us," I muttered.

      Sienna nodded. "One more thing. I won't be able to control the golem from the astral plane. I can go in and out of it, but if we need her to do anything outside of her programmed protocols, I'll have to go visible."

      "Anubis has tried to kill me twice. It doesn't matter if we're on the astral plane or not. If he can kill me, he can probably do the same to you. Since they'll be coming for the golem if all goes according to plan, if you're close to the golem, you'll be at risk."

      "Only until we trap that banshee. Do your thing. Protect the golem as you would if she was Rosemary."

      I nodded. "Let's pray this works."

      We followed Morty into Rosemary's house. Rosemary was sitting on a small recliner in her living room. When she saw the golem, she gasped.

      Morty lowered his hood and placed his hand on Rosemary's shoulder. "Remember what I told you. We're here to protect you from devils who hope to steal your soul."

      "Thank you, Gabriel. Praise be to the Lord."

      I tilted my head. Morty waved his hand and shrugged. He hadn't assumed my ex-boyfriend's name. Rosemary had thought he was an angel.

      "Do you have a place to hide?" I asked.

      Rosemary nodded. "There's a wine cellar in the basement."

      "Mort, I mean, Gabriel..."

      Morty chuckled. "I won't indulge."

      I nodded. "Go. We don't have much time. The beasts will be arriving soon."

      "The beasts?" Rosemary asked. "That sounds dreadful."

      Morty nodded. "I told you about the demons coming for you. Don't worry, Rosemary. We'll keep you safe and bring you into celestial glory when the time comes."

      "Morty, one more thing."

      Morty turned. "Yes?"

      "Remember, your phone won't work on the astral plane. Be ready for my signal. Don't hesitate."

      Morty nodded, took Rosemary's hand, and helped her down the stairs to the basement and wine cellar.

      Sienna directed the golem to Rosemary's chair. The golem had changed to more closely resemble Rosemary in her current condition. Sienna worked fast.

      "All right, Sienna. You need to hide. Keep the crystal safe."

      Sienna nodded. "You got it."

      "Cerberus. You need to stay with me until we catch the banshee. The moment we do, get down to the cellar."

      Two jackals appeared in the living room. It was too soon. I hadn’t expected them for at least five minutes.

      I touched the sigil on my wrist and summoned my scythe. One of the jackals jumped toward the golem and knocked a lamp off a table. It crashed to the floor and shattered into a hundred pieces. I caught the jackal with my scythe, then spun and took the second one down as it charged me.

      There had to be more coming. Two more jackals appeared. Then, a cloud of black smoke appeared between them.

      I gripped my scythe with both hands. Two jackals had gone after Rosemary before she died, which meant they weren't worried about devouring her soul ahead of schedule. They'd do it again. I was about to strike at Anubis. If I could hit him just as he appeared, I might be able to take him down. The two jackals got in the way. I cut through them without much problem, and I charged Anubis when he became visible.

      He raised a hand and halted my swing in place.

      Anubis laughed. "You cannot kill me."

      "I won't let you take this woman!"

      Anubis cocked his head. "Then command your hound to consume her."

      "She's not supposed to die yet! She has a couple more minutes!"

      "That hasn't stopped you before."

      I sighed. "Unlike you, given other options, we prefer to honor the schedule."

      "The Olympian schedule?" Anubis laughed. "Soon, they'll be gone. I shall be your god."

      "You'll never be my god."

      "Stop your futile attempts to frustrate my actions and allow me to consume this soul, and I will spare your life."

      I bit my lip. I had to keep him talking. If the banshees were sent by Athena, they'd only show when Rosemary was due to die. If Anubis really wanted to take her, he could do so at any second.

      I narrowed my eyes. "Humor me for a moment. Suppose I did agree to honor you as the new god. What would that mean for me and the other Reapers?"

      "Your talents could prove useful in my war against the Olympians."

      "And the Reapers?"

      "They could serve my purpose. Together with my pets, they could resume their duties."

      I scratched my head. "You're offering to re-institute the Reapers?"

      "If you serve me."

      "If we did that, what would happen to the souls the Reapers harvested on your behalf?"

      Anubis took a step toward me. "They would be dedicated to the service of their god."

      "Dedicated to granting you and your fellow gods more power?"

      "It is an honor for a mortal to join one's essence to our strength. Union with the divine. Is that not what many humans seek even now?"

      I shrugged. "That depends on their religion."

      "Religions can change. When all the world worships us again, many will gladly give their souls to us."

      I shook my head. "I won't be the pawn in a war between gods."

      "Really? You don't know the truth, do you?"

      "What truth?" I asked.

      "How the Olympians are using you, Miss Grimm."

      My phone alarm sounded. It was set to the moment Rosemary was supposed to die.

      Cerberus stepped toward the golem, his celestial head in place. He was playing along, just as I'd hoped.

      "If your hound consumes this woman's soul, the deal I'm offering is off the table. This is a one-time offer for you and all the Reapers."

      I bit my lip and silenced the alarm. Anubis didn't know I was also sending a text to Morty.

      Two banshees appeared in a flash of white light.

      Anubis waved his hand, and I flew into a cabinet. A set of plates fell off the shelves and shattered.

      Cerberus dove at Anubis. Anubis tossed him aside, but it slowed him down.

      One of the banshees enveloped the golem and disappeared.

      "What is this?" Anubis asked. "That thing wasn’t human!"

      Anubis screamed and disappeared in a cloud of smoke. He didn't know where Rosemary was, but he was looking for her.

      Sienna stepped out of one of the rooms, holding the crystal. "Do we have the banshee?"

      I nodded. "We have to get out of here."

      We headed toward Sienna's car. Morty came running with his scythe glowing gold. It was Rosemary's soul. Cerberus ran up behind him.

      A black cloud formed in front of Sienna's car.

      "Morty! Cerberus! Do it now!"

      Anubis flew toward Morty as he released Rosemary's soul. Anubis grabbed Morty by the neck. Cerberus swallowed Rosemary's soul. When he did, Anubis disappeared.

      "Is he gone?" Morty rubbed his neck.

      I nodded. "Right now, he can only manifest when the soul he's after is viable. We did it. Let's get the golem back to the apartment. Hopefully, the banshee will be willing to talk."
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      We drove back to the apartment, the banshee-possessed golem in the middle of the back seat of Sienna's car. It still acted like a golem and looked like Rosemary, the gods rest her soul. The only difference was that its eyes were white, like miniature cue balls.

      Sienna had both hands on the crystal in the back seat as I drove her car. Morty sat beside me. The daywalker wanted to be sure she could intervene via the Archeus Crystal if the golem/banshee misbehaved.

      So far, though, the golem had behaved like a golem. Until we got back to the apartment, we weren't going to try anything. I'd never had a straight conversation with a banshee. Talking to a banshee was like trying to communicate logically with a ticked-off two-year-old. All they did was scream. At least, that was all I'd ever heard from a banshee.

      At least it was daytime. Interrogating the banshee at my apartment might very well lead to a violation of the city's noise ordinances. My police-detective boyfriend could shield me from that, but at least we weren't likely to wake anyone up.

      We led the golem upstairs to my apartment and locked the door behind us. Sienna directed the golem to sit in one of my kitchen chairs.

      "How do we interrogate a banshee?" Morty asked.

      "Hell if I know. It's not like there's an instruction manual."

      "Especially not for one possessing a golem," Sienna added. "I have no clue how much of the golem's programming binds the banshee or if the creature can manipulate the golem freely. So far, though, she has done nothing to violate the golem's programming."

      "Are we going to interrogate her?" Morty asked.

      "I thought we'd try asking her nicely first. There's no reason to treat her like an enemy if we don’t know where her loyalties lie."

      "I think it's obvious this banshee isn't working with Anubis. It showed up on time. He didn't. It went for the golem in an attempt to get to Rosemary's soul before Anubis could reach her."

      "That's true. Though, on other occasions, it was difficult to tell if the banshees and the jackals were working together or independently. I don't want to make assumptions."

      "Do you think she can hear us?" Morty asked.

      "I assume so," Sienna replied. "I can't say for sure. I figured out how to program a golem over the course of a day. When it comes to dealing with banshees, none of us know much."

      "So, the banshee might not even understand English?" Morty asked.

      Sienna shrugged. "If Klingons know English, I'm sure the banshees do, too."

      I chuckled. "Well, that's science fiction. Everyone knows that if we encountered beings from another world, they wouldn't speak English. Science fiction as a genre would suck pretty bad, though, if every story or episode was about trying to overcome the language barrier. You have to suspend disbelief and accept that the language problem is going to be ignored."

      "Not always," Sienna said. "Some authors come up with creative ways like communicators that translate, or species that learn languages quickly."

      I nodded. "I don't think Google Translate has banshee as one of its language options. Not to mention, I'm not even sure they speak in words."

      I grabbed the golem's hand. "Can you hear me?"

      The golem stared at me. Without irises, it was impossible to know if it was focused on me, looking past me, or was even awake.

      "Can you contact the Oracle?" Sienna asked.

      The golem turned to Sienna and belted out a high-pitched scream. We all covered our ears.

      "Use your words, damn it!" Morty shouted after her scream stopped.

      I snickered. "We don't know if she has words to use."

      Cerberus sauntered over and placed a paw on the golem's leg.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Trying something," Cerberus offered. "Give me a second..."

      Cerberus allowed his two hidden heads to appear. All three of them barked at the banshee.

      The golem reached down and patted Cerberus on his celestial head.

      "Did you do that?" I asked Sienna.

      Sienna shook her head. "That wasn't a part of the golem's programming."

      "It was the banshee," Cerberus told us. "I'm going to give my celestial head primacy at the moment."

      "That's a good sign, isn't it?" Morty asked. "Your so-called celestial head takes priority in Olympus, right?"

      Cerberus nodded all three heads before his Earth-bound and hell-bound heads disappeared into his body. "The banshee's screams are not what they seem. She communicates at such a high frequency that all you hear is a screech. I can translate for her."

      "You ask the questions, Sienna. She answered you last time."

      "We need to talk to the Oracle so we can get in touch with Athena. Can you call the Oracle of Delphi here?"

      We were ready this time. We covered our ears as the banshee screamed again.

      "What did she say?" I asked Cerberus.

      Cerberus sighed. "A lot of things."

      "She screamed for…what, two seconds? How much could she say?"

      "Her words are spoken at a frequency you can't hear. She also speaks at an incredible pace. Even if you could discern the frequency, you'd have to slow it down to hear what she was saying."

      "I could do that on my computer," Sienna suggested. "You know, if you couldn't translate for us."

      "No need," Cerberus replied. "She does have access to the Oracle, but as long as she is bound to this golem, she cannot reach the Oracle only."

      "What do you mean by that?" I asked.

      "The Oracle might come, but her cries will be heard by any disembodied spirit within several miles of radius."

      "And if the Oracle isn't nearby?" I asked.

      "She won't hear the banshee's cry," Cerberus finished.

      I sighed. "Can we trust her to take a message to the Oracle on our behalf?"

      Sienna cleared her throat. "If we free you, will you ask the Oracle of Delphi to come see us? We need to speak to her. We're trying to stop Anubis, and we need her help."

      The banshee screamed again. When she finished, a translucent green form passed through the front door of my apartment. When it stopped, the ghost of an old man wearing brown overalls and a straw hat appeared in front of us. He smiled at us through his long gray beard, displaying a solitary front tooth.

      "Roy?"

      Roy nodded. "You all right, Zoey? I heard a cry for help, and I came as soon as I could."

      "It was a banshee."

      Roy's eyes widened. "Where is it?"

      I pointed at the golem. "She's trapped inside this body."

      Roy took a couple of steps back. The golem's body started to shake. The convulsions were so violent that they rattled the floor beneath my feet.

      "Oh, shit!" Roy screamed.

      The banshee pressed out of the golem and darted after Roy. Roy took off in a green blur and divided himself into three parts that settled on the three shirtless male golems Sienna had created. Then, the three golems jumped and collided with one another in the air. Their bodies combined into one and fell to the floor.

      The banshee circled the room, screaming. I summoned my scythe, and the banshee took off through one of my walls.

      I reached down and grabbed what must've been Roy's hand.

      "Well, I'll be! It worked!"

      Sienna cocked her head and looked at the hunky golem with wide eyes. "How in the world..."

      Roy chuckled. "I can't take over a body that has a soul, but these bodies? Well, they weren't enough alone. Incomplete. Together, though, how about that! I'm a real boy again!"

      I looked at Cerberus. "What did the banshee say before?"

      Cerberus sighed. "Well, before Roy showed up, she threatened you."

      "Threatened me?"

      "More or less. She said you must cease what you're doing. Anubis is accelerating his efforts now that you've been saving souls."

      Roy cleared his throat. "That wasn't all she said."

      I looked at Cerberus. "He's right."

      "The banshee said you must die."

      I narrowed my eyes and looked at Roy. "You heard her, too?"

      "Sure did. That's why I came a-running. I thought you were in trouble. You know, since you saved me from Hades, I figured I owed you a warning. Didn't expect this would happen!"

      "Why was the banshee chasing you?" Sienna asked.

      "Well, I'm a ghost, right? Maybe she wanted to do me in! More than that, I know the Oracle. She's a fine lady. Wouldn't give me the time of day. Now that I look like this, though, I might have a chance with the little lady."

      I bit my lip. "You can take us to the Oracle?"

      Roy traced his fingers across his bulging pectorals and down his chiseled abs. "Damn, I'm sexy!"

      "Answer the question, Roy."

      Roy laughed. "Sure as the summer sun will burn your butt, I can!"

      Sienna snickered. "You have a pretty pale butt. I'd say that's a definite yes."

      Morty snorted. "Could we get off the topic of my sister's ass, please?"

      Roy grinned, tilted his head, and ran his tongue across his teeth. "Well, how about that! A full set of chompers!"

      "Focus on the topic at hand, Roy."

      "Sorry, Zoey. Yep, I can take you to the Oracle. Mind if I make a simple request first?"

      "What's that?" I asked.

      "I haven't eaten in years, and now I have the teeth to chew whatever I want. Get me a steak. Medium rare."

      "After that, you'll take us to the Oracle?"

      Roy nodded. "Sure thing, darlin’. Won't be a problem."

      Morty looked away. "First, can we get him some clothes? He's naked under that apron."

      Roy ripped off his apron, then looked down to examine his manhood. "Well, I'll be damned. I'm hung like a bull!"

      Morty shook his head and grabbed one of the shopping bags that contained the clothes we’d bought him when we'd gone shopping. He grabbed a pair of pants and, still shielding his eyes, tossed it toward me. "Cover that thing up!"

      I gave Roy the pants. "Oh, come on! I can't confine this glory to a pair of trousers."

      I sighed. "Put on the damn jeans, Roy."

      Roy slipped into them the best he could. They were loose on Morty but tight on Roy. He barely managed to button the fly.

      "Anyone got a nickel?" Roy asked.

      I narrowed my eyes. "Why do you want a nickel, Roy?"

      "I want to see if it'll bounce off my butt! Whoever bounces their coin the furthest can take my new body for a ride!"

      Sienna chuckled. "He still needs a shirt."

      "Does he, though?" I smirked.

      Roy winked at me.

      "Sorry, buddy, I'm taken. Doesn't mean I can't enjoy the view."

      Roy found the full-length mirror in my bathroom. Morty's shirts were tight on him. They'd be way too tight on Roy. I had a few spacious nighties that might work.

      I grabbed one of them. It was pink and had a lot of hearts on it. I took it to Roy and found him flexing his muscles in the mirror. "Put this on."

      He held the nighty up to his body. "It's pink."

      "So what?"

      "I can't wear pink. That's not manly."

      "Says who?"

      Roy sighed and slipped on the shirt. "It fits. Sort of."

      "Pretty in pink!" I exclaimed.

      Roy grunted. "Don't you have anything flannel?"

      "Do I look like a girl who wears flannels to you?"

      "Come on, darlin'! I'm the paragon of manliness here. I need something to match."

      I smiled. "Real men wear pink."

      "Real men wear overalls."

      I raised an eyebrow. "In the backwoods of the Ozarks, or on a farm a hundred years ago."

      "They were hot in the early nineties," Sienna offered. "But you'd have to either wear them backward or with one of the shoulder straps hanging off your shoulder."

      I rolled my eyes. "How do you know what was cool in the early nineties?"

      Sienna shrugged. "I've studied pop culture history! That's how the Daddy Mac used to make you jump!"

      "Whatever," Roy muttered. "Steak first, then new clothes."

      "Then you'll take us to see the Oracle?"

      "Sure, I will. I'm a man of my word, honey."
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      We took Roy to a steakhouse on the Plaza. We got a prime rib to go for Cerberus. I ordered a salad. I've never understood the obsession with steak. Growing up in the underworld, we didn't eat much meat or dairy. We grew crops under artificial light and imported what we could from Earth. It was rare—or should I say medium rare—that we ever got steak or meat of any kind. I'd had my share of barbecue since I’d arrived in Kansas City. Steak, though, was different. It took a long time to chew. It was overpriced and overrated. A lot of buck for very little bang. American dietary customs were a mixed bag. I enjoyed some things. I was accustomed to a lot of the processed foods people consumed.

      We’d had Twinkies in the underworld that we’d imported a decade ago and were still as fresh as a Twinkie could be. I didn’t know what they put in those things. They were like time capsules of creamy goodness. A keen reminder that in ages gone by, our forebearers also enjoyed chemically enhanced pastries. Those things were easier to import to the underworld than meat or dairy. Still, given my choice, my diet would be centered on fruit and vegetables.

      Roy looked at me as if he thought I'd lost my mind while I forked my salad into my mouth.

      Ironic, considering that he moaned with every bite he took of his filet mignon. It was loud enough to garner awkward stares from other restaurant patrons.

      We visited a few clothing stores on the Plaza. Roy hated everything. He was dead set on getting a pair of boots, some overalls, and a flannel shirt.

      We took him to the Bass Pro Shop. When we walked through the doors, Roy gasped.

      "I've died again. This time, I've gone to heaven."

      He found what he was looking for and changed in the dressing room. The whole notion of paying for your clothes before you put them on confused him, so we pulled off the tags and took them to the register. The cashier was surprisingly compliant. Roy looked like the most attractive hillbilly I'd ever seen. His get-up said "Redneck," but his face and body screamed Abercrombie and Fitch.

      Roy turned to walk back into the store.

      "Where are you going?"

      "You see those boats? I need one! They're all sparkly!"

      I snorted. "We can come back later. Right now, we need to see the Oracle."

      "I been dead a long time. You know how long it's been since I went fishing?"

      "I take it they didn't have a lot of fish in Hades?"

      Roy shook his head. "They did. Swam in the lava. All piranhas. The bastards there used to dip us in for fun. Damn fish would eat your leg off, then it would grow back, and they'd do it to you all over again."

      "Damn!" Sienna exclaimed. "That's horrible."

      "That's not the half of it. Point is, there's nothing like fishing for crappie out on a lake."

      Sienna snorted. "Usually, you leave your crappie in the water. I'm sure there's a bathroom here somewhere."

      Roy scratched his head. "They put fish in the toilets now?"

      I grinned. "Not usually. Never mind. I'll tell you what, Roy. Take us to the Oracle. Once we've taken care of this Anubis situation, we'll get you a used boat and a nice rod."

      Sienna smirked. "I think he has a nice rod already."

      Roy grinned. "That I do. Wanna see it?"

      "Not here!" I snapped.

      Sienna giggled. "Maybe later. If you behave."

      Roy chuckled. "Y'all pulled me out of hell. You expect me to behave?"

      I nodded. "If you know what's good for you, yes."

      Morty sighed. “Can we leave Hillbilly Hell and go find the Oracle, please?”

      Roy huffed. “Son, if this is your idea of hell, then I’ll be damned!”

      Morty rolled his eyes. “Whatever. The longer we futz around here, the more power Anubis is gaining. Can we please get going?”

      Roy snorted. “Well, that might be a problem.”

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      Roy scratched his head. “Don’t get me wrong. I’ll take you to the Oracle once I find her.”

      “Once you find her?” Sienna asked. “I thought you knew where she was!”

      “Where she was, yes. But I can’t sense other spirits now that I have a body.”

      Morty narrowed his eyes. “Then we’ll exorcise you out of that pretty-boy body, and you can take us to her.”

      Roy dropped his jaw. “No. You can’t do that! Please!”

      I shook my head. “We’re not going to kick you out of the body, Roy, but you’d better figure out how we can find the Oracle soon, or we won’t have a choice.”

      Roy took a deep breath and exhaled. “Thing is, I can’t take you to her directly, but I know where to find her. When she’ll show up, I can’t say.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked.

      “There’s a woman downtown. She has a little place in a storefront. She speaks to dead people.”

      Sienna bit her lip. “A psychic?”

      “More like a medium,” Roy corrected. “She talks to all of us. If anyone knows where she is, Miss Delphine will.”

      Morty narrowed his eyes. “Miss Delphine will connect us to the Oracle of Delphi?”

      “Ironic, isn’t it?” Roy laughed. “The Oracle is one of Miss Delphine’s favored familiars. Get her to give you the right sort of reading, and she’ll call the Oracle. Just make sure you bring plenty of cash.”

      “Cash?” I asked. “How much does this medium charge?”

      Roy shrugged. “I don’t know. She doesn’t care for me much. I tried to get in with her, but she said nothing I told her was much use to anybody. I didn’t pay much heed to whatever she was charging her customers. I’d say she probably charges a medium amount.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Hilarious. Really, that’s funny. Money isn’t a problem. If this pans out, Roy, don’t you worry—we’ll find you a great place to go fishing.”

      “Remember, I want one of those sparkly boats. Those dinghies are fancier than a Baptist on a Sunday mornin’.”

      I nodded. “Got it. It’s a deal.”

      Sienna snickered. “Who would have thought the price of potentially saving the world would be a sparkling boat?”
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      A giant sign with a red hand and the words Palm Readings arched over it was mounted outside Delphine's store, if you could call it a store. What do you call a place where a medium gives readings and consults with the dead? A sanctuary? That didn't sound right either.

      I'd never met a real psychic. The closest thing to it had been the strange mambo in New Orleans who'd warned me that there were those out there who intended to do me harm. When she touched my leg, an electric jolt had passed from her body to mine. It had ached for almost a week.

      At the time I'd thought her warning had to do with the vampires I was hunting. Perhaps it was the Horseman who'd used me for weeks, sending me after supernaturals to reap. Ultimately, he had been using me to grow an army at Hades’ behest so the ruler of the hot place could assimilate Olympus into his fiery domain.

      I didn't know if that was right. Would this medium know more? Would she offer similar ominous warnings? Could she reach the Oracle? Roy seemed to think it would work. I didn’t know why the whole prospect of consulting with a medium creeped me out. When I thought about it, I'd spoken to ghosts too. A ghost who was possessing a golem had led us to Delphine.

      I'd spent most of my life training to reap human souls and send them to the afterlife. The prospect of a human who could communicate with wandering souls shouldn't have been weird. Given all I'd seen, I shouldn't have had any reason to suspect she was a fraud. Why, then, was I so uneasy?

      The door dinged as we stepped inside. A cacophony of odors blasted me in the face. The smell of incense was strong. Several burning candles added hints of vanilla, apple blossom, and who knew what else. It wasn't an unpleasant combination, but it was a little overbearing.

      "Be right there!" a woman I presumed was Delphine shouted from the opposite side of a beaded curtain.

      A few seconds later, Delphine stepped through the curtain. She was pretty, Black with long dreadlocks. She was in her mid to late forties. No sooner did she see us than she gasped and took a step back.

      I furrowed my brow. It must take a lot to frighten a medium. Delphine raised her hand and pointed at Roy. "Is that you, Roy? How can this be?"

      Roy nodded. "It is."

      Delphine tilted her head and looked at Sienna. "And you. What are you?"

      "I'm a..."

      Delphine looked at Morty. "No. Please, no! I'm not ready to⁠—"

      "I'm not here to reap you," Morty assured her. "It is not your time."

      "I know it's not my time, but there's a rumor among the spirits that some souls are being devoured before their appointed time."

      "That's the truth," I agreed. "That's why we're here."

      Delphine stared at me, then took two cautious steps forward. "Give me your hand, dear."

      I bit my lip. "Why?"

      Before I could extend it, she took my hand in hers, twisted my wrist to expose my palm, and traced her fingers along the various creases on it. "Ah, yes, you are she!"

      I snorted. "Yup, I'm she."

      "She's my sister," Morty offered.

      "Yes, she is, but she is something more. She is the one upon whom the fates of many souls depend."

      I scratched my head. "That's why we're here, Miss Delphine. It is 'Miss,' right? I wouldn't want⁠—"

      "Of all the spirits to accompany you," Miss Delphine interrupted me, "why choose one you already knew had been consigned to perdition?"

      I shrugged. "He's the only ghost I really know."

      Miss Delphine poked Roy's chest. "How is this possible?"

      "The body is a golem. We have a device that…well, we're technically borrowing it. It lets us create these bodies. We can program them to do whatever we want, almost like machines. If we don’t program the thing, a spirit can possess it and take it over."

      Miss Delphine’s jaw almost hit the table, and she sat down. “Do you realize how many spirits could come back to life with something of this sort? It might put me out of work, but you know, all for the greater good.”

      I cleared my throat. "I can see why a lot of people would like the ability to resurrect the dead.”

      Miss Delphine leaned back in her chair, resting the back of her hand against her forehead. “If this could be done on a large scale, if someone like me could help lead souls into new bodies, this could mean the end of death.”

      I bit my lip. “Yeah, well, your family business isn’t the only one that would be impacted by something like that.”

      Miss Delphine grinned at me. “You are the unique daughter of the Grim Reaper himself!”

      “I’m also not sure if using the crystal that way would work. It might run out of energy. The gods might not be thrilled about the prospect of humans living as long as they do.”

      “Still, I’m sure you’ve considered the possibility!”

      I frowned. “Sure, I’ve thought about it, but that’s not why we’re here. We're trying to reach the Oracle of Delphi."

      Miss Delphine waved her hand. "I know you are! I've been expecting you. Still, these other guests and the wonder of their being were not foretold. It is not often anything takes me off guard."

      "Check out my new abs!" Roy blurted, lifting up his shirt.

      Miss Delphine lowered her head and sighed. "You're as insufferable in that body as apart from it."

      "Thank you, little lady!" Roy exclaimed. "I try to prevent as much suffering as possible."

      I snickered. The word "insufferable" clearly wasn't part of Roy's quaint vocabulary. Delphine noticed my reaction and grinned at me.

      "Is it true what they say about you?" Delphine asked.

      I tilted my head. "That depends. What do they say about me?"

      "That you cannot reap human souls, only the souls of the semi-divine?"

      "If by semi-divine you mean supernaturals, then yes."

      Miss Delphine stood and touched my cheek. Her hand was cold to the touch and sent a shiver down my spine. "You are even more beautiful than they say."

      "Um, thanks. Again, who are ‘they?’ The dead people you talk to?"

      Miss Delphine curled her lip. "Death is a matter of perspective. At least, it used to be. The spirits with whom I commune are very much alive."

      "By saying it used to be a matter of perspective, I suppose you're talking about how Anubis is consuming souls?"

      Miss Delphine nodded. "He must not be permitted to succeed, dear, but even he might serve a purpose."

      I snorted. "What purpose?"

      "That is not for me to reveal," Miss Delphine replied. "Only know that the Oracle believes there are those among the Olympians who were responsible for his return."

      "Why would any of the Olympians want to see an ancient pantheon rise to threaten their primacy?"

      Miss Delphine smiled kindly. "I might be able to speak to the spirits, child, but I cannot discern the will of the gods."

      "Is the Oracle here now?"

      Miss Delphine gave a quick nod and sat down on one side of a different table. She gestured at a chair in front of it. "Please take a seat. Both of you."

      "Both of us?" Roy asked. "There are four of us."

      "I speak to the two Reapers," Miss Delphine corrected. "The Oracle wishes to speak to them."

      Roy and Sienna exchanged glances, shrugged, and stepped back. I pulled out the chair in front of the medium's table, and Morty grabbed one that was against the far wall and lifted it over. He sat down next to me.

      "Give me your hand again, Zoey."

      I extended my hand. "You know my name? I didn't tell it to you."

      Miss Delphine smiled as she took my hand in hers. "Of course I do."

      "What are you looking for?" I asked.

      "Your lifeline forks."

      "What does that mean?"

      "It means there is no guarantee. You might live beyond the years I can predict, perhaps centuries longer, or very soon, you will die."

      I bit my lip. "I think I'll go with option A."

      "It is more complicated than making a simple choice, dear child. Then again, perhaps that's all it is. You simply must recognize the correct choice when presented with it."

      "How will I know when that happens?"

      Miss Delphine shrugged. "You will not. Still, a choice you make very soon will determine your path."

      "How is that helpful? I would not have a choice if I knew it was going to kill me."

      "Are you sure about that?" Morty asked. "Didn't Anubis just give you the chance to serve him forever?"

      "What Morty says is wise," Delphine agreed. "Sometimes the cost of living is greater than the cost of shedding one's mortal flesh. You must make the right choice and let whatever fate befalls you come as it must."

      "Can you show me what you're seeing on my palm?"

      Miss Delphine nodded and pressed her middle finger into my palm. "This line is your lifeline. You can see how it forks."

      "Barely."

      "Yes. That is why I say that if you make the choice that leads to the shorter line, your life will end soon thereafter. However, the main line extends across your entire palm. I cannot say that means you will live forever, child. It does mean that your passing will come at a time beyond what I can see. That is, beyond the timeframe of the average human body's lifespan."

      "Is this set in stone?"

      "No, dear. It is set in flesh."

      I tilted my head. "Yeah, duh. You know what I meant."

      Miss Delphine grinned. "Nothing is destined to be. New lines might form, and new branches from your lifeline might lead to new fates. What I see now is the journey your life will take, given the path you've set your feet upon."

      "What about mine?" Morty held out his hand.

      Miss Delphine looked at Morty's hand. "Your path is grim."

      I smirked. "Was that a Grim Reaper joke?"

      Miss Delphine chuckled. "Indeed, it was!"

      "Funny." Morty politely laughed. "Can you tell me anything other than that my life is a joke?"

      "You are twins, are you not?" Miss Delphine asked.

      "We are," Morty confirmed.

      "Your life and future are undetermined. They might change, given the choices Zoey makes. You two are connected by more than blood."

      "What does that mean?" I asked.

      "It means that it is the will of the gods that you two walk in step. Then again, should you choose another path, there is no telling how your lives might unfold."

      I bit my lip. "Which gods?"

      Miss Delphine narrowed her eyes. "I cannot say."

      "This is all fascinating." I smirked. "Could we speak to the Oracle now?"

      Miss Delphine shrugged. "That's not up to me. Nonetheless, I will consult with her, and if she wishes to speak to you, she shall."

      Miss Delphine stood, stepped back behind her beaded curtain, and returned holding a silver platter with several candles on it. She took the candles and set them around the table in a circle. Miss Delphine grabbed a candle that was already lit from a candelabra to the side of her curtain and lit each of the candles she'd placed on the table. Then she returned to her seat, opened her hands, and rested them on the table palms-up. The medium closed her eyes and took a deep breath through her nose.

      When Miss Delphine opened her eyes, they were completely black. Then her body started to change. Her hair turned blonde. Her features narrowed, and her skin lightened. Her clothing changed, too. She had been wearing a colorful bohemian dress. Now she wore a white robe with a red sash. She didn't just invoke the Oracle's presence; she'd changed into the Oracle.

      "Hello, Zoey. It is nice to see you again."

      I sat there, speechless. My lips parted. "I⁠—"

      The Oracle laughed. "It is remarkable, isn't it?"

      "You can say that again."

      "Repeating myself would serve no purpose. It is good that you've sought me out. There is much to discuss."

      I nodded. "I was hoping you'd say that. I assume you know what's going on?"

      The Oracle nodded. "Anubis is growing more powerful by the minute. Athena has done what she can by sending her banshees. Even Dionysus has attempted to intervene. Unfortunately, his satyrs shifted their allegiance to the Egyptians. I fear many of my mistress’ banshees did the same."

      I shook my head. "I've been trying to save people, but it's not enough. Given how many people are dying every minute around the world..."

      "You are correct," the Oracle said. "It is not enough. Even if you were to slow Anubis down, the most you might hope to accomplish is to delay his ascent by mere minutes."

      I shook my head. "There must be something I can do."

      The Oracle nodded. "There is, indeed. Anubis will not kill you, despite his threats. At least, not yet. He needs you."

      "Why does he need me?"

      "If you reap him, you'll send him to Olympus. That's what he wants, just not yet."

      "Why not yet?"

      "He is not yet powerful enough to challenge the Olympians. The gods are divided at present. Ever since Hades attempted his coup, many of the gods turned to blame others for what occurred."

      "So, I need to reap him now?" I asked.

      "I fear he's too powerful for that, though not yet strong enough to threaten Olympus."

      "He's hoping to gain enough power to raise the other Egyptian gods."

      The Oracle nodded. "That is when you must act."

      "After he raises the other gods? Won't that make things harder?"

      The Oracle smiled. "Yes and no. When he raises the other gods, it will take a great deal of power. At that moment, he will be weaker than he is now. So will the other gods. That is when you must strike."

      I snorted. "So, I need to reap an entire pantheon of Egyptian deities?"

      The Oracle nodded. "Precisely."

      I sighed. "That sounds like something much easier said than done."

      "Only because there are many. No matter, you must succeed. If you can send them all to Olympus at once, even though the Olympians remain divided, they will unite to defend their domain against the intruders."

      "And they'll be able to cast Anubis and his fellow deities back to wherever they belong?"

      "More than that. By giving the Olympians a common enemy, Athena believes you will be able to reunite the gods and end this meaningless conflict."

      I sighed. "How many Egyptian gods are we talking about?"

      "Throughout their history, the ancient Egyptians revered more than two thousand deities."

      "Two thousand! How can I possibly reap that many?"

      "There are only ten who pose a significant threat to the Olympians. No matter. Should any of them remain, they might grow more powerful if they consume human souls."

      I stared at the Oracle blankly. "You're still telling me I have to reap two thousand gods?"

      "Not alone," the Oracle said. "There is a reason that the Reapers have been pulled away from their duties."

      "Why?" Morty asked. "I assumed we were being punished."

      "Hardly!" the Oracle exclaimed. "Quite the opposite. As long as the Reapers persisted in harvesting human souls, it would delay Anubis' plans. Many Reapers would die. We could not allow Anubis to cull your numbers. We need you all. With the other Reapers working alongside the two of you, it may be possible to defeat all two thousand of the gods Anubis intends to revive."

      Morty shook his head. "We can't reap supernaturals. I don't understand how that will work."

      The Oracle smiled. "You're right. You cannot reap gods or supernatural creatures of any kind. Not yet."

      "You're going to give us Zoey's powers?" Morty asked.

      The Oracle nodded. "Temporarily. It will not be permanent. The powers Athena gave Zoey endured because she was vested with the ability the moment she was born. As she grew and came of age, her powers developed accordingly. Still, we can enhance your abilities on a limited basis."

      "How long will it last?" Morty asked.

      "It is not a question of how long the ability will last. The hope is that Athena will bless each Reaper with enough power to reap a single god."

      "That might work!" I exclaimed. "There are thousands of Reapers in the underworld."

      "Nearly ten thousand," Morty said. "We'd have more than a large enough army to take down two thousand gods."

      The Oracle nodded. "Be that as it may, even in their weakened state, the Egyptian gods will present a challenge for your lower-level Reapers. Some of them will fail."

      "You're saying Reapers will die?" Morty asked.

      "If you do not succeed, all of the Reapers will die once Anubis gains full control of Olympus. Such are the costs of war."

      "I have a lot of questions," I interjected. "First, how do we deliver this power to the Reapers?"

      "Athena will visit the underworld and bestow the power on any Reaper willing to fight."

      "Second, how are we going to find all those gods once they emerge?"

      The Oracle grinned. "The same way you've lured Anubis to you before. You will need to follow the schedule, as you always have. Assign the Reapers accordingly."

      I shook my head. "That won't work. In the past, I've had to kill several jackals before Anubis showed up. If the Reapers only have one chance to reap a god, if they waste that shot on any of the beasts, they won't have any power left to reap the gods who appear."

      The Oracle nodded. "You have the numbers to succeed. Even though the satyrs and some of the banshees defected to the Egyptians, they cannot afford to dispatch many beasts per soul they intend to gather."

      I pinched my chin. "Morty, that's it. If you send three Reapers to every soul on the schedule, you can use two lower-level Reapers to handle the beasts. You'll still have one mid-level or higher-level Reaper to harvest the god."

      Morty sighed. "That means we'll have to convince at least nine of ten thousand Reapers to join the battle. Right now, nearly half the underworld opposes me."

      I nodded. "We'll have to change their minds. That's the only way."

      The Oracle grabbed our hands. "As Delphine revealed before, the two of you must walk in step. Athena is well aware of the situation in the underworld. However, she also believes that those who oppose Morty will come around if you two speak with a single voice."
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      We left Miss Delphine's with a sense of bewilderment and purpose. An odd combination, I admit, but at least we had something to do. I wasn't sure if the bewilderment was because we'd just seen a medium shapeshift into a disembodied spirit or from the prospect of employing nearly every available Reaper on a mission that would require one hundred percent success.

      If any of the Egyptian gods survived, they'd take command of the beasts and resume Anubis' plan. However, if we culled their number sufficiently, hopefully, there'd be too few to represent a significant threat to the Olympians. They might also be so weak that I could take them out.

      The math was daunting. Even if the Reapers succeeded at a laudable rate of seventy-five percent, that would leave five hundred Egyptian gods to threaten human lives and eventually Olympus. Presumably, the most powerful of the old gods would be among the survivors.

      There was only one way to improve our odds. We had to train the Reapers.

      "How can we prepare the Reapers to fight gods?" Morty asked.

      "We could use golems," Sienna added, her eyes fixed on the Archeus Crystal on my kitchen table.

      I shook my head. "Can you program the golems to behave like gods?"

      Sienna scratched her head. "I don't know. I could try. Without the image of a god to mimic, though, it would be a shoddy replica at best."

      "I have an idea," Roy chimed in. "This might be dumb, but it's a thought."

      I shrugged. "Let's hear it."

      "What if we used Anubis? Could you create a golem similar to him in terms of strength and power if you got close enough to him?"

      Sienna sighed. "Theoretically, yes. There's always a chance, though, that Anubis would take the crystal."

      Morty shrugged. "We could have the Reapers spar with each other."

      I shook my head. "Even if we did that, it wouldn't be anything like the challenge they'd face when they had to reap a god."

      Sienna added, "The golems are limited in terms of the power they can access. We'd never be able to create one as strong as Anubis."

      "They don't need to be. The Oracle said when the other gods rose, they'd all be weaker than Anubis is now. Even Anubis will be devoid of most of his current abilities."

      Sienna grunted. "But we still need to face Anubis at his current level of power, and we have to get the crystal close enough to him to capture a replica."

      "Can you teach me how to use the crystal?" I asked.

      "Sure." Sienna sighed. "I'm still not sure why that would be better than if I did it."

      "Because the Oracle said that despite his threats, he won't kill me. He needs me to get to Olympus."

      "He might not kill you, but he could take the crystal from you."

      Cerberus huffed. "At his present strength, Anubis can only manifest in the presence of the soul he's targeted, right?"

      I nodded. "That's right."

      "Then we do the same thing we did before. Use the crystal to capture his image. Then I'll swallow the soul before he has a chance to take it."

      "He'd disappear in an instant," Morty added. "That would work if we hadn’t already done that. I don't think he'll fall for that move a second time."

      I sat down and rested my elbows on the table. "Morty's right. We need another plan."

      "The last time, I reaped the soul and gave it to Cerberus. What if we skipped that step?"

      I shook my head. "He's seen Cerberus consume souls. He'll still be a step ahead of us."

      Roy pulled out a chair and sat next to me. "I'm not a brilliant military mind or anything, but I know how to hunt. I used to have a bloodhound that I used when hunting game. The dog didn't kill the prey. He created a distraction. The prey only thought the dog was the threat. He was trained to root out the animal so I could shoot it."

      Cerberus stood up on his hind legs, resting his front paws on the table. "I suppose I'm the dog in this scenario?"

      "Not what I was thinking." Roy pointed at Morty. "He is."

      "Excuse me?" Morty crossed his arms on his chest.

      "Not a dog, just the distraction. If you had a soul in your blade, would Anubis know if it was the soul we were after?"

      Morty shook his head. "He wouldn't have a clue. My blade will glow when it contains a soul, but that's just a reaction between the scythe's magic and the soul. It doesn’t tell us which soul."

      "It might trick Anubis if he thinks Morty intends to deliver the soul to Cerberus. Even so, we can't do that. We'd have to kill an innocent person to pull that off."

      "Not true," Roy countered. "You can use me."

      I stared at him as I gathered my words. "Roy, you realize if we do that, you might be giving up your second chance at life."

      Roy shrugged. "You'll still have the crystal, right?"

      "If our plan succeeds, we will."

      "Then make me another body." Roy turned to Morty. "When they do that, you can put my soul into another golem, right?"

      Morty nodded. "It shouldn't be a problem."

      "If we fail, Roy? If Anubis gets that crystal, we won't be able to do that."

      Roy smiled. "Then don't fail. Worst case scenario, Morty cuts me loose, and I'm a ghost again. At least until you manage to get the crystal back."

      "He's right," Morty agreed. "If he's willing to do that, this could work."

      "One request." Roy tugged at his crotch. "If you're going to give me another body, could you make it a little less endowed?"

      Sienna raised her eyebrows. "You want a smaller⁠—"

      "Yes!" Roy blurted. "This thing wasn't meant to fit into pants. If y'all won't let me hang out with my wang out, I need something a little less elephant trunk and a little more earthworm."

      Sienna rolled her eyes. "I'm sure I can find a good image on the Internet to use as a model for your new body that will be more fitting."

      I unrolled the scroll with the day's schedule on it. Sienna looked at her copy on her phone.

      "See anything that might work?"

      "There's a man who is going to die on the table during open-heart surgery in a couple of hours."

      I shook my head as I traced my finger down the day's schedule. "I saw that. It won't work. If we're going to pull this off and trick Anubis, the best bet is to create a golem that looks like the target. We'll have to put Roy into that golem so Morty can reap him from it. We can't do all that on the astral plane. An operating room will have too many people inside."

      Sienna nodded. "All right. We need someone who is going to die alone. I'm not seeing anything today that I can be sure fits that situation."

      I unrolled the scroll a little more. "What about tomorrow? There's the fisherman who drowns early in the morning."

      "Intoxicated," Sienna said. "Trips and falls off his boat."

      "What kind of boat?" Roy asked. "Does it have sparkles?"

      I chuckled. "We won't know until we get there. The schedule isn't that specific."

      "If it has sparkles, can I keep it?"

      "No!" Sienna and I shouted in unison.

      "Not unless we can buy it from his heirs, provided they're willing to sell it."

      "So, there is a chance?"

      I nodded. "A remote chance. I suppose, given what you're risking to do this, if it works and the boat is what you have in mind—and the family is willing to sell it to us—we can buy it."

      Roy grinned from ear to ear. "Well, if that ain't motivation, I don't know what is!"

      Sienna rolled her eyes. "You're risking your life for a fishing boat?"

      Roy shook his head. "I agreed to do this before the boat was an option. Call it an extra perk for a job well done."

      "We still don't know that it would work out like that, Roy."

      "I know, Zoey. But you promised me before that if all this worked, you'd get me one anyway. I'm going to hold you to that. You know, if I survive this and get a new body."
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      The scenario wasn't ideal. The man on the schedule, a fellow named Gordon, was supposed to be drunk on a boat in the middle of a remote lake when he fell overboard. We weren't miracle workers, but on the astral plane, we could walk across water as easily as land. The only problem was, we couldn't rematerialize unless we were on the boat or on shore.

      Sienna also couldn't find so much as a mug shot of Gordon online, not to mention a social media profile, to use to craft a golem in advance. We were going to have to settle for a crude replica and hope that if he was face-down in the water, Anubis wouldn't notice. That also meant Roy would have to drown in the golem to keep up the ruse.

      Being buried alive. Burning to death. Those were the only two ways of dying that I imagined might be worse than drowning.

      There was one more problem. If we were going to pull this off, we'd have to hide the real Gordon from Anubis but keep him close enough to where he was supposed to die that Anubis would still sense his presence and would manifest.

      We headed to the lake. It was a long drive. We had to take a few gravel roads to get there. Thankfully, I didn't take my bike this time. I didn't have to worry about gravel dust in my unmentionable crevices.

      The lake wasn't natural. Few lakes are. Several dead trees stood in the middle of it.

      "Great fishing grounds," Roy remarked. "There'd be a lot of brush under the water. Great spot to catch stuff."

      "We know Gordon is intoxicated. That could present problems."

      Morty shrugged. "Or it will make this a lot easier. Trust me. Some drunk people are belligerent. They can also be more susceptible to suggestion."

      Sienna chuckled. "Like, ‘Hey, we've got free beer in the woods! Why don't you come along?’"

      Morty grinned. "Exactly. I'll go talk to him."

      "This isn't going to be the same as it was with Rosemary, Morty. I don't think he'll assume you're an angel when you appear out of the astral plane on his boat."

      "I'm not going to handle this the same way. Trust me, Zoey. I'll be able to talk him into coming ashore. After that, Sienna will make the golem, and we’ll put Roy in it and take his boat back to his current location."

      "All right. I suppose you have more experience talking to drunks than I do."

      "Damn right I do," Morty grinned, raised his hood, and walked across the lake on the astral plane.

      We stood on the shore and watched. When Morty lowered his hood, Gordon jumped back. Morty grabbed him just in time. Poor Gordon almost fell in the lake fifteen minutes too soon.

      I couldn't hear what Morty was saying, but it must've gone well. Gordon tossed Morty a beer. He cracked it open. The two chatted for a minute before the boat headed in our direction.

      "Well, I'll be damned." Sienna laughed under her breath. "It's working. I'd better get to work on that golem."

      Sienna was fixated on the crystal. She didn't have enough time to create a perfect replica of Gordon. At least since Roy was going to inhabit the golem, she didn't have to bother with behavioral programming.

      Morty and Gordon were laughing as they disembarked from the boat. Roy focused on the boat.

      "It sparkles!"

      I chuckled. "Lucky you. You ready to do this?"

      Roy nodded. Morty summoned his scythe. With the butt end, he smacked Gordon hard on the back of his head. The man collapsed.

      "Morty!"

      Morty shrugged. "Had to knock him out. Might have given him a concussion, but I figured he's going to die soon anyway. What's a little minor brain damage?"

      I scratched my head. "All right, good point. I guess he'll be easier to manage this way."

      Morty winked at me. "Told you, I've got this."

      Sienna ran over to Gordon and rolled him onto his back.

      "How's that golem coming along?"

      "Almost got it. That's it! This will have to do."

      Sienna raised the crystal in front of her. "Create!"

      When she spoke the command, a beam of white energy blasted out of the crystal, and a golem that looked vaguely like Gordon appeared. It had the same hair color and a similar build. Its face wasn't quite right. His nose was a little long, and his lips were too thin, but it would have to do.

      Roy extended his arms, exposing his chest. "All right, Morty. Let's do this."

      Morty nodded and cut his scythe through Roy's chest. He caught Roy's soul, pivoted, and blasted it into the golem.

      The golem gasped. "Well, I'll be! It worked! Any chance I can catch a bite or two before the bad guys show up?"

      I shook my head. "Sorry. Your fishing expedition will have to wait a little longer."

      Roy climbed into the boat, which rocked. He steadied himself. "Now, anyone know how this new-fangled motor thingy works?"

      Morty climbed aboard with him. "There's a pedal on the floor. I saw Gordon use it. Looked pretty simple. He wasn't using the main motor on the back of the boat. I don't have a clue how that works. This should get you back to the right spot."

      Sienna handed me the crystal. "It's pretty simple. Point the crystal at Anubis as soon as he appears. The command is 'duplicate.'"

      I raised an eyebrow. "That's it?"

      Sienna smiled. "Easy-peasy."

      I chuckled. "Nothing about pulling this off will be easy. Presuming Anubis shows, will you be able to see when I've done it?"

      "There will be a flash."

      "When we see the light," Cerberus added, "I'll swallow Gordon and send him to paradise. After he hits my digestive tract, anyway."

      I laughed. "Whoever said getting to heaven was easy?"

      "One thing," Roy called. "Don't let those beasts get me."

      I nodded. "I won't. We'll have you in your new body in no time."

      Morty and I remained on the astral plane as Roy steered the boat back into position. He reached into Gordon's cooler, cracked a beer, and took a swig. I suppose if he was going to play the role, downing a brewski or two was part of it.

      Roy wouldn't see what was going on. I boarded the boat and lowered my hood, then set my phone on the seat in front of Roy. "When the alarm goes off, you need to trip and fall into the water. This isn't going to be pleasant."

      "Well, I'm not much of a swimmer," Roy replied. "Drowning won't be too difficult."

      I nodded. "Thank you for doing this, Roy. It's really brave of you."

      Roy nodded and patted the side of the boat. "If this is what I have to do to get this baby, it'll be worth it. Helping you save the world is just a bonus."

      "I'm going to disappear again. You won't be able to see anything that's happening. Remember, when the alarm goes off..."

      "I know what to do, little lady. Don't you worry."

      I nodded and raised my hood. Morty was already standing on the lake. I stepped out onto the water.

      "Think it'll be more jackals?" Morty asked.

      I nodded. "Most likely. Whatever shows up, I'll take them out."

      I heard a high-pitched scream.

      "Banshees?" Morty asked.

      "Sounds like it. I didn't expect they'd show first."

      Several black figures emerged from the water beneath where I stood. They weren't banshees. They moved the same way, but they weren't shaped like women, and the faces more closely resembled snakes. I couldn't waste any time figuring out what they were, just swiped at them with my scythe. They disappeared the second my blade made contact.

      Two more banshee snakes emerged. One of them dodged my first strike. I got the second and turned to catch the one I'd missed just before it reached Roy.

      Then, the whole lake beneath me turned black. Was it smoke coming from below the surface? I'd never met Anubis on water before.

      A giant serpentine figure blasted out of the water. It wasn't like the banshees. This thing was a hundred feet long and had a girth twice the height of an average human. It coiled over us and opened its mouth.

      "What the hell is that?" Morty asked.

      "I don't know! Stick to the plan!"

      The alarm on my phone sounded. Roy stood up and, performing what might have been the worst acting performance since Hayden Christensen's Anakin Skywalker, tripped over his own foot and belly-flopped into the water.

      "We have to do something!" Morty shouted.

      "Reap him now!" I screamed.

      Morty cut Roy's soul out of the golem and turned to shore. The giant snake chased him. It wasn't Anubis, but it would have to do. I aimed the crystal at the thing and shouted, "Duplicate!"

      A flash of light blasted from the crystal. Two seconds later, the snake disappeared in a black cloud. Cerberus must've finished the job.

      I headed for shore and lowered my hood.

      "What the hell was that?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head. "I haven't a clue. Whatever it was, it will have to suffice for training purposes. Anubis didn't show."

      "Should we retrieve the golem?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head. "Leave it there. When they find the body, they'll assume it's Gordon."

      Cerberus burped. "Let's go home."

      Morty waved his scythe. It had a golden glow. "I've got Roy right here. He'll be fine as long as I don't reap anyone else before we get him into a new body."

      Sienna nodded. "We'll take care of that when we get back to the apartment. I know a few sites with male models we can select from."

      I nodded. "Let's make it fast. I need to go back to the underworld. Maybe my dad will be able to shed a little light on whatever the hell that snake thing we just duplicated was."
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      Sienna fired up her laptop and plopped down on the couch. She raised her eyebrows more than once as she examined potential candidates for Roy's reincarnation.

      "Why don't you just use your phone?" I asked.

      Sienna smirked. "Because everything's better with a bigger screen."

      I peeked over Sienna's shoulder. "Damn! I could look at him all day."

      Morty walked over, unable to resist. "Oh, my God!" Morty shielded his eyes. "Aren't there clothed men on the Internet you could choose from?"

      Sienna shrugged. "Where would the fun be in that?"

      I snickered. "Morty has a point. All these guys are more endowed than Roy wanted."

      "Funny," Sienna remarked. "This site doesn't feature many men who come up short. We could try stock photos. We won't know how those men measure up, though."

      I chuckled. "It's a fair bet they'll be closer to average than the men on this site."

      Sienna sighed. "It doesn't matter. As long as that snake thing is duplicated by the crystal, I'm not entirely sure what will happen if we duplicate another body right now."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You didn't think about this until now?"

      "I did. Morty said it didn't matter. Roy would be fine in his scythe."

      "Then why are we bothering with this?"

      "Well, I figured we should get a model lined up before we head to the underworld and start creating snake-shaped golems. After we're done with that, I’ll make Roy's new body in case Morty needs his scythe sooner rather than later."

      "So, how does this work? You find a photo and print it?"

      Sienna chuckled. "Who prints things anymore? I'll send myself the link, open it on my phone before we head to the underworld, and take a screenshot. I'll use that to make Roy's body after we create your battle snakes."

      Morty cleared his throat. "Might I make a suggestion?"

      "Leave the selection of man-bodies to us ladies." I grinned.

      Morty rolled his eyes. "I'm a man. Roy is a man. I'd think I'd be just as qualified, if not more than you two, to decide what kind of body he'd like. Never mind. That's not my suggestion. Have you thought about searching for Egyptian gods and snakes?"

      I tilted my head. "That's not a bad idea."

      Sienna nodded and typed the words into her keyboard. "Well, how about that?"

      I looked over Sienna's shoulder. "There's an Egyptian god who manifests as a snake?"

      Sienna sighed. "Apophis. God of chaos."

      I scratched my head. "If Anubis is already raising other gods, we might not have as much time as we thought."

      "What were those beasts that came before him?"

      I shrugged. "Anubis sent jackals and has a jackal head. It makes sense that Apophis might have snake-like creatures under his command."

      Morty shook his head. "Whatever the case, I'm sure it was some kind of soul-ripper."

      I nodded. "The Oracle made it sound like Anubis would raise the other gods all at once, or at least one after the other. If another god is already here, he's started the process. If we're going to get the Reapers on board, not to mention train them, we don't have a lot of time. The longer it takes to get the Reapers ready, the more powerful the gods Anubis raises will become."

      "We still need to find a model to use for Roy."

      "For Christ's sake," Morty growled. "Let me see that thing."

      Sienna handed him her computer and shrugged. A few seconds later, Morty handed the computer back. "Use that guy."

      Sienna clutched her chest as she laughed. "That's Ryan Reynolds. We can't make Roy look like Ryan Reynolds."

      Morty shrugged. "Why not?"

      "People would recognize him! That won't work."

      Morty took the computer back again. He typed a few things. "Here, this will work."

      "That's Vin Diesel." I rolled my eyes.

      "Well, he looks like a badass!"

      "Yeah. He plays badasses on TV."

      Sienna sighed. "Give me back the damn computer."

      Morty handed it to her. She typed a few things. A picture of a man on a boat in overalls showed up.

      "That looks like a younger version of what Roy was, based on the way he looked as a ghost. How did you find that?"

      Sienna grinned. "I Googled man fishing in overalls."

      I nodded. "It'll do. Send the picture to your phone."

      "We need to go," Morty urged.

      "I'll get my portal crystal."

      Morty shook his head. "No need."

      I tilted my head and grinned. "I forgot."

      Morty nodded. He extended the butt of his staff in front of us and drew a large circle in the air. "Being the acting Grim Reaper has its perks."

      We stepped through Morty's portal and appeared in his office. It was a lot cleaner. I noticed that even before I spotted my dad sitting at his desk and a woman with long blonde hair next to him.

      Carmilla jumped out of nowhere and wrapped her arms around Morty. "You're back!"

      My father grinned at me. The woman turned around. Her long white robe, golden hair, and flawless complexion told me who she was.

      "Athena?" I asked.

      The goddess nodded. "The Oracle communicated my plans to you. I'm here to vest the Reapers with the required power."

      I nodded. "There's a problem. I think we might have to carry out this plan a lot sooner than anticipated. Earlier, I thought that if I could get a copy of Anubis into the Archeus Crystal, we could create golems to train the Reapers so they'd be better equipped to fight the Egyptian gods."

      "That was wise thinking, Zoey. I'm impressed."

      I smiled. "Thank you. That means a lot coming from a goddess."

      Morty coughed into his hand. "Brown-noser."

      I bit my lip and ignored Morty's comment. It wasn't the first time I had been accused of brown-nosing. Though, given that "brown-nosing" meant you had your face so far up someone's ass that it turned your snot locker shit brown, I never took well to the inference. Not to mention, it didn't make sense. I don't know about you, but if someone tries to stick their entire head up my ass, I'm going to make a very firm objection. Not the best way to suck up to a person in authority, if you ask me.

      I cleared my throat. "Athena, we think we might have encountered Apophis."

      "The serpent of chaos?" Athena asked. "That's impossible. Anubis isn’t nearly powerful enough to raise other gods."

      I shook my head. "What if he's raising them one at a time? If I was in his position, that's what I would do. It would take a lot of power to raise all two thousand at once. If he could raise two or three, they could grow more powerful together."

      Athena shook her head. "If what you say is true, whatever gods he has already raised might coordinate the efforts to raise the rest. It would weaken them, but not nearly as much as if Anubis had to raise the others alone. If he's raised Apophis, I suspect he's already raised Osiris. Ra and Isis won't be far behind. Are you certain you saw Apophis?"

      "We retained a copy of it in the Archeus Crystal," Sienna offered. "I could manifest it. It would be an empty golem, but it would look like the snake we saw."

      "Not here," my father replied. "We’ll head to the coliseum at the Reaper Academy. I agree with Zoey. The Reapers aren't equipped to defeat the Egyptian gods. Their training is focused on arresting wandering souls, not doing battle with ancient deities."

      Athena shook her head. "Let us go see if this serpent is indeed the vile one Apophis. If it is, I hate to say it, but we might not be able to give the Reapers much time. If Anubis is raising the most powerful gods first to conserve his power, our best chance might be to overwhelm the gods he's already raised before they can revive the others."

      Morty cleared his throat. "We also have to get the Reapers on board. You'd think the fact that if we don't defeat these gods, we'll likely be annihilated would be a compelling enough reason to bring everyone together, but I'm not so sure."

      "Politics is rarely rational," my father told him. "I learned that a long time ago, son. If you want to unite people, you can't speak to their minds. You must speak to their hearts."

      "It would go a long way if you helped me," Morty hinted.

      My dad shook his head. "I don’t think it would, son. The rebels know you have my support already. You're my son. They followed me, but they believe I made a mistake by allowing you to assume my mantle before you'd advanced to the highest levels."

      Morty sighed. "Do you think they're right?"

      My father placed his hands on Morty's shoulders. "They are not. If I were to do it all over, I'd make the same choice. I will be of little help to you in this endeavor. If you two stand together, however, it will be more persuasive than a speech."

      I snorted. "Headmaster Phil said something about the rebels hoping to put me in Morty's place."

      "Say what?" Morty asked. "You can't even reap humans!"

      I shook my head. "He said you don't have to be able to reap humans to lead."

      "His point is fair," Athena interjected. "But you have a grander purpose."

      I nodded. "I know! We need to make them see that Morty is strong. He can lead them."

      Athena nodded. "First, take me to this coliseum. I need to see what the creature you think was Apophis looks like. There are many beasts the Egyptian gods might call forth. It's possible you were mistaken. Either way, we need to know what we're dealing with."
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      We went to the Reaper Academy. With my dad and Morty with us, we didn't have to sneak in this time. Headmaster Phil greeted us as we stepped through the front doors.

      "Zoey! You've returned with the Archeus Crystal."

      My father raised his hand. "We still have need of it."

      Phil nodded at my father. "Of course, my lord!"

      My dad narrowed his eyes. "Reserve your reverence for my son, Phil."

      Phil glared at Morty, then nodded at him.

      "Headmaster Phil, we need to use the coliseum. It should not take long. We'll explain everything later."

      "Of course, Zoey. Anything you need."

      Morty turned to Phil. "Call an assembly on Gehenna Boulevard. When we're done here, I'll need to address the underworld."

      "I can do that."

      My father cleared his throat.

      Phil huffed. "Of course, my lord."

      Morty bowed his head. "Thank you, Phil."

      Some of the golems that guarded the Reaper Academy still wandered the halls. They didn't pay us any attention as we moved past them and entered the coliseum.

      Cerberus hadn't said two words since we’d arrived in the underworld. Instead, he followed my father around like an obedient show dog. I'd earned enough respect that Cerberus worked well with me, but the affection he and my father shared ran deep.

      Sienna placed the crystal on the pedestal it usually occupied and commanded it to manifest the construct it contained. Black energy poured out.

      Sienna narrowed her eyes. "It's not working. There's not enough power to create a construct this large."

      Athena stepped up to the crystal and placed her hands on it. A golden glow formed between her hands and seeped into the crystal. Black energy poured out of the crystal until the serpent we'd copied formed.

      "That's Apophis," Athena confirmed.

      I nodded. "At least we know what we're facing."

      "You don't understand," Athena countered. "It is Apophis..."

      I cocked my head. "Say what?"

      The serpent opened its mouth and dove toward us. Athena raised her hand and blasted it with a ball of golden energy.

      Apophis shrieked, then headed through a wall.

      "What the hell just happened!" I screamed.

      Athena shook her head. "Crystals like this one were not made to train Reapers, Zoey. They were meant to create vessels for the gods we would manifest on Earth."

      I cleared my throat. "You knew this would happen?"

      "When the construct formed, Apophis was able to jump into it. I did expect it."

      "Athena!" my father shouted. "What did you do?"

      "Only what must be done. If we are going to unite the Reapers, they need to see that the threat they're facing is real."

      I pressed my wrist and evoked my scythe. "I'll take care of it."

      "No." Morty grabbed my arm. "We need to do this together."

      "He's right," Athena agreed. "I'll give him the power to reap it. Morty must strike down Apophis."

      "Wait!" Sienna called. "Roy is still in Morty's scythe! Just give me a minute!"

      Sienna opened her phone, set the image in front of the crystal, and ordered it to duplicate, then manifest. The body of the fisherman in the image appeared in front of the crystal. Morty extended his hand and released Roy's soul into the construct.

      Roy shook his new head, then looked around. "I'll be! It worked! Where am I?"

      "No time to explain," I said. "Athena, can you give Morty the power he needs to strike down the snake?"

      Athena reached into her gown and retrieved three crystals. She handed them to the acting Grim Reaper. “These will suffice. I cannot infuse your spirit the way I did your sister’s when she was young. However, these crystals contain the power required. Each contains enough power for two or three strikes. I will have to create more for the rest of the Reapers before our final confrontation with the Egyptian gods. However, these should give you more than you need to defeat Apophis.”

      Morty summoned his scythe, which appeared as a staff. In the underworld, a Reaper’s blade didn’t materialize. “Where do I put it?”

      “Place it where your blade should form,” Athena directed.

      Morty took the crystal and set it in place. With a blast of energy that looked like fire, a blade that looked like mine appeared on the end of his staff. Morty stared at it as he swung his newly formed supernatural-reaping scythe in a figure eight. "It feels different!”

      "Go!" Athena shouted. "But be careful. Remember, you have only a limited number of chances to do this. Apophis can summon his beasts. If you attack his jackals, you might use up the strikes in your crystal. Avoid them if you can. You must preserve an empowered strike to eliminate the god."

      I took Morty’s free hand. "I'll take care of the beasts. Focus on Apophis. We need to take him down before anyone gets hurt."

      Morty and I jumped through the hole Apophis had blasted through the wall of the Academy. I pointed in the direction of Gehenna Boulevard. Apophis’ giant serpentine form was coiled in mid-air over the street.

      We ran in that direction, scythes ready. An illuminated beacon atop one of the buildings suggested that Phil had called the Reapers. Every Reaper in the underworld was either there or heading in that direction. Apophis dove at the street as we approached.

      Several of his soul-rippers, his black banshee-like snakes, met us as we ran in his direction. I led the charge and took them out one by one. Morty stayed a few paces behind. He couldn't risk his scythe coming into contact with any of them, even by accident.

      He had to strike down the god. I was still pissed that Athena had knowingly let a god of chaos loose on the underworld, but she was right. This was the best way to unite the Reapers. If they saw Morty strike down a god, they'd rally in support of his leadership.

      There was a reason Apophis was considered a god of chaos. The screams of the people on the street and the demolition of the brick buildings that stood on either side of the street when Apophis slammed into them were nothing if not chaotic.

      I sliced through the beasts one by one as we moved closer to Apophis.

      One of them slipped past me. Morty jumped to the side, pulling back his scythe. The creature curled its body and doubled back. I pivoted.

      "Morty, duck!"

      He dropped. I swiped at the beast and cut through its form, leaving nothing but a cloud of smoke where it had been.

      Morty stood again. "We need to hurry. Can you get me past these things somehow?"

      The ground shook under my feet. A series of loud thuds approached from behind.

      "It's Cerberus!"

      His size rivaled Apophis’. When he reached us, he lowered his head. "Morty, need a ride?"

      My brother grinned. "Perfect. Can you get me close enough to strike Apophis?"

      Cerberus nodded. "I can. Climb aboard."

      Morty climbed up Cerberus' oversized head and across his neck, then straddled Cerberus' back.

      "Go get him! I'll keep working on the beasts!"

      Cerberus took off toward Apophis. My brother screamed by, holding his scythe in his right hand.

      I wanted to watch, but I couldn't. I had lesser monsters to kill. If I didn't, there was no telling what they'd do to me or any other Reaper they caught. Still, as I cut my way through beast after beast, I couldn't help but notice Cerberus' giant body, with Morty on his back, leaping toward the god of chaos.

      Morty stood, holding onto a tuft of Cerberus' fur. I sliced my way through another black banshee-snake. Morty jumped off Cerberus’ back, scythe over his head. Apophis turned, opened his mouth, and flashed his fangs as Morty brought his scythe down.

      Apophis’ body dissipated into a shower of golden energy. The beast charging me disappeared in a cloud of smoke.

      I couldn’t see Morty. From that height, if he fell to the street...

      When the smoke cleared, I found Cerberus lying on his back, Morty clinging to the fur on the hellhound’s belly.

      "You did it!" I shouted.

      Morty raised his scythe over his head and stood up on Cerberus.

      "All hail Mortimer, Lord of the Underworld, the Grim Reaper!" Phil shouted, standing next to the beacon he'd used to gather the other Reapers.

      "All hail Mortimer!" the other Reapers shouted in response.

      Morty looked at me, a wide smile splitting his face. I bowed my head. "All hail Mortimer!"

      Morty climbed off Cerberus and made his way to the beacon next to Phil. He extended his hand. Phil shook it and whispered something in Morty's ear. Morty nodded at him and patted the headmaster on the back.

      Did Phil suspect we'd used the crystal to create this threat? If he did, whatever he told Morty suggested he wasn't inclined to expose that. I wasn't sure he could be trusted.

      Phil slid down to the street and moved briskly down Gehenna Boulevard toward the Academy. Hopefully, my father could explain the situation to him. He revered my dad. Everyone did. That should be enough to prevent the headmaster from running his mouth.

      Morty stood next to the beacon. "My fellow Reapers. You call me lord. I admit that many of you were right to criticize my leadership. Today, though, marks the beginning of a new era. It has been difficult for all of us, but we have a battle to face together. The serpent that attempted to destroy us was none other than the Egyptian god Apophis.

      “More gods from the old order are rising, seeking to overthrow the Olympians. We must defeat them together. Athena has come to us, and she requires our unified efforts to destroy the gods who threaten us and all of humanity. In the coming hours and days, new schedules will be published. We must train to defeat these gods, and together, we will prevail.

      "You all know my sister well. She will oversee your training at the Academy. We don't have much time to prepare, but a Reaper's heart is our truest asset. We are not merely harvesters of doom. We are also soul guardians. If we are to prevail, it will require each of you to join us in the fight. We battle not only for our lives, our responsibilities, and our home but for the safe transition of human souls into the beyond. I stand before you as a Reaper whose station no doubt exceeds my abilities. I'm not the strongest Reaper among you. Still, as you've seen today, with conviction, any of us can defeat the vile gods who threaten to destroy us. Will you fight with me!"

      The crowd erupted in cheers.

      Morty climbed down, and the crowd surrounded him. Cerberus shrank to his usual size. Eventually, Cerberus and Morty made their way through the crowd. Morty grabbed my arm.

      "That was incredible, Morty! I'm proud of you!"

      Morty nodded. "Thank you, Zoey, but we have work to do. I don't know about you, but I have a few questions for Athena."
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      "I demand an explanation!" Morty stomped onto the coliseum’s floor and approached Athena, fury in his eyes.

      The goddess raised her hand to Morty's face. "I apologize. I should have told you in advance. Still, if I had, I suspect those who suspect you set this up would be right."

      Morty glared at Headmaster Phil. "You?"

      "I know this wasn't your doing," Phil replied. "I'm now convinced it was necessary."

      Morty scratched his head. "There had to be another way. People could have died. Some might have. We don't know yet."

      Athena shook her head. "It was the only way to unify the underworld. It worked, did it not?"

      Morty huffed. "It did."

      "You must understand. If this had not occurred today, in a short time, the underworld would have been stormed by hundreds of ancient gods with more power than you can imagine. I had to give you a chance to prove yourself so you could rally the Reapers to fight before it's too late."

      Morty shook his head. "They aren't ready. Now, we don't even have a god they can train with."

      "That's not true," I glared at Athena. "She can help."

      "I really must return..."

      "Do you want us to succeed or not, Athena?" I asked.

      Athena bowed her head. "I understand your point. Still, we must act fast. Training thousands of Reapers to fight a god will take longer than the time we have before Anubis raises the other gods."

      I frowned. "Then we'd best get started. You train the upper-level Reapers. We'll be sending them out in pairs to ensure they are equipped to challenge the gods. I’ll train the rest so they can handle the beasts."

      "How much time do we have?" my father asked.

      Athena shook her head. "Given Anubis' progress and the revelation that he's raising the most powerful gods first, we have less than a week to prepare."

      "How can I help?" Phil asked.

      "You'll have to fight too," I told him.

      "Why not start now?" Morty asked. "We need someone to coordinate the training schedule. Send the Reapers here in groups of six. Three upper-level Reapers to work with Athena. Three lower-level Reapers to train with Zoey. We won't be able to give them more than an hour or so if we hope to get everyone trained in time."

      "Do you think that's enough time to reap gods?" Phil asked.

      Morty sighed. "It will have to be."

      "I know advanced battle tactics," Phil said. "Few Reapers do. I can help."

      "As can I," my dad added. "I might be an old man who can't reap, but I still know how to fight."

      "We'll need everyone working together to pull this off," I said. "Are there other Reapers who have valuable skills?"

      "A few," Phil said. "I'll gather our fiercest warriors. One hour of training won't be enough. If they can practice their skills with other skilled Reapers, it will improve our chances."

      “Anything I can do?” Sienna asked.

      I cocked my head. “Athena, could we duplicate you with the crystal? That would help a lot with training.”

      Athena knit her brows. “They won’t be as powerful as I am if I remain in this body. Still, I suppose it’s possible. I can help program the golems to be strong.”

      Roy was pacing. “What about me?”

      “You’re alive again. I suppose you should count your blessings and call it a day.”

      “I have an idea,” Phil offered. “It’s Roy, right?”

      “Sure is,” Roy replied. “What do you have for me?”

      “Any experience with brickwork? The wall could use some repairs.”

      Roy shrugged. “I did a little masonry before. How much does it pay?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You wanted to help, Roy. This is something you can do.”

      Roy sighed. “All right, but we’d better get back in time to buy that boat. We had a deal, you know.”

      “I haven’t forgotten, Roy. It will take some time before Gordon’s things are put up for sale, even if his family sells the boat. Don’t worry about your damned dinghy.”

      “How is your new dinghy, by the way?” Sienna grinned.

      Roy tugged at his pants. “Much better. Thank you! Anyone have a mirror? I don’t have a clue in hell what I look like.”

      “Come with me,” I told him. “There’s a bathroom not far from the supply closet. There’s a mirror in there. Besides, I could use some help gathering all the practice weapons we have and bringing them out to the floor.”

      Roy ducked into the bathroom. I didn’t dare go in with him.

      “Woohoo!” Roy cheered. I laughed to myself. He liked his new body.

      Roy ran out of the bathroom with the widest grin I’d ever seen on his face. “I don’t know how you did it, but I look like myself in my prime. And these clothes! Thank you, Zoey!”

      I nodded. “Thank Sienna. She found the picture we used as a template for your body.”

      “I’ll do that!”

      We entered the supply closet. It was the same one I’d broken into when we stole the Archeus Crystal. The practice weapons weren’t even shaped like scythes, but you could mimic the motions with them. You had to imagine there was a blade at the end of the staff and swing it accordingly. When I was younger, they’d had plastic blades on the ends, but they broke all the time. Eventually, they stopped replacing them and told us to use our imaginations. It worked well enough.

      By the time I’d graduated from the Reaper Academy, I’d had more than enough skill to handle almost anything. Since I’d excelled in my program, I’d studied advanced battle tactics too. A lot of Reapers avoided those courses. What was the point? Learning battle tactics was about as useful for the average Reaper as calculus. Human souls might run, but they didn’t often fight.

      That was why battle tactics wasn’t a required course. Still, I was glad I had taken it for advanced credit. It definitely came in handy, given my current occupation as a supernatural Reaper. Now, I had the tall order of preparing dozens of Reapers to fight, though I had help. With Athena aiding us and Sienna making golems to mimic her abilities in a fight, we had a chance. Still, fighting was about muscle memory. If you didn’t practice those skills, and your body wasn’t accustomed to performing them, you were likely to forget everything you’d learned if faced with a real fight.

      These Reapers wouldn’t be as prepared as they needed to be. Still, it was the best we could do. We didn’t have a choice.
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      Sienna created about a dozen Athena-shaped golems. It was creepy to see others who looked like the goddess standing there, blank of expression, while Reapers filed in for training.

      The most advanced Reapers trained with Athena directly. Then they were supposed to practice with the golems and help train the others. There was no telling how much progress we could make in a week, but it would be less than optimal. This process meant that they'd have the benefit of practicing all week, at least. It wasn't like they had to be better fighters than the gods. All they had to do was be able to land a single blow.

      I joined the first group. Sure, I'd faced a lot more in the way of supernatural nasties than anyone else, but there was always room to improve. If I could learn something that would help, far be it from me to decline the opportunity to refine my ass-kicking skills.

      "The first thing to know about besting a god," Athena explained as three of us gathered in front of her and stood in a single line, "is that none of us are the same. A tactic that might work against one god won't necessarily work on all of them."

      I raised my hand.

      Athena sighed. "Yes, Zoey?"

      "Then what's the point? I mean, training everyone was my idea, don't get me wrong. But how can we possibly prepare for two thousand different deities?"

      Athena narrowed her eyes. "If you cannot know the skill of your opponent, the best you can do is refine your own abilities. Maintain a keen awareness of your enemy in battle and use whatever tools you have at your disposal to give yourself the best shot."

      I raised my hand again.

      "Go ahead."

      "No offense, but we have to be able to win a hundred percent of the time. We need more than a good shot."

      Athena narrowed her eyes. "Were you to face a fully powered god like me, you could not win. When you encounter these gods, they will be weak and vulnerable. While their abilities are many, their weaknesses will be the same. This training is going to focus on how you can take advantage of those weaknesses."

      Athena glanced at me as if she expected me to interrupt with another question. I pressed my lips together, took my fingers, and lifted them to my lips, twisting them as if securing a lock on my yapper.

      "Zoey, you've faced a god before. Two of them, in fact."

      I cocked my head. "Well, two Egyptian gods. I kicked Hades' ass once, and he was fully powered."

      Athena narrowed her eyes. "No need to brag, Miss Grimm. Everyone here knows what you've accomplished."

      "I'm not trying to brag. I'm just..."

      "Your confrontation with Hades is irrelevant. We will not be fighting Hades or any Olympian. What can you tell us about your battles with Anubis and Apophis in their weakened forms that might benefit the class?"

      I sighed. "Well, they can only manifest near where the soul on the schedule exists and is supposed to die. That means they can't wander too far. If you reap the soul, the god will disappear."

      "What can you share that will be helpful, Miss Grimm? In this case, our goal is not to get rid of the god we must face, but to eliminate them."

      I cleared my throat. "It is relevant, Athena. They have to know that if they get any ideas about harvesting the human soul, they'll lose their shot at the god they have to eliminate."

      Another Reaper raised his hand.

      "Yes," Athena called. "Your name?"

      "Damon. Level thirty-two."

      I grinned. Damon was among the underworld's most respected Reapers. If he had a question, I assumed it would be a good one.

      "What is going to happen to the human souls on the schedule? If we're supposed to reap the gods, won't the humans just be left to wander?"

      "No. Zoey, would you explain why that's not the case?"

      "When you reap a supernatural, in this case, a god, their essence isn't trapped in your blade like it would be if you harvested a human soul. The god will be sent elsewhere, specifically Olympus, and the other gods will deal with them there. Then you'll be free to finish the job."

      "Is the Boatman returning?" Damon asked.

      Athena shook her head. "Charon has retired. He will have to be replaced in time. Do not concern yourself with this matter. We will resolve it one way or another after you've succeeded and before you're back into the field."

      I raised an eyebrow. "He retired? After thousands of years?"

      "That's what I said."

      "What is he doing? He doesn't strike me as a Bingo Night at the Satyr's Lodge type."

      Athena shrugged. "I don't know what he's doing. Maybe he's on an RV tour of the best candy factories in North America. Perhaps he's sitting around doing nothing. No one outside of the gods is eternal. His time was bound to end sooner or later."

      I narrowed my eyes. Something about Athena's raised voice and need to present various hypothetical lifestyles that Charon might be pursuing suggested there was more to his mysterious absence than she was letting on. Whatever it was, there was no sense dwelling on it. Not when so much was at stake. The margin of error for our success was thinner than an Amish phonebook.

      "All right, Athena. Tell us how to reap a god."

      Athena gave me half a grin. "Under normal circumstances, you wouldn't stand a chance, but you will have an advantage. We are planning to strike all at once, so within minutes, there should be enough deaths worldwide to lure all the gods. If they believe you are common Reapers, re-appointed to slow them down, they won't suspect that they'll be vulnerable to your scythes. The element of surprise will be your best chance to win. The gods will try to stop you from reaping the human. The best opportunity you will have to reap the god is if you fake a struggle and harvest the moment it turns its attention from you to the human."

      I raised my hand.

      "Yes, Miss Grimm."

      "I've seen how fast these gods can siphon souls. There's a good chance that by the time we bring our scythes down on the god, the human's soul will have been taken."

      Athena nodded. "Some souls might be lost. No more than are being lost while we're here training."

      I shook my head. "That's a tragedy. It really is. But if we can save any of those souls, we should."

      "If we do not succeed and eliminate every one of the Egyptian gods, it's not just a couple of thousand human souls that will be at risk. It will be all of them."

      "I agree with Zoey," Damon chimed in. "You told us that we will have the element of surprise. If there's a chance we can eliminate the god and save the human souls we're scheduled to reap, we should."

      "There's another problem with this approach," I didn't bother raising my hand to talk this time. "The gods will be accompanied by beasts. We were going to send lower-level Reapers to deal with them. If they can eliminate the beasts, which in my experience they'll need to do to coax the gods into appearing, they'll know our Reapers can harvest supernaturals."

      Athena sighed. "I wasn't aware that the Egyptian gods were hiding while their beasts did the dirty work on their behalf. Tell me, Miss Grimm. How would you guarantee our success?"

      "You're a god, but clearly, you're not omniscient."

      Athena narrowed her eyes. "Omniscience is a myth that humans ascribe to divinity."

      I nodded. "I already knew that. I was able to deceive Anubis by replacing the humans he thought he was coming to reap with golems."

      "We cannot possibly create golems that would resemble every person on the schedule when we implement our plan."

      "We can create golems that resemble and behave like Reapers. The gods won't know which Reapers are the real ones. Even more, they won't know if all of them or just one of them is capable of reaping supernaturals."

      "Creating that many golems would require a lot of energy."

      I shrugged. "More than you could provide to the crystal?"

      Athena sighed. "No. I could empower the Archeus Crystal sufficiently for the task."

      "All we need to do is program some of the golems to behave like common Reapers to focus on harvesting the human souls. We will send a lower-level and a higher-level Reaper to each target. After the lower-level Reaper eliminates one of the beasts, their scythe will return to normal. We won't be able to eliminate the second beast. We'll have to send a golem that can put up a good fight long enough for the god to appear. When one of the golems attempts to extract the human soul, the god will appear and turn his or her attention to the false Reaper. That's when we strike."

      Athena bowed her head. "That might work. However, we'd need a golem programmed to mimic the best warriors the Reapers have to offer. The only way to convince the god that it's necessary to intervene is if there's no chance the beasts will succeed."

      Damon raised his hand. He didn't wait to be called on. "Use me."

      "Or me," I offered.

      "No offense, princess. You're skilled, but I've been training in combat tactics since before you were born. If the golems can be programmed to exhibit even half of my tactical capability, this will work."

      I smiled. "All right, hotshot. If you think you're better than me? How about you prove it?"

      Damon laughed, grabbed a couple of training staffs, and tossed me one. "First to hit the floor loses."

      "Wait," Athena called. "If we're going to do this, I need the crystal. I can use it to record your skills in a fight, both of your skills, and transfer it into the golems."

      I tilted my head. "You can combine our skills into one golem?"

      Athena patted me on the back on her way to retrieve the crystal. "Not just you two. We can retrieve the skills of every fighter here. These golems won't be just skilled at Damon's level or yours. They'll be the most formidable fighters you've ever seen."

      "So, you agree? You believe this will work?"

      Athena nodded. "I do. Good thinking, Zoey."

      "We’ll get all the training we can in the next week. We’ll also perfect our super golems."

      "Sounds right. Zoey, Damon, assume your positions. I'll tell you when I'm recording and you can begin."
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      Before we began sparring, we bowed to one another in respect. Damon was right; he'd trained a lot longer than I had. As a Reaper, he'd only had rare occasions to put his skill into practice, though. I had more real-world experience.

      The difference was like that between a black belt martial arts tournament champion and a brawler who used no-holds-barred fighting techniques on the streets. Competitive fighting had rules. Martial artists practiced defending against a designated set of likely attacks. Streetfighters are unpredictable. Try to use karate moves on a seasoned streetfighter, and unless you were the elite of the elite martial artists, you'd get your butt kicked.

      Damon was full of himself. Of course, I thought I could take him, which gave him the sense that I was over-confident as well. There was a difference, though. When you've faced off with vampires, werewolves, jackals, banshees, gods, and I didn’t remember what else, you could never take anything for granted. I had skills, and I had to predict the unpredictable in a fight. I had to be ready to adapt my style to the situation. I also had to have the humility to recognize when I was in over my head and cut and run so I could regroup and come back with another strategy.

      Athena directed the Archeus Crystal toward us as we faced off in the middle of the floor. Damon twirled his staff between his hands and around his back before widening his stance to prepare for a strike.

      I raised an eyebrow. "Impressive. I'll tell the marching band that they have a new candidate for Flag Corps."

      Damon huffed. "You going to try to hit me or not?"

      I shrugged. I didn't need to twirl my staff to feel like a man since I didn't want to be a man, and kicking ass wasn't the sole purview of the hairier sex. That was the thing about men. Lots of bravado, and they liked to play with their staffs.

      Damon’s over-confidence would be his downfall, but I couldn't take him down right away. I knew how I'd do it. It would be more satisfying if I let him think he had the upper hand. It was a lot more fun to knock someone off their pedestal when they'd elevated their pedestal higher off the ground.

      I took a swipe at Damon's head, but he easily blocked my staff. I took two more swipes, testing his agility. His blocks were precise, and his movements were smooth as if he'd spent a century or two committing his moves to muscle memory.

      I went for a leg sweep. He jumped over my foot as it skidded across the dirt floor.

      Damon grinned. "Come on, Zoey. Aren't you going to hit me?"

      I shrugged. "You haven't even tried to hit me."

      "I'd hate to end this too soon. We need to make sure Athena records as much as possible."

      I unleashed another flurry of strikes at Damon. Again, he blocked each of my attempts. He thought he was wearing me down. What he didn't realize was that I was assessing his movements, examining his reactions to my strikes, and waiting for him to show his vulnerabilities.

      I already knew how I was going to end this. He had exposed his weakness several times. I didn't want to bruise his ego, though. I needed a confident Damon to help train the other Reapers, not to mention to reap an Egyptian god.

      He had skills. There was no doubt about that. I wouldn't be able to hit him with a traditional strike. He anticipated my every move and adeptly blocked or dodged each one. He was also careful not to use the same move too often. I swung at his head. The first time, he’d ducked. The second time, he’d raised his staff and blocked it.

      Damon had a few tells and habits he probably didn't know about, though. Under the auspices of a sanctioned fight, no one would try what I was going to do. However, Damon had to learn that when fighting against deadly beasts or ancient gods, there are no rules.

      I charged him again, throwing strike after strike. With each block, he widened his stance a little more.

      I swiftly kicked him in the balls. Damon clung to his crotch and fell to the ground.

      "We have a winner!" Athena declared. Sienna, Roy, and the other Reapers who'd gathered for practice expressed a collective "Oh!" when my foot contacted Damon's family jewels.

      Damon wheezed, "What the hell, Zoey! That was below the belt!"

      I laughed and extended my hand. "When you're facing a real bad guy, they won't respect the rules you're used to. You're right. You're a better tournament fighter than I am. Before you're ready to fight a god, though, you'll need to learn how to fight scrappy."

      Damon grabbed my hand, pulled me back, extended his leg, and rolled, sending me flipping behind him. I landed flat on my back in the dirt.

      "That scrappy enough for you?" Damon struggled to his feet, rubbing his crotch.

      I laughed as I lay on the coliseum floor. "That's perfect, Damon. I assumed the fight was over. That was my mistake. There are no opening or closing whistles and no referees in a real fight. It's not over until it's over."

      Damon extended his hand to help me up. I raised an eyebrow. "Do you really think I'm going to fall for that?"

      I quickly spun on my back and kicked his feet out from under him. He fell on his butt.

      Damon laughed. "Nice one."

      I chuckled as I stood up and planted the butt end of my staff into the ground. "Who's next?"
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      We trained for about ten hours a day. Sienna and I went home each night to sleep. She didn't train as much as I did. She wasn't a Reaper, and she had classes to attend. There was no reason she couldn't go. She knew how to set up the portal in the apartment. She joined us in the evenings for a few hours. Athena was busy training. During the day, Phil operated the crystal and recorded our sparring sessions. Sienna took over in the evening so Phil could spar, too. He was an accomplished fighter, and we needed him.

      When the time came, Sienna was going to be responsible for monitoring the crystal and ensuring that all the golems operated according to their programming.

      Roy secured a fishing rod from one of the shops in the underworld and spent most of his time at the River Styx. I didn't realize there were fish in there. With Charon gone and no one to ferry souls back and forth, Roy had free rein on the river. My dad alternated between sparring with us in the coliseum and fishing with Roy.

      A strange friendship grew between Roy and my dad. I was grateful that Roy was staying out of trouble and their fishing expeditions gave my dad something to do other than play strip poker with little old lady Reapers.

      Morty trained when he could. He was getting good. He sparred with Damon every morning, then returned to his office to work on the schedule. He had a lot of work to do. When we implemented the plan at the end of the week, we had to ensure that the Reapers were well-paired to maximize our chance for victory. After several hours in his office, he returned each afternoon to watch the Reapers train. It gave him more insight into scheduling.

      After six days of training, we were ready to create the golems. Sienna was supposed to arrive after her classes ended. We expected her about eight o'clock in the evening, central standard Earth time.

      I was so busy working with the lower-level Reapers that I'd lost track of time. Phil tapped me on the shoulder.

      "Hey, Headmaster. What's up?"

      "Where's Sienna?"

      I reached into my pocket and checked my phone. I didn't have service in the underworld, but my clock was set to my Earth-bound time zone. It was nine-thirty.

      I scratched my head. "Are you sure she isn't here? We need her to make the golems."

      Phil shook his head. "She's an hour and a half late."

      I sighed. "She should be here. She knows how important tonight is."

      A sinking feeling settled in my gut. Back when we worked at Cup-O-Joe's, she’d always arrived for her shifts thirty minutes early. All week, she'd arrived on time. She knew how to use the crystal to make a portal to the underworld. It wasn't complicated. If she was late, and by more than a few minutes, something was wrong.

      "I'll go check on her. Can you get to work on the golems?"

      "I can," Phil replied. "Athena can help me. Still, Sienna was supposed to be in charge of monitoring them in battle. If she isn't the one to initiate the program, she won't be able to do her job."

      I nodded. "Get everything ready. I'll find her and bring her back. How long will it take to create all the golems we need?"

      Phil shook his head. "It will take several hours. If we're going to do this tomorrow, we need to start soon."

      "Wait as long as you can. If you don't hear from me in a few hours, get started. I'm sorry, Phil. I know you were expecting to fight."

      Phil nodded. "If I have to, I can do the job. Morty won't be thrilled about having to adjust the schedule."

      I shook my head. "It's only one change, and hopefully, it won't come to that."

      "We can give you three hours, maybe four. Even that's more time than we can afford. We wanted to test the golems to ensure they were ready before we took them to the reapings."

      I placed my hand on Phil's shoulder. "I trust your judgment. If I'm not back in a few hours, talk to Morty. Make the call."

      Morty was in the seats overlooking the coliseum floor, making final observations before the reapings. I could have gone to his office and used the portal there to return to my apartment, but this was faster.

      "Morty, Sienna is late. I need to go check on her, and we don't have much time to spare."

      Morty sighed. "She's never late."

      I nodded. "That's why I'm worried. We don’t have a lot of time before we need to start working on the golems. Can you send me back to my apartment?"

      "All right. Hurry back."

      Morty extended his hand and made a portal. I stepped through it and landed on my feet in my apartment.

      The door was wide open, and the place was trashed.

      I looked out the door. A man's body was lying prostrate at the top of the stairs. I ran over and checked his pulse, but he was dead. Two puncture wounds in his neck suggested a vampire attack.

      "Shit," I muttered under my breath. I ran back into my apartment and checked the small box I kept on my kitchen table that contained the crystal I used to teleport to the underworld. It was gone.

      I clenched my fists. I should have insisted that Sienna return to the underworld before nightfall. When the sun set, Katerina could influence her through the sire bond. There was no other explanation. For weeks, Katerina hadn't tried a damn thing. Sienna also wasn't able to influence Katerina during the day.

      I had hoped that meant Katerina had been staked. We were working on a spell to break the sire bond, but with the whole Reaper problem and the emergence of Anubis and the other gods, that project had been placed on the back burner. Now, I suspected that had been a critical mistake.

      There was only one person I knew who could track vampires. I called my mom, and she headed for my apartment. I called Kevin next. He had resources we could also use to track Sienna and Katerina.

      While I waited for them to show, I called Jessna. At night, the daywalkers weren't going to be much help. Still, the daywalkers weren't under Katerina's influence. Clarence, the Horseman, had turned them into vampires first. Sienna turned them into daywalkers.

      As far as I knew, Clarence was in Hades. After the battle on Olympus, Athena said she'd ask Poseidon to send him to hell. Clarence had worked with Hades, after all. They could burn together in hell.

      Jessna didn't answer her phone. I looked up Sunshine's number. She didn't answer either.

      I scratched my head. Maybe they were busy. I tried both numbers again. Still no answer. If Clarence had returned, he'd work with Katerina. They were both vampires, after all. If he was working with her, he could manipulate the daywalkers as easily as Katerina could influence Sienna.

      How could he have escaped Hades? The Boatman was gone. That was the only way out, unless...

      I shook my head. Was it possible to kill the Boatman? Had Hades and Clarence teamed up to overpower him? Was that why Athena said Charon had "retired?" Perhaps he'd screwed up. He had let Clarence and maybe Hades out, and his forced retirement was punishment.

      Athena and the other gods would be pretty pissed if Charon had inadvertently provided Clarence and Hades a way to escape. Why, then, hadn’t Athena told me the truth? Perhaps she thought it was irrelevant. The Egyptian gods posed the more immediate threat.

      Still, there was only one way that Clarence could have made it to Earth.

      I looked around the apartment. Sienna's backpack wasn't there. I looked out the window. Her car was gone. I suppose she could have made it back, then Katerina had convinced her to drive somewhere. With everything going on in the underworld, though, if Clarence was hiding out and waiting for an opportunity, he could have used the portal in Morty's office to go straight to my apartment. A vampire had been there. Someone had bitten the man in the hallway. If Sienna hadn't been here, if she had never made it home after class, Clarence was the likely culprit.

      He must have come shortly after sundown. The blood around the man's wound hadn't dried. I should have brought Cerberus with me. I hadn’t suspected for a second, though, that vampires were involved. He could track their scent. Now that the portal crystal was missing, I had no way to reach him.

      Kevin arrived first. As a cop, he couldn't ignore the body in the hallway. As a closeted vampire hunter, he knew the cause of death.

      "What happened here?" Kevin asked.

      I shook my head. "I think it was Clarence."

      "The Horseman?"

      "I believe he forced the Boatman to take him from Hades to the underworld. We were busy training Reapers to take on the Egyptian gods in the coliseum at the Reaper Academy. While Morty's office was empty, he came here. Sienna is also missing.

      "Did Clarence get her?"

      I shook my head. "Not exactly. I think Katerina used her sire bond to abduct her just after sundown."

      "That can't be a coincidence. Katerina doesn't bother Sienna all the time but uses the bond to take her at precisely the time Clarence escapes back to Earth?"

      "I agree. Presuming I'm right about Clarence, I have no idea how he could have communicated with Katerina between the realms."

      "Easy," my mom stepped into my apartment. "Before you reaped Katerina the first time, she spoke of the Dark One."

      I nodded. "I assumed she was speaking about Hades."

      "We also know that she was able to phase in and out of the astral plane at the time. What if she could do more than that? If she was communicating with Hades, she must've had a way to get to him and speak with him."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You're suggesting Katerina can move freely between the realms like Cerberus?"

      "With only one head, of course. But, yes. It's possible."

      "It would explain a lot. Still, there's more than one coincidence here that's too uncanny to ignore."

      "What are you thinking, Zoey?"

      "The Egyptian gods have access to the schedule of reapings. Only a Greek god with a vested interest in the movement of souls into the afterlife would have access to those schedules. Athena also doesn't know how Anubis emerged. I can't say for sure, but if you were a Greek god and another pesky pantheon was threatening your dominance, where would you send them to get them out of the way?"

      Kevin tilted his head. "Are you suggesting the Egyptian gods were imprisoned in hell?"

      I nodded. "If not there, then somewhere I’ve never heard of. Think about it, though. It makes sense. When Hades assaulted Olympus, he was in way over his head. Suppose he’d managed to take over. What good would it do him? He might rule Olympus, but the other Olympians would never do his will."

      My mom sighed. "You think Hades was hoping to rule the Egyptian gods and use them as his regents?"

      I shook my head. "I think it's the other way around. Katerina served the Dark One. What if the Dark One was Anubis? She freed him, and Anubis used Hades in an attempt to overthrow the Olympians. When that failed, Anubis turned to Plan B."

      "To gain enough power by consuming human souls to take over Olympus himself."

      I nodded. "Clarence wasn't working for Hades. He was working for Anubis the whole time. Hades was trying to save his ass in the hope that the Egyptian deities would spare him after they took over. I can think of no other reason he'd risk so much to try to take down the other gods alone."

      Kevin narrowed his eyes. "If Anubis returns to Hades between reapings, and he knew you were onto him, he could have arranged for Clarence and Katerina to come to Earth and try to screw with your plans."

      "More than that. If Clarence was hiding in the underworld, he knows our entire plan."

      My mom took a deep breath. "And if Clarence knowns, he'll report to Katerina, and she'll pass the word to Anubis."

      "Can we get to Clarence and stop him before he tells Katerina?" Kevin asked.

      I shook my head. "It's probably too late for that. Clarence has the daywalkers in his thrall. Katerina has Sienna. Even if Clarence hasn't gotten word to Katerina yet, the chances that we'd find them before they meet up are slim to none."

      My mom shook her head. "Sienna might be able to stop her before she gets word to Anubis."

      I raised one eyebrow. "How? Katerina is controlling her right now. Sienna won't be able to do anything but her will."

      "Unless we break the sire bond. While you've been trying to stop these ancient gods and their nasty beasts from devouring souls, I've been looking into the spell that can break a sire's bond."

      "Can we do it if we don't know where Sienna and Katerina are?"

      My mom sighed. "I don't know. We can try. We need DNA from the progeny to sever her vampirism from her sire."

      "I can get some hair from her brush. That's not a problem."

      My mom shook her head. "Even if we do that and it works, Sienna might not be able to fight off Katerina and the daywalkers Clarence is commanding."

      "Sienna has her phone on her, right?" Kevin asked.

      "I believe so. At least, she did the last I knew."

      "It's GPS-enabled, isn’t it?"

      "It must be."

      "I'll have to call in a favor, but I might be able to track her."

      I cocked my head. "Won't people at the department require justification for that?"

      Kevin nodded. "The body in the hallway will suffice. Since Sienna lives in the apartment and she is a potential witness, if I can make the case that time is of the essence and lives are on the line, I can bypass the usual protocols and hoops I'd have to jump through to get a ping on her phone."
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      Kevin stayed at the apartment. He had to call in the body. Then, he had to use that as a pretense to ping Sienna's phone. We had to leave. If we didn't, we'd probably be questioned.

      I rode with my mom in her Corvette. I brought Sienna's hairbrush. "Are you sure this is going to work?"

      My mom shook her head. "I'm not a witch. I've never done anything like this before."

      I sighed. "I met a medium downtown. I don't know if she's a witch, but she might know a few more things about casting spells than you do."

      My mom nodded. "Worth a shot."

      "How'd you figure out this spell?"

      "From a vampire's lair I raided a few years ago. I staked him and stashed a bunch of his books. He wasn't an especially old vampire, but his sire was. I don't know what happened to him. Maybe another slayer took his sire down.

      “The books contained a lot of lore and information about vampires around the world. I've used the books several times to track vampires and eliminate them. This spell was in one of them. It took me a while to find it. The books aren't all in English. I have the page bookmarked. It's in the glove box.”

      I opened the glove box and pulled out the book. It had a hard brown cover, was well worn, and the pages were yellowed. The bookmark was one of those false checks that loan companies send you in hopes of tricking you into cashing it and consequently agreeing to an interest rate that includes the forfeiture of your soul.

      I chuckled. "You get these loan offers too?"

      My mom shook her head. "Two or three every week. It's ridiculous."

      "Tell me about it."

      I put the location of Miss Delphine's place in my phone's GPS and balanced it in front of my mom's gear shift. We followed the map to the address. I could probably have found it again, but it wasn't in the most happening part of downtown Kansas City. I wasn't sure I remembered which turns to make.

      Miss Delphine's door had a "Closed" sign. It was nighttime, after all. I reached for the doorknob anyway. Before I could turn it, the door swung open.

      "Come in," Miss Delphine greeted us. "I was expecting you."

      My mom furrowed her brow. "You knew we were coming?"

      Miss Delphine laughed. "The spirits have a vested interest in your daughter's success, Josephine."

      "You know my name, too?"

      Miss Delphine winked at my mom and led us back to her table. I put the spell book on it. Delphine opened and examined it. "Ah, yes. I suspected this was the one you'd come to ask me to help you complete."

      "Can you do it?" I asked.

      "Heavens, no, dear. I am not a witch."

      I sighed. "I'm sorry. I should have known."

      I was about to leave when Miss Delphine raised her hand.

      "Remain seated, dear. I cannot cast the spell, but that does not mean I do not know any spirits who might be of assistance."

      My mom raised an eyebrow. "You're going to ask a dead witch to do it for us?"

      Miss Delphine tilted her head. "Of course! Why wouldn't I?"

      My mom looked at me, tilted her head slightly, and furrowed her brow.

      "Many witches choose to remain with their Mother when they pass. I believe I can contact the very witch who penned this spell."

      "Their mother?" I asked.

      "Mother Earth, dear."

      I pressed my lips together. "Right. Of course."

      Miss Delphine lit the candles she'd set around her table. She had anticipated our arrival. She was prepared.

      "Before we begin, I must warn you that there is one you trust whom you should not."

      I titled my head. "Headmaster Phil?"

      "I cannot tell you who, dear. Only that there are whispers among the spirits that suggest all is not as it seems."

      "Can you give me a hint?"

      "No, child. You must discern for yourself the one whose intentions are not as they seem."

      I scratched my head. "Why are you telling me this now?"

      "If I do this spell, you will follow a path that might or might not lead you to succeed. Only know that should you achieve a victory, there might be consequences yet unknown."

      "My friend is in trouble," I countered. "We need to do this spell to save her and probably to save the world from Anubis. If someone betrays me, I'll deal with that when the time comes."

      Miss Delphine nodded. "Very well, dear. Give me a moment to contact the witch you seek."

      The flames on the candles blazed. Wind swirled around the room in a way it hadn't done when Delphine invoked the Oracle. Again, though, Miss Delphine's body changed. Her hair turned black. Her skin darkened. Her lips grew fuller and her eyes darker.

      I gasped when I saw her. It was the mambo I’d met before, the spirit-witch who'd shocked my leg in New Orleans.

      "You?" I asked.

      The witch looked at me and nodded.

      "Delphine said someone is going to betray me."

      The witch nodded again.

      "Can you tell me who it is?"

      The witch shook her head.

      "Can you speak?" my mom asked.

      The witch opened her mouth. She moved her lips, but nothing came out. She pointed at me, then she cupped her ear and shook her head.

      "You can't hear me? Is that what you're saying?"

      The witch nodded and extended her index finger as if to tell us to wait a moment. She lowered her finger to the book, examined the words, and extended her hand toward me.

      I handed her Sienna's hairbrush.

      The mambo grinned. She moved her lips again. I supposed she was speaking an incantation. She pulled some of Sienna's hair out of the brush and cupped it in both hands.

      A flame appeared out of nowhere and engulfed the hair. The mambo dusted her hands off, leaving ash on the table in front of her. She took her finger and drew a sigil or symbol in the ash. When she waved her hand over it, a golden glow like sunlight burst from the symbol.

      When she finished, her body resumed the shape of Delphine's.

      "It is done," Miss Delphine announced. "The sire bond that controls your friend has been removed. That does not mean she is safe, however. You must go to her."

      I nodded, reached into my pocket, and grabbed a wad of cash. "That's all I have. I'll bring you more later. I can't thank you enough."

      Miss Delphine pocketed my money, "Thank you, child. Payment is not necessary in your case, but it is appreciated. May the spirits guide you as you traverse the hazards that lie before you."
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      My phone vibrated as we left Miss Delphine's. So did my mom's. We checked our phones at the same time.

      "An address from Kevin," I reported.

      "Indeed. It's not far from here. Let's go."

      We didn't waste time chatting. We got into Mom's car, she turned the key in the ignition, and we took off. This time, her phone displayed the map and the directions we needed to follow.

      "You can't reap Katerina," Josephine told me. "Not this time."

      "Because if I did, we'd send her to Olympus."

      My mom nodded as she gripped the steering wheel. "I have weapons in the trunk. We'll have to do this the old-fashioned way."

      "A stake through the heart?"

      "Or a crossbow bolt. Works just as well."

      I sighed. "My first concern is getting Sienna out of there. My second concern is making sure Katerina doesn't reveal our plans to Anubis."

      "I'd say those are equal concerns. You need Sienna to accomplish your mission."

      "To give us the best chance of success, yes."

      "And if Anubis learns your plans, your mission will likely fail."

      I sighed. "That's a fair assumption."

      We pulled up next to an abandoned warehouse in the West Bottoms district. It was next to another warehouse that housed The Edge of Hell, one of those Halloween attractions that open once a year where minimum wage workers jump out at you in an attempt to scare the dickens out of you while you follow a predetermined walkway within.

      Sienna needed our help. When the sire bond broke, I hoped she was clever enough to recognize it and play along until she had an opportunity to kill Katerina or flee.

      The longer Sienna played along, the better. She could learn more about what the old vampire was planning. I had a theory. The pieces all fit. Anubis. Hades. Clarence. Just because it made sense didn't mean it was the truth.

      A lot of people throughout history, and some people who still lurked in strange places on the Internet, believed the world was flat. It made sense. The things they observed were accurate. They simply lacked the perspective to perceive the entire truth. If what Delphine had said was true, there was a major piece of all this I was missing. A little intel from Katerina, courtesy of Sienna, could come in handy.

      My mom popped the trunk.

      My eyes widened at the sight of dozens of stakes, three crossbows, and a couple of swords.

      "Pick your poison, Zoey."

      I chuckled. "I didn't realize you could hunt vampires with swords."

      "Beheading works as well as a stake to the heart, and a sword through the chest is the same thing."

      "Why the stakes, then?"

      "The energy a vampire's body releases when it dies is intense. A sword gets pretty hot and takes several hours to cool down. It's fine if you only have one vampire to eliminate. Wooden stakes don't conduct heat. They're easier to reuse in a fight."

      "Stakes and crossbows it is."

      My mom shrugged. "I'd still take a sword. It's not like you have to pick and choose. Use the sword once, then switch to a stake."

      I grabbed one of the swords. "Okay. Sword, stakes, and crossbow, then. I go in cloaked. We need to know what we're facing."

      "Will Katerina see you if you're cloaked?"

      "Not unless she's phased into the astral plane. I don't imagine she will be if she doesn't know we're coming."

      I raised the hood on my cloak and pressed through the wall of the old warehouse, then moved through several rooms.

      No sign of Sienna so far. I went into the basement. Five Katerinas stood there catatonic, their faces blank. Then I found it. Katerina had an Archeus Crystal of her own.

      I knew the crystal could be used to create bodies for gods. I didn't have any reason to suspect that Anubis was seeking incarnation, though. Why, then, did Katerina have so many copies of herself? It was creepy.

      I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to Sienna. I hugged her.

      "The bond is broken! It happened about twenty minutes ago."

      I nodded. "We figured out the spell. Sort of. Long story. Does Katerina know you're here?"

      Sienna shook her head. "She's meeting Clarence."

      "He knows our plans. He's been hiding in the underworld this whole time."

      "We have to stop them!"

      "That's why I'm here. Well, I mean, in addition to trying to rescue you."

      Sienna chuckled. "I appreciate that."

      "Katerina has an Archeus Crystal?"

      Sienna nodded. "She uses these clones to come back every time she goes to Hades to communicate with Anubis."

      I tilted my head. "She kills herself?"

      "Plunges a stake into her heart. I've seen her do it. An hour later, she was back. I don't have a clue how she gets back, but she returns as a ghost, puts herself into one of these bodies, and she's as good as new."

      "Her sire bond worked while she did that?"

      Sienna shook her head. "Not exactly. She had me chain myself up when she left. When she returned, her sire bond took over again."

      "And she let you loose? Why would she do that?"

      "I'm supposed to be guarding the place until she gets back. She could be here any second. That's why I'm on the astral plane. I saw you and your mom pull up. This was the only way I could talk to you."

      I sighed. "My mom told me just minutes ago that if I killed a vampire with a sword, it would get too hot to hold."

      "The fire of Hades," Sienna agreed. "That's where vampires go when they die."

      "Unless I reap them. Then, my scythe releases a shower of golden energy. It's similar to the power Athena wields."

      "Your scythe sends them to Olympus. Olympian magic passes last only for a brief moment as the spirit you reap is sent there. When you kill a vampire, it conducts heat from hell. That's why a sword gets hot."

      "Exactly what I was thinking. If that's the case, we can't stop Katerina. No matter what we do, she'll be able to get the message to Anubis in hell."

      "If you reap her, it will take some time for her to get past the River Styx to deliver the message."

      I nodded. "All I can think of is that with Charon gone, Anubis must have another way to cross the River Styx."

      "It makes sense. He used to carry souls into the beyond, according to Egyptian mythology."

      "Reaping Katerina might buy us a little time. It won't be enough, though. We still have to make all the golems. Morty has a schedule prepared, but that's a day away."

      "If we get back soon, presuming you get the drop on Katerina, we will have to create the golems right away. We won't have time to test them. Morty will have to redo the schedule on the fly. We'll have to start sending Reaper teams in to kill the gods before Anubis learns about our plan."

      "There's something else you should know," I said. "It has to do with Jessna and the daywalkers."

      Sienna sighed. "I believe they're in Clarence's thrall."

      I nodded. "I suspected as much when Jessna and Sunshine didn’t answer my calls."

      "I need to get out of the astral plane before Katerina suspects something."

      I nodded. "One more problem. Clarence stole our portal crystal. If we can't retrieve it, we can't get back to the underworld."

      Sienna huffed. "Of course he did. Here I thought this was going to be a reap-and-run."

      "The clock will start ticking the second I reap Katerina. That means, ideally, we should try to get the portal crystal back from Clarence first."

      "But reap Katerina before he can get her the message, and she can off herself."

      I sighed. "Right. My mom is here. I'll go get her."

      "If she kills Clarence, it's the same problem. He goes to hell, and he tells Anubis our plan instead of Katerina. And you're forgetting; the daywalkers have rings. They can see on the astral plane. If Clarence broke into our apartment and stole the portal crystal, he'll be expecting you."

      "Which means there's no chance we can take him and the daywalkers in his thrall by surprise."

      "You most certainly won't." I turned toward the voice. Clarence was there, surrounded by daywalkers. Sunshine was missing from the group. Clarence was wearing her ring.

      I sighed. "Sienna, remind me the next time we're in a situation like this. A little less talk and a lot more action, please."

      "Horseman!" Sienna greeted. "Have a contract for us?"

      Clarence grinned. "We're past that now."

      "Where's my portal crystal?"

      Clarence laughed. "Someplace safe. Why would I take it from you if I was going to tell you where it was?

      I shrugged. "Worth a shot. Look, let the daywalkers go. This is between us."

      Clarence laughed and raised his hand. When he did, the daywalkers took stakes in their hands and put the points to their chests. "I'm no fool, Zoey. You know that. Without leverage, you'd reap me and send me on my way."

      "Let them go. You have my portal crystal, so you have plenty of leverage."

      Clarence grinned, exposing his fangs. "One can never have too much."

      "We can't allow you to tell Katerina our plan."

      "You mean that you intend to create golems, send Reapers in pairs, and kill the gods?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "More or less."

      "Good work, Clarence," one of Katerina’s golems said. At least, I'd thought it was a golem.

      Clarence laughed. "I can't believe they fell for it!"

      Katerina grabbed a wooden stake. Sienna kicked it out of Katerina's hand.

      "Not under your control anymore, bitch."

      Katerina gasped and dove after her stake. I evoked my scythe and cut her down. A shower of golden energy blasted from my blade. I pivoted toward Clarence.

      He raised his hand and clenched his fist. The daywalkers plunged their stakes into their chests. Their bodies fell and turned to ash.

      I charged Clarence.

      He took off in the opposite direction. I chased him up the stairs into the warehouse.

      He turned a corner. I pursued him. Then, Clarence's head fell from his shoulders. My mom stood there, sword in hand. She dropped it as the blade turned red.

      "Mom!" I shouted. "You shouldn't have done that!"

      My mom tilted her head. "Why not?"

      "You just sent Clarence directly to hell!"

      "The daywalkers are already there," Sienna shook her head. "They're dead. Jessna and the rest."

      "Not all of us," Sunshine said, stepping around the corner. "The sire bond will not persist in Hades. Let's hope they can stop him before he reaches Anubis."

      "Sunshine! You're alive! I thought..."

      "He took my ring. I'd like it back."

      I nodded. "Of course. One more thing. Clarence stole something from us."

      "Your portal crystal."

      I nodded. "Do you know where it is?"

      Sunshine smiled. "This way. I'll take you to it."
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      We took Katerina's Archeus Crystal. Sienna used it to dematerialize Katerina's golems. That way, she couldn't come back and re-inhabit one of them. Could the daywalkers stop Clarence in time? We had to hope they could.

      We'd have no way of knowing for sure. We had to hurry and implement our plan before Katerina could make her way from Olympus to Hades. Athena could stop her if she returned to Olympus, but by the time we got to Athena, chances were that Katerina would be on her way to Hades.

      Sunshine took us to a wooden crate buried under a dozen others in the warehouse. My portal crystal was hidden inside.

      We dug Sunshine's ring out of the pile of ash that had been Clarence's body. She put it on her finger.

      "We don't have time to waste," I began. "Mom, can you take the portal crystal back to my apartment?"

      My mom nodded. "I can do that."

      We set up the crystal. My mom used her phone light to activate it. It wasn't a large portal since sunlight worked best, but it was big enough that we could squeeze through it one at a time.

      We appeared in Morty's office. The place was trashed.

      "Clarence did a number here," Sienna remarked.

      I headed for Morty's desk. The top was empty. I opened the drawers. "The schedule should be here somewhere."

      "Are you saying that Clarence took Morty's schedule?"

      "Looks that way."

      "Could he have taken it with him to Hades?"

      I shook my head. "I don't think so."

      "I heard him reciting several names," Sunshine said. "I believe he was attempting to discern the weakest pairings and the targets on the schedule so the most powerful gods would have the best chance to prevail."

      I sighed. "It doesn't matter. We're going to have to redo the whole damn schedule on the fly."

      "At least we have two Archeus Crystals now. If I can duplicate the programming I've been working on with the other one, we can make more golems."

      "I don't know if Athena has enough power to make two full sets."

      "Probably not," Sienna agreed. "But we can make a good number. If we can figure out who the weakest parings were that Clarence hoped to exploit, we can give them backup."

      I nodded. "Morty should have another copy of the schedule at the coliseum. Sunshine, do you remember the names that Clarence was memorizing?"

      "A few of them. I'll probably recognize the others."

      "It's a plan," Sienna stated. "Not a perfect one, but it's something."

      I opened one of the drawers in Morty’s desk and felt around the back of the drawer. I knew it was there somewhere. My dad didn’t know I knew about it. Morty probably didn’t know about the secret compartment, either. It was just an opening on the back of the drawer that allowed you to push something through and hide it inside the desk’s frame.

      I had found it when I was a little girl, digging around in an attempt to find out what my dad had bought me for Christmas. It had been a Malibu Barbie. I hadn’t let him know I knew. I wasn’t dumb! If you snuck around and figured out what you were getting for a birthday or Christmas, you couldn’t let your parents know. If you did that, they might take your presents back. I also didn’t want to give Morty any leverage to tattle on me in the future. He never knew about the little compartment in the back of the desk drawer.

      I put the second Archeus Crystal inside.

      “What are you doing?” Sienna asked.

      “Hiding the crystal. Delphine said there’s someone helping us I can’t trust. Consider the crystal my ace and this desk my sleeve. I think it best we not tell anyone about the crystal until we need to.”

      Sienna nodded. “Just as well. Athena can only charge one crystal anyway.”

      “My lips are sealed,” Sunshine added. Of course, Sunshine might be the one Delphine had warned me about. If she was, though, she already knew about the second crystal. It wouldn’t matter.

      I led Sienna and Sunshine out of Morty's office and back to the coliseum. Looks of relief spread across everyone's faces when we showed up. After I explained the situation, their expressions soured.

      "We should wait," Athena stated.

      I cocked my head. "No. We have to do it now. If there's a chance that our plan hasn't been relayed to Anubis..."

      Athena shook her head. "I'm afraid there's little hope the daywalkers could stop Clarence. When he went to Hades, anything he knew could be accessed by Hades or Anubis in an instant. It would be better if we delayed and gave them the impression we'd abandoned our plan."

      Sienna huffed. "We can use what Sunshine knows to send extra support to the targets."

      "Or we can take advantage of the extra time to further train the Reapers and enhance the golems,” Athena frowned. "I might be able to create a greater number if I use the next few days to focus my powers.”

      I shook my head. "In three days, presuming Anubis has raised all the Egyptian gods, they'll consume any number of souls. Aside from the obvious sacrifice of more human souls, the gods will be more powerful then than now. Will more golems give us enough of an advantage to counter that?"

      "We do this now!" Morty stomped across the coliseum’s floor.

      Athena glared at him, but it didn’t slow him down. "Without my power to activate the crystals, you can't do it. This isn’t your call, Morty."

      Morty shook his fists, screamed, and stormed out of the coliseum.

      "I'll talk to him," I offered.

      "No need," Athena replied, then extended her hand. The first crystal flew off its pedestal and came to her. "I'll be back in three days. You'd best prepare as I instructed."

      Athena disappeared in a blast of golden Olympian power.

      "What a divine bitch!" Sienna shouted.

      I shook my head. "It looks like we have no choice. We're doing this her way."

      Damon placed his hand on my shoulder. "Three more days to train. We're going to need it."

      "Get started. I'm going to go get Morty. He's pretty upset."

      "We all are," Sienna countered. "Like you said, though, at this point, we don't have any choice unless we're going to do this without her."

      "Can you reprogram the other Archeus Crystal in time?"

      Sienna shook her head. "Not with all the protocols I had ready to go."

      Cerberus pawed at my leg. "You have another crystal?"

      I nodded, lifted my finger to my lips, and shushed the hellhound. "We do. We took one from Katerina."

      Cerberus gave a doggy grin. "Tell Morty to get the Reapers ready."

      "What do you have in mind?"

      "If there's a way to move back and forth between Olympus and Hades and you think Katerina intends to do exactly that, then there's a way to go straight to Hades from here. I'm going to go do a little reconnaissance in Hades and Olympus and find out who might be willing to help. Why put more human souls at risk on the gamble that we'll be able to lure the Egyptian gods to Earth when we could take the battle to them in Hades?"

      "If the other gods are all there," I shot back. "We know Anubis is. We don't know if the others are also."

      "That's part of what I intend to find out."

      "They won't catch you?" Sienna asked.

      Cerberus huffed. "They couldn't if they tried. All I need to do is switch heads, and I'll bounce between realms."

      "I'm going to help Morty. My dad can help, too. We'll come up with two plans. If Sunshine can remember the ten names Clarence memorized, we'll focus our efforts on those with as many golems as we can. At the very least, we can get rid of the major Egyptian gods. The rest are less powerful. It will take them more time to harvest enough power to rival the primary gods."

      Sienna grinned. "That would mean we could spare the three days it takes before Athena returns."

      I nodded. "In the meantime, Cerberus, find out what you can. If we're successful, and we can get to Hades to finish off the rest, we might not need to wait for Athena to return."

      "I'll work on programming the golems. We had days of sparring sessions recorded in the other one. To use the second crystal, I’ll need to record at least a few sessions. There’s no time to do this and reprogram the new crystal, but thankfully, we can partner our best fighters and do it more efficiently than before."

      "Use Damon. Put him in a few sessions with the best. Record their moves. We'll use them for the golems. We'll only need ten strike teams. With the crystal's innate power, we should be able to create enough to pull it off."
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      Cerberus disappeared. I hoped he was right. It was one thing to avoid being seen by humans or Reapers when traversing realms, but avoiding the gods? None of us knew their full powers.

      I had to get Morty on board with the plan. Only four of us could reap supernaturals now. Morty reaped Apophis, so his scythe worked against supernaturals, but we had no way of knowing how many more he could harvest before his scythe returned to normal. However we parceled it out, all of us would have to reap two gods. I'd have to do it four times, presuming we could work the schedule to give me enough time.

      Reaping four gods in short order would be next to impossible, but what choice did we have? If I fell short, at least we’d take care of the majority of the gods before we gave this another shot later. Or before Cerberus returned with a plan to march on Hades and finish them off.

      I needed to pull Morty's head out of his ass so he and Sunshine could compare notes to figure out which targets we'd go after. I took Sienna to Morty’s office first to retrieve the second crystal. She was going to be discreet about it. It wasn’t a large crystal, so she could hide it and record as many fights as she needed. Then, I took her with me to find Morty.

      It wasn't hard. When the Grim Reaper moves around the underworld, people notice. I only had to ask three people before I found out that he was at a bar on Gehenna Boulevard. I used to frequent the place myself, sometimes alone and at other times with Gabriel, to blow off a little steam.

      Morty had a lot of fans. After saving the underworld from Apophis, he was their hero. Morty sipped a beer that I was sure someone had bought him.

      No sooner did I approach the bar than someone slid me a beer. I graciously accepted. It was rude to refuse a gift. I took one sip and gave it to Sunshine.

      “Thank you.” Sunshine tipped the bottle back and took a full swig.

      I elbowed Morty in the ribs. "We need to talk in private."

      Morty shrugged. "Nothing to do for three days."

      "I have another plan. It has a good chance of working, but we can't do it without you."

      "Is Athena aware of it?"

      I shook my head. "She'll find out in three days."

      Morty stood up, nodded at several of the Reapers who'd gathered around him, and thanked them for the drinks.

      The three of us went to his office. I explained the plan.

      "Won't that piss Athena off?"

      I shrugged. "It shouldn't, provided she's been honest about her goals. We'll send the ten strongest Egyptian gods to Olympus. With them diminished in strength, the Olympians should be able to handle them. Then, when Athena returns to complete the mission, we'll be able to finish off the lesser gods as planned."

      "You seriously have another Archeus Crystal?"

      "Sienna is using it as we speak to replicate battle tactics while Damon and the others spar."

      “How did Katerina get an Archeus Crystal? Weren’t they made by the gods so they could take human form?”

      “Well, Katerina was in Olympus for a while. Maybe she got it there.”

      “You reaped her back to Earth,” Morty said. “I don’t know how it works, but I don’t think you can bring carry-on luggage when you’re reaped.”

      “Maybe she arranged something with one of the gods, or perhaps Clarence managed to get it from Hades. Maybe some archaeologist found it, and Katerina took it from him a long time ago. It doesn’t matter. We have another crystal, which means we can do this. Between you, Damon, Phil, and me, we can take down the ten gods if we work the schedule right. These reapings were never going to be simultaneous.”

      "There might be enough flexibility in the schedule if things work out. If Sunshine remembers the ten names that Clarence memorized…”

      “I can do it!” Sunshine confirmed.

      Morty clinked the neck of his beer bottle on hers. “Cheers to that. If you can, it might work. I’ll have to check to see if the ten are spaced out enough for us to pull this off. Even so, I don’t know.”

      “Why don’t you know?” I asked.

      Morty sighed. “I'm not a battle-trained Reaper, Zoey. Not like Damon and Headmaster Phil. I have to take down two gods without a Reaper who can take out the beasts?”

      I shrugged. "It was always only going to be one beast. The golems were going to have to keep the others at bay. Now, we have more golems. The plan isn't that different."

      Morty cleared his throat. "I'm still not nearly the fighter you are."

      I shrugged. "You could have fooled me. You impressed me as much as you did the rest of the Reapers when you took down Apophis."

      Morty put his arm around me. "Your faith in me means more than you know. For a while—you know, before all this shit went down—I thought you might take the rebels up on their coup idea. You always wanted to be the Grim Reaper."

      "And overthrow my twin brother? I'd never do that, Morty. Besides, I have my place now. I have a life I love. Aside from indulging in too much booze from time to time, you've really stepped up. You've exceeded everyone's expectations, even mine."

      Morty sighed. "Yeah, I really need to cut back on the brewskis."

      I nodded. “We’ll focus on that after we get the Reapers back in charge of human soul-harvesting. If we’re going to do this, we need to get things ready now. I need you to make a decision and commit to it. Are you ready?”

      Morty nodded. “It sounds like as good a plan as any. Which is to say, it’s marginally better than failure. I don’t think we can just keep training for three days while we wait for Athena.”

      “Sunshine, tell Morty the names you remember that Clarence memorized. We’ll start with that. As soon as you’re done, Morty, meet us at the coliseum. We need to leave within the hour.”
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      I hurried back to the coliseum while Sunshine and Morty worked on the schedule. Sunshine wasn't sure she could remember every name, but she was certain she'd recognize the names if she heard them. That meant no matter how it worked out, it would take a little time. Morty had more than two thousand names on the schedule and Reaper pairs to match.

      Even if they spent a mere five seconds on each name as Morty recited the targets, it would take three hours to go through the list. That didn't allow for pauses. Sunshine hadn’t been trying to memorize the names when Clarence had repeated them. That she remembered them at all was a miracle. She'd probably have to pause from time to time to consider the names that sounded most familiar.

      I pulled Damon and Phil aside. Sienna joined us. I explained the plan. I hesitated to tell Phil since he was among those who’d opposed Morty. Was he the one Delphine had warned me about? I didn't think so. He'd dedicated his life to training Reapers. The underworld Academy was his life's work. He might have had questionable alliances, but he was loyal to the underworld and Reaperkind.

      I didn't know Damon well. He was an oddity as far as Reapers went. Battle-reaping was a specialty that one out of a hundred Reapers pursued. Under the usual circumstances, those skills were rarely useful. Most Reapers viewed it as a sport. Majoring in battle tactics as a Reaper was like going to college on a swimming scholarship. You'd never make a living with swimming, but keeping the scholarship meant it had to take most of your attention, no matter what your major was. As a result, you might graduate with a degree but be less prepared for working in your field than you would have been if your major was your primary focus.

      I had to wonder if Damon had another motive. It didn't matter, though. Ominous warnings from psychics and mediums were only worth so much. If I focused on those, I'd be paralyzed, unable to take any action to avoid the risk of playing into a traitor's hands. I had to take risks, though. Doing nothing wasn't an option. Worst case scenario, if this preemptive strike exposed the betrayer, we'd be better equipped to fight again after Athena returned.

      Now that Damon and Phil knew the plan, we set up sparring sessions between the three of us so Sienna could copy our skills into the golems she'd summon. Phil was older than Damon or me. He moved more slowly than we did, but he didn't waste his strikes. He was efficient and made the most of every strike. He used his opponent’s momentum to his advantage. Throw your whole body into a strike against Phil, and with a step back and a pivot, he’d slap you on the back and send you to the ground.

      I faced off with Phil. When I swung my practice staff at him, he used his block to force me off-balance. He took advantage of that to kick my feet out from under me. He fought with less strength than Damon and less speed than me but with more smarts than either of us.

      Damon was the best technical fighter. He had more power, too. His weakness was that he tended to miss opportunities if they fell outside the bounds of tournament rules, but he was getting better. When I fought him, he was careful to protect his balls. He didn't expect it when I grabbed a fistful of dirt from the coliseum floor and tossed it in his face. I took him down with a swipe of my staff to his ribs, then we faced off again. The next time, he was more careful. He used his strength and overpowered me, knocking my staff out of my hands.

      Phil and Damon sparred with each other, too. They were evenly matched. Phil took him down two out of three times, but given their skills, I imagined if they fought six times, they'd split evenly. Damon was the more imposing fighter. Betters would put their money on him. The smart money, though, would go on Phil. Even if the two split, given that most would put their money on Damon, Phil's victories would mean a bigger payday.

      Most of the underworld was gathered in the coliseum, and more than a few were placing bets on our sparring sessions. I didn't mind. If it encouraged the Reapers who weren't sparring to pay attention and take notes, friendly wagers weren't a problem.

      Morty and Sunshine showed up sooner than we’d expected.

      "Have the names?"

      Morty nodded. "This girl has great recall. She figured out eight of them right off the bat, and she knew the other two names started with an S and a W. We were able to narrow it down pretty quickly."

      I raised my hand. "High five?"

      Sunshine slapped my hand harder than I expected.

      Carmilla was there, too. She would fight with the other Reapers when the time came. Morty pulled her aside and kissed her before he rejoined us.

      "We’re going to the Reaper portal," Morty directed. "It's time to go."

      The Reaper portal was where Reapers usually left to go on their missions. It was attuned to the schedule. When scheduled Reaper entered it, it sent them to the proper place.

      Morty went over the schedule with us. He gave Damon and Phil the spare crystals they’d need to empower their scythes, then he gave them each two names. I was given four. They were staggered less than half an hour apart, which meant we'd have to finish our jobs and return to the underworld quickly before we headed to the next.

      The last two on my schedule were shared with the others. Morty insisted that if anyone finished their jobs in time, they should come and assist me if they still had the ability to harvest supernaturals in their blades. If they didn't, they could still come and try to save the humans on the schedule.

      The other humans? If we succeeded, they'd end up as wandering spirits. We'd try to track them down later. It was better to be a wandering soul than a devoured one.

      Morty spaced my targets out the farthest since I had to fight four times. That meant I left first.

      Sienna had created the golems. They looked like the ones Phil used to guard the Reaper Academy. We each had five to help us. Sienna stayed behind in case any of the golems needed fixing or re-summoning between targets. My dad joined us, too. He was there for two reasons. First, he was the only one who could identify the gods. When we returned and described the gods we’d harvested, he could catalog which of the Egyptian deities had been handled. He also was there to see Morty and me off.

      "Give them hell." Azrael hugged me.

      I grinned. "That's the plan. Though, technically, I'll be reaping them to Olympus. Let's hope the gods there will give them actual hell."

      "Indeed." My father grinned.

      I stepped through the portal with my golems. My first target was a man in India who was supposed to die from natural causes.

      Hood raised, I remained on the astral plane. The golems were programmed to do the same.

      Usually, reconnaissance was a necessary prerequisite when reaping a soul. I didn't have time for that, though. I spotted the target right away. He was in a small room and alone. The beasts blasted onto the scene immediately. Two bulls with red eyes charged me. The golems attacked one. I swiped the other.

      I gave the golems a moment. If they couldn’t fend off a beast, this plan wouldn't work. I was the only one who could reap as many supernaturals as I pleased.

      So far, so good. From our sparring sessions, the golems had learned the importance of adapting to the situation. One of them mounted the bull and rode it like a cowboy. The others took turns punching it in the face.

      When the man died and his spirit ascended over his body, another bovine figure appeared. This time, it had the body of a woman but the face of a cow.

      She mooed at me.

      I tilted my head. "Seriously?"

      The beefy god charged me. I didn’t have a red cloth to trick her with, so I did the next best thing. I widened my stance, took aim, and swiped my scythe through her body. She disappeared in a shower of golden energy.

      “Damn!” I exclaimed. “That was easier than I expected.”

      I turned and watched as the man's spirit circled the room. He wasn't running. Morty could come back for him later.

      One down, three to go.
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      I described the god I had reaped to my dad.

      "Sounds like Hathor."

      "Is she one of the major deities?"

      My dad nodded. "She is. It sounds like the plan is working."

      "How are the golems?" Sienna asked.

      "They performed well. None of them were harmed."

      "All right, you're good to go!" Sienna told me.

      I nodded and re-entered the portal. The target was a woman in the Philippines. She was supposed to die during childbirth. Her baby would survive.

      The beasts were shaped like falcons. They had long beaks and moved around us fast. The god had a similar head but a large manlike body with wings instead of arms. He flew after the soul of the woman as the midwives birthed her child.

      I didn't have time to dwell on the tragedy of the situation. I took down the god moments before he seized the woman's soul. Her spirit settled around the baby, enveloping it with her presence.

      When I returned and described the god to my dad, he identified it as Horus, another major Egyptian deity.

      So far, everything was going according to plan. Morty, Damon, and Phil had returned from their first reapings. They’d successfully dispatched Ptah, Thoth, and Bastet.

      I went to my third target, an elderly Canadian man with pneumonia. The beasts were shaped like a ram and a goose. They were probably the easiest beasts I'd faced. I took the ram out and left the goose to the golems. The beast poked at their butts—literally goosing them—while they held him off. The god appeared as a man wearing a crown and two vertical plumes. I took him down easily.

      My dad identified him as Amon.

      Since I'd left, Damon had reaped Isis, and Phil had taken down Osiris. I knew those names, though I didn't know a lot about them.

      My fourth and final target took me closer to home—a middle-aged man in St. Louis who'd lost his battle with lung cancer. He was in hospice.

      The beasts were dogs with ears that drooped so low they dragged the ground.

      I took one down without a problem, then gave the golems a little help and took the other one out. There was no reason to hold back. This was the last target on my list.

      When the god appeared, his body was canine too. He was thin with a long tail. His head matched, but his ears sagged to his waist. He held two swords in his furry hands.

      I swiped at him with my scythe. He blocked my strike with one blade and swung at me with the other. I ducked under his blade and swept at his leg.

      He jumped over my foot, then raised one of his swords and prepared to bring it down on my back. Morty appeared and tackled him. His scythe was back to normal, so he couldn't reap the god, but I needed his help. This was the best fighter of all the gods I'd faced. At least he didn't have the power Anubis had.

      I took advantage of Morty's tackle and brought the sharp end of my scythe across the god's back. A golden blast confirmed my success.

      Morty took his scythe and harvested the soul of the man I was meant to target.

      We returned to the underworld. I described the last god I'd faced.

      "Sounds like Seth," my father commented. "A god of battle and war."

      I nodded. "That explains his skill. He was the toughest of the four I faced."

      Phil and Damon were back.

      "Who'd you guys take down on your second time out?"

      "I couldn't say," Damon replied. "Whoever it was, he was pretty weak."

      My father shook his head. "I couldn't identify it. It was probably a lesser god."

      "My second god didn't show," Phil told us.

      "So, no one got Anubis?"

      Everyone exchanged glances and shrugged.

      "Two major gods didn't appear, apart from Apophis, who Morty already harvested. Anubis and Ra failed to show."

      "Ra?" I asked. "Isn't he, like, the ruler of the Egyptian gods?"

      My dad nodded. "The sun god. He is the most powerful of the bunch."

      I sighed. "Well, at least we put a major dent in their pantheon. Let's hope the Olympians were ready and knew what to do with them."

      "What if they did?" Sienna asked. "I mean, if Anubis was able to resurrect them from whatever prison the Olympians put them in, couldn't he do it again?"

      I shrugged. "Dad, any thoughts?"

      My dad shook his head. "I can't say. You're dealing with matters beyond my experience. Suffice it to say, however, that if that's the case, Anubis and Ra will have to gather a lot more power to raise their major gods again. At the very least, you've bought some time."
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      When we returned to the coliseum, I had mixed feelings. On the one hand, my dad was right. We had dealt the Egyptian gods a serious blow. Why hadn't Anubis appeared? My best guess was that he'd used too much power to raise the others. He was weak and was playing it safe, letting the other gods do his dirty work. Now, though, he wouldn't have a choice but to resume his reapings.

      Without Athena to power all the Reapers' scythes with a limited ability like mine, even if we sent every Reaper in the underworld out to harvest every soul that was on the schedule, none of them would be able to take down Anubis. He also wouldn't dare appear to me if I went out and tried to stop him.

      He'd hide and sacrifice a chance to harvest a soul if that was what it took to gather more power. There were plenty of other humans who'd die in the next couple of days, so he could gather quite a bit of power before Athena returned. If Ra was doing the same thing, we'd have our hands full. At least we'd be better off in three days than we would have been if we'd sat back and done nothing but train until Athena returned.

      That was all we could do now—train and wait.

      We could only root out Anubis and Ra if we had a Reaper capable of harvesting supernaturals assigned to every name on the schedule. The only way to do that was with Athena's ability to empower the other Reapers' scythes.

      We had reached the Reaper Academy, headed through the doors, and walked toward the coliseum when something tugged at my leg. I knew that tug.

      "Cerberus!"

      "Follow me. We need to talk."

      "All of us?" Morty asked.

      Cerberus examined us, making eye contact with Sienna before fixing his eyes on Sunshine. "Present company is acceptable. This concerns all of you."

      We ducked into one of the classrooms. I'd taken several classes in the room, mostly in the humanities. Reaper Ethics. Greek Philosophy 101. Human Psychology. History of the Gods.

      That last one had stuck with me. We’d spent months discussing the Greek deities. We’d spent weeks on the Abrahamic traditions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. It was important that we understood the worldviews of those whose souls we were sent to reap. It was necessary we understand their perspectives on the afterlife so we could guide them into the afterlife they hoped for accordingly.

      We’d spent a similar amount of time on Hinduism and its thousands of deities, Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, and various tribal religions. We’d spent little more than a day on the so-called "dead" religions. The Persian and Babylonian gods had barely been mentioned. We hadn’t spent more than a day discussing the Egyptian gods. We’d watched a documentary on the pyramids narrated by a British bloke, as most documentaries were. I don’t know why.

      I suppose if a hillbilly like Roy narrated a documentary about the ancient Egyptians, people wouldn’t take it seriously. “C’mon, y’all, check out these here pee-ra-mids. Careful wanderin’ into Tut’s chambers. Smells like a commode after a trip to Taco Bell. You’d be better crossin’ a bull than the dead Phay-roh. That bugger’ll strike ya with a curse worse ‘n my ex-wife!”

      In all seriousness, the documentary was great. Fascinating even, but it had barely been a footnote in our education.

      Now, I wondered why. My dad remembered the Egyptian gods. Perhaps, since they had been exiled and cast off, the Olympians saw no reason for us to know more about them than what a lecture and a video covered.

      Cerberus paced in the front of the classroom. "So much to say, so little time."

      "Just walk us through what happened when you left."

      Cerberus grunted. "All right. Well, I can't cover everything. Dionysus is on his way."

      I tilted my head. "He's coming here?"

      "He has a ship."

      "So, he's on the River Styx?" I asked.

      Cerberus nodded. "It's more like a cruise liner. A constant party. He's been spending most of his time aboard since all this started."

      "But you found him on Olympus?"

      Cerberus shook his head. "I found him off the coast of Hades. He was trying to stop Clarence."

      "I'm guessing Clarence got through. We followed the schedule and went to the names Clarence committed to memory. We managed to reap most of the gods."

      Cerberus scratched his right ear with his corresponding right paw. "That was exactly what she wanted you to do."

      "Who?" I asked.

      "Clarence didn't arrive on Hades alone. Athena escorted him ashore."

      Morty clenched his fists. "She betrayed us!"

      "She has a boat?"

      Cerberus grunted. "She used Charon. She enthralled him with some kind of spell."

      I sighed. "If Athena knew we'd try this, she must've also known we had the second Archeus Crystal."

      Sienna folded her arms. "She gave it to Katerina. She wanted us to find it and send the gods to Olympus."

      "Apophis was contained by the Olympians, but not before he did a lot of damage. If you sent other gods to Olympus, it will take everything the Olympians can muster to subdue them."

      "But the Olympians will prevail?"

      "Dionysus believes so. However, it will take all their strength. They will be more vulnerable than ever to a greater attack."

      "By Anubis and Ra?" I asked.

      Cerberus nodded. "While you were busy reaping the other gods, Anubis sent his jackals out and harvested thousands of other souls."

      Sienna bit her lip. "And Ra?"

      "He's the god of the sun. He's invigorated Jessna and the daywalkers with his light. It's like they're drunk on his power. He'll use them as an army when they assault Olympus."

      "They don't have their rings?" Sienna asked.

      Cerberus shook his head. "They are probably back where they staked themselves on Earth. The rings didn't make the trip to the afterlife."

      Sunshine sat at one of the many desks in the classroom and lowered her face to her hands. "Can we save them?"

      I sighed. "We might be able to capture their souls and put them into golems."

      "Would they still be daywalkers?" Sunshine asked.

      "I don't know," Sienna said. "They went to Hades as daywalkers. If Ra's power still affects them, they're the same. I can't say if putting their souls into golems would work the same way. I don't know if that kind of power can be wielded by a golem."

      I shrugged. "Well, if the Archeus Crystal was originally made to give the gods Earth-bound bodies and they don't lose their powers, it might preserve the daywalkers' abilities also."

      Sienna shook her head. "That's a different kind of power. It's inseparable from the Olympians' essence as deities. The vampiric curse, or the daywalker curse as the case may be, isn't the same. I can't answer that question."

      "It doesn't matter," Sunshine cut in. "They are my friends regardless of what abilities they have."

      I nodded. "We'll try. First, though, we can't allow them, along with Ra, Anubis, and Athena, to take over Olympus."

      Sienna scratched her head. "Why would Athena do this?"

      Cerberus walked toward the door. "We'd better head to the River Styx. Dionysus will be here soon. That's a question only he can answer."
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      Dionysus' ship was anchored just offshore. When we approached, a mystical bridge formed of translucent blue energy appeared, connecting to shore.

      Cerberus was right. It looked like a Carnival cruise liner, minus the trademark red exhaust pipes. The ship was lit like a Christmas tree. As we moved across the bridge, the thump of the bass from the music playing on the ship rattled my chest.

      "I thought I liked to party," Morty jested.

      I grinned. "No offense, Morty, but he's the party god. Your keggers don't compare."

      Dionysus’ party cruiser made the carnival tent I'd met him in seem like a minor shindig. The ship was swarming with inebriated satyrs and naked nymphs. The nymphs were female elementals, and their bodies were perfectly shaped. I’d always thought I had a nice ass, but those creatures put me to shame.

      Dionysus pressed through the crowd. He still had a long gray beard. The last time I had seen him, it had been scraggly and unkempt. Now, it was braided and tied at the bottom with a red ribbon. He was wearing only a Speedo. When he approached, his bulbous belly and his bulbous lower lump led the way. Dionysus grinned at me and extended his hand. "Come, we have much to discuss."

      We followed the god to what I assumed were his personal quarters. He dismissed three naked nymphs who were reclining in his bed, sipping glasses of red wine. Each dragged her fingers across Dionysus’ body as she left.

      I cleared my throat. "What's going on?"

      Dionysus grinned. "It was supposed to be a ménage à quatre."

      I snorted. "Not that. I mean, with Athena and the Egyptian gods."

      "Ah, yes. Let me get you something to drink."

      "That would be wonderful!" Morty exclaimed.

      I raised my hand. "That won't be necessary."

      Morty sighed.

      "Very well." Dionysus sat on the edge of his bed and crossed his legs. "Athena has long had her sights on Zeus’ throne."

      "Isn't he her father?"

      Dionysus nodded. "Family squabbles are not uncommon among the gods. She wishes to rule Olympus. For centuries, she's schemed to overthrow her father. That was why she made you as you are."

      I took a deep breath. "She made me a supernatural Reaper so I could send creatures to Olympus that she could use to launch a coup?"

      Dionysus took a sip of wine and set his glass on the floor next to his feet. "I didn't put it together until the incident with Hades. I truly believed, along with the rest, that Hades had designs on usurping Zeus. Sadly, I believe he was only doing her bidding."

      I cocked my head. "Then why did she help us stop him?"

      "Hades had aspirations of his own. That much is true. She'd promised him co-regency. When it became clear that she had only used him to threaten her father and had no intention of sharing the rule of Olympus, he turned against her."

      "So, Athena helped us send him back to Hades and turned to Plan B?"

      "Hades was weak after he revived in his domain. Athena freed Anubis and gave him control of hell. That was when I decommissioned the Reapers. With Charon in Athena's thrall, she was going to use all the souls you harvested to empower Anubis and raise the other Egyptian gods."

      "Why would she do that? Wouldn't the Egyptians challenge her rule, even if she prevailed?"

      "The power she used to resurrect Ra has him under her thrall, in the same way she seduced Charon. With Ra's loyalty, she could command the Egyptian gods and use them as her new pantheon to rule Olympus."

      I sighed. "She knew that even if she took over Olympus, the other gods wouldn't respect her authority. She could use the Egyptian deities as puppets to do her bidding."

      Dionysus nodded. “Precisely.”

      I scratched my shoulder. "We visited a medium on Earth who channeled the Oracle of Delphi. She warned us about someone powerful who was not the ally we'd supposed. Doesn't the Oracle speak for Athena?"

      Dionysus shook his head. "She speaks for all Olympians. The warning came from me. I could not tell you more. The Oracle is duty-bound to reveal anything that concerns any of the gods to those involved. I had to be cryptic about my warning lest Athena find out I was on to her plan. Tell me, did you receive the second crystal?"

      "We have it," Sienna told him. "Are you saying Athena didn't plant it for us to use?"

      Dionysus shook his head. "I gave Katerina the crystal. I knew she'd use it to serve Anubis. Athena was occupied in the underworld at the time. It was my hope that by the time she learned Katerina was feeding Anubis information, you'd find it and use it to reap the gods to Olympus while we remained powerful enough to subdue them."

      "So, she didn't want us to send the Egyptian gods to Olympus yet?"

      "They were not strong enough to do what she hoped. However, as I told Cerberus, the Olympians were weakened. Athena might still succeed in overthrowing Zeus if she brings Anubis and Ra with her to Olympus."

      "But the other gods are imprisoned again!"

      Dionysus nodded. "For now. Once Athena takes the throne, she'll no doubt raise them to do her bidding. Still, this gives us a narrow window of opportunity to challenge her. Unlike the other Olympians, I withdrew from the fight to retain my power for the proper time."

      "You can defeat Athena?" I asked. "Along with Anubis and Ra?"

      Dionysus grinned. "Not alone! I will need the other gods. Do you have the crystal?"

      "I've got it!" Sienna held it out.

      "Good! I fear it is too late to save Olympus today. Athena will prevail. We need to hide the Olympians on Earth. In time, they'll regain their strength so we can retake Olympus."

      "You want us to capture the other Olympians and put them in golems?" I asked.

      "When you reap a god on Olympus, they go to Earth. I'll need the crystal to ensure they take a sustainable form. Their recent memories will falter. Still, they will retain their power."

      "What about the underworld?" Morty asked.

      "I need to imprison Anubis and Ra as well. With them out of the picture, the Reapers will be permitted to resume their activities. At that point, I will do what I can to prevent Athena from raising them again. I won't be able to hold her off forever, but hopefully, it will be long enough for the Olympians to regain their strength and retake Olympus."

      "What about me?" I asked. "Supposing we succeed, what can I do to help?"

      Dionysus grinned. "Only what you've always done. The more vampires, werewolves, and whatever else you send to Olympus, the better. It will take all of Athena's power to hold them off. The longer that remains true, the harder it will be for Athena to raise the other Egyptian gods."
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      Dionysus warned us that some of the gods might not appreciate being reaped, even if it was for their own good and for the sake of saving Olympus. We couldn't do it right away. We were supposed to sit back and chillax while the gods fought it out and weakened each other. We just had to reap the Olympians before Athena and the Egyptian gods could subdue and imprison them.

      Sienna couldn't come with us. She had to go back to Earth to create the golems the Olympians would inhabit after I reaped them. Dionysus gave Sienna specific instructions to create the golems. He also gave her a set of pendants that he insisted would attract each god to his or her designated golem.

      She was free to choose any physical appearance she thought was appropriate. What was essential was that the golems be empty vessels devoid of programming.

      Sienna was taking notes on a ripped cardboard beer box.

      "I have a question," Sunshine interjected. "Can we do the same for the daywalkers?"

      Dionysus narrowed his eyes. "I wish it was possible. The Archeus Crystal cannot sustain that many golems at once."

      I bit my lip. "What if we do it after we reap a god? Could one of the gods charge the crystal and allow Sienna to create enough golems to revive the daywalkers?"

      Dionysus stroked his jaw. "It's possible. However, to accomplish that, the daywalkers couldn't be reaped until after the last god takes a body. In addition, to attract the daywalkers to a body, you'll need a personal item attached to each golem."

      "Use their rings," I said. "You should be able to find them in the ashes where they died in the warehouse."

      Sienna nodded. "I should."

      "One more thing to consider," Dionysus continued. "Once a golem is inhabited, the soul within it will sustain it. You might need to create more golems as the ones you make are inhabited. It's also crucial that Zoey and the other Reapers who will raid Olympus not harvest the daywalkers too quickly. If any are reaped and a golem isn't yet ready, the soul will be left to wander on Earth."

      I nodded. "Make the golems as fast as you can. I'll have to pace myself when we go after the daywalkers."

      "How many Reapers can you send to help?" I asked. "Can you charge their blades the same way Athena did?"

      "I can," Dionysus confirmed. "However, my power is not the same as Athena's. I can only grant the ability to a few, but they will be able to reap all the gods they need to. The power will not wane with numbers but time."

      "How much time will they have?" I asked.

      "Two hours. Three at most."

      I snorted. "So, we're going to have to let the gods fight it out as long as possible, then reap all of them with just a few Reapers in a couple of hours?"

      "That is correct."

      "And we can't reap the daywalkers too quickly?" I asked.

      "It's a conundrum," Dionysus agreed. "You must act fast but not too fast."

      Morty cleared his throat. "Don't worry about the daywalkers. If Sienna cannot create golems for all of them, I'll harvest their souls after this is over. We can deliver their spirits to golems later."

      "This is possible," Dionysus agreed. "However, the daywalkers are a new kind of creature. We know from Katerina's example that a vampire will remain a vampire when her soul is revived in a golem. Daywalkers, however, were created differently."

      "I was there," I told him. "It happened we removed the human soul from the body but returned it before the vampiric curse was gone."

      "I suspect that the daywalkers’ souls are not transformed the same way as a vampire's. Since the daywalkers were vampires before they became daywalkers, they might return as common vampires."

      I sighed. "If that's the case, Clarence will retain control of them if he makes it back to Earth."

      Sienna cocked her head. "Couldn't we just do the spell that breaks the sire's bond?"

      Dionysus shook his head. "The spell you speak of requires something from the vampire's body. I cannot say if it will work if you use their new bodies. Since their original bodies are no more, there's a chance the bond is unbreakable."

      "Only if we send Clarence back to Earth," I countered. "Hades is still imprisoned in Hades."

      Sunshine shook her head. "That's confusing!"

      Dionysus chuckled. "That's what happens when you allow an egomaniac like him to name his own realm. But yes, Zoey, you are correct."

      "If he doesn't take part in this battle, we can free him, right? He'll still have enough power to govern his realm."

      Dionysus nodded. "This would be ideal. It would also prevent Anubis from resuming control over hell until he grows strong enough to challenge Hades."

      "Then it's clear what we have to do. Before we can go to Olympus, we have to go to Hades. We have to free the devil himself!"

      Dionysus grinned. "Indeed, though I must warn you, he doesn't appreciate being called 'the devil.' He has a real temper."

      "Noted!" I smiled.

      "This strategy is wise for more than one reason. I will drop you off, but you must go alone. I need to prepare the Reapers for raiding Olympus."

      "And I need to get to Earth and start working on the golems," Sienna added.

      Sunshine furrowed her brow. "I’m here too, you know. I can go with you, Zoey."

      I shook my head. "Sunshine, you've never been there. Hades is an awful place. It's too dangerous."

      Sunshine stared at me blankly. "We're doing this so we can ensure that Clarence doesn't rise again. If he does, don't forget that he will be able to control me, too."

      "He can do that now!" I protested.

      "Not so," Dionysus added. "Ra cast his sun over Hades. Since Ra is joining Athena to fight at Olympus, the sunlight he's cast there will allow Sunshine to operate as a daywalker. Clarence will be unable to control her."

      Sienna snickered. "Your name has never been so appropriate, Sunshine."

      "I know, right? Here I thought my parents were just hippies. They named my brother Rainbow. It fits because my brother is gay. Now my name fits, too!"

      I grinned. "All right, Sunshine. Let's go to hell."

      Dionysus nodded. "We'll drop you off. I'll return here with Morty to prepare the Reapers and pick you up on the ashen beaches of Hades in roughly twelve hours."

      "Twelve hours? Can't you speed this up a little?"

      Dionysus shrugged. "I can try. No promises. I encourage you both to work discreetly. Hades is swarming with regular demons and Anubis' jackals. If they capture you, all hope will be lost. They'll also torture you, which, I suppose, you'd prefer to avoid."

      "I'll reap them if I have to."

      Dionysus shook his head. "Do so sparingly. Any you reap will be sent to Olympus and join the fight. If they subdue and imprison the Olympians before you can send them to Sienna's golems on Earth, we'll lose Olympus to Athena and the Egyptian gods forever."

      I sighed. "All right, so no pressure. Avoid the demons and jackals until we can free Hades. Don't reap them, either. Can you at least tell me where we can find Hades?"

      Dionysus nodded. "He has a castle deep in the heart of his realm. I believe he's being held there in a prison forged by Anubis’ power."

      "How do we break into the prison?" I asked.

      "Since Anubis will be on Olympus fighting alongside Athena and Ra, there will be a crystal somewhere that provides the power needed to keep Hades imprisoned. Find the crystal and destroy it. Once Hades is free, let's hope he's angry enough at Athena that he'll allow you to leave."

      "There's a chance that he won't free us?"

      Dionysus nodded. "Hades is a temperamental bitch. He won't forget the role you and your hellhound played in defeating him before. Let's hope his wisdom prevails over his desire for vengeance."
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      Hell sucks. I know that's not the revelation of the century. No one wants to go there. It doesn't matter what you call the place. Hades, hell, perdition, the hot place, whatever. A rose by any other name smells just as sweet. The same principle applies to turds. Hell is the turd of the eternal realms. It wasn't the port of call I'd choose.

      In this case, despite the party atmosphere of Dionysus' vessel, it was anything but a pleasure cruise. Sunshine and I were on a mission to free Hades from his castle in the heart of hell itself. I didn't pack my sunscreen since not even an SPF of a thousand would be enough to protect us.

      My fears were confirmed when Sunshine and I set foot on Hades' ashy beaches. The sun Ra placed in the realm made it even hotter than before. Sunshine could have used the sun to empower her daywalker side, but, unsure about how it would impact her since the sun had been placed there by Ra, she kept her ring in place. It suppressed her vampiric nature, which in turn meant she had to endure the hellish sun like I did.

      At least Dionysus had had the forethought to give us each a jug of water. I was going to have to nurse it. It wasn't going to last long. I had taken two steps, and I was already sweating.

      "My God!" Sunshine pinched her nose. "What's that smell?"

      I sighed. "Sulfur."

      Sunshine gagged. "Smells like rotten eggs!"

      I nodded. "We'll get used to it eventually. Come on. We're going to be here a while. I'd rather free Hades sooner than later."

      "We don't know if he'll even take our side."

      I shook my head. "You're right. I'm hoping he'll be grateful that we freed him. That, and the fact that if we don't defeat Athena, Anubis will imprison him indefinitely, should be enough to convince him to set aside any hard feelings he might have toward me."

      Sunshine grunted. "I hope you're right."

      I watched as Dionysus’ cruise ship sailed across the Styx. "It's too late to turn back now."

      We made our way across the beach. Screams echoed in the distance. Tortured souls. Some of them were far away. Others sounded as if they were right next to us. When we turned to look, though, nothing was there.

      "This place is creepy."

      I nodded. "It's hell. What did you expect?"

      "Good point. I'm going to go to church when we get back."

      I snorted. "Because going to church makes you a good person?"

      Sunshine shrugged. "Can't hurt, right?"

      I grinned. "I've been in a garage. That doesn't make me a car."

      "Okay, I get it. But whatever I have to do to ensure I don't end up here..."

      "You're helping us save the world. I think that qualifies."

      Sunshine shrugged. "Might not matter. My mom says we're saved by faith, not works."

      "I'd say joining me on this mission is a pretty definite expression of faith."

      "Faith in what?"

      I shrugged. "What's good. What's right and true. You're fighting to save lives. I believe that kind of faith matters more than nodding along with some church's prescribed dogmas."

      Sunshine grinned, and her fangs caught the sunlight. "I suppose you're right."

      I raised my hand. "I heard something."

      "All this screaming? Of course, you did."

      "No, it's something else." I grabbed Sunshine and pulled her behind a large boulder of hardened magma.

      A pack of jackals ran past, howling as they sniffed the air.

      "Can they smell us?" Sunshine asked.

      I shrugged. "No clue. As much as I'm sweating, probably. We need to keep moving."

      We moved to another large boulder when the coast was clear. I didn't know how long this would work. The last time I came to hell, I’d barely left shore. Too bad Roy wasn't with us. He could have given us the tour and pointed us in the right direction.

      I dragged my forearm across my forehead in a futile attempt to wipe away the sweat. My eyes were burning. My skin was burning. I made a mental note not to wear black leather the next time I had to go to hell. I considered stripping and making the rest of the journey in the buff. If I did, at least my sunburn would be even. I was going to have one hell—pardon the pun—of a farmer's tan.

      Sunshine pointed at a pointy structure on the horizon, barely poking out beyond a giant mountain of ash and molten rock. "Is that it?"

      "Maybe. The heat is so bad everything is a blur. We need to get closer."

      "I don't see anywhere to hide between here and there."

      I pulled my hair into a ponytail. "I don't see any jackals. That doesn't mean none will show up."

      "There's no sense sitting here and thinking about it. We either go, or we bake to death behind this rock."

      I nodded. "All right. Conserve your energy. If any jackals show, we'll have to run."

      We made our way across the dry plain leading to the molten hill ahead of us. My feet stuck to the ground. I imagined the heat was melting the soles of my boots.

      I couldn't wait to get back to Dionysus' ship and take a dip in one of his many pools. Yeah, I'd be naked. Given who his passengers were, I'd fit right in.

      "What are you thinking about?" Sunshine asked.

      "Taking a swim in a cold pool. You?"

      "Ice. Lots of Ice. I'm trying to picture Antarctica in my mind."

      "Does it help?"

      Sunshine snorted. "Not really."

      We reached the hill without much trouble. After we climbed to the top, we saw the castle in the distance. I grabbed Sunshine and pulled her down onto the ground. The castle was surrounded by hundreds of jackals.

      "How are we going to get past?"

      I shook my head. "I don’t know. Even if I could reap them, I couldn't handle that many. They'd overwhelm us."

      We scurried backward on our bellies. The next thing I knew, something yanked me off the ground. I was in mid-air. Sunshine was next to me.

      We crashed into the ground. I turned.

      A ten-foot-tall creature with scaly black skin, fire in his eyes, and horns on his head stared at us and grunted.

      I touched the sigil on my wrist and summoned my scythe.

      "Don't do that." The beast had a deep, gravelly voice.

      "Well, since you asked..."

      "No, I need your help."

      I tilted my head. "You're a demon?"

      "My name is Belphegor."

      I furrowed my brow. "Never heard of you."

      "I am the demon of sloth."

      Sunshine smirked. "Sloth?"

      "Laziness," I explained. "Aren't there demons associated with war or kicking ass who could help?"

      Belphegor grunted. "I am all that remains. The others have been taken."

      I stood up and dusted myself off. "Let me guess. They went to fight, but you couldn't be bothered to get off your ass."

      "I am the demon of sloth. That does not mean I'm slothful. I assure you, I've done what I can."

      "You want us to help you save Hades?"

      The demon nodded. "I can get you past the jackals."

      "How do you know we're here to rescue him?" Sunshine asked.

      Belphegor narrowed his eyes. "I don't, but why else would you be here?"

      "Even if I could reap him, I'd just send him to Olympus."

      Belphegor grinned, which displayed the most frightening set of pointy chompers I'd ever seen. "Precisely. Either way, he'd be free."

      "That's a big castle. Do you know where he is inside?"

      "There's a dungeon in the catacombs beneath the castle."

      "Anubis is gone. We believe there's a crystal somewhere in there that's keeping Hades' prison active."

      "It will not be far from his prison. Free him, and I will escort you back to the shores myself."

      "If your master agrees to that." I scoffed.

      "Of course. Why wouldn't he?"

      I shrugged. "He and I have a history."

      "It does not matter. If you free him, he will be in your debt."

      Sunshine grinned. "I can imagine having the devil owe you one could come in handy."

      Belphegor slammed one of his hooved feet into the ground. "Do not call him that!"

      "Oops! Sorry! I forgot!"

      Belphegor turned around and took a deep breath, and when his composure was once again intact, he turned back to us. "The jackals are not smart. They are simple beasts. If I show myself, they will pursue me. I can fight them off for a time. When you free my master, please tell him of my need."

      I nodded. "We can do that."

      "You have to hurry. If the jackals catch me, they'll come for you."

      "We've got this, Belphie."

      "Belphie?"

      "Your name is hard to say!"

      The demon grinned a little. "I think you're just too lazy to say it."

      I tilted my head. "Was that a sloth-demon joke?"

      Belphegor shrugged. "It's a common misconception that demons don't have a sense of humor."

      Sunshine smirked. "I'm sure you're a riot."

      Belphegor narrowed his eyes. "This is the last hope I have to free my master. Do not fail."

      I wiped the sweat from my brow. "We won't."

      Belphegor took off down the hill, screaming. Fire burst from his body, and he hurled a ball of flames at the jackals.

      The beasts howled and took off after him. He ran across the hill away from us.

      We made our way around the side of the hill and down to the base. We needed a clear path to run, and if any jackals saw us coming down the hill, some would double back to our position.

      Once the plain in front of the castle was clear, we took off. The castle was surrounded by a moat of molten lava in which something scaly swam. I didn't know what it was, and. I wasn't going to stop and examine it to find out.

      A drawbridge led from the plains to the castle. We ran across it and through the arched opening.

      "The catacombs are below us," I told Sunshine. "We need to find stairs."

      She pointed at a metal grate in the middle of the large atrium we had entered. "I think that might be the only way in."

      We ran over to the grate, and when I touched it, it was hot. I yanked my hand back and placed my thumb in my mouth. "Ouch!"

      "Can you use your scythe?"

      "I don't think it cuts through metal."

      "Use the other end. You might be able to pry it open."

      "I can try." I summoned my scythe and jammed the butt into one of the openings of the grate, then pulled at an angle. The grate didn't budge.

      Sunshine grabbed a small stone and set it on the ground by the grate. "Use this as a fulcrum. If you can get under the edge of the grate..."

      "Might work."

      I managed to pry open the grate, then rested the bladed end of my scythe on the ground and used it to prop the grate open.

      A ladder that led into the catacombs below. Of course, it was made of metal and probably hot.

      Sunshine turned her shirt into a halter top, then tore the remaining material into four pieces. "It won’t be enough, but it will help protect our hands."

      I nodded and took a piece of Sunshine's shirt. It was thin cotton, so it would not do much. At the least, though, it might protect my skin long enough that I could get down the ladder. It was dark below. I hoped that meant the metal ladder would be cooler as we descended.

      With my hands wrapped in the pieces of Sunshine's shirt, I stepped onto the ladder and made my way down far enough that I could jump to the floor at the bottom.

      I landed on my feet, softening my landing by bending my knees. Sunshine mimicked my movements and landed next to me.

      "It's cooler down here."

      "Yeah, now it only feels like the hottest day I've ever experienced on Earth."

      Sunshine shrugged. "Compared to the rest of this place, I'll take it."

      "It's dark," I continued. "I'm going to use my scythe to light the path."

      "If you take it back, the grate will close."

      "If we don't free Hades, we won’t get out of here anyway."

      "Fair point."

      I pressed the sigil on my wrist. As my scythe re-materialized in my hand, the grate above us crashed shut with a bang that echoed through the tunnel we faced.

      My scythe was ablaze with what I had always considered to be hellfire. Now, I wasn't sure if that was what it was. I didn't feel anything radiating from it. I never did. Whatever the flame-like power that coursed through my scythe was, it came from another realm—probably Olympus. It did serve to illuminate the corridors ahead.

      We followed the tunnel until it turned, then found a set of stairs. As we went down, it got even cooler. Still hot but tolerable.

      We followed more tunnels and a few more sets of stairs down until we saw a red glow protecting a small opening on one side of the cavern.

      "That must be it," Sunshine said.

      I nodded. "The crystal must be here somewhere."

      "Any idea how big it is?"

      I shook my head. "No clue. The Archeus Crystal is a little larger than pocket-sized. I'm guessing it's similar."

      We stepped past the prison. Hades was staring at us. He looked even more frightening than I remembered now that I was looking at him through a hell-colored forcefield.

      "Hades, can you hear me?"

      Hades opened his mouth as if to roar, but nothing came out.

      "I think it's soundproof."

      "He doesn’t look thrilled to see you," Sunshine remarked.

      I shook my head. "I don't know. Maybe he has a resting asshole face."

      "Well, he is the devil. ‘Asshole’ is an understatement."

      I nodded. "Be thankful he couldn't hear you call him that."

      "Right. I keep forgetting."

      I ran my fingers along the wall. "It has to be here somewhere. I'm guessing Anubis didn't leave the crystal out in the open. Look for a loose stone or a compartment of some kind."

      Sunshine chuckled. "I think you've watched too many Indiana Jones movies."

      I found a seam on the wall and squeezed my fingers into a crevice. "I found something." I pulled a stone out. A red crystal glowed inside the compartment. I turned and smirked. "Indiana Jones knows his shit."

      "How do we break it?" Sunshine asked.

      I grabbed the crystal and slammed it into the ground. Nothing happened.

      Sunshine picked it up and threw it against the wall. Again, nothing.

      I bashed it with the butt end of my scythe. The strike sent the crystal flying down the corridor.

      I sighed. "I don't know if this is smart, but here goes nothing."

      I brought the blade of my scythe down on the crystal. When I did, the magic it held exploded and sent us flying back.

      I rubbed my head after I landed. Then I felt something clutch my neck and lift me to my feet.

      "Ouch! Dude, stop!"

      Hades glared at me. "What are you doing here?"

      "Rescuing your evil ass!"

      Hades huffed. "Why would you do that? You work for Athena."

      "Can you let go of my neck?"

      Hades squeezed tighter.

      "Look, she deceived me, just like she tricked you. I didn't know what she was planning. I had no idea!"

      Hades released me. "Very well. I believe you."

      I rubbed my neck. "You do?"

      Hades nodded. "Athena cannot be trusted."

      "I'm Sunshine, by the way. Hope this is the first and last time we meet."

      Hades nodded. "You should be so fortunate. You are like the creatures Ra commands."

      "I'm a daywalker," Sunshine agreed. "But Ra isn't here."

      "He's gone to Olympus, along with Anubis and Athena," I told Hades.

      "Then we must fight!"

      I shook my head. "Dionysus sent us here. He said you need to stay here and regain your position. Anubis cannot be allowed to return."

      Hades sighed. "Very well. But you cannot hope to defeat gods!"

      "We aren't going to defeat them. We're going to send them to Earth in golems before Athena and the Egyptian gods can imprison them."

      "This is Dionysus’ plan?"

      I nodded. "Sure is."

      "The god of wine has led many souls to me. I suppose I will trust him."

      "By the way," Sunshine said, "your sloth demon is out there, fighting off jackals. I think he could use a hand."

      Hades shook his head. "Lazy bastard. Meet me in my throne room. You look like you could use a drink."

      I shook my thermos. It was empty. "Yeah, we're parched."

      "I must regain control. What is your plan to fight the gods?"

      "Dionysus is going to meet us at the shore with his ship."

      Hades rolled his eyes. "Of course. I must go. As I said, meet me before my throne. You've done well." He took off, and his form blurred as he sped away.

      "Did he just compliment you?"

      I chuckled. "He did."
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      I don't think Hades realized how difficult it had been to get down to his dungeon. Getting up again? I wasn't sure how we were going to pull it off until I realized the whole place had cooled substantially. The ladder was still too hot to touch, though.

      "Have any more clothing to spare?"

      "Are you trying to get me naked, Zoey?"

      I smirked. "No offense, Sunshine, but you're not my type."

      "Damn! Well, a girl can dream, right?"

      I chuckled. "I'm going to pretend you didn't say that."

      Sunshine ripped a few more pieces from her shirt. "Too bad you can't rip leather this easily."

      "Now you're trying to get me naked?"

      Sunshine shrugged. "Like I said..."

      "Right, a girl can dream. I'm flattered."

      Sunshine grinned. "Just get your ass up the ladder. I'll be right behind you."

      The rungs weren't as hot as they had been on our way down. Still, climbing required more effort than going down. Pressing the grate open while holding on with one hand burning through what was left of Sunshine's shirt was even harder. I made it out and held the grate long enough for Sunshine to scramble out behind me.

      I dropped the grate and shook my hands. "Damn, that was hot!"

      Sunshine smirked. "I had a view while I was climbing up behind you."

      "Where's all this flirtation coming from?"

      "Well, we're no longer facing an imminent threat. Hades is out there reclaiming his realm. While we're still in hell, I figure I might as well embrace it."

      "Welcome to my throne room," Hades interrupted.

      I turned. "This is your throne room?"

      "It was. This architecture wasn’t to Anubis’ liking. I couldn't help but overhear your exchange. Do not be alarmed. While you're here, humans don’t possess what you might call your filters."

      "So, we speak what's on our mind?" Sunshine asked.

      Hades nodded. "It is why I know I can trust you. You could not lie to me here. Athena deceived you, even as she deceived me before."

      I shook my head. "You still hoped to overthrow Zeus."

      Hades shrugged. "Have you ever met Zeus?"

      I shook my head. "No."

      "We are not a wholly united pantheon. I admit I hoped to overtake Zeus. Struggles for power are as enduring as our existence."

      "So then, what Athena is doing isn't unusual?"

      "That's different. Tell me, Miss Grimm. On Earth, there are political foes even within your American government who struggle for power. Different parties rise and fall. Is that not so?"

      I nodded. "That's correct."

      "But if one of your parties chose to replace your entire government with foreign rulers, if they sought to overthrow your entire constitution and way of life, that would be treason."

      I nodded. "I see where you're going with this."

      "When Athena recruited the aid of the Egyptians gods, she crossed a line that even I would not dare to transgress, though I would like to rule Olympus."

      "You know, when this is all said and done, you and Dionysus will be the only two who retain your strength."

      "Dionysus has no aspiration to rule. I suspect you wouldn't like it much if he did. And if I were to seize Olympus now, I'd be no better than Athena. I'd have no gods apart from the vile Egyptians to do my bidding. Even then, I could not control them. She bound them to her will when she restored them. Until the Olympians are restored, I am content to protect my realm."

      I nodded. "So, you'll help us finish Dionysus’ plan?"

      Hades nodded. "I will, though I do have one request."

      "What's that?" I asked.

      "The vampire who betrayed me. Return him to me."

      "So, stake him. Don't reap him."

      Hades nodded.

      I sighed. "What are you going to do to him?"

      Hades grinned. "Nothing less than what he deserves."

      I popped my knuckles. "I think we can make that happen."

      Hades placed his hand on my shoulder. "Follow me."

      The burned lands were littered with dead jackals. Hades had eliminated all of them. He led us back up the hill we had descended. Belphegor was waiting for us.

      "He will take you the rest of the way. I have much to do if I'm going to rebuild my domain and prevent another incursion by Anubis. Give Dionysus my best."

      Belphegor muttered something under his breath. I got the impression that he'd rather be sitting on his ass doing nothing. He was a sloth demon. Still, he followed Hades’ orders. As long as we were near him, the heat was tolerable. If I got more than twenty feet away from him, it was hotter. Somehow, he tempered the heat to make our journey back to the shore more tolerable.

      Dionysus’ cruise liner was anchored offshore. The bridge extended from the ship, and we crossed it.

      The god was waiting with two glasses of red wine. He handed one to me and the other to Sunshine. "I presume the mission was a success?"

      I nodded. "Hades is back in charge of…well, Hades."

      Sunshine giggled. She glanced at me, then her eyes widened. "Holy crap. I can't believe the things I said to you in there, Zoey."

      Dionysus raised an eyebrow. "What did she say?"

      I sighed. "She flirted with me."

      A wide grin split Dionysus’ face. "We have a little time before we make it to Olympus if, you know, you two would like to use my room."

      Sunshine blushed. I shook my head. "Not going to happen."

      "Can we keep it to ourselves?" Sunshine asked. "I never would have said those things anywhere else."

      I smiled. "What happens in hell stays in hell."

      "Damn!" Dionysus shook his head. "I was hoping you'd let me watch!"

      I chuckled. "Sorry to disappoint you. Did you get the other Reapers?"

      Dionysus led us to one of the many clubs on his ship. Morty was there. So were Damon and Phil.

      “Three Reapers? That was all you could muster?”

      Dionysus nodded. “As I said, my power is limited. I must return to the helm. It is easy to sail to Hades. It takes much more effort to move against the current and reach Olympus. You should take this time to coordinate your efforts and prepare for the battle ahead.”

      “Thank you, Dionysus.”

      The god extended his hand, and another wine glass appeared in it out of thin air. He raised the glass, took a sip, and left us on the deck.

      Morty reclined on one of the deck chairs. He motioned at one of Dionysus’ many nymphs, who brought over a tray of fruity cocktails.

      “Is this the best time to drink?”

      Morty shrugged. “Cruise ship cocktails aren’t strong, Zoey. I’ve already had five, and I can barely feel a thing.”

      “How much has Dionysus told you about the plan?”

      Damon looked at me and grinned. “He didn’t say much. He kept referring to this as a rescue. I was hoping for a battle.”

      “The gods are battling. Athena has Anubis and Ra, along with Clarence and the daywalkers. I cannot say if the gods we reaped are still there or if the Olympians defeated them. Either way, our reapings weakened the Olympians. Athena’s plan was to imprison them in whatever void the Egyptian gods were in while she takes over, with Ra and Anubis at her side.”

      Morty sighed. “Dionysus told us that this would be tricky. We want the battle to leave Athena and the Egyptian deities as weak as possible. That means allowing the Olympians to fight as long as they can.”

      I nodded. “But not too long. We’ll need to reap them and send them to Earth to regain their strength.”

      Phil scratched his head. “Won’t Athena, Anubis, and Ra also regain strength while the Olympians are recovering on Earth?”

      “They will. That’s why I have to reap more supernaturals after we get back. The more we send to create havoc on Olympus, the better. If Athena and the other gods have to use their powers to fend off a constant stream of vampires, trolls, and whatever else I send them, they’ll never grow strong enough to thwart Zeus and the Olympians when they return to reclaim their domain.”

      “We’re also going to try to save the daywalkers,” Sunshine added. “Remember, you can’t reap any of them until after the Olympians are on Earth. Sienna has to prepare special golems.”

      “Isn’t Clarence still manipulating the daywalkers?” Morty asked.

      I nodded. “Hades wants us to send Clarence back to hell. We can’t reap him because he’d go to Earth. We have to stake him. That should also have the effect of loosening the sire bond. We need to go after him first. It will be a lot easier to do our job if the daywalkers aren’t under a compulsion to fight us.”

      “Not to mention,” Sunshine added, “that if they fight the Olympian gods, they might not survive. We’re trying to save them.”

      Cerberus sauntered between us, wagging his butt while his tail went along for the ride. He had all three heads out, and he held them high as if he were looking at us through his chins rather than his eyes. “I will move between the realms to confirm that the gods you reap have arrived on Earth and ensure that Sienna has enough golems available to complete the job. I’ll let you know when they’re all situated and Sienna is ready for the daywalkers.”

      Morty downed the rest of his cocktail, set it down on the deck, and stood from his chair. He straightened his cloak. “So, who wants to take down the vampire?”

      “I’d like to do it,” Sunshine volunteered.

      I shook my head. “That might be a problem. Until he’s dead, he can manipulate you.”

      “Then as soon as he’s gone, I want to join my sisters. I’m the only one who knows your plan. You could use our help while you’re fending off Team Egypt and trying to save Team Olympus.”

      “’Team Egypt’ and ‘Team Olympus?’” I raised an eyebrow.

      Morty snorted. “I’m still Team Jacob.”

      Sunshine narrowed her eyes. “You would be. You’re not a vampire. Team Edward all the way.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We’re not talking about vampire romance stories. We’re talking about killing a real deadly vampire and saving the world. I think we’re all on the same team. We’re all Team Olympus.”

      Morty shook his hands like pom-poms. “Beat ‘em, bust ‘em, that’s our custom. Go, Team Olympus!”

      We stared at Morty blankly for a moment.

      “Oh, come on! That was funny.”

      Damon cleared his throat. “Not really.”

      Phil stood there, shaking his head.

      “Are you sure you haven’t had too much to drink, Morty?”
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      Cerberus left to confirm that Sienna was ready. We had to do things in the proper order. I would go after Clarence. While Sunshine had more of a vendetta to settle with him, I had more than a few reasons to want him staked. He'd strung me along for months, posing as my handler and treating me like a supernatural assassin for hire.

      Cerberus aside—he had three faces—Clarence was as two-faced as they came. He was a master of betrayal. That was how he managed to get his bloodsucking ass out of hell after my mom staked him. He’d played me while working for both Athena and Hades, then siding with Athena after she betrayed her partner.

      Clarence had posed as a savior, a religious figure, to Jessna, Sunshine, and the other daywalkers. He'd founded the Order of First Light to deceive his followers into becoming vampires, then daywalkers, so he'd have an army of bloodsuckers to command.

      Athena wasn't dumb. She had known he was a traitorous bastard. He would probably turn against her eventually.

      I didn't care. Having a wildcard like Clarence out there made it difficult to know if the next move we were going to make was the right one. His plans often conflicted with mine. Sending him to hell and allowing Hades to have his way with him would take him out of the equation.

      It also meant the Olympians would have more time to fight. From what Dionysus had said, they had been weakened by the gods we'd reaped and sent to Olympus. The daywalkers would force the Olympians to expend more energy before rendering them vulnerable to Athena, Anubis, and Ra.

      If we took out the daywalkers, the gods could fight among themselves. Athena and the Egyptians would have to fight the Olympians without the advantage of weakening them with a pre-emptive daywalker attack. While the Olympians might still lose, by the time we reaped them, they'd have done enough damage to Athena, Ra, and Anubis that the gods wouldn't pose an enduring threat. Dionysus might be able to take them out, with or without Hades’ help, and restore the other Olympians.

      Morty, Damon, and Phil ascended Mount Olympus. They'd present Zeus with Dionysus’ plan. It would be better if he agreed than if we reaped his compatriots in secret. Dionysus was confident they'd agree…eventually.

      Morty could offer them a way out when it was clear that Athena was going to defeat them. The gods had too much hubris to agree to cut and run without putting up a fight. Still, Morty and the other Reapers offered them a chance to retreat, regroup on Earth, and return to Olympus in full force later.

      The shores of Olympus were much more pleasant than the beaches of Hades. There wasn't a sun over Olympus, but the skies radiated their own light. Was it the glory of the gods? Some other energy? I didn't know. Regardless, the temperature was perfect. In Missouri, we experienced all the seasons. Even so, a perfect day in the fall or spring was rare. We tended to go from bitter cold to unnaturally hot without lingering long in the pleasant middle.

      The perpetual climate of Olympus reminded me of an early May or late September day in Missouri. I wasn't hot. I wasn't cold. Like Goldilocks testing the little bear's porridge, it was just right. The air wasn't dry or humid. It was comfortable, and a sweet floral scent filled it.

      Olympus was supposed to be paradise. This was only my second time there, but on each visit, I faced greater threats than I'd ever encountered on Earth. If you were going to die, I supposed it was better to die in paradise. At least my soul wouldn't have far to wander to find peace, presuming I didn't become a meal for Anubis or Ra.

      Dying wasn't on my day's agenda. I had to succeed. The Earth and the underworld both depended on it.

      Most of the Olympian gods dwelled atop the mountain. The domain of Olympus was vast. The mountain was right in the middle, and it towered above a layer of clouds. No sun meant no evaporation. Presumably, the gods had created the clouds to shield their domain from view. They might also have given the Olympians a chance to organize and prepare for Athena's attack.

      I couldn't see Morty and the Reapers, and I didn't have a clue if the gods were fighting on the mountain or if Athena and the others were still preparing for their assault. I passed the place where Dionysus' circus tent had stood. I followed the trail I had taken the last time I was on Olympus.

      I didn't know where Clarence and the daywalkers were. If they were going to strike first to weaken the Olympians before Athena and company made their assault, I imagined they were already beyond the clouds. Athena, Anubis, and Ra could have been anywhere. I didn't see them. I couldn't risk them seeing me, either.

      I ascended Mount Olympus by following the trail I knew. I moved quickly between trees, hiding from view. Could Athena sense my presence? Maybe. I didn't know. I had to assume she could, so I had to do this fast. If she found me, I couldn't fight her off. She was still at full strength.

      The clouds over Olympus started to swirl, then they turned dark. Lightning bolts crashed to the ground all over the mountain.

      Zeus was fighting. Was he battling the daywalkers or Athena? I didn't know, but I ran up the trail as fast as I could.

      A static tingle filled my body as I moved through the clouds. I could only hope Morty and the Reapers had reached him and he knew why I was there. I'd never been struck by lightning. If Zeus blasted me, thinking I was still working with Athena, all would be lost.

      So far, so good. I continued running through the cloudy fog until I reached the other side. All the gods were there. The daywalkers led the assault, with Clarence in their midst. Athena and the Egyptian gods were casting whatever magic they could into the battle, taking cheap shots at the Olympians while they fought off the daywalkers.

      Athena had shielded herself, Anubis, and Ra.

      I hadn't seen Ra before. He had a bird-like head with a serpent coiled around his brow. His body was human-like in appearance. It was lean, tanned, and emanated a golden glow.

      They were occupied. If they knew I was there, they didn't show it. With the daywalkers under Clarence's thrall, my best shot at reaching him was to move through the daywalkers as quietly as I could. Once he saw me, he'd likely turn them against me.

      I circled around the battle until I could come at the daywalkers from an angle where Athena and the Egyptian gods wouldn't see me approach.

      I moved through the trees and bushes, staying low to the ground. Finally, I slipped out of the tree line into the crowd of daywalkers. They didn't respond as I moved through them. They were fixated on the Olympians. Several of the Olympians held blazing swords. When they swiped them toward the daywalkers, it threw them back and burned their skin, but it didn't stop them. Not yet. I didn't imagine it would be long before the Olympians killed them. I had to get to Clarence before that happened.

      I touched my wrist and summoned my scythe. I wasn't going to reap him but the opposite, and the pointed end of my scythe staff would work as well as a stake. I dove out of the crowd and plunged it into Clarence's back through his heart.

      The second I hit him, the daywalkers froze. They turned to me with furrowed brows and wide eyes.

      "Where are we?" Jessna asked.

      "On Olympus," I explained. "Clarence was forcing you to fight the gods."

      Jessna tilted her head. "That's not good."

      "You need to get out of here."

      Jessna shook her head. "We have to stop the other gods. Anubis is here."

      "Right. So is Ra."

      Jessna scratched her head. "I don’t remember everything that happened while Clarence controlled us, but I do know a few things. If Ra is here..."

      “What about Katerina?” I asked. “I’m pretty sure she was working with Anubis.”

      Jessna opened her mouth to answer. Before Jessna could speak, a giant ball of light appeared above them.

      I peered at him. Ra had his hands extended as he created a sun to retake control of the daywalkers.

      Jessna's eyes widened. "Run! You have to get out of here! I don't want to kill you, Zoey, but we can't resist..."

      The daywalkers changed. Their bodies glowed like Ra's. If I reaped the daywalkers now, they'd go to Earth as spirits. They wouldn't have the option to go into golems.

      The daywalkers charged the Olympians. Ra wasn't focused on me. Surely he knew I was there.

      Cerberus emerged out of thin air alongside me. "The golems are ready for the gods. Sienna is going to start making golems for the daywalkers. I already told Morty, and they're prepared to retreat."

      "Take me to Ra. I have to break his hold on the daywalkers. If we don't, the Olympians might not have time to escape."

      Cerberus expanded his body, and I climbed onto his back. I wasn't ready to reap the daywalkers, but Athena knew what was happening. She was unleashing all her power on the Olympians even as Zeus blasted her with lightning bolts.

      Athena's shield was fading. She was losing power, but not fast enough.

      Cerberus carried me through the crowd of daywalkers as they charged the Olympians.

      From Cerberus’ back, I could see the whole battlefield. Ra was channeling sunlight to control the daywalkers. Anubis was fighting the Olympians at the crest of the mountain while Athena blocked Zeus’ lighting strikes and shot her power at him.

      Morty, Phil, and Damon were reaping the gods Anubis was attacking. Cerberus had said Sienna would create golems for the daywalkers as the gods claimed their new bodies. That meant that if I had to, I could reap a few daywalkers. The problem was that Cerberus had taken me beyond the daywalker army, and we were heading straight for Ra. I had to get rid of him before the daywalkers overwhelmed the Olympians or the Olympians killed the daywalkers.

      This wasn't the plan. We were going to leave the Egyptian gods drained of power to languish on Olympus so Dionysus could show up later and imprison them. I didn't have a choice.

      I held out my scythe as Cerberus charged Ra.

      The Egyptian sun god stared at me with his eyes ablaze, then smiled. Why the hell was he smiling? My scythe cut into his body. He disappeared, and the sun he had created shattered into a shower of burning embers.

      One of them struck my shoulder, and it burned like Hades. Athena cast her magic into the air and, with a whirlwind, captured the rest of the embers and hurled them at Zeus.

      The Greek god buckled. Morty had swiped his blade through Zeus, saving him before Athena could strike him again.

      The daywalkers scattered. Jessna led them down the mountain. I jumped off Cerberus’ back.

      Athena pivoted and made eye contact with me before charging the daywalkers.

      "Quick. I need to know if Sienna's ready. I have to reap the daywalkers."

      Cerberus nodded and disappeared.

      I ran after Athena. Her power was waning, but I imagined she was still strong enough to put up a fight.

      The Olympians were gone. Athena threw one last blast against the daywalkers. It knocked them off their feet, but it didn't kill them.

      Then, Athena ran back up the mountain. Morty, Phil, and Damon stood there with their scythes in hand. The Olympians were gone. In fury, Athena charged the Reapers, screaming as her body glowed with her power.

      I had to help. If she was going after the Reapers rather than running, she was confident that she could kill them.

      She blasted them with a giant ball of magic. Their scythes, aglow with the kind of hellfire that allowed them to reap supernaturals, faded. She'd removed their abilities, and they were vulnerable. I was the only one who still had a weapon that could take her down. I'd send her to Earth if I did that, and I'd have to fight her there, but I'd save my brother and the Reapers.

      Morty, Damon, and Phil split up. She went after Damon first.

      I almost caught up to her when something grabbed me by the neck. My body left the ground.

      Anubis stepped in front of me and fixed his eyes on mine.

      "We meet again," Anubis began. "It is too late. You cannot stop us."

      Whatever power Anubis used to hold me by the neck tightened. I dropped my scythe and gasped for air as I saw Athena channel a blast into Damon's body. He turned into a pile of ash in front of her.

      I wanted to scream, but I didn’t have enough breath to make a sound. Phil charged Athena, and she blasted him the same way. Only Morty was left.

      My vision blurred. Anubis stepped closer. "Ah, I can sense the power in your soul..."

      Anubis opened his jaws over my face and inhaled. He was trying to siphon my soul.

      My body convulsing, I touched the sigil on my wrist.

      I turned my fist since I knew how my scythe would form. When it manifested, my blade ripped through Anubis’ chest. His grip on my neck faltered, then something else struck my neck. It was sharp. Someone tugged my head back.

      “Delicious.” Katerina pulled her teeth out of my neck. “Should I drain you? Perhaps I’ll chain you up and feed on you from time to time. You’re tasty enough!”

      My knees buckled beneath me. My head was spinning.

      “Get away from my sister, bitch!” Morty screamed.

      Katerina released me as Morty charged her. His scythe was no longer empowered to reap supernaturals, but he could still stake her. Katerina was too fast, though. She dodged his strike and caught the edge of his cloak.

      The vampire straddled my brother and ripped open his shirt. She dug her fingernails into his flesh, then lifted them to her mouth and licked them off. “The taste of Death…”

      I could barely move. While Katerina was distracted by Morty, I summoned my scythe. I tried to swing it at the vampire, but I was too weak. Katerina smirked and threw her body into my scythe. “See you on the other side.”

      Morty hadn’t lost as much blood as I had. He grabbed my hand and helped me to my feet.

      "Run!" I gasped. "Athena…she'll..."

      Athena extended her hand toward us. Her magic fizzled between her fingers. She was out of power.

      Morty charged and tackled the goddess. They crashed to the ground.

      I wasn't going to reap her. I'd already sent the two Egyptian gods to Earth. However, I still had the butt end of my staff. I stumbled toward Athena and raised my scythe over my head. I didn't know if staking her would send her to hell, but if it worked, Hades could have his way with her.

      I slammed my scythe down. Before it hit her, Athena disappeared in a cloud of golden mist. My strike hit the ground.

      "Damn it!" Morty shouted. "She got away."

      I shook my head. "She's out of power. This was the goal from the start."

      Morty looked around. "We lost Damon and Phil."

      I nodded and hugged my brother, but my embrace served two purposes. I needed to comfort him, and I also wasn’t sure I could stand on my own. All of Olympus was spinning around me. "I saw. I'm sorry, Morty. They died heroes."

      "What about the daywalkers?" Morty asked. "I think they left the mountain."

      I sighed. "Let's hope Sienna has the golems ready. It's time to send them home."
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      The daywalkers stood on the shores of Olympus. Sunshine and Dionysus were among them. Several of Dionysus' satyrs were on the beach, setting up the party god's carnival tent.

      Sunshine ran up and hugged me. "You did it!"

      I hugged her back. "We lost some people."

      Sunshine touched my neck. “What happened?”

      I panted since I was still trying to catch my breath and maintain consciousness. “Katerina. She bit me.”

      Sunshine touched the wound. “It’s just one bite. It shouldn’t be enough to turn you.”

      I nodded. “I hope not.”

      “Did you stake her?” Jessna asked.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t. She threw herself into my scythe. She wanted me to reap her. I’d already reaped Anubis. My guess is she went to Earth to join him.”

      "What now?” Jessna asked. “Sunshine said you were going to send us back in new bodies?"

      I nodded. "That's the plan. We have to wait for Cerberus to get back to give us the green light."

      “Will those bodies look the same?” Jessna asked.

      I frowned. “I really don’t know. Sienna is trying to make the golems fit you, but she didn’t have a daywalker yearbook to consult.”

      Jessna nodded. “Well, it’s something.”

      I tilted my head. I’d expected she’d be more grateful for the chance to come back to life. What was I missing? Everyone was attached to their body, so getting a new one, especially if you didn’t look like yourself anymore, might be a jarring experience. It would take time, but surely they’d eventually adjust. Roy had seemed to handle the body-swapping routine well.

      I looked around. Morty stood with scythe in hand, looking back up at the mountain. The clouds were gone. The peak glistened in whatever light sustained the celestial realm.

      I stepped up to my brother and put my hand on his shoulder to steady myself.

      "It should have been me."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Damon and Phil took Athena on, knowing they might not make it, Morty."

      Morty wiped a tear from his right eye. "I should have led the charge."

      "If you did, who would run the underworld? I don't want the job. You still have important work to do."

      Morty took a deep breath and nodded. "I know. You're right. Still, I can't help but feel like I failed Damon and Phil."

      "We don't know where they went, Morty. Maybe when Athena killed them, they went to Hades. We might be able to get them back."

      "I'm afraid that's not the case," Dionysus interjected as he stepped up beside us with a glass of wine in his hand. "If Athena killed them, she destroyed their souls."

      Morty clenched his fists. "I'm going to kill that bitch if it's the last thing I do."

      "She's hiding," Dionysus replied. "She won't appear again until she recovers her power."

      I sighed. "What about Anubis and Ra? I reaped them. I know that wasn't the plan, but I didn't have a choice."

      "You did what you had to do," Dionysus responded. "I cannot say what will become of them, only that since Athena is devoid of power, she will no longer be able to control them."

      "At least the other Egyptian gods were dealt with before we reaped the Olympians," Morty said.

      "Indeed." Dionysus took a sip from his glass of wine. "Let's hope the Olympians can track down the Egyptian gods and stop them before they find a way to revive their pantheon."

      Cerberus appeared in front of us, panting. He tried to talk, but he was out of breath. "Zoey! I came as fast... The gods..."

      I touched Cerberus on his back. He was using his Olympian head.

      "Calm down, buddy. What happened? Does Sienna have the golems ready for the daywalkers?"

      "She did," Cerberus panted. "But the Egyptian gods. They combined them and took them."

      "Anubis and Ra are incarnate?" Dionysus asked.

      Cerberus nodded.

      "What about Sienna? How about the Olympians?"

      "The Olympians were gone before it happened. They were confused. As for Sienna, she got away. Unfortunately, Anubis took the Archeus Crystal with him."

      Dionysus screamed and threw his empty wine glass to the ground. It shattered at his feet. "This is going to be a problem."

      "We'll deal with them," I said. "There has to be a way. The Olympians are on Earth, too."

      Dionysus shook his head. "You don’t understand. The Egyptian gods will devour souls to gain power. The Olympians would never do that. They'll take the time to restore their abilities. More, the golems won't retain their full memories. One golem per Olympian isn't enough to preserve their minds. I knew this would happen, but I expected they'd have time to recover their memories."

      I scratched my head. "But if the Egyptian gods took all the golems and combined them..."

      "They will have more of their memories and minds intact. Now, since Athena cannot manipulate them, they'll be of a single mind to restore their power and reclaim dominance for their pantheon."

      "Can you help?" I asked.

      Dionysus nodded. "The best thing I can do is help the other Olympians remember. I can try to protect them, but it won't be enough."

      I glanced over my shoulder. Sunshine and Jessna were listening to our conversation.

      "We'll stay here," Jessna stated. "Someone needs to protect this place."

      I shook my head. "We can still take you home. We could take you to the underworld on Dionysus’ ship, then use the portal to take you back to Earth."

      "Would we retain our abilities?" Jessna asked.

      "I don't believe you would," Dionysus replied. "But we don’t know."

      "Then we'd be useless in this fight," Sunshine said. "We want to help."

      "You could go back, Sunshine," I urged. "You were not killed. You came here in the flesh."

      Sunshine shook her head. "My place is with my sisters."

      Dionysus grunted. "I'm not a sun god, but if you're going to fight here, you need one. Let me see what I can do."

      Dionysus clenched his fists, gathered energy in his hands, and punched them toward the sky. A small sun, not as large as Ra's but bright nonetheless, formed in the sky. The daywalkers' bodies absorbed the energy, and their eyes turned golden.

      "It worked!" Jessna laughed.

      Dionysus nodded. "It will have to suffice. If Athena tries to emerge, it will be up to you to stop her before she recovers her power. She must not recover before the other Olympians return."

      "We can do that," Sunshine assured him. "What about Ra and Anubis?"

      "If Ra comes, you might fall under his influence again."

      "I'll make sure that doesn't happen," I promised. "I'll hunt him down and do whatever I can to stop him."

      "You must also stop Anubis. If you can recover the Archeus Crystal, it will slow him down. He will use golems to function as his beasts."

      "Won't that require he use whatever power he has left?"

      Dionysus nodded. "It will weaken him temporarily, but it's basic multiplication. Once he has golems working to siphon souls on his behalf, he'll be able to accumulate power more quickly."

      "But not like before. He can't command thousands of jackals to follow the schedule of souls."

      "That is correct. We must ensure that Hades is secure and the Reapers are back in charge so Anubis cannot reclaim that ability."

      I nodded. "It took several days of consuming thousands of souls to gain the power he accumulated before."

      Dionysus nodded. "We have a narrow window of opportunity to stop him."

      Morty cleared his throat. "One question. Do you know what happened to Charon? Without the Boatman, what are my Reapers supposed to do with the souls we harvest?"

      Dionysus sighed. "I fear Athena consumed his soul to gain power for the attack on Olympus."

      "Damn! What a bitch!"

      Dionysus grinned at me. "Indeed."

      Morty looked anxious. "So, back to my last question. What are we supposed to do with the souls we harvest?"

      Dionysus pinched his chin. "You'll need a new Boatman."

      "Where are we supposed to get one of those?" Morty asked.

      I smirked. "I think I know the perfect man for the job."
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      Dionysus took Morty and me back to the underworld aboard his cruise liner and dropped us off, then returned to Olympus. He said he'd come help us on Earth, but not before he was sure the daywalkers were equipped to protect Olympus.

      He had a few other errands to run as well. He needed to pay a visit to Hades. The gods of wine and death were going to have to work together to create new schedules for the harvesting of human souls. It wasn't the best pairing for the job, but at this point, they were the two gods I trusted the most. They were dedicated to preserving the preeminence of the Olympians. They'd do the best they could, which was preferable to allowing the Egyptian gods to manage afterlife affairs.

      Roy and my dad were on the shores of the River Styx, wading into the water knee-deep and casting fishing lines into the current.

      "Are you sure about this?" Morty asked. "He isn't exactly a paragon of virtue."

      I nodded. "He'll do the job well. More than that, I think we'll only have to pay him once."

      Roy and my dad reeled in their lines. Roy had a little more difficulty.

      "I think I've got one!"

      I nudged my dad. "There are really fish in the River Styx?"

      My dad shrugged. "Why wouldn't there be?"

      Roy grabbed the end of his line. A large fish of some kind dangled from his hook. Roy unhooked it and tossed it back into the river.

      I raised one eyebrow. "Catch and release? You didn't strike me as that type, Roy."

      "Usually I ain't, but I've had my fill for the day. I'll tell you what. This river is full of 'em."

      "I haven't had much luck." My dad shrugged. "But it's good fun."

      Morty glanced at Roy. "How'd you like to spend your eternity on the river?"

      Roy cocked his head. "Sounds like heaven!"

      "We need a new Boatman," Morty continued. "You can fish, of course, but your primary responsibility will be to ferry the souls we reap into the afterlife. Are you interested?"

      "Well, I'll be! That sounds dandy! One problem with that. I need me a boat!"

      I grinned. "We had a deal, you know."

      "You're gettin' me my sparkly boat?"

      I chuckled. "I have to go back and check on Sienna. We have a lot to do, but it's on the top of my list of priorities!"

      "Did ya hear that, Azzy?" Roy asked. "I'm gettin' a boat!"

      I narrowed my eyes and looked at my dad. "Azzy?"

      My dad sighed. "I told him my name is Azrael. He's called me 'Azzy' ever since."

      "It's a lot easier to say! What kinda name is Ass Real anyway?"

      My dad cleared his throat. "Azrael."

      "Azzy it is!" Roy chuckled. "Now, how soon will I get my boat?"

      "As soon as I can arrange it," I assured him.

      "People die all the time," Morty interjected. "It'll take weeks for us to track down all the wandering souls that accumulated in recent days. We need to get you on the river before the situation gets too far out of hand."

      "I'm ready. No, supposin' y'all get me my boat right away, someone's gonna need to show me where to go. I assume I'll be takin' people to hell and heaven?"

      My father nodded. "I'll help you get started. My schedule is pretty open. I just need to make sure I'm back in time for Bingo Night at the Satyr's Lodge."

      I rolled my eyes. "Is that really a priority, Dad?"

      "Tonight, the winner gets a microwave! Damn straight, it is!"

      I laughed. "All right, well, as long as Roy is trained before you take off."

      "Don't worry about it, Zoey. I might be an old Reaper, but I still have plenty of knowledge and wisdom to impart."

      "What about your ascension?" Morty asked.

      My dad shrugged. "I'm guessing that won't be possible until the Olympians are restored. I have time to spare, and I'm in no hurry."

      "Good to hear," Morty replied. "Because once you're done training Roy and you've won your microwave, I could use some help with the schedule. With so many wandering souls out there, it's going to get complicated."

      My dad smiled. "No problem, son. I'll meet you in my office…well, your office, and we'll get started while Zoey goes boat shopping."

      "I don't know if that will be enough time, Dad. We have a lot of work to do."

      My dad smiled and rested his hand on Morty's shoulder. "Once I have my microwave, we'll make popcorn. We'll handle this problem together."
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      I stepped through the portal and landed on my feet in my apartment. Sienna was on my couch, her head resting on my mom's shoulder.

      I sighed in relief. I had been worried that Anubis and Ra had caught her. I sat down on the couch next to them.

      I took a deep breath. "We did it."

      "You saved Olympus?" Sienna stared ahead at the blank screen of our television.

      I nodded. "Couldn't have done it without you. All the Olympians are on Earth."

      Sienna nodded. "Yeah. So are the other gods."

      I shook my head. "That's not your fault. I had to reap them. If anything, it's my fault. I had no idea they'd take over the golems."

      "What about the daywalkers?"

      "They're staying on Olympus. Athena is still there, but she’s in hiding. They wanted to make sure she didn't regain her power."

      Sienna sighed. "So, I'm the only daywalker left?"

      I shrugged. "On Earth."

      "And you have friends here," my mom added.

      Sienna rubbed her eyes. "I know. They weren't exactly friends anyway. Still, they were like me."

      "I hate to ask this of you right now, but I need your help."

      Sienna sighed. "What is it?"

      "Any chance Gordon's estate is selling his boat?"

      "Is that really a pressing issue?" my mom asked.

      "It is. Roy is going to be the new Boatman. He needs a boat."

      Sienna took out her phone and started searching.

      "How are you going to get the boat to the underworld?"

      I chuckled. "I'll send it through the portal."

      My mom snickered. You're going to put a boat into Morty's office?"

      I grinned. "Yup. They'll have to figure it out from there."

      My mom laughed. "Your brother is going to freak out."

      "He agreed to the plan. I don't think he considered how I'd have to deliver the boat. Worst case scenario, Cerberus can expand his body and take the boat with him on the astral plane down to the river."

      Sienna showed me her phone. "I don't know if this was Gordon's boat, but it looks like it."

      I nodded. "It'll do. Contact the seller. I'll pay for it."

      Sienna tapped her phone and sent the seller a message. "I'll let you know when he responds."

      I nodded. "Just send the address. I'll bring the portal crystal with me and send it straight from the pickup point."

      My mom raised an eyebrow. "You're going to do that in front of the seller?"

      I shrugged. "Of course not. I'll pay him and sign the title. I'll tell him I'm waiting for a truck, and hopefully, he won't hang around."

      My mom grinned. "Good luck with that."

      "Any word from Kevin? I need to talk to him."

      "He's on his way over," Sienna told me. "He's been checking in every fifteen minutes, worried sick about you."

      I laughed. "Sounds like Kevin."

      My mom rested her hand on my knee. "To be fair, you were going to hell and battling gods. I'd be concerned about your relationship if he wasn't worried."

      I nodded. "Good point. I know this is hard for you, too, Mom."

      My mom shrugged. "What do you mean?"

      "We just learned that Athena has been playing us for years. She used both of us, not to save the world but to try to take over Olympus."

      My mom shrugged. "She made a big mistake."

      "Well, obviously. She didn't win."

      "I mean, she made the mistake of choosing a couple of badass chicks to use as her puppets. I don't think she anticipated that you'd be the one to stop her."

      "I couldn't have done it without all of you. Without Morty and the Reapers..."

      "What is it?" my mom asked.

      I took a deep breath. "We lost Damon and Phil in the battle."

      Sienna stared at me. "They didn't make it?"

      I shook my head. "Athena killed both of them. Dionysus said she destroyed their souls."

      Sienna shook her head. "I'm sorry to hear that."

      I nodded. "A lot more lives will be at stake if we can't track down Anubis and Ra. I'm going to need Kevin's help to find them."

      There was a knock on the door.

      "Speak of the devil!" my mom exclaimed.

      I chuckled. "Nope. I met the devil earlier today."

      "Point taken!"

      I answered the door. Kevin walked in and wrapped his arms around me. "I'm so glad you're back."

      I squeezed Kevin. "I'm glad to be back."

      "Up for ice cream?"

      I nodded. "That sounds nice. We have a lot to talk about."

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. "Is everything okay?"

      I nodded. "It will be. We saved Olympus, but we have another problem."

      "What is it, Zoey?" Kevin asked.

      I sighed. "You're going to be busy. There are a couple of Egyptian gods here in the flesh. If they haven't yet, they're going to start killing people and consuming their souls."

      Kevin tilted his head. "Well, we haven't had any bodies turn up today. How many bodies are we talking about?"

      I sighed. "They'll need thousands. The faster they can get them, the better."

      Kevin sighed. "I'll put out an alert for extra security at mass gatherings."

      "That would be a good start."

      "Anything we can do to stop them?"

      I shrugged. "I won't know where to look until the bodies start piling up."

      Kevin grabbed my hand. "Is there anything we can do to stop them before that happens?"

      I shook my head. "I don't know. For now, though, I'd really enjoy getting ice cream with my man."

      Kevin kissed me on the cheek. "I'll drive."
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      We stopped by a custard place not far from my apartment. I got a cookie dough concrete. Kevin went for a hot fudge sundae. Predictable. He was a traditional guy. He had a flair for adventure, of course, but when push came to shove, he took comfort in the tried and true.

      He also got a little ice cream on his cheek. I laughed.

      "What is it?"

      I grabbed a napkin and wiped it off. "You're like a big kid."

      Kevin smiled. "I'm just a boy at heart."

      I grinned. "Yeah, men don't ever grow up."

      Kevin raised his eyebrows. "True! We don't. Can I make a confession?"

      I shrugged. "Sure."

      "I still find fart jokes funny."

      I almost spit out my custard. "Everyone does, but most of us are too conditioned to be 'adults,' so we pretend we don't."

      "That's one of the many things I love about you."

      I tilted my head. "That I appreciate fart jokes?"

      Kevin laughed. "Not exactly. You've grown a lot since we first met. You've saved dozens of lives. You've even saved the world a time or two, and despite all that, you're still the same Zoey at heart. I don't know how you do it."

      "What do you mean?"

      Kevin put his spoon back in his sundae. "In my line of work, we see the worst in people. We don't get to see all the good things people do. When the shit hits the fan, when bodies hit the floor, when someone gets shot, we're there. That's one reason there's so much turnover on the force. After a while, a lot of cops get jaded, and it turns them bitter. The good ones get out before they do something reckless and hurt someone."

      "And the not-so-good ones?"

      Kevin shrugged. "You've seen the news. They hide behind the badge. They get cynical and fearful. They make mistakes."

      I took another bite of my concrete. I didn't bother swallowing before I responded. "What does that have to do with me?"

      Kevin grinned. "People and gods have betrayed you more than once. You've faced off with vampires and deities and prevailed. You've grown by leaps and bounds, but none of that has changed you. Your heart is still the same."

      I took Kevin's hand in mine. "I don’t know about that, Kevin. My heart has changed."

      "How so?"

      "I used to be afraid to give my heart to anyone. You said it before. Betrayal and abandonment are big issues for me. I don’t know if that stems from my parents and growing up without my mom or from everything else that's happened since. Now I've opened my heart to love. I love you, Kevin."

      Kevin gazed into my eyes. "I love you, too."

      "You have changed me. I'm a better person because of you."

      "I feel the same way."

      I leaned in for a kiss. My phone dinged.

      "Do you need to check that?"

      I sighed. "Probably."

      I had a text from Sienna.

      
        
        You need to come home. You have visitors.

      

      

      What about the boat? I texted back.

      
        
        Sold! You can get it first thing in the morning. You really need to come back.

      

      

      I sighed. "Sienna says we have visitors."

      "Visitors?" Kevin asked.

      I shrugged. "I don't know why she doesn't just spell it out."

      
        
        I texted again. Who is it?

      

      

      
        
        Just come home.

      

      

      Kevin drove me home and followed me back up to my apartment.

      Delphine was standing beside an elderly man with a long white beard.

      "Um, hello? How did you know where I live?"

      Delphine tilted her head.

      "Ah, yes. You're psychic."

      Delphine grinned. "I also have the Internet. You aren't hard to find."

      I grunted. "I thought my records were hidden?"

      "It's the Internet, honey. Nothing is hidden."

      The old man stood up and extended his hand. "Hello, Zoey."

      I cocked my head. "I'm sorry. Do I know you?"

      "We've encountered one another from a distance in the past," the man told me. "We need to talk."

      I snorted. "I don't know who you are."

      Delphine laughed. "This is Zeus, dear."

      My jaw almost hit the floor. "Zeus? Are you kidding me?"

      "I'm not sure why my name is humorous," Zeus still had his hand extended.

      I shook it. "Yeah, sorry. It isn't. I just didn't expect you to show up."

      "The Oracle alerted me to the presence of the Olympians," Delphine said. "I found Zeus first. I'm helping him restore his memories."

      "I believe I owe you a debt of gratitude," Zeus continued.

      I shrugged. "It was nothing. Seriously, if I had known what Athena was planning, I'd never have helped her."

      Zeus grinned. "She deceived all of us. You aren't that special."

      I tilted my head. "I'm not special?"

      Zeus laughed. "Not in that way. We need your help finding the other Olympians."

      I shrugged and looked at Delphine. "Can't the Oracle help with that?"

      "Not all of the gods were willing to speak to the Oracle, dear."

      "They're afraid Athena will find them."

      I pressed my lips together. "Well, she's hiding and powerless on Olympus."

      "Your friend here said that some of your friends are working with Dionysus to guard my domain."

      I nodded. "That's right."

      "I'm also aware that a couple of other gods who are not my kin have made their way to Earth."

      I frowned. "Anubis and Ra."

      "They must be stopped."

      "Can you help with that?" I asked.

      "Not alone. Not without my fellow Olympians. Even then, I fear we lack the collective power to imprison them."

      "I can't help you consume souls."

      "I wouldn't ask you to. That's not our way. However, if the Reapers resume their work, we will grow stronger in time."

      I nodded. "Because the souls we harvest strengthen you, even if you don't devour them like Anubis?"

      "Precisely. It is important that we do everything to get the underworld operational again."

      "Already on it. I have a new Boatman! I just have to bring him a boat."

      "Good!" Zeus said. "There's one other problem we must address."

      I sighed. "Of course there is. There are always problems."

      "The other Olympians are not convinced they want to return to Olympus."

      I furrowed my brow. "Why not?"

      "It's been centuries since many of us set foot on Earth. My fellow gods are both angry and curious."

      "Angry about Athena?"

      Zeus nodded. "Some of them, though they do not remember recent events. As far as they know, you're still working for her."

      "Then tell them I'm not!"

      "Many of them also blame me for lacking the foresight to predict my daughter's betrayal."

      I sighed. "Right. I almost forgot Athena was your daughter. I guess that will make family meals awkward."

      Zeus laughed. "To say the least. I'm sure you can see the issue. Without the other gods, I cannot hope to stop Anubis and Ra. Convincing the others to join me again will be difficult."

      I shook my head. "Hades said the gods are always looking for ways to challenge you for control."

      Zeus nodded. "And he's one of them. No matter; this is how it has always been. We are the definition of a dysfunctional pantheon."

      "No offense, but if the other gods think I'm still in league with Athena, wouldn't working with me make things worse?"

      "I've considered that," Zeus admitted. "However, you're the only mortal since ancient times who has stood against gods and prevailed. In the end, we cannot subdue Anubis and Ra without you. We cannot imprison them on Earth without opening a portal that would effectively swallow the world. If we're going to stop the Egyptian gods, you'll have to reap them."

      "I can't do that until you're powerful enough to stop them."

      "And I won't be powerful enough unless we can prove to the other Olympians that you are on our side. Even with the Reapers working on the schedule, we won't gain enough power as individual gods to challenge Anubis or Ra. Not without consuming human souls. If, however, all of the Olympians work together and fight them on Olympus, we stand a chance."

      Kevin cleared his throat. "Pardon me for speaking, Your Highness..."

      "You can call me Zeus."

      "Right, Zeus. My apologies. I'd rather not see the Egyptian gods kill that many people. Surely there's a way to stop them before that happens."

      Zeus folded his hands at his waist. "The only way to do that would be to reset the Reapers' schedules. To do that, we'd have to know which people Anubis and Ra intend to kill. Then the Reapers would have to beat them to the targets."

      "So, there is a way?" I asked.

      Zeus shook his head. "I don't know of any way to predict which humans Anubis or Ra will kill. They are of another pantheon. I cannot read their minds."

      I turned to Delphine. "Can you find out?"

      Delphine sighed. "Perhaps, child. But to do so, I'd have to open myself up to a number of malevolent spirits. If I give those spirits a foothold, a chance to interact with the material world, the horrors they might unleash will make what Anubis and Ra have planned seem like child's play."

      I bit my lip. "What kinds of malevolent spirits?"

      "I'm speaking of demons, child."

      I shrugged. "I met a demon. They aren't so bad!"

    

  







            AUTHOR NOTES - THEOPHILUS MONROE

          

          

      

    

    






JUNE 20, 2022

        

      

    

    
      It’s hot as the dickens this time of the year in Kansas City. Until recently, I had no idea what a “dickens” was. It was something my dad used to say. Fathers say weird things. As a father of three, I’m sure I do too. 

      I Googled “dickens” (which is something you have to be careful about) and discovered it’s an idiom for “the Beast,” sometimes called “the Devil.”  I suppose I could have titled this book Deadly Dickens. Then again, I think the title I went with is much better. I’m not the sort who gives much thought to the way I hope to die someday—but if I had to choose between being killed by a “beast” or the “dickens,” I’d probably have to go with the beast.

      Why does so much of Zoey’s story take place in Kansas City, anyway? Well, there are several reasons I chose the city. First, as you may have figured out from the beginning of my notes, I live there (sort of). Technically, I live about an hour east of Kansas City on about three acres where I can do all my writing in peace (when the three little “dickens” in my house aren’t causing a ruckus). I also grew up here. Second, we just found out that Kansas City is going to be a host city to the World Cup in 2026. A pretty significant accomplishment for a city that is relatively small compared to markets like New York, Chicago, or L.A.

      I suppose featuring a city like my hometown in a story makes sense, then. It’s an up can coming place and I know my way around. If you’ve read the other series Michael and I wrote together, The Elven Prophecy, it was set in St. Louis. I lived there for about ten years, so again, I like to write about places I know. 

      Why, then, does hell (Hades) keep coming up in these books? I’ve never been there, I swear. I hope I never do go there. Then again, chances are the way I depicted the hot place isn’t at all what it’s really like. I’m sure the real one (if you believe in that sort of thing) is full of the “dickens.” 

      Stay tuned. Angry Gods is coming soon. I’m still not done with it, though. I’d better get to work and start writing like the “dickens”!  

      

      
        
        Best!

        Theo
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JUNE 28, 2022

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well!

      Dear Diary: It's Day Twenty-eight, or is it Twenty-nine, in Europe, and I'm starting to hallucinate.

      I'm pretty sure I read Theophilus' author notes, and he mistook Word Cup for World Cup and typed it wrong. I Googled the info, and I'm pretty sure he meant (and it was probably fixed) World Cup.

      Way to go, Kansas City!

      

      Best time in London ever, but I'm so ready to go home.

      I am speaking at the SPF (Self Publishing Formula) 2022 London event tomorrow, and then we'll sleep one more time in this historic city (we have been here since Saturday. It's Tuesday right now, and we've been in Europe since the first of the month.)

      Then, a "short" ten-hour trip home on the plane and a call to my favorite delivery Chinese place and VEEEEGGG with Skinwalker Ranch.

      (Editor's note: OK, Michael, I'll admit I was very confused. I know what you eat, and vegetables with ranch dressing isn't it, and certainly not from a Chinese place. But that's what it sounded like. I wanted to know what Skinwalker Ranch tasted like cuz…EW! PS—you should be able to get rockin' Chinese food in London!?)

      Skinwalker Ranch (or I suppose the full title on the History Channel is 'The Secret of Skinwalker Ranch') is my weakness. It is the Real Housewives of <<name some city here>> guilty pleasure for the paranormally inclined.

      Like me. And my parents.

      It's so good that I got my Dad and Mom hooked on it. When I spoke to my dad on Father's Day, he admitted they AREN'T watching it! It seems they are saving the viewing so they can binge-watch the entire Season Three at the end when everything is out.

      Bastards.

      That means I have no one in my family to gossip about the series with. My wife doesn't watch it (nor do I watch ANY of the Real Housewives of <<insert city here>> either, so I'm calling it good.)

      It's frustrating that my OLDER PARENTS are binge-watchers. What happened to savoring the anxiety of one's anticipation each week? I must be the hipster here.

      I miss it so much that I purchased the cheap version of the next show (I'm three shows behind due to European travel) and was all excited to sit down and enjoy it while I ate in my room.

      Only to find out I couldn't download the SOB (probably) due to licensing restrictions…DAMN YOU, EUROPEAN LICENSING RESTRICTIONS!

      Yes, I did try a VPN.   No Fix for me!

      (Editor's note: I have this problem over there too. Couldn't watch The Great British Bake-Off in Greece. So bummed! VPN didn't work for me either.)

      Well, Thursday night, when we arrive back home, I'll call the Chinese food place, sit down on the couch, and hope to God my cable box recorded all the weeks.

      If not, that screaming in anguish you hear is me.

      Enjoy your day, and talk to you in the next book!

       

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

       

      
        
        MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE:

        https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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      Sienna couldn't stop giggling as our little ragtag bunch of god-hunters climbed into Delphine's late 1970s Volkswagen van.

      "Into the Mystery Machine, we go!"

      I tilted my head. "What are you talking about?"

      Delphine grinned and placed her fingers on her lips to stifle her laughter. Apparently, she got the joke.

      "Haven't you ever seen Scooby-Doo?" Sienna asked.

      I scratched my head. "Isn't that a cartoon? We didn't have many of those in the underworld. We imported a few. I think we had Sponge Bob SquarePants, and Morty was really into Beavis and Butthead."

      Sienna tilted her head. "Why doesn't that surprise me?"

      Kevin climbed in the van behind the rest of us. Then, Cerberus hopped up. "Now that Scooby is here, we are good to go."

      I raised an eyebrow. "What's the joke? I don't get it."

      Zeus placed his massive palm on my shoulder. "It's all right, Zoey. I don't understand the joke either."

      "We're off on a mission to find a culprit," Sienna explained. "We're in a van almost exactly like the one they used. We have a talking dog. We have a clean-cut pretty boy. Kevin, that makes you Fred. You're Daphne, Zoey. I'm Velma. Zeus is Shaggy!"

      "What about me?" Delphine asked.

      Sienna pinched her chin. "Well, you aren't the bad guy, but in every episode, the bad guy is wearing someone else's face. You can wear other people's faces. You know, when you let a spirit take over your body. It sort of fits!"

      Zeus narrowed his eyes. "Who is this 'Shaggy?' Was he a god?"

      Kevin had to swallow his laughter. "He was out of place, clumsy, and a little awkward. Still, he usually stumbled his way into solving the crime, often by dumb luck."

      Zeus tugged on his long white beard. "I confess, inhabiting a meat suit for the first time in centuries is awkward. However, the issue of luck is fitting to the Olympian we're looking for."

      Kevin nodded. "From what I understand, Harrah's had to close down last night. She started at the blackjack tables. Then, she hit the dollar slots. Jackpot every time. The casino thought she was some kind of mastermind and called us in to investigate."

      Zeus nodded. "That's Tyche. She's the Olympian goddess of chance, though I suspect that like the rest of the Olympians, she doesn't have a clue who she is."

      Delphine was driving. She pulled onto the interstate and glanced at us in the rearview mirror. "If we can get to her, I can help her restore her memory."

      "Just as you did for me!" Zeus exclaimed. "It might be more difficult than we're expecting."

      "Why?" I asked. "She's a luck goddess, right? It's not like we're going after Ares. At least, not tonight."

      "She controls not only her fortune, but she can manipulate the fortunes or misfortunes of those around her. We'll need to approach her with care. The slightest hint that we're after her or trying to take her against her will, and as you humans say, that ship is likely to sail right into the fan."

      I snickered. "It's ‘the shit hits the fan.’ That's the saying. But we get the point."

      Zeus tilted his head. "Why would anyone throw poop at a fan?"

      "Good question." Sienna snickered. "That's crappy behavior!"

      I rolled my eyes. "I don't know! People say weird things."

      "And quite unexpected. That's what you should expect when we close on Tyche. If there's anything unfortunate that can befall us if she suspects we're after her, it will happen."

      I turned to Kevin. "You're certain she's at Argosy?"

      Kevin nodded. "After the incident at Harrah's, we shared her image from their security cameras with other casinos. Technically, she hasn't broken any laws. Until we have evidence that she has, the department's hands are tied. Still, she's a person of interest and the subject of an ongoing investigation."

      Zeus laughed. "She doesn't need to break the law. Even if she did, good luck arresting her."

      I grinned. "Was that a joke?"

      Zeus nodded. "I suppose it was, though it was an unfortunate one."

      "Another joke!"

      Zeus laughed. "That time, it was unintentional. Even if she breaks every law on the books, any chance she has to evade capture will fall her way. Without her memories, I suspect her powers are operating by instinct rather than conscious effort. Our best chance to catch her will be to approach her as friends. The sooner Delphine can restore her memories, the better the chance we have to get her on our side."

      I nodded. "She'd certainly be a powerful ally. We'll need all the luck we can get if we're going to stop Anubis and Ra as they steal people's souls and try to gain power."

      Zeus nodded. "My thoughts exactly. The issue is, like the rest of my fellow Olympians, her powers are minimal at present."

      "Minimal?" Kevin raised one eyebrow. "She cleaned out a casino last night. She's planning to do the same tonight."

      Zeus nodded. "Her luck might run out. It will take time before her powers return."

      "Is there any way to predict when that will happen?" I asked.

      Zeus shook his head. "Her power works mostly through subtlety. It's not like conjuring lightning. In my current state, I might deplete the power I've gained since inhabiting this body with just a few strikes. Hers will probably last longer."

      Kevin sighed. "Well, let's hope we catch her at the moment her luck runs out."

      Zeus laughed and shook his head. "That's the problem, isn't it? You'd have to be quite fortunate to stumble upon her at that moment. It would depend on luck. Until she runs out of luck, as you put it, you're not likely to catch her."

      I grimaced. "Well, I don't suppose there's a god of irony out there who might help us out, is there?"

      Zeus shook his head. "Not in my pantheon."

      Delphine pulled into the lot at the casino. Kevin passed around his phone so we could get a good look at Tyche's photo, which wasn't the clearest image. She looked like your average wealthy middle-aged Midwestern woman. Her hair was dark and short. Based on the men standing around her at the craps table, she was tall but not so much that she'd stand out from the crowd.

      She was decked out in jewelry, likely provided by her fortuitous gambling habit. From what I could see from the grainy image Kevin had shared, she had two strands of pearls around her neck, a golden brooch, and diamond tennis bracelets on both of her wrists. She was also wearing an expensive dress and a pair of designer heels. The night before hadn’t been the first time she'd tried her hand at games of chance. It had been only the first time she'd done it on a scale that had garnered the attention of a casino’s managers.

      Kevin flashed his badge at a security guard on our way in, and they whispered back and forth. I didn't know what Kevin told him, but it was enough to elicit a kind smile from the hulking shaven-headed man. The guard said something into his portable radio, probably to let the rest of his team know what was up.

      I wasn't used to taking a secondary role on a mission to capture a supernatural. Usually, I led the charge. This time, though, Sienna and I stayed back while Kevin led Zeus and Delphine to the slot machines. The plan was simple; Delphine would try to restore enough of Tyche's memory that she'd recognize Zeus and hopefully follow his lead. We'd take her back to my apartment in Delphine's "Mystery Machine," and they'd help her recover the rest of her memory there.

      Part of the plan depended, ironically, on luck. Delphine couldn't predict which of Tyche's memories would return first. We hoped that since Zeus was the king of Olympus and Tyche had spent thousands of years following his lead, he'd be among the first things she recalled.

      Tyche was surrounded by handsome men at least ten years her junior. Apparently, the goddess’ idea of "getting lucky" involved more than her financial interests. She was seated at one of the five-dollar slot machines, but the lack of flashing lights suggested she hadn't yet pulled the handle. She was taking her time, relishing in the experience and attention she was getting from her suitors.

      Kevin joined Sienna and me as we watched from afar. "If things go south, there's no telling what might happen. Our priority is to keep everyone safe."

      I shrugged. "Zeus said she's not a malevolent deity…most of the time."

      Kevin nodded. "Still, if she thinks she's cornered, there's no telling what kind of misfortune would befall anyone who gets in her way. We have to be ready for anything."

      "Anything?" Sienna raised her eyebrows. "When it comes to chance… Hell, a meteor could come crashing through the ceiling if that's what it takes for her to make a lucky escape."

      Kevin chuckled. "Yeah, but what are the chances…never mind."

      "Everything is going to depend on Delphine and how much of Tyche's memory she can restore. If she doesn't remember coming to Earth and her essence being placed in a golem, who knows how she'll react? The definitions of fortune and misfortune will be connected to her perception of the situation."

      Sienna sighed. "My fingers are crossed. That's for good luck, right?"

      I grinned. "We'll see."

      Zeus and Delphine approached Tyche. With her back turned to the slots, they had no choice but to make their way through the small crowd of hunky men around the goddess.

      A waiter walked by and offered me a drink. I waved him past. Sienna dismissed him too.

      My stomach churned. If this worked, we'd gain a huge advantage over Anubis and Ra. If it didn't? Well, there was no telling what might happen. The Egyptian gods hoped to gain enough power that they could go to Olympus and take over. Athena was there somewhere, lurking in the shadows. She was trying to rebuild her power as well.

      The other daywalkers, empowered by the temporary sun that Dionysus conjured over Olympus, were there to frustrate her efforts. Once Anubis and Ra arrived, though, they'd become a liability.

      Ra was a sun god, so he could create a sun more powerful than the makeshift ball of light Dionysus had crafted. If he did, he'd be able to command Jessna and the daywalkers and use them to get rid of Athena and thwart the attempts of any Olympian gods we managed to restore as they tried to reclaim their realm. Securing Tyche would change that. She could inflict Anubis and Ra with innumerable misfortunes and also help us track the other Olympians.

      When Zeus and Delphine approached Tyche, the goddess of fortune extended her hand and introduced herself. I couldn't hear what they were saying, but she didn't recognize Zeus. Delphine intercepted the handshake intended for Zeus and placed her finger in the goddess' palm.

      I'd seen her do something similar with Zeus, and she'd read my palm the first time I met her. She was using the contact as a conduit to connect Tyche's mind to her history and memories.

      Tyche's eyes widened, and she stood up. People kept walking in front of me since the casino was a busy place. Zeus said something to her. From the look on his face, it was as if he was pleading with her to remember who he was.

      Tyche pressed past the lightning god and through her crowd of suitors and made eye contact with me. Her eyes narrowed. "She's with Athena!"

      "Oh, shit!" I exclaimed.

      "It's hitting the fan," Sienna added.

      I grunted and tried to get to Tyche. If I could explain that I didn't know what Athena had planned and that I'd been used as a pawn in the goddess’ efforts to take over Olympus, maybe she'd listen.

      The toe of my boot caught the leg of someone's chair as one of the gamblers stood from his slot machine, cursing at it for failing to turn up sevens.

      I fell and crashed into the waiter who'd offered me a drink. Alcoholic beverages from his tray splashed my head.

      Tyche ran away. Kevin and Sienna turned to pursue her but ran into each other and bonked heads.

      "Tyche, stop!" Zeus’ hand pulsed with power, and he shot a lightning bolt in her direction. It hit one of the slot machines, bounced off it, hit a machine behind Zeus, and struck the god's ass. He buckled over in pain.

      Kevin grabbed my hand and helped me up while rubbing his head with his opposite one. Delphine was tending to Zeus.

      "We have to go after her!" I shouted. "If I can talk to her and clarify what's happening, maybe she'll come around."

      The gamblers were all fleeing for the exits. Zeus wobbled over to me.

      "Seriously? A lightning bolt, here?" I asked.

      "I thought I could shock her and slow her down. Maybe a jolt of electricity would awaken more of her memory."

      "Come on." I frowned. "I realize our chances suck right now and getting through this crowd of panicked people isn't going to be easy, but we have to try. I have a feeling we won't have much luck finding her after tonight."

      Zeus nodded. "It's worth a try. There's too much at stake to give up now."

      I tried to press through the crowd, but all the largest and most imposing people in the place were right in front of me. More than a few tripped over their shoelaces, and I tripped over them in turn. I suspected Tyche wasn't having any such difficulty as she fled.

      We spotted her on the sidewalk outside the casino, but there were too many people between us to reach her.

      A red Ferrari pulled up in front of her, and a man whose face I recognized but hadn't ever met spoke to her through his window. Tyche made her way around the front of the car and got into the passenger seat.

      The Ferrari took off, its engine roaring over the crowd’s noise.

      "You've got to be kidding me!" I threw my hands in the air in frustration.

      Kevin laughed. "That was Patrick Mahomes!"

      Sienna giggled. "Why in the world would he give her a ride?"

      I shook my head. "A stroke of luck, I suppose."

      Kevin shook his head. "Well, if Tyche favors those who lend her a helping hand, I'm putting my money on the Chiefs to win the Superbowl this year."

      I glared at Kevin. "You've got to be joking."

      Kevin shrugged. "Hey, you take your luck wherever you can find it. I’m not going to complain. I’m a big Chiefs fan, you know."
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      My first thought was to follow them in Delphine's van, but I dismissed that idea. It would take time to get the van, and we couldn’t catch up with a Ferrari anyway. Besides, when misfortune was sure to befall us if we pursued her, chasing Tyche in a vehicle that didn't have good safety ratings was a horrible idea.

      Delphine went to get the van anyway. There was no reason to stick around. We had to go back to my apartment and regroup.

      "This might not be a lost cause," Zeus mused. "She used a lot of power tonight. Once she's used up whatever she has, we might stand a chance."

      I snorted. "Sure, if we are ever lucky enough to find her again."

      Sienna sighed. "If we do, it will be a pretty good sign that she's vulnerable."

      Kevin nodded. "It might not depend on luck. She's using fake identification. Only by luck has she convinced people it's legitimate. With all the money she has and her attraction to games of chance, I'm sure she'll turn up eventually."

      Sienna shrugged. "My money says she's going to Vegas."

      I grinned. "That's what I'd do if I had her luck."

      Kevin sighed. "If she's smart, she'll go somewhere else. The casinos here are on to her."

      "A lot depends on how much she remembers," Zeus interjected. "She recognized Zoey as Athena's pet project. She knew who I was, but I don't think she understood what was going on with the Egyptian gods or why she was on Earth."

      I snorted. "Pet project?"

      Cerberus had curled up on the floor of the van. "Doesn't feel great to be called a 'pet,' does it?"

      "I meant no offense," Zeus apologized. "You must realize that among the gods, you weren't a popular figure after you started sending vampires and such to Olympus."

      "I didn't know that was where they went. At least, not at first."

      Zeus nodded. "Understandable. However, once it became clear that you were part of Athena's treachery as her secret weapon, many of the Olympians believed it would be necessary to take you out."

      I snorted. "I don't suppose you mean they wanted to take me out to dinner."

      Zeus shook his head. "Dionysus believes in you. Hades does as well, though his support won't get you far. I cannot speak for the other gods since it’s unclear how much any of them remember or which of their memories will return first."

      "It's only been a week," I countered. "In that time, though, Tyche gained enough power to do what she's doing. Let's hope the other gods get their memories back before they start exercising their powers."

      Kevin scratched his ear. "How many gods are we talking about, and what can they do?"

      Zeus folded his hands in his lap. "Aside from Athena, Hades, and Dionysus, who aren't on Earth, there is Poseidon, the god of the sea. I find it unlikely he'll remain in Kansas City for long for obvious reasons.

      “There's also Aphrodite, the goddess of love and beauty. Apollo, my son, is the god of music and healing. One of my daughters, Artemis, is a goddess of hunting and is known to protect women during childbirth. Demeter, my sister, is a goddess of agriculture. Hephaestus is a god of fire and the forge. He's one of my sons and the husband of Aphrodite. He's a lover of peace, however, so he poses little threat.

      “Hestia will pose little difficulty. My sister is the goddess of the hearth and a homebody. If she finds a nice place to settle, she'll be content. That might make her difficult to find, however, so until her memories return, there's little we can do."

      I shrugged. "None of those sounds threatening."

      "These are the least concerning of the gods now on Earth. Their powers are unlikely to do much harm, even if their memories don’t return. However, we must be on guard for Hermes. He's also one of my sons. He moves exceedingly fast, is known to befriend thieves, and is something of a trickster."

      Kevin nodded. "So, we need to be on the lookout for a heist?"

      Zeus nodded. "That is likely. Ares, of course, will pose a problem. He was difficult as a child, and neither his mother nor I had much success with taming his urges. He's obsessed with war."

      I snorted. "War. Lovely."

      Zeus nodded. "He's attracted to conflicts of any sort. If there is no battlefront where he can bloody his spear, expect to find him somewhere full of contentiousness."

      Sienna chuckled. "So, he'll probably get involved in politics."

      "That's one possibility. He very well might find another place in the world to go where war currently rages."

      I furrowed my brow. "You're saying we need to rally the Olympians, but the god of war, whose abilities would be helpful to defeat Anubis and Ra, won’t listen to you?"

      "I neglected to mention Hera, my sister and wife."

      Sienna tilted her head. "You married your sister?"

      Zeus nodded. "I didn't have a lot of options. Relations among the gods are not the same as they are for humans."

      I tilted my head. "What kind of powers does Hera have?"

      "She and I have a tenuous relationship since she begrudges me the many lovers I've taken over the centuries. Still, jaded though she is about our marriage, she is the protector of women, nourishes families, and is known to bless marriages."

      I pinched my chin. "You really are a dysfunctional bunch, aren't you?"

      Zeus shrugged. "Our relationships with one another are not a concern. We all have our functions, and should we regain our strength, we will have more than enough power to thwart the Egyptians. We've done it before, and we'll do it again. You should not concern yourself with their abilities. The war we must fight is not on Earth but on Olympus."

      "We still have to find them," I replied. "Hopefully, we can keep whatever havoc they cause to a minimum."

      "The priority is to thwart Anubis and Ra, so they do not gain their power at the expense of human lives before our memories return and we can face them together. Tyche was the key. I'm not sure what we should try next."

      Kevin sighed. "It's just a matter of time before Anubis and Ra start killing people. We can't let that happen."

      I took a deep breath, then exhaled. "Anubis took the Archeus Crystal. If he figures out how to use it, he and Ra will be able to take any form they like."

      Sienna sighed. "I don't understand why we don't hunt down all the Olympians, send them back to Olympus, and let them regain their abilities there."

      Zeus twirled his beard around his finger. "The whole reason we were sent to Earth was that if Anubis and Ra gain power fast and we are still at diminished strength, they'll not only defeat us, but they'll also cast our pantheon into the void. We must remain here until we're prepared to fight for Olympus."

      I huffed. "That's the problem, isn't it? Tyche is already using her powers. I have to believe the other gods are, too. You wasted a lightning bolt in the casino, Zeus. How long is it going to take for the Olympians to regain their strength if they can't resist using their powers here?"

      Zeus sighed. "That's why we must restore their memories."

      I nodded. "You focus on that. Delphine can help you. It might have worked with Tyche if I hadn’t been there. As much as I like this Scooby squad, I think we need to split up. Dionysus’ original plan was to keep the Egyptian gods on Olympus while you all regained your strength. However, I had no choice but to reap them in the battle. Dionysus seemed to think that would give you and the other Olympians enough time to regain your strength and get rid of Anubis and Ra once and for all if I find them and reap them back to Olympus before they regain their strength."

      Zeus shook his head. "I understand that would be ideal. However, the problem remains; until they start killing people and devouring their souls, the chance of locating them without Tyche's assistance is very small. If they begin devouring souls, it will be too late for that plan to work. They'll be too powerful. Hades must retain control of hell. He won't be much help on Olympus. If the Egyptian gods gain any power and you send them to Olympus, what is Dionysus going to do? Get them drunk on wine?"

      I shrugged. "Maybe. Do you have a better idea?"

      Zeus sighed. "Not really."

      "Focus on Tyche. We were right before. I've seen what she can do. She's a game-changer. You won't need as much power to defeat the Egyptians if you have ridiculous luck on your side."

      Kevin sighed. "I know it's only been a few days, but it's strange that nothing has come up. I'd think these Egyptian gods would have started siphoning souls right away. Is it possible that they are experiencing the same symptoms as the Olympians?"

      "Sienna, you said Anubis and Ra used all the golems you'd created for the daywalkers, right?"

      "That's right. They each combined three golems into one."

      "It's unlikely they have the same memory loss, then," Zeus mused. "The Archeus Crystal was made for this very purpose. Incarnation always comes with temporary memory loss. However, some of that was probably mitigated when the Egyptian gods combined the golems."

      I pressed my lips together. "So, they might have some memory loss, but not as much?"

      Zeus nodded. "That might explain why they haven't devoured any souls yet, but that's not the only explanation. Perhaps they're biding their time, knowing that once they start, it will raise red flags. Maybe they've relocated to another city. What I fear the most is that they're planning a mass casualty event so they can devour many souls at once."

      "I should reach out to Morty. If they're devouring souls anywhere, the Reapers will have encountered them. He might know something."

      Zeus shook his head. "Unless they are devouring souls not due to be reaped. If that's the case, since Dionysus and Hades are producing the schedules for the Reapers, they'd know if souls had gone missing."

      "And they'd tell Morty so he could get the message to us. Dionysus knows what's at stake. This was his plan from the start."

      Zeus nodded. "Find out what you can. Delphine and I will work on tracking Tyche and the other Olympians."

      Delphine looked at us in the rearview mirror. "If you figure anything out, or if Ra and Anubis start devouring souls, you have my number."

      Sienna nodded. "We'll touch base when we know more."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Delphine dropped Sienna, Kevin, and me off at my apartment. I set up the crystal that opened a portal to the underworld. Since it was late, we had to make do with artificial light to activate it.

      As the acting Grim Reaper, Morty was in what used to be my father's office. Now that my dad had retired from reaping, he spent most of his time either hanging out with the old folks at the Satyrs’ Club or training Roy as the new Boatman on the River Styx.

      According to Morty, all was going well. Now that the Reapers had been reinstated, he was busy with the schedule provided by Dionysus and Hades to ensure that all the souls coming due were appropriately harvested and delivered to Roy.

      Anubis and Ra weren't devouring souls. Not yet, anyway. What were they doing? Perhaps Zeus was right. Maybe they were biding their time or planning something big.

      "Have you heard from Dionysus?" I asked.

      Morty nodded. "He's been here twice since you left. The last time was four or five hours ago. Athena is still in hiding. As long as the cumulative power of the daywalkers exceeds her power, she will be."

      I nodded. "That could take some time."

      "Any word on Katerina? You reaped her on Olympus. She must be back on Earth."

      I sighed. "Sienna said she didn't take a golem. Maybe she had more of her own golems that we didn't find. So far, like the Egyptian gods, she's lying low."

      "Have you considered that she's likely working with them? She served Anubis before."

      I nodded. "I suspect she is. They have the Archeus Crystal, so even if she didn't have a spare golem lying around, they could have made her one."

      "Which means you might not recognize her."

      I nodded. "That's true."

      "She will have to feed."

      "Damn it, Morty! You're a genius!"

      Morty cocked his head. "I am?"

      "If she has to feed, we can find her. If we find Katerina, we find Anubis and Ra."

      "But if she looks like someone else, how will you know if it's her who is feeding or another vampire?"

      I shook my head. "I won't. Thankfully, there aren't many vampires left in Kansas City. They aren't inclined to live in the same city as me for some reason."

      Morty chuckled. "I wonder why?"

      "Zeus thinks Anubis and Ra went to another city. I don't believe that's the case, though."

      "Why not?" Morty asked.

      "Because as far as I know, there are only two ways they can get back to Olympus once they regain their power, and both those paths lead through me."

      "Either through your portal crystal or your scythe."

      I nodded. "That poses another problem. If they use the portal crystal, they'll probably do a lot of damage here on their way to Olympus."

      "Then you'd better reap their asses before they gain enough power to challenge Dionysus and Jessna's daywalkers."

      I nodded. "Between Kevin's resources through the department, Mom's skill as a slayer, and Cerberus’ ability to sniff out a vampire's trail, we have a good shot at finding Katerina and the Egyptian gods. Before when I reaped vampires, they went to Olympus. Athena used them to slowly drain the gods of power."

      "The vampires went there and bit the gods?"

      I shook my head. "Well, they might have. That wasn't what I meant. The gods had to deal with them one way or another. That meant they used power, which had to be recharged over time. When all the gods were there, fully powered after not having done shit for centuries, it wasn't a problem. Now, though, I have to be careful. One vampire shouldn't be an issue. The daywalkers can handle one. Anubis and Ra, in their weakened states, can be handled by Dionysus. I'll have to do all this quickly."

      Morty shrugged. "Maybe Anubis and Ra have another plan."

      I snorted. "Like what?"

      "I don't know. I'm just suggesting they might not be in as big a hurry to take over Olympus as we're assuming."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Why wouldn't they be?"

      "If they can gain all the power they need here, what's so special about Olympus? Maybe they want to take their time, raise their gods, and rule from Detroit."

      I snorted. "Why Detroit?"

      Morty shrugged. "Because no one would expect it! If you were a god, would you want to go to Detroit?"

      I grinned and shook my head. "No, I'd want to rule from Cancun or something. Maybe Hawaii, or someplace cool like Paris."

      Morty raised his finger. "See, you have to think like a god. They pride themselves on doing the unexpected. Then, they sit back and smirk with all that ‘mystery of the divine, my ways are beyond your ken’ crap."

      "Honestly, until we find them, we won’t know what they're up to."

      Morty shrugged. "Maybe they're settling down. Starting a family."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Anubis and Ra?"

      "Death god and sun god. They'd combine and create little miniature gods of skin cancer."

      I chuckled. "That's horrible! I'm not sure it works that way. Though, I suppose, since a lot of the Olympians were produced by Hera, who cherishes family, and Zeus, who is a god of storms, it could go a long way to explaining all their familial dysfunction. Hera keeps them together. Zeus ensures a tempestuous family dynamic."

      Morty stood up, came around his desk, and gave me a hug. "I suppose, all things considered, we didn't have it too bad."

      "We always had each other, even if Dad was a deadbeat."

      Morty snorted. "Grim Reaper joke?"

      I nodded and grinned. "He worked a lot. We have Mom back. We both turned out all right, and we get along better now than ever before."

      "You're right. Love you, sis."

      I ruffled Morty's hair. "Love you too, bro!"

      "I do have one request."

      "What's that?"

      "Secure that portal crystal. The vampires stole it from you before. The next time a portal opens in my office, I'd much prefer to see your smiling face than an Egyptian death or sun god."

      "I'll keep it on my person. If they want to get to Olympus, they'll have to go through my scythe one way or another."
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        * * *

      

      I landed on my feet in my apartment. Cerberus was snoring on the couch. Sienna had moved in with me not long ago. I knew where she was. The click-click-clicking of her keyboard gave it away. She was into coding and other computer-related crap I didn't understand. She was even going to school for it, albeit on an abbreviated basis, given our propensity to get sidetracked by saving the world.

      Go figure.

      I knew better than to disturb her. When she was enmeshed in a coding project, any interruption that didn't involve a world-ending threat would be pointless. I could talk. She'd nod and offer a few courtesy “uh-huhs” and “mmhms” and later have no recollection that we spoke.

      I scratched my head and looked around the apartment. "Kevin?"

      I went to my bedroom. I had a visual of him reclining there, wearing nothing except a dollop of whipped cream over his delicate parts, his wrists self-bound to the bedposts with his department-issued cuffs.

      I sighed. No such luck. My half-made bed sat there all by its lonesome. I felt bad for it. There were beds in prison that had had more action than mine lately.

      Kevin and I were trying to make more time for each other. Between fending off Anubis’ deadly beasts, saving the underworld, repairing my brother's reputation as the Grim Reaper, and maintaining a semblance of personal hygiene, we hardly had time for anything else. Whenever Kevin was off work, we had crap to do.

      Now, if we were going to shift our strategy and look for evidence of Katerina and the bloodsucking activities that accompany a vampire's presence, there wasn't much we could do other than keep our feelers out. It was a great chance for Kevin and me to satisfy our carnal needs.

      But he’d gone and hadn’t so much as left me a note or a text. What the hell, man?

      I sat on the couch and shot my mom a message that we suspected Katerina might be working with the Egyptian gods. She was a night owl, so she was awake. Chances were, she was out looking for vampires. That was her thing. Not likely, given the paucity of vampires in the city at the time.

      My mom sent a text back a few seconds later.

      
        
        10-4. Nothing on my radar ATM

      

      

      It took me a second to recognize that ATM meant "at the moment" rather than a machine where she could get cash. I was still working on my text-messaging lingo, although I knew the basics. LOL, LAWL, LMAO, etc. All of them were lies. I never laughed out loud in response to a text, much less had I laughed a whole lot. Not once had my ass fallen off while laughing. That sounded like a serious medical condition. Not a laughing matter.

      I stared at my phone, then typed a quick message to Kevin.

      
        
        Where r u?

      

      

      I kicked my feet up on the couch, and Cerberus curled up around my legs. I stared at my phone, anticipating a reply.

      Kevin didn't text and drive. I guess when you're a cop, in addition to the safety issues involved, such behavior is frowned upon. The lack of reply meant he was probably in his car.

      I set my phone down on the end table and grabbed the remote. No sooner did I turn it on than the front door swung open.

      Kevin had two custard concretes in his hands and a grin splitting his face.

      I tilted my head. "Chocolate chip cookie dough?"

      "Of course! I know what you like."

      Kevin handed me my surprise dessert and a long plastic spoon. I kicked off my shoes and shifted my legs. Kevin pushed Cerberus to the side, and I dropped my legs into his lap.

      "You sure know the way to a girl's heart."

      Kevin started rubbing my feet. He definitely knew the way to my heart. "How'd it go with Morty?"

      I shrugged. "No news on his end, but he did suggest we keep our eyes open for vampire feedings. If Katerina is back, she might have possessed a golem and look different. Any vampire attack could be her."

      Kevin nodded. "Good thinking. I haven't seen anything suspicious come across the wire."

      I took my first bite of the concrete, then closed my eyes and moaned. It was delicious.

      Kevin was eating his. Something with Butterfingers in it, most likely. I dipped my finger in my cup, leaned over, and wiped it on Kevin's nose.

      Kevin laughed. "What was that for?"

      I giggled. "For fun!"

      I pulled my feet off of Kevin's lap and straddled him, then kissed him. I should have wiped the ice cream off his nose first since I got some on mine. No worries. I expected a lot more ice cream to appear on a lot of other parts of our bodies in short order.
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      The ice cream thing sounded like a great idea. It's one of those things that sounds hot—well, cold, in this case—until you do it. I was sticky. My parts were stuck to my parts.

      Kevin's solution? Do it in the shower. Once again, the whole thing wasn't nearly as "steamy" as it sounded. The floor was slick. There was barely enough room to move. Bruises happened. Soaping each other and washing each other's happy parts was fun until Kevin got body wash in his urethra.

      He spent the next half-hour hunched over, clutching his crotch and drinking a lot of water in the hope that if he peed, he'd flush out the sting. Hearing a grown man cry because his wee-wee hurts isn't cute.

      At least we tried. We had a funny story to tell our grandchildren someday, provided we got past enough ill-planned disasters to conceive a child. Then again, if we ever had grandchildren, telling them about all our "mishaps" would probably traumatize them for life. No one wants to imagine their grandparents doing what we attempted to pull off. Bad choice of words. Pulling it off was one potential disaster that didn't happen. If it had, no chance for grandkids.

      I wasn't in any rush, regardless. I don't think he was, either. Kevin was a traditional fellow. Meet the parents, get married, then have kids. Doing those things in reverse was, in his mind, an irrevocable disaster. I was pretty sure he was more afraid of his mommy's judgment than vampires.

      Kevin was hunched over in bed, whining about his dickey-doo. I thought he'd mentioned his mother because every boy, no matter how old, wants his mommy when things hurt. About his fourth piss into the night, courtesy of drinking too much water, he clarified what he’d meant. He had to get up early for work and wanted me to meet him for lunch—with his mom.

      I had known this would come eventually. He'd hinted about it more than once. I wasn't sure if he'd planned this before and was only now bringing it up with me, or if he'd attributed our night's mishaps to karma getting him for attempting a deed that might put his "order" of things that are supposed to happen out of whack. The best solution to correct the problem? Meet the parents before he knocked me up.

      Then again, maybe I was overthinking it. If the roles were reversed and I'd known his mom before he ever met me, I'd expect it was time to take our relationship to the level of familial familiarity.

      It wasn't like there was anything to do. Until we had a lead on Katerina, Anubis, and Ra, my schedule was clear. I didn't have a job. Now that Roy was the Boatman and we didn't need to keep a sustainable fund to pay him for the souls the Reapers harvested, I didn't need to have an income. I had access to the family accounts.

      The one "real job" I'd had since coming to Earth hadn’t been all that good for me anyway. I was a shitty barista, but I had met Sienna there, so it had been worth it. I wasn't eager to get another job, though. As long as my scythe was needed to keep humankind safe from predatory monsters and deities, I had other priorities.

      Kevin was obviously tired when he rolled out of bed in the morning. I wished he'd lost sleep because we'd satisfied each other over and over and over. Instead, the only thing that kept him awake was having to pee over and over and over. The result was the same; he was exhausted. Minus, of course, the sense of satisfaction that should have followed our night together.

      The chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream was delicious. I now had the distinct privilege of being able to say I'd once had a little cookie in my cookie. Other than that, though, the rest of the night was forgettable. Of course, nights like that you never forget, no matter how much you wish you could.

      I stayed in bed after Kevin left for work and checked my phone to see if my mom had left any messages. I thought maybe she'd picked up a vampire trail or something overnight. There was nothing.

      I rolled back over and pulled the blanket over my face. Sienna was probably gone since she had a class. I set my alarm for eleven o'clock to make sure I didn't miss lunch. Standing up Mrs. Schroeder wouldn’t be the best way to make a first impression.

      When you're in my line of work, you miss a lot of sleep. Getting extra shuteye was preferable to finding something new to binge on Netflix. The last thing I needed was to get sucked into another show. My luck, I'd be six episodes into a ten-episode season, and I'd have to pull myself away from it to deal with saving the world.

      When my alarm went off, I got up and took another shower. Intentions aside, my shower the night before with Kevin hadn’t prioritized cleanliness. Standing in front of a man you're trying to get intimate with while scrubbing your pits is just one example of why showers and lovemaking don't mix as well as people who've never done it imagine it might. It's a combination of two very pleasant things that, when mixed, make either of the two less enjoyable, like toothpaste and orange juice.

      Going to meet a guy's parents is never easy. He'd only mentioned his mom, but his parents were still married. Why not his dad? Did that mean I'd have to do this again?

      What should I wear? There's a fine balance. I didn't want to look too casual. That could suggest I didn't consider our first meeting that important. I didn't want to doll myself up too much either since I didn't want to come across as overly pretentious. Nothing that showed skin. I didn't want her to think I was a slut, which also meant the black leather I wore for the motorcycle wasn't a good idea. Kevin was introducing his mom to his girlfriend, not his dominatrix.

      Then, there's perfume. Should I wear any? What kind and how much? I've never been good at striking a balance with perfume. As soon as I put it on, my nose adjusts, and it doesn't smell much. Usually, I add more. Big mistake. It's one reason I don't usually buy expensive perfumes. I barely get to enjoy the odor, and most of the time, I'd rather not have other people sniffing me. That's just weird.

      I probably should have allowed myself more than an hour to do all this before I had to leave to meet them at the restaurant.

      I had to take my motorcycle, which meant dresses were out. Sure, you can pull it off with some dresses, but in my experience, it's not a great idea. I wore my nicest jeans with boots I could pull over the legs. I selected a nice shirt, not low-cut but not so tight around the neck as to be uncomfortable. I went for subtlety with my makeup. Getting the eyes right was, in my book, the most important. Most people look you in the eyes when they talk. Eyeliner, subtle eyeshadow, and a conservative application of mascara could do wonders for first impressions. Too much of any of those might have the opposite effect.

      It would have to do.

      Kevin had chosen a place called Cafe Gratitude. I'd never been there, but from what I understood, it was a vegan restaurant. I ate meat on occasion, but having grown up in the underworld, I wasn't accustomed to it on the regular. It was easier to grow our food under artificial light than it was to raise livestock and importing food from Earth was easier if we didn't have to freeze it.

      I had dairy even less frequently, ice cream being the exception. It didn't sit well with me. For many of the same reasons that we didn't have much meat in the underworld, we didn't have milk either. Plus, I still hadn't gotten used to the whole idea. I knew where milk came from. Ew, right? It was an aversion I was willing to overlook if you added enough sugar and cookie dough. We all have our weaknesses.

      I grabbed the portal crystal and shoved it into my pocket since I'd promised Morty I'd keep it with me, then made my way down the stairs and left my apartment building. There was a strange man sitting on a bucket on the opposite side of the street, staring at me like a creeper as I mounted my bike. He was pale and his hair was white, which was odd since he looked to be in his mid-twenties. He was dressed in black, which, combined with his hair, gave him a Draco Malfoy vibe. He followed my progress, probably checking out my ass. If I was anywhere else, I would have flipped him off, but this creep knew where I lived.

      He wasn't a vampire. It was the middle of the day. While I didn't know what Anubis or Ra looked like now that they were in golems, Sienna had made female golems for the daywalkers, which the gods subsequently stole.

      Even if they’d made themselves new bodies with the Archeus Crystal, the chances of them showing their faces when they knew I could prematurely reap their ancient semi-divine asses to Olympus were slim to none. He was probably just your run-of-the-mill weirdo. When you're young, female, and living in the city, you encounter your share of those from time to time. Mostly, they're harmless, sort of like snakes. Ignore them, and they'll leave you alone.

      I drove to Cafe Gratitude. It was hard to be in a bad mood when I was going to a place with a name like that. I was mostly chipper after getting a couple of extra hours of sleep. I couldn't say I wasn't nervous. It was funny. After all the supernatural bad guys I'd faced, you'd think meeting a potential future mother-in-law would be a cinch. Notice I said "potential." It wasn't like Kevin and I had talked about marriage, but when you're in love with someone and you hope to get married someday, you can't help but think about what the future might hold. Making the first impression is a lot bigger a deal if there's a possibility that the person might be in your life for decades to come.

      I arrived right on time. Kevin and his mom were already there. The lack of a greeter at the door suggested I could just join them, so that was what I did.

      Kevin's mom stood up.

      "I'm Zoey." I extended my hand.

      Kevin's mom tilted her head and opened her arms. "I think hugs are called for!"

      I grinned and hugged the woman. "Nice to finally meet you, Bitsy."

      Technically, her name was Betty, but everyone called her "Bitsy." That was what Kevin had said. I hoped I didn't cross any lines by using her nickname rather than her legal one, but the hug removed my hesitation.

      Our table was one of those booths with a bench on one side and chairs on the other. Kevin was on the bench side. I took the cue and sat next to him as Bitsy lowered herself into a chair.

      Bitsy looked at Kevin. "You said she was pretty, Kevin, but you really undersold her!"

      I chuckled. "Thank you. You're too kind. You're a very beautiful woman yourself."

      Bitsy waved her hand, but I wasn't lying. She was in her fifties, but if she was graying, it didn’t show. Whether her straight chocolate-brown hair was natural or the product of dye, I couldn't say. She had Kevin's eyes. Well, technically, I guess he had hers, but you know what I mean. She wasn't skinny, and she wasn't overweight either. For a woman of her age, she was fit. She wore jeans, which made me feel like I'd made the right choice, and a nice floral blouse. "Honey, I've seen better days. Still, thank you for saying so."

      "So, Kevin tried to explain what you do for a living, but I must say, I'm not sure what that means. Hospice of some sort? Are you a nurse?"

      I glanced at Kevin. I wished he'd clued me in on what he'd said about me to his mom in advance. "My father runs a business that counsels people who are near death. My brother runs the business now. I guess you could say I'm in a similar line of work, but I put a different spin on it."

      Bitsy furrowed her brow. "What sort of spin?"

      I cleared my throat. "I work with special populations. The job is similar, but my gifts are different from the rest of my family's. I suppose you could say I've found my niche."

      Kevin chuckled nervously. "She's very good at what she does."

      Bitsy smiled at me. "Bless your heart, dear. It takes a special person to work with people near death. And to do so for people with special needs? I can't imagine that's easy."

      I smiled. Little did she know that the "special needs" of my clientele involved drinking blood, an aversion to sunlight, or aspirations to take over the world. "It can be a challenge, but it's rewarding work. I can't imagine doing anything else."

      Bitsy winked at Kevin. "I think she's a keeper!"

      I grinned. "Good, because I really hope your son isn't the catch-and-release type."

      Bitsy shook her head. "Oh, he has been in the past. He used to go through girlfriends like I go through socks."

      Kevin sighed and took my hand. "I just hadn't found the right girl until now."

      "What do you do?" I asked. "If you don't mind me asking."

      Bitsy smiled. "Well, as you know, Kevin's father retired from the police force a couple of years ago. I worked in a salon for about thirty years, but after Luther retired, I figured I'd quit, too, so we could enjoy our autumn years together."

      I smiled. "That's romantic. I like that. Any advice for a girl dating a police detective?"

      Bitsy reached across the table and took my other hand. "For years, I worried myself sick every time Luther went to work. I used to sit at home, imagining worst-case scenarios. When your man is in police work, there are a lot of them. In the end, I had to decide if my worry was worth it.

      “When the people you love put themselves at risk to help others, you have to decide if you're going to live your life being anxious about something that might never happen or embrace every moment and cherish the time you have together."

      I nodded. "That's a healthy way to look at it."

      "My worries weren't going to keep Luther safe. Risking his life to help people and keep other people safe was part of why I fell in love with him. The way I saw it, if any of those worst-case scenarios happened, I didn't want to regret that I didn't enjoy the time we had together."

      I smiled. "Well, thank God, none of your worries came to pass."

      "They usually don't, dear. However, worry is part of love. When you have something worth keeping, there's a lingering fear that you'll lose it. I think you should embrace the moment. Life is fragile, as I'm sure you know from your line of work, so we should make the most of it. Every minute that passes is a minute we can't get back."

      I snorted. "I worry about him at work, don't get me wrong. I honestly think he worries more about me."

      "I don't suspect your work is all that dangerous. Still, I get that. Luther was the same way. Working in law enforcement, he knew the scariest of what was out there. He faced it on a daily basis."

      I nodded. "Trust me, I know more about what's out there than most. I'm not naïve."

      "I'm sure he'll worry about you as much as my Luther worried about me. My advice is the same for both of you. Worry is natural. It's part of love. You can't allow your anxiety about what might happen to control you and ruin the good times."

      I sighed. "I get that, but it's easier said than done."

      "Love is rare, dear. If what you have is real, and I sure hope it is, cherish it!"

      The waitress stopped by our table, but we waved her past. Given our conversation, I'd forgotten to look at the menu.

      "Have you been here before?"

      Bitsy nodded. "Many times. It's one of my favorite spots."

      "How are the black bean tacos?"

      "They're marvelous. Everything here is. You'd be surprised by how good meatless entrees are if you have a chef who knows what he's doing."

      I smiled. "My family rarely ate meat when I was growing up, so I get it. Though, living in one of the barbecue capitals of the world, it's hard to avoid."

      Bitsy raised her glass of water. "Cheers to that!"

      The front door dinged as another potential patron walked through. Pale skin. White hair. All in black.

      I sighed. "You've got to be kidding me."

      "What is it?" Kevin asked.

      "That guy who walked in. He was outside my apartment when I left."

      Kevin shrugged. "Want me to go talk to him?"

      I shook my head. "Not yet. Let's see what he does."

      Kevin glanced at the guy. "You're right. He looks...what's the best way to put this? Not quite ordinary."

      I sighed. He wanted to say "supernatural" but used a code instead. I wasn't sure about that. Whatever the case, though, the person was exhibiting serious stalker-like tendencies. It was one thing to watch a girl walk down a sidewalk and get on her bike. It was another level of whacko to follow her.

      My freaky stalker selected a table across from where we were, where he had a direct view of me. I shifted in my chair and fixed my eyes on my menu, glancing at the guy occasionally. His eyes were fixed on me, and he didn't blink once.

      "I'm going to go talk to him. This isn't cool."

      I grabbed Kevin's arm. "No, it's okay."

      "No, it isn't. This guy needs to know what he's dealing with. Trust me, Zoey. I've dealt with people like him before. You don't want this situation to escalate. It could get dangerous."

      Bitsy snorted. "See what I mean?"

      I smiled. "He's seen the worst in people. I suppose it makes him protective."

      Kevin pulled out the chair in front of the guy and dropped his badge on the table. I glanced past Bitsy. The dude was looking at Kevin, still not blinking.

      Kevin finished saying what he needed to say and returned to our table.

      "What happened?" I asked.

      "I told him I'm a cop, and he'd best stay away from you."

      "Did he say anything to that?"

      Kevin shook his head. "Just looked at me like a moron. He wasn't even listening."

      The man got up and left.

      "Well, I guess it worked."

      Kevin sighed. "Sure. For now. If this guy knows where you live, though, you should be careful. Something's not right about him."

      "Would you like to go somewhere else?" Bitsy asked.

      I shook my head. "As you said, you can't let fear control your life."

      Kevin nodded. "It's probably a good idea. He's gone, anyway. From what I know about the stalker types, though, if you change your behavior on their account, it gives them a sense of power. It lets them know that you're noticing them, which, in a warped way, excites them."

      Bitsy tilted her head. "You can't just ignore him if he keeps this up."

      Kevin nodded. "If he does, I can do some things."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Like, a restraining order?"

      "Among other things."

      I smirked. "Like, kick his ass?"

      Bitsy raised her hand. "You can't do that, Kevin. You know how much trouble you could get in with the department."

      Kevin folded his hands. "I understand that, Mom. I'm not an idiot."

      "I wasn't saying you were, son."

      I winced. Mother-son dynamics could be strange. They developed over a lifetime. There was wisdom in knowing when to bite your tongue.

      Instead, I ordered black bean tacos and enjoyed the meal over small talk. I was pleasantly surprised by how well Bitsy and I hit it off. She offered her share of unsolicited advice, but it wasn't unappreciated guidance.

      Even though she didn't know what I did or the risks I faced daily, her words still rang true. The truth was that Kevin and I had developed a relationship despite living busy lives that only sometimes intersected. Some of the threats I faced, he helped with. Others, he couldn't.

      The same was true in reverse. Some of the cases that came across his desk involved vampires or other supernaturals, and I was equipped to lend a helping hand—or a helping scythe, I suppose. The majority of the ones he investigated, I couldn't do anything about. That didn't mean the people he was dealing with weren't as dangerous as the supernaturals we faced together, however.

      The truth was, a deranged human could be worse than a supernatural. When you deal with warped human beings, you want to assume they're good at the core. That their messed-up thinking or their anti-social behavior or criminal acts were the result of something that went drastically wrong in their lives.

      Kevin's job was to arrest them and allow the courts to do their thing. In the end, life in prison wasn't the goal except for the most heinous of criminals. Rehabilitation was the hope. When dealing with supernaturals, though, it was easier to assume that their evilness was innate. If they were going to overcome it, it would not be a matter of therapy. They had to decide to reject something in their nature.

      When I'm reaping a supernatural, I don’t hold out much hope that they'll reform. I don’t anticipate that they will have a change of heart. Rehabilitation won't be an option. I know the danger. I know what they want and how they're likely to go about getting it. Vampires, for instance, want blood, and many of them also crave power. Knowing that makes them less dangerous than some human criminals since I'm not at risk of underestimating their villainy.

      We finished our meal. I was going to pay for mine, but Bitsy insisted on covering the tab. I thanked her. We were at Cafe Gratitude, after all.

      When we left, the white-haired stalker was watching us from across the street. Kevin walked me to my motorcycle, and Bitsy left in her car.

      "Call me if he shows up at your apartment again."

      I nodded. "Will do."

      I climbed on my bike and sped away. When I got home, the asshole was sitting across from my apartment, squatting on the bucket he had been on before. How the hell had he beat me back? I went straight home, and he wasn't in a vehicle when we left Cafe Gratitude.

      I texted Kevin to let him know. He said he'd be right over.

      I went inside. Cerberus was snoring on the couch. I ruffled his fur and scratched him behind the ears.

      "How'd it go?" Cerberus mumbled.

      "There's a weird dude outside, watching the apartment. White hair, all in black. Mind checking him out? He followed me to the restaurant and somehow got back here before I did.”

      Cerberus titled his head. "How could he do that? You think he's not human?"

      I sighed. "I'm not sure. What if he can move through the astral plane like you and I can? That would explain it."

      Cerberus huffed. "I'll see what I can find out."
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      Cerberus disappeared. He came back five minutes later.

      "Is he gone?"

      Cerberus shook his head. "I got his scent. I don't think he's human."

      "What is he? He isn’t a vampire unless Katerina figured out how to make more daywalkers."

      "His scent is familiar. He smells like the golems that were guarding the Reaper Academy when we sneaked in to take the Archeus Crystal."

      I scratched my head. "If he's a golem, Anubis and Ra have something to do with it."

      "There's more. I don't think he moves fast. I think the one who showed up at the restaurant was a different golem."

      I bit my lip. "That's possible. The crystal can make a lot of copies of the same form."

      "I also noticed that his scent wasn't confined to his person. There are more not far from here."

      "Can you track them?" I asked.

      "Absolutely. Though, with so many, it's hard to tell where all of them are. There's a stronger scent coming from the east. I'm guessing that means there's a heavier concentration of them in that direction."

      I grabbed my reaper cloak and threw it over my head. "What do you say we do a little reconnaissance? Maybe we can use those golems to find the Egyptian gods."

      "If Katerina is there, she will be able to see us in the astral plane. Presuming she still has the phasing abilities she had before."

      I nodded. "She could be one of these golems for all we know. When I reaped her on Olympus, Sienna didn't see her take one of the golems she made. She could look like anyone."

      "If she sees us, we'll know what she looks like."

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and texted Kevin the details. Run-of-the-mill stalker was off the table. My guess was that the Egyptian gods were using these golems to keep tabs on me. They probably programmed them to report my whereabouts to them. It was clever to a point. As long as I didn't know what they were and didn't have any reason to don my cloak and travel on the astral plane, it would work.

      Unless these golems had unique abilities I wasn't aware of, they wouldn't see me leave. Then again, I couldn't count on that. Technically, Tyche and Zeus were inhabiting golems of their own. I'd seen each of them demonstrate divine powers. There was no telling what these golems could or couldn't do.

      Even in the astral plane, then, we couldn't be too careful. The benefit of the astral plane was that I could walk through solid objects. That meant I could leave my apartment through the wall without alerting the golem, presuming he could see me. There was a good chance they could if the gods knew how to program the golem to do that. They knew what I could do, after all.

      The easiest way to leave was to drop straight through my floor. There was a storage space underneath my apartment. My dad used it for years before I ever came to Earth to store some of his things, including the Harley Davidson I now rode.

      From there, Cerberus led the way to make sure no golems were watching. He indicated the coast was clear, and I followed him. We passed through another building, an abandoned warehouse, to give us more cover. Even in the astral plane, I didn't make a habit of walking into other buildings. Heaven forbid I'd accidentally end up in someone's bathroom while they were using it or walk in on someone changing. They wouldn't realize I was there, but I didn't want to abuse my abilities. I sure wouldn't want someone with my ability to walk in on me. People deserved a reasonable degree of privacy.

      Cerberus sniffed the air and turned down a narrow alley. I didn't question it, just stayed as close to him as I could. I had learned a while back never to doubt the hellhound's sniffer. He'd find these golems eventually and get us there without being seen.

      We arrived at an abandoned red-brick school. Places like that were often vacated when the schools that used to operate out of them built new facilities, and rundown school facilities aren't easy to sell. Re-purposing them for something else would probably take more of an investment than the potential buyers would be willing to make, so it sat there until someone bought the land, probably to demolish the place and put something new there. The building had several boarded-up windows, so it was a convenient place for a vampire like Katerina to hide during the daytime.

      Cerberus poked his head through one of the brick walls, then back. "We're good. Follow me."

      I pressed through the wall behind him, and we stepped into a dusty, cobweb-filled classroom. There were no desks anymore. They had either been taken to the new building, or they had been auctioned off. An old chalkboard, the green kind, was mounted on the wall.
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      The situation was oddly familiar. When we broke into the Reaper Academy, we had hidden in a classroom. Cerberus had patrolled the halls and let me know when the coast was clear. Despite the similarities to the previous adventure, however, these golems weren't merely security guards. There were dozens of other possibilities. Perhaps they were just using them to keep an eye on me. Maybe they needed several golems to implement a mass casualty event. They could have been bored, wanted to play full-court basketball in the old gym, and needed to fill out their teams. Not likely, but it would be impossible to guess why they were making golems until we saw how they were putting them to use.

      Still traveling through the astral plane, Cerberus pressed his face through the door, then pulled it out again. "Hallway is clear."

      I followed the hellhound through the wall and down the hall. No golems. No vampires. No power-hungry deities looking for souls to steal.

      Cerberus sniffed the air. I followed him closely as his little doggie butt swayed to the right and the left with each step. For a hellhound, Cerberus had swagger.

      Another difference from our previous adventure was that I didn't know my way around this school. I could have navigated the Reaper Academy blindfolded. Here, we were wholly dependent on the hellhound's ability to play bloodhound to find the golems.

      Cerberus titled his head. "I just got a whiff. There's a vampire here."

      "Katerina?"

      "Impossible to know. Now that she is in a different body, a golem, it's hard to tell. That would be my guess, however. To play it safe, we need to assume that she or any of these golems can see us even if they can't."

      "Are we getting close?"

      Cerberus nodded and proceeded down the hall. "This way. The smell is getting stronger."

      "Of golems or vampires?"

      "Both."

      "In a gymnasium somewhere?"

      Cerberus shook his head. "Maybe. I'm not sure where the gym is yet. If they are there, though, they aren't only there. They're in different rooms, scattered all around."

      "The golems, you mean?"

      "I mean, there are vampires and golems all over the place. If Katerina is here, she's not the only one."

      "And the gods?"

      Cerberus nodded. "They're here."

      "Whatever is going on here begins and ends with them. Find them first. Once we have an idea of what they're up to, we'll check out the other rooms."

      Cerberus sniffed the air and continued moving forward. How he could detect certain smells, differentiate them from others, and zero in on them amid a cloud of what I was sure wasn't a collection of pleasant scents was impressive. Take me to a Bath and Body Works or a place that sells incense and potpourri, and all the smells blend together. I could never work in a place like that, though I suppose if you did, you'd eventually adjust. Still, too many smells in one place were a recipe for a headache in my cookbook of temporary ailments.

      This wasn't the first time Cerberus had impressed me. He’d once sniffed a vampire's butt in a club in New Orleans, and he was able to track that dude's scent through a crowd of other butts, no problem. I'm pretty sure most of those butts had their own odors, but Cerberus had remained focused and gotten us where we needed to go. That vampire got away, but no butts about it; since the hellhound had his scent, we tracked him eventually, and he met the blazing sharp edge of my reaper scythe.

      While tracking, Cerberus wasn't chatty. He tended to disappear into his own world. He was focused and determined, but he was a male hellhound, so multitasking wasn't in his vocabulary. That wasn't a flaw. He had a solid track record of getting results.

      Cerberus jerked his head to the side as we passed a wall.

      "What is it?"

      "Large room. Gods inside."

      Before I could say a word, Cerberus stepped through the wall. I wasn't sure if I should join him or wait for him, but I decided to wait. He popped back out.

      "This way. I have an idea."

      "What's going on in there?"

      "Anubis and Ra. They have a lot of golems. We're going to a place where we can watch for a minute to figure it out."

      "And you know one?"

      Cerberus nodded, then gestured with his head toward the wall. "Duck when you get in."

      "Quack, quack."

      "Not that kind of duck, smartass."

      I grinned. "Hee-haw! E=MC2."

      "Yeah, I get it. A smartass. Better than being a dumbass."

      I followed Cerberus through the wall. I didn't quack, but I did waddle as I ducked. It was a good thing since we appeared underneath a set of bleachers.

      Ducking was necessary. On the astral plane, you don't pass through solid objects without intent. If you did, you'd fall through the Earth or float into space. Since we are innately physical creatures, the body reacts to solid objects as it normally would on the astral plane. You have to convince yourself that what you see isn't on your current plane of existence to move through it.

      I was pretty good at it. I didn't respect doors or walls. Just ask Morty about that. He always complained when I didn't knock before I came into his room. No harm when we were young, but after puberty hit, I walked into his room one time too many and learned my lesson. I’d never wanted to encounter "little Morty."

      I peered through the gaps while crouching under the benches. Two female golems, one that looked like Jessna and the other like Sunshine, stood in front of the others. I guessed that Anubis had taken the Jessna golem and Ra the one that resembled Sunshine. He was a sun god, after all. If he hadn’t taken advantage of that coincidence, it would have been a shame.

      The golems only vaguely resembled the two daywalkers since their features weren't quite right. Sienna had made these golems to let us send the daywalkers home, and she’d had to do it fast. It could also have been because Anubis and Ra had combined three golems to create their bodies. I could see Jessna in one of them and Sunshine in the other like you would see a resemblance between a person and a photo of a grandparent, but when I looked, I could tell the difference.

      Anubis was using the Archeus Crystal to make golems that looked like the white-haired stalkers that I'd seen outside my apartment and at Cafe Gratitude. If the Sunshine-ish golem was Ra, he was providing something to the constructs in addition to the power Anubis channeled.

      "Montu-Ra!" Ra pronounced. A shadowy form like a falcon's head enveloped his face, and he gazed at the crystal as another golem appeared in the room.

      "What the hell is he doing?" I asked.

      Cerberus shook his head. "When we're out of the astral realm, you can google Montu-Ra or have Sienna look it up. It must mean something."

      I nodded. "Good thinking. He's using it as a pattern, not for the appearance of the golems, but for an ability he can channel."

      The golem absorbed whatever ability Ra was pushing into it. When he was done, a female golem not unlike the male ones I'd seen stepped out of the crowd. Her hair was white and her skin was pale, but her eyes were as black as night. As black as a vampire's eyes. She reared her head back, exposed her fangs, and bit the golem the two gods had just created.

      "What the hell?" I asked.

      Cerberus snorted. "Vampire golems?"

      "With an extra dose of some kind of god power."

      I assumed the vampire golem I was looking at was Katerina. She carried the golem she had just bitten out of the gymnasium.

      "We should follow," I said.

      Cerberus nodded, and we stepped back through the wall and followed the corridor outside the gym to the side where Katerina and her golem had left. They were halfway down the hall, going in the opposite direction. She led the golem into a room.

      "I think they're making golems in the gym, then Katerina is biting them and locking them up in these rooms to complete their transformation."

      "Soon they'll have to feed," Cerberus said. "The golems who were watching you looked like the vampire golem, but it wasn't one."

      I shook my head. "They need some who can go out into daylight if they are watching me. We don't know how many variations of these golems the Egyptian gods and Katerina are making. What powers could they build into these things? How many of them will be turned into vampires?"

      "I don't think we're going to get those answers. We should leave before Katerina comes out and sees us."

      When I turned around, a golem was looking through me. He stopped in front of me, but maybe that was a coincidence? I doubted it. This golem wasn't fighting me. He was probably a spy or a sentry like the ones that stalked me before.

      I moved around the golem since I didn't want to go through him. Walking through people feels weird. If this golem could see me and had powers I didn't understand, it could be risky as well. Until you know what you're dealing with, it's best to steer clear of the threat.

      No sooner did Cerberus and I get past the golem than it opened its mouth and released a high-pitched screech.

      "Shit," Cerberus muttered. "We need to go!"

      I nodded as the gymnasium doors opened and golems poured out into the hall. I looked past them and saw the vampire golem, most likely Katerina, run toward us.

      "Outside," I said. "The fastest way to daylight you can find."

      Cerberus nodded. "Follow me."

      Cerberus ran through a wall on the opposite side of the hallway from the gymnasium. I followed him through. The wall was shared with another classroom. From there, we stepped through another green chalkboard. I resisted the urge to cough. The idea of face-planting on a chalkboard was enough to elicit the response.

      Cerberus moved fast. If that was Katerina, and she had retained her ability to phase, she'd be right behind us. The walls wouldn't stop her. Only sunlight would.

      Thankfully, we were close. A set of doors with push bars suggested that might be a way out. It was probably chained, but we didn't have to open it. Cerberus bolted through the door, and as I stepped through it, I looked back to see Katerina in the hallway behind us.

      "Run if you like, Zoey. You can't get far. We're watching you."

      I snorted, flipped her off, and walked into the midday sun.
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      Kevin was waiting at my apartment when I got there. So was Sienna.

      "I thought you had a class?"

      Sienna shrugged. "I did, but Kevin forwarded your message about the golems, and I figured I could help. Did you get the crystal back?"

      I shook my head as I plopped my butt onto the couch next to Cerberus, who was licking his paws. "I couldn’t get to it. It’s in an abandoned school a few blocks away, and the place is swarming with golems. I watched Ra, who ironically looks like Sunshine, say the words 'Montu-Ra,' and a black falcon's essence poured out of his head and merged with the golem as it came from the crystal."

      Sienna pulled out her phone and pressed a button. The phone dinged at her. "Who is Montu-Ra?"

      I raised an eyebrow. “That’s what I was asking you to find out!”

      Sienna smirked. “I’m using text to speech, dumbass.”

      I furrowed my brow. "Oh. I could have done that!"

      Sienna grinned after the phone told her to look at what she'd found on the Internet. "According to this, Montu-Ra was originally an emanation of Ra that was responsible for the scorching effect of the sun."

      I snorted. "He's the god of sunburns?"

      "Among other things.” A sheepish grin curled the corner of Sienna’s mouth as she continued reading. “According to this, the destructive effect of his power eventually led him to become the god of war and conquering, the supreme deity revered during the Middle Kingdom. His heyday was around 2000 BCE."

      I crossed my arms. "Well, it sounds like he's well past his prime. Still, if that's the case, and this Montu-Ra is known for leading conquerors, those vampire golems are either vessels for Montu-Ra that they intend to combine into a super vampire golem, or they’re somehow blessed with his power."

      Kevin pressed his lips together. "Either way, that’s terrifying. I’m guessing they're making foot soldiers for their war with the Olympians."

      I nodded. “I think so, too. A super war god vested with vampirism might be terrifying, but one slice with my scythe would send it to Olympus."

      “Maybe that’s what they want you to do.” Sienna sat down on the opposite side of Cerberus and scruffled his belly with her fingernails.

      “Possibly, but unless Ra got access to a lot of power much faster than we anticipated, manifesting a god would take a lot out of him. I think the foot soldier approach is most likely. In that case, it wouldn’t take much. The Archeus Crystal has most of the power needed to make the golems. Then, once it has an imprint of Montu-Ra in its programming, it’s simple duplication.”

      Sienna tilted her head. "The Archeus Crystal can’t make that many on its own. It might not take as much power to use the crystal as it would to invoke another Egyptian deity in total, but they’re still using power, which weakens them."

      "So are the Olympians.” I stood up and paced. “If I were to bet, Anubis and Ra aren't hoping to take on Zeus and the Olympians on Olympus. They're going to start a war with them here on Earth."

      Kevin's eyes widened. "A war between dueling factions of gods on Earth? That doesn't sound good."

      I shook my head. "Humans are little more than collateral damage to them. From their perspective, it makes sense. They have Katerina to control the golems. If she's their sire, she can command the army to do whatever she wants, or rather, whatever Anubis tells her to do."

      Sienna scratched her head. "The Egyptian gods aren't worried about using power. If they eliminate the Olympians using the vampire golems, they can go to Olympus largely unopposed. Apart from Dionysus and Hades, of course."

      "And if there are murderous vampire golems on the loose, my guess is that they're keeping tabs on me because they want to use me to reap them. What choice would I have? I can’t let them attack innocent people, so I would reap the golems and gods and send them to Olympus?"

      "Are you sure that's not Plan A?" Kevin asked. "They might unleash those vampire things now, and they're probably right. If you had to do it to save lives, you'd reap them. Even if your mom came and we staked them, they'd go to hell and give Hades a rude awakening."

      I bit my lip. "Dionysus knows Anubis and Ra might gain temporary control of Olympus. He believed he could fend them off, given their diminished condition. The whole reason we sent the Olympians here was so they could regain their strength and reclaim Olympus with their full power. Since the Olympians are at their weakest right now, I don't think Anubis and Ra are going to be so shortsighted as to try to claim Olympus before getting rid of Zeus and the others."

      Sienna grabbed her phone. “I’ll text Delphine and let her know what’s going on. If an army of vampire golems comes after them, they need to be prepared. Hopefully, they’ve made some progress finding the others.”

      “That might be why they’re watching you, Zoey.”

      “What do you mean, Kevin?”

      “When we’re investigating a case and we have a warrant to tap a phone or monitor communications, it’s not always the person we’re after who we monitor. Sometimes it’s a lesser player who might inadvertently give us the information we need to catch the proverbial bigger fish.”

      I sat down on the couch again. “They knew Zeus was here before. If they were watching me, I’d bet he has at least one golem following him. If they’re following Zeus, and he is tracking down the Olympians, he might be leading them to their targets. When Zeus finds a god, so will Anubis and Ra.”

      “Why are they still following you, then?” Sienna asked.

      “Because after they’ve killed the gods, they need me to get them to Olympus.”

      Kevin nodded. “And there’s no telling what they might do to force your hand.”

      “They know we’re onto them. I don’t think they’re going to sit around and talk about it. If they have any information about the locations of any of the gods, they’ll move.”

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. “Do you think they have enough vampire golems to handle a god?”

      I nodded. “A god who doesn’t have much memory, has limited power, and doesn’t have a clue who he or she really is? Absolutely. I mean, I don’t know what happens when you try to kill a god who has a body. Even if they revive in Olympus, though, I imagine they’d be even weaker than they are now.”

      Sienna pressed her thumb to the screen of her phone again. “Text Delphine.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. I didn’t know why I found the speech-to-text thing so annoying. I had suspected for a while that cell phones would take over the world someday. Talking to them was just another step in the process. They’d already mind-melded many of their users.

      Sienna continued speaking. “Find any other gods? We have some new developments. Golems infused with vampirism that Anubis and Ra can control.”

      Sienna got a text back. The phone didn’t read it, although it could have. “They’ve found Ares.”

      “Well, that’s convenient! No better time to find a god of war. Did Delphine mention if she’d had any success restoring his memory?”

      Sienna shook her head. “I can ask. She just sent GPS coordinates. She said we need to come see what he’s done. Apparently, he’s assembled an army of his own.”

      Kevin stared at me. “I don’t understand. Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

      I took a deep breath. “I’m not sure. Zeus said Ares was a problem child who never followed or respected his father’s leadership. Still, if there’s any chance this army of his could put up a fight against the vampire golems, I’d say it’s a good thing. Especially if he has enough memory back to recognize what the Egyptians are up to. He might not like his father, but I’m pretty sure that no matter how complicated their relationship is, he’s not going to just chillax while an Egyptian pantheon takes over Olympus.”
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      My mom was already on her way to survey the area surrounding the school. Did vampire golems have to feed, or could they just feed on other golems? All the golems looked the same, but not all were turned into vampires. We were hoping she'd pick up additional clues about their activities and plans while we checked out Ares’ new army.

      The GPS took us to a suburb called Blue Springs about thirty minutes east of the city. I wasn't sure why they called it that. I'd been there several times and never found any springs, not to mention blue ones. I asked where the springs were, and no one knew. They all looked at me like I was a moron for asking. Perhaps, it had never occurred to them that including a geological feature in your town name might make people think it correlated with reality.

      Sienna's GPS took us to one of the suburb’s two high schools. This was the second time I'd been to a school that day, but we weren't going inside. We were supposed to meet on a football field behind the main building. It was an odd choice of location to rally an army, a wide-open space with plenty of sunlight to prevent vampiric interference.

      Being on a school's property, though, came with complications I supposed the ancient Greek deities probably hadn't accounted for. It was late enough in the day that school was out. Still, there might be security concerns or parental complaints when a militia rallied on school property.

      Delphine’s Mystery Machine was parked in the first spot.

      Kevin sighed. “She’s in a handicap spot.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Not like there’s a football game going on. Are you seriously going to write her a ticket?”

      Kevin shook his head. “If I did, I’d have to explain why I was writing parking tickets in Blue Springs. For a detective who investigates serious crimes, that might raise a few eyebrows.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Or maybe you don’t write the ticket because the school isn’t operating right now, and there’s no reason to worry about it.”

      Kevin snorted. "This whole situation is weird."

      "You think?" I asked.

      Sienna and I hopped out of the car. She shrugged. "Let's check it out."

      We walked through an arch to a set of bleachers. Before I could see what was happening, Zeus ran over and embraced me. He shocked me when he touched me.

      "Your power is growing."

      Zeus nodded. "Just static for now."

      Sienna huffed. "I could do the same thing by shuffling my socked feet across the carpet."

      I giggled. "Yeah, Morty and I used to zap each other like that when we were growing up."

      Zeus laughed. "Oh, trust me. I have a lot more power right now than you're feeling. I still have a long way to go, but my powers are coming back."

      "So, what's the deal?" I asked. "Delphine said something about Ares forming an army?"

      Zeus nodded. "They're marvelous! Check it out!"

      Zeus pointed at the field, and I followed his finger to see a muscular bearded fellow in tight jeans and a tank top atop a large platform that overlooked the field. He had his hands in the air.

      A hundred people, give or take, were assembled in straight lines on the field. They looked like an army. They wore pin-striped blue pants, white tops with squared shoulders and ribbons across their chests, and flat hats with feather plumes. The uniforms were so gaudy that I barely noticed they weren't carrying weapons but instruments.

      Ares raised his arms, a baton in one hand. He waved his hands, and the whole band started to play an instrumental version of the Village People's Y.M.C.A.

      I raised an eyebrow and looked at Zeus. "You can't be serious."

      Someone touched my back. I turned to see Delphine looking back at me. "Fascinating, isn't it?"

      I tilted my head. "Anubis and Ra are creating vampire golems. We came out here to find that the secret army we have to combat them is a high school marching band?"

      Sienna was giggling. "Vampires have enhanced hearing. This might be an effective weapon. It's awful!"

      Delphine grinned. "It's not so bad. Think about it; when they get to the chorus, the vampires will have no choice but to make the Y.M.C.A. hand motions. Then you'll have an opening to strike."

      I shook my head. "Seriously, what's the point?"

      "This isn’t a war yet," Zeus said. "Once Ares started to regain his power, he found another competitive domain into which he could infuse his influence. The Blue Springs South Jaguar Pride Marching Band is now destined to win first at the state halftime field show competition."

      "Didn't they already have a teacher or someone leading the band?" Kevin asked.

      Zeus shrugged. "I suppose they still do. The point isn't that we're going to out-march the vampires. The point is that Ares’ abilities are coming back, and he defeated Montu-Ra before. Once his memories have fully returned, I have no doubt that he'll be able to do it again."

      "With a marching band?" Sienna snorted.

      "Anubis and Ra are converting golems into soldiers, are they not?"

      I shook my head. "We aren't leading high school kids into war, Zeus."

      "Why not?" Zeus asked. "I've seen warriors younger than these rise to defend a cause in the past."

      "In the ancient past," Delphine said. "We discussed this already. We cannot use the band to fight. However, it is a good sign that Ares might be able to gather a suitable force in short order to counter the golems."

      I shook my head. "We might not have that much time. They're creating the vampire golems right now. What am I supposed to do if they start attacking people? Reap them to Olympus, or stake them to Hades? Either option is complicated."

      "You don't have to worry about golems," Zeus said. "Reap them, stake them; it won't matter. They don't have souls. They won't go anywhere."

      “They can re-make the golems as fast or faster than we can take them out!” Sienna protested. “We need another solution.”

      “I don’t understand something,” Kevin added. “Delphine, weren’t you able to restore Zeus’ memories quickly?”

      Delphine nodded. “Relatively speaking.”

      “Then why haven’t you done the same for Ares? If he had his full memory, surely he’d devote himself to more than conducting marching bands doing shoddy disco-era halftime shows.”

      Delphine cleared her throat and stared at Zeus.

      I looked at him, too. “This was your call, wasn’t it?”

      “As I said, Zoey, my relationship with my son is contentious.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “So, you’re hesitant to restore his full memory?”

      “There is too much at stake for our family issues to get in the way of what has to be done!”

      I fixed my stare on the god of lightning and thunder. “You can’t be serious. We’re facing a coordinated pantheon that is scheming to put you and your Olympians away for good. You can’t trust your son enough to do the right thing if he recovers his full memory? What did you do to him, anyway?”

      Zeus shook his head. “Nothing. Ares has a quick temper. He’s aggressive and has an unquenchable thirst for battle.”

      “Hold on,” Sienna said, staring at her phone. “He’s the only son born to you and Hera both. Your other sons were born of other mothers.”

      Zeus sighed. “What is your point?”

      Sienna shrugged. “It’s odd that the child most would assume would be your favorite has received only scorn while you’ve helped and supported others like Artemis, Hercules, who was born of a human mother, and even Athena.”

      Zeus scratched his head. “You do not understand. I exercised my wrath in the past. I sank ships and condemned would-be heroes like Pegasus who sought to overturn the natural order. My violence, however, always has a purpose.

      “Ares inherited my ability to destroy with none of the focus. He is not just a rebellious child seeking my approval. If unleashed with his full power and his mind fully restored, he’d commit unspeakable violence purely because he enjoys it.

      “When Ares gets involved in war, he does not take the side of whichever party’s cause is just. He gets involved not to resolve the war but to extend it. He will pull strings to make the war bloodier. He’ll even switch sides during the course of a war if he believes it will lead to more bloodshed and violence. He’s duplicitous, violent, and cannot be controlled.”

      I tilted my head. “Then why did you call us here? When we told you what we’d discovered, why did you suggest that Ares might be the solution to what we’re facing? Certainly you had more up your sleeve than showing off a high school’s marching band.”

      “Athena is also a goddess of war, and she’s always had my favor. She conducts war with strategy and wisdom, not for the love of bloodshed.”

      I snorted. “Well, so much for that. She betrayed your entire pantheon in favor of the Egyptians.”

      Zeus sighed. “The Egyptian deities always commanded her respect. It’s her love of order and their ability to work together that I believe led her to revive them during her attempt to take control.”

      “To replace a dysfunctional pantheon with a functional one?” I asked.

      Zeus nodded. “Our dysfunction works. What good is order if it is directed toward tyranny and oppression? The Greek world thrived when the Egyptian dynasties failed, not merely on account of military might or the power of one pantheon over the other, but because our followers pursued wisdom, philosophy, justice, and democracy.

      “Such things are not always orderly, even as our family is not. American society testifies to the dysfunction that can emerge when people are allowed to pursue their own views, seek wisdom on their own, and debate their differences freely. When ideas are allowed to clash and debate and differences of opinion are permitted to circulate freely, people grow. The spark of divinity within them grows and thrives.

      “Only when views are silenced and people take offense at one another rather than understand or empathize with one another does society devolve into despotism. That’s when the fist rules the mind, and anger and fear prevail over wisdom and liberty.”

      I snorted. “I’m not sure I follow. What does this have to do with Ares?”

      “I cannot rush my son into action. If I do, he will return to his old ways. I must nurture him as his memories return. I have to try to be the father I wasn’t before. And I have to trust that, if given a choice to do the right thing, he’ll do it.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I thought you said he craved bloodshed. Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “He always believed he could earn my favor if he demonstrated his power and set himself apart from his sister Athena. She impressed me by leading armies to smart and decisive victories. He believed he could impress me with force and strength.

      “If it takes me throwing my support behind a marching band competition, as pointless as it might seem, for him to believe I support him, once he regains his full strength and memory, he might choose differently than he did in the past. Ares can help us defeat Anubis, Ra, and their golem army, just not yet. Unleashing him now by restoring his memories too soon might very well backfire.”

      I sighed. “So, you need us to buy you time?”

      Zeus nodded. “I cannot say how much. However, I might be able to help you thwart the vampiric golems for a while.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “Athena only taught you one way to use your ability. She wanted your scythe to send souls to Olympus. Her plan was clever. She used the creatures you reaped to wreak havoc on our realm. You can do more than what you know.”

      “Like what?” I asked.

      “Your scythe is attuned to Olympus because Athena’s power gave you the ability you now possess. If, however, you infused your scythe with a power crystal attuned to another realm, you could send those you reaped elsewhere.”

      I reached into my pocket. “I have a crystal that creates a portal to the Grim Reaper’s office in the underworld.”

      “You could use that to send those you reap directly there. However, I’m not sure that would be desirable.”

      “I agree. I’m not about to flood my brother’s office with bloodthirsty golems.”

      Zeus laughed. “I suppose you wouldn’t. Athena was able to call the Egyptian gods from the void for a reason. She has one of three keys to the prison, the void, into which we cast the Egyptian gods.”

      “Another crystal?” I asked.

      Zeus nodded. “Each of the crystals was once embedded in the head of a gorgon.”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “I’ve encountered those. There were three sisters, correct?”

      “You’ve likely heard the tale of how Perseus slew Medusa by looking at the reflection on his shield to protect him as he struck off her head.”

      “I know the story.”

      “What you probably don’t know is the history between Athena and the gorgons, and more, what Perseus did with Medusa’s head after he killed her.”

      “I’m guessing you’re about to fill me in.”

      Zeus smiled. “The gorgons were the offspring of the primordial god Phorcys. Phorcys and other ancient deities predated even me. They did not dwell on Olympus but ruled from the realm of chaos—what you would call the void. They traversed the realms through a crystal born within them that sent them to the depths of the sea. With the crystals, the children of Phorcys could traverse different realms. Some moved between Earth and the realm of chaos. Others moved between chaos and Olympus, or even Hades.”

      I bit my lip. “Like Cerberus?”

      Zeus nodded. “Cerberus, like his brother the Chimera, was born of Echidna, Phorcys’ daughter. Unlike Cerberus, as the first generation of Phorcys’ children, the gorgons retained the ability to travel to or send the spirits of those whose bodies they’d turned to stone into the realm of chaos.”

      “All three gorgons possessed this ability? Medusa is dead, but I’ve met Stheno, and Euryale is still alive.”

      “Medusa was once as her two sisters. However, after Poseidon forced himself on Medusa in one of Athena’s temples, she was cursed and made a mortal.”

      I scratched my head. “How the hell does that work? She gets raped, and Athena punishes her for it? You’d think if Athena was pissed at anyone for the affair, it would be Poseidon.”

      Zeus nodded. “Your reasoning is sound. However, you must realize that the primordial children of chaos were a great mystery to us. Athena believed that Medusa bewitched Poseidon.”

      I snorted. “Right. If only she hadn’t worn that dress…”

      “I understand why you find Athena’s reaction offensive, and I agree with you, looking back on those events with the benefit of a few thousand years of hindsight. No matter. After Perseus accepted Athena’s quest and killed Medusa, after using the gorgon’s head to defeat a few monsters, he gave her head to Athena.

      “She had the head fashioned into a shield. Within it was the crystal that gave her access to the realm of chaos. The Egyptian gods were cast there long ago. Only recently, I believe, did Athena open that realm again, and it remains open. That is giving Anubis and Ra the opportunity to raise their fellow gods without risking falling under Athena’s control.”

      “Why doesn’t she just close the portal?”

      “She cannot until she regains her power. Your scythe, however, can produce that power if you acquire one such crystal.”

      “So, I should take Athena’s from her?”

      Zeus shook his head. “She may be devoid of power, but we need her to close that portal, still. If you were to take her crystal, you could not close her portal since you did not open it. You must find another crystal.”

      I snorted. “You want me to hunt a gorgon?”

      “You have two to choose from. Either will do.”

      “Do you have any idea where I can find one?” I asked. “When I reaped Stheno, she went by the name Svetlana. We presumed she had been sent to Earth to hide.”

      “There is one who gained the attention of the gorgons before. He used one of them to attempt to undermine Athena when Hades betrayed her so he could overthrow my rule in Olympus.”

      I tilted my head. “You’re talking about Clarence.”

      “The Horseman?” Sienna asked. “Just when you think you’re done with that asshole…”

      I sighed. “He’s bound in Hades right now. I staked him in Olympus.”

      “You have friends in the hot place who can help you gain the information you need.”

      I shook my head. “Even if I can go to Hades and get Clarence to tell us how to find the gorgons, how do we know one of them will help? Given how Svetlana, previously known as Stheno, turned against the gods before, I’m not sure she’ll be eager to help the Olympians gain control again.”

      “But she or her sister will also be disinclined to allow the Egyptians to emerge victorious. I believe this is a case where the enemies of our enemies must become our allies. If they won’t help, you can always swipe a gorgon’s head and take the crystal for yourself.”

      “What if the vampire golems launch their assault tonight? Ares’ marching band isn’t going to fend them off.”

      “Let us hope they are not ready to fight, even as we are not.”

      I shook my head. “What if we made sure they found a different god first? One they couldn’t easily thwart?”

      Delphine laughed. “You’re talking about Tyche, aren’t you?”

      Zeus tilted his head. “That might work.”

      “Do you know where she is?” I asked.

      “I can find her,” Delphine stated.

      “I just need to make sure one of my stalker golems overhears her location.”

      “Are you certain she has enough power to fend them off?” Sienna asked.

      Zeus nodded. “It does not take much power to turn a stroke of luck. It’s a lot like knocking over a row of dominos. Tyche uses very little effort to begin the cascade of fortune or misfortune. After that, momentum carries the day as her force multiplies across a series of cascading events.”

      I smiled. “I think we can set the golems up. We’ll lead them into a trap. At the very least, it should buy us a night so you and Ares can work through your issues, and he can recover his power while I visit Clarence and hunt down a gorgon.”
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      I thought about attaching my portal crystal to send myself to my brother's office but decided against that for a couple of reasons. The first was that I preferred experimenting on others. Second, while the process might be in terms of how my body would demolecularize and rematerialize on the other side, the visual of walking through a portal was far more pleasant than stabbing myself.

      I also wasn't sure it would work the same way. Gods required golems to visit Earth. They didn't spontaneously create material bodies when they appeared in the realm. Going in the opposite direction was different. While I'd found I could travel to and from Olympus or Hades and retain my body, I didn't need one there.

      The daywalkers in Olympus currently didn't have bodies, but they appeared as they had on Earth. It was as if their souls retained knowledge of their body’s existence and mimicked its appearance.

      Perhaps when I went to Olympus or Hades in body, I wasn't present, strictly speaking. My flesh got tucked away somewhere, only to re-envelop my soul when I came back to Earth. Reapers had bodies. They were part-human, after all. I assumed that traveling to the underworld was little different than going to the eternal realms.

      "Take the crystal with you. Don't let it out of your sight. I'll be back as soon as possible."

      Sienna raised an eyebrow. "You don't want me to come with you?"

      I snorted. "Going to hell sucks. Yeah, I'd appreciate the company, but there's no need to drag you through that fiery wasteland with me. I'll make sure Morty sends me back to the apartment when I'm done."

      Kevin nodded. "We won't go back there for now. They're still watching that place."

      "You should check in with my mom. See if she needs help. Those vampire golems might be spying on us, but we need to keep an eye on them in case they make a move. Hopefully, since he’s being tortured in hell, all it will take to convince Clarence to tell me how to find a gorgon is a fresh glass of water."

      Sienna raised an eyebrow. "A glass of O-negative would be more appealing."

      I grinned. "Good point. Either way, I'm sure Hades is torturing the hell out of him, or into him, more precisely, even as we speak."

      "He's playing bad cop," Kevin said. "You can go in as the good cop. Hopefully, he'll talk."

      I nodded. "That's the plan. My fingers are crossed, though. It would be nice to have Tyche at my side to ensure that luck fell my way."

      "If the vampires are on the move, we'll try to drop Tyche's location when Delphine gets it within earshot of one of the golems. Hopefully, rather than head out to feed or wreak whatever havoc Anubis and Ra intend them to cause, having the location of one of the gods might be enough to distract them until you get back."

      I nodded. "If you get Tyche's location, especially if you think the vampire golems are heading in that direction, text it to me. Verizon sucks in the underworld, but they have pretty good service here. I'll get the message as soon as I get back."

      Kevin hugged me and kissed my cheek. "You sure you're up for this?"

      I laughed. "I've been to hell and back more times than I can count. I'll be fine. Warning, though. It's hot, and I'm wearing leather. I'll smell like a locker room when I get back."

      Kevin smirked. "You've never been in a men's locker room, have you?"

      "I can't say that I have!"

      "Trust me. You'll smell heavenly compared to that."

      "I'll take your word for it."

      I gave Sienna the portal crystal. She raised it and caught the sunlight, and a portal to my brother's office formed in front of us.

      Kevin grabbed my hand and pulled me back as I was about to leap through it. I stepped close and kissed him on the lips, then ran my fingers through his hair. "Are you sure Aphrodite isn't nearby?"

      Kevin grinned. "I don't think she is. It wouldn't matter. I just wanted a kiss."

      I smiled. "You taste like Egg McMuffin."

      Kevin winced. "Sorry about that."

      I chuckled. "No problem. I'll want a double quarter-pounder when I get back."

      "Was that an innuendo, Miss Grimm?"

      I smirked. "It certainly was, Detective Schroeder."

      Sienna sighed. "Zoey, do your man or go to hell. Either way, get on with it. We have shit to do."

      I laughed. "Yeah, sorry. See you both on the other side. Once again, I'm off to Hades without sunscreen. I don't think I've evened out my tan yet since the last time I was there."

      Kevin smirked at Sienna. "She hasn't. The last time she came back, she had the face and arms of a lobster and the ass of a polar bear."

      Sienna snorted. "I'm her roommate. I know."

      I smiled. "With visions of my pasty butt in your mind, I'm off! Love you both!"
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      I landed on my feet in my brother's office. Once again, he was leaning back in his office chair. This time, he stared at me as I appeared.

      "Hey, Zoey!"

      "Everything okay?" I asked

      "Yep. Just... Oh. It's fine!"

      I heard a giggle from under my brother's desk, then a bang.

      "Ouch!" A couple of seconds later, Carmilla stood up and straightened her blouse.

      "Good Lord, you two. How many times am I going to walk in on you guys in inappropriate situations?"

      Morty shook his head. "I don't know what you're..."

      "What do you expect me to believe your girlfriend was doing under your desk? Attending a Reaper staff meeting?"

      Carmilla giggled. "Exactly!"

      I scratched my head. "Whatever. Not my business."

      "You don't know how stressful his job is," Carmilla protested. "I thought I'd help him, you know, take a load off."

      My eyes widened. "Look, I really don't care. I just wish there was a way you could hang a sock on the portal or something so I wouldn't show up in the middle of it. Or, you know, maybe you two could find another place to do whatever it is you two want to do to each other."

      Carmilla chuckled. "We use all the other places, too."

      Morty blushed. "Sorry, Zoey."

      I shrugged. "Like I said, whatever. I have to go see Hades. Think Roy could give me a ride across the River Styx on his fancy new fishing boat?"

      Morty nodded. "I'll come with you. I have to pick up an updated schedule anyway, and it'll save him a trip."

      I tilted my head. "Are you sure? Hell sucks, you know."

      Morty grinned. "I know. Been there, done that, got the t-shirt."

      I smiled. "If they had t-shirts and a gift shop in hell, as often as I go there, I'd have to get one myself."

      Morty's eyes widened. "That's not a bad idea. Think of how well those shirts would sell. There's No Place Like Hell. Hell is Where the Heart Is. Been to Hell and Back, Got the t-shirt. Who wouldn't buy shirts that said those things?"

      I furrowed my brow. "Yeah, the problem is that not very many people who go there to visit come back."

      Morty extended his finger. "True. And most people don't bring cash to hell with them."

      "They don't take debit cards, either. When you go to hell, it's just one big-ass debt with an infinitely expanding interest rate. Sort of like the loan offers I get in the mail."

      "I'll come too," Carmilla added. "I wouldn't mind an I Banged the Reaper in Hell shirt."

      I snorted. "Trust me, that's not as thrilling an idea as it sounds. Not unless you want sunburned private parts."

      Carmilla winced. "All right. Well, can I still get the shirt?"

      I laughed. "I'm going because I need to talk to Clarence."

      Morty raised an eyebrow. "The vampire who masqueraded as your supposed handler, paying you to reap supernaturals?"

      "One and the same. We called him the Horseman. He was working with Athena, then Hades, then Anubis, then for himself. His loyalties shift more quickly than a politician's platform. If there's something in it for him, he'll give me what I need."

      Morty snorted. "What do you need?"

      "He knows how to find a gorgon. I need one who possesses a crystal that will allow me to reap the Egyptian gods and their vampire golems—that's a thing, by the way—directly to the realm of chaos so I can take them out without delivering them to Olympus."

      "Like the crystal Athena gave me that temporarily allowed me to reap supernaturals?"

      "Something like that, but apparently, this crystal doesn't change what I can reap. It only changes where I send the supernatural souls I harvest."

      Morty shook his head. "Destination is not a question for normal Reapers. We hold the souls in our scythes, then deliver them to the Boatman."

      I nodded. "Yeah, but for some reason, it works differently for me. Maybe a scythe can't contain the essence of a supernatural spirit, and it has to go somewhere. Whatever the case, I need a gorgon. Clarence knows where I can find one. Fortunately, Clarence is in hell being tortured by Hades. I hope he'll be desperate to help, provided I can alleviate his suffering for a minute or two."

      Morty smiled. "All right, well, I'm still going with you."

      "If we're not going to join the mile-under club," Carmilla said, "I'll pass on the visit to hell."

      "Wise choice," I said. "Let's hope Roy is heading that way."

      Morty nodded. "I'm sure he is, or if not, he will be shortly. We might have to wait in line, though."

      "There's a line?"

      Morty nodded. "We've been playing catch-up. A lot of souls weren't harvested when we were benched and Anubis was consuming souls. We assumed at the time he was devouring them all.

      “Come to find out, not even he had enough jackals to do the job. Instead, a lot of spirits were left to wander. All the Reapers have been working overtime to pick up the slack. They have to keep up with the normal death load while our higher-level Reapers are off hunting the loose souls. Add that Roy doesn't have the benefit of thousands of years of ferrying souls across the River Styx like Charon did, and it amounts to long lines."

      I sighed. "I'm sure he's not thrilled about that. He was hoping he'd have an eternity to fish the River Styx at his leisure."

      Morty rolled his eyes. "He's still fishing. Like I said, he's not as efficient as his predecessor."

      I bit my lip. "At least the job is getting done."

      Morty nodded. "Right. It could be a lot worse."

      We left Morty's office. Carmilla stayed behind to tidy up, whatever that meant. He hadn’t been kidding. The line leading into the underground cavern where the access point to the River Styx was located extended halfway down Main Street, nearly reaching Gehenna Boulevard.

      "Do we really have to wait in line? You're the Grim Reaper. Don't you have cutting privileges?"

      Morty sighed. "I can, but that doesn't mean I should. I choose to wait in line like everyone else."

      "We aren't here to deliver a soul to the Boatman. We're here to hitch a ride."

      "Still, it wouldn't look good."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You're seriously concerned that the other Reapers are going to be upset if you cut into the line to take a boat ride to hell?"

      Morty scratched his head. "I don't know. I just don't want to give them any more reason to hate me. I barely won them over before."

      "Then let me handle it," I suggested. "I don't care what they think about me."

      I grabbed Morty's hand and dragged him to the front of the line on the shore of the River Styx. People followed us with their eyes.

      "See, they're staring at us."

      I shook my head. "It's because of who we are. We're famous, you know. I don't think it's because they're upset that we're cutting in line."

      Morty sighed. "You don't know that."

      I rolled my eyes and stepped to the front of the line. "Hey, just so you know, we're not cutting. We don't have souls to deliver to the Boatman. We're just here to hitch a ride. It won't cause you any delays."

      The waiting Reaper nodded and smiled. "Of course! No worries! Not to mention, the Grim Reaper shouldn't have to wait in line, anyway."

      "See!" I backhanded Morty in the shoulder. "Everyone knows that if you're here, you have other things you need to get back to doing."

      Morty cleared his throat. "Like Zoey said, we're just hitching a ride. Business to attend to in Hades."

      The Reaper chuckled. "Better you than me!"

      I grinned. "Tell me about it."

      I heard the buzz of Roy's engine before he came into view. His fishing boat didn't roar like the larger vessels. Still, it was a lot louder than Charon's gondola had been. Charon didn't need an engine. His rowing speed compensated for his lack of technological advantage. Roy, though, was just a dead guy who now had a golem for a body. He didn't have any special powers. Still, with his engine, he should have been able to keep up with the demand. I wasn't sure where he got his fuel. I suppose given the price of gas, some of the funds we had used to pay Charon to cover his candy habit were dedicated to refueling Roy's motorboat.

      Roy waved his arm over his head when he saw us.

      "Zoey! You're here!" He pulled his boat up to the dock, then extended a scepter to the next Reaper in line. The Reaper touched his scythe to the scepter, and the top of it turned red.

      "Looks like this bugger is going to hell."

      I tilted my head. "That's new."

      Roy nodded. "Your dad gave it to me. Cooked this thing up with Dionysus and Hades. Said it would do the job Charon handled before. Seems to work. Red means dread. White means the light."

      "How's the fishing?" Morty asked.

      "Great as ever. Gotta watch for those pee-rannahs, though."

      "It's okay if you have to pee in the river. Just do it out of view of the shore."

      I chuckled. "I don’t think that's what he meant, Morty. He's talking about piranhas."

      "Then why didn't he say that?"

      "I did!" Roy piped up. "Pee-rannahs!"

      Morty shook his head. "Right. Pee-rannahs."

      "Gotta be careful pissin' in the river, though. Those pee-rannahs have a hankerin' for the worm, if you know what I mean."

      I snorted. "Yeah, you'd hate to come up short for the day."

      Morty face-palmed. "I swear, Zoey. You're worse than Dad, sometimes."

      I snickered. "So, can you give us a ride to Hades since you're heading there anyway?"

      Roy nodded. "All aboard, and hold on tight!"

      Roy fired up the engine and took off toward Hades. The water was smooth, so the boat didn't bounce. If my experience riding Charon's gondola, or Dionysus’ cruise liner, meant anything, the trek to Olympus, aka heaven, was more challenging.

      That made sense. Getting into hell was a lot easier than getting into heaven if effort had anything to do with the determination of one's eternal destiny. I wasn't entirely sure it did. The brief time I'd spent deciding who went to heaven or hell when we were trying to counteract Anubis and his deadly beasts was too heavy a burden to shoulder.

      There are too many factors when deciding someone's eternal destiny. Few are bad enough to deserve eternal perdition. Few are good enough to merit everlasting paradise. Most of us are a mixture of virtues and vices. If one's everlasting existence depended on something more fundamental, it was beyond anything a mere mortal or even a Reaper could discern.

      Thus, we trusted the gods to make those calls. The Reapers harvest the souls and deliver them to the Boatman. The Boatman takes the souls where they are supposed to go. No one asks questions. We do our jobs and trust in unfathomable, infinite, divine wisdom that justice was done.

      What else could we do? Call it faith if you must. It was less about knowing what was true than accepting that in the scope of infinite mystery, what we can't know is immeasurably greater than the little we understand.

      This kind of thinking might not satisfy the scientist within us who presumes all knowledge is accessible through investigation, but it was the only way a Reaper could do his or her job without self-doubt lingering over every soul harvest.

      I mean, if one thought some souls were being damned unjustly, why wouldn't you just let them become ghosts and wander the Earth? That would be a better alternative than eternal torment. Then again, wandering aimlessly, powerless to change anything in the world or intervene when things happened to people you cared about would be its own kind of hell.

      Hades was so hot that steam rose over the water near the beach as Roy brought us to shore. He extended his scepter and shot the soul the Reaper had given him into Hades. The form took on a translucent human-like shape and screamed as it floated off into the hills.

      Even accepting the mystery of infinite knowledge, seeing someone be damned to hell was hard to watch. Each time I'd been there, I couldn't leave soon enough. The place was less pleasant than a proctologist's exam room.

      Unless your appointment lasted indefinitely. Then, it was six of one, half a dozen of the other. Out of the frying pan and into the butthole.

      "Need a ride back?" Roy asked.

      "Probably. I assume you'll be back shortly."

      Roy nodded. "Several times an hour. Unless a meteor strikes a convent or something. In that case, it might be a few minutes before I make it back this way."

      I chuckled. "Well, let's hope none of the religious orders experience a mass casualty event in the next few hours."

      Roy laughed. "Barring an act of God, I should be here close to when you're ready."

      I nodded. "I'll look forward to it. See you then. Happy soul-ferrying."

      Roy snorted. "I'd rather be fishing."

      "Great t-shirt idea," Morty added.

      I tilted my head. "I think that one's been done."
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      I only ever went to hell on the spur of the moment. I suppose it was like that for everyone. No one hired a travel agent to arrange a trip there. There weren’t a lot of sights to see or activities to indulge in.

      If I ever had a chance to plan my trip, I'd make sure to pack accordingly. A wide-brimmed hat to keep the grueling sun off my face and shoulders was on the list. A camel pack full of ice-cold water was a must. It wouldn't last long, but carrying a water bottle or a canteen would be a pain in the ass. I'd also probably bring a portable fan, a mask of some kind to keep the blowing ash out of my face, and a good pair of sunglasses.

      "Damn," Morty said the second his feet hit the ash beach. "It really is hot here."

      I smirked. "It's hell, Morty. What did you expect? A sauna?"

      I looked around. I knew the way to Hades' castle, but it is a good idea to get your bearings in hell. You never know what you might find. Not far from the beach, I saw two tripods of bone sewn together with what looked like sinew. There was a hammock formed from a human's skin, hanging between the two supports. On it was a large goat-like figure with a scruffy face. He was snoring.

      I approached him to make sure I knew who he was. It was Belphegor, the sloth demon. I shook his hammock. "Belphie?"

      The demon snorted and swiped at the air as if he were shooing away a fly. "I'm sleeping. Go away."

      "Get up, you lazy ass."

      Belphegor huffed. "I'm not an ass. I have hooves, but I'm closer to a goat than an ass."

      I smirked. "You know what I mean. Mind escorting us to Hades' castle? I know you can temper the heat for us."

      Belphegor took a deep breath and released it. "Can’t you tell I'm busy?"

      "You're doing nothing. You couldn't be less busy."

      "When you're a demon of sloth, doing nothing is being busy."

      Morty chuckled. "He has a point, you know."

      "Shut up, Morty. Do you want his help or not?"

      Belphegor rubbed his eyes. "You're Morty? You're the Grim Reaper?"

      Morty nodded. "In the flesh. Well, technically, I'm just the acting Grim Reaper. My dad retired."

      Belphegor smiled, exposing crooked teeth with pieces of meat stuck between them. I didn't know what he ate, and I didn't ask. "I'm a big fan of your work."

      Morty bit his lip and tilted his head. "Thanks, I think. Will you help us?"

      Belphegor extended one of his clawed fingers and stuck it up his nose, rooted around, and pulled out a golf-ball-sized booger. He flicked it into the ash. "I suppose I can assist." He rolled out of his hammock and belly-flopped into the ash. I think he landed on his booger, but I wasn't going to tell him that. Morty and I each extended a hand, and we pulled him to his feet.

      "Stay close to me. It won't be as hot."

      "How does that work?" Morty asked. "Magic?"

      Belphegor shrugged. "I'm a cold-hearted demon. Maybe that has something to do with it."

      I grinned. "Whatever the case, it's appreciated."

      Belphegor led us across the ash-covered plains and over a giant hill of molten rock to Hades' castle. The last time I was there, I freed him after Anubis imprisoned him. The Egyptian death god had trashed the place.

      When we entered the castle, Hades' throne was in its place. It glowed like molten metal in a blacksmith's furnace. Hades sat on it with his legs crossed. His body was more human than the demon's. He was larger than any human I'd ever seen and had a long beard with charred split ends.

      "The Grimms!" Hades exclaimed as he bounced up from his seat. Then he looked at Belphegor. "Thank you for bringing them to me. Now go find someplace to sit and do nothing. You have a reputation to uphold."

      Belphegor bowed his head. "As you wish, my lord."

      "What can I do for you two?" Hades asked. "Have you made any progress in reviving my fellow Olympians?"

      I bit my lip. "We've run into a snag. Zeus believes I need the power of a gorgon so I can recalibrate my scythe to send the Egyptian gods and their golem vampires back to the void."

      Hades narrowed his eyes. "I see. And since Clarence knows where the gorgons reside, you've come to seek his assistance."

      I nodded. "That's right."

      Hades sighed. "Well, I recently cut out his tongue. That might be difficult."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Why'd you do that?"

      Hades shrugged. "I was bored. And hungry."

      Morty and I exchanged glances. "Any way you can give him his tongue back?"

      "Already digested. I suppose I can give him a new one."

      "That would be helpful."

      "Follow me." Hades led us down a narrow corridor off the back of his throne room. From there, we followed a steep staircase down into his dungeon. The last time I was there, we had gotten into the dungeon through a grate in the floor, using a long ladder. Apparently, there was another way. Even if I had known about it, though, given the number of turns and locked doors he took us through, we never would have made it.

      "So, all the damned souls end up in this dungeon?" Morty asked.

      Hades shook his head. "No, this place is reserved for those who deserve an extra dose of penance. Clarence is a snake. The only thing you can count on if you're working with him is that he'll bite you eventually."

      "Any chance his accommodations might improve if he gives me what I need?"

      Hades tugged his beard. "Given what's at stake, it's possible. If the Egyptians regain power, taking my domain will be at the top of their list of priorities."

      Hades led us to Clarence's small cell. It was barely big enough to stand within it, much less sit or lie down. An iron gate held the vampire within. Hades pressed his hand against the lock, and the gate swung open.

      Clarence looked at me and grinned. "Hewwo, woowey."

      Morty chuckled. "What's wrong? Cat got your tongue?"

      Clarence narrowed his eyes. "Whuh ou ooing here?"

      "I need you to tell me where we can find a gorgon."

      Clarence laughed. "Yeshh."

      I glanced at Hades. "Give him a tongue."

      Hades waved his hand and a giant tongue sprouted from Clarence's mouth, uncurling until it hit the ground in front of his feet. Hades started laughing. Clarence narrowed his eyes and snorted.

      "Sorry," Hades retrieved a knife from his back pocket and cut the tongue to size. Clarence shrieked in pain. Hades waved his hand again and healed the wound.

      Clarence rubbed his jaw. "Thank you."

      "Now, can you tell us how to find a gorgon?"

      "I can't," Clarence replied. "But I can lead you to one."

      Hades and I exchanged glances. "How about you just tell us?"

      "You're not leaving hell," Hades said. "Besides, we don't have a body for you. If you can tell Zoey how to find a gorgon, I will see to it your accommodations here are more tolerable."

      Clarence shook his head. "You don't understand. The gorgons do not wish to be found. I have a way to contact them, but you'll never find your way through the labyrinths to reach the touchstone I use to speak to them without my help."

      I rolled my eyes. "Of course."

      "You can't just tell us how to get through the labyrinths?" Morty asked.

      Clarence shook his head. "It's a complex maze, full of booby traps. Each requires you to solve a puzzle of my design. There's no way to do it without my knowledge."

      I sighed. "I don't think you were listening. You don't have a body. Even if we took you back, you'd be a spirit."

      "Can you lead Zoey to the touchstone as a ghost?" Morty asked.

      Clarence shook his head. "Some of the traps require a touch I cannot explain. Without a body, it doesn't matter what I do. You won't get there."

      I bit my lip. "Could we use one of the vampire golems Ra and Anubis made?"

      Hades sighed. "I suppose. To do that, though, you'd have to carry his soul with you in your scythe."

      "I can't carry supernatural souls," Morty countered.

      "And my scythe doesn't carry souls," I added.

      Hades shook his head. "That's not true. Summon your scythe, Zoey."

      I furrowed my brow. "Why?"

      "Just do it. There are some things about what you can do with the scythe you wield that you do not understand."

      I nodded and touched the sigil on my wrist. My scythe formed on my hand, the blade ablaze with fire.

      "Good!" Hades exclaimed. "I cannot touch the blade. If I did, it would send me to Olympus, and I'd rather not have to make a pointless journey back here. There's a pin that holds the blade to the handle."

      I tilted my scythe toward my face and examined it, then pointed at the top. "This right here? I didn’t notice that before. Every time I've used it, I've had supernatural baddies to deal with."

      "Remove the pin. You can detach the blade."

      "I can touch the blade?"

      "It won't affect you."

      I took a deep breath, removed the pin, and wiggled the blade until it came off my staff. Underneath it was a crystal emanating golden light.

      "That is the destination crystal that defines where someone you reap will go. Remove it, and your scythe will contain the soul you harvest. However, you can only hold one soul at a time. More than that, and if you try to deposit the souls into a golem, they'll mingle in the one body."

      "But I can harvest more than one soul? Technically, I mean?"

      Hades nodded. "If you did, you could replace the portal crystal, reattach your blade, and send them all at once to the place defined by the crystal."

      "Holy crap," Morty said. "Why didn't you know about this before?"

      I shrugged. "Athena didn't have any use for me other than to send supernaturals to Olympus so she could wage her war on the other gods."

      Hades nodded. "This is true. However, I designed the scythes of the Reapers eons ago. Your crystal, the one Athena gave you to send Reapers to Hades, was embedded in your body when you were born. When you first summoned your scythe, it formed with the crystal already in place."

      "That's weird. I had a crystal in my body my entire life?"

      Hades nodded, then he reached into his pants pocket and retrieved a red crystal. "I cannot say if the golems you have will release a spirit to me if you kill them outright. If you use this crystal, however, you can use it to make sure Clarence is sent back to my domain after he's helped you rescue the gorgon."

      "Right," I said. "If it doesn't somehow slither away."

      "I'll tell you what," Clarence offered. "Free me from my cage, turn me into one of your demons, and I'll serve you here in hell forever."

      Hades nodded. "Your terms are acceptable, provided you fulfill your end of the bargain. Cross Zoey even once, and when we catch up with you, I'll make sure that your future sufferings make what you've endured so far seem like a day at the beach."

      Clarence gulped. "Understood."

      Hades handed me the red crystal, and I put it in my pocket, then fastened the blade back onto the handle and put the pin in place. "All right, it's time to try this thing and see if it works."

      Hades nodded. "It will work."

      My blade now glowed like a regular Reaper's, with golden energies rather than flames. I swiped it across Clarence's form, and his hell-bound body turned to smoke. My blade started to glow like any Reaper's did when it contained a soul. "Holy crap. It worked!"

      Hades smiled. "When you find the gorgon and retrieve her crystal, all you need to do is place it in your scythe. Anyone you reap will be sent to the realm of chaos. Use it sparingly. That is not a place for mortals."

      I nodded. "Understood."

      Morty ran his fingers through his red-dyed mohawk. "All right. Pardon the pun, but let's get the hell out of here."

      "You can use your crystals to form portals the way you use the one that helps you go to and from the underworld. I'd suggest, unless you fancy another walk through my domain, using the one that takes you to Olympus. From there, you can hitch a ride with the new Boatman."

      I nodded. "How's he doing, by the way?"

      "The Boatman?" Hades asked.

      I nodded. "Yeah. His name is Roy."

      Hades huffed. "He's not as efficient as Charon, but he does the job as well as a mortal soul once under my thumb could be expected to."

      I smiled. "Good to hear. Now, we just need a little light to cast into the golden crystal, and off to Olympus, we'll go."

      "Hold the crystal in your hand," Hades told me.

      I held out the crystal between my thumb and forefinger. Hades raised his palm and formed a ball of fire like a miniature sun bouncing between his curved fingers. The light shone through the crystal and formed a golden portal in the middle of the hall.

      "Remember," Hades said. "Do not trust Clarence. Even though I've made him a generous offer, the fool is likely to have other ideas."

      I nodded. "I expect him to double-cross me eventually. I'll make sure he doesn't, or if he does, I'll send him back here so you can make him your bitch again."

      Hades clapped his hands, then folded them in front of his chest. "Delightful!"
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      Of course, the crystal I needed was the one I was missing. Sienna had the crystal I could use to go to the underworld with her. That meant to get home, I had to take the scenic route. When Morty and I landed in Olympus, I assumed we'd show up on the beach, the place we arrived at the River Styx. That would have been convenient. We could have waited for Roy and hitched a ride back to the underworld. From there, I could return to Earth through the portal in Morty's office.

      We appeared in a dark room. The only light we had was what the remnants of the portal we took there gave us, and it faded seconds after we hit the ground.

      I didn’t know how these portal crystals worked. Olympus was a big place. So was Hades. How was I supposed to know where in any world these portals would dump me, or if I reaped someone to any of these realms, where they'd end up? I didn't know how to manipulate crystals.

      Sienna had figured out how to "program" the Archeus Crystal by speaking commands over it. She likened it to writing a computer program and creating subroutines, whatever the hell those were. Would these crystals also respond to verbal commands? What would I say to ensure they did what I wanted? Those were questions for another time. Now, I had to figure out where the heaven we were. “Where the hell” no longer worked for obvious reasons.

      The half-second I could see when we first landed suggested we were in a dark room not unlike the one we’d left in Hades. Perhaps this was Olympus’ version of Hades' dungeon. If that was true, we were likely under Zeus’ castle.

      Getting out of there was only the first problem we had to face. I tried summoning my scythe. The hope was the glow from my blade that held Clarence's soul could activate the portal crystal back to Hades. Then I'd know where the shore was, even if the journey would be unpleasant.

      The light wasn't enough to activate the crystal, but it gave us enough to see. We were in a long corridor lined with stone. I touched the walls, and unlike the sizzling stones that lined the walls of Hades' dungeon, these were cool.

      "Which way do you think we should go?" Morty asked.

      I shrugged. "I don't have a clue. Presumably, one direction will lead us to the surface. The other one probably leads deeper into this dungeon."

      A snort from deeper in arrested my attention.

      "What was that?" Morty asked.

      I shook my head. "I've heard that before. Surely not..."

      "Surely not what?"

      I bit my lip. "It sounded like a troll."

      Morty furrowed his brow. "Why would there be trolls in Olympus?"

      I sighed. "Because I sent them here. When I was working for Clarence, he sent Sienna and me to a cave to reap a bunch of trolls."

      "I thought the Olympian gods eliminated the supernaturals you reaped before? Wasn't Athena using them to weaken the other gods?"

      I scratched my head. "That was what I assumed. What if not all of the creatures I reaped were eliminated or sent to the void? They had to go somewhere."

      "What better place than a dungeon?" Morty sighed. "Of all the places for us to end up on Olympus... Wait, do you think Hades sent us here on purpose?"

      I shook my head. "He wouldn't do that. His future depends on our success as much as anyone's. He must not have known."

      Morty narrowed his eyes. "If a troll you reaped is down here, what else might we find?"

      I scratched my head. "The first vampire I reaped was Vlad. I also eliminated Nosferatu, who was supposedly even stronger than he was. Then there was Vincent, one of Katerina's lackeys in New Orleans, and dozens of youngling vamps."

      Morty grunted. "There was the werewolf at that frat party as well."

      "We aren't even counting all the jackals, banshees, and satyrs working with Anubis that I eliminated. If these creatures weren't eliminated and the gods didn't send them to the void but imprisoned them instead..."

      Morty's eyes widened. "We're screwed! Hades just told you that you can't use your scythe until you deposit Clarence's soul in a golem. You couldn't even send them away from here and back to Hades."

      "I could still reap them. That might make things a lot worse than they already are."

      "Right, because if you tried to extract Clarence's soul and put him in a golem later, there's no telling how many pieces of other nasty creatures might accompany him."

      "If we don’t find a way out of here before we alert all the nasties who might be down here to our presence, I might not have a choice."

      "What about your phone light?" Morty asked. "Can't that activate the crystal?"

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and tried to turn it on. Nothing happened. "Well, that was a good idea. My battery is dead."

      "Of course it is."

      I sighed. "It happens a lot when I move between realms. It's like my phone can't find service and goes into freak-out mode, trying to make a connection."

      "The way I see it, we have two options. We either have to find a way out of here or a light source."

      "My preference is for the former rather than the latter. If we cut and run back to Hades, we won't know what we're facing. If Athena is here, she knows about this dungeon. She might be weak right now, but she won't need much power to secure Olympus and defeat the daywalkers if she has every freaking supernatural I've ever reaped hidden in this dungeon."

      Morty grunted. "Then why hasn't she done it yet?"

      I shook my head. "I don't know. Maybe she knows once she does that, Dionysus will realize what happened. If the daywalkers are done, he'll have no choice but to come after her. She probably needs to regain enough power that, with the aid of all these creatures, she can challenge Dionysus and Hades. If they are out of the picture, the other Olympians won't have a shot against her until they're at full strength."

      "We're facing a two-front war. Athena has an army-in-waiting here on Olympus, and the Egyptian gods are amassing vampire golems on Earth. They might not be on the same side anymore now that Athena can't control Anubis and Ra, but they have a common enemy."

      I nodded. "A bunch of weakened and oblivious Olympians won't stand a chance on either front if I don't get home with Clarence, stick him into a golem, find the gorgon, and convince her to give me her crystal."

      Morty scratched his head. "You know, there are a lot of 'ifs' in there. I thought we had a good plan. Now it sounds like a last act of desperation."

      "Maybe it's time I take a page out of Clarence's book and play the role of the snake."

      "What are you suggesting?"

      "Snakes aren't usually dangerous unless they are cornered. When they're desperate and think they don't have any other way out, that's when you have to fear their strike."

      Morty chuckled. "Doesn't make me optimistic that Clarence is going to help us when all is said and done. Who is more desperate than someone facing eternal torture in hell?"

      I shook my head. "Maybe, but we've given him a way out of that. There are worse ways to spend eternity than as a member of Hades' demonic legions. It's far better to be the torturer than the tortured."

      "So, what's the plan? In this scenario, it's you and me who are cornered. How do we strike?"

      "I have an idea." I removed the blade from my scythe. What remained was my staff with two pointed ends. I released it, then summoned it again. The scythe was back in place. "Damn it."

      "What is it?" Morty asked.

      I shook my head. "When I first started using my scythe, the blade only appeared occasionally. Now, when I don't want to use it, I can't get it to work with just my staff."

      "Your answer for getting out of this mess is to beat everyone in our way with a stick?"

      I smirked. "Yeah. You have a problem with that?"

      Morty chuckled. "You're pretty badass with that thing. I saw what you did to the golems during your exam. I also saw how you used it in the freight yard when you were rescuing Sienna from those traffickers."

      "At first, I had to focus my intention to reap a supernatural for my scythe to appear on the end of my staff. Now, it's second nature."

      "Then don't think about reaping them. We're staking them. If you can kill these vampires again and stake their hearts, they'll go to Hades, right?"

      I nodded. "I'm not sure Hades will be thrilled about that."

      Morty shook his head. "He can handle a few vampires. We don't have to kill everything in here, just what gets in our way."

      "That will only happen with vampires anyway. I'm not sure what will happen if I attack a troll or something else. They don't have the same bodies here. They might just heal."

      "We don't have to kill anything," Morty protested. "All we have to do is slow down anything coming after us long enough to get out of here."

      I bit my lip. "Maybe that's the answer. If I invoke my scythe but don’t think about reaping or killing, I might get my staff."

      "Think about self-defense," Morty offered. "Get the snake metaphor out of your head. We need less Cobra Kai right now and more Mister Miyagi."

      I raised one eyebrow. "When did you get a chance to binge Cobra Kai on Netflix?"

      Morty grinned. "I didn't. We still have the original movies on VHS in Dad's office."

      I laughed. "I forgot we had those."

      A series of snorts came from deeper in the dungeon. "What do you think? Run toward the trolls or go in the other direction?"

      I grinned and touched the sigil on my wrist. My staff formed in my hand, devoid of the blade that currently contained Clarence's vampiric soul. "Defense works. We have to go in the opposite direction and hope it's the right one."

      "There might be vampires in that direction, you know. Or worse."

      "Then we'll kick their asses."

      "In self-defense, of course."

      I smiled. "You know what they say, the best defense is a great offense. I think we can bend the rules a little. I just have to think defense. We're not hunting these bastards, but if I have to poke a few bad guys in the pooper to get out of here, we're still well within the domain of Mister Miyagi's approval."
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      Morty and I headed away from the snorting trolls. That seemed to be the best move. If this was a prison, I hoped none of the inmates were out of their cells. Given that Athena was the only possible warden, though, I wasn't holding my breath.

      I gripped my staff with both hands. I needed to be ready no matter what kind of supernatural nasty showed its snarling face around the next corner. I didn't know what I might encounter, but most bad guys snarl for some reason.

      Vampires do it for effect. It's a part of their bravado. They get off on terrifying their victims, and snarling is one way to do it. Trolls snarl by instinct, as do werewolves and jackals. Cerberus was the only ally I had who snarled, and he did it both for effect and by instinct. Other than him, if someone was snarling in the darkness, it was a good bet that they were aligned with the dark side of the force.

      Cerberus would have been helpful if he'd come along. He could sniff out whatever was ahead. He could go astral even in Olympus while Morty and I couldn't. Our cloaks didn't work there.

      We ran down one corridor and peeked around the corner. So far, we'd encountered nothing, but we didn't have a clue where we were headed. The next corridor ended at a T. Once again, we had to make an uneducated decision about which way to turn.

      "Eenie-meenie-miney-moe?" Morty chuckled.

      I shrugged and turned right. The hall curved to the right before ending in a sharp left turn. Morty stopped and placed his hand on my chest.

      "What is it?" I whispered.

      "Did you hear that?"

      "Hear what?"

      Morty extended his index finger and tilted his neck toward the next hallway. I heard the sound of metal dragging over stone.

      "I think it's a chain."

      Morty nodded. "What did you reap that might be in chains?"

      I shrugged. "That depends on who put them here. It could be anyone."

      "We either turn around, or we face whatever this thing is."

      I shook my head. "We're bound to encounter something eventually. Might as well go for it."

      Morty grimaced. "All right. I don't have any weapons that would be of any use. My scythe doesn't work here. You lead the way."

      Leading with the pointed end of my staff, I turned the corner. Without my scythe to illuminate our path, we would face the thing blind. When I turned the corner, the sound of chains stopped. Then, with rapid footsteps, the sound started moving away from us.

      "It's running away," Morty remarked.

      I nodded. "Let's go after it. Whatever it is, it's afraid of us."

      "Or it's leading us to its friends."

      I sighed. "Only one way to find out."

      We chased the sound through the dark hall. We were gaining on it. When the hall turned to the right, there was an opening with a faint flickering glow. The sound stopped.

      "I think it went into that room."

      "Let's go. That looks like fire. At least if we go in there, we'll be able to see. Maybe there's a torch we could use."

      I held my staff, ready to jab whatever we found. When we reached the illuminated room, there was a male figure huddled in the corner, covering his head with his hands. Shackles with broken chains were fixed to his ankles and wrists. He looked human.

      I approached the boy. His body was shaking. He turned to me with terrified eyes.

      "It's you!" the boy exclaimed.

      I furrowed my brow. "Do I know you?"

      The boy shook his head. "I wasn't myself when you killed me."

      "When I killed you?"

      "I was at a party at my frat house. I went outside, then my body changed."

      "The frat house in Baton Rouge?" Morty asked.

      The boy nodded.

      "You were the werewolf?" I asked.

      Tears rolled down the boy's face. "I'm sorry! I didn't know what I was doing. Some guy—he said his name was Lycan—made me what I was. I was supposed to bite you. He told me if I did, I would be free."

      I shook my head. "He lied to you. From what I remember, Lycan was working with Nosferatu."

      The boy nodded. "He's here, too."

      "We aren't going to hurt you," Morty assured him. "Why were you chained up?"

      "The vampires did that. They were afraid of me. When I changed—you know, became a werewolf—I was too strong, and I broke the chains. I've been hiding ever since."

      "What's your name?" I asked.

      "I'm Dylan."

      I lowered my staff and extended my hand. "My name's Zoey."

      The boy turned, still shaking, and shook my hand. He shook Morty's after my brother introduced himself.

      "Do you know a way out of here?"

      Dylan nodded. "I was trying to get out to find food when I heard you two in the halls."

      "There are a lot of fruit-bearing trees here. I'm surprised you've managed to survive this long."

      "How did you change?" Morty asked. "Are there full moons here?"

      Dylan shrugged. "I don't know what caused it. It's only happened once."

      "Do you know where Athena is?" I asked.

      "She's in here somewhere. I don't know for sure. I haven't seen her since before she had the vampires chain me up."

      "She's in these dungeons?" I asked.

      Dylan nodded. "The whole place is a maze. I managed to find a way out, but I don’t go anywhere else. It's too dangerous. I don't want them to chain me up again."

      Morty scratched his head. "She has the original Archeus Crystal. If we can find Athena and take that crystal back, we can make another body for Clarence, and one for Dylan, too."

      "We have some friends out there who might be able to help. If you can get us to the surface, I can bring them in here and try to find Athena. We need that crystal."

      Morty grabbed the torch off the wall. "Does this thing ever burn out?"

      Dylan shook his head. "The flame isn't hot. It doesn't burn. I think it's magic."

      I raised an eyebrow. "When you were out in the halls before, you were moving through the dark without it. Can you see in the dark?"

      "I can," Dylan said. "I've been able to ever since I became, you know, a werewolf. Even in human form, I can see almost as well in the dark as in daylight."

      "That's pretty cool!" I smiled.

      Dylan chuckled. "I guess it is. It's the only way I've been able to sneak in and out of here without the others catching me."

      "That's lucky. If there are vampires here, they can see in the dark as well."

      "They stay deeper in the caverns. I can point you in that direction. If you're looking for Athena, my guess is she's with them."

      "Basically, go back the way you came. I'm surprised they haven’t found you already. How'd you get in here, anyway?"

      I smiled. "Long story. Suffice it to say we didn't come here on purpose."

      "You can use that torch. The vampires stay away from it. It won't work against any of those other monsters, though. It seems to draw them in, which is why I don't usually carry it with me."

      Morty tilted his head. "This thing is empowered by something similar to sunlight. Whoever put this here was probably protecting Dylan from the vampires."

      "I don't know," Dylan replied. "The torch showed up a few days after they chained me up. Someone in black gave me food and placed it on the wall."

      "In black?"

      Dylan nodded. "I didn't see his face. He reeked of wine."

      "That was Dionysus."

      "I agree." Morty smiled. "Sounds like him."

      "That was before the other gods left. It was probably before he knew what Athena was up to. He might not even realize that all these vampires are still down here."

      "Dionysus placed a sun in the Olympian sky," Morty said. "He must've assumed the vampires would be trapped in here."

      "If we can find him, maybe he can fill us in on those details. First, we need to get out of here and rally the daywalkers. If this torch emits sunlight, it might empower them and give us an advantage."

      Morty scratched his head. "We could also use it to activate the portal to Hades."

      I shook my head. "We aren't leaving. Not yet. Dylan can't get out of here and return to Earth without a body. I'd also much rather give Clarence a body we can control and limit than use one of Anubis’ golems. We aren't leaving without the Archeus Crystal."
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      Dylan led us out of the dungeon to the surface. Morty took the sunlight torch with him. We were lucky we didn't encounter anything on the way out. Dylan was right. The vampires were staying as far from the sunlit world as possible. It was only by a stroke of Tyche-level luck that we managed to avoid encounters with trolls or other monsters.

      The dungeon opened into Zeus’ castle. From there, we made our way out onto the mountain and down to the beach.

      Dionysus’ circus tent was still pitched on the shore. I pulled open a flap, and we stepped inside. Several of Dionysus’ naked nymphs greeted us, and in the middle, I spotted Jessna, Sunshine, and other daywalkers sipping glasses of red wine.

      They saw us the second we stepped into the tent and pressed through the crowd of nymphs. The god of wine wasn't there.

      "Zoey!" Sunshine wrapped her arms around me. I hugged her back. She had a crush on me. She had confessed as much in Hades. When you're there, you apparently lose your filter and can't tell lies. Ironic since Hades, known as the devil in some traditions, is the father of lies. He was the only one who had the privilege in his domain.

      "How's everything going?" I asked.

      "It's been uneventful," Jessna replied. "We haven't seen Athena. What are you doing here, anyway?"

      "We came here on our way home. We went to pick up Clarence in Hades in the hope that he could help us find a gorgon. We need her crystal to stop Anubis and Ra on Earth."

      Jessna scratched her head. "Sounds like things on Earth are a lot more eventful than they've been here. We're ready, though."

      I chuckled. "I’m sure you are. How much have you drunk?"

      Sunshine shrugged. "Quite a bit. Given the sunlight, our daywalker nature prevents the alcohol from having its usual effects, though. The buzz wears off the second we step out of the tent."

      "Good. We might need your help since we found a dungeon under the castle. The vampires and the other monsters I reaped are down there. We think Athena might be, too. If we can find her, we need to take the Archeus Crystal back from her."

      Jessna grinned. "If you have that, you could make us bodies."

      "Once this is over and you aren't needed here, we will bring you back to Earth, provided we get the crystal from Athena."

      Sunshine stared at her glass. "My buzz wore off."

      Morty laughed. "The sunlight in this torch does the job."

      Jessna cocked her head. "That's how we're going to get the advantage over the vampires in the dungeon."

      I smiled widely. "That's the plan. You up for a little action?"

      "Hell, yeah!" Sunshine exclaimed.

      "Where's Dionysus?" I asked.

      Jessna shook her head. "He comes and goes. My guess is he's patrolling the River Styx on his cruise ship."

      I snorted. "Patrolling for what?"

      "He thinks there's a risk that the Egyptian gods might infiltrate the underworld and try to get to Olympus that way."

      I sighed. "That's a legitimate concern. As long as I have the portal crystal, though, they can't get there."

      "You've lost that crystal before," Jessna said. "It's not an unreasonable possibility."

      "Right now, it's safe with Sienna. I'll take it back as soon as I return."

      Jessna shrugged. "One daywalker against Egyptian gods? Surely you can see why Dionysus might think that's a risk."

      Morty cleared his throat. "If Anubis or Ra came to the underworld, I'd know."

      "Besides," I added. "Anubis and Ra aren't powerful enough to march on Olympus. The whole reason I'm trying to find a gorgon is that they hold a crystal that will allow me to reap the gods to the void. Zeus believes the Egyptian gods will eventually try to force me to reap them directly to Olympus."

      Sunshine giggled. "That's smart. If you can reap them to the void instead and they don't realize it, all you'll have to do is spring their trap."

      I nodded. "That's the plan."

      "You guys go try to get the crystal," Jessna said. "I need to stay here in case Dionysus returns. I will fill him in on the plan."

      I scratched my head. "We could use your help. Still, I understand that it is a good idea for someone to tell Dionysus what's happening. Who knows what he might do if he returns and finds all the daywalkers missing?"

      "Who is the cutie?" Sunshine asked.

      Dylan blushed and looked away.

      "That's Dylan. He's a werewolf I reaped a while back. He's going to help us navigate the dungeons. In return, we're going to bring him back to Earth with us. Of course, we need the crystal to give him a body again."

      "A body without the werewolf curse?" Sunshine asked.

      "That's the hope," I agreed. "In truth, we don't know how that will work. Still, werewolves aren't a threat unless it's a full moon."

      "What about my friends?" Dylan asked. "The other werewolves. Were they reaped, too?"

      I shook my head. "My boyfriend is a cop. He's also involved in all this supernatural stuff. He took the other wolves in your pack, Lizzie and the rest, somewhere safe. You can rejoin them if you'd like when we get you back to Earth."

      Dylan nodded. "I'd like that."

      Morty raised one eyebrow. "You know, a pack of werewolves could come in handy for fighting the vampire golems."

      "Sure." I shrugged. "If we happen to fight them during a full moon."

      "There isn't a moon in Olympus," Morty said. "If Dylan shifted here, there must be another way to trigger the change."

      I nodded. "Another question to ask Dionysus. Jessna, if he shows up, I want to catch up with him before we leave. Ask him if he'll hang around until we get back."

      "Will do!"

      I wasn't thrilled that Jessna had volunteered to stay behind. She was the leader. If the daywalkers were heading into battle, she should be leading the charge. While Sunshine gathered the other daywalkers to spell out the plan, I decided to pull Jessna aside.

      "Is something wrong? Of all the daywalkers, I figured you'd be the most eager to head into battle."

      Jessna winced. "Yeah, I'll be fine."

      I stared at her blankly. "What's going on? We aren't in Hades, so you can lie to me, but you're not very good at it."

      Jessna chuckled. "I've always been a shitty liar."

      I reached out to touch Jessna's hand, but she yanked it away. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean…"

      "It's not you. It's him."

      I took a deep breath. "You're talking about Clarence."

      Jessna nodded. "He's in your scythe. Your scythe is inside you. That means he's in you in a fucked-up way."

      "I know it's weird. He can't hear you right now. He certainly can't hurt you."

      Jessna scratched her head. "I know that. Still, just being near you, knowing he's in there, I don't think I can fight next to you. I'm sorry."

      "I know you hate him. I do, too. He lied to me as well."

      Jessna shook her head. "It's not that. Yeah, I hate him. For a while, though, I thought I loved him. He wasn't just the leader of our order. He presented himself as a god. He promised me so many things. He used me, and to make things worse, I let him."

      "What did he do to you, Jessna?"

      "He never forced himself on me, if that's what you're thinking. Not physically. He seduced me with lies. I gave up everything to follow him and his bullshit religion. Then, to make things worse, I let him use me to do the same damn thing to all the other girls. He turned me into a monster, and not just by making me a vampire."

      I stared into space for a few seconds before opening my mouth. I was shocked, though I probably shouldn't have been. If anything, I was mad at myself that I didn't see it sooner. "He took a lot from you. I get it. You're not a monster, Jessna."

      Jessna shook her head. "Tell that to the girls he hurt through me."

      I took a deep breath. "You realize that even after Clarence showed his true colors and what he did was clear to everyone, they still chose to follow you. If they hated you or blamed you for it, they wouldn't be here today."

      Jessna snorted. "What choice do they have?"

      "They decided to stay here and defend Olympus alongside you. Even before we knew that Anubis and Ra had stolen the golems intended for you and the other daywalkers, they chose to stay here and fight back."

      Jessna wiped a tear from her cheek. "I'm still the one who recruited them. All the other daywalkers had lives. They had hopes and dreams. I took that from them."

      I shook my head. "Clarence took that from them. You gave them a chance to fight back and be more than victims. To take a stand and make sure Clarence didn't win. You didn't take their power away. You gave them a voice again. You empowered them."

      Jessna shrugged her shoulders. "Maybe. You know, when you staked that asshole and sent him to hell, it felt like we won. When you came back and told us he was part of all this, it felt like my heart was ripped out of my chest all over again. I'm sorry, Zoey. He deserves the worst hell can give him."

      I pressed my lips together. "I agree. I've faced a lot of monsters. Dylan might be a werewolf, but he's not a monster. You might be a daywalking vampire, but you're not a monster, either. Monsters aren't made. No one can turn you into one.

      “Real monstrosity comes from the soul. The fact that Clarence would think becoming a demon of all things, to spend eternity tormenting souls, is enough motivation to cooperate with us proves he's as evil as they come.

      “Here's the thing I've learned about monsters. They don't change their stripes. He won't be able to resist his nature. In the meantime, though, wouldn't it be nice to use him for a change? Give him a taste of his own medicine?"

      Jessna pressed her hands together and lifted them to her lips. "You know, I think you're right."

      "We also have an advantage. We know what he's capable of, so we can be ready for it. How great would it be if you're the one to send his ass back to hell when all is said and done?"

      Jessna grinned. "That would feel pretty damn good. I can't lie."

      "Then fight with us, Jessna. Don't give up now. You're better than he is. You're stronger, too. This is your chance to show him that he didn't ruin you."

      Jessna stood up and took a deep breath. "Change of plans, everyone! I'm coming with you!"

      "We still need someone to stay behind and tell Dionysus what's going on," Sunshine said.

      "I'll do it," Morty said. "I'm not as valuable in a fight right now as the rest of you since I don’t have any weapons on me. Just promise me you'll kick those vampires' asses and come back with the crystal."

      Jessna grinned. "I guarantee it."
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      Daywalkers were the mirror image of regular vampires. While most bloodsuckers were deathly allergic to sunlight, the daywalkers' vampirism was awakened by the sun. When the sun went down or it was too overcast or they were in a dark room, they were human. The only feature that remained was the fangs. Growing new fangs every time the sun shone on your skin would be an orthodontic nightmare.

      Including Jessna and Sunshine, seven daywalkers accompanied me to the dungeon. Sunshine carried the sunshine torch because who else? Dylan led the way, but barring a freak werewolf shift, he was the most vulnerable of us. Since extinguishing the sunlight torch would also strip the daywalkers of their power, it was best that the daywalkers carried it themselves.

      Climbing Mount Olympus sucked worse than going down. It was a steep and twisty trail up a hill rather than a climb since we didn't have to scale any cliffs. I've seen what real rock climbers can do, and although I take on vampires, gods, and monsters, they're crazier than me. I've yet to encounter a supernatural threat that terrifies me more than the prospect of dangling from a cliff by my fingertips.

      Like regular vampires, daywalkers could move fast. They also had exceptional strength and enhanced senses and craved human blood. I had to wonder if the red beverage they had been drinking in Dionysus’ tent was wine. Perhaps the nymphs were there for their sustenance rather than the wine god's pleasure. None of them had tried to bite Dylan or me despite the light from the makeshift sunset over Olympus and the light from the sunlight torch. One way or another, they had been sated before we arrived.

      Jessna and I led our cadre into the dungeon. Dylan and Sunshine were just behind us. I was the only one who couldn't see in the dark. While the torch kept the vampiric nature of the daywalkers active, I was also grateful that it illuminated the hallway.

      Dylan knew where he was going. After a few turns, I was lost. I was never great with directions. The worst was when someone told me to turn in a compass direction. If I need to turn left, tell me to turn left. Don't say north.

      I have no idea which direction north is most of the time. I need to get my bearings. If I'm near an interstate that I know runs east and west, that helps. If it's dusk or dawn, I can get a general sense of the directions. How Dylan managed to make his way through these tunnels was beyond me. Every hall looked just like the one before.

      "We're getting to the dangerous part," Dylan warned. "Be on your guard."

      Jessna tilted her head. "We're close. I can hear something up ahead."

      "Any idea what it is?"

      Jessna narrowed her eyes. "I can't tell. I hear labored breathing. Whatever it is, it's shuffling its feet."

      "Labored breathing?"

      Sunshine smirked. "Maybe it's a vampire with COPD."

      I chuckled. "More likely a troll."

      "Maybe. I mean, as vampires, we heal from most shit."

      "Is it just one?" I asked.

      Jessna bit her lip. "I think so."

      Dylan cleared his throat. "Whatever it is, if there's one, there are more not far away."

      "If it's vampires, we'd be lucky," Jessna commented.

      I raised an eyebrow. "Lucky?"

      "We have the sunlight torch. They'll run before they'll fight."

      "If they run, they'll gather whatever other monsters might be down here and send them our way."

      Jessna tilted her head. "Good point."

      "Whatever it is, I'll try to take it down fast."

      "We can run faster than you," Jessna told me.

      I shrugged. "Can you run faster than I can throw my staff?"

      "Probably."

      Sunshine shook her head. "But we can't get too far from this torch, and who knows what will happen if we run with it that fast? We aren't even sure how it stays lit. It might be fine, but if the torch goes out, we're all screwed."

      I nodded. "Sunshine is right. It's not worth the risk. Stay close to the torch. I'll try to take out whatever lurks around the corner fast. No matter what, though, you have to fight close together. Rally around Sunshine and the torch, and don't let anyone, or anything, get close to it."

      That wasn't going to be easy. If we cast any light into the corridor, whatever was waiting on the other side would notice. I was going to have to aim and throw the instant I saw the target. Our only chance to avoid having it alert other monsters to our presence was to take it by surprise.

      Jessna peeked around the corner since reconnaissance was a must. She wasn't carrying the torch but could see in the dark, so it made sense. Dylan stayed back in case something attacked, though he could see in the dark as well. He was watching our backs to make sure no one snuck up on us from behind.

      Jessna peered into the darkness for a second, then turned to me. "Good Lord. What the hell?"

      I smiled. "What did it look like?"

      "I couldn't tell if it was scaly, furry, or both. It had giant tusks."

      "Tall and lanky?" I asked.

      Jessna nodded. "Awkward and gangly."

      "That's a troll."

      Jessna bit her lip. "Wow, those movies really got it wrong. Trolls aren't cute."

      "I know, right?" I chuckled. "Sunshine, give me some sunshine."

      Sunshine rolled her eyes. "All right. On three. One, two, three!"

      Sunshine stepped around the corner with her torch. I jumped out, widened my grip, and tossed my staff like a javelin, striking the troll at the base of the neck. The thing dropped, but would it stay dead? Hard to know, but it was down and done for now. Since I’d reaped the thing here with my scythe and the form it had taken was a reconstituted ethereal body, I presumed it would eventually revive. We couldn't waste any time trying to find out, though.

      I motioned at Jessna and Dylan. They and the other daywalkers followed me down the hall, careful not to step on the troll's body.

      I looked at Dylan. "How much farther?"

      Dylan shrugged. "I didn’t go any deeper into the dungeon than this."

      I tilted my head. "So, you don't know where Athena might be?"

      "I never said I did. I told you I thought she was deeper in the dungeon than my chamber."

      "This could go on forever," Jessna remarked. "How can we be sure we'll ever find the crystal?"

      Sunshine shook her head. "We don't even know it's here. All we know is that Athena was here at some point. She could have moved it, or maybe she hid it elsewhere before she came here."

      I shrugged. "Look, we can't bail now. If there's any chance we will find the thing in these halls of horrors, we have to keep looking."

      A high-pitched screech from behind us interrupted our deliberations. Sunshine shone the torch in that direction. The troll was already reviving, although it wobbled as it struggled to stand.

      "Oh, for fuck's sake!" Sunshine blurted.

      I touched the sigil on my wrist to re-form my staff and tossed it at the troll again. This time, I hit it in the chest. It dropped.

      "Zoey!" Jessna shouted. "More are coming! I can hear them!"

      I turned to the hall we hadn't yet explored. Three more trolls appeared.

      "Tear them apart!" Jessna called. "Use your teeth if you have to!"

      "Gross!" Sunshine gagged as she handed Dylan the torch. She dove at one of the trolls, wrapped her legs around it from behind, grabbed its tusks, and twisted its head off. "No need to bite."

      I smiled as I re-formed my staff and charged another one, stabbing it through the gut. Jessna and another daywalker were clawing at the third.

      I looked past them down the hall. Two eyes barely caught the light the torch produced. It wasn't a troll. When it saw the light, it ran the other way.

      "A vampire!" I shouted. "We have to follow it!"

      My hope was it would lead us to Athena. Worst-case scenario, it would take us to the other vampires, and we could bless them with an all-consuming sunburn. We knew from the troll that they wouldn't stay down for long. Presumably, the same would apply to all the daywalkers except Sunshine since she had come to Olympus with me during the original battle against Athena, Anubis, and Ra. She had her real body. I didn't know what would happen if she lost it.

      Presumably, she'd get an ethereal one to replace it. Still, I assumed she'd prefer to keep her real body, all things being equal. It was the easiest path back to her old life on Earth after this was over.

      We chased the vampire. Jessna led the charge, and Sunshine kept the halls lit. My stomach turned. I wasn't sure which vampire we were chasing. We weren't able to get a good enough look, given our limited light and the speed at which the thing was running. We couldn't keep up. The daywalkers could run as fast, but not if they wanted to retain the power of sunlight granted by the torch. Not to mention, if they ran ahead of me, even if the torch remained lit, I'd be left in the dark to fend for myself.

      Jessna stopped in the hall and raised her hand to signal everyone else to stop. She extended her index finger. Everyone stayed quiet. "This way. I can hear him."

      We followed Jessna to a wide-open room with a domed ceiling. The light from Sunshine's torch revealed three of the worst vampires I'd ever reaped: Vlad, Nosferatu, and Vincent.

      "Where's Athena?" I asked.

      "That's not your concern." Nosferatu stepped in front of the others. "You cannot hurt us here."

      I bit my lip. "Not strictly true. I can still send your ass to hell. You aren't trolls. If I stake you, you'll go to hell, directly to hell, and you won't even get to collect two hundred dollars on the way."

      Nosferatu laughed. Then, he motioned to the two vampires at his side, and they charged us. I widened my stance and readied my staff. When they stepped into the light, their bodies turned to ash, and they disappeared.

      Sunshine snorted. "Well, that was dumb."

      I tilted my head. "I don't think so. They did that on purpose. I just don't know why."

      "Did they go to Hades?" Jessna asked.

      "I'm not sure. I think so. Maybe not. I've never seen what happens to a vampire consumed by sunlight on Olympus."

      Dylan stepped over to a small chest set next to a legless bed on the floor. "What do you think is inside?"

      I bent and opened the latch, then I reached inside and retrieved the Archeus Crystal.

      "Is that it?" Jessna asked.

      I nodded. "It is."

      Sunshine laughed. "Holy crap. That was easy!"

      I took a deep breath. "Yeah. It was too easy, like they wanted me to find it."

      Jessna shook her head. "Maybe they just didn't expect we'd dare come here. They didn't know you'd save Dylan and take the torch Dionysus put there to protect him."

      "Yeah, maybe. Still, if the vampires had known the crystal was here, I'd think they'd take it and run. They dove into the sunlight as if that was what they wanted."

      "At least we have the crystal," Dylan said. "That means you can take me home, right?"

      I nodded and smiled. "Yes. We'll go through the underworld. Since you came here without a body, you'll go to Earth as a ghost. Once we make you a new body, you'll be able to possess it."

      Dylan chuckled. "Can you give me abs? I always wanted abs."

      I laughed. "Yeah, we can do that. I don't know how to work it, but my friend does. She's another daywalker."

      "We should get back," Jessna cautioned. "We might not get out of these tunnels scot-free."

      "Hopefully, Dionysus came back, and he's hanging out with Morty right now. I have a lot of questions I hope he can answer."

      I shoved the Archeus Crystal into my pocket. With the other two crystals, it was a tight fit.

      Sunshine snickered. "Is that a mystical crystal in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?"

      I laughed. "That joke doesn't work on me. I don't have a penis."

      Sunshine pressed her fingers to her lips to prevent herself from laughing any harder. "That's why it's funny!"
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      We had to fight our way through the trolls again. They looked scary, but at their core, they were not fighters. They were intelligent creatures that wanted to be left alone. I felt bad about killing them again. I have never died, but it probably isn’t a pleasant experience.

      I knew they'd be back again, though. With the vampires gone, they'd probably lurk in the dungeon, much as they had in the Missouri caves the first time I reaped them. With sunlight illuminating Olympus, they weren't going back, either.

      We left the torch inside just in case. The three worst vampires I'd ever reaped were gone, but there were others, younglings mostly, hiding somewhere in the dungeon. The light would give the trolls a sanctuary if the vamps gave them any trouble.

      We made our way down the mountain. It was, as I remembered, a much more leisurely journey than the trip up.

      Music came from Dionysus’ tent. I took that as a good sign. When we stepped inside, several of the naked nymphs were playing stringed instruments. One of them was beating drums. Since she was naked, the actions made her body jiggle in less than flattering ways.

      Morty was reclining on a red velvet couch with a glass of white wine in his hand. I stepped over to him and took the glass out of his hand.

      "What are you doing?"

      Morty hiccupped. "Well, I tried the red wine. It tasted like shit."

      Sunshine giggled. "That's because it's mixed with fermented blood."

      Morty's eyes widened, and he gulped. "Seriously? I drank blood?"

      Jessna smiled. "You'll be fine. I take it Dionysus hasn't shown?"

      Morty shook his head, stood up, and took the glass of wine out of my hand. He gulped the rest of it down and belched.

      I furrowed my brow. "You're supposed to sip wine, Morty. Besides, I thought you were trying to stay off the booze?"

      Morty shrugged. "It was just a few glasses."

      "How many is a few?"

      Morty started counting on his fingers, then stopped. "I'm not sure."

      I shook my head. "Well, we found the crystal. You know, in case you were wondering."

      Morty wrapped his arms around me. "I knew you'd do it! You kick names and take ass, Zoey!"

      I narrowed my eyes. "I think you got that backward. Anyway, we need to get to the beach. Hopefully, Roy will be by soon."

      I grabbed Morty's hand and led him to the shore. His steps wove to and fro as we moved through the sand.

      Once I was sure Morty was stable enough to stand on his own, I let go of his hand and put my arm around Jessna. "You could come with us, you know. We have the crystal. We can make you a new body. You can go back to your normal life."

      Jessna shook her head. "Our place is here. You said it before. I'm not going to allow Clarence to make me a victim. I need to do this. I can't run away from the fight, and Athena is still here somewhere."

      Sunshine shrugged. "We'll come home when this is over."

      The hum of Roy's engine echoed across the water. After he came ashore, he released a few blessed souls. They escaped his scepter and floated in clouds of blue and golden mist until they dissipated in the air.

      "What are you doing here?" Roy asked. "I expected to pick you up in Hades."

      I smiled. "Long story. Mind if we hitch a ride?"

      Roy smiled widely. "All aboard!"

      Roy took Morty, Dylan, and me back to the underworld. We left Morty in his office with Carmilla and took the portal back home.

      Dylan emerged from the portal in a ghostly greenish form. Sienna was at the apartment, along with Kevin and my mom.

      "You're back!"

      Kevin ran up and hugged me, then backed off. "What is that?"

      I pulled the Archeus Crystal out of my pocket and handed it to Sienna.

      "You stole it back from Athena?"

      I chuckled. "More or less. She wasn't there, but we found it. I'll fill you in on the details later. For now, any chance you could make him a new body?"

      Sienna looked Dylan up and down. "It will take me a minute. I assume you want a body that looks like you?"

      Dylan nodded. "If you could lean me up a bit and give me a sick back and less acne, I'd appreciate it."

      Sienna giggled. "I'm sure we can pull that off."

      "He's a werewolf," I explained. "The one I reaped outside the frat house in Baton Rouge. I found him on Olympus."

      Sienna bit her lip. "Interesting. I don't know how your new body will react to that, but you'll have a body again."

      Dylan shrugged. "Honestly, if there's any way to leave the werewolf part behind, I'd be grateful."

      Sienna shook her head. "No promises."

      "Did you find out where the gorgon is?" Kevin asked.

      I nodded. "I have Clarence's soul in my scythe."

      "In your scythe?"

      "Hades taught me more about how my abilities work. We'll need a body for him, too. One with some safeguards in place, if that's possible. He can't be trusted."

      Sienna tilted her head. "What kind of safeguards?"

      I shrugged. "Anything that can prevent him from going off the rails."

      Sienna chuckled. "So, no assholery?"

      I grinned. "Pretty much."

      "I don't know if I can program the thing in such general terms. We'll need specific triggers in place that could shut his golem down."

      "We'll have to think about that. Drinking blood comes to mind. Any type of violent behavior. If there's a way to make it so he can't tell lies, that would be awesome."

      "We'll think about it. First things first. Dylan needs a body."

      "I'd appreciate that!" Dylan said. "Any other changes or enhancements that you'd find attractive would be cool, too."

      Sienna smiled. "That I'd find attractive?”

      "I didn't mean it like that. I mean, you're pretty and all. I, um…you know, like, from a female's perspective."

      Sienna and I started laughing. I would have patted Dylan on the back, but if I’d tried, my hand would have gone through him. "Here's a little secret about women. We aren't all the same. There are physical traits we find more or less appealing. What really matters is deeper than that.

      “You can be hot, but if you're too shy, lack confidence, or have a bad attitude about life, you won't be attractive to most women. However, if you're sweet, have a good sense of humor, and treat a girl like the queen she is while still being your own person, an average-looking dude gets hot quick."

      Dylan pressed his ghostly lips together. "I don't suppose you can program those things into a body."

      "Not really," Sienna replied. "Besides, I don't think you want us messing with your behavioral or attitudinal programming. It would screw with your free will."

      "There's no shortcut to personal improvement," I added. "Part of making yourself a more attractive human being is what you learn in the process of trying to make yourself better."

      Dylan sighed. "All right. Well, could you at least do something to tame the wolf? I know you've never made a body for a werewolf before, but the few times I've changed, my urges and instincts are primal and overwhelming. I don't want to hurt anyone."

      Sienna shrugged. "I can try. Like you said, though, this is uncharted territory. I don't want to do anything that might affect you in other ways. It might sound like a good idea to put a limit on your capacity for rage, for instance, but it could limit your ability to feel anger."

      Dylan raised an eyebrow. "Is that a bad thing?"

      "It is," I interjected. "Anger is one part of a smorgasbord of human emotions we rely on to make sense of the world. Some things should make you angry. I'm pissed, for example, that Clarence betrayed me before. If I wasn't, I might let my guard down and allow him to do it again. When I found out I couldn't reap humans, I was angry for a while, but my anger led me here, where I discovered I had other abilities that are more fulfilling than I could have ever imagined."

      "Anger is like anything else," my mom told him. "It's useful in its proper place. When it gets out of balance or is misdirected, it causes problems. Managing it requires wisdom, and I don't think Sienna can program that into a golem. It's not even something you can learn in a textbook. It grows over time."

      Dylan scratched his head. "How about no biting people? Could you program that into my new body?"

      Sienna shrugged. "Sure. But what if you're with a girl someday who likes biting?"

      I chuckled. "Do you like biting, Sienna?"

      "Sure." Sienna flashed her fangs. "But I give it better than I take it."

      Dylan smiled. "Maybe that's because you've never been with a werewolf."

      Sienna snorted. "Don’t take this the wrong way, buddy, but if I was going to be with a werewolf, I don't think I'd sleep with him during a full moon. I have my own brand of freaky, but that's a hard limit!"

      "So, you're saying there's a chance another night of the month?" Dylan nodded.

      Sienna chuckled. "You're cute for a dead guy. Doing dead dudes is another hard limit."

      I cocked my head. "Oh, come on, Sienna. We all like it a little stiff when we're in the mood."

      "Please, Zoey. I didn't need to know how little Kevin's stiffy is. I don’t like them to be a little stiff. I prefer them big and stiff."

      Kevin stared at us blankly for a second, then walked back to the couch.

      I giggled and looked at Dylan, who seemed mortified. If he wasn't as white as a ghost, I was sure he'd be a few shades redder than normal. I laughed harder. "How about we get you a new body and give you time to adjust?"

      Dylan cleared his throat. Since phlegm wasn't a thing for ghosts, it was a signal that he was uncomfortable with the conversation. "Please make sure I don’t come up short…you know, in that particular department."

      Sienna glanced at me. "This is the second ghost dude we've made a body for. Why are both of them so concerned with dick size?"

      I smiled. "They're men! Everything they do in life is impacted by their perceived size. The kind of car they drive, for example. Is that oversized truck compensating for something, or do you need to haul a lot of crap?"

      Kevin interjected, "Dudes who drive small cars usually have bigger ones."

      I tilted my head. "How would you know? Do you pull people over and ask them to whip it out? I don't think that's proper officer protocol."

      Kevin sighed. "I guess I don't know."

      "I do!" My mom piped up. "Your father didn't drive a car. He only drove a motorcycle. I'll just say he had no need to compensate for anything."

      I stared at my mom and gulped. "Too much information, Mom."

      Sienna giggled. "Everyone knows the Grim Reaper carries a big stick."

      Shooting daggers out of my eyes wasn't one of my superpowers. If it had been, I would have staked Sienna where she stood. "Can we just make this guy a decent body and get it over with?"

      Sienna held the Archeus Crystal out toward Dylan's ghost and waved it over him. "This isn't working."

      "What do you mean it isn't working?" Dylan asked.

      "It will work. It just can't capture your image. Do you have any social media profiles? Some good pictures of yourself that we can use as a base for your new body?"

      Dylan nodded. "Sure, presuming they didn’t shut them down after I went missing."

      Sienna shook her head. "They won't have. I bet your Facebook page had a lot of sentimental crap posted on it by people who think you're dead, though."

      Dylan snickered. "Oh, it will be fun to respond to them when I'm back! Talk about freaking people out!"

      "What's your last name, Dylan?" Kevin asked.

      "Diggle."

      Sienna smirked. "Dylan Diggle?"

      Dylan nodded. "I know. It's catchy. Ever been with a guy with two Ds before?"

      Sienna laughed so hard that she snorted. "I can't say that I have."

      Kevin cleared his throat and held up his phone. "There's still an open investigation for you as a missing person."

      Dylan looked at the screen on Kevin's phone and chuckled. "It's weird seeing a missing person report on myself. I suppose it could be worse. At least I'm not reading my obituary."

      Kevin grinned. "They haven't presumed you dead yet, not officially. I imagine they're leaning in that direction, though."

      "They chose an awful picture of me. I don’t think anyone would recognize me based on that."

      "Let me see it," Sienna demanded.

      Kevin handed her his phone.

      Sienna started laughing. "Yeah, we should check your social media profiles. If we used that picture, you'd be destined to live out the rest of your life with a resting constipated face."
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      Dylan stood in front of my bathroom mirror with his hands on his face. "This is going to sound weird. I've only ever heard it said at funerals by those looking at a loved one's embalmed corpse, but I sure do look like myself."

      I grinned. "Well, you're not a corpse. That's a good thing."

      Dylan nodded and ran his hands over his torso. "I'm leaner. Sienna did good work."

      "I'll trust everything else is as it should be."

      Dylan chuckled. "Nothing down there is out of place. It's well-proportioned."

      "Do you feel any different?"

      "Hard to say. I guess we'll find out next full moon."

      "Hey, Zoey," Sienna called from the living room. "We have a problem."

      I stepped out of the bathroom while Dylan stood, his shirt lifted, admiring his new abs in the mirror. "What's up?"

      "The crystal. We used almost all the power left within it to create Dylan's body. I don’t know if we have enough for another golem. Not right away, at least."

      I scratched my chin. "The crystal was able to create a lot more than one golem before. I know you had to put a lot more energy in this one so it could house a soul, but even so, we should be able to make at least four or five more."

      Sienna shook her head. "Not if it was used recently."

      I sighed. "When Anubis and Ra returned to Earth, they took over several golems each. Three, right?"

      Sienna nodded. "If Athena used it to make a body for herself, there might not be much power left in it. Enough to make three lesser golems, maybe."

      I clenched my fists. "The vampires I thought we killed. There were three of them."

      "I hate to say it, but she might have tricked you. She wanted you to think you'd killed the vampires when you didn't. Took a page out of your playbook when you used golems to deceive the Egyptian gods."

      I shook my head. "Nosferatu talked to us."

      "Did he seem like himself?"

      "I don't know. I didn't talk to him much when we killed him. You spoke to him more than I did."

      Sienna nodded. "He and Katerina were both attempting to turn me and make me his bride or some shit. I don't remember much. I was low on blood and delirious."

      "Golems can be programmed to speak, right?"

      Sienna nodded. "Sure. With some basic programming, they could make one that sounded and acted like the vampire it was meant to mimic."

      "That would take more power, too, wouldn't it? It would drain the crystal more than making just a body."

      "That's right. The other two vampires didn't speak?"

      I shook my head. "They didn't say a word."

      "Athena was able to charge the crystal before. Since she's low on power, though, it makes sense that she couldn't."

      "I think the crystal will recharge eventually. How long that will take, though, is anyone's guess. Zeus might know. I doubt he's strong enough to recharge it without draining his power, which could compromise his ability to fight Anubis and Ra."

      I shook my head. "Athena probably made a golem for herself, and maybe made copies of the golems for the other vampires. If she channeled enough power into the crystal to pull that off, it could only mean one thing. She is coming to Earth."

      "Why, then, leave the crystal there for you to find?" Kevin asked. "That seems like a dumb move. In my experience, even amateur criminals know to get rid of the evidence."

      "Athena didn't know we'd come to the dungeon. Still, I suspect she believed we might eventually."

      Sienna shrugged. "Maybe she thought if you knew she’d left Olympus, you'd send the daywalkers home."

      "I don't think that's it. We don't know she isn't still on Olympus. We think she made a golem with the intention of coming to Earth."

      "How would she get here?" Sienna asked.

      "She's a goddess. Just because we only know of one other portal that brings us to Earth, that doesn't mean she doesn't have one somewhere else. She could have made one long before any of this happened."

      My mom brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. "When she approached me, she spoke through Delphine. That wasn't always the case, though. When you and your brother were born, Zoey, she came in person. She had a way to get to Earth then."

      I sighed. "Which means she still has a way to get here."

      "That doesn't explain why she left the crystal for you to find," Kevin reminded me.

      "Anubis and Ra are no longer under her control, not since she expended all her power during the battle on Olympus. I don't know why she left the crystal behind. Perhaps she wanted us to know she was coming to Earth to distract us. Whatever she's planning, we'll have to focus on finding her. Any time spent looking for her is time we can't spend trying to rally the other Olympians."

      "Something about all this doesn't sit right with me," Kevin grumbled. "Athena is a goddess of war too, isn't she?"

      I nodded. "Like Ares, but more strategic. More focused on the goals of war than on the thirst for battle and bloodshed."

      My mom shook her head. "Kevin is right. The smart strategy, if she is rallying an army of her own, would be to remain in hiding and wait for the Olympians to fight it out with Anubis and Ra, then move in while one side is weakened by the battle."

      I shook my head. "Whatever the case, I still need to find the gorgon. Creating a golem with safeguards in place is not out of the question. We can't afford to wait when we don't have any clue how long it will take the Archeus Crystal to recharge. We have to go back to the original plan and infuse Clarence's soul into one of Anubis’ golems. Preferably one of his stalkers rather than his vampiric golems."

      Sienna pulled out her phone. "Before we do that, we should touch base with Delphine and Zeus. Zeus needs to know that Athena might be on Earth. It could impact his strategy."
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      We waited for almost fifteen minutes, but Delphine didn't respond. The phone had gone straight to voicemail.

      "Do you think they're still at the football field?" I asked. "Maybe her phone died."

      "That's the first place I'd look."

      "Let's go," Kevin urged. "It wouldn't hurt to check it out."

      "I'll come along," my mom added. "Until nightfall, there isn't much vampiric activity. Not to mention, we know where the vampire golems are holed up for now."

      "I'll drive," Kevin offered.

      "You coming?" I asked Dylan.

      Dylan shrugged. "Might as well. I don't have much else to do right now. Before I try to go back to my old life, I'd like to give it some time to make sure everything is working right with my body. I also am afraid of wolfing out without anyone around. If something made me change in the absence of a full moon in that dungeon, I'd rather stick with you until we're sure it's safe for me to go home."

      "I'll ride with Josephine," Sienna told us.

      My mom nodded. "We'll follow you there."

      We left my apartment. One of the creepy golems was sitting there watching us. I did my best to ignore it. Sienna had given me the portal crystal back. I had my reaper cloak in my backpack, and I put all the crystals I'd accumulated in a zipper pouch on the front. Full pockets are never comfortable.

      When we arrived at the school, the cars that had been parked there before were still there. We checked the football field, though, and it was vacant.

      "What the hell?" Sienna asked. "Where did they go?"

      Kevin jumped over the rail onto the field and kicked at the grass. Then he reached down and touched something. When he raised his fingers, the tips were red.

      "Is that blood?" my mom asked.

      Kevin nodded. "Something bad happened here."

      "Vampire-related?" I asked.

      My mom shook her head. "You were here earlier today, and the sun is still up. It couldn't be vampires. Not normal vampires, anyway."

      "Daywalkers?" Sienna asked.

      My mom shrugged. "All the daywalkers we know are on Olympus."

      I sighed. "That's not true. There were others from the First Light cult who didn't come with us."

      Sienna shook her head. "They wouldn't do this. I can still influence them using the sire bond. If they did anything like this, I'd know. I could sense it."

      A gust of wind blew across my face and through my hair, then a translucent white form swirled around us. It resembled a banshee, but it didn't make a noise. Usually, they shrieked so loudly when they appeared that it was hard not to cover my ears.

      "Athena was here," Sienna stated. "She uses banshees."

      I stared at the creature, which motioned as if it wanted us to follow it. "I'm not sure that this one is with Athena. She wants to show us something."

      We followed the banshee to a small brick building. On one side was a concession stand with a metal barrier locked over the front. The banshee went around back to two restrooms. She focused on the ladies' room.

      I reached for the knob. It was locked.

      The banshee flew through the door, and a few seconds later, it swung open. It was Delphine. Her clothes were splattered with blood, and her hair was a mess.

      "Oh, my God!" I exclaimed. "Delphine, what happened?"

      Delphine shook her head. "It was so fast. I managed to connect with the Oracle. She sent banshees to protect me, but Zeus, Ares, and the whole damned marching band..."

      "Take a deep breath." I rested my hand on Delphine's shoulder. "Tell me what happened."

      "Three vampires. I don't know how they managed to move through the light. They appeared out of nowhere. Someone else was with them, but I didn't get a good look at her. She had long blonde hair. That was all I saw. Then, one of the vampires bit Zeus. Another bit Ares. Then everyone else..."

      I sighed. "It was Athena. We were right. She came to Earth, and she brought Nosferatu, Vlad, and Vincent with her."

      "What happened after that?" my mom asked.

      Delphine shook her head. "I don't know. I ran away. If I hadn’t reached the Oracle and she hadn’t sent the banshees, they would have taken me, too."

      "It's pretty clear what happened," I said. "Athena left Olympus through a portal that brought her here. The vampires turned Zeus and Ares and used the sire bond to control them."

      Sienna shook her head. "They turned the entire army, but that still doesn't explain how they did it in the daylight. Unless the golems were programmed to protect them."

      I nodded. "I think she figured out another way to make daywalkers."

      Kevin furrowed his brow. "Could a sire bond manipulate a god?"

      I nodded. "The gods didn't have much power yet."

      "We already know golems can be turned into vampires," Sienna added. "Still, if they turned the whole marching band, I don't know if they'd be daywalkers or regular vampires."

      My mom said, "It takes time for the transformation to complete. Though with three vampires contributing and biting them, it won’t take as long as you'd think."

      I shook my head. "Still, to use a sire bond to manipulate Zeus and Ares meant they'd have to turn fast. Wouldn't the sunlight affect them if they became regular vampires?"

      Sienna sighed. "Not necessarily. When you were fighting the battle on Olympus and I was making golems, I made several intended for daywalkers. I knew I wouldn't have a lot of time, and we weren't sure how the daywalkers would respond when they inhabited new bodies. I programmed the crystal to give them resistance to the effects of the sun.

      “I figured it wouldn't matter if the Olympians possessed golems with the same protection, so I set it up to give that to all the golems I made that day. Of course, it ended up being a waste of effort since the Egyptian gods stole the golems I made for the daywalkers, but still, that might explain it."

      I scratched my head. "The Egyptian gods aren't loyal to Athena anymore. If she can use Nosferatu and the other vampires to manipulate the other Olympians, though, she'll be able to control the whole pantheon."

      "Well, that's fantastic." Sienna huffed. "Now we have to defeat two armies of gods on our own?"

      I sighed. "It looks that way. It's a good thing they didn't get you, Delphine."

      Delphine nodded. "Without me, Athena will have a harder time locating the other Olympians."

      "That's something." I sighed. "Still, if they're creating vampires, it's still three Olympian gods against two Egyptian deities. Both sides have vampiric legions. Even so, two Olympian gods of war and a god who can cast lightning versus a death god and a sun god gives Athena an advantage."

      Sienna shrugged. "Why don't we let them fight it out?"

      Kevin shook his head. "If gods and vampires do battle on the streets of Kansas City, it is bound to create collateral damage. There's no telling how many people might die in the crossfire."

      "We have to free Zeus and Ares from the sire bond," my mom stated. "To do that, you'll have to eliminate Nosferatu, Vlad, and Vincent."

      "I can't reap them to Olympus. I don't think the daywalkers can fight them off. They're ancient and powerful vampires. If we staked them, we'd send them to Hades, which could end up being as much of a problem in the long run."

      "Not to mention, staking ancient vampires isn't easy." My mom shrugged.

      I nodded. "I still need to get the crystal from one of the gorgons. The only way to do this without creating more problems than we're solving is to send the three vampires into the void."

      Sienna sighed. "That means trusting Clarence. God, I hate that."

      "I think he'll get us to the gorgons. I'm sure he'll double-cross us eventually. It's his nature. Still, I don't think we have a choice. It's the only way we can pull this off."
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      You'd think once the shit hit the fan, whoever was stupid enough to chuck poo at it would stop. No one enjoys flying dookie except monkeys. I half-wondered if there was a primate deity who sat above all the rest and got a kick out of doubling down on the shit showers he poured through the cosmic fan of the universe in my direction.

      When you're swimming in it, the sludge rises to the top. Sometimes the only way out of it is to dive deeper. Unless the entire lake is shit, the hope is that you'll find clearer waters at the bottom. Head for the surface, and you're stuck treading some liquid in the worst of it.

      Reviving Clarence was the definition of diving deeper, though in water, shit didn't hit fans. A propeller churned it. There was no way to get out of this clean.

      One pocket of clear water gave me hope. Athena's failure to capture Delphine was our best chance to track the other Olympians.

      We had to split up, but if Clarence got out of hand, I could use some help. I'd reaped him before. Now that I had Hades' crystal, I could send his ass back to hell if I had to. When it came to vampire-related threats, no one was better at neutralizing them than my mom. She stayed with me.

      Kevin's law enforcement resources, combined with Delphine's ability to commune with the spirits, meant they were best suited to track the gods. If the Archeus Crystal managed to recharge, or if one of the Olympians had the strength to do it, it would come in handy to have Sienna with them. Not to mention, as a daywalker, she could provide Kevin and Delphine with extra muscle and the ability to traverse the astral plane.

      I thought Dylan would come with me, but when I sent Sienna with Kevin and Delphine, he followed. He was clearly taken with Sienna. I doubted she reciprocated his fascination, but it was probably for the best.

      I dispatched Cerberus to search the other realms for Dionysus. I wasn't sure if he was off enjoying himself on the River Styx on his cruise ship or doing something important. Whatever the case, he was missing. He was a god of wine, not war, but he'd displayed his heroics and honor in the past. If I managed to eliminate the three vampires and free the Olympians, he had a role to play in ensuring that Zeus was restored to his rightful place.

      We weren't sure how the golem would respond to sunlight once Clarence possessed him. From what I'd seen, these stalker golems weren't programmed for much more than watching me and reporting what they observed to Anubis and Ra. All we had to do was drag the golem inside. Then I could summon my scythe and deposit Clarence's soul in it.

      Since the thing was programmed to watch me, my mom snuck behind him. I walked past the golem, and its eyes followed me.

      I looked at it, then winked. "See something you like?"

      The golem tilted its head. My mom threw a chain over its body and tightened it. I ran over and punched the golem in the face, knocking it out.

      I grinned. "Well, that was easier than I expected."

      My mom chuckled. "Let's get it inside."

      I grabbed the golem by the shoulders and my mom grabbed its feet, and we carried it inside and dragged it upstairs. It took all our strength to do it, but we managed to get it into my apartment.

      We left the chain around it in case Clarence got any funny ideas. I summoned my scythe, which glowed with Clarence's soul inside. I swiped it across the golem, leaving the vampire inside.

      Clarence opened his new eyes and gasped for air. "You did it!" He laughed.

      I nodded. "Now comes the real test. Are you going to live up to your end of the bargain and help us find a gorgon, or should I send you back to Hades now?"

      "I'll help you, Zoey. You don't need to keep me bound in chains to ensure that. Hades' offer to me was generous. I do not intend to flush that opportunity down the tubes."

      I narrowed my eyes. I didn't believe a word of it. For now, though, it was best to let him think I did. "All right, Horseman."

      Clarence snickered. "Old habits die hard?"

      I nodded and resisted the urge to smirk. His words gave him away. They didn't tell me he would betray me again, but they ensured that he'd live up to being the monster he truly was. "That's very true."
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      Clarence insisted he could lead us to a gorgon without having to travel the world. Stheno, the gorgon who'd introduced herself to me as Svetlana, had been reaped back to Earth after she went around Olympus, getting everyone stoned in the most literal sense of the word. Clarence admitted he didn't have a clue where she was. The third gorgon, the sister of Stheno and Medusa, was a lot closer to home than I had known.

      "Call her an ace in my back pocket," Clarence offered. "I've had her in hiding for some time."

      "What does that mean, ‘You had her in hiding?’ Are you talking, like, locked up in a storage container?"

      Clarence shook his head. "In a cave. As you're aware, Missouri has more caves than any other state. Thousands of them are not marked or even known. The Earth's crust here is like Swiss cheese but a lot crunchier."

      "Do you have the cave booby-trapped?" I asked.

      Clarence nodded. "It's less to keep Euryale in the cave than it is to keep explorers out. I must warn you that she's spent centuries in hiding. She's barely spoken to anyone. She's not a talkative sort, and she's not sane."

      "Then there's that whole thing about turning people to stone."

      Clarence grinned. "Yes, there's that."

      "And the void crystal is inside her?"

      "Embedded in her skull."

      "If we remove it, we'll kill her."

      Clarence shook his head. "That might have been true of Medusa back in the day. I don’t know since that was before my time. Stheno and Euryale are immortal. If you remove their heads, they will eventually grow new bodies. Remove the crystal, however, and they'll lose whatever sanity remains."

      My mom scratched her head. "Even if Euryale is in hiding because she doesn't want to hurt anyone, if we cut her crystal out of her head, she'll be a lot more dangerous."

      Clarence nodded. "Until the crystal is returned. I recommend dismemberment. Chop her into bits. It will buy you a little time to use the crystal and return it before her body recovers."

      I grunted in disgust. "I'm not a butcher."

      "Why do you know this works?" my mom asked.

      Clarence grinned, "Come, now, Josephine. You know me! You staked me back in the day. You stalked me for months before that. You know about my proclivities."

      I tilted my head. "What is he talking about?"

      My mom sighed. "That was how he used to feed. He removed his victims’ limbs and drank from the wound."

      "It's more convenient! Why drag a whole person around to feed from when I can rip off an arm or a leg and take my meal to go?"

      I shook my head. "You're insane."

      "Perhaps, but you need me, don't you? Suffice it to say, had I not been the sociopath you believe me to be, I would never have had the stomach to dismember the gorgons the first time."

      "You chopped them up and brought them here?"

      Clarence shrugged. "They're useful creatures. Getting chopped up bodies through Customs is a real hassle."

      My mom winced. I knew Clarence was a monster, so it wasn't a shock that he had a penchant for dismemberment. It was the casual way he discussed it as if it were a common practice taught in vampire Sunday School that was disturbing. I guessed that was why my mom had to step away for a moment.

      Take a deep breath. Count to three, or maybe seven. Maybe a hundred and seventy-three. However long it took to gather your sensibilities. My dad had taught me while I was growing up.

      As the princess of the underworld, it was important to tame my tongue in public. I represented him and his family. It was pretentious, and as a kid, I had resented the pressure. I still wasn't over it. I didn't have a normal childhood, less because I grew up in the underworld than since I had to mind my Ps and Qs as the daughter of a powerful figure. Despite all that, though, discipline to tame the tongue wasn't without its advantages. It came in handy when I had to work with assholes like Clarence.

      I understood what my mom was doing. If I hadn’t been so accustomed to listening to bullshit and brushing it off, I'd have needed a moment to gather my sensibilities as well.

      "What do you mean that they're useful?"

      Clarence shrugged. "Drop one in the middle of a room, and it's like a bomb without all the boom and pow. Everyone gets turned to stone, and you can get in and out with no problem. Truthfully, I think your plan is shortsighted."

      "Why?"

      "How easy would it be to stop these gods you're fighting if you just smuggled a gorgon into their lair?"

      "We're dealing with gods! Once they knew what was happening, they'd stop her."

      Clarence shrugged. "Perhaps. Unless they saw her first."

      "Look." My mom turned around. "We're not here to discuss strategy with you. You're only here to take us to the gorgon. Don't concern yourself with anything else."

      I grimaced. "Mom, that's unnecessary."

      She shook her head. "This vampire will weasel his way into your mind and get you thinking about things he plans to exploit later. We're all better off if he shuts the fuck up."

      Clarence raised his hand. "It's all right. I was merely trying to be helpful. I can see why, given my deceptions in the past, you'd have difficulty taking me at my word."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Ya think, Mister Horseman?"

      Clarence shrugged. "I paid you for every job I sent you on, did I not? There was nothing dishonest about our transactions."

      "Except what you were planning for all the creatures I reaped. Except for all the bullshit stories you wrote into the contracts to make me think those creatures were dangerous just so you could rally them as an army for Athena on Olympus."

      Clarence raised a finger. "I was very careful and sparing with my words in my contracts. Everything I wrote was true. If you filled in the blanks and made assumptions based on the details I provided, that's on you."

      I shook my head. "It was not what you wrote in the contracts. It was what you didn't say. It was true that there were trolls in a cave with a child in a cage that they might eat. You didn't tell me you'd set them up and arranged the whole thing so I'd reap the trolls."

      Clarence sighed. "Bygones should be bygones, am I right? You need my help now. What do you hope to gain by rehashing the past?"

      My mom grunted. "Just take us to the damned cave."

      "You're here in your Corvette, right?"

      She sighed and nodded. She understood the problem.

      "You want him to ride shotgun with you or bitch with me?"

      "If I had to choose between something called shotgun or bitch, I'd pick shotgun."

      "Shut up," my mom snapped. "It's not your choice. I don’t trust a vampire riding behind you on a motorcycle, Zoey. He can ride with me as long as he remains in his chains until we arrive."

      "Good." Clarence smirked. "I'm nobody's bitch."

      I tilted my head. "Really? That's not what Hades told me."

      "That's not the kind of torture he used! Come on, Zoey. He's the only one in that domain who can lie."

      I grinned. I was bullshitting Clarence; he just didn't know it. Hades hadn't told me much about how he’d tortured the vampire. I smirked and uttered the one word I knew would drive Clarence nuts. It was the most powerful word in a female's vocabulary, especially when dealing with bullheaded males. "Whatever."
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      Clarence knew where to find the cave. My mom drove. I followed them on my Harley. My mom's back window was tinted, which meant I couldn't see that Clarence was behaving, so from time to time, I sped up, pulled alongside the car, and looked through the window on the driver's side. The passenger side was covered with a blanket. So was Clarence's body. It was still light out, after all. He would look into the light for a few seconds, and my mom kept him apprised of where we were so he could tell her when a turn was coming up.

      It was a lot easier while we were traversing the highways. Most of the caves in Missouri are in the Ozarks. Once you get into that part of the state, it's a lot of very hilly winding roads. A lot of chicken farms and yards with kitchen appliances, rusted-out cars, and pink flamingos as decor. The toilet bowl flowerpots were my favorite.

      We got to the cave and had to move Clarence into it the same way we had taken him to the Corvette—wrapped in a thick blanket.

      We unwrapped him when we got deep enough inside to block the sunlight. We had lights with us, which made navigating the cave easier than the dungeons under Zeus’ castle. My mom had one of those giant flashlights that doubled as a whupping stick. As much light as it put out, adding a phone light to it didn't make much difference.

      We grabbed weapons from my mom’s car. She took her trusty sword and pocketed a couple of stakes, just in case.

      Clarence led the way. If there were booby traps ahead, I wasn't about to let him take up the rear.

      Clarence knelt and felt around the ground.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Springing one of my traps."

      "I thought we were trying to avoid them?"

      Clarence nodded. "The best way to avoid a trap is to spring it before you're snared within it."

      "Mm. Good point."

      Clarence found a groove in the muddy ground and traced his fingers around it. "It's right here."

      Clarence pressed a plate buried in the mud, then pressed it again.

      He cocked his head. "It's already been sprung."

      "What was supposed to happen?" my mom asked.

      “It was set to trigger several bullets to fire at this spot at chest and head height. That was why I knelt to set it off.”

      "If someone already sprang it, where's the body?" I asked.

      Clarence shook his head. "I don't have a clue. There are three more traps ahead. Perhaps whoever triggered it didn't get hit, or the bullets missed a vital organ. They could have bled out over time, but it's not likely. I have a dozen miniature cannons hidden in the walls of the cave, so this whole spot would be littered with bullets. It doesn't matter how tall or short someone is. It would have hit something vital."

      "Maybe they were lucky, or an animal dragged off the body."

      "Or maybe an animal set it off," my mom offered. "Think about that. A small bear would be too short to get hit but heavy enough to trigger it."

      "Bears in Missouri?" I raised an eyebrow.

      My mom nodded. "They're rare but not unheard of. Small black bears, mostly. If not a bear, maybe a cougar. Still, given the pressure Clarence exerted on the plate, one could easily trigger it. A series of bangs and the thing probably got spooked and took off in the other direction."

      Clarence nodded. "Perhaps you're right."

      We approached his second trap, which had a similar trigger mechanism. This time, though, it was set just before a bend in the tunnel. Clarence told us to move to the sides of the tunnel before he triggered the plate. He pressed it, but nothing happened.

      Clarence slammed his fist on the ground. "Okay, maybe an animal triggered the first one, but could it trigger two?"

      I chuckled. "Why not? You must suck at booby traps, Clarence."

      The vampire turned to me. My mom's flashlight caught enough of his face that I could see he was rolling his eyes. "Do you have the skill to set a trap like this?"

      I shrugged. "I'm not arguing with your technical expertise, Clarence. I'm just saying that the traps weren't foolproof. You needed a giant stone ball or something to chase someone out of the cavern or bowl them over."

      Clarence rolled his eyes. "First, this isn't an Indiana Jones movie. Second, that's impractical. Third, how the hell is anyone going to roll a ball like that into place so that it would have the momentum to chase someone out? Fourth, you've been in the cavern. It's not wide enough to accommodate something like that. Fifth–"

      I raised my hand to silence the vampire. "I get it. It was a joke."

      Clarence snorted. "Never mind, then. The next one couldn't be triggered by an animal, I assure you."

      We reached a dead end. On the wall were a dozen levers. Clarence smiled. "You have to pull all of these to unlock the mechanism that seals this cave. Pull the wrong one and, well, let me show you what will happen."

      Clarence took a step back, then reached into a nook dug into the wall and pulled out a t-shaped handle. He hooked it around one of the levers and pulled.

      Two giant blades swung in front of him as he pulled the bar out of the way. They went past him, then stopped by the opposite wall. He did it again, choosing another lever. Again, the blades swung through the tunnel, exchanging sides.

      I smiled. "That one is pretty clever."

      "Pull it again," my mom said. "I think I saw something on the blades."

      Clarence nodded, smiled, and hooked his t-bar over one of the wrong levers. The blades swung again.

      My mom had her flashlight pointed at the blades. "Did you see that?"

      I nodded. "It was blood. It looked fresh, too."

      Clarence turned to us. "But again, no body. What the Hades is going on here?"

      "How many levers are needed to unlock the doors?" I asked.

      "Just three," Clarence replied.

      "My guess is someone got killed on the first attempt. Someone else was with them, disposed of the body, and took a more cautious approach to figuring out the combination. All they'd have to do is unlock three, right? It's not impossible. They'd just have to trigger each one until they found the three that unlock the door."

      Clarence sighed. "You're right. Maybe this wasn't as perfect as I thought. Still, someone would have to know what they were looking for to see a friend get killed and keep trying. Any sane person would cut and run unless they knew there was something inside worth the risk."

      I shook my head. "Most people wouldn't think a gorgon was much of a prize."

      Clarence pulled the three correct levers, and the doors parted. Unlike in the movies, there wasn't a mechanism to open them. They opened just enough that he was able to slip his fingers into the crack between them. It sounded like balls going down a bowling alley as rollers carried the stone slabs into recesses in the walls.

      "The next one has to work. If anyone triggered it, they couldn't escape."

      I chuckled. "We'll see about that. On the bright side, whoever broke into your cave locked the doors behind them. Why would they do that?"

      Clarence scrunched his brows. "That's a good question."

      "Whoever did it might still be here," my mom suggested. "While hunting vampires, you learn a few things. Blood dries on a nonporous surface within thirty to sixty minutes after contact. The blood on those blades was wet."

      I tilted my head. "That would be a crazy coincidence if someone else came here just before we did."

      My mom stared at Clarence. "Unless someone knew we were coming and was keen to beat us to the prize."

      Clarence threw his hands in the air. "You've had me with you every second since Zoey reaped me into her scythe in the underworld. I didn't tell anyone. Even if I wanted to, I couldn't have. I haven't had the opportunity!"

      My mom grunted. "Who knew about this plan?"

      I clenched my fist. "It was Zeus’ idea, and he's now under Nosferatu's sire bond."

      Clarence frowned. "Look, this wasn't my fault. The deal still stands. I brought you here."

      I narrowed my eyes. "The deal was to take us to the gorgon. If Zeus passed the information to Athena, my guess is that they set these traps off with vampires. They'd heal from their wounds, provided they weren't staked. There's a chance that they're still here if the blood is fresh. We didn't see anyone outside the caves."

      My mom shook her head. "As far as we know, the marching band was turned into regular vampires. They'd need the cover of darkness. My guess is we're facing one of the big three—Nosferatu, Vlad, or Vincent. If that's the case, they could be long gone. They all have enhanced speed."

      I shook my head. "We've come this far. We can't turn back now, based on an assumption."

      Clarence coughed in his hand. "You said Vlad is here?"

      "Well, he's on Earth. We don't know if he's in the cave."

      Clarence nodded. "Come on. The next one is pretty foolproof. It's just as deadly as the others, and it's harder to escape."

      "What kind of booby trap are you talking about?" I asked.

      "A trapdoor. Classic, right? If anyone fell through, it would close again. They couldn't open it from the inside if they survived because the pit is too deep. There's no latch. Chances are, they'd be too impaled to attempt an escape."

      I raised an eyebrow. "’Too impaled?’ As if it's possible for someone to be impaled just the right amount?"

      Clarence narrowed his eyes. He kept talking as if he either didn't understand my statement or found it too irrelevant and petty to entertain. "Big spikes! Scary, right? I made them with sheet metal I bought at the Home Depot."

      Clarence kept babbling about his ingenuity in creating death traps as he guided us around the edge of a trapdoor. There was a one-foot ledge to the left that we could walk on without triggering it. Even as we focused to keep our balance, Clarence's lips kept flapping.

      "Not just sheet metal. I bought pipes and ground the ends to a point. I wasn't always into this sort of thing, but I had a good tutor. They used to call my sire 'the Impaler,' after all."

      We'd just made it to the other side of the trapdoor when my mom grabbed Clarence's arm. "Vlad is your sire?"

      He narrowed his eyes. "Of course he is. You hunted me all those years, and you didn't know that?"

      My mom shook her head. "Zoey, we need to get the hell out of here. If those three vampires really are here..."

      I nodded. "The sire bond."

      Clarence scratched his head. "Oops. I guess I should have mentioned that earlier. I mean, if I'm manipulated to do something against my will while I was doing what we agreed upon, Hades can't hold that against me, right?"

      No sooner did Clarence say it than the three vampires appeared around the corner. They had the head of a gorgon. I averted my eyes.

      "Shit!" Clarence shouted. "Quick, run!"

      It was too late. Nosferatu was holding the head. The act of looking at them did us in. My arms stiffened, as did my mom's. We started turning to stone.

      It didn't happen instantaneously, but the knee-jerk reaction to run made us fall. We fell on the trapdoor, and it opened.

      I saw nothing after that.
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      Was I dead? Impaled by Clarence's spikes? Death by Home Depot wasn't the way I had envisioned it all ending. This wasn't right. If we'd died, a Reaper would have shown up to claim us. Well, to claim Mom, at least. Morty would know about it, too. Her name would be on the schedule.

      I inhaled and felt a hand on my arm.

      "Hello, Zoey."

      I turned. Standing between two of Clarence's makeshift spikes was the only gorgon I'd ever met, holding a small oil lantern in her hand. The head the vampires stole must've belonged to Euryale.

      "Stheno?"

      "I told you before, Zoey. I go by Svetlana now."

      "My mother. Where is she?"

      Svetlana gestured behind me. She was a statue, balanced between several of Clarence's spikes.

      "I'll revive her shortly. It takes a lot out of me to do it. I thought it best to bring you back first since we know each other."

      I gaped. "What are you doing here?"

      "I've been down here for a while now. I lost track of time. Several days, maybe a week or two. I can't say. When you reaped me on Olympus, I was under Athena's control. She's had a peculiar influence over us since she cursed my sisters and me. I awoke in Athens."

      "You didn't need a body or a golem to inhabit?"

      Svetlana smiled. I noticed the snakes moving under the shawl that covered her head. I was glad they were contained. Getting turned to stone is something I'd rather not experience twice in one day. "My body goes with me through the void. Out of chaos, my form takes shape anew."

      "I take it you came here to rescue your sister?"

      Svetlana nodded. "I made it through the other traps without much difficulty. It was painful, but I heal quickly. This one? Well, it took me a little longer. Every time I revived, I was on one of the spikes. Every time I came back, I managed to move a little more. I got off the spikes eventually. My sister wasn't herself. She'd lost her mind long ago. I cried for her, but once the trapdoor shut, my voice was little more than a muffled scream. She probably figured I was one of the thousand other voices in her head."

      "She hears voices?"

      "The voices of everyone she's ever turned to stone. It's an aspect of our curse that I'm grateful never took hold in me."

      "That explains why she's off the rocker. Centuries of people whose lives you ended screaming at you would be enough to drive anyone batty."

      "So, before, when you were fighting on Olympus, you were doing Athena's bidding?"

      Svetlana nodded. "I couldn't control myself. She wanted it to appear as though I was doing it myself, taking angry vengeance on the gods for the curse that befell us. Even then, Athena hoped to use me to gain control of Olympus."

      I sighed. "That Athena is some kind of strategist. She has schemes on top of her schemes."

      Svetlana nodded. "That is her power. She's not the warrior Ares is. She could never best him in hand-to-hand combat, but she is a far superior strategist. Ares might be better in a fight. He can win almost any battle. Athena never loses a war."

      I pressed my lips together. "So, we were turned to stone by your sister's head as we fell into this pit."

      Svetlana nodded. "It seems Tyche is on your side."

      I laughed. "I wish she was. She's on Earth with the other Olympians, but the one time we tried to talk to her, she had few of her memories. She was gambling. Cleared out a few casinos in short order."

      "Perhaps she's recovered some of her memories, and she's looking out for you now. Or, I suppose, you might just be ridiculously lucky."

      "I don't know about that. If that was the case, we would have arrived here before the vampires."

      "If you had, and you were the one to behead my sister, do you really think you could manage her power?"

      "I was told I could retrieve a crystal from the skull of a gorgon that would give my scythe the ability to cast a god into the void."

      Svetlana laughed. "It might work for a while. Until my sister revived and reclaimed the power within the crystal. Even beheaded, it's just a matter of time before she'll be restored. If you cut off her head, you'd better believe she wouldn't be inclined to help you. What did happen—that I was here and the vampires didn't realize it—was the best thing that could happen to you."

      "Can you give me your crystal?"

      Svetlana shook her head. "I can't do that. Even if I allowed it, you'd only retain my power briefly. Consider yourself fortunate that we share a common enemy. You don't need to reap anyone to the void. I can handle that for you if we fight alongside one another."

      "Surely the vampires know your sister will eventually revive. Why would they take her head for themselves?"

      Svetlana shrugged. "Perhaps their goal was to stop you from gaining a power that could be used against them and Athena."

      "Or they intend to fight their battle tonight. To get rid of the gods who stand in their way before Euryale revives."

      "You said before that the gods are on Earth?"

      I nodded. "Not just the Olympians, Dionysus and Hades excepted. Anubis and Ra are here as well. Athena used those vampires to turn the golems Zeus and Ares inhabited into vampires."

      "And they're using the sire bond to control them."

      "Right. My friends are trying to track the other Olympians as we speak. By the time they find them, though, it might be too late. If Athena uses Zeus and Ares and their army of vampires to take down the Egyptian gods, she'll be a step closer to claiming dominion over Olympus. I think she's hoping to turn the other gods into vampires also and control them the same way. She'd have a whole pantheon she could manipulate through the vampires."

      "Unless we eliminate the vampires."

      "That's our plan, or it was. Now that they have your sister's head, it might be harder than we anticipated."

      Svetlana chuckled. "Everything is rock-hard when a gorgon is involved."

      I smirked. "A gorgon joke. Hilarious. Happen to know a way out of this pit?"

      "Would I still be down here if I did?"

      I shook my head. "I suppose not."

      "However, we might be able to use your mother's form to get us closer to the top. The challenge is going to be opening that door. It opens easily from above, but there's no latch down here."

      I pinched my chin. “I might have a way to do it. I have my cloak with me, so I can enter the astral plane. I should be able to jump through the trapdoor, and my mom has rope in her car. Once I get it open, I can pull the two of you out of here.”

      Svetlana smiled. "It sounds like Tyche might be looking out for me as well."

      I laughed. "We should be so fortunate!"

      “I will revive your mother. Be careful, however. If the statue breaks, I cannot revive her. She’ll be trapped in the void.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Good to know. I’ll need your help to move her off the spikes.”

      My mom's statue was heavy. Turning to stone adds a few pounds to the body. It took our combined strength to move my mom free of the spikes. Once we did, Svetlana placed her hands on my mom’s form and revived her.

      Svetlana collapsed in exhaustion as Josephine gasped for air.

      I made sure she saw me first so I could explain what was happening. If she saw Svetlana, she was likely to swipe her head off before I could stop her.

      Once my mom had her wits back, I retrieved my cloak from my backpack, pulled it over my head, and entered the astral plane.

      I'd used it to walk through objects many times. I had even walked on water on a handful of occasions. I hadn’t tried flying up, though. I was always afraid I'd have a hard time stopping myself from floating into space if I ignored gravity. Operating on the astral plane was a mental game. Nothing physical limited me, but my mind imposed limits on my movement. If I thought gravity was real, it held me to the ground. If I thought a wall wasn't solid, it wasn't. I could move through it because it wasn't there. Not in the astral realm, anyway. Dismissing the constraints of the material world was challenging, but it wasn't nearly as difficult as reimposing those constraints. Once the mind sees something as an illusion, you can’t suddenly decide it's real again.

      The best way to pull this off would be to allow myself to float up through the trapdoor, move a little so I wouldn't crash back through it again, impaling myself in the process, then remove my cloak so I'd fall to the ground under the force of Earth’s gravity.

      Simple, right? The only problem was that I'd never flown before. I'd never attempted to propel myself toward a rock ceiling.

      Mind over matter, Zoey.

      I floated above the spikes. The trapdoor wasn’t real in my realm, so I moved through it with ease.

      Move forward.

      Nothing happened. I kept going up. I tried to swim as if I were in water, but it didn't work. There was a stalactite overhead. Maybe I could use that, although it would be wet and probably slippery. I floated up next to it, removed the hood from my cloak, and kicked it as hard as I could. I tumbled to the ground, barely missing the trapdoor, then rubbed my elbows.

      "Damn! That hurt!" I pushed on the trapdoor with one foot, and it swung open. "I made it!"

      Whatever mechanism Clarence installed pulled them shut again. I didn't have a clue how that worked, but my mom and Svetlana now knew I wasn't lodged in the Earth's crust.

      I should have taken my mom's flashlight with me. It's the little things that skip my mind when concocting a plan like this. At least I knew what I would be facing. The other traps had been sprung. It was just a matter of finding my way through the dark until I reached daylight.

      To be safe, I pulled my hood back up. I couldn’t see the walls, so as far as I was concerned, they weren't there. I didn't start floating again, which was a relief. I hadn’t thought I would. The rules I impose on my astral adventures are reset each time I go there.

      When I made it outside, the vampires were gone. They had slashed our tires, which was fucking fantastic. I shot a quick text to Kevin to let him know we'd need a ride and gave him our GPS coordinates. I was mildly impressed that I figured out how to do that. Sienna was the techie among us. I hadn't been on Earth that long, relatively speaking, but I was catching on.

      He texted back for details, so I called him and filled him in. They were tracking Aphrodite. Delphine had the Oracle of Delphi on the hunt. The goddess was apparently at a speed-dating event downtown. Go figure.

      Delphine had Sienna and Dylan in her Mystery Machine, and Kevin was following in his own car. He left them to their own devices, saying he'd be at our location in a couple of hours. He had sirens, after all. Not all cops had sirens on their personal vehicles, but as a detective, he had special privileges. He wasn't beholden to the same traffic laws as the rest of us. Sure, he was bending the rules, but if anyone questioned it, he would come up with an excuse.

      It was getting late. I didn't have to be a math genius to figure out that by the time he picked us up and we got back to the city, it would be dark. That likely meant that Athena's vampiric marching band would be out and about, as would Anubis’ vampiric golems. We had to hope we’d get back in time to try to intervene before they started fighting each other on the streets.

      One thing at a time. I still had to get my mom and Svetlana out. I grabbed the rope, a spare flashlight, and a couple of stakes out of the trunk. I hoped I could use the stakes to wedge the trapdoor open enough that it wouldn't latch again. If I jammed them into the hinges, it might work.

      I ran back through the cave with my arms full of supplies and pushed the door open, then shoved stakes into the hinges. It worked. A grinding sound suggested I'd screwed with whatever mechanism Clarence had set up to automatically close them. Something popped, and the door fell open all the way.

      "Nice work!" my mom shouted.

      "Thanks! Now I just need something to tie this rope to."

      "Any rock formations nearby?" Svetlana asked.

      "A few. Hopefully, they're strong enough. If you fall, it could be bad."

      Thankfully, as a kid, my dad had made me join the Reaper Scouts. I had learned my fair share of knots for one of my merit badges. For some reason, the scout leaders were obsessed with knots. I didn't know why.

      I tied a series of knots in the rope to make it easier to climb, then lashed one end to a stone column in the middle of the cavern. I lowered the rope into the pit.

      My mom climbed up first as I held the rope for insurance. If I could mitigate the weight on the column, it was less likely to break. It wasn't a wide structure, so I wasn't sure it could hold the weight of a person. My mom helped me hold the rope as Svetlana climbed out.

      "We're free!" the gorgon exclaimed as her feet touched the ground. "Any chance you have any water or snacks?"

      I cocked my head. "How'd you last so long in there without food or drink?"

      Svetlana shrugged. "I'm a gorgon. I can't die. That doesn't mean I don't get hungry or thirsty."

      "I have some protein bars and bottled water in the car."

      "The vamps sliced our tires."

      My mom shook her head. "Of course they did. Vampires are assholes."

      "Kevin is on his way. Unfortunately, we won't get back before dark. We'd best be ready for a fight when we get back to the city."
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      We had an hour to strategize before Kevin arrived and another couple of hours on the ride back to the city. Kevin said Delphine had successfully restored Aphrodite's memory, but like the other Olympians, she'd been using her power. Apparently, she'd been playing matchmaker on Kansas City's singles scene since she came to Earth with the other Olympians. At least we had one god who wasn't under Athena's control on our side. The odds were still stacked against us, though.

      If Athena led her army against the Egyptians and their golems, it was going to be a fight to the death. One side had to win. If they didn’t, the other could retreat and rebuild their armies in short order. The Egyptians could keep making golems until they tapped out the power of their crystal. They must've been recharging it with their energy.

      Then again, they could make conventional vampires just like Athena could. Katerina was working with the Egyptians, but the other three vampires were aligned with Athena. If they went to war, it would be a bloody affair. No matter how it turned out, it would be best if we couldn't stop all of them that one side won by night's end.

      If either side needed to recruit new vampire younglings, more innocent people would become vampires. Not to mention, there was no telling how many people might get caught in the crossfire, especially if the war continued beyond the night. Then there was the whole problem of people seeing vampires on the streets. Most people didn’t know vampires were real. That would change unless we stopped the battle before it began. Chances were better than even that we would be too late to do that, though.

      My mom and Kevin were especially concerned about the long-term ramifications. If vampires were no longer a myth and humanity was aware of their existence, vampires everywhere would emerge from the shadows. They'd turn more people to defend themselves. In the long run, unfathomable devastation and death were sure to follow.

      There was more at stake than which pantheon ruled Olympus. If the Egyptians prevailed, it would mean the end of the underworld and everyone I knew back home. The Olympians had to win, but the laissez-faire policy under Zeus’ rule would change if Athena took over. She'd take more of an interest in humanity than her father had, and, given her track record of late, I doubted she'd be a benevolent deity.

      The familial dysfunction among the Olympians had given humans relative freedom from divine interference. That would change if Athena controlled the Olympian gods via her vampiric allies and forced humankind to worship her.

      No matter the cost, we had to sever the sire bond Athena was using to enthrall Zeus and Ares. That meant turning all three vampires to stone, but we had the weapon we needed. Svetlana was crucial to our success. We just needed the opportunity.

      If it looked like Anubis and Ra might win control of Olympus, we would focus on dismantling their army as well as Athena’s. This wasn't an instance when choosing the lesser of two evils was acceptable. We had to side with the third, albeit least likely, alternative. We had to save Zeus and ensure that he reemerged as the ruler of Olympus.

      I watched as the sun set over the horizon. We were still an hour from the city. In the past, single hours had reshaped the course of human history. Mere moments had changed the outcomes of wars and the destinies of empires. The assassinations of Julius Caesar and Abraham Lincoln. The hour the bombs fell on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

      There were hundreds of other examples—too many to name—that had had similar irrevocable impacts on the world. This was one of those hours, and we were one hour too late. We could only hope that the next hour would prove just as pivotal and nothing that happened while I stared hopelessly at the horizon was irreversible.

      Delphine's Scooby van was parked in front of my apartment. I checked the windows. They weren't there. I didn't see any evidence of any fighting in the streets, but just because the vampire armies weren't squaring off there didn't mean they weren't fighting elsewhere.

      Kevin was monitoring his police radio to tell us what was going on and where ground zero might be. So far, he hadn't heard anything, but that didn't mean we hadn't lost valuable time. There was a good chance the two armies were moving into position and were already on a collision course that was bound to explode into a bloody mess.

      Until we knew where to go, we couldn't move, so we went up to the apartment. We had to regroup anyway. Since Sienna could navigate the astral plane with me, she could be of great assistance with whatever was coming. Not to mention, if we had gained a goddess, her insight, if not her power, would be of benefit. She knew Athena better than any of us.

      I opened my apartment door and stepped inside to see Sienna and Dylan making out on my couch.

      "What the hell?"

      A tall blonde woman with eyes as blue as a clear sky stood over the couch, grinning. "You must be Zoey Grimm."

      I snorted. "What's going on?"

      Aphrodite shrugged. "I couldn't help myself. The tension between them was too much to ignore. I gave them the nudge they needed."

      I rolled my eyes. "For Zeus’ sake!"

      "Oh, this had nothing to do with him! When love is in the air, I'm there to nurture it!"

      Delphine was seated at my kitchen table, her hands extended and her eyes closed. She was likely communing with her spirits or possibly the Oracle of Delphi.

      I grabbed Sienna's arm and pulled it out from underneath Dylan's shirt. "You two can finish whatever you're doing later. We have bigger issues to deal with right now."

      "I don't know." Sienna smirked. "Based on what's poking me in the leg, I'm managing a pretty large issue of my own at the moment."

      I almost choked on my tongue. "Get up, both of you."

      Sienna giggled. "He's already up!"

      "Not what I meant!"

      Dylan sighed and rolled off Sienna. He stood up, which, based on the sizable tent pitched in his nether regions, made me wish he'd stayed seated.

      Sienna stood up and took Dylan's hand. "What's up?"

      "We're not sure yet. We need to get out there and stop the battle before it begins, if possible."

      "It's too late for that," Delphine interjected. "I'm told the fight has already started."

      "Where?" Kevin asked. "I'm hearing nothing on my radio."

      Delphine shook her head. "You will. Athena's army of vampires is gathered outside a warehouse where Anubis and Ra are holed up with their golems."

      "Then we aren't too late. If they're preparing to strike, we can get there before it starts."

      My mom raised an eyebrow. "They aren't fighting?"

      Delphine shook her head. "The spirits only showed me a bit of it. They are too timid to remain and watch."

      The battle site was close, and we couldn't waste any time. We piled into Delphine's van and headed toward the warehouse. However, we didn't get far before a crowd of bodies filled the streets. Several of them were still in marching band uniforms.

      "What the hell?" Sienna asked. "Are those Anubis’ vampire golems marching side by side with Athena's vampires?"

      "Damn it," my mom shouted. "Nosferatu was Katrina's sire! They weren't coming here for a war. They were coming to claim another army as their own."

      "What about the Egyptian gods?" I asked.

      My mom shook her head. "They won’t give up that easily. We'll have to find them."

      "We can't let these vampires loose on the rest of the city," Kevin stated.

      Lightning illuminated the sky, and thunder crashed overhead.

      "The vampires are the least of our problems," Aphrodite added. "Zeus is here. I can sense the presence of Ares as well."

      "What about Athena?"

      Aphrodite shook her head. "I don't know where she is."

      I grunted. "Chickenshit bitch."

      "Get me to Zeus," Svetlana said. "You can't stop him alone. You'll never be able to get close enough with your scythe. All he needs to do is see me, and he'll turn to stone."

      "We'll have to fight our way through the vampires to get you there."

      "I can turn many of them, too, though once they realize what's happening, they might rally around their sires and the gods."

      I touched the sigil on my wrist, invoked my scythe, and added the Hades crystal to it. "Those we don't turn to stone, I will send to hell. Hades can handle these vampires without any problem."

      My mom had her crossbow and was ready to fight. Kevin had a gun and a crossbow of his own. They'd stocked the van with weapons.

      "Sienna. Go onto the astral plane and find the original vampires. Only Katerina can see the astral plane, so you should be able to sneak up on the others if she doesn't see you."

      Dylan handed her a stake. "Need this?"

      Sienna smirked and held up her fist. "That's not how I fight. I'll rip their hearts out of their chests before they realize what hit them."

      "If you don’t get all three of the vampires, we probably can't free Zeus."

      "Athena will not be so foolish to have them all in one place," Aphrodite stated. "She will divide them. Wherever she is, you can be certain the other vampires are with her."

      I nodded. "Delphine, can you reach out to the Oracle? If we survive this, even if we manage to turn Zeus to stone, we won't be able to revive him until the ancients are gone. We'll need to find Athena fast."

      Delphine nodded. "I will try. That is all I can promise."

      We jumped out of the van and charged the crowd of vampires. Svetlana ran beside me, and Sienna touched her brooch and disappeared onto the astral plane. When I had used my scythe before, unbeknownst to me, it had held a location crystal that connected it to Olympus. I had thought the magic that coursed through the blade was hellfire. Those flames, though, were neither hot nor cold. With the Hades crystal in place, heat radiated from my scythe and down the handle. It wasn't just fire; I was wielding the literal fires of hell. I wasn’t sure how long I could hold my blade. Worst case, if I dispelled it and re-summoned it, it would cool off enough that I could hold it again.

      I was about to slice through my first vampire of the night. This one was a golem, which, frankly, was my preference. The marching band vamps had been human, and their families were probably wondering what had happened to them. It's not every day that an entire marching band goes missing from practice.

      There wasn't any way to save them, though. Perhaps, if everything got sorted, Sienna could make them daywalkers. We could have more rings enchanted by one of the gods that allowed them to go back to their normal lives. One step at a time, though. We had to break through this army first.

      I took out the first golem. When I went for the second one, it and an entire row of others turned to stone in front of me.

      "Don't look at me," Svetlana ordered. "Eyes ahead."

      I was glad she had said something. Stupidly, I had almost turned to her when I saw the first group change. I still had to fight. The vampires had to look at Svetlana for her power to work. They'd pick up on the threat soon enough. While we had an advantage, well, I couldn't take it for granite.

      Yes, I had gorgon jokes, too.

      They got the message sooner than I expected. Of course, they did. Katerina controlled the golems. They were sacrificed on the front lines. Nosferatu controlled Katerina. The other vampires, the band-geek bloodsuckers, retreated to a column of white light flickering from the ground to the sky.

      They had surrounded Zeus. The electricity in the air was palpable. The hair on my skin reacted the way it would to static.

      "Svetlana!" I shouted. "We have to get to Zeus before he lights us up!"

      "Clear a path!"

      I charged forward, furiously swinging my scythe. I hated to reap band members, but we didn't have a choice. If Zeus aimed his bolt at us, we'd all be cooked.

      The younglings were in thrall to badass vamps, but they were not powerful in and of themselves. I cut through them like butter, leading the way as Svetlana followed.

      "Zeus!" I shouted.

      When he looked at me with lightning in his eyes, I ducked.

      The second he saw Svetlana, his lightning dissipated. All that remained was a Zeus-shaped statue.

      The vampires around us scattered. Their sires had called them back to regroup.

      All except one. Behind Zeus’ stone form stood a vampire I knew. He was the weakest of the three, but he had a sledgehammer in his hands, and he was going for Zeus.

      I widened my stance. As hard as he was running, I would be lucky to catch him with my blade. Instead, Sienna appeared in front of the vampire, and her fist entered his chest. She yanked out his heart and tossed it on the ground. Vincent's body buckled and fell.

      "Nice one!"

      "Thanks!" Sienna grinned.

      "We have to get Zeus out of here," Svetlana added. "You can look now, by the way."

      Svetlana had her snake hair covered with a shawl again.

      "No, wait!" The scream came from near the van. It was Aphrodite.

      I looked around in time to see a red blur charge our direction. It moved so fast that I didn’t know what I was seeing. I couldn't react fast enough, and neither could Svetlana. The blur crashed into Zeus’ statue, and the god shattered. On the other side of the road stood Ares. He was still in one of the other vampires' thrall. I looked around, but I didn't see Nosferatu, Vlad, or even Katerina. They'd all left to wreak havoc on the city.

      Ares took off again.

      "Fuck!" I screamed. "Is there any way to bring him back?"

      Svetlana shook her head. "I cannot do it. Only a god can call others from the void."

      I sighed. Aphrodite didn't have enough power; I knew that much. When Anubis had been trying to call forth the rest of his pantheon, it had taken power harvested from thousands of souls to pull it off.

      I narrowed my eyes. "What about Anubis and Ra?"

      Delphine approached us. "We should look inside."

      We went into the warehouse. Two broken statues stood inside. Athena's team had used Euryale's head to stop them, probably after they'd used Nosferatu's influence over Katerina to steal their army. The Archeus Crystal was also gone.

      I sighed. "Well, at least we don't have to worry about the Egyptians. I'm afraid, though, that without Zeus, our chances at stopping Athena just dropped exponentially."

      Aphrodite placed her hand on my shoulder. "We can revive him in time. The more powerful the god, the more power it takes. I cannot do it without the cooperation of the rest of the Olympians.

      I nodded. "We need to find them."

      "You don't understand," Aphrodite countered. "Zeus ruled despite hundreds of attempts to usurp his place over the centuries. We will need the full and combined power of every Olympian, including Athena, to bring him back."

      I clenched my fists. "That's not happening, then. We’ll have to stop Athena without him."

      "It will not be easy. Athena's strategy and Ares’ hunger for battle are a deadly combination."
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      Kevin's police radio was going off like a teenager on Twitter, reporting assaults all over the city. The cops didn't know what they were dealing with. Bullets wouldn't stop vampires, and these vampires weren't just feeding, though that was part of it. They were growing an army. If the police got involved, they wouldn't have a chance of stopping them. More likely, they'd be co-opted into Athena's brood of bloodsuckers.

      "I have to go," Kevin stated. "I have to warn them about what they're facing."

      My mom shook her head. "They won't believe you until it's too late."

      Kevin sighed. "Still, I have to try. It won't take many bites and bullet-resistant vampires before questions are raised."

      My mom nodded. "The cat will be out of the bag. There’s no telling what the fallout will be. The most you can do is try to contain it."

      I kissed Kevin on the cheek. "Be careful, okay?"

      "I'll text you when I know anything. The department isn't going to be half as helpful as you will be. It will take time for them to get their minds around this, and who knows how many officers might be turned before they do?"

      "Our focus remains the same. We have to eliminate Nosferatu, Vlad, and Katerina. If we take them down, we'll still have a mob of bloodthirsty younglings to deal with, but at least it won't be a coordinated legion."

      "If I get any intelligence on their location, I'll send it your way."

      I smiled. "I know you will. Good luck with the department and be careful."

      Kevin kissed me on the lips. "You too, Zoey." He headed out the door. It was for the best. I didn't envy what he was doing. Convincing the police chief that they were dealing with vampires and had to revise standard procedure was going to be impossible…until it wasn't.

      Athena was smart. She wouldn't keep the vampires who had given her power over the armies together. She had left the weakest of the bunch vulnerable to us.

      Svetlana was a powerful weapon, but using her to stop the vampires was like dropping a bomb on the city. She could turn them to stone, but anyone else who saw her would suffer the same fate. Of course, she could bring them back, but she'd have to do that one at a time, and it would take a while.

      An hour in the void was like a year in solitary confinement. Even if we won, she couldn't pull out more than a couple of people every day. At a certain point, it would be a greater mercy not to bring them back. People start to go crazy in solitary confinement after a handful of days. Translating Earth days to years in the void meant that by the time she could bring most of the people back, they'd no longer be themselves.

      Then again, what choice did we have? If Athena continued growing her army and seized the other Olympians in time, the whole world would be affected. The only other option was to reap them one by one. With the vampires scattered through the city, likely making more, I couldn’t keep up.

      "Delphine, can the Oracle help us locate Vlad, Nosferatu, and Katerina?"

      "We can try, though searching for vampires is difficult. If they are not together, it might take time to find one of them, much less all three."

      "Going after random vampires won't be productive. The only way to do this is to cut them off at the head."

      "We'll still have vampires to contend with," Sienna reminded me.

      I nodded. "Reckless younglings can cause a lot of problems, but without the guidance of a sire, they're less likely to multiply."

      "We can hunt down the younglings later," my mom added. "That's not a problem, relatively speaking, compared to what we're dealing with now. Zoey is right. The only way to stop this is to take out the sires."

      I nodded. "It will free Ares if we do."

      Aphrodite smiled. "He'll enjoy hunting the new vampires."

      I nodded. "Don't worry about Katerina. She's a recurring headache no matter how we parse it, but she isn't controlling a god."

      "Not yet, at least," Delphine replied.

      "What do you mean?"

      Delphine shook her head. "I'm not getting this from any of the spirits, but the sense I had before was that Athena's goal is to control the rest of the Olympians. Katerina might not have any gods in her thrall now, but I expect that to change."

      "If the spirits are having a hard time locating the vampires, can they locate the rest of the Olympians? If we find them, the vampires will come to us."

      "How do we know which one to go after first?" Sienna asked.

      "It doesn't matter. Athena will eventually send her vampires after all of them. When she does, if Svetlana can work her wonders on the vampires who show up, it will loosen the bond that vampire has on any of the others."

      "I thought they were splitting up?" Sienna asked.

      I nodded. "They did when their goal was to eliminate the Egyptian gods. However, Athena's control over the Olympians she turns depends on her control over the vampires who manipulate the gods through the sire bond. If she wants absolute control of Olympus, and she does, she'll make sure all the vampires play a role in turning the gods."

      Sienna smirked. "I have another idea. This is wild and crazy, but it might work."

      I shrugged. "I’m open."

      "What if I turn the gods first? I can make them daywalkers."

      I glanced at Aphrodite. "It might work. However, I would insist that you free them as soon as this is over."

      "Of course," Sienna agreed. "I don't have any desire to manipulate a bunch of temperamental gods."

      "There's only one problem with that," I countered. "You can't turn anyone at night, and by morning, it might be too late."

      "This is not true," Aphrodite said. "You can send the gods back to Olympus in their current forms, can you not?"

      I nodded. "We haven't done that so far because if Athena went back to Olympus, they wouldn't be strong enough to fight her off."

      "And because you need the gods to stop Athena here."

      I sighed. "Yeah, there's that."

      "If you sent all the gods to Olympus, Athena would take her vampires there and turn all of us. However, if what you have told me is correct, you already have daywalkers there who can turn us."

      I scratched my head. "We do. Would that even work? Sienna, in the past, you were the only daywalker who could make more daywalkers. That’s why Katerina was trying to make more original daywalkers the way you were created.”

      Sienna bit her lip. “I made the golems specifically with all the programming I thought they’d need to accommodate the daywalkers. Even the ones I made for the gods had the same programming. I didn’t have time to make two different versions, so I just overloaded them with excess information. I didn’t think it would be an issue. The bodies aren’t complete daywalker bodies. I couldn’t make them that way without the presence of a soul. Now, I suspect, a bite from a common daywalker will be enough to complete the transformation.”

      “You suspect? We have to be sure, Sienna.”

      Sienna nodded and scurried into the kitchen, she opened the refrigerator. “I need something to bite.”

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      Sienna grabbed a half dozen Kansas City Strip steaks out of the fridge. They were meant for Cerberus. She ripped the plastic off the package and sank her fangs into the raw beef. She pulled out a box of gallon-sized Ziploc bags and put a bitten steak in each one. 

      “Eat one of these. They have my venom. Given the fact that your bodies are already meant to accommodate my condition, just a little taste of my venom should do the trick. I think. I’m still new to all of this.”

      I nodded. “It’s better than nothing. Go brush your teeth, Sienna.”

      Sienna shrugged. “I like it rare.”

      “There’s still a problem with this whole turning the gods into daywalkers plan,” I said.

      “What is the problem?” Aprhodite asked.

      “How would we tell them what we need them to do? I could go back to the underworld and hitch a ride, but by the time I did that and got back, we'd lose half the night."

      "Simple," Aphrodite stated. "Reap me, and I will tell the daywalkers what must be done. When you reap the rest of us, I'll see that their bodies are similarly infected."

      I nodded. "Are you sure they'll get along? Don't get me wrong. I don’t think any of the gods want Athena to take control, but with Zeus gone, who is to say that the other gods might not pursue their own aspirations?"

      "This is a concern.” Sienna scratched her head. “We must ensure that they are under the thrall of one daywalker who can unite us to a common vision. If my venom makes the gods into daywalkers, it will have to be me."

      I sighed. "Sienna will go and help when she can. Still, these steaks with Sienna’s venom are a backup plan. Try and get Sunshine to bite you first. It may not work, but if her bite can change you, you’ll be under her control. She’ll be able to keep all the gods in line."

      "A daywalker named Sunshine?" Aphrodite cocked her head.

      I grinned. "I know. It's a funny coincidence, but I trust her completely."

      "Any we find after the sun rises, I can turn," Sienna chimed in. "Sunshine is under my influence. I'm her sire, though I don't think I'll need to use that bond to control her, and I'd prefer not to. She'll fight with us of her own accord."

      "I think we have a plan."

      Sienna looked over her shoulder. "Wait. Where did Dylan go? He was just here."

      "He stepped out a while ago," Svetlana said. "While you all were talking. He didn't look well."

      A sinking feeling settled in my stomach. I looked out the window of my apartment. "Well, shit."

      "What is it?" Sienna asked.

      "Why didn't we think to check if tonight was a full moon? It is."

      "Oh, shit!" Sienna exclaimed. "I think he'll be fine. I programmed the crystal to tame his primal urges before we made his body."

      Aphrodite tilted her head. "Wait, are you telling me a werewolf is in a golem's body?"

      "That's right."

      "And you created that body with the crystal Athena left on Olympus?"

      "We did," I confirmed.

      "Let me see the Archeus Crystal."

      I reached into the collection of crystals in my backpack and handed the right one to Aphrodite. She examined it. "This is not good."

      "What's wrong with it?" Sienna asked.

      "You programmed the crystal to tame his urges, but it was preprogrammed before you used it. Any golem formed by the magic that remained in the crystal would respond to Athena's command."

      I sighed. "Are you telling me that Athena not only has vampires at her disposal now but a werewolf?"

      "I'm afraid so," Aphrodite agreed. "And if she has one wolf, all she'd need to do is convince him to bite someone, and she'd have another."

      I shook my head. "Just when I thought Tyche's luck was blessing us, we get served another plate of steaming misfortune."

      Aphrodite tilted her head. "You think Tyche is helping you?"

      I chuckled. "I don't know. Svetlana said that in the cave."

      "It was a remarkable stroke of luck that Zoey and Josephine turned to stone just as they fell into the pit. If they hadn't, they'd have been impaled. It was also incredible that I was there waiting. There's no one else on Earth who could have turned them to flesh again."

      Aphrodite narrowed her eyes. "This might be more fortunate than we think. That certainly sounds like Tyche's work. Delphine, can you find her? She might be the key to all this."

      "I believe so. I found her before. We didn't dare go after her again because the last time, things didn't turn out well for us."

      "Try again. Her memories might be returning. Send me to Olympus, Zoey. I will become a daywalker. Find Tyche and send her next. If we have her with us, it could be the key to stopping all of this."

      I touched the sigil on my wrist, summoned my scythe, and exchanged the Hades crystal for my original crystal so Aphrodite would end up on Olympus. "One thing before you go."

      "What is it?" Aphrodite asked.

      "Cerberus is looking for Dionysus. If you see either of them, fill them in. If possible, send Cerberus to us. We could really use his help."

      Aphrodite nodded. "Certainly, love."
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      Delphine sat at my kitchen table with her eyes closed. My mom had gone out to fight the vampires. She couldn't stop them all, but anything helped. Dead vampires couldn't hurt anyone. We were pretty sure the vampires were a distraction. By unleashing all of them on the city, Athena thought to keep us busy trying and likely failing to stop her army from growing while she and the sires went god-hunting.

      Aphrodite knew Athena well enough to predict that was her likely course of action. Now, though, Aphrodite was on Olympus. Hopefully, she'd be able to convince Sunshine to turn her. Once she was a daywalker, she'd be immune to any attempt by Athena to turn her into a vampire bound to the sires.

      I was irked by the situation with Dylan. Athena had set that up. She had left him in that cavern for us to find, along with the crystal. She knew I couldn't resist saving him. She set up the fake vampire golems to give us the impression she was trying to protect the crystal. Still, she knew I'd be able to handle them without much problem.

      She’d wanted me to get the crystal, and she had left just enough magic in it to bring Dylan back to Earth. She was betting I couldn't resist my urge to save someone innocent whom I'd reaped.

      Athena was a strategist. She was a hundred steps ahead of us every move. I could only hope she hadn't foreseen our next move. What god would willingly submit to a daywalker's sire bond?

      That was why Aphrodite believed it would work. In their hubris, the gods wouldn't willingly allow themselves to fall under a lesser creature's control—unless they knew it was the only way to regain their power. I could only pray—to which god. I wasn't sure—that Aphrodite was right, and for once, we'd outwitted Athena.

      Delphine gasped, and her eyes widened. "I've found her. It seems the gorgon was right."

      "I was?" Svetlana asked.

      Delphine nodded. "Tyche was in that cave with you the whole time. She's still there."

      "Seriously? That's two hours away."

      "Why didn't she show herself when you were there?"

      Delphine shook her head. "I cannot say. She isn't at full strength, though that she was there and not in a casino suggests that my attempt to restore her memory worked. Maybe it didn't right away, but now she remembers everything."

      "It's fortunate that the vampires didn't find her there."

      "Obviously," Delphine agreed. "That's what Tyche does. She must've also suspected that if she’d joined you then, she'd be vulnerable. Once she knows Aphrodite's plan, though, perhaps that will change."

      "I hate leaving the city while vampires are assaulting people, but I don't think we have a choice. If Athena gets to Tyche first, we'll be royally screwed."

      "Then we'd best get going," Sienna stated. "How fast can that van go?"

      I shook my head. "Not as fast as my bike. Stay here, the both of you. Sienna, you can use the astral plane to stop the vampires. Find my mom and help her. Delphine, keep working on locating the other gods. After we find Tyche, we need to get to the rest."

      I suited up in my leathers and went down to my garage. I'd been cruising on my dad's Harley, but it was still at the cave with slashed tires. After my sport bike had been repaired after the wreck it had endured courtesy of Morty in New Orleans, we’d had it shipped back to Kansas City, and it was in storage.

      I missed it. The Harley might have been nicer in some respects, and it was certainly more expensive, but my bike was faster. I still had the GPS coordinates on my phone since I'd texted them to Kevin.

      My bike didn't roar like the Harley did. It was not a thundering rumble but the buzz of an electrical current. That was what I needed: less thunder, more lightning.

      As I took off, the wind blew through my hair. It was refreshing, especially once I got out of the city and onto the open highway. At that time of night, I didn't have much traffic to worry about. I was doing double the speed limit, so I had to hope Tyche's luck was still with me and I wouldn't get a speeding ticket on the drive to the cave. Whether by divine blessing or run-of-the-mill luck, I made it to the cave without any encounters with law enforcement.

      I had known I'd be back to get my bike and my mom's car. I just hadn't expected it would be so soon. I wasn't sure how deep the cave was since I hadn't gone past the pit. Svetlana's sister had been there for who knew how long, deep within the cave. It might have ended in a cavern just past the pit, or it could have gone on for miles. There was no knowing until I got there.

      I summoned my scythe since it was the only light source I had. While it wasn't ideal, it gave me enough illumination to ensure I didn't run into walls or stalactites while looking for Tyche.

      I also had my cloak. The astral plane would help, but I couldn't use my scythe there, and I'd be left wandering through the dark, looking for a goddess who wasn't sure she wanted to be found. The tunnel beyond the pit led to a wide-open cavern. When I swept my scythe around the room, there was a bed, a chair, and many crocheted objects. Euryale had clearly needed a hobby to pass her time. If I had been in the market for an ugly sweater, I'd have hit the jackpot.

      More tunnels branched off the cavern. I could spend all night looking through the cave and never find Tyche.

      "Tyche!" I shouted. "I know you're here. Aphrodite sent me to help!"

      I stood in the cave for a moment listening to the sounds of water dripping. Then I heard footsteps. I followed the sound toward one of the tunnels, though I wasn't sure it was the right one. The acoustics were strange, so I gave it my best guess.

      I heard the footsteps again, moving faster this time and coming up behind me. I turned just in time to have an arm reach around my neck and another around my chest, holding me still.

      I felt a cool breath on my neck.

      "I knew you'd be back eventually."

      "Clarence?"

      He laughed. "We're here for the goddess. We haven't found her, though."

      I snorted. "We?"

      "Yes, we," another voice agreed. I recognized it, though I hadn't heard him speak in a while. It was Vlad.

      "No wonder you two weren't with the others in the city when Athena killed the Egyptians."

      Vlad laughed. "So, it worked! Brilliant!"

      "Let me go!" I screamed, raising my heel and kicking Clarence between his legs.

      He yelped.

      "Don’t loosen your grip!" Vlad commanded.

      Clarence tightened his arms.

      The ground beneath my feet shook.

      "What's that?" Clarence asked.

      "I think it's an earthquake," Vlad replied.

      I smirked. "I think it's a stroke of luck!"

      Vlad screamed, and Clarence loosened his grip. I turned and saw that a stalactite had impaled Vlad's chest.

      "Vlad the Impaler was impaled!" I laughed.

      "Oh, thank the gods!" Clarence exclaimed. "I'm free of his control!"

      I tilted my head. "You expect me to honor your bargain with Hades?"

      "It wasn't me! I wasn't in control!"

      I narrowed my eyes as I stared at Clarence. He was right. We had made a deal. The sharp end of a stalactite blasted through his chest from behind. Clarence’s eyes widened, and he fell to the ground.

      Tyche stood there with a wide grin on her face. "Hello, Zoey."

      "You were here all this time?"

      Tyche nodded. "My apologies. I wasn't sure about your intentions before, but I thought it wise to spare you and your mother. If the vampires were after you as they were after me, I figured you must be an ally. When you shouted my name and said Aphrodite had sent you, I was convinced to help you."

      "Athena still has two powerful vampires she's using to turn the golems you and the other gods inhabit."

      "I discerned as much from the vampires who were looking for me."

      "Why didn't you kill them?"

      "I'm trying to save my power. I don't have much. In fact, I just used the last of it."

      I pressed my lips together. "Zeus is gone. I'm sorry to be the one to tell you."

      "What happened? Was it Athena?"

      I nodded. "Ares. She had Zeus under her control. The gorgon with us turned him to stone to stop him. We hoped to save him, but Ares destroyed him before Stheno could revive him."

      Tyche sighed. "I see. I've been sending fortune your way in other respects. I cannot see everything, and I do not know every way my fortune might manifest, but I hope it has proven useful."

      I shook my head. "I don't know. We'll see. Aphrodite wanted me to send you to Olympus with my scythe. There are daywalkers there. They can turn you, but they won't control you in any way. It will prevent the other vampires from taking control of you, however."

      Tyche nodded. "This was Aphrodite's idea?"

      "Mostly, yes. We worked on it together. She thinks it's the only way."

      "With my power depleted, it might be the best course of action. We cannot risk any other gods falling under Athena's influence."

      "You don't happen to know where the other Olympians are hiding, do you?"

      Tyche shook her head. "I do not. By the way, my apologies for the scene at the casino."

      I chuckled. "That was really something."

      "When I saw you, the only thing I remembered was that you were Athena's creation."

      "I'm my own woman now."

      "I see that. Again, I'm sorry. If I can pay you back with cash, I now have more than I know what to do with."

      I laughed. "That's fine. I don't need money."

      Tyche glanced at my scythe. "So, that's my way home?"

      I nodded. "It is. I'm sorry I don't have a more comfortable method to create a portal to Olympus."

      Tyche chuckled. "That will do."

      "By the way, will your golem go with you? Aphrodite didn't mention that it would be a problem, but when I've reaped creatures in the past, their bodies didn't make the trip. They needed new bodies to come back."

      Tyche grinned. "I can take it with me if I wish. The golems were originally meant for the gods."

      I nodded. "All right, are you ready?"

      "Sure. One more thing, though."

      "What's that?"

      Tyche smirked. "Good luck!"

      Something washed over me, but I wasn't sure what it was. "Was that the rest of your power?"

      "Every bit of it. Let's hope it will help you defeat Athena."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      As I was driving back to the city, I noticed a blur beside me. I saw Cerberus running and panting, so I pulled over.

      "Dude! You're back!"

      The hellhound huffed. "Yeah, I am."

      "Did you see Aphrodite?"

      "She's now a daywalker. I hope you know what you're doing. We need all the gods we can get."

      "What about Dionysus?"

      "I found his cruise ship, but he wasn't on it. It took me some time because satyrs are hard to talk to, but from what I understand, Athena boarded his boat before she left the underworld. Did you realize Dionysus has portals in the hull of his ship?"

      I shrugged. "I didn't. Would have been nice to know about that."

      "Well, they weren't always there. He established them when the gods went to Earth so he could move between the realms."

      "So, Athena took one of his portals to Earth. That was how she got back."

      "More than that. She didn't have enough power to beat him straight up, so she sent the vampires in ahead of him. When he went through, they took him."

      My eyes widened. "They have Dionysus?"

      Cerberus nodded. "He fought the sire's influence. From what I can tell, he's still trying to, but I don't know if it will work indefinitely."

      "He had a golem to inhabit?"

      Cerberus nodded. "Apparently, his nymphs are all golems. He uses them to go to Earth. They take his shape when he possesses them."

      I scratched my head. "He's a fully powered god! If Athena takes control of him through the sire bond, we're screwed."

      "It's just a matter of time. Apparently, he's not fending off the sire bond with his power only. His inebriation prevents him from being manipulated."

      "Seriously? He's too drunk to be managed?"

      "Most drunks are, but I think there's more to it than that. His wine has a protective effect. It's not regular wine. He ferments it in himself."

      "That's gross."

      "Yeah. Well, his power gives his wine its effects. He's more than a god of drunkenness, apparently. He's also a guardian. However, after he sobers up, Athena will be able to use his power as she sees fit. He won't be able to resist the sire bond."

      I shook my head. "On the plus side, I just found Tyche."

      Cerberus nodded. "I know. I saw. That was how I knew I could find you here. She told me you'd recently left the caves and were on your way to the city."

      "Tyche also staked Vlad and Clarence, so if we're going to free Ares and Dionysus, we have to eliminate Nosferatu. Katerina is also under their influence now."

      Cerberus cocked her head. "If Tyche just killed Vlad, she is not."

      I sighed. "That might be true. Still, she won't help us. She hates me more than Athena."

      "Katerina looks out for herself above all else. She's loyal to vampires and Anubis."

      "She won't be able to bring Anubis back. He's gone for good, or at least until some god gets the idea to try to revive him."

      "Still, I doubt Katerina will tell Athena that Vlad is dead."

      "No, but would Nosferatu know? He is Vlad's sire, right?"

      "If memory serves, that's correct, but I don't know how vampiric connections work. Nosferatu is busy manipulating so many vampires by his bond right now that perhaps he won’t notice if Vlad doesn’t respond. Besides, she thinks Vlad is in a cave hunting for Tyche."

      "Then let's hope Athena doesn't realize Katerina isn't bound to him anymore. That means she isn't bound to Athena either. Katerina might not side with us, but she has to be pissed at Athena for destroying the god she worshipped. She'll be looking for revenge, and that could work in our favor."

      I nodded. "If Dionysus is smart, he'll start acting as if the wine has worn off before it does."

      "That might be more difficult than it sounds. Perhaps Sienna can explain how the sire bond works. Does he hear his sire speaking to him? Can he choose to listen or not? If he does, and Athena begins to trust him, she might have more than one Brutus in her midst."

      "Then it's best to nurture her paranoia. Let her be distracted. When she begins to question the loyalty of both Katerina and Dionysus, we'll move on Nosferatu. All we need is for you to hang around and watch."

      "Katerina will see me. She can see across all the realms at once."

      "It doesn't matter. If she wants revenge as much as we think, perhaps this once, she'll be willing to help us. After all, Athena will only remain distracted by her paranoia until we attack Nosferatu. Then she'll be distracted by the fight. That's when she should make her move. She won't be able to defeat Athena alone, but if their fight gives us the chance to get Svetlana close to her, I'm more than willing to allow Katerina to do the honors and blow statue Athena to smithereens."

      Cerberus grunted. "I'm starving. You sure we can't make a barbecue run before I go do this?"

      I sighed. "I need you hungry. If Dionysus becomes too big a problem, you should eat him. Use your hell-bound head and let Hades know he's on the way. We'll get him out of hell once Nosferatu is out of the picture."

      Cerberus huffed. "I've eaten a god before. Hades, actually. I was hoping he'd be more Devil's Chocolate than ghost pepper."

      "I'm sure eating gods isn't the most pleasant experience in the world."

      "I'll just say he burned as much on the way out as on the way in."

      I snorted. "Yeah, that's too much information."

      "If I eat Dionysus, I might be tipsy for a while. It could be fun!"

      I chuckled. "Just go do your job, buddy. When all this is over, provided we pull it off, I promise all the barbecue you can eat."

      "That’s a powerful motivation, though I don't know if I can wait that long."

      "Eat whatever you want. Well, not people. Don't eat any of those. Other than that, I'm sure you can find something."

      Cerberus smiled as well as he could, given the constraints of his houndish jaw and floppy lips. "You know what they say, Zoey."

      "What's that?"

      "Human. It's what's for dinner."

      I chuckled. "I'm going to trust that you're joking."

      "Am I?"

      I smiled. "One more thing. Athena has a werewolf in her thrall as well. Don't eat him. He's a friend."

      "Seriously, Zoey? You think I'd eat a werewolf? I'm not a cannibal!”
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      Before I hit the road, I sent a group text to Sienna, Kevin, Delphine, and Josephine. I should have told them sooner, but I had been in a hurry, and it had slipped my mind. I let them know Tyche was safe and that Vlad and Clarence were out of the picture, then asked, How are things going there?

      Sienna was probably in and out of the astral plane. She'd respond sooner or later. Kevin was busy. I was hoping Delphine was, too. If we could get to any of the other gods before Athena did, that would be a plus. My mom's message was short but to the point.

      
        
        It's a blood bath. Hurry.

      

      

      I fired up my bike and took off. Cerberus was long gone. I opened the throttle all the way. It was the first time I'd pushed it to two hundred miles per hour. The open road at night and the urgency of the situation gave me the opportunity. It was thrilling but frightening. At that speed, one wrong move, and I'd get a quick visit from my brother or one of his Reaper lackeys.

      I reached the city in short order, and my worst nightmare became real. As late as it was, there weren't a lot of people on the streets. Those who had ventured out were writhing in agony and had bite marks all over their bodies. They were transitioning, and their sires were all younglings who couldn't be bothered to hang around and wait for their progeny to revive.

      The Egyptians had a god of chaos. Morty had reaped him after Athena gave him the temporary ability to reap supernaturals. Apophis was a serpent god, the creepiest of them by appearance. Athena was associated with strategic war, but no matter how clean a battle looks on paper or how clever the strategy is, the end result is the same. Whether this was all Athena or Ares had contributed to her cause didn’t matter.

      Bloodshed is always horrific.

      Any vampire I didn't reap was a vampire who'd kill more people later. The problem was, until they had fully turned, I couldn't reap them. My scythe only worked on supernaturals. Still, I added the Hades crystal to my scythe.

      Any who rose and attacked others, I could handle. I'd have to deal with the rest later. If Kevin had convinced the cops what they were facing—and it was only a matter of time before he did—presumably, they'd be better equipped to take them down. A stake to the heart did the same thing as my Hades-oriented scythe.

      Drive-by reapings were the most I could do. I couldn't let myself get caught up in fighting the armies, especially since I was pretty sure that was what Athena wanted me to do.

      I stopped at my apartment and checked my phone. I had a text from Sienna asking me to meet her there.

      Well, that's convenient, I thought.

      I ran upstairs. Sienna was waiting for me inside. Svetlana was there, too, her snakes slithering under her shawl more than usual.

      "I know where Athena is."

      I gave Sienna a considering look. "What about Nosferatu?"

      "He's there, too."

      "Where is there?"

      "They're assembling at the World War One Memorial grounds. The rest of the vampires are there, too. I don't know what she's planning, but I think it's big."

      "What about Dionysus?"

      Sienna looked confused. "I don’t know. Did Cerberus find him?"

      "Not exactly. He said Athena brought him with her to Earth. She boarded his ship, used a portal he had installed in the hull, and had her vampires waiting for him. Cerberus said they bit him as soon as he stepped through, and he's fighting the influence of the sire bond. We don't have much time, though."

      Sienna shook her head. "If he's there, she has him well-hidden. She doesn't want us to know where he is."

      "Cerberus found him. And since Tyche staked Vlad, Katerina is free of his influence."

      "That could be helpful. I wouldn't trust her, though."

      I shook my head. "I don't."

      I explained the plan Cerberus and I had cooked up on the side of the highway.

      "I say we do it," Sienna replied when I had finished. "Like I said, Nosferatu is with her. If he's the only vampire left to turn the gods, she must not be going after them. Hopefully, Delphine can find more and bring them into the fold in the meantime. It's still perplexing why she isn't focused on the other gods. I thought she needed them all for her new pantheon."

      I nodded. "She doesn't know we're turning them into daywalkers on Olympus. My guess is that she's letting us bring them to her. With so many vampires at her disposal and their numbers growing by the hour, it wouldn't be hard for her to ambush them if they come here to confront her."

      Sienna grabbed her phone out of her pocket. "I'll tell Delphine to take them somewhere else. Someplace safe."

      "Good idea. In the meantime, we should move before she accumulates more vampires."

      "I can turn as many as will look at me," Svetlana said. "However, as before, once they know what I'm doing, they'll avoid making eye contact with my sisters."

      I smirked. "You refer to the snakes on your head as ‘sisters?’"

      "I do. They speak to me, you know. We've been together for many centuries. The only one I cannot turn to stone is Athena. She can resist my power."

      "Because she cursed you and your sisters."

      "Precisely," Svetlana nodded. "Still, Nosferatu can be turned, provided I can get to him."

      "What happens if you're bitten by a vampire?" Sienna asked.

      "Their venom will not affect me. I cannot be turned. However, if they injure me, it might take me time to revive."

      "Take my brooch," Sienna suggested. "You can use it to navigate the astral plane."

      I shook my head. "That might work, but if you give it to her, Sienna, you won't be able to fight. Until you have sunlight to trigger your vampirism, you're basically human. The brooch is the only thing that lets you take out vampires."

      "We'll worry about taking down more vampires later. What's most important now is eliminating Nosferatu. If you're right and Katerina intends to betray Athena, it won't matter. She's the only one who can see us on the astral plane."

      I sighed. "What if we're wrong? You said it before. Putting our faith in Katerina's intentions isn't wise."

      "It's a lot easier to sneak Svetlana through the crowds while evading Katerina's detection than it will be to try to get past the whole crowd of vampires."

      I bit my lip. "That might work. Are you comfortable with that, Svetlana?"

      The gorgon nodded. "It is a sound plan. I can appear in front of Nosferatu, and he won't know what's coming. As you said, once he's out of the picture, Ares and Dionysus will be free to fight Athena."

      Sienna pinned her brooch on Svetlana. "All you have to do is touch it, and you'll go in and out of the astral plane."

      Svetlana nodded. "Thank you. I will take good care of it and return it to you as soon as this is done."

      "I'll stay here," Sienna replied. "It's as safe as anywhere. After Nosferatu is handled, bring back my brooch, and I'll help cull the horde of vampires."

      I nodded. "All right. We can run fast on the astral plane. Follow my lead. They aren't far from here. We should be able to make the run in five minutes, give or take."

      Svetlana nodded. "Very well. Let's end this."

      "I'll let everyone else know what's going on. Once Nosferatu is gone and there isn't a vampire controlling the rest, we'll have a lot of work to do. Young and bloodthirsty vampires devoid of a sire bond can do a lot of damage in short order."
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        * * *

      

      Svetlana and I reached the grounds surrounding the World War One Memorial a few moments later. It was a large and expansive space. At least a hundred of the vampire golems were there, as was the marching band. They surrounded Athena, who had Dylan at her side, fully wolfed out and looking fierce.

      Nosferatu was standing behind Athena with his hands folded. He was wearing a long cloak with a hood that obscured his face. Still, I knew it was him. I could tell from his pasty-white hands. Katerina was next to him, so we could not do this without her seeing us. Dionysus was there too, on his knees in front of Athena. Was he under Nosferatu's thrall, or was he pretending? I couldn't tell, but Athena clearly believed he wasn't a threat. She held something covered in a thick towel in her hands.

      "She has Euryale's head," Svetlana stated.

      "Apparently, she hasn't regrown a body yet."

      Svetlana shook her head. "It will be some time before she recovers. Still, she is conscious, even without a body. We've been beheaded a handful of times through the centuries. It's never pleasant."

      I chuckled. "I bet it’s not. I don't know what she's planning, but let's hope we can stop her before she carries it out."

      I felt a tug on my pants. On the astral plane, there was only one possibility.

      "Cerberus? Is everything in order?"

      He growled, "Yes and no. I believe Dionysus is too far gone. Katerina agreed to the plan, however."

      "Will she mention the gorgon’s head?"

      Cerberus shook his head. "Athena indicated she intended to force Dionysus to give her his power. I think that's what she's doing now."

      "We need to take Nosferatu out before she does that."

      "Do it now. I think she intends to display her power to the vampires and rally them to go after the other Olympians."

      "Katerina will distract Athena when you approach. That's when you should make your move."

      "All right," I agreed. "Here goes nothing. You ready, Svetlana?"

      The gorgon nodded. "As ready as I'll ever be."

      We moved through the crowd and approached Nosferatu. Katerina saw us, glanced at us briefly, and approached Athena. She whispered something in the goddess’ ear. Athena grabbed Dionysus by the beard and pulled him aside. I wasn't sure what they were doing, but it gave us space to take out Nosferatu before she saw what was happening.

      I stood behind Nosferatu. Svetlana approached him head-on. She stared at him directly, though his hood still obscured his face.

      When Svetlana removed her shawl, I turned my face away and fixed my eyes on Nosferatu's back. The gorgon touched Sienna's brooch and quickly threw back Nosferatu's hood.

      Nothing happened.

      Nosferatu kicked Svetlana hard in the chest, and she flew back. The vampire was wearing a blindfold. He turned and ran.

      I removed my hood and, diverting my eyes, helped Svetlana to her feet.

      A bright glow from Athena's direction caught my eye. She was channeling power from Dionysus into Euryale's skull.

      "She's opening a void portal!" Svetlana screamed. "She's going to bring forth another god!"

      A giant black serpent slithered out of the portal.

      "No! It's Apophis!" Cerberus cried.

      "The god of chaos!" Svetlana yelled. "He can command my sisters. I'm..."

      I felt a hand grab my face, and Svetlana fixed her gaze on mine. The snakes on her head darted toward my eyes, and everything went black. I knew that feeling. It had happened just hours earlier. I was in the realm of chaos, the void. The gorgon had turned me to stone.
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      I walked through a vast expanse of nothingness. It didn't take long to figure out what had happened. Athena had cursed the gorgons, and she must have used Apophis’ power to create the curse. He had manipulated Svetlana to turn me into a statue.

      "Well, what are the chances?" a familiar voice said behind me.

      I turned around. "Zeus?"

      "The void is a vast place. To think that of all the random locations, you'd end up near me as opposed to any number of other gods who dwell here is remarkable."

      I chuckled. "Tyche. She blessed me before I sent her to Olympus. She said fortune would fall my way when I needed it most."

      "I suspect that's what has happened."

      "Athena took Dionysus’ power. She tricked him into coming to Earth in a golem, and a vampire bit him."

      Zeus nodded. "That sounds like one of my daughter's schemes. All is not lost."

      "What do you mean? We're in the void! If they destroy my statue, I'll be stuck here."

      "She will not do that. She still needs you. You are Athena's key to get back to Olympus."

      "I'd never do that."

      "She will likely find some leverage to use against you. Do not worry, child. We have time. We could spend days here, and only moments would pass on Earth. The time has let me regain my strength."

      "She's not going to call you out of the void."

      Zeus chuckled. "If she did, I'd be susceptible to her control for a time."

      "She brought Apophis out of the void. That was how she manipulated the gorgon to turn me to stone instead of Nosferatu."

      "I suspect she will call forth Anubis and Ra next. They were not under her control when she was devoid of power. Now that she's regained a measure of divine power from Dionysus, she can once again bend the Egyptian gods to her will."

      I shook my head. "I thought she was going to turn the other Olympians into vampires and manipulate them."

      "I thought the same at first. However, while I was with her and under the sire bond, it became clear that her power would only last while the vampires remained loyal to her cause. Do you really think she'd trust the vampires to do that when they could easily manipulate the other Olympians to overthrow her once they returned to Olympus?"

      I shrugged. "They wouldn't. Vampires like Nosferatu crave power."

      "The Egyptian gods, however, will be easily manipulated since she will bind them to her power when she revives them. She will still need you, however, to send them home."

      "If I reaped them to Olympus, wouldn't they lose their power?"

      Zeus shook his head. "They would not. That would only happen if they were forced into golems as we had to do when you reaped us to Earth. On Olympus, they will arrive with whatever power they have when she restores them on Earth. Her first move will be to eliminate the Reapers and send out the Egyptian beasts again to strengthen her new pantheon."

      I sighed. "There has to be something I can do. When she revives me, no matter what leverage she has over me at the time, can't I just reap her to Hades instead?"

      "That would only slow her down. With her power, she'd rival Hades and replace him with Anubis as she did before."

      "What about Ares? He's still under her control."

      "She will likely steal whatever power he's gained as well. She would not want a powerful and battle-hungry god to challenge her rule, much less one who was in a vampire's thrall. You are not wrong, though. There is something you can do."

      "What is that?" I asked.

      "Athena will use the gorgon to revive you. I cannot return to Earth with you, but I can convert my essence and all my power into a crystal. Place it in your scythe and use it when she demands you reap her to Olympus."

      "What will happen if I do that?"

      Zeus laughed. "A storm like no other, and with my full essence contained in the crystal, I can ensure that my bolts hit their targets and cast the gods, the golems, and even the vampires into the void."

      "Your bolts send people to the void when you strike them?"

      "Not typically, but since my power was regained here, it is attuned to this realm."

      "Pardon my French, but that's fucking brilliant!"

      Zeus chuckled. "It is, isn't it?"

      I sighed. "What will happen to you? Can I restore you on Olympus after this?"

      Zeus shook his head. "It's too late for me. However, my being and my power will remain in the crystal. You can use it again, though it is not without limits. After you do this, it might be some time before it's usable again."

      "So, I'll have one shot at this."

      Zeus nodded. "You'll have to act fast. Once your scythe appears, Athena will recognize that it is not the Olympian power that invigorates your blade."

      "Then I hit her with it?"

      "My power will come from the sky. You will not need to strike anyone. Elevate your scythe, and I will take care of the rest."

      "What will happen on Olympus after that?"

      "The remaining Olympians will have to determine who emerges as their new monarch. In time, when my power returns, you might play a pivotal role when war breaks out between my kin. Choose your allegiances wisely."

      "Any suggestions?"

      "Who are you thinking?"

      "What about Dionysus?"

      Zeus laughed. "He is loyal, and he is a great protector of what's good and right. However, he has certain indulgences that make him a less-than-great leader. Besides, he's one of the few gods who has never challenged my authority. I do not think he has the desire or the patience to rule."

      "What about Aphrodite?"

      "She would be a good choice. However, love can be blind to threats. I do not imagine she'd remain on the throne for long."

      I bit my lip. "Tyche?"

      Zeus laughed. "Leaving the universe to chance might be wise, or it could be foolish. You need not decide today. The Olympians will show their true colors in time. As they struggle for control, they will reveal their suitability to take my place. Even so, whichever side you choose to support is not guaranteed to prevail. My power can only do so much. There is more to rightful rule than power. It is those who see power as the only end who become tyrants."

      I nodded. "We have to stop Athena first."

      "We'd better do this before you're revived. She might restore you momentarily, or you might have to wait a while."

      "How long is a while?"

      "I cannot say. Perhaps days or weeks. Maybe even months. I do not believe it will be much longer than that."

      "If I have to wait that long, what will I do here in the meantime?"

      Zeus shrugged. "There are other gods here you might find to be interesting conversational partners. Gods are much humbler here than in any other realm."

      I nodded. "All right. Well, let's hope it doesn't take that long."

      "Hold out your hand."

      I extended it.

      "Place the crystal I give you in your scythe as soon as you receive it. It must be ready the moment your return to Earth."

      I nodded. "I got it. Thank you, by the way. I know this comes at a great personal cost. You're giving up any chance that you will be revived on Olympus someday."

      Zeus grinned. "Perhaps willingness to sacrifice is the trait you must seek above all others when choosing which god to support as the new ruler of the Olympians. A true monarch must put the wellbeing of others above his or her own."

      Zeus’ body glowed white. With my free hand, I shielded my eyes. When I looked again, a glowing crystal was in my palm. I touched the sigil on my wrist, removed the blade from my scythe, and installed Zeus’ crystal. Then, I stepped into the darkness. I hoped it wouldn't take long, but if it did, I could learn a lot. Who would turn down the chance to pick the brains of a thousand gods from different pantheons in human history?
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      It was difficult to reckon time in a world without a sun. Had days passed, or had it been weeks? I wasn't sure. I talked to dozens of deities. Most of them belonged to religions long since abandoned by their followers. Two gods I didn't find were Anubis and Ra.

      Had Athena already gained enough power to revive them? Maybe. The void was a large place if it could be said to have space. I didn't get hungry there. I never thirsted. I simply existed. I was still myself, and I retained my powers. So did the gods who dwelled there. Very few used them in a meaningful way.

      I met Thor, who gave me a lot of advice about how to manage the power of lightning and thunder now that I had Zeus’ essence in my scythe. He reminded me that it would be best not to use it while swimming which, I gathered, was a lesson he had learned the hard way.

      The only Egyptian deity I encountered was Sekhmet. We didn't speak for long, and I didn't dare tell her about our plan to stop Athena since she was one of many Athena probably intended to revive. She was well-known for managing plagues, starting and ending them as she saw fit. To say she was less than delightful was an understatement. I left that conversation more resolved than ever that allowing Athena to rule by way of the Egyptian pantheon wouldn't bode well for the future of humankind.

      I met Ishtar, a Mesopotamian goddess enamored of sex. After she entered the void, she said that all human intercourse had ended for months. She said I could indulge in whatever pleasures I desired while I was there. As tempting as the offer was, I only desired one person, and he wasn't present. I missed Kevin and couldn't wait to be in his arms again.

      I met a couple of Aztec deities as well. Chicomecoatl was a goddess of corn, and her jokes were as corny as they came. Still, she gave me an ear to enjoy. I didn't need it, strictly speaking, but it was the sweetest corn I'd ever tasted.

      Then there was Quetzalcoatl, the Aztec god of wisdom and learning, who was a feathered snake. It was odd speaking to him, but he was a treasure-house of insight. He spoke a lot about the importance of patience, which, given his wisdom, he must have discerned I needed at the moment. He also taught me how to say his name, which took me a day or two to master.

      I was fascinated to learn that most of the deities had retreated to the void by choice. It wasn't a black expanse for all of them. The environment became what suited each of them. If I accepted my place there, eventually, my void would take shape.

      My heart was still in my earthly life, though. I wondered if Athena had destroyed my statue after all since, I couldn't go there in my mind. Zeus had been confident that Athena would force Svetlana to revive me eventually, and I held onto that hope. My time in the void was dark and gloomy, aside from the conversations I had with different gods to pass the time.

      Finally, it happened. It started as a light in the distance. As the light expanded, I saw Svetlana looking at me with her snakes covered by her shawl. Then I felt my feet touch the ground and the air hit my skin. It was the middle of the night, and we were still on the memorial’s grounds in Kansas City.

      When Svetlana stepped aside, Athena was holding Sienna in her grip with a knife to her throat.

      Ares stood beside her with my mom, his hands on either side of her skull as she knelt next to him.

      "Welcome back, Zoey."

      "Let them go, Athena!"

      Athena grinned. "Gladly, once you grant me and my fellow gods passage to Olympus."

      I looked around. Apophis was slithering behind me. Anubis and Ra stood behind Athena on either side.

      "How'd you get your power?"

      Athena glanced at the ground at her side. Dionysus was lying there, shivering. "I think he's going through withdrawal. He could really use a drink, don't you think?"

      "You want me to send all of you to Olympus?"

      "Not all of us." Athena glanced at Svetlana. "Do as I said."

      Svetlana nodded and approached Dionysus, removing her shawl. I turned away as she turned him to stone.

      "Ares, give Josephine to Anubis."

      Ares nodded and pulled my mom up by her hair. He took her to the death god.

      "Anubis, do not feed on her soul yet. She will live if Zoey cooperates."

      Svetlana went to Ares and turned him to stone as she'd done to Dionysus.

      "The gorgon will come with me, so do not think for a moment that you'll be able to revive those pitiful gods."

      "You want me to reap you, the Egyptian gods, and the gorgon?"

      "That's right. Do it, and your daywalker friend and your mother will be free. I will warn you, however, that if you ever encroach on my realm or interfere in my affairs, I will return with a vengeance and destroy everyone you know and love."

      I gulped and hung my head. "I understand."

      "Then let's get on with it. It is high time I claimed my rightful place on the throne."

      I nodded, extended my arm, and pressed my sigil. My scythe formed in my hand, and the white light of Zeus coursed through my blade.

      "What is the meaning of this?" Athena screamed.

      "I warned you, Zoey!"

      She was about to slice Sienna's throat when Dylan bounded across the field and tackled her. Aphrodite's power had overcome Athena’s influence on him. Apparently, the power of a goddess trumped the programming of a golem.

      I raised my hand to the sky, and dozens of lightning bolts blasted the gods and the vampires.

      Dylan moved out of the way as one of them consumed Athena. Amid the loudest rumbles of thunder I had ever heard, lightning stuck Apophis, Anubis, and Ra. Nosferatu and Katerina were zapped into the void next, as were the other vampires on the field. The vampire golems collapsed. With Katerina gone, they had no commands to fulfill.

      Sienna ruffled her fingers through Dylan's fur before giving him a hug. I was glad they didn't take things further while he was still a wolf. He licked her face. I was pretty sure they'd kiss more people come sunrise.

      My mom ran to me and gave me a huge hug. "That was fantastic! How did you do that?"

      I grinned. "Zeus was in the void with me. He sacrificed himself to turn his essence into a crystal for my scythe."

      "Zeus is still gone?" Ares asked. Apparently, Zeus’ lightning had given him enough power to return on his own. Dionysus wouldn’t be far behind.

      I nodded. "He is."

      A wide grin split his face. "May the best god win the throne!"

      Dionysus rolled over, still shaking. "That won't be you!"

      "What are you going to do to stop me, lush?"

      I sighed. "Now, boys, we just won a victory for the Olympians. Could you at least try to get along for one night before you fight over the throne?"

      Ares nodded. "I suppose one day of unity wouldn't hurt."

      Ares stepped over to Dionysus and helped him to his feet, then placed his hand on Dionysus’ forehead. A blast of energy coursed from Ares into the wine god's body. Dionysus gasped, extended his hand, and formed a glass of wine. "Thank you, brother!"

      He swallowed the liquid in a single gulp.

      "None of you will go home until all of you are ready. We still have a few more gods to track."

      I felt a tug on my pants, so I reached down and scratched Cerberus behind the ears.

      "Now, how about that barbecue?"

      I checked my phone. "Sorry, buddy. It's too late. Everywhere is closed."

      Cerberus huffed. "Any of you gods want to climb into my belly?"

      Ares and Dionysus exchanged glances.

      "We'll pass," Ares responded for both.

      "There are plenty of vampire golem bodies to eat."

      Cerberus grunted. "I'd rather have White Castle."

      I laughed. "Are you sure? I’ve never had it, but I hear it burns like Hades on the way out."

      "I think all the White Castle locations in Kansas City closed a while back," Sienna added. "You'd have to go to St. Louis to get it. I don't think it's worth the trip."

      "Fine," Cerberus said. "I'll clean up the golems, but I want my barbecue tomorrow!"

      I smiled. "It's a deal."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      When we got back to the apartment, I was pleasantly surprised to find Kevin parked outside, waiting for me. We had a big group with us. I hadn’t been joking when I’d told Ares that I wasn't reaping any gods back to Olympus until we found them all. Delphine texted that she had Poseidon. She had found him swimming in the Missouri River. There were several more to locate, but she'd get them eventually.

      Kevin got out of the car and kissed me. "What in the world happened?"

      I shrugged. "We won. That's what happened."

      "Obviously, but how? No sooner did we have the entire force out on the streets with stakes ready to take out vampires than a storm kicked up and all of them were zapped away."

      I smiled. "That was me, with a little help from Zeus."

      Kevin shook his head. "Well, things are safe for now. I'm afraid things are going to be different from here on out, though. Everyone knows about vampires now. Once the word gets around, we’ll have a big problem on our hands."

      I smiled. "We'll handle that when the time comes. For now, the worst of the vampires are gone for good."

      "Are you sure about that?" my mom asked. "Every time we think we have Katerina handled, she shows up again."

      "Unless one of the gods revives her from the void, she's not coming back."

      "I've had enough of the vampires," Ares stated. "If I have anything to say about it, none of those bastards will ever leave the void."

      I chuckled. "Well, Ares, if you are in the mood to go to war with vampires, there will be plenty of opportunities in the near future."

      Ares grinned. "I'll look forward to it. That sounds like a fine use of my talents."

      I kissed Kevin on the cheek. "See? I told you we'd find a way to deal with the problem."

      "Yeah, we'll see about that. The last thing we need is vampires coming out of hiding all over the world."

      "Any chance you could keep this stuff under wraps?"

      "Too late for that. Reporters were already on the ground, getting their stories. Not to mention, there's no other way to explain how so many people died in one day. There is no cover story we could put out that could explain it."

      "Those poor kids in that marching band." My mom shook her head. "All those mothers must be distraught."

      Kevin nodded. "As horrific as this was, it could have been worse."

      I took a deep breath. "Still, I wish I could have stopped it sooner."

      Kevin fixed me with a piercing stare. "This wasn't your fault. Athena was responsible for all this, and she's gone. She is gone, right?"

      I nodded. "In the void with the vampires."

      "Then you saved millions of lives today, Zoey. Think about that instead."

      I gave him a sad smile. "You're right. My mom is right, too, though. That won’t bring back the lives that were lost. We won, but it doesn't feel right to celebrate."

      "Perhaps not tonight." My mom rested her hand on my back. "There's a time to mourn, but don't lose sight of what you've done. You faced the worst vampires and gods in existence, and you beat them."

      I looked at my friends. "I had a lot of help."

      My apartment was crowded. Cerberus had had his fill of vampire golems and wanted to crash on his bed in the corner, but Dylan was lying there. They growled at each other, then Dylan rolled off of the dog bed and climbed up on the couch, where he rested his massive werewolf head in Sienna's lap.

      Dionysus and Ares shared my bed. It was strange seeing them curled up next to each other. I didn't have a place to sleep, though.

      "How about we go to my place?" Kevin asked.

      I smiled. "I'm tired, but I don't think I'm ready to go to sleep."

      Kevin smirked. "Who said anything about sleeping?"
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        * * *

      

      After a long night of ass-kicking and lovemaking, Kevin and I fell asleep in each other's arms. We slept until noon, when my phone woke me up.

      Delphine had been busy collecting gods all night. Apparently, the lightning storm left energy in the air that brought most of the gods to their senses. She just had to find them and pick them up in her Mystery Machine.

      None of them had much power, so after I sent them to Olympus, it would be a while before things heated up and they started fighting for the throne. I intended to go there eventually to help sort things out. Zeus had told me I could help choose the new leader and his power would be helpful in that endeavor, but his crystal was going to take time to recharge as well.

      After I sent the gods back to Olympus, I made a quick jump to the underworld to tell Morty how things had shaken out.

      He grinned at me. "I knew you'd do it. You always win, even when the odds are stacked against you."

      I hugged my brother. "Thanks for saying so."

      "By the way, we should probably talk about Dad."

      "What's going on with him?" I asked.

      Morty shook his head. "He's not himself. I think he's losing it. It's like he's going senile or something. I went to see him the other day, and he called me Gabriel."

      "Dad called you by the name of my dead ex-boyfriend?"

      Morty nodded. "He corrected himself a second later, but it was still odd."

      "Kansas City is a mess right now. I have a lot of crap to deal with in the wake of all that happened, but I promise I'll come back to help with Dad."

      "I think we should bring him to Earth. He could live out the rest of his life there with Mom."

      I nodded. "Well, I can talk to her about that. Maybe a change in venue would be good for him."

      Morty shook his head. "This doesn't usually happen. Do you think he'll ever ascend?"

      I nodded. "Once things are sorted out on Olympus, it will happen. Until then, I think you're right. It might be good for him to go to Earth, see the sights, and spend time with our mom if she'll have him."

      "Are you kidding? Can't you see it every time they're together? They're still in love. There's no reason they should be apart any longer."

      I nodded. "You're right. Still, I need to talk to her about it. We should talk to Dad about it together. He only messed up your name once, Morty. That doesn't mean he's going full-on senile. Not yet, at least."

      "Maybe he needs an adventure. He's spent his entire existence as the Grim Reaper. Now, he's stuck playing bingo and strip poker with the old ladies at the Satyrs’ Club."

      "He's still doing that?" I raised an eyebrow.

      Morty sighed. "Yeah. I'm not going to describe what I saw the last time I walked in on them playing. I mean, old people? Their parts weren't even in the right places anymore."

      I chuckled. "Well, when you're several thousand years old like Dad, Father Time catches up to you. The same thing will happen to us in a few millennia."
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      I owed Cerberus barbecue. Svetlana also needed a place to lie low while she waited for her sister to recover. Euryale's head was wrapped in a blanket. So far, she hadn't so much as sprouted a neck, but that didn't stop them from talking.

      I've seen a lot of weird shit, but nothing as strange as seeing someone have a conversation with a severed head. Even stranger, having the head respond coherently. Svetlana had been right. Her sister was off her rocker, even for someone without a body. Still, it didn't seem right to put them out on the street after all they'd been through. Even if it was by Tyche's luck, Svetlana had saved my life. I owed her a couch to crash on, and for now, her sister didn't take up much space. As long as they kept their hair covered, we were good.

      Cerberus was chomping at the bit for his promised barbecue. I had to set up a charge account at the restaurant. As much money as we spent there, I probably could have bought the place by now.

      Sienna picked some up and charged it to my card. Kevin was on his way with a flatbed he'd rented so we could pick up my mom's Corvette and my Harley at the cave. I told him I'd ride along. It would be nice to take a drive without the weight of the world on my shoulders, forcing us to push the accelerator to the limit. Not to mention, I don't think the rental could break the speed limit even if we wanted it to.

      We made a pact not to talk about vampires, gods, or anything supernatural on the drive.

      "So, my mom really likes you."

      I smiled. "Does she? I think my mom tolerates you, too."

      Kevin laughed. "I should hope so. I've known her for longer than I've known you."

      "We might bring my dad to visit for a while. I think it would be good if you two got to know each other better, too."

      Kevin nodded. "Sure. I mean, that's intimidating to think about."

      "Why is it intimidating?"

      "Your dad is the Grim Reaper, Zoey."

      "The Grim Reaper Emeritus." I smirked.

      Kevin chuckled. "You have to admit it's unusual."

      "For a human like you, sure. But he's a softy at heart. He only reaped souls for a living."

      "For a living? Isn't it about dying?"

      I smirked. "You know what I mean. He's not unusual as far as dads go once you get to know him. He's devoted his whole life to his work, and now he's trying to figure out who he is when he doesn't have that to do. Maybe you two could golf or something."

      "I've never golfed, Zoey. I tried a driving range a few times. I hook it to the left all the time."

      I giggled. "You always hook a little to the left, but I don’t mind."

      Kevin blushed. "You know what I mean!"

      "It doesn't have to be golf. I don’t know that my dad has ever golfed either, but isn’t that what old guys do in their spare time?"

      "I'm not old!"

      "Young dudes golf too."

      Kevin shrugged. "Maybe bowling would be more suitable."

      "I don't know. You’re more of a small balls kind of guy."

      Kevin gulped. "Zoey! Come on!"

      We arrived at the caves. "Svetlana asked if we could gather her sister's things while we are here."

      "How much are we talking about?"

      “Just a few odds and ends. I went back there before, and she didn't have much. Still, a few changes of clothes would be nice."

      "She doesn't have a body, Zoey."

      "Not yet! She will soon, though, and when she starts growing one, we want to have something to put her in."

      "Maybe we should try baby clothes first. I'm guessing it will take some time before she gets to her full size."

      "I don't know how it works. The whole thing is weird. All I know is that she wants her shit. It's just a short stroll through a dark and damp cave. What's the big deal?"

      "All right. Since we're here, we might as well. I don’t imagine you or I want to make this drive again."

      Kevin had a big flashlight like my mom’s. I wanted to joke that his flashlight was compensating for something, but I'd made more than one joke about the size of his manhood already, and I didn't want to give the man a complex.

      We made our way past the sprung booby traps. The door with the levers was closed again, which was strange. I remembered the right ones to pull, and we avoided the slicing blades. The trapdoor had reset, too.

      I bit my lip. "Someone has been here."

      "Who would come into a cave in the middle of nowhere and reset a bunch of booby traps?"

      I scratched my head. "I don't know. Clarence built these traps, but he's gone. I sent him to Hades. I imagine he's having his toenails ripped out and fed to him even as we speak."

      Kevin winced. "You have some kind of imagination."

      "Trust me. If you'd ever been to hell, you'd think that was tame."

      We made our way to Euryale's room, gathered her things, and wrapped them in her bed sheets to carry them out. There wasn't much—a few books, a lamp, some canned food, and a few pieces of old-looking jewelry.

      A flicker of light in one of the tunnels arrested my attention.

      "What's that?" Kevin asked.

      I peered in that direction. "I don't know.” We followed the tunnel, and at the end of it stood a man with fire in his eyes. A glowing round portal blazed behind him. I rubbed my eyes, but he wasn't a golem. He looked like himself except for the eyes.

      "Clarence?"

      "You did not uphold your end of the bargain, Zoey! Thankfully, Hades did!"

      "He made you into a demon?"

      Clarence laughed. "That was the deal, was it not? I brought you to the gorgon. He could not deny that I'd done what I said I would."

      "What are you doing on Earth? Don't demons belong in hell?"

      "Some do," Clarence agreed. "But I have business to attend to."

      "What sort of business?"

      "Vengeance!" Clarence charged at me, and I summoned my scythe. Unfortunately, the crystal in it would send him to Olympus. He’d be a handful, but I had promised Jessna the chance to get revenge on his now doubly monstrous ass.

      “Vengeance for what, asshole? You attacked me when we were here. The gorgon staked you.”

      “I’m not talking about vengeance for me. Vengeance for my new master!”

      “Hades?” I tilted my head, widened my stance, and tightened my grip on my scythe. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      “Now that Zeus is gone for good, face it. There’s no one better suited to rule the gods than Hades, and not one of them is strong enough to rival his power.”

      Clarence took two steps closer to me.

      “Another step, and I’ll reap you right in the balls.”

      "Are you going to do that? Send me to Olympus? It would be fun!"

      "Don't test me. Trust me, Clarence. A few daywalkers there would like to have their way with you."

      Clarence laughed. "They cannot stop me! Not now!"

      Kevin raised his hand. "Look, buddy. We're just here to get Euryale's things, and we'll be on our way. You can go back to doing whatever it is you do here after we go."

      "I'm not here to kill either of you," Clarence replied. "I have other ideas."

      Clarence jumped at me again. I swiped at him, but my scythe missed. He wrapped me in his arms, and something like flames enveloped me, then disappeared. I felt the heat inside of me.

      "Zoey?" Kevin asked. "Are you okay?"

      I tilted my head. "For now. I think that bastard just possessed me."

      Kevin shone his light in my eyes. "You look fine. How do you feel?"

      "Warm, but other than that, I don't feel anything."

      "Let's get you out of here. We need to find Delphine. Hopefully, she'll know what to do."

      I nodded. "Clarence, are you in there?"

      He didn't respond.

      "Anything?" Kevin asked.

      I shook my head. "Not yet, but you'd better keep an eye on me. He's going to try something eventually."
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      I’ve been writing this series while also writing The Blood Witch Saga—another story featuring vampires and gods but in an entirely different universe.

      I’m usually writing more than one thing at a time. It’s how I avoid the pesky problem of writer’s block. When I hit a wall with one story, I switch to another one. By the time I hit another wall, I usually have a new perspective or energy to get over whatever problem as holding me up on the first story.

      There’s also a problem, especially when both stories involve similar tropes, of accidentally mixing up the rules. For instance, in my other series, vampires revive when you remove their stakes. A vampire is only “made” when their blood is drained in total and they’re healed by magic before the spirit leaves the body. With Zoey’s story, of course, vampires can only revive if they have a way to escape Hades and a new body, e.g. a golem, to inhabit. Vampires are made when enough bites, enough venom, is injected into the would-be turned. Then, because I wanted to, I recently started watching old Buffy episodes again. In the shows, vampires are made when vampire and human blood mixes. Vampire bites you. You bite the vampire. Badda bing, badda boom. 

      The reason I say all this is because it can be very difficult to prevent a little “bleed over” (pun intended) between one vampire universe and another. It’s also because I had to revise about 20 pages of this book at one point because after writing for a half a day, I realized I had my rules between universes backwards. I caught this one myself.

      I got lucky. Tyche must’ve been watching out for me. Those twenty pages were salvageable. That’s not always the case. Every story with vampires has a section where the rules are explained. That’s because very vampire story is similar, but also very different. Add a daywalker to the mix, with inverse abilities/vulnerabilities, and it gets even more confusing. Perhaps I’m going the way of Azrael and losing my mind. Be prepared—as if the story wasn’t crazy enough already, problems are about to escalate for Zoey, Sienna, and the rest of the Scooby squad. 

      I threw my low back out yesterday. I’ve had low back problems my entire life. Sitting on my butt and writing books so long every day probably doesn’t help. Regardless, there’s so much story that needs to get told. I’m going to put electrolysis pads on my low back, a little Biofreeze, and get back to work on Olympian Pursuits. 

      

      
        
        Talk soon!

        Theo
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       Thank you for not only reading this story with these author notes as well. 

      Theophilus just blew out his lower back, and he will put electric shock therapy and cold on it to make it better.

      I am left wondering whether electric shock therapy will actually change Theophilus for the better or not?

      I will just let that sit there for a while and let you think about it.

      For myself, one of my doctors put me on a prescription called Trulicity. He and I had a discussion about whether or not we should up the dosage from 1.5 to 4.5. Since I had been on 4.5 about nine months ago and had a horrible withdrawal reaction when I ran out in Mexico, I asked to stay on the 1.5 regimen, which I can get in Mexico without too much trouble.

      Unfortunately, when I returned to Las Vegas a couple of weeks ago and went to get my 1.5 prescription filled, I was told it would cost $800. 

      That was a bit of a shock!

      I went back home to figure out if I had a prescription already in the refrigerator (which is what you have to do with Trulicity), and sure enough, I did. This would explain why the insurance company wanted me to pay full price; they know I had some. Unfortunately, I had picked up a 4.5 prescription. 

      Aw sh#t!

      Not wishing to spend $800 I took the higher dose shot on Sunday and have been feeling pretty crappy all week (it’s now Wednesday). 

      On the positive side, Trulicity often has a weight loss component because it makes you (or at least me) not wish to eat very much, and when you push to eat the quantity you usually would, it makes me feel like there is a kitchen full of cats in my stomach trying to get out. 

      In short, the extra bites are not worth the pain.

      So, I find myself laying on my bed late this morning, hoping that my stomach will allow me to get back up in a minute and dictating this set of author notes on my phone.

      I’m working on another project with Renée Jaggér that should come out in the fourth quarter of this year, tentatively called Paranormal Recruiter. I went through different projects with Lynn Stiegler yesterday to ensure they are all on track. 

      Similar to when COVID hit and everything shut down, I feel like my job as the “captain of the ship” is to make sure that this ship is running as smoothly as possible and that everybody can continue working through the recession.

      Fortunately, LMBPN is in a good place so far, and hopefully, we are providing the stories for you to read and enjoy while the newscasts all have nothing but doom and gloom at 7:00 AM, 5:00 PM, and 6:00 PM. 

      We look forward to and appreciate your support in reading our books, allowing us to continue to do the things we do and entertain you as we all get through the next year or two with the bumpy economy.

      I look forward to talking to you again in the next story!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

       

      
        
        I have a couple of short stories you can read that I am sharing from my STORIES with Michael Anderle newsletter here: 

        https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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      "A vampire coven operating out of a nursing home? Are you sure we're in the right place?"

      Sienna's jaw dropped somewhere between her face and her knees.

      I smiled. "That's what Kevin said. Since the world found out about vampires six months ago, has the department given us faulty intelligence once?"

      Sienna shook her head. "This is just a whole new level of low."

      I snorted. "We're dealing with vampires. No offense."

      "I'm a daywalker. I'm, like, the opposite of vampires."

      I smirked. "Except for that whole blood-drinking thing. But, you know, details."

      Sienna chuckled. "I don't have to drink blood, and my vampiric gifts only come out during the daytime. Besides, when I'm wearing my brooch, it keeps my vampiric nature in the box. Most of the time, anyway."

      I smirked and patted Sienna on the back. "I said no offense."

      Sienna sighed. "I know. I'm sorry, Zoey. I don't know why I get so defensive. It probably has to do with what happened yesterday. I still don't know why my brooch didn't work,"

      "It's working today, right?"

      Sienna nodded. "So far."

      "Then don't sweat it, all right? If it happens again, we'll deal with it."

      Sienna had been a daywalker for nearly a year. What's a daywalker, you ask? Well, it is a whole new kind of vampire. To make a long story short, Sienna is my best friend. When an ancient and now-deceased vampire tried to turn her to get to me, I asked my brother to help.

      Morty was the acting Grim Reaper. He’s my twin. After the vampires bit her, he extracted her soul from her body and held it in his scythe while we waited for her body to heal and purge itself of the chemicals a vampire’s bite releases that cause someone to change. The idea was that we'd put her soul back in her body when it was safe, and she'd remain human.

      Well, it didn't work like we’d hoped. She didn't become a vampire. Instead, she became the mirror image of one. Her vampirism only emerged in sunlight. She ate garlic a lot. All the waiters at the Olive Garden knew her by name. She didn't require blood to survive, but when she drank it, she was a force to reckon with—stronger than any vampire I'd ever met and faster, too.

      Still, she found it hard to resist the craving to feed during the day. We found a solution. A brooch my father, the Grim Reaper Emeritus, gave her had the same enchantment as a reaper's cloak. It allowed her to be invisible and traverse the astral plane. It also had a calming effect. It silenced her vampiric urges, even during the day. It allowed her to stay in college, go shopping, and do whatever else a normal girl of nineteen did.

      Until yesterday. We were responding to information about a youngling vampire who was hiding in a warehouse in the West Bottoms. He was becoming quite a nuisance. When we went after him, the stupid fucker ran out of the warehouse into the sun, and his skin fried. Sienna went after him with a stake to finish him, then dropped her stake and went after a young businessman who was getting into his car across the street.

      If I hadn't stopped her, she would have drained him dry.

      The youngling we were after dove into the sewers. A few minutes later, Sienna came to her senses. It was a close call. We weren't sure why her brooch didn't work, but we suspected her daywalker nature was getting stronger.

      If that was true, it was only a matter of time before her brooch wouldn't work to quell her bloodthirst. Then again, it could have been a fluke. Maybe the sweater she'd pinned the brooch on was too thick. Today, she had pinned it to the inside of her shirt, so it made direct contact with her skin in case that had been the problem. So far, so good.

      Still, there was a chance that there was more to it than that, and she was worried about it. I was, too, but I tried not to show it. We both hoped all went well today. I had my metaphorical fingers crossed.

      "If you think about it from a vampire's perspective, a nursing home isn't a bad gig."

      Sienna raised an eyebrow. "Seriously?"

      I nodded. "From what Kevin said, most of them are posing as nurses. The residents aren't mobile. Some of them, for lack of a more sensitive way of putting it, wouldn't remember if they were bitten. If one of the vampires fed too much and someone died, it wouldn't turn any heads. People die in homes all the time."

      Sienna shook her head. "It's still fucked up."

      "I'm not saying it isn't. No one would think it's a likely spot for vampires to live. That makes it all the better a hiding place. It's genius, albeit sickening. That's why we're here. As soon as Kevin gives us the signal, we'll go in."

      "They're heading around back, right?"

      I nodded. "They'll assist us with the vampires if necessary. Their primary concern is the safety of the residents. We don't want to end up in a hostage situation. It's important that we go in casually as if we're here to see our grandma or something. We'll identify the vampires and text Kevin the locations, and he'll send in SWAT."

      Sienna shook her head. "I don't see why we can't just go to the astral plane and eliminate these vamps ourselves. We've faced worse vampires before and come out on top."

      "This isn't our operation, Sienna. The cops asked us to assist. We don't know how many vampires we're dealing with. Protecting the residents is their first priority. Eliminating the vampires is second."

      "I think there's more to it than that. They don’t trust us, and maybe they shouldn't."

      I shook my head. "I told you, Sienna. Yesterday was probably a fluke. There's no reason to think it will happen again."

      "I wasn't talking about me, Zoey."

      I sighed. Technically, I was possessed by a demon. Clarence, a vampire who'd been a thorn in our side for a while, had made a deal with Hades to help us take out Athena. Technically, he’d fulfilled his part of the bargain. His reward? Hades had turned him into a demon.

      Now Athena was imprisoned in the void, and Zeus had channeled his spirit into a crystal I could use in my scythe to wield his lightning and zap misbehaving vampires or gods into the void. Hades sent Clarence to possess me and pressure me into supporting Hades' claim to Olympus. It hadn’t worked. Clarence was just a baby demon. He only emerged on occasion, and even then, he was limited. He didn't make me spit up pea soup. He didn't spin my head three hundred and sixty degrees.

      When he did emerge, though, he was annoying as hell, pun intended. The last time he’d come out, he’d spent an entire day singing the Barbie Girl song in my head. The vampire-turned-demon was apparently determined to convince me he was a Barbie girl living in a Barbie world. Eventually, his power waned, and he went dormant. He'd be back, though. Still, so far, he had done nothing that would compromise my ability to handle a few troublesome vampires.

      "Kevin is more worried about Clarence than I am. I suppose he's expecting that it's only a matter of time before the other shoe drops, and he figures out how to control me."

      Sienna nodded. "He has a point. Hades wouldn't have sent him to possess you if his power was limited to serenading you with annoying late-nineties pop ditties."

      "It's been six months. So far, he hasn't interfered with a single slaying. If he's storing up his power for something more serious, I don't think he's going to waste his efforts to spare a vampire coven posing as nursing home workers."

      "Whatever the reason, it isn't Kevin's call. He has to work behind the same red tape the rest of the department does, even when facing vampires. We have to follow their rules. Otherwise, they might stop calling us in on these raids."

      Sienna snorted. "Maybe that would be for the best. If I vamp out again, do you really think they won't send their SWAT team after me?"

      I shook my head. "Kevin wouldn't allow that."

      "It might not be his call."

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I unlocked the screen with facial recognition. I had a text message from Kevin.

      
        
        We're here near the fire exits. Sign in as visitors to a Georgia Wengatz. At least two vampires operating within the facility. Let us know if there are more. Do not engage unless threatened.

      

      

      I chuckled. "He's so formal when he's working."

      I texted back a thumbs-up emoji along with, Love ya, Detective Schroeder.

      My phone vibrated again.

      
        
        Love you too.

      

      

      Sienna wasn't carrying traditional vampire-slaying weapons. She didn't need them. I didn't, either. I had my scythe, along with a collection of crystals in my pocket. The crystal I affixed to the scythe would determine the destination of the vampiric souls I reaped.

      I didn't want to send them to Olympus. Things were chaotic enough there as it was without a single god to keep the peace and others competing to rule.

      I didn't want to send them to Hades, either. I was afraid the god of the hot place would use any vampiric souls I sent his way to assault Olympus in his quest to rule both otherworldly realms.

      I had Zeus’ crystal in my scythe. A simple swipe would send someone to the void. If it was fully charged, I could zap any creature in existence from a distance and send them on their merry way to eternal nothingness.

      I also had a portal crystal that worked just as well with my scythe. Generally, I only used it to go "home" to the underworld. Using it to reap vampires was out of the question.

      As for Sienna, with a tap on her brooch, she'd go into the astral plane and be invisible to the vampires. She could also pass through solid matter. Her preferred method of eliminating a vampire was to shove her fist through a bloodsucker's chest, return to the material realm mid-strike, and yank the vampire's heart out of its chest.

      Gruesome but effective.

      I imagined that was the reason Kevin could convince the department to bring us in on these ops. No matter how many vampires we had to deal with, we could take down two before any of them had a clue we were there. Since Kevin only knew of two vampires working at the nursing home, we might be able to complete the job for him. Provided he agreed, of course.

      Sienna and I approached the glass double doors of the nursing home. The first set opened without a problem. The second set was locked. There was a small intercom next to the door, and I was about to press the button to request entry when the door clicked.

      A nurse at the desk inside the doors had seen us and let us in. I supposed the doors’ locks were less to keep visitors out than they were to keep the residents in.

      The easiest way to tell if someone was a vampire was to invoke my scythe. I could only reap supernaturals. If my blade wouldn’t appear, there weren’t any vampires or other supernatural beings in the vicinity.

      That wasn't an option. Vampires can also see in the dark a lot better than any human. They are a nocturnal species. The problem was that their dark eyes were due to expanded pupils. When they were in a room filled with artificial light, their pupils shrank, and their eyes were lighter. However, their irises were devoid of color. According to my mom, who'd spent a lot more time hunting vampires than I had, they looked as human as anyone else to someone who didn't know better. Their irises were a light gray.

      They also had fangs. Most were adept at hiding them and only smiled with closed lips. When they spoke, they were careful not to open their mouth too wide. If they were trying to hide what they were, they'd speak like an inexperienced ventriloquist, moving their mouths very little.

      To identify the vampires in the facility, we would have to make eye contact with everyone. If they had gray eyes, we'd have to get them to talk and judge accordingly.

      The girl at the desk was young. Her scrubs suggested she was a nurse. She had blue eyes, so she wasn't a vampire. I couldn't say if she knew she was working with vampires. She wouldn’t admit it either way.

      Sienna and I approached the desk. "We're here to visit Georgia Wengatz."

      The girl smiled widely. "She's such a delight. I'm sure she'll be happy to see a friendly face. Are you family?"

      "Great-granddaughters." It was a lie, but the nurse didn't know that.

      The nurse gestured at a clipboard on the desk. "If you could just sign in there. I don't know if she's in her room. She might be in the common area."

      "What's her room number?" I asked.

      "Room 302. It shouldn't be hard to find. It's the second door on the left, the third hallway to the left of the common room."

      I wasn't sure if it would be best to find Mrs. Wengatz in her room. Would she realize she didn't know us? Kevin hadn’t given us any details or told us why he wanted us to sign in to see that resident. If she wasn't in her room, it would give us an excuse to explore under the pretense that we were looking for her. The problem was, if Mrs. Wengatz was in plain sight and we didn't recognize her, it would blow our cover.

      We found Mrs. Wengatz's room. She wasn't there.

      "She must like bananas." Sienna chuckled. There was a stack of a dozen bananas on the lady's nightstand.

      There was also a framed photograph. I took the picture and examined it, then smirked. "Kevin is in this picture. He was younger, just a teenager. His mother is there also, along with an older lady. That must be Georgia Wengatz."

      "This lady is Kevin's grandmother?"

      I grinned. "She must be. He probably didn't tell us because he didn't want the other officers to realize he had a personal connection to the raid. I don’t know the department’s protocols, but I imagine they'd suspect it would compromise his judgment."

      A man in overalls and in a wheelchair rolled into the room. A banana was poking out of the front pocket of his overall bibs. "Where's Georgie?"

      I smiled. "We're here to visit. I'm her grandson's girlfriend."

      "I'm Earl. Can you give this to her?" The man held out the banana.

      I smirked and placed the banana on Georgia's end table.

      "I can do that."

      "My Georgie loves bananas. I take one from the cart every time it comes around to give it to her."

      "Aw." Sienna giggled. "Romance is in the air!"

      I smiled. "That's sweet. I'll give it to her if we find her."

      Earl wheeled out of the room.

      "At least we now know what she looks like."

      I nodded. "Let's take a look around. She's older than she was in the photo, so she won't look the same. If we see her, we'll try to pretend we didn't. We need to scan all the nurses and other workers we can find."

      "I don't see any cameras in here. We can go astral for recon purposes."

      I nodded. "That's smart. If we see any vampires, we can come back here and regroup. Provided, of course, Georgia doesn't return to her room first."

      I raised my hood, and Sienna touched her brooch. Invisible to everyone other than each other, we made our way back down the hall to the common room.

      Several residents were gathered around a television, watching the news. Others sat in padded chairs, staring into space. A small group was playing cards around a table. Georgia wasn't there. Only one nurse was in the room. She was seated next to one of the residents, carrying on a conversation. I approached the nurse and got a look at her eyes. She was human.

      Sienna gestured at a small sign on the wall. "It says physical therapy is that way."

      I nodded. "Worth a shot. Let's check it out."

      We followed the hallway out of the common room to where the sign told us the physical therapy room was located.

      "Weird," Sienna remarked. "You'd think if Georgia was scheduled for therapy at this time, the nurse at the desk would know."

      I bit my lip. "Maybe so. Then again, there are a lot of people here. I'm sure it's difficult to remember every resident's schedule."

      A closed door with a small blue sign on the outside read Physical Therapy. We didn't need to open the door since we were on the astral plane. I pressed through the door, and Sienna followed.

      The therapy room was large. One side was lined with windows. The other side was shaded, and the lights were off.

      "That's suspicious," Sienna commented.

      I nodded and approached a male nurse in scrubs. We couldn't see the resident he was working with from where we stood. Sienna went around the room to the windows.

      When I got a better look, the woman was clearly Kevin's grandmother. Her hair was whiter and thinner, and her face was more emaciated than in the photo. The nurse was helping Georgia walk next to a long rail. She was moving gingerly, gripping the rail with one hand and taking small, careful steps.

      I leaned close to get a look at the nurse. His eyes were gray. I glanced at Sienna and nodded, then joined her by the window.

      "The nurse is a candidate. We need to get him talking to know for sure."

      "Head back to the room and phase back before we come check it out?"

      I nodded. "That's a good plan."

      We turned to leave when Georgia released a high-pitched squeal. The nurse had Georgia's neck craned back, and his fangs were in her neck.

      "Damn it! This can't wait. Can you take him out? Surprise would be best."

      "I—" Sienna stood next to the window, enveloped in sunlight. She was transfixed by the blood. She opened her mouth and exposed her fangs before she darted across the room.

      "Sienna, no!"

      I'd seen that look in Sienna's eyes before. She wasn't going after the vampire. She was going for Georgia.

      Before I could react, Sienna thrust her fist through the vampire's chest and dropped his heart on the floor. She took Georgia by the waist and lowered her face to the woman's neck.

      I ran across the room, lowered my hood, grabbed Sienna by the waist, and pulled her off Georgia. "Sienna, get a handle on yourself!"

      I caught Georgia before she fell.

      Sienna was on the floor in the shadowed part of the room. Without sunlight, her vampiric urges faded. "Oh, my God! I'm sorry! I didn't mean⁠—"

      I checked Georgia. She had a bite wound on her neck, but she was still flushed with color. Her pulse was steady. She'd be fine.

      "Betty?" Georgia asked, looking at me. "You're here to take me home!"

      I bit my lip. Betty, who went by the name of Bitsy, was Kevin's mom and Georgia's daughter. She must've thought I was a much younger version of her. I didn't correct her. I didn't have a lot of experience with people suffering from dementia, but I presumed that correcting her wouldn't do much good. If she thought I was her daughter, maybe I could keep her calm.

      Sienna struggled back to her feet. "It must've been the smell of blood. I was standing by the window. It triggered me."

      I nodded. "We'll deal with that later. We need to hide the vampire's body and get Georgia back to her room. There are more vampires here somewhere."

      Sienna nodded and grabbed a walker with tennis balls fastened to two of its legs. She brought it over to Georgia, and I helped her steady herself.

      "Thank you, Betty!"

      I nodded. "Let's get you back to your room."

      "I don’t think so," a voice said from the doorway at the entrance of the room. Three more nurses, all male, stepped into the room and closed the door. One of them locked the door with the deadbolt. They smiled, showing their fangs.

      They charged us. I touched the sigil on my wrist and summoned my scythe. Sienna touched her brooch and disappeared.

      I caught one of the vampire nurses with my scythe. With Zeus’ power, lightning enveloped the vampire's body, and he disappeared in a flash.

      A vampire grabbed me from behind. I raised my foot and caught him in the junk with my heel. Vampires could handle the pain, but it loosened his grip enough that I spun out of it and swung my scythe at his body. Like the first, he disappeared in a lightning flash.

      The third vampire ran toward the door. He must've known he was in over his head. Sienna reappeared in front of him, her fist through his chest. She threw his heart into the room. I helped Sienna drag the vampire nurse into the shadows with the others.

      Georgia stood at her walker on the other side of the room, confused. "What is happening?"

      I placed my hand on her back. "I'm sorry. I know this must be confusing for you."

      Georgia tilted her head. "Did you win?"

      I raised an eyebrow. "Did I win?"

      "The softball game, dear. It's the state championship!"

      I bit my lip. "Sure. We won."

      "Oh, good!" Georgia laughed. "How many strikeouts did you get?"

      All I could figure was that Betty must've been a softball pitcher back in high school and Georgia was in that time in her mind. "I lost count."

      "Of course you did, dear. It's always about the team, not your performance."

      I nodded. "That's right."

      "Did you bring Kevin to see me?"

      I scrunched my brow. I knew enough about Kevin's history to realize he hadn’t been born when Betty was in high school. All I could figure was that Betty's wires were crossed. "He'll be in to see you shortly."

      "Should I call him and let him know what happened?" Sienna asked.

      I sighed. "Do that. I'll get Georgia back to her room. That must've been all of them. My guess is that the first vampire intended to make a meal out of Georgia for him and the rest. That's why they showed up when they did."

      "A meal?" Georgia asked. "Will you join me? They serve the best stroganoff here."

      I smiled. "Let's get you cleaned up and back to your room first."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Vampires were real, and much of the world now knew it. That had been Athena's parting gift before I reaped her treacherous divine butt to the void. She'd unleashed so many vampire younglings on Kansas City that no one could come up with a cover story to explain them away.

      While there were still doubters, the police took the reality and the threat of vampires seriously, as did a number of so-called conspiracy theorists on the Internet. Zealous bands of self-proclaimed “vampire slayers” were forming all over the country.

      Most of them styled themselves after Buffy. If you ever watched that show, you’d know that being a slayer was a mystical calling that came with unique powers like the ones I had as the world’s only supernatural Reaper. The Internet vampire hunters thought they were all Chosen, meant to save the world from a devilish threat. It was a recipe for a bloody disaster—eventually.

      The problem wasn’t confined to Kansas City, either. So far, the vampires were keeping a low profile. A few rogue bloodsuckers, emboldened by their secret coming out, had acted recklessly. Those who had found their hearts on the end of my mom’s stake, met my scythe, or were greeted by Sienna’s fist in short order.

      So far, the plan was working. Strike hard and deal with any vampires who came out of the shadows quickly. Give the rest reason to fear making themselves known.

      The vampires would figure out a way to strike back. Until then, the best we could do was encourage them by using force to act as if nothing had changed. Now that law enforcement agencies were preparing to deal with the vampire threat, it was riskier than ever for the bloodsuckers to hunt in the open.

      Most of the vampires’ leaders were gone, too. Vlad, Nosferatu, and Katerina were languishing in the void. We suspected the other vampires were engaged in a power struggle to determine who would lead them into what was becoming a more uncertain future for vampires and humans alike. Vampires were accustomed to operating in secret, though, and so far, neither my mom nor Kevin had gathered actionable intelligence that would help us predict how the vampires would respond to the new situation.

      Kevin had introduced my mom to the chief of police. She was training law enforcement in the fine art of vampire slaying. Officers from all over North America came to Kansas City to take her seminars. Kevin’s team—the SWAT officers waiting outside the nursing home—were the best of the best so far.

      I helped Georgia back to her room while Sienna hid the remaining two vampire corpses—the ones I didn't reap to the void—better so Kevin and his fellow officers could deal with them later. She also called Kevin to let him know what had gone down.

      I managed to get Georgia back to her room. I gave her one of the many bananas that had accumulated on her nightstand, courtesy of her boyfriend Earl.

      My phone vibrated. It was probably Kevin.

      
        
        Abort the op. Go home. We'll talk later.

      

      

      I bit my lip. There might be more. We still need to check it out.

      
        
        We'll handle it. Go home. Both of you.

        K. Love you.

      

      

      Kevin didn't respond. I'd just saved his grandmother's life. Was he mad at me for something? "Kevin is coming now. I'll see you later, Mrs. Wengatz."

      Kevin's grandmother removed her dentures, plopped them in a glass of water, and took a bite out of the banana. She waved at me, wiggling her crooked fingers. I grinned and headed out the door.

      You shouldn't leave yet.

      I bit my lip. "Clarence?"

      Of course. I'm in your head. It's not like I had anyplace else to go. It's pretty roomy in here, actually.

      I snorted. "Funny. What do you want?"

      I just thought you should know there's another vampire here. You might not want to leave just yet.

      "Why do you even care?"

      Consider it a gesture of good faith.

      "With no ulterior motive? I don't believe that for a second."

      And you shouldn't! You know why I'm here.

      "Hades wants to manipulate me to support his claim for the throne of Olympus."

      Of course he does.

      "Then why'd you say this was about vengeance?"

      I did?

      "Just before you possessed me!"

      Clarence laughed from within my head. Right. I have a flair for the dramatic.

      "If you really wanted to make a gesture of good faith, you'd get the hell out of my head."

      "Ma'am, are you all right?" one of the nurses asked.

      I snapped, "I'm fine."

      From the look on the nurse's face, she thought I was nutso. I was standing in the lobby of a nursing home, having a conversation with myself. Given what was waiting in the physical therapy room, though, it was just a matter of time before I was number two on her list of crazy for the day.

      Clarence was giggling in my head.

      I stepped to the edge of the lobby and lifted my phone to my ear. It wasn't on, but at least if people thought I was on a call, I wouldn't garner any unnecessary attention. "Just tell me who it is."

      I'm surprised you didn't figure it out.

      "What do you mean?"

      You might want to hide. Your boyfriend told you to leave. You're not supposed to be here.

      "I wouldn't be if you'd just tell me what I need to know." I scurried to a set of couches just past the lobby. A fake ficus tree blocked my view of the entrance.

      I watched through the silk leaves of the tree as Kevin turned down the hall toward Georgia's room. Three other officers in full SWAT gear jogged past toward the physical therapy room. No one saw me. Sienna was probably already gone. She had talked to Kevin, and I was certain he'd told her to go home, too.

      Shortly after Kevin went down the hall, Georgia's boyfriend Earl followed with another banana in the front pocket of his overalls.

      Why do you suppose anyone would give away so many bananas? Maybe he doesn't have a taste for human food.

      I snorted. "You can't be serious."

      You really think those nurses didn't turn any of the residents? Please. What do you think they intended to do with Georgia? These vampires aren't just draining and killing the residents. They're building an army of younglings.

      "Elderly younglings?" I raised an eyebrow.

      Think about it, Zoey. No one would suspect a thing. You didn't even notice the man's eyes. Dentures make a great cover for fangs. I promise Earl is a lot stronger than he appears.

      I shook my head as I leapt to my feet. "Kevin's going to be pissed."

      Several more residents moved toward the physical therapy room behind the SWAT team.

      "Are they vampires, too?"

      Clarence laughed. What do you think? You ambushed them. They're returning the favor.

      "Shit." I ran toward Georgia’s room.

      Na, na na na naaa naaaa...

      "Are you singing Goodbye Earl by the Dixie Chicks?"

      Clarence kept singing the song. It was annoying but appropriate.

      I touched the sigil on my wrist as I approached Georgia's room. Earl had taken Kevin by surprise. He was standing up and had his arms wrapped around Kevin so he couldn't go for his gun or his pointed nightstick, a recent innovation Kevin and the rest of the police were using to combat vamps.

      "Goodbye, Earl!" I shouted and slashed my scythe across the vampire's back. An electric shock passed from my blade and enveloped Earl's body before he disappeared in a flash.

      Earl had to die! Na na na na...

      I pressed my fingers to my lips to stifle a laugh. Kevin was on the floor. He looked up at me. "I never would have suspected."

      I shook my head. "Me neither. Good thing I didn't listen to you. I love you, but I don't think I could date a vampire."

      "You think he was going to turn me?" Kevin struggled to his feet. Georgia was on her bed eating a banana, oblivious that I'd just zapped her boyfriend to the void.

      I nodded. "Probably. What better way to get ahead than to turn you into one of them? If they could infiltrate the department, it would be a solid advantage."

      Kevin nodded. "Are there others?"

      "More residents were turned. I didn't think to check them. They're closing on the rest of your team."

      "Shit. Come with me!" Kevin sprinted down the hall. I followed him, my scythe still in hand.

      There were only a few residents left in the common room. The nurse who'd greeted me was helping one of them. She wasn't a vampire. Not all the residents had been turned. Those who were had to feed, after all. They couldn't turn everyone.

      The door to the physical therapy room was locked. I could have thrown my cloak over my head and gone through, but Kevin didn't waste any time. He kicked the door open, and I followed him inside.

      The elderly vampires had piled on the SWAT team members and overwhelmed them. Kevin retrieved his nightstick/stake from his belt. I grabbed his arm and pulled him back.

      "There are too many. I can handle this."

      I directed my scythe at the vampires and unleashed a powerful bolt of lightning at them. They all exploded in flashes of energy.

      Only the three officers remained on the floor. Their bodies were covered in bites.

      "Damn it!" Kevin screamed. He knelt next to one of the officers.

      "It's too late, Kevin. Too many bites. They're turning."

      Kevin shook his head. "We have to save them. We have to try!"

      I rested my hand on Kevin's back. "We can't. I'm sorry."

      "Call Sienna back! She can make them daywalkers."

      "Are you sure that's what they'd want? We don't have any more devices to help them. Athena made Sienna's brooch. She also made the rings the other daywalkers have."

      "Can't one of the other gods make them something?"

      I shrugged. "Maybe. I don't know."

      "Remove the crystal. Use the original crystal, the one that reaps them to Olympus. The other daywalkers can help them."

      "Kevin, by the time I could get there to let them know what happened, the daywalkers the gods will send will have cast them to the void."

      "But it gives them a chance! Please, Zoey!"

      I sighed and scratched my head. "All right, but I'll have to act fast. We have to wait for them to turn before I can reap them."

      Watching a human become a vampire is a surreal experience. Their eyes changed, and the color left their bodies. They screamed as every cell in their bodies evolved and their incisors turned to fangs.

      I removed the blade from my scythe and reached into my pocket to grab the proper crystal. They were the same size and shape. I had to insert the right one.

      The Olympus crystal had a golden hue. The crystal I used to portal to the underworld was translucent. The Hades crystal was red.

      I pocketed two of them. The Hades crystal remained in my hand. "Wait, that's the wrong..."

      My hand moved apart from my will and put the Hades crystal in place. I reattached my blade.

      "This isn't right! Something is happening."

      Before I could act, my scythe cut through the new SWAT team vampires and sent them to Hades.

      Clarence laughed in my head. Thanks, Zoey. Formidable vampire warriors for my master!

      "Fuck!"

      "What did you just do?" Kevin asked.

      I shook my head. "It was Clarence. He took control and put the Hades crystal in my scythe."

      Kevin's eyes widened. "He sent them to hell?"

      I released my scythe into the ether. "I'm sorry. I didn't know Clarence could do that."

      Kevin grabbed me by the shoulders and stared into my eyes. "Get out of her, you shit!"

      Clarence didn't respond. He must've used all the power he could muster to do the crystal trick.

      "He isn't answering."

      Kevin released my shoulders and rested his head in his hands, then fell to his knees and cried.

      I placed my hand on his shoulder. He shrugged it off. "We have to get that demon out of you."

      I nodded. "I know. Still, if it wasn't for Clarence, you'd be a vampire now. I don't know what his game is, but he could have done a lot worse."

      "Can you use your crystal? Can you make a portal to Hades the same way you use the other one to go to the underworld?"

      I nodded. "I think so, but I can't go there with Clarence in my head. Not unless you want to give him access to all the power he needs to take me over."

      Kevin shook his head. "I swear, I'm going to kill that prick once we get him out of your head."

      I nodded. "Get in line. The daywalkers want a piece of him, too."

      "Don't you want him dead?"

      I nodded. I wanted to kill Clarence, but he'd saved Kevin. I felt indebted to him even though I resented him. His ultimate goal was to help his master claim control of Olympus. If Hades controlled both realms, Olympus and Hades, both places would be reduced to a hell that wouldn't be good for anyone.

      Olympus, after all, was the heaven where human souls who weren't damned spent their eternities. I suspected Clarence was trying to divide my loyalties. He wanted me to know he could help me, or he could let the people I loved be turned or harmed.

      "He's messing with you, Zoey."

      I nodded. "I know."

      "It's basic interrogation. He's giving you something you want, showing you he can be benevolent. That was why he told you what you needed to hear to save me. At the same time, he was showing you what he can do if you resist."

      "I think he's out of power now."

      Kevin nodded. "Then we need to go to Delphine."

      "She's tried to exorcise him several times. It hasn't worked."

      Kevin nodded. "We have to try again. Go home. I'll be there as soon as I've dealt with this situation. If he speaks to you again, don't do a damn thing he says. I don't care what it is. Delphine said he'd try to get a foothold in your mind. What if he helped save me just so you'd open up to his influence? Saving me might have been what he had to do to take control of you to reap the other officers."

      I nodded. "That makes sense. I know this will involve a lot of paperwork. I'll wait as long as I can."

      Kevin shook his head. "The paperwork can wait. I have to secure the scene and submit an initial report, though. I'll meet you at your apartment as soon as I can get away. Until then, get hold of Delphine. See if she can help."

      I nodded. "I will."

      Kevin hugged me. "I love you."

      I hugged him back. "I love you, too."
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      Sienna wasn't waiting for me by my bike. She had probably decided it would be just as easy to run home. On the astral plane, we can run almost as fast as we can drive.

      When I got back to my apartment, I could hear Sienna on the phone as I unlocked the door.

      "I'll take care of her. Don't worry."

      I snorted. "You and Kevin are talking about me now?"

      Sienna put her phone back into her pocket. "He's worried about you. Sounds like he has good reason. Why didn't you tell me Clarence was messing with you again?"

      I shrugged. "He wasn't until he did."

      Sienna nodded. "I'm canceling my trip."

      I tilted my head. "You don't have to do that. You've been planning to go to Louisiana to see Dylan for weeks."

      Sienna shook her head. "He's back with his werewolf pack. He's fine. We can reschedule. I miss him, but you're my best friend. I'm not leaving until we get Clarence out of your head."

      I plopped on the couch. "You don't have to do that but thank you."

      "Kevin wanted me to call Delphine. I think we should get your parents here, too."

      I smiled. "My mom is busy training cops how to kill vampires. She has a pretty full plate. My dad is busy playing house at her place."

      Sienna sat beside me and rested her hand on my knee. "Your dad is doing a lot better now that he's here with your mom."

      I nodded. "He really is. I still think he feels useless, though. He's spent centuries being responsible for the souls of every human who had died. Now, he's cleaning my mom's place and doing arts and crafts."

      "He needs an adventure. That was Morty's plan from the start. Bring him to Earth and let him help you. So, why don't we let him come help? He might know how to deal with this whole possession thing."

      I shook my head. "I don't know. I didn't tell him about it because I was afraid he was going senile. I didn't want him to worry about me."

      "They're your parents, Zoey. Worrying about you comes with the territory."

      I chuckled. "I suppose you're right. Where are Svetlana and Euryale?"

      Sienna shrugged. "Maybe they went out for a bite to eat."

      I nodded. "Probably."

      Svetlana, whose original name was Stheno, and Euryale were gorgons. They were the eternal sisters of Medusa and had all her powers, including the perpetual bad hair day. During our fight with Athena and the Egyptian gods, Euryale had been beheaded. Since she is immortal, it didn't kill her.

      For weeks, she was just a talking head. Creepy as hell. Then she sprouted a body. It was sort of like in Deadpool when he suffered a similar injury.

      Over the last six months, Euryale's body was restored. At first, she was like a baby with a grown woman's head, plus snakes as hair. She had to learn to walk again. Potty training is still an issue. She had a two-year-old's body now. Still creepy, but marginally less so.

      She was the ugliest two-year-old you'd ever seen, not that Euryale was ugly. All things considered, she was a pretty lady. Put a grown woman's head on a toddler's body, though, and freaky was an understatement. Taking her out in public was problematic. Euryale was off her rocker at the best of times. She'd spent several centuries in hiding, barely associating with humans. I'd met spiders who had better social skills than Euryale.

      Sienna chuckled. "Let's hope they don't get into trouble."

      "By trouble, you mean remove their shawls and turn an entire restaurant full of people to stone?"

      "Yeah, there's that. I was thinking more along the lines of them going after vampires."

      I shrugged. "There are worse things they could do. Their skills are effective, provided there aren't any non-vampires around to go all granite-y at the same time."

      Sienna smirked. "Yeah, we don't want a repeat of the incident."

      I chuckled. "We had good intelligence that the funeral home was a cover for a vampire lair."

      "We just didn’t realize there'd be a funeral going on when we got there. At least Svetlana managed to turn all the humans back eventually."

      I bit my lip. "Yeah, but they'd spent what felt like years in the void. Hopefully, their health insurance covered extensive mental health treatment."

      "I'm sure they're not hunting vampires. They've been cooped up in this apartment for months. The fresh air might be good for them."

      I nodded. "You're probably right, and not just about the gorgons. Can you get hold of Delphine and my parents?"

      Sienna pulled out her phone and tapped her screen several times. "Done."

      "That's it?"

      Sienna smirked, which exposed one of her fangs, then winked. "Group texts, baby!"

      I shrugged. "I wasn't the only one who had issues today. We still haven't talked about what happened with you."

      Sienna took a deep breath. "I think it was the blood. It's like if I'm in the sun and fresh blood is anywhere near me, my vampirism overpowers my brooch."

      "Most vampire younglings have to work hard to get a handle on their cravings. If you think about it, you've been a daywalker for a while, but you've never let that part of you out long enough to deal with those urges. Maybe we should work on that."

      "You're right. We both have demons we need to conquer. In truth, I'm not sure I'm comfortable going on another hunt during the daytime until I have a handle on this. If you hadn't stopped me and I'd drained Kevin's grandma, I don't think he'd ever forgive me."

      I sighed. "Until I'm sure Clarence can't take control of me again, I don't know if I'm comfortable reaping again, either. I'm not sure what's worse, though. Hades' strongest challenger to rule Olympus is Ares. We can't allow the lord of hell to take over, but would a god who craves war and bloodshed be any better?"

      "You still hold Zeus' power. You said he told you that your support would go a long way toward determining which god emerges as the new king or queen of Olympus."

      I nodded. "You're right. Dionysus and Poseidon don't want to be king. Dionysus doesn't want the responsibility, and Poseidon would miss ruling the seas. Aphrodite would be a solid choice. Ruling through love wouldn’t be the worst thing, but Zeus seemed to think she lacked the fortitude to thwart those who might challenge her in the future. Honestly, I'm leaning toward Tyche."

      Sienna smirked. "Well, Aphrodite and Tyche are still in golems that were infected with my daywalker venom. We can probably influence them with more than Zeus’ lightning if needed. Still, leaving the future to chance? That's quite a gamble."

      "I suppose it is. Even so, she can grant fortune or misfortune to anyone she chooses. That’s not a bad thing, but she doesn't only grant luck to those who merit it. She also relies on something like a roll of the dice to determine who she blesses. If she applied that rule to determining which human souls went where in the afterlife, it wouldn't be just."

      Sienna pressed her lips together. "If you think about it, Zeus was always an unlikely king. Who would think a god of thunder and lightning would be the best deity to rule Olympus?"

      "That's a fair point. Zeus was a lot more than that, though. He also had the wisdom the other gods lack."

      Sienna nodded. "Maybe that should be your criterion. Forget about whose powers are best suited for it. They'll all use their powers however they will. Do any of the gods have the wisdom necessary to rule justly?"

      I chuckled. "I'm not sure any of them do, to be honest. They're all equally wise and foolish in various respects. Whatever the case, my choice won't matter if Clarence gets full control over me. He'll pick Hades and force me to put him on the throne."

      Sienna nodded. "That's not the best option."

      "It isn't. If I don't intervene, though, it's going to be either Hades or Ares. While I'm not sure which god should rule, it's not either of them."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      My parents showed up with Cerberus. The hellhound was splitting his time between my dad and me. Cerberus was of help to me on hunts, but when he was around, it did wonders for my dad's mood.

      My dad had a new outfit. Back in the underworld, he had always worn black. It was a Grim Reaper thing, I suppose. Now, he was dressed in khaki shorts tucked into a blue polo, with socks pulled up over his calves and white New Balance sneakers.

      I chuckled. "Well, you've got the dad look figured out."

      "Thanks, baby girl!" He hugged me.

      Mom shook her head. "I tried to get him into something more stylish. Don't blame me."

      Azrael grinned. "At my age, it's about comfort. These shoes are amazing. It's like walking on clouds. Much better than the black loafers I used to wear."

      Sienna smirked. "I have to say you're really daddin' it up, sir."

      "Thank you, Sienna!"

      My dad glanced at me with concerned eyes. "Why didn't you tell me you were possessed?"

      I shrugged. "I figured you had enough stress. Adjusting to life on Earth and all."

      He sighed. "Zoey, you're my daughter. Nothing concerns me more than your well-being."

      There was another knock on the door. Sienna answered it. Delphine came in with Svetlana and Euryale.

      "Where have you been?" I asked.

      Svetlana grinned. "Delphine was kind enough to take me automobile shopping."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You are buying a car?"

      Svetlana nodded. "I bought one. A truck, actually. It's a Chevy."

      Sienna snorted. "Like a rock. That's fitting."

      Euryale headed for the fridge, grabbed a gallon of milk, and started chugging. I would have protested, but I didn't drink milk. Besides, Euryale was a growing gorgon. She needed the calcium.

      My dad took my hand and led me to the couch. He looked me in the eyes. "It's a young demon, correct?"

      I nodded. "A vampire only recently turned into one."

      My dad nodded. "I have a little experience with this sort of thing. There've been a handful of cases of souls were sent to harvest through the years who suffered from demonic possession."

      "What did you do about it?" Delphine asked. "I've tried everything I can think of but haven't had much success. Not that exorcism is one of my specialties."

      "The reaping separates the human soul from the demon. Since the demon can see the Reaper, it poses a few challenges. A possessed person is likely to flee, to resist the Reaper."

      "Could Morty use his scythe and pull my soul out and put me back again?"

      My dad shook his head. "In the cases I mentioned, the person was already dying. The demon left the body when the body failed. In your case, doing that would leave the demon in complete control of your body. He might not even allow us to return your soul if we tried."

      "That's clearly not an option," my mom said. "I hesitate to suggest it, but from what I understand, demons can't possess vampires."

      Sienna huffed. "Are you suggesting I bite Zoey and try to turn her?"

      My mom shrugged. "What if we could infect Zoey's body with vampirism long enough to expel the demon, reap Zoey's soul, then put it back again after the demon was gone."

      I raised an eyebrow. "If that happened, I'd be a daywalker like Sienna."

      "Sienna only became a daywalker because her soul was returned to her body too soon. If we waited longer..."

      I snorted. "Sienna almost died in the process. It's risky."

      "It wouldn't work anyway," my dad said. "Reapers can't be turned into vampires."

      I narrowed my eyes. "I'm not saying I believe a word he ever said, but back when we were in New Orleans, Vincent said something I couldn't forget. He told me that Reapers and vampires are similar. We both are formed from human bodies, but we have a spirit of divinity within us that allows us to live forever."

      "Not forever," my dad corrected me. "Eventually, we all age. We can live for centuries, but whatever sustains us wanes and can't overcome the natural deterioration of the body. I'm living and dying proof of that."

      Delphine sat down on the opposite side of me. "Still, both of your kinds are what you are because at some point, the gods made you this way. There is a spark of divinity within you that makes you different than humans. If it's true that vampires can't be possessed but Reapers can, if we can figure out what is dissimilar between your two kinds that gives vampires a natural resistance to possession, it might offer us a few clues."

      I huffed. "The differences are too many to count. For one, we don't drink blood. We also summon scythes, and they can't. They're vulnerable to sunlight, daywalkers like Sienna excepted. They also take human life and feed on it. We harvest souls and help them transition peacefully to the afterlife."

      Delphine clasped her hands on her lap. "It's not something you have that they don't. The fact that you can summon a scythe is irrelevant. You may be on to something, however. Vampires siphon human life into themselves. When Reapers harvest souls, the scythe retains the soul. It doesn't become intermingled with the Reaper. What if it's because vampires feed on human blood so human souls other than their own are regularly processed in their bodies, and that makes it impossible for a demon to take hold?"

      Sienna scrunched her nose. "I don't drink blood. Not often. I've only tasted it a few times since I was turned."

      I tilted my head. "Maybe that's why you're having difficulty controlling your urges."

      "What do you mean?" Sienna asked.

      "Think about it. When you're in sunlight, the vampiric side of you awakens. Since you don't feed that part of your nature frequently, every time the sun hits you, the hunger is stronger. The urge to feed overwhelms the brooch’s power has to restrain your vampirism."

      "I suspect that's a part of it," my dad agreed. "You must also remember that the brooch, along with our reaper cloaks, were powered by Athena. It might be that now that Athena is in the void, the magic she used before is weakening."

      I bit my lip. "If that's the case, and Sienna's vampirism is overpowering her brooch, wouldn't it be a matter of time before the Reapers start having problems with their cloaks?"

      My dad nodded. "It is possible. In that case, Reapers will have no choice but to do their work in plain sight."

      I shuddered. "That would be terrifying."

      "One problem at a time," Delphine said. "Has there ever been a case of a Reaper being possessed in the past?"

      My dad shook his head. "Not while I was the Grim Reaper. There's no record of it happening before, either, as far as I know."

      Delphine nodded. "Then what makes Zoey different from both other Reapers and vampires?"

      "I don't deal with human souls in any way. My scythe doesn't even retain the souls of the supernaturals I reap. It sends them somewhere else."

      Delphine grinned. "The scythe is a part of the Reaper, correct? A Reaper can invoke it or dispel it at will."

      "That's right," my father said. "Where are you going with this?"

      "You can still reap a human who has been attacked by a vampire, correct?"

      My father nodded. "Yes. Vampires might get a taste of a human's soul when they consume blood, but they don't steal it completely. I've harvested the souls of many humans who died after being bitten by vampires through the years."

      Delphine stood up and paced in front of me. "From what I know of possession, not all humans are vulnerable to it. They have to open themselves to it in some way. As a medium, I have to be careful. The spirits I invoke can possess me temporarily, but only because I allow it. I have to create a psychic barrier that prevents the souls I commune with from mingling with me. In our previous attempts to exorcise Clarence, I've tried to give Zoey the same kind of psychic resilience to possession I employ during a seance."

      I nodded. "But it hasn't worked."

      Delphine raised her index finger. "Only because Clarence already attached himself to you. A barrier can do two things. It can prevent an intruder from crossing it. It can also imprison someone."

      "Are you saying that we inadvertently bound Clarence to me more strongly than before?"

      Delphine shook her head. "I'm saying that because he was already on the inside, the barriers I tried to erect to protect your soul were useless. Since you are only half-human, the part of your soul that is human might be more vulnerable to possession than usual.

      “What if he's latching onto the part of you that's human to fill the void of the half of your humanity that's missing?"

      I shook my head. "I'm not sure it works that way. I might be only half-human, genetically speaking, but my Reaper side fills that void."

      "Yes and no, dear. It makes you a complete person. It is who you are. Clarence cannot separate the parts that define you, but that doesn't mean he can't infiltrate the human part of you."

      "This is all fascinating." My dad pinched his chin. "How does this help Zoey?"

      Delphine scratched her head. "What if we introduced a benevolent human spirit into Zoey? No psychic barriers. Someone who could connect with her but would also leave willingly. If my theory is right, it should expel the demon."

      I raised my eyebrow. "You're talking about putting a dead person's ghost inside me?"

      Delphine nodded. "That's exactly what I'm suggesting."

      Sienna snorted. "Who do we know who is dead who wouldn't take advantage of being in a body, even one he'd have to share?"

      I bit my lip. "What about Gabriel?"

      "Your ex?" Kevin asked.

      "It wouldn't work," my dad interjected. "Gabriel was a Reaper, not human."

      I sighed. "I don’t know a lot of dead humans. Not any I had a relationship with, anyway."

      "That's not true," my mom said. "What about your grandmother? You met her shortly before she died."

      My dad shook his head. "Her soul was reaped. She moved on to the beyond. Wouldn't you need a wandering soul, a ghost still roaming the world?"

      Delphine nodded. "Unless you wanted to reap a soul out of eternal bliss and back to the world, you would. I doubt that's something you'd want to subject your grandmother to, Zoey."

      "There's Roy," Sienna offered.

      "Not an option." My dad stood up and tugged at his shirt. "He's the Boatman. Doing this wouldn't only set him behind schedule ferrying souls across the River Styx, but if something happened to him, the Reapers wouldn't have any way to deliver souls to the afterlife."

      Delphine pressed her hands together and placed them to her lips. “We’re going about this the wrong way. We don’t want whatever spirit enters Zoey to be attached to her. Most spirits don’t know much about how their disembodied existence works or how they can or can’t enter people’s bodies when invited. Someone who feels too much connection to Zoey might inadvertently mingle their souls.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “I don’t suppose most ghosts would be thrilled about being thrust into someone where a demon is involved, either. Not to mention, there’s the whole issue of what we’d do with Clarence after he was expelled.”

      Delphine nodded. “He’d require a vessel unless Hades was inclined to bring him back to hell straight away. That might be difficult to pull off. Not only would we have to ensure that Clarence entered the vessel of our choosing, but we’d have to make sure that the spirit who leaves doesn’t do the same. The vessel would have to be open to accepting another spirit. Some creatures are more accommodating to demonic influence than others.”

      I raised my eyebrow. “Like snakes?”

      Delphine shrugged. “That’s happened before. From time to time, demons have inhabited the bodies of pigs, ravens, and bats. Usually, though, demons possess cats.”

      Sienna tilted her head. “I think I’ve met a few demonic cats.”

      Cerberus huffed. “Cats. Ew. Does that mean we have to bring one here?”

      I nodded. “More than that. Once the demon possesses the creature, you can swallow him with your hell-bound head and send him back to where he belongs.”

      Cerberus shook his head. “Disgusting.”

      “You’ve eaten people and gods before! You’re fussing about eating a cat?”

      Cerberus narrowed his eyes. “There’s a big difference. Cats are stringy and chewy. Human tastes like chicken, and gods don’t taste like much of anything.”

      Sienna shook her head. “Too much information, dude.”

      “I have an idea!” The high-pitched voice of Euryale claimed the room’s attention. Her head, the snakes constantly slithering beneath her shawl, only came to her sister’s waist.

      “I don’t know, Euryale,” Svetlana interjected. “I know what you’re thinking. It’s risky.”

      “What’s the idea?” I asked.

      “We turn you to stone,” Euryale said. “In the void, you and the demon will be separated.”

      I smirked. “Then you’d revive me again, and Clarence would be left in the void?”

      Euryale nodded.

      “There’s a problem with that plan,” Svetlana said. “You’d have to restrain Clarence. In the void, the world around you takes shape according to your memory and imagination. You’ve been there. You know how it works. You can find others, but wherever you find them, they have their own worlds. If Clarence is with you in your world, it won’t matter if we revive you. He’ll come back too.”

      “What if he has his own void world?” I asked. “Maybe I can bind him there before you revive me?”

      “That’s what I’m saying!” Euryale threw her hands in the air and started walking in circles around the couch. “You get stoned. Get turned to stone, I mean. You go to Clarence’s land of make-believe. Kick his booty. Did I say booty? That word’s so fun! People have great slang for butts these days.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Back on track, Euryale.”

      “Right. Do that. When you do, we bring you back. No more demon.”

      “It’s not as simple as my sister is making it sound,” Svetlana countered. “There are at least two problems with this plan. First, we won’t know when you’ve bound Clarence. We’ll have no clue when to pull you out. Second, while all the gods and demons retain their abilities in the void, your scythe is unique. It provides an escape from the void.

      “If you use it, you’ll free anyone you strike. You’d better believe the vampires you killed before will be coming for you to tempt you to do that. Some gods might appreciate the chance to leave the void, too. That makes your abilities largely useless there.”

      I sighed. “I suppose Clarence won’t have any limitations on his power there either?”

      Svetlana shook her head. “We don’t even know what powers he has. He’s still a baby demon. We don’t know what he can do.”

      “The solution to that is pretty simple,” Kevin offered.

      I tilted my head. “It is?”

      “You don’t go into the void alone. We will come with you. It solves both problems. If the gorgons revive one of us, not you, intermittently, we can let them know how it’s going. If we’ve beaten Clarence, they can pull all of us out. If we need more time, they can send back the person they pulled out. It means they’d know when it was safe to bring you out of the void. It would also mean you’d have backup to take Clarence down without having to rely on your scythe.”

      “That’s not a bad plan,” my dad said.

      “I agree,” Josephine added. “I’m used to kicking vampire ass without supernatural skills. Can we bring weapons with us to the void?”

      Svetlana nodded. “Anything you’re holding when we turn you to stone will go with you.”

      Delphine narrowed her eyes. “We have two plans. If that’s what you want to do first because it doesn’t rely on finding a ghost with questionable motivations, I understand. Still, I should stay here. I’m going to work on my option in case that doesn’t work. I’ve never been to the void, but it sounds like demons might be the least of the threats you will face there.”

      “All right!” Sienna piped up. “Show us those snakes!”

      I shook my head. “You can’t go, Sienna.”

      Sienna tilted her head. “Why not? My issues with my cravings won’t be a problem, presuming the void isn’t illuminated by sunlight.”

      “Katerina is there. So is Nosferatu. Your bloodlust isn’t the issue. Neither is the presence or absence of sunlight. The problem is that either of those vampires might be able to control you through the sire bond.”

      Sienna sighed. “Are you sure it’s safe to leave me with Delphine?”

      I nodded. “Keep the curtains closed. No sunlight, no problem.”
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      Kevin and both my parents intended to go to the void with me. The two gorgons couldn't go, and Delphine and Sienna had to stay behind. I wasn't comfortable going into the void, uncertain we'd be able to return, if I didn't know Sienna was going to be okay. By "okay," I mean that she wouldn’t lose control and turn the town into her personal buffet.

      She said she'd stay away from the windows, but I still wasn't comfortable with the notion that she'd be left to face what she was going through alone if, for whatever reason, we didn't come back as planned.

      There was a time disjunction between the material world and the void. If they waited five minutes, we might experience a few days. We didn't expect it would take several days to find and deal with Clarence. That meant there was little chance anything would go wrong with Sienna while we were away…if all went according to plan.

      My dad insisted on seeing what happened when Sienna was in the sun, wearing the brooch, and was exposed to blood.

      "Do we have to do this now?" Sienna asked.

      My dad nodded. "Athena made the brooch. She's in the void. I think it would be wise to make a detour and see if we can reach her. She might have answers."

      I snorted. "You want to go see Athena? Dad, she isn't going to help us. I just busted her plans to rule Olympus."

      My dad smiled. "We have leverage. Face it, Zoey. She's an important part of the pantheon. When you choose a new Olympian to support, it might be in his or her best interests to bring Athena back. If the new monarch binds Athena to him as she did the Egyptian gods, she won't be a threat. Still, I think she'd prefer to return to Olympus than remain in the void forever."

      "You're proposing we make a bargain with her? Tell us how to fix the brooch, and we will help bring her back?"

      Azrael nodded. "That's exactly what I'm suggesting. It's not just Sienna's brooch that might be at risk, Zoey. If the reaper cloaks stop working, we will have a much bigger problem on our hands. Morty is doing well as my successor, but if Reapers had to start harvesting souls without the cover of the astral realm, can you imagine the panic it would cause?"

      I shook my head. "Trying to defeat Clarence in the void will be difficult enough. I've been there, Dad. Finding a specific god in a vast expanse of nothingness isn't going to be easy."

      "It might take us a while. Thankfully, here, it will only be a matter of a few more minutes. It's worth a shot."

      I bit my lip. "You need to see Sienna go vampire to make this work? I can tell you what happened, Dad."

      "There might be something you didn't notice. Remember, I secured the brooch and the cloaks from Athena. There might be something subtle you wouldn't notice."

      "Like what?" Sienna asked.

      My dad shook his head. "I don't know. That's why I want to see what happens."

      Sienna nodded. "I'll do it."

      I tilted my head. "Are you sure?"

      "You're here, Zoey. All you have to do is pull me out of the light, and whatever cravings I have will wane pretty quickly."

      "We can use my blood," Kevin offered. "I'm the youngest human here, and it's probably best if we don't leave Delphine in the room with Sienna while she has an open wound."

      "I'm also willing to do it," my mom added. "It doesn't matter how young you are, Kevin. We're only talking a small cut. I'll be fine."

      Kevin and my mom looked at me as if they expected me to make the call. "Rock, paper, scissors?"

      Kevin and my mom faced off, narrowed their eyes, and held out one palm. They smacked their palms with their opposite fists. Kevin landed with rock, and my mom opened her palm—she was paper.

      "Paper covers rock." She smirked. "I'll do it."

      I snorted. "In what universe does someone with a sheet of paper defeat someone who is holding a rock, anyway?"

      My mom smirked. "Paper cuts hurt like hell. It's a more formidable weapon than it gets credit for."

      I rolled my eyes. "Yeah, right. I'll still take a rock over a piece of paper in a fight any day of the week."

      My mom went into my kitchen and grabbed a knife from the block on my counter. She placed it on her palm. Sienna checked her brooch to make sure it was secure and stepped in front of the window. Sunlight covered her.

      "Right now, the brooch is working as expected," my dad said. "Josephine, don't cut too deep."

      My mom pressed the edge of the knife into her skin and drew a little blood. She winced. "You need to sharpen your knives, Zoey."

      I bit my lip. "Yeah, I'm lazy like that."

      We fixed our eyes on Sienna. Her lip quivered, and she sniffed the air.

      "It's happening!" Sienna told us. "I'm feeling the urge."

      "Resist it!" I ordered. "You can do this, Sienna! Focus!"

      My mom tilted her head. "I'm going to try something. Stand still."

      My mom slowly walked across the room toward Sienna. She held her wounded hand palm-up to prevent her blood from dripping, then raised it to Sienna's mouth when she reached her. "It's okay. You don't need to bite me. You won't turn me. My blood is right here."

      "Mom, what are you doing?" I asked.

      My mom didn't respond, just kept her hand to Sienna's lips. She took my mom's hand, lowered her face, and licked the blood as it flowed from the wound.

      Then, Sienna lifted her face and grinned. "The urge is gone, and I feel stronger."

      "Fascinating," my dad muttered. "The brooch is working again?"

      Sienna nodded. "I think so. How weird is that?"

      My mom returned to the kitchen and rinsed her hand in the sink before wrapping it with a paper towel. "It's her hunger that's resisting the suppression of the brooch."

      "I agree." Dad smiled. "As long as she feeds occasionally, the brooch should continue to work as expected."

      "So, we don't have to go see Athena?"

      My dad shook his head. "I didn't say that. I still suspect the enchantment is weakening. Over time, Sienna might need to feed more often for the brooch to work, and we still might eventually face issues with the cloaks."

      "I can use this," Sienna said. "Still, that urge to feed is overwhelming."

      My mom nodded. "The more you feed, the better you'll be able to control it. That's how it works with most vampires, anyway."

      "I didn't drink much. I'm sure I'll want more soon."

      "Thankfully," my father inserted, "this won't take long. Not from your perspective anyway."

      "It took the edge off," Sienna replied. "I'll be fine."

      "Are you ready?" Svetlana asked.

      I nodded. "Delphine, Sienna, Cerberus. Turn around. You don't want to see this."

      Kevin, my parents, and I faced Svetlana, and she removed her shawl. Being turned to stone is an odd sensation. It also happens fast. There was a quick shock to the body like all my joints went stiff. Then we found ourselves standing in darkness.
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      The void was a strange place. There was no sunlight there, but every person or god I encountered appeared to be in a bright room. I looked around. Kevin and my parents were next to me.

      "Where to?" my father asked. "You've been here before."

      I looked around. "Where's Clarence? Shouldn't he be here also?"

      My dad shrugged. "You would think. He's not inside you anymore, is he?"

      I shook my head. "I can't tell. Unless he spoke before, I didn't sense a thing."

      My mom nodded. "Clarence didn't have a body of his own. Maybe that's why we can't see him. I'm sure he's here somewhere."

      I nodded. "He's probably watching us and listening to us. He also knows our plan, so I suspect he is going to try to hide as long as he can."

      "He isn't going to go far," Kevin countered. "Not if he wants to possess you again after we leave this place."

      I bit my lip. "All right, well, I suppose if you want to find Athena, we'd best get looking."

      "Any idea where we might find her?" my mom asked.

      "Nope. I found Zeus here before by sheer luck, courtesy of Tyche. I met other gods who'd created worlds of their own here within the void. I didn’t go looking for any of them. I just stumbled into their realms."

      Kevin moved forward. "In that case, we'd best stumble onward!"

      Wandering around would be risky. Some gods were kind and benevolent. Others had a sadistic side. Some rule things you wouldn't think required divine supervision.

      When I went to the void before, for instance, I met a god of corn. I like corn; don't get me wrong. It just never struck me as something that required an entire god devoted to it. God of agriculture? Sure. That made sense. God of corn? A lot of the gods were in the void because no one worshipped them anymore. Their domains had been superseded by other more powerful deities, or they got tired of dealing with human beings.

      The gods in the void used their power to create their idyllic domains. When we stumbled into one, we'd know it.

      The darkness around us turned into a jungle. The foliage over our heads was mostly green, though other bright colors decorated our surroundings in the forms of flowers I'd never seen before and birds that flew from tree to tree. I heard the screams of monkeys in the distance.

      "Where are we?" Kevin asked.

      I shook my head. "The realm of a South American god? I don't know. Whoever it is must be into jungles."

      "Or trees," my father said. "This isn’t the kind of forest one sees in Northern Europe, but the druids revered trees. Perhaps this domain belongs to one of them."

      I scratched my head. "I don't know. We'll find out eventually."

      Someone hooted from a branch above. I figured it was an ape, but when I looked up, a naked man with long hair and a red beard was gazing at me. "Me Tarzan, you Jane!"

      The man grabbed a vine dangling in front of him and tried to swing from it. When he did, the vine separated from the tree, and the man fell to the ground.

      We took turns exchanging confused glances before I decided to run over and see if the strange Tarzan figure was okay.

      The man rolled onto his back with a wide grin. "Yes! That was fantastic!"

      "The vine didn't swing. How fantastic was that? You fell on your face."

      The man rubbed his eyes and glanced at the former Grim Reaper. "Azrael? Is that you?"

      I looked at my dad. "You know who this is?"

      My dad grinned. "Koalemos!"

      I bit my lip and looked at my mom. She shrugged. "Care to introduce us?"

      Koalemos sat up and rubbed his hand across his naked chest. Then he saw a mound not far from where we were, ran over to it, and sat on it. He laughed as red ants swarmed his body.

      My dad laughed. "This is Koalemos, the Greek god of stupidity."

      Kevin cleared his throat. "Sir, I think ants are biting your junk."

      Koalemos tilted his head. "My junk?"

      I snorted. "He's referring to your godhood."

      Koalemos kept laughing as he watched red ants bite his private bits. "When they bite it, it swells. Size matters, you know!"

      Dad smirked. "Like I said, he's a god of stupidity."

      "What are you doing in the void?" I asked.

      "Been here a long time. I don't know. I probably did something stupid and came here by accident."

      Kevin chuckled. "No worries. Humanity is stupid even without you."

      My mom tilted her head. "Azrael, are you saying that this guy is like the Johnny Knoxville of the gods?"

      My dad nodded. "He is the original Jackass."

      "Why are we in a rainforest?" I asked.

      Koalemos shrugged. "It's just a great place to be stupid! We can go anywhere! Ever go swimming in Antarctica? I do it all the time. Want to play in traffic? I can manifest the busiest highway in the world. A regular playground. Oh, wait! I have an idea!"

      "What's your idea?" my father asked.

      "Let's go dancing in a minefield! Last one to blow up wins!"

      I was confused. "How do you know about highways and minefields? Aren't you an ancient god?"

      "I don't stay in my own little corner of the void. Quite a few gods have come and gone lately. I've seen the worlds they make themselves! They're not unlike yours, I imagine. Brilliantly absurd. Full of potential to reach new heights of glorious stupidity."

      Kevin chuckled and glanced at me. "He's not wrong about that."

      "Wait, old friend," my father interjected. "You've visited gods who recently arrived?"

      "By 'recently,' it is recent from Earth's perspective. Within the year. Here, it's seemed as though it's been a century. I visit Athena regularly. We're a minority here, we Greeks."

      "Can you take us to her?" I asked.

      "I know who you are, Miss Grimm! I must say that given what you've done, going to see Athena might be the stupidest thing you could do."

      "So, you'll take us to see her?"

      What could only be referred to as a stupid grin split Koalemos’ face. "How could I resist?"
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      Koalemos led us into the darkness. We passed other wandering gods on our way to Athena. A dark-haired, pale-faced individual approached. Koalemos raised his hand to give the other god a high five, but both missed and hit each other on their respective foreheads.

      "Loki, you rascal!"

      The Norse god of mischief chuckled. "It's always a good time running into you, old friend. What brings you and these mortals this way?"

      "We're off to see Athena."

      "Are you going to TP her temples again? If so, might I recommend eggs as well?"

      I raised an eyebrow. "You two TPed Athena's void realm?"

      Koalemos and Loki laughed until they snorted. TPing people isn't funny, but they found it hilarious.

      Koalemos grabbed my arm, still laughing. "You should have seen her face when she stepped out of her temple on Olympus and saw the whole mountain covered in toilet paper! I'll never forget it."

      "I have an idea," Loki piped up. "We could cellophane her toilet."

      "I would, but she has no toilets in her void domain."

      "Bummer!" Loki laughed and explained, "Without a toilet, her bum has to hang out when she does her business!"

      These two gods might have come from different pantheons, but they were kindred spirits. They couldn't stop laughing.

      Kevin raised his hand. "I have a suggestion, seeing as the two of you are into pranks."

      "Oh, do tell!" Koalemos exclaimed.

      "Find out where she does her business and replace all the plants there with poison ivy."

      Koalemos and Loki looked at each other and clapped. "Brilliant! Yes!"

      I glared at Kevin. "Why are you encouraging them?"

      Kevin chuckled. "I couldn't help myself. There's a story behind that one."

      I smiled. "Oh, do tell."

      "It involves my time in the Boy Scouts, going number two in the woods, and not having toilet paper. You can fill in the blanks."

      I winced. "You got ivy ass?"

      Kevin nodded. "I had to apply calamine lotion to my butthole for nearly a month."

      "We like this guy!" Koalemos shouted. Loki nodded in concurrence.

      I smirked and gave Kevin a playful punch on the shoulder. "Look, the gods of stupidity like you, babe!"

      Kevin snickered. "I'm honored."

      "For the record," Loki added, "I'm a god of mischief. My pranks are intelligent."

      I grinned. "No offense intended."

      Loki shrugged. "None taken."

      My father cleared his throat. "As entertaining as this has been, can you please take us to Athena now?"

      Koalemos nodded. "We're almost there. Just a little farther."

      "You have fun," Loki said. "I'm on my way to short-sheet Odin's bed."

      I snorted. "Isn't Odin your father?"

      Loki grinned. "There's nothing more satisfying than messing with your parents."

      "Don't get any ideas, Zoey." My mom chuckled as she rubbed the wound on her hand through the paper towel she had wrapped around it.

      "Is your hand all right?" I asked.

      "It will be. This towel is almost soaked through. I probably shouldn't have cut so deep."

      Koalemos looked puzzled. "You came into the void with an open wound?"

      My mom nodded. "Yeah. Is that an issue?"

      "There are vampires here, you know."

      I bit my lip. "Do vampires still feed in the void?"

      Koalemos nodded. "In their way. Most have domains where they collect banished humans."

      "There are humans here? Other than us, I mean?"

      "Of course there are. Any who've been turned to stone by the gorgons are here. Through the centuries, they've amassed quite the collection. There are witches and sorcerers who sent themselves here by spells gone awry in a marvelously stupid fashion.

      “There are also gods who used to send humans here as punishment. There are more than you'd think. The vampires who came here not long ago have hunted them down one by one. They'll smell the blood. It's only a matter of time before they come after you."

      I shook my head. "Great. Thanks for the warning."

      My mom patted at a wooden stake she had fastened to her belt. "I'm prepared."

      Koalemos laughed. "That won't do much good. Not here. Where's a vampire's spirit going to go if you stake it in the void?"

      I snorted. "To Hades?"

      Koalemos shook his head. "Nope. They'll remain here. The most you'll accomplish if you stake a vampire in the void is slow it down and stoke its fury."

      Kevin sighed. "I'm beginning to wonder if coming here wasn't a mistake. We haven't figured out how to make Clarence appear. Now, we might have to face off with invulnerable vampires while also visiting a goddess who won't be thrilled to see us."

      "We stick to the plan," my father replied. "Remember, we're invulnerable here too. Not to mention, the gorgons will revive us eventually."

      Koalemos smirked. "You might be invulnerable here, but beings more powerful than you can make you suffer. Since you're going into Athena's domain, well, she can control the entire environment. Are you sure you want me to take you there?"

      "We must see her." My dad nodded. "Nothing she does to us is forever. We have a way out."

      Koalemos tilted his head. "Your entire plan hinges on the goodwill of a gorgon?"

      I nodded. "It does. I trust Svetlana and Euryale."

      Koalemos rolled his eyes. "Even I am impressed by your stupidity. The gorgons were made what they are by Athena. They serve her!"

      I shook my head. "Not anymore, they don't."

      Koalemos shrugged. "I suppose it doesn't matter. You're here now. It'll be your funeral if you're wrong."

      Kevin gulped. I placed my arm around his back. "We're good. Thank you for your concern."

      Koalemos grinned. "It's all right. I don’t mind a funeral from time to time. They are funerals, you know. There's a reason they don't call them dullerals."

      I chuckled. "Or boringerals."

      Koalemos tilted his head. "That was stupid. It's too many syllables."

      I snorted. "The stupider, the better, right?"

      "Provided it isn't stupid and lame."

      I tilted my head. "You're the one who started the playing with the word ‘funeral.’ The lame blame falls on you!"

      Koalemos slapped his knee. "You guys are a hoot! I haven't had this much fun in centuries. No one here is stupid enough to keep me entertained, but you guys? You're just what I needed."

      I furrowed my brow. "Um, thank you. I think."

      "Anyway, it's been fun! Five paces ahead, and you'll step right into Athena's domain."

      "Aren't you coming with us?" my mother asked.

      Koalemos shrugged. "Nah. Kamadhenu's realm isn't far from here. I think I'm going to go tipping!"

      I scratched my head. “Kamadhenu? I'm not familiar with that deity."

      My dad smirked. "The cow mother. She's revered among the Hindus. They honor her by venerating cows, which they believe to be her earthly embodiments."

      I snorted. "You're going cow-tipping?"

      Koalemos laughed. "You should see her face when I knock her cows over. It's priceless."

      I smirked. "Have fun with that."

      "You too! I'd better get mooving, if you know what I mean!"

      Koalemos walked into the darkness and disappeared a hundred yards away, presumably in the Hindu deity's fields.

      I pointed in the direction the god of stupidity had told us to go. "If this isn't a prank and we end up in the domain of the god of porta-potties, Athena is that way."

      My dad looked confused. "I don't believe there are any gods devoted to toilets, Zoey."

      Kevin chuckled. "I've broken up a few keg parties during my time on the force. I'm not sure that's true."

      My mom laughed, but my dad furrowed his brow.

      I smiled. "By the end of the night, many end up kneeling before the porcelain god."

      Kevin grinned. "I believe the particular god they honor is known as Inebrious Pukus."

      My dad pinched his chin. "Interesting. I've never encountered that deity."

      I grinned. "Funny. Morty knows him quite well. He's paid homage to him a few times."

      My mom laughed and put her hand on Dad’s back. "Come on, Azrael. We can discuss the oddities of lesser-known deities another time. Five paces ahead."

      He nodded. "Right. Let's go."

      We all stepped forward. After the fifth step, the world around us changed. The sky was bright without a definable source. We were standing on a beach. A river ran behind us. A mountain was straight ahead.

      "That's the River Styx," my dad remarked.

      I pointed at the mountain. "And that's Mount Olympus. This is clearly Athena's realm. She's created a world that mimics her deepest desire—an Olympus where she's queen."
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      If I didn’t know we were in the void, I would have thought we were on Olympus. The sky looked the same. The trees were identical. The trails I'd taken in the past to ascend the mountain were well-trod. Only the other gods and the daywalkers who had remained there to keep the peace were missing. With all the gods competing for the first chair, the real Olympus was in chaotic anarchy. This Olympus was remarkably peaceful.

      There was no music coming from where Dionysus' circus tent usually stood. There was no sign of the Boatman on the river delivering souls to Olympus for eternal bliss. Was this really Athena's vision for Olympus? A place where she ruled alone and had nothing or no one to issue dictates to?

      "Come on," I said. "She has to be up the mountain."

      I led the way up the path. Kevin walked beside me. My parents strode behind us.

      "Something feels off about this," Kevin commented. "I've never been to the real Olympus. Still, there's a pit in my stomach I can't figure out."

      I nodded. "I'm with you. This isn't right. It's too serene."

      We continued up the trail until we were halfway up the mountain, and I stepped into a barrier. It wasn't hard. It didn't hurt. It wasn't visible. We couldn't move through it.

      "What in the world?"

      My dad stepped up and pushed the spot I couldn't move past. His hand stopped in mid-air. "It's a forcefield."

      My mom huffed. "Athena must not want anyone to get through."

      A high-pitched laugh from behind where we stood turned our attention away from the barrier.

      Katerina stood there, and a wide smile highlighted her fangs. She looked different. Her hair was black, straight, and sleek. She was wearing a form-fitting dress that matched her hair, and she was barefoot.

      "I could smell you coming. The stench of blood permeates the void."

      My mom clenched her wounded hand and held it behind her back. I went to the vampire. "What do you want, Katerina?"

      Katerina laughed. "Come now. We're old friends. I thought we could meet up for a bite."

      My mom reached for the stake on her belt. "Give it your best shot."

      Katerina folded her hands by her waist. "Calm down, Josephine. If I was going to bite you, I could have grabbed you a dozen times already, and you wouldn't have had a chance of stopping me."

      "Then why are you here?" I asked.

      Katerina stayed beside me. Standing that close to a vampire without reaping her gave me the heebie-jeebies. Every instinct told me to invoke my scythe, but if I did that, I'd bust her out of the void. From Hades or Olympus, she'd probably find her way back to Earth.

      "Consider me curious. You won, Zoey. The real question is, why are you here? With such intriguing and delicious company at that?"

      Katerina licked her lips as she looked at Kevin. She was trying to get under my skin. She knew who Kevin was and my relationship with him. She was baiting me, and I wasn't going to bite any more than I'd let her bite any of us.

      "How about we play a game of Twenty Questions? I'll let you know if you're hot or cold."

      Katerina smiled. "If I didn’t hate you, Zoey Grimm, I might like you."

      "It's a shame the ship sailed on our potential friendship before it had a chance to raise anchor. The whole abducting people and turning them in an effort to take over the world thing was a hard stop for me. I don't often befriend people with aspirations of world domination and mass murder. I know, I'm weird."

      Katerina picked up a stone and threw it at the barrier. It bounced off. "You're here, trying to reach Athena, which speaks volumes. Is her absence causing problems on Olympus or perhaps on Earth?"

      "That's none of your business," my dad snapped.

      Katerina narrowed her eyes. "Suspicion confirmed. It must be a pretty big deal for you to risk coming here, Zoey, and your choice of company is curious. I have to wonder why the daywalker isn't with you. And why bring the ex-Grim Reaper here? Surely this wasn't your idea of a family vacation."

      I shook my head. "What does it matter to you? We'd like to speak to Athena so we can be on our way."

      "If you want to speak to Athena, you'll have to go through me."

      "Athena made you her bouncer?"

      Katerina belly-laughed. "Athena is the only Olympian in the void. I know you've been hanging around with the god of stupidity, but he's a lesser god in the Greek pantheon. He never dwelled on Olympus, and he's little more than an annoyance.

      “By contrast, the entire Egyptian pantheon is here. I served the Dark One, Anubis, before and continue to do so here. I'm not Athena's bouncer. I'm her warden."

      My dad narrowed his eyes. "You've imprisoned Athena? Is this even her domain?"

      Katerina nodded. "This is her vision, her realm, but the barrier around the mountain was not of her making. She cannot leave it or modify her existence in the void."

      "And you won't let us visit her."

      "I might," Katerina said. "That depends on what you have to offer me."

      "I'm not sending you back to Earth, Katerina."

      Katerina laughed. "I have no desire to go there. Not forever, at least. Perhaps only to indulge in libations from time to time. Still, that's not my end game, Zoey."

      "Then what do you want?"

      "Send me, along with the Dark One, to Hades. Set Ra over Olympus."

      I laughed. "Not going to happen!"

      "I'm not asking you to restore the entire Egyptian pantheon. My lords will rule through the other Olympians. We will retain the services of the underworld. Your brother will remain as Grim Reaper. We will honor the free passage of souls from Earth to their just afterlife destinations."

      "You're asking for too much. All we want to do is speak to Athena."

      "You wouldn't be here if the stakes weren't high. My lords are also willing to take the demon off your hands."

      I tilted my head. "You know about Clarence?"

      "He's here. He's hiding, but he cannot hide from Anubis. My lord could easily restrain the vampire-turned-demon and allow you to return to Earth free of his interference."

      "The offer is generous," my father interjected. "But your demands are too steep. We will not cede the eternal realms to Egyptian gods."

      "Why not?" Katerina asked. "What are your other options? The way I see it, Hades is no less villainous than Anubis. You'd merely be trading one devil for another. Ra is not the malevolent deity you suppose. He's reigned supreme over other gods before. He has the experience to rule Olympus. Would you prefer Ares, a god of bloodshed, to the god who casts life-giving light on all the world? Is a god of war a better option than a sun god?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "Ares isn't the only option."

      Katerina laughed. "What other choices do you have? Athena has proven she isn't trustworthy, even though she's the Olympian best suited to rule. Would you really consider reviving her and giving her what she's wanted all this time? You know as well as I do that she'd become a tyrant."

      "There are other gods on Olympus who could rule."

      "But none who are as suited to do so as Ra."

      My father clenched his fists. "History tells us all we need to know of Ra. He enslaved people who didn't worship him. Anubis has already shown us his intentions. He'd consume the souls of those damned to Hades."

      Katerina grinned. "Is the annihilation of a soul in service to Anubis worse than eternal torture under Hades?"

      I shook my head. "Anubis proved he will claim any soul he get can his mouth on. He doesn't restrict himself to souls worthy of damnation."

      Katerina shrugged. "Then we will give the Reapers full control over the schedule of souls. Harvest those you wish. Send Anubis only those souls who deserve such a fate. Ra will gladly allow others to spend eternity in bliss."

      I snorted. "Those willing to worship him. Wouldn't he also annihilate the souls of those sent to his realm who won't revere him?"

      "Is that so wrong?" Katerina asked. "Is it too much to ask that one honor their god in exchange for eternal paradise?"

      I shook my head. "Zeus didn't demand worship. He allowed the souls sent to Olympus to experience the heaven they’d hoped for during their lives."

      Katerina tilted her head. "How is that different than sending souls straight to the void?"

      I huffed. "Well, humans there are not subject to vampires feeding on them, at least."

      Katerina smirked. "You suppose they don't enjoy it? A vampire's bite can be intoxicating to a human, even here. There is no risk of death."

      I shook my head. "But they aren't free. Not really."

      "The offer stands," Katerina continued. "Feel free to return to Earth and see how it goes without Athena's aid while demon-Clarence remains within you, manipulating you as he sees fit. When you're ready, I'll be waiting. While it's probably been a short while since you sent us here, we've been here for much longer by our reckoning. I'm quite patient. I'm confident you'll see the wisdom of my proposal soon."

      I narrowed my eyes. "We'll see about that."
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      There was nothing more we could do in the void. Short of taking Katerina up on her offer, we couldn't find Clarence. We couldn't see him, much less bind him here. We also couldn't reach Athena.

      Svetlana took Kevin first. That was the plan. She'd revive one of us, and if we were ready, she'd bring back the rest. Svetlana and Euryale, with their power combined, had enough to bring all of us back in short order. Still, while it might only have seemed like minutes in my apartment, it took a couple of hours in our experience.

      The gorgons revived my mother next. That left my dad and me time to wander the void. We spent our time in Athena's Olympus. We couldn't reach her on the mountain, but it was a peaceful place. We took a walk along the shore of the River Styx.

      "It's nice here."

      I nodded. "I'm sure if Ra ruled Olympus, he'd change the name. He'd probably also re-form the terrain. Olympus is a Greek thing, after all."

      My dad chuckled. "I doubt Anubis would continue to call the realm ‘Hades.’"

      I grinned. "Maybe he'd name hell after himself. You know, Anubis, Jamaica, oooh I wanna take ya..."

      My dad smirked. "The Beach Boys?"

      I nodded. "Yeah. I'm sure Anubis’ version of hell wouldn't be as pleasant as Aruba and Kokomo, though."

      "That's for sure. I know how tempting Katerina's proposal is. She's right, you know. How much worse could Anubis be than Hades? I imagine if you were to ask the souls suffering there if they'd prefer to go on suffering forever or cease to exist, they'd cast their vote with Anubis."

      "Yeah, well, democracy was invented in Athens. Anubis and Ra won't care how people vote."

      My dad nodded. "Very true. Still, there's no question but that Anubis and Ra would stabilize the realms."

      "Whose side are you on, anyway?" I asked.

      He shrugged. "I'm just saying, Zoey, the proposal gives you something to consider. Olympus has been chaotic for some time, even under Zeus’ benevolent rule. The Olympians are a dysfunctional pantheon. Some think stability, even under a tyrant's rule, is preferable to anarchy."

      "Do you?"

      My dad shook his head. "Everyone desires safety and security. One's liberty, however, is too high a price to pay to attain it. The Olympians, for all their flaws, will not violate someone's will or compel people to worship them by principle. They don't care if they're worshipped, frankly. Some deities are less secure and need the acclaim of mortals to feel powerful."

      I sighed. "When Zeus turned his essence into a crystal and gave his power to me, all I could think about was stopping Athena. It didn't occur to me that the decision he was putting on my shoulders would shape the afterlife of everyone, past, present, and future."

      "It sounds like Zeus trusted you'd make the right choice."

      I shrugged. "Maybe he was wrong."

      My dad laughed. "That you think you're not worthy to make the choice suggests you're the right one to do it. You should not take it lightly."

      "Who do you think I should choose?"

      He furrowed his brow. "It doesn't matter, Zoey. I'm not the one Zeus chose to make that decision."

      I snorted. "He didn't have a choice. I was the only one who showed up in the void who was going to stand a chance to channel his power against Athena."

      "Still, he believed it was better to give you the choice than allow Athena to rule."

      I stared across the river. It wasn't the real River Styx. I wondered if I could go from here to Athena's version of Hades and the underworld if I had a boat. Did void visions have boundaries? What does a boundary even mean when you're in a void?

      Still, there was something peaceful about watching the water. Rivers are fascinating. They're always changing. No matter how similar it looks, you don't see the same river twice. The water you see at one moment is downstream the next time you visit the shore. In the river of time, you can't go back to the past. Everything is always changing and moving toward the future.

      What was the future? I wasn't the river’s current. The future would come one way or another. Perhaps, like a dam or banks that guided the course of a river, I could direct the water where to go, though.

      I took a deep breath and let the pure air of pseudo-Olympus fill my lungs. I turned, and my dad was gone. I was the only one left.

      Then I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see two flaming eyes.

      "Clarence?"

      The vampire demon nodded. "Why don't you take a seat?"

      I bit my lip. "After you."

      "Of course." Clarence kicked off his black boots and dipped his pale and wrinkled feet in the water. "It's funny how real it feels, isn't it?"

      "I'm not playing footsie with you in the river, Clarence."

      Clarence laughed. "I didn't expect you to. Still, I thought we could talk before you leave. Well, before we leave."

      "Why don't you stay here?" I asked. "You know I'm not going to make Hades the ruler of Olympus no matter what you do."

      "We'll see about that. Either way, you can't take Katerina up on her offer."

      I furrowed my brow. "You decided to show yourself to me just to tell me what I already knew?"

      Clarence shook his head. "I didn't come here with a body. I can move in ways you can't. Certain barriers that prevent you from passing don't thwart me."

      I tilted my head. "You can get to Athena?"

      "Not only can I. I did."

      "When did you do that?"

      "After you left the mountain. It was a risk. The gorgons could have brought you back at any time."

      "Did you talk to her?"

      Clarence nodded. "She wants me to convince you to free her."

      I chuckled. "Of course she does. That's not the revelation of the century."

      "She said the issue with Sienna's brooch isn't something she can correct. Even if she were to return, her power would eventually wane. Sienna will have to learn to tame her cravings."

      "That's not exactly a great sales pitch to convince me to let Athena go."

      Clarence shook his head. "The Reapers were made through a cooperative effort by Athena and Hades. Their cloaks continue to work because Hades remains in control. Eventually, though, that won't be enough. Unless she returns, it's not just their cloaks that will be compromised. Their scythes, and yours, will fail to summon."

      "Are you sure she was telling the truth?"

      Clarence nodded. "When I became a demon, I was imbued with knowledge. I don’t know everything Hades knows, but I know enough. What she says is true. If Hades were to bring her back, he could control her. He could bind her to himself."

      "If any god were to rule Olympus, the same could be said of them."

      "Fair enough. Suffice it to say, though, that while Katerina told you Anubis and Ra would not decommission the Reapers, if they had no scythes, it would be just as bad as if they did."

      "How do I know you're not just bullshitting me because if I put the Egyptians in charge, your master would be cast into the void?"

      "You have no reason to trust me. What I did with the vampires at the nursing home was necessary."

      "Why was it necessary?"

      "There's a reason the Egyptian gods are relying on a vampire like Katerina. She's not the only one, either."

      "Why?" I asked.

      "Vampires can extract power from the humans they feed upon, even here in the void. Anubis and Ra are trying to gain enough power to escape."

      "Is that even possible?" I asked.

      Clarence shrugged. "Hades seems to believe it is. He asked me to try to stop you from sending any more vampires into the void for that very reason. I didn't do what I did to make Hades a vampire army. I made sure they were sent to Hades so you wouldn't send them here."

      "Does Hades have any idea how long it might take before the Egyptians gain enough power to escape?"

      Clarence shook his head. "He does not. I imagine, though, that since time passes here more rapidly than it does on Earth, it won't take nearly as long as you would think. The more vampires you send to the void, the sooner Anubis and Ra will be able to escape."

      "How do I stop that from happening?"

      "Only the one who rules Olympus can ensure that the gate between the realms remains closed. Without a god in charge on Olympus, Anubis and Ra will eventually be able to break through. If they do, I doubt they'll stick to the deal Katerina promised. They'll bring the rest of their pantheon with them."

      "You're saying I need to choose a god to rule Olympus sooner rather than later."

      "There is only one god who knows how to do that. There's a similar gate in Hades that connects to the void. Hades had held it shut for centuries. He can do the same on Olympus."

      I chuckled. "So, that's your hard sell."

      "It's sensible, Zoey."

      "Why don't you stay here, then, and let me go do what I need to do?"

      "Do you really think I want to stay in the void? The Egyptian gods could extract my power like they can other vampires’. I am a demon now, but I'm still a vampire as well. I also have lots of power they could use to accelerate their plans. I have to come with you."

      "Then leave me when we go back to Earth. I don’t want you in my head, Clarence. I don't trust you."

      He laughed. "I don't trust you, either. Do you really expect me to leave trusting in good faith that you'll support Hades?"

      I shook my head. "No, because I won't. I will find another god to do what has to be done."

      "And when they fail, when they don’t know how to seal the void, what will you do?"

      "You don't know that they'll fail."

      "You're right. I don't. What I do know, though, is that Hades can keep the gates in both realms sealed. Help Hades ascend as the ruler of both realms, and you'll never have to worry about the Egyptian gods again. Or, take your chances with one of the other gods and hope the Olympians without either Zeus or Athena have enough power to stop the Egyptians once they break through."

      "How can Hades maintain both realms at once?"

      "He will revive Athena and bind her to his will. She knows how to work the portal to the void. It's how she called the Egyptians the first time. Under Hades' control, she can keep it shut on his behalf. She'll rule in Olympus as an extension of his greater rule. She'll govern Olympus, but only as Hades allows."

      "Unless he merges the two realms. We saw what he tried to do when he made a play to dethrone Zeus before. He was trying to bring hell to Olympus."

      "Isn't that a risk you have to take? If the Egyptians take control, if they do it by force without your agreement with Katerina, they'll eliminate the underworld. If they take over according to what Katerina proposed, the end result will be the same.

      “Eventually, the Reapers won't be able to reap. They might suffer the Reapers’ existence in the underworld without a purpose, or perhaps they'll give the Reapers new scythes that deliver human souls to them to devour as they see fit. Sometimes, Zoey, the only real choice is the devil you know."
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      I reappeared in my apartment to see Euryale, her snaky hair covered in her shawl, with a wide grin splitting her face and her child-sized hands touching my cheeks.

      "Wakey, wakey!"

      I stretched out my arms. "Thanks for that. This is the third time I've come back after being a statue. I guess it's normal that I'd have a few cramps and a stiff neck."

      "Did you do it?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head. "Clarence is still here. He showed up just after Dad disappeared."

      "He did?" my father asked.

      My mom rested her hand on my back. "What did he do?"

      "He just talked to me. Apparently, he visited Athena after Katerina left."

      "He could go there?" Kevin asked. "I thought there was a forcefield?"

      "He didn't have a body. He went there in mine. The barrier didn't stop him. Long story short, Katerina's bargain isn't the only plan Anubis and Ra have to escape the void. Maybe it's Plan B. I don't think it's Plan A.

      “It's probably just a distraction. Any vampires I'm reaping to the void provide Anubis and Ra with power. If they get strong enough, apparently, they'll be able to open the gates out of the void and emerge in Olympus and Hades."

      Sienna bit her lip. "All right. So, if they do that, you call on the power of Zeus and send them back to the void again."

      I shook my head. "Zeus’ power had to recharge. I could send them back, but if they have control of the gate, they can come back. I won't have enough power to send them back over and over."

      "What did Clarence propose?" Kevin asked.

      "Whatever it was," my mom inserted, "he can't be trusted."

      I sighed. "Predictably, he wants us to put Hades in charge of Olympus. He'll call Athena back from the void, bound to his will. He'll use her to control the gate in Olympus, and he'll keep the Hades gate shut."

      "Would that even work?" Sienna asked. "You just said that Anubis would break through the Hades gate."

      I shrugged. "If Hades is guarding that gate, he'll just come through the Olympus gate and make his way to Hades from there. Either way, they intend to take over."

      Kevin bit his lip. "If you can't send vampires to the void because that will help Anubis and Ra, and we can't stake them and dispatch them to Hades at risk of bolstering his legions, our options to deal with them are pretty limited."

      My dad started to pace. "All it takes is a king who can control the portal."

      I snorted. "It could be a queen. No reason to get all sexist about it."

      "That's not my point, Zoey. Technically, I'm still the king of the underworld. Morty is acting in my stead, so he can activate the Reaper portals."

      "So he could control the portals in Olympus and Hades?"

      My dad shook his head. "He isn't the king until I die or ascend if that ever happens. Until a proper king, or queen, takes the throne in Olympus, I believe I can keep the void portal closed."

      "Are you sure? I thought you lost your powers."

      "My Reaper abilities, yes. Most of them, anyway. My trusty scythe still works, but it lacks the potency it once had."

      "Try Viagra," Sienna piped up. "I hear it does wonders for old men."

      I turned to Sienna with my jaw dropped. "Sienna!"

      "What?"

      My dad laughed. "It was a good joke. I get it."

      "Trust me," my mom added. "Azrael has no need for Viagra. His scythe might not work as it used to, but his other staff..."

      "Oh, my God! Mom! Dad! I'm your daughter. I don't want to think about things like that."

      My dad chuckled. "How do you think you were made, Zoey?"

      "I don't know. Immaculate conception. It's a thing."

      My mom smirked. "On a blanket under the moonlight is a thing, too."

      My dad laughed. "That's a memory I'll never forget!"

      If I plugged my ears, Clarence might start singing bad nineties pop songs to drown out my parents' voices. Nothing that would reinforce the images in my mind I was trying to suppress. Let's Talk About Sex and Shoop were off the table. For the first time in my life, I would have been happy to hear Mmmbop, even in Clarence's tone-deaf singing voice.

      He didn't comply. My best bet at the moment was to change the subject back to what we should have been discussing.

      "Have you ever operated the void gate in Olympus before?" I asked.

      "I haven't. In truth, the underworld gate is more complex. It leads to anywhere on Earth a soul must be harvested. A single gate that connects to the void should be simple, relatively speaking."

      My mom grabbed my hand. "We still need to get that demon out of you."

      I shook my head. "I'm not sure. Clarence is doing his best to get Hades put in charge of Olympus. He's also dedicated to preventing the Egyptian gods from taking over. He's pretty quiet at the moment, which suggests he's either sleeping, which I doubt, or he doesn't think our plan to close the gate in Olympus precludes the possibility that Hades might still take charge."

      My father nodded. "This is a stopgap measure. It will buy us time to figure out who is going to take over the throne on Olympus."

      It won't work forever, Clarence told me. With vampires in the void, even if a god takes over, Anubis and Ra will keep getting stronger and gaining power, and they will try to get through. Hades and Athena are still the only ones strong enough to thwart them for any length of time.

      "Is something wrong?" Kevin asked.

      I shook my head. "Not really. It was Clarence. He's warning us that the Egyptian gods are only going to get stronger. Even if we appointed another Olympian to guard the gates, it would only be a matter of time before Anubis and Ra gained enough power to force themselves through."

      My dad huffed. "Let me guess. He still believes Hades is the only one strong enough to stop them forever."

      "Not forever, just longer than anyone else. He wants to bring Athena back since her power rivals his. She's the strongest Olympian left who can hold the gate closed for any length of time. Eventually, we're going to have to figure out how to stop the Egyptians. Unless the Olympians unite behind their new ruler and pool their powers to stop them, they'll come through and take advantage of the situation there. If the Olympians are fighting among themselves for control, they'll be too weak to fend off the Egyptians if they emerge to claim the realm."

      I nodded. "In that case, we'd better get going. Obviously, those of you who are pure human can't go since we'll have to pass through the underworld to get there."

      "I'll come with you," Sienna offered. "Until I have my cravings under control, I'm afraid I'm of little use here. I'm just a liability."

      Kevin hugged me. "Good luck. I'll check in with the department. We'll do damage control. If we can avoid staking any vampires and sending them to Hades, we will. I can't make any promises, though."

      I kissed Kevin on the cheek. "Be careful. Cerberus can move more freely between realms than the rest of us. I'll send him back to check in periodically."

      The hellhound sauntered in my direction and looked up at Kevin. "Just have a full slab of ribs waiting for me."

      Kevin smirked. "No guarantees. Ribs don't tend to hang out very long and wait for anyone."

      Cerberus shrugged. "If you can't have the barbecue, maybe you'll have a few healthy young males in the clink I can take off your hands."

      I snickered. "You aren't eating people in the city jail, Cerberus."

      "They're in jail! Come on!"

      Kevin chuckled. "That doesn't mean they deserve to be eaten. In America, they're entitled to due process."

      "Due process in my belly!"

      Kevin winced. "I'll make sure we have plenty of barbecue for you when you check in."
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      My dad, Sienna, and the gorgon sisters followed me into the portal I'd set up in my apartment that led into my brother's office. My mom went with Kevin. She was supposed to lead a vampire-slaying session at the police academy later that day.

      Not every officer in the department had been trained to kill vampires. Not yet, anyway. Kevin had convinced the chief of police that every new trainee needed a basic course in vampire slayage.

      Hopefully, they wouldn't need to put any of those skills into practice for a while. There were a lot of ways to slow vampires down short of staking them. Garlic worked wonders. Sunlight lamps were effective deterrents. The threat of getting staked was usually enough to chase them off if you had a number of hunters closing on their position.

      My brother had redecorated his office. I suspected it was Carmilla's doing. She was Morty's girlfriend. My dad's old desk was the only piece of furniture I recognized. I imagined the only reason he hadn't replaced the desk was that the thing was an oak monster.

      New leather padded chairs were situated in front of the desk. A red velvet couch was in the middle of the room. The place was filled with more statuary than a gorgon's lair. Several paintings decorated the walls. They looked like renaissance-era originals. I wondered how Morty had gotten his hands on them.

      The place was a lot more impressive than when my dad was there, when it resembled a cigar lounge more than a luxurious presidential suite.

      Morty wasn't there. My dad looked around and chuckled. "Who would have thought Morty had such expensive taste?"

      I rolled my eyes. "He doesn't. This wasn't his work. If he'd decorated, he'd have neon Budweiser signs, collages made of beer bottle caps, and a sound system that gave the impression that hell was literally rising into the underworld every time it played. This was a hundred percent Carmilla's doing."

      Sienna chuckled. "I'm afraid to touch anything. Is that a Rembrandt?"

      I shrugged. "Hell if I know. I wouldn't know the difference between one dead artist's work and the next. I'm sure it wasn't cheap, whoever painted it."

      The door clicked, then swung open, and Morty walked in with Carmilla on his arm. He was wearing a black three-piece suit, complete with diamond-studded cufflinks. He'd shaved his mohawk and now had a shiny bald head.

      "Daddy Warbucks?" I asked. "Is that you?"

      "I was going to say Mister Clean." Sienna chuckled. "But I agree. Too fancy for Mister Clean."

      "Very funny, Zoey."

      "What brings you all here?" Carmilla asked. Her sparkly black dress caught every light in the room.

      "We're on the way to Olympus," I explained. "Just passing through."

      "Dad, do you like what we've done with the place?"

      My dad smiled. "It's your office, son. If you like it, that's all that matters."

      "Zoey was our inspiration," Carmilla added.

      I snorted. "Me? Seriously? I still have socks from last week on my bedroom floor. Courtesy of Cerberus, I have barbecue sauce stains on my furniture."

      Carmilla chuckled. "Not in that way. It's more about your dedication. You give a hundred percent to what you do."

      "I wanted to show that I do the same," Morty added. "It was time to get rid of the dyed mohawk and keg parties and start living up to my station. Given all that everyone in the underworld has been through, what's needed now is stability. That's what this image communicates. Strength and stability."

      My father wrapped his arms around Morty. "I'm proud of you, son. You're doing even better than I could have imagined."

      Morty smiled and teared up a little. Growing up, I had been the favored twin. Dad had all his hopes and dreams tied up in me. To see Morty exceed what had been expected of me was inspirational, even if I didn't buy that the party boy had been put to rest.

      I wasn't going to poop on Morty's parade, though. He was finally getting the recognition and approval he'd always craved from Dad. This was his moment.

      It was a short moment. We had to get going.

      "We'll catch up later," I said. "We have to take care of a few things on Olympus."

      Morty nodded. "I haven't heard a peep from any of the gods apart from Dionysus in months. He delivers the updated reaping schedules every few weeks, then leaves. He usually gets a drink on Gehenna Boulevard on his way back to Olympus, but other than that, his visits are short."

      I nodded. "I imagine he has more on his plate right now than he'd like."

      "Any progress on your decision about which god you're going to support?"

      I shook my head. "No, but Clarence has been more vocal of late. We all know what he wants."

      Morty shuddered. "That Hades guy gives me the creeps. Even when he's been kind to us, there's something about him."

      "That's his way," my dad replied. "Then again, I suppose, a lot of folks would say that about us. The Grim Reaper hasn't traditionally been viewed as a cuddly figure."

      I playfully landed a soft punch on my dad's shoulder. "That's because most people don't know you, softy."

      Morty chuckled. "You'd think reaping in a three-piece suit would give people solace. I think it has the opposite effect. Of course, my cloak covers a lot of it."

      "Any issues with your cloak lately?" my dad asked.

      Morty tilted his head. "Now that you mention it, we've had more reports than usual from Reapers who were seen by loved ones on a harvest."

      "I usually didn't get more than a handful of those cases each year. Even then, it was usually due to Reaper negligence."

      Morty sighed. "We’ve had three this week. Given the thousands of people who die every day, I didn't think three was that many. Is there a reason you're asking?"

      My dad nodded. "Monitor those reports. It could be just a fluke, but if the trend continues, there could be a problem."

      "What sort of problem?"

      I cleared my throat. "Since I sent Athena to the void, a lot of the items she enchanted aren't functioning as well as they did before."

      Morty nodded. "Just in case, I put out a bulletin to make sure all the Reapers step up their reconnaissance efforts and use more subterfuge than usual."

      "Exactly what I was going to suggest!" Dad laughed and patted Morty hard on the back.

      "Thanks!" Morty smiled. Then he glanced at Svetlana and Euryale. "Wow, they grow up fast, don't they?"

      "Not fast enough," Euryale snapped and stomped her feet. Her shoes flashed pink lights in the soles. "At my size, it's almost impossible to find shoes that don't light up."

      Svetlana giggled a little. "She should be close to adult size in a few more months."

      "How are your more reptilian sisters doing?" Carmilla asked.

      Euryale smirked. "Would you like to take a peek? This room could use more statuary."

      "No, thanks!" Carmilla replied hastily. "I think we have plenty."

      "Where did you get all these statues?" I asked.

      Carmilla shrugged. "I've been gathering things from Earth. From museum auctions, mostly."

      I cleared my throat. "Svetlana, you don't recognize any of these, do you?"

      "I didn't turn any of these."

      "Me neither," Euryale said as she stepped toward one of the statues. "This one, though, is familiar."

      Svetlana looked at the statue and gasped. "Where did you get this?"

      "From an archaeologist who sold it at auction," Carmilla said. "He said it is a rare statue of the Titan Atlas. Most depictions of the Titan show him holding up a celestial sphere."

      Euryale narrowed her eyes. "That's because this wasn't an artist's work. After Perseus beheaded our sister, he used her head and turned Atlas to stone."

      "Are you saying this is the real Atlas?" I asked.

      Euryale shrugged. "There's only one way to find out."

      "Wait," Carmilla protested. "I paid good money for this. I had to outbid the Smithsonian for it."

      Morty smiled. "Carmilla, if this is the real Atlas, don't you think we should try? It's just money, after all. Our accounts on Earth make more in interest each day that this statue cost."

      Carmilla pouted. "I suppose so."

      "Hold on," my father said. "If I understand the story, Atlas and his brother Menoetius fought the Olympians in the Titanomachy, more commonly known as the War of the Titans or the Battle of the Gods."

      Svetlana nodded. "That is true. The Titans lost. They were the old gods, replaced by the Olympians. They dwelled not on Olympus but on Mount Othrys."

      "And this Titan could hold up the entire world?" Sienna asked.

      "Not the world," my father corrected. "The celestial sphere. In the depictions of Atlas, the globe he’s holding is commonly mistaken for Earth. After the War of the Titans, his punishment was to hold the weight of the universe on his shoulders."

      "He must be one beefy dude." I smirked. "Takes a lot of strength to hold up the universe."

      "He is one of the Titans who was said to have given birth to humanity," Stheno said. "Though, if that was the case, he did so long before my time. Still, according to what was believed long ago, he is the father of courage."

      I bit my lip. "For the sake of argument, what would have happened if he didn't hold the celestial sphere on his shoulders?"

      Svetlana shrugged. "Who knows? Perhaps you can ask him?"

      Don't do it! Clarence protested. There's enough competition for Olympus as it is!

      I grinned. "Clarence thinks we should leave him be. He doesn't want more competition for Hades to claim Olympus."

      My father smiled. "Then, perhaps that's exactly what we need to do. What's the worst that could happen?"

      Euryale shrugged. "Worst-case scenario, we could petrify him again."

      I nodded. "It's a risk, but I believe it's worth taking. Perhaps he'll show himself worthy to rule in Zeus’ stead."

      "He never reigned among the Titans," my dad told us. "That was Cronus. I imagine he's also in the void somewhere."

      "Still, worth a shot. Go ahead, Svetlana."

      "My power is still tapped from bringing back Josephine and Azrael."

      "I can do it," Euryale said. "I only brought you back, Zoey."

      I nodded. "All right, do it."

      Euryale stepped up to the statue of Atlas. "A boost, please?"

      Svetlana laughed, picked up her sister under both arms, and raised her to the statue. Euryale placed her hands on either side of Atlas’ head, and his stone form cracked and started to take on color—pale skin, a long golden beard, and hair to match.

      Atlas yawned and rubbed his back. Then he noticed who he was looking at. He shrieked like a schoolgirl who saw a mouse.

      Euryale laughed. "It's okay. I brought you back."

      Atlas narrowed his eyes. Euryale lowered her hands from his face. He looked around. "Where am I?"

      "You're in the underworld," Morty said. "I'm the acting Grim Reaper. This man is my father, the actual Grim Reaper."

      I jumped in. "I'm Zoey. I only reap supernatural souls. This is Sienna, my friend. And I suppose you know the gorgons."

      Atlas gulped. "You restored me? How long has it been?"

      "Several thousand years," Svetlana offered.

      Atlas tilted his head. "It felt like billions."

      "The void is like that," I agreed. "Time passes differently there than in the other realms."

      "Why did you bring me back? If I return to Earth, I'll have to hold up the celestial spheres again."

      My father shook his head. "Not anymore. I don't think we're at risk of them falling anytime soon."

      "That's right," Sienna interjected. "Gravity only exists on a planet. The stars don't usually fall out of the sky."

      Atlas tilted his head. "Are you certain? I was told that if I did not carry the weight of the celestial sphere, the heavens would crash down upon humanity. I did it to save lives. I feared when Perseus used Medusa's head to end me that the world would end as well."

      I snorted. "I think the Olympians fed you what we call 'bullshit' to convince you to do that."

      "I have never consumed bovine excrement!"

      I chuckled. "It's just an expression. It means they lied to you."

      Atlas shook his head. "Bastards."

      "Speaking of the Olympian bastards, Zeus isn't in charge anymore. He gave his life to save the rest. Athena had designs on restoring the Egyptian gods."

      Atlas nodded. "I've discerned as much. There's been a lot of chatter in the void in recent years."

      "It's only been a few months from our perspective," I said. "I now wield Zeus’ power. The one I choose to support to rule Olympus in his stead will likely take the throne."

      Atlas tilted his head. "Intriguing. You must know, then, that the Egyptian gods are making a move to return to power."

      I nodded. "We're well aware."

      "My concern has always been for the well-being of humanity. They are, in some respects, my progeny. The Egyptians have no such concern for human life."

      I nodded. "We are hoping to stop that from happening. We're on our way to Olympus if you'd like to join us."

      Atlas chuckled. "I'm not sure how welcome I'd be among the other Olympians. I didn't get along with most of them."

      "But you did get along with some of them?"

      "Sure. They aren't all bastards. Most of them are, but there are a few exceptions."

      I smiled. "I can't say I disagree with you. Will you come with us, then?"

      Atlas nodded. "It would be my pleasure."
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      We piled into Roy's fishing boat. He was on his way to Olympus to deliver a few souls to eternal bliss.

      Atlas was enormous, nearly seven feet tall, and he had more muscles than Arnold in his prime. I imagine he could have challenged the Austrian bodybuilder for the title of Mister Olympia. I wasn't yet certain if Atlas was the right choice to rule Olympus, but his concern for humanity gave me hope that he might be a decent candidate to become the real Mister Olympia, the king of Olympus.

      I tried not to get too excited. I'd learned not to take a god at face value. After all, I'd always thought Athena was one of the good ones. She had deceived everyone, even some of her fellow Olympians. Atlas might be a good god, but I didn't know if he had the desire or the power to rule. The only thing I did know was that he had near-unlimited strength.

      When we boarded Roy's boat, I introduced the Titan to him. Roy winced when Atlas squeezed his hand.

      "Damn, son!" Roy chuckled. "That's some kind of grip!"

      "It felt like I was squeezing a fish," Atlas replied. "My apologies. I forget my own strength."

      "Speaking of fish," Roy piped up. "Wanna catch a few? I'm ahead of schedule."

      I shook my head. "You might be ahead of schedule, but we're on an urgent mission."

      Atlas smiled. "If the invitation is open, perhaps I'll come fishing with you another time. It has been too long since I engaged in recreation of any sort."

      Roy chuckled. "I'll hold you to that, big guy!"

      Roy took us to Olympus. Dionysus’ cruise ship was anchored on the river not far from shore. I thought it would be good for Atlas to meet Dionysus first. I trusted him more than most deities. Aside from a penchant for drinking too much wine, he'd proven to be a valuable ally more than once.

      We disembarked Roy's fishing boat and headed up the bank to his circus tent. Festive music sounded from within. I'd been there enough that I knew what to expect when we stepped inside.

      A hundred naked nymphs were dancing to the music. On the opposite side of the tent, I spotted Jessna, Sunshine, and the daywalkers.

      Jessna and Sunshine ran over to us. They hugged Sienna first, then me.

      "I'm glad you're here! Both of you!" Jessna exclaimed.

      "All of you," Sunshine added. "Who is the hunk?"

      "Atlas!" Dionysus ran toward us, spilling wine from his glass as he stumbled in our direction.

      "Dionysus, you old lush!"

      I tilted my head. "You two are friends?"

      Atlas roared a deep belly laugh. "He was one of the few Olympians who always treated the Titans well."

      Dionysus shrugged. "I wasn't a big fan of the war with the Titans. I never understood why we were enemies. We Olympians were descended from the Titans. Shouldn't you honor your ancestors?"

      I nodded. "I think that's a good idea."

      Dionysus smiled at my father. "Azrael. Good to see you. I thought you were dead."

      My father chuckled. "Nope, still alive and kicking. I thought I'd have ascended a long time ago."

      Dionysus waved his hand. "Once all this nonsense is settled, perhaps you will. It's good to see you. All of you!"

      "What's the status here?" I asked.

      Jessna sighed. "Ares is gaining strength. He's amassing quite an army. So far, we daywalkers have been able to keep them in check."

      "Along with my wine!" Dionysus laughed. "I'm not much for war, but I'm not opposed to getting a bunch of golems drunk."

      Sienna bit her lip. "Did you say golems?"

      Dionysus nodded. "Ares has an Archeus crystal. Most of the gods do. I use mine to create visions of beauty."

      I snorted. "Naked nymphs?"

      "Of course! Ares makes soldiers. What a waste. Tell me, if you had your choice between surrounding yourself with nymphs or a bunch of sweaty legionnaires, which would you choose?"

      I shook my head. "I don't know. That's a tough one!"

      Atlas shook his head. "It does not suit Ares to rule. He'll use his power to stoke wars all over the world."

      "Couldn't agree more," Dionysus chimed in. "Hence, why we're trying our darnedest to stop him. Not sure how much longer we can keep it up, but we're giving it a good go."

      "What have the other gods done to stop him?" I asked.

      "Aphrodite has done a bit. She's made Ares' legions turn to one another with lust. I'll tell you what, between my wine and her influence, it's been quite the debaucherous sight!"

      "I concur," Sunshine agreed.

      "You watched?" I raised an eyebrow.

      Sunshine giggled. "I couldn't help myself!"

      I snorted. "Well, I'm not here for a show. The Egyptian gods in the void are gaining strength and plan to break through the void portal."

      My dad nodded. "I believe I can hold the portal shut for a while."

      Dionysus sighed. "That might be a challenge. We've been able to prevent Ares from taking over Olympus, but he's got the mountain surrounded. Even with all we've been able to do to slow him down, you won't make it up the mountain."

      Atlas glanced at Sienna, then at Jessna and Sunshine. "What are you creatures?"

      "Daywalkers," Sienna explained. "We're like vampires, but not as evil. We like the sun."

      "And you've been able to fight Ares’ golems?"

      "With limited success," Jessna said. "We are few. With an Archeus crystal, Ares has been growing his army."

      "Doesn't he need to allow the crystal to recharge?" Sienna asked.

      "He does," Dionysus said. "He adds a few dozen every few days."

      Jessna jumped in. "At first, we were able to take them down almost as fast as Ares was making them. Those golems, though? They learn every time we fight them. The newer batches have been a lot harder to kill. We haven't been able to take down more than a few before he makes more."

      My dad sighed. "So, his numbers are growing faster than you can cull them."

      Jessna nodded. "That's right."

      I scratched my chin. "I don’t understand. If he has the mountain surrounded, why doesn't he just march his golems up there and take the throne?"

      Dionysus laughed. "That would be Tyche's doing. Avalanches. Falling trees. She's even caught some golems in quicksand on their way up the mountain."

      Sienna chuckled. "Quicksand. Seriously? I was raised by television to think that shit was everywhere. Always waiting to suck you into the earth. I've never encountered any."

      Dionysus grinned. "Tyche is a goddess of luck and fortune. She can make incredible things happen. Soon, though, she'll run out of power again."

      "When her luck runs out, and when you can't make any more wine to make the golems too drunk to march up the mountain, and Aphrodite can't distract them with orgies, Ares will take over."

      Dionysus nodded. "Yes. His advantage is that all he has to do is program the golems and use the crystal's power to make them. He hasn't had to spend much of his power."

      "He isn't even fighting us when we take on his golems," Jessna added.

      My dad narrowed his eyes. "He's saving his power to solidify his rule when he takes the throne."

      "That's my assumption," Dionysus agreed. "By then, we'll be so tapped out of power from trying to stop him that there won't be much we can do but accept it."

      I sighed. "Svetlana. Could you and Euryale petrify the golems?"

      Svetlana shook her head. "They are not alive, strictly speaking. They are animated constructs, and our powers are useless against anything devoid of a soul."

      Atlas cleared his throat. "I don't suppose there are more daywalkers we could bring here to fight, are there?"

      I glanced at Sienna. "What do you think?"

      "There are a few more on Earth, those who were a part of Clarence's cult. With him rattling around in your head, though, I'm not sure if he could still use his sire bond to influence them at night. I can control them as long as the sun is in the sky."

      Dionysus shook his head. "My power maintains the sun that keeps the daywalkers vivified here. I can't maintain it forever."

      I pinched my chin. "We have a vampire problem on Earth. What do you say, Sienna? Shall we go hunting? Turn as many as we can find into daywalkers, then use your sire bond on them to bring them here so we can give Ares a run for his money?"

      Sienna grinned. "We could do that."

      "Are you sure you're prepared to deal with your urges?" my father asked.

      Sienna sighed. "If we're hunting vampires, there will be bleeding victims nearby. I don't know if I can control my urges yet, but what better time to work on it than now? If we have to do this, and it's our best shot to get to the portal in the throne room and stop the Egyptians, I'll make sure I don't lose control."

      "Can you promise that?" my father asked.

      Sienna shook her head. "No, but I can promise I'll do my best."

      I smiled and placed my hand on Sienna's back. "Your best is all I can ask for. So far, it hasn't failed us."

      "Cerberus?" my father asked. "Are you here?"

      The hellhound appeared out of thin air. "I'm here!"

      "You should go to Earth and let Kevin know we're coming."

      I nodded. "Tell him to gather intelligence on the locations of any vampire covens in the city. There’s no telling how much time we have before the Egyptians make an attempt at the portal. We need to do this fast."
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      It took us a while to hail Roy, hitch a ride back to the underworld, and reach the portal in Morty's office. It returned us to my apartment. By the time we got there, Kevin, my mom, and Delphine were waiting for us.

      If push came to shove, I could use my scythe to zap Ares to the void. That wasn't the best move, though. He was our enemy at the moment, but if the Egyptians did emerge, we'd need all his strength to thwart them.

      I didn't know how many daywalkers we'd have to turn to break through Ares’ forces and get up the mountain. We didn't need to defeat him. We just had to break through and get a head start up the mountain so Ares couldn't catch up with us. Then we'd have to hold him off long enough that I could tell him we weren't taking the throne, just guarding the portal.

      If Ares was reasonable, he'd back off.

      If not, my scythe was automatic. It was systematic. It was hydromantic. Why, it had Zeus’ lightning. Go go go, go go go go...

      Sorry. You get the point. Everybody on Earth has seen Grease, right?

      I could send Ares to the void, and that was that. He knew it, too. I wouldn't send him there, but he didn't know that. I was willing to bet he wouldn't call my bluff, either. He was a bloodthirsty war god, not a strategist like Athena.

      Cerberus was paws-deep in a Styrofoam container full of ribs, burnt ends, and other barbecued delights. I had to do a double-take to make sure there weren't any human body parts under his sliced roast beef. Fingers, toes, or a tongue would be easy for him to hide. His meal looked like what one would order at one of Kansas City's legendary barbecue joints if they had an overactive appetite. I'd have to pay Kevin the fifty bucks it probably cost him to feed my hellhound. You thought Purina was expensive?

      If you ever have the opportunity to adopt a hellhound, don’t. Not unless you are independently wealthy, have a tolerance for a three-headed creature who might at times call forth all three to chew squeaky toys at once, and don’t like your neighbors. They might get eaten.

      Cerberus didn't bother looking up from his meal to acknowledge our arrival.

      "Any leads?" I asked.

      Kevin and my mom stepped back when they saw Atlas. "Holy Conan the Barbarian!" Kevin exclaimed.

      I smiled. "Close, but he's older than the barbarians. He's a Titan."

      Kevin narrowed his eyes. "I suppose you aren't talking about the professional football team in Tennessee."

      My dad grinned. "More like the gods who predated the Olympians in Greece."

      "Ah, those Titans. Only when your girlfriend is the Grim Reaper's daughter could a revelation like that be met with 'I should've known.'"

      My father grinned. "Welcome to the family."

      "Aw!" My mom grinned. "I told you, Kev. Azrael likes you."

      "Any leads on vampires?" I asked.

      "We do have leads. There are always leads. Unfortunately, none of them involve the locations of any covens, or hordes, or whatever you call dark, creepy places where vampires gather."

      "Lairs," my mom corrected. "That's what I call them, anyway."

      Sienna smirked. "Why don't good guys ever have lairs? I want a lair."

      My mom huffed. "Maybe you'll have the seeds of one if you follow through with this plan. Are you sure you can do this, Sienna?"

      Sienna nodded. "I can. I think."

      "There have been a series of attacks at Crown Center in the last week."

      "In the parking garages?" I asked.

      Sienna winced. I knew why. The first time she was attacked and abducted by vampires, it was in a parking garage. Of course, that was before she was a badass daywalker.

      Kevin shrugged. "That's where a lot of vampire attacks happen. Whichever vampire or vampires are hunting prey at Crown Center are striking in the mall. The first one was in a dressing room. Last night, someone was bitten on one of the sky bridges connecting Crown Center and Union Station. Still, we know he'd come from Crown Center."

      "How do you know that?" I asked.

      "Apparently, the vampire was wearing a cardboard conductor's hat."

      I furrowed my brow. "Say what?"

      "Fritz's," Sienna explained. "He must've been there earlier in the evening."

      "So was the victim. She didn't eat there. That's not the sort of place you go to eat by yourself, but she had walked past Fritz's earlier."

      Sienna almost jumped up and down. "I say we go there. I love that place."

      I glanced at my best friend. "I know nothing about it."

      Sienna bit her lip. "How have you been in Kansas City this long, and you don’t know about Fritz's?"

      I scratched my elbow. "No clue. Tell me why I should."

      "The food isn't great," Kevin said. "But you order it on a phone, and your meal gets delivered to you by a model train. The trains run around the restaurant."

      "It's awesome!" Sienna piped up. "I went there for my ninth birthday."

      I bit my lip. "That doesn't sound like standard vampire hunting grounds."

      Kevin shrugged. "I don’t get it either, but the lead is solid. The victim didn't realize it was a vampire who attacked her, but he did bite her and feed."

      Atlas approached my couch. He poked at the cushion a couple of times before he lay down on it, his sandaled feet hanging off one side. "This is more comfortable than it looks."

      I smiled. "All right, Google Maps. Hop up. We have vampires to hunt."

      "Google what?" Atlas asked.

      Sienna smirked. "I see what you did there."

      "What did she do?" Atlas asked.

      "She just modernized you."

      "I'm more of a MapQuest gal myself." My mom shrugged.

      Sienna chuckled. "Do you still print your turn-by-turn directions?"

      My mom's eyes shifted from left to right. "Sometimes."

      I laughed. "Come on. Let's go get some food delivered by model train."

      Atlas stood up and raised his hand.

      I smiled. "You don't have to raise your hand to ask a question, Atlas. This isn't elementary school."

      "What is elementary school?"

      "A place kids go to learn."

      "That's not my question. I mean, it was, but I have another one."

      "Let's hear it."

      "What is a train?"

      Sienna giggled. "He's like a real-life Encino Man."

      "Say what?"

      "An old movie. Brendan Fraser. Pauly Shore. Way before our time. It’s about a caveman who has been frozen in a glacier since the Ice Age. He gets thawed out in the early nineties and experiences the world for the first time. You never heard of it?"

      I shrugged. "Grew up sheltered in the underworld. I can’t imagine, though, what it would be like to be entombed in a glacier only to come back to the era of Ice Ice, Baby."

      Atlas tilted his head. "’Ice Ice, Baby?’"

      I tried and failed to suppress my smile. "Well, I guess I wasn't as sheltered as I could have been."

      Sienna shook her head. “Too cold. Too cold.”

      “All right, stop,” my dad ordered.

      Sienna smirked. “Collaborate and listen?”

      My dad narrowed his eyes. “I know what it’s like to come to Earth to find out that the world had left you behind. In my experience, the best way to become acquainted with the world as it has changed is to head out and experience it.”

      Atlas nodded. “I can tell from this strange Oikos that things have changed much. You all live in this small place? I do not even see a courtyard.”

      My mom shook her head. “Azrael and I live in a house not far from here.”

      “I live here with Zoey,” Sienna added.

      “So do we,” Svetlana put in. “At least for now.”

      “Until I grow up again,” Euryale added.

      Atlas narrowed his head. “Those who are family do not all live together, but those who do not belong to the Grimm clan live with Miss Zoey?”

      Sienna giggled. “He called you ‘Miss Zoey.’”

      I smiled. “I take it in ancient Greece, homes were quite different.”

      “Where is the gynaikon? Should you not be there while Azrael, the one called Kevin, and I remain in the andron?”

      I snorted. “The what and the where?”

      Svetlana chuckled. “In ancient Athens, homes were divided into gynaikon and the andron. The gynaikon was where the women gathered to perform the tasks given their sex, such as cooking and the creation of textiles.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And let me guess, in the andron, the men sat around and did nothing of importance?”

      “Pretty much,” Svetlana concurred. “The andron included couches, artwork, and various paraphernalia dedicated to male entertainment.”

      Sienna smirked. “They had man caves in ancient Greece?”

      “It was not a cave!” Atlas protested. “They were refined and civilized. They only contained the finest of wines.”

      “It’s not a literal cave,” I said. “In our society, men like to have little rooms they get to make their own. They go there to watch games, maybe smoke cigars. Do the crap men like to do that women typically aren’t interested in.”

      Atlas glanced at Kevin. “Do you have one of these caves?”

      Kevin grinned. “I’m technically single. I mean, I’m with Zoey, but I still have my bachelor pad. My entire apartment is a man cave.”

      I snorted. “Tell me about it.”

      “And you watch the games from your…apartment?”

      Kevin nodded. “I do.”

      I grinned. “Sundays are off-limits during football season. I can’t plan anything fun to do on game day.”

      “Is this football a kind of gladiatorial combat?”

      My mom smirked. “I’d say it’s comparable.”

      Kevin nodded. “Outside of MMA fighting, it’s the closest thing to it. No one dies, though.”

      “No one dies in your games?” Atlas cocked his head. “This is good to hear. Still, how does one determine a winner without death?”

      Kevin smirked. “We score points. Whoever gets the most points wins.”

      “Fascinating.”

      I laughed. “We’d better get going. The longer we chat about the oddities of male behavior, ancient and modern, the closer Anubis and Ra get to emerging on Olympus. We need those daywalkers.”
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      Delphine stayed at the apartment with Svetlana and Euryale. The gorgons had a truck now, but they were pretty selective about where they went. Each of them was one gust of wind away from turning anyone nearby into stone. That can ruin someone's day.

      Delphine was still trying to locate a spirit she could use to exorcise Clarence from my mind. Since he could hear what we were talking about, I told her to take charge and do what she had to do without telling me a thing. I trusted her.

      No one knew more ghosts or spirits than Delphine. Going to the void hadn’t worked. Clarence was still with me. However, it had proven enlightening. The irony was that Clarence had made the trip worthwhile. He had provided the intelligence we needed if we were going to stand a chance at stopping Anubis and Ra.

      I almost felt guilty about exorcising him, but I didn't trust him or like him. Still, he'd made himself valuable, and until we were sure the Egyptian gods weren't going to be an issue, we had a common goal. After that, our interests were bound to part ways. I couldn't allow Hades to rule both realms. If push came to shove, I had to trust that Delphine could exorcise Clarence when the time came.

      We took two cars to Crown Center. I rode with Kevin, and Atlas took the back seat. He was too tall to fit in Sienna's car, and it was a tight fit in Kevin's back seat. Since Kevin's car was also used for work, a cage separated the back seat from the front. Atlas didn't mention it. He was too overwhelmed by a four-wheeled vehicle moving without horses pulling it. His eyes were fixed on his window as he took in what must've appeared to be an alien world.

      "We still have plenty of daylight left. Do you think we're likely to find a vampire until nightfall?" I asked.

      Kevin nodded. "A mall is a pretty safe place for a vampire to hunt during the day. There's plenty of space there where a vampire can lurk in shadows without encountering windows. The question, though, is whether the vampire remains there at night or finds another place to go."

      "The attack on the sky bridge must've been at night."

      Kevin nodded. "It was. The other attacks, though, have happened in the early evening before dark. If the vampire, or vampires, responsible for those attacks is hunting again today, we stand a good chance of locating them."

      I nodded. "Cerberus will be hiding on the astral plane. If there's a vampire there, he'll pick up the scent. Our best bet will be to keep our eyes and ears open and not do anything stand out."

      Kevin grinned. "Your mother knows the drill. No katanas strapped to her back, no crossbows, no stakes hanging from her belt."

      "Our best bet is to try to abduct whatever vampire we find."

      Kevin nodded. "I agree. There are a few lone vampires out there, but even if we're dealing with a single vamp, he'll know where we can find others. I'd say we follow him as long as we can. He might lead us to more. If push comes to shove, we’ll snatch him before he hurts anyone."

      We parked next to Sienna as she and my parents got out of her car. We were in a parking garage connected to the mall. Crown Center was one of only a few shopping malls left that still thrived. That was because of its location downtown.

      It also had unique attractions, like a small theater where plays and live musicals were presented on the regular. During the Christmas season, the place was hopping. It was the most popular place in the city to take one's kids to sit on Santa's lap. It also had a number of shops and restaurants that were unique to Kansas City.

      Fritz's was one such place. We figured we'd go eat there. Our goal was to blend in, and you can't scope out a restaurant without eating there if you're trying to avoid sticking out. It was also linked to a recent attack.

      Due to Atlas’ size, which led many folks to crane their necks and do a double-take as we walked through the mall, we were seated at a table. A booth wasn't an option.

      The menu had standard burger joint options. Most of us ordered some kind of burger and fries or onion rings. It was unique. Kevin handled the orders for us, relaying our choices through a small phone on the wall next to our table.

      Atlas watched as small trains whizzed by on tracks overhead, people's meals dangling from them. When the train delivered someone's meal, it dropped it on a small platform that descended on a hydraulic mechanism to the table.

      From the looks of the meals on the tables around us, the food was standard. The burgers were smaller than usual. The fries looked like they were plastic. Still, the food wasn't the attraction. It was the trains, which were a gimmick, but one that kept the place on the map in terms of well-known eateries in the city. Sienna brought several cardboard conductor hats to the table. She unfolded them and set one on each of our heads.

      I snorted. "Is this necessary?"

      "We're trying to blend in, right? Wear the hat!"

      I chuckled. "Do conductors really wear cardboard hats?"

      Sienna shrugged. "No king wears a cardboard crown, but that never stopped Burger King."

      When you've been hunting and slaying vampires as long as my mom, you develop a sixth sense for identifying them when they're nearby. Nothing mystical, just observations of patterns of behavior that a hunter learns to associate with bloodsuckers over time.

      I knew about a few tells. They might order food at a bar or restaurant but eat it slowly. It doesn’t appeal to them, even if they technically can eat. They're more likely to spend their time at a restaurant examining their menu—the people frequenting the place. Typically, vampires targeted isolated individuals, people who weren't with friends or family they could abduct and feed from without causing immediate concern.

      This was especially true now that law enforcement and the citizens were aware that vampires existed. If someone was abducted or taken by a vampire, the authorities were contacted. That meant someone ready to stake the vampire would reach the scene sooner rather than later.

      Fritz's wasn’t a place where people went to eat alone. That made it both a strange place for a vampire to visit and an unlikely location for a vampire to find a meal. Still, if the last vampire assault in Crown Center involved a bloodsucker wearing a cardboard conductor's hat, he'd been there for some reason.

      I shook my head. "No one here is eating alone."

      My mom took a bite of her burger and chased it with water. "There might be multiple vampires sitting together at a table. My guess is that if any vampires are dining here at the moment, they'll have small meals and be situated near the exits, where they have a clear view of the mall-goers walking by."

      I nodded. "Cerberus is probably sneaking around sniffing butts right now."

      "He sniffs butts?" Atlas asked.

      I nodded. "Most dogs do. Don’t ever call him a dog, though. He takes offense at that."

      "For good reason." My father dipped one of his fries in a large puddle of ketchup that he'd poured into his basket. "Cerberus is not only more intelligent than the average dog—and the average human—but he also has abilities that are unique even among supernaturals. Aside from his appearance, when his other two heads are hidden, he has very little in common with dogs."

      I snorted. "Except the butt-sniffing."

      Dad grinned. "Except that."

      "And the butt-scooting," Sienna added. "He has a habit of doing the booty-scootin' boogie all over our rugs."

      I grinned. "Thank the gods for steam cleaners."

      Atlas furrowed his brow. "Which god has blessed you with such cleaners of steam?"

      I grinned. "Just an expression. As far as I know, there aren't any gods devoted to the tedious task of shampooing carpets."

      "That would be the domain of Hestia," Atlas said while stuffing his face. "She was the daughter of Cronus. Many Olympians were born of the Titan king."

      My dad nodded. "Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, and Demeter were all Cronus’ children."

      Atlas nodded. "As was Hades. There were others, too."

      "Not you?" I asked.

      "Cronus was my uncle. My father was Iapetus. He and Cronus were the children of Uranus and Gaia."

      Sienna snickered.

      I narrowed my eyes. "No Uranus jokes, Sienna."

      Atlas chuckled. "Because his name sounds like your anus? Believe me, such jokes are nearly as old as the Earth. Though, that requires a modification of the proper pronunciation of my grandfather's name."

      Sienna smirked. "I guess people have been pulling that joke out of their butts for centuries."

      "Here's a question, Atlas." My father rested his elbows on the table. Not the best of manners, but we weren't a fancy bunch. "Iapetus is thought to have been the same figure as Japeth, the son of Noah, from the Judeo-Christian account of the destruction and rebirth of the world."

      Atlas nodded. "I believe that's true. We weren't the chattiest family."

      "Wouldn't that mean Noah was Uranus?" I asked.

      Atlas shrugged. "If you believe the legends of the Hebrews are true, as are our histories, it's wholly possible. Like I said, my grandfather didn't tell stories of his youth during family meals."

      My mom wasn't paying attention to the conversation. Her eyes were fixed on an empty table across the room.

      "There were three teenagers eating there. How many teenagers do you know who will leave food unfinished?"

      I tilted my head. "Do you think they were vampires?"

      My mom shrugged. "Vampires appear to be whatever age they were when turned. They might have looked like teenagers. They could have also been decades or centuries old."

      I pulled a hundred-dollar bill out of my pocket and dropped it on the table.

      Sienna cleared her throat. "I think you're supposed to pay at the counter."

      I shook my head. "They'll get their money. Let's go. Mom, did you see which way they went?"

      "They left the restaurant and turned right. They were moving fast."

      I felt a tug on the hem of my pants. It was Cerberus. He wasn't going to appear out of thin air in the middle of a mall. I grabbed Sienna’s arm. "We need to go astral."

      My mom nodded. "You girls do that. We'll pursue this way. If you can get past them, we might be able to corner them."

      I nodded, and Sienna and I ducked into a clothing boutique. For lack of a better option, we darted inside one of the round clothing racks.

      There was a kid who was maybe three years old inside. He shrieked and bolted out between a couple of dresses.

      Sienna giggled. "If your kid is missing in the department store, always check the clothing racks. I used to imagine these things were a portal to a whole other realm. Sort of like a modern-day Narnia."

      I grinned. "I'll keep that in mind if I ever have kids. Let's go."

      I pulled up my hood. Sienna touched her brooch. Cerberus poked his face inside the clothing rack. Since he was on the astral plane, he wasn't inhibited by the dresses that fell around his face. They made him look like he had pink hair.

      "This way. Three vampires."

      "Younglings?" I asked.

      Cerberus shook his head. "Two of them are. The one that looks the youngest is actually the oldest. I can't say how old, but she's got at least a half-century under her belt. I can tell by the way she talks."

      I nodded. "All right. Lead the way."

      Cerberus took off and we followed him, using our astral abilities to move through the clothing rack without knocking a single dress off its hangar. We moved fast between the people.

      Moving through crowds on the astral plane was a challenge. Technically, we could move through them. It was a mind-over-matter thing. The only reason we didn't fall through the earth and into space was that we believed the ground was real. We could only walk through solid objects when we consciously recognized that they weren't in the astral realm. Otherwise, our minds treated material reality as if it were there with us.

      Moving through a crowd was challenging because it required focusing on every person we walked through. We were bound to bump into a few people. Given the density of the crowd, though, they'd probably think it was another of the mall's patrons.

      Hopefully, we wouldn't start a fistfight or anything. I know I get testy when I'm in crowds. I've never been a fan of malls. We didn't have them in the underworld, and I quickly learned why they were falling out of fashion on Earth.

      We caught up with the three vampires just in time to see them duck into a small room. The door had a sign on it that read, Authorized Personnel Only.

      I didn't know what we were walking into, but we pressed through the door.

      The vampires locked the door from the inside. I hadn't seen them unlock it on their way in, but we'd just caught them as they were passing through.

      "This is odd," I remarked.

      "You're telling me," Sienna added.

      "Move vampires ahead," Cerberus alerted us. "I think we stumbled into a lair disguised as a break room for mall personnel."

      I sighed. "Cerberus, go get everyone else. Kevin can bust down the door if he has to, or Atlas can if Kevin's boot won't do the job. We're going to recon the situation."

      Cerberus nodded and went back through the door. We moved invisibly through the halls. So far, the only vampire I'd ever met who could see us on the astral plane was Katerina. That didn't mean others couldn't. We'd learned not to make assumptions the hard way. Still, this was why we were here.

      When we followed the three vampires into a break room, we saw a table full of vampires. They had a body on the table, a middle-aged woman, and they were feasting on various limbs.

      "Disgusting," I snapped.

      Sienna bit her lip. "I wish I could say I agreed with you. If I had any sunlight shining on me at the moment..."

      "You still have the urges, even without sunlight?"

      Sienna nodded. "It's subtle. Sort of like how a candy bar calls to you at the checkout stand at the grocery store. You can resist it most of the time, even if you don't want to. I'll be fine."

      "That woman is going to turn," I stated. "That many bites, there's no way she won't."

      "We have a problem," the youngest-looking of the three vampires who’d just entered the room said. "That Reaper is here."

      One of the vampires, a male who looked around thirty and had dark straight hair hanging to his shoulders, dropped the woman's arm and wiped the blood from his mouth.

      "Are you certain?"

      The girl nodded and glanced at a printed flyer on a bulletin board. It was a picture of me. It looked like someone took it just outside my apartment. Vampires are creepers. "That's definitely her."

      "She might just be here to shop."

      "She was at Fritz's with that police detective, the one who has been hunting us."

      "The one who is screwing the Reaper?" the male asked.

      The other vampires fixed their eyes on the girl, who must've been their leader, but continued feeding.

      "That's the one. That hunter Josephine is with them also."

      "I think that's the Reaper’s mother," the male vampire said, standing from his seat. "I've encountered her a few times. She's good."

      "At least they don't know about me," Sienna stated.

      "The daywalker is with them also," the girl added.

      Sienna winced. "I spoke too soon."

      "Anyone else?" the male vampire asked.

      "Some giant man. I've never seen him before. He looked out of sorts. They were eating at Fritz's."

      The male shrugged. "Maybe they were just here to eat, Pamela."

      The vampire girl, who must've been Pamela, shrugged. "I don’t believe so. Why would they go to Fritz's without a kid? We've been too sloppy lately. We knew it was only a matter of time before they'd figure out we'd taken over the mall."

      I know Pamela, Clarence said. She is one of mine. She will listen to you.

      "Are you sure?" I asked.

      I'll make sure she does. If you tell her to do something, the sire bond will reach through you to her.

      I snorted. "That's creepy."

      "Are you talking to Clarence?" Sienna asked.

      "He says he's Pamela's sire. He tells me that if I speak, she'll obey like she would if he talked to her directly."

      "Seriously?" Sienna raised an eyebrow.

      I nodded. "The others should be here soon. I say we give it a shot before the shit hits the fan. I don't think my mom is going to come in here looking for a conversation."

      Sienna sighed. "All right, if you say so."

      I lowered my hood. "Hey, guys."

      The vampires all stood up and moved to the back of the room.

      "Stay calm," I directed.

      Pamela looked at me with a furrowed brow. "What?"

      I smiled. "I'm not here to reap you. We have a proposal."

      Sienna appeared beside me.

      "The daywalker!" the male vampire shouted.

      Sienna waved. "Howdy!"

      Pamela raised her hand. "Everyone, relax. Let's hear what she has to say."

      "Look, if I was going to reap you, I'd have done it already. We need your help."

      Pamela pinched her chin. "Why do I sense my sire?"

      I snorted. "He's with me. Sort of. Long story."

      "With you?" Pamela asked.

      I sighed. "He's become a demon. He possesses me. That's why you're listening to me rather than trying to rip our heads off, I imagine."

      Pamela bit her lip. "For some reason, I believe you. It makes no sense. Tell me, Reaper, what is your proposal?"

      I glanced at Sienna. "You know about the daywalker. She can move through the sunlight unharmed. How would you all like to become like her?"

      The vampires exchanged glances. "This must be a trick," the dark-haired male asserted.

      "No, Reginald. It isn't."

      "Reginald?" I asked. "You must be older than you look."

      Reginald smirked. "I just celebrated my eightieth birthday."

      Sienna grinned. "You look good."

      "Thanks! You're not so bad yourself, daywalker."

      Sienna shrugged. "What can I say? I work out."

      I snorted. "No, you don't."

      "Hush!"

      Pamela chuckled. "Why would you offer us this opportunity? What's in it for you?"

      "Look, I'm no friend to vampires. Not usually. However, we have a battle ahead that concerns all of us. Given that you're vampires in Kansas City, you're already aware of what Anubis and Ra were doing several months back."

      Pamela shuddered. "I don't like those guys."

      I nodded. "Well, they are seeking to overtake Olympus."

      Reginald laughed. "In Athens?"

      Pamela back-handed Reginald in the chest. "No, numbnuts. It's the realm of the gods."

      "Oh, yeah. I forgot."

      Pamela shook her head. "Sorry. Reginald isn’t the darkest crayon in the box."

      "The darkest?" Sienna asked.

      Pamela shrugged. "We don't like bright colors."

      I grinned. "Here's the truth. We can't allow the Egyptian gods to claim Olympus. It will change things here on Earth."

      Pamela bit her lip. "Would that be a bad thing?"

      I nodded. "It would be. Look, if you become daywalkers, you'll be under Sienna's influence. That means I won’t have any reason to come after you. It's a good deal. All we need you to do is come with us to Olympus and help us fight a bunch of golems."

      "Golems like the ones they made vampires?" Reginald asked.

      "Except these won't be vampires."

      We heard a loud bang at the opposite end of the hall. Kevin, or maybe Atlas, had broken through the door.

      "I'll go stop them," Sienna offered. "Be right back."

      Pamela turned to the others. "We're doing this."

      "Excuse me?" Reginald asked. "They want us to fight a war in the realm of the gods?"

      Pamela nodded. "My sire wants us to go. I trust him."

      "Are you sure this isn't a trick?" Reginald asked. "I don't see Clarence."

      A burning sensation settled in my gut, then spread to my head.

      "It's not a trick! Do as the Reaper says!" The voice came out of my mouth, but it wasn't my voice. It was Clarence's.

      The burning faded. I gulped.

      Sorry, Zoey. I had to do it.

      I rubbed my brow. "You heard him."

      Sienna came back into the room with my parents and Atlas. I raised my hand.

      "They're on board."

      "Who is the woman on the table?" Kevin asked.

      I looked at Kevin. "Can you take off your policeman hat for a moment? We need these vampires."

      "She'll turn soon," Pamela said. "One more daywalker to join us."

      "Who sired the rest of you?" I asked.

      Pamela nodded. "I did. Reginald and I together turned all these people in the last few years. They'll follow our lead."

      My mom cleared her throat. "Katerina sired Reginald. We've met before."

      Reginald nodded. "That's right. What of it?"

      "Zoey, if Katerina manages to get out of the void, she'll be able to influence these vampires through Reginald."

      Pamela shook her head. "We sired them together. I assure you, they won't be a problem."

      I nodded. "It won't be a problem. We'd just better be sure Katerina stays in the void."

      My mom sighed. "All right. Well, that depends on all this going according to plan. If the Egyptian gods emerge, my guess is they'll bring Katerina with them."

      I nodded. "Then we'd better seal the void portal before they can do that."

      "We'd best do this soon while we still have sunlight left," Sienna said. "Unless you are of a mind to let these vampires continue as they were through the night."

      "Do you need sunlight to turn them?" I asked. "When Katerina used you to turn a daywalker before, we were in a cave."

      "I can turn them now," Sienna replied. "They'll need sunlight, though, to complete the transformation."

      Pamela grinned. "I don't know about you all, but I'm looking forward to feeling the sun on my skin in a way that doesn't hurt like hell."

      Reginald smirked. "I agree. Let us begin."
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      Pamela called in vampires from all over Crown Center. The place was infested. Once everyone arrived, there were nearly thirty of them. It was a wonder that Kevin had only heard reports of a handful of incidents in recent days. Even the best vampires make mistakes from time to time, though. There was no telling how many times they had fed and gotten away with it.

      I had to believe it was enough. The last time Sienna turned this many vampires into daywalkers was back at the church when Jessna was operating Clarence's cult and Sunshine was one of many eager followers. Thankfully, turning a vampire into a daywalker was simpler than turning a human into a blood-sucking fiend. Usually, several bites were required to start the transformation, and it took a while to complete it. Vampires weren't unlike daywalkers. They had fangs, and their bodies were suited to the consumption of blood. A single bite, a little exposure to sunlight, and the deed was done.

      The vampires crammed into the break room. One by one, they exited, met Sienna in the hallway, and she bit them. The rest of us took turns ushering them out of the mall and into the sunlight.

      We were amassing quite a crowd of daywalkers outside. Sienna compelled each of them not to feed via the sire bond when she bit them. If she hadn't, there'd be no way to stop them short of blasting them all to the void—which I couldn't do, lest we give Anubis and Ra more vampires to use to empower themselves.

      Pamela was the first one to be turned. Reginald was the last. You could say he pulled up the rear, which has nothing to do with giving people wedgies.

      Pamela came around with an old school bus. This was her vampire transport, apparently. All the windows were painted black. The vampires filed in and followed us back to my apartment.

      I could have reaped them straight to Olympus, but that had consequences too. For one, it meant they wouldn't retain their corporeal bodies. Most of the daywalkers had suffered that problem, which was why, absent the use of an Archeus crystal, they couldn't come back. Even then, creating a suitable golem was challenging.

      The last time we’d tried it, the Egyptian gods had claimed all the golems we'd made and as a result, they’d nearly succeeded in raising an army of vampire golems that would eventually have placed Athena in control of Olympus and unleashed more vampires than I could count on Kansas City. The best way to get them to Olympus was to take them through the underworld.

      We sent Cerberus ahead to convince Dionysus to bring his cruise liner down the River Styx to pick them up. Ferrying them to Olympus in Roy's fishing boat would have taken several trips, and we needed to do this quickly.

      Without sunlight in the underworld, Sienna's sire bond was of little effect. We had to rely on Clarence's sire bond over Pamela to ensure they behaved. Thankfully, Clarence didn't betray us for once. I hated being dependent on the vampire demon since I knew he'd eventually make a move we couldn't anticipate.

      As long as our interests aligned, I hoped we could complete the mission at hand. Once we brought my dad to Mount Olympus and sealed the void portal, we'd have to deal with Clarence and Hades. Thankfully, as long as there was a sun in Olympus, the daywalkers were beholden to Sienna. Clarence wouldn't have any influence over Pamela while she was exposed to sunlight.

      Whatever Delphine was planning to do to exorcise Clarence wouldn't work if he gave us any problems in the underworld or on Olympus, though, since she couldn't go there. No mortal could. Kevin and my mom had to wait at my apartment and hope everything worked out according to plan. They wouldn't know until we returned.

      I went through the portal to the underworld first to give my brother a heads up. A parade of vampires marching through his office would raise red flags.

      Morty sat shirtless at his desk. Carmilla rested on the top in lingerie, legs crossed, with red heels dangling from her toes. I wasn't sure what I’d interrupted, but I was grateful that I came through when I did.

      Morty didn't stand up. I was also thankful for that. I suspected his lower half was as bare as his torso. He usually had a pasty complexion. His cheeks were as red as beets.

      He had music playing in the background. Barry White. There's only one reason anyone listens to Barry White.

      When you walked in on someone preparing to do what they were about to do, the best way to defuse the tension was to act like nothing was out of the ordinary. I told him about the daywalkers. He nodded and flashed a sheepish grin.

      Our dad came through the portal next.

      "What is going on here?"

      I didn't think it was possible for Morty to blush more than he was. I was wrong.

      "I was just explaining about the daywalkers, Dad. We'd better stay on task."

      My dad grunted and nodded. Pamela came through next, followed by Reginald and the rest of the newly turned daywalkers.

      Carmilla smirked as everyone passed. She found the situation amusing. Given the wide eyes on the faces of some of the daywalkers, they found her appearance more than amusing. I couldn't blame them. Carmilla was a pretty girl. The way she was dressed would make the pope blush—and possibly forsake his vows.

      "Eyes on the prize, folks," Sienna called after she stepped through the portal and assessed the situation.

      It didn't work. There was no sunlight in the underworld, so her sire bond was inactive. Still, the new daywalkers managed to follow us out of Morty's office. I waited to make sure everyone had left. Carmilla closed the door behind us, and the deadbolt clicked. I chuckled. At least my brother would be enjoying himself while we were risking our lives to take on the god of war.

      Dionysus’ cruise ship was waiting on the River Styx, a mystical bridge connecting to the shore.

      The ship was illuminated with colored lights. The bass of whatever party music Dionysus was playing vibrated through our feet as we crossed the bridge and boarded the ship.

      The daywalkers had managed to hold it together when they saw Carmilla in her skivvies. The bare-naked nymphs with perfectly shaped bodies proved even more alluring.

      Pamela shrugged. "Let them have their fun."

      "They're golems. Ew, right?"

      Pamela chuckled. "I don't think they care."

      Dionysus was busy producing glasses of wine and passing them around.

      I scurried up behind the god and grabbed his arm. "Do you think this is wise? We have a battle to fight."

      He smirked. "Intoxication is only one effect my wine can produce. I gave this batch a little extra juice."

      "What kind of juice?"

      Dionysus laughed. "Blood. They'll be at full strength when we arrive."

      Sienna tilted her head. "You can do that? Call blood out of thin air?"

      Dionysus shrugged. "Why not? It's not my choice, but the daywalkers seem to love it. How else do you think Jessna and the rest have been able to challenge Ares?"

      "I suppose they aren't trained fighters."

      "They aren't. Ares has those golems programmed with every martial art and combat tactic you might imagine. I only know one style, and the daywalkers know it too."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You know a fighting style?"

      "Drunken fist!"

      I tilted my head. "That's not a thing."

      "It actually is," Sienna interjected. "It's a kind of kung fu."

      I snorted. "I can't believe that."

      "It's true!" Dionysus countered. "I'm not generally interested in fighting, but when I learned there was a style that used my inebriated state to its advantage, I made sure to pick it up."

      "And you taught it to the daywalkers?"

      Dionysus patted me on the left shoulder. "There's something about vampirism and their enhanced speed and strength, combined with intoxication, that makes them natural masters of the drunken fist. We call it the drunken fang. You know, because they are daywalker vampires."

      Sienna grinned. "I want to learn. The 'drunken fang' sounds badass."

      I huffed. "I'm still vacillating between badass and dumbass. I'll reserve judgment until I see how well it works when we face Ares and his soldier golems."

      It took longer to cruise upstream from the underworld to Olympus than it did to follow the current to Hades.

      If you wanted to end up in hell, you went with the flow. It was the easier path. If you wanted to spend your afterlife in bliss, you had to go against the current. Make it a metaphor for living if you want. When traversing the River Styx, it was literally true. Of course, there was a certain irony that we were making the trip to Olympus on what could only be the "mature audiences only" version of the Love Boat.

      "Ahoy!" my father called as he climbed aboard.

      "Ahoy, Azrael!" Dionysus replied, wrapping his arms around my father.

      I smirked. "Chips Ahoy? Yes, please."

      My father looked at me blankly. "We're on a ship. You have to say 'ahoy."

      I chuckled. "Aye aye. Well, you might want to shield your eyes."

      My dad looked beyond Dionysus to see a couple of naked nymphs skipping across the deck. He tilted his head. "Interesting."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Interesting?"

      My dad grinned. "I might be old, Zoey, but I'm still a man. I'm entitled to find certain things...interesting."

      I rolled my eyes. "Ahoy, Dad."

      "Ahoy!"

      "Can I get either of you a drink?" Dionysus asked.

      "I'd enjoy a cabernet sauvignon."

      "Very well, Azrael." Dionysus extended his hand, and a glass of dark-red liquid indiscernible from the blood wine he was serving the daywalkers formed in his hand. He gave it to my dad, who proceeded across the deck, found a lounge chair, and kicked his feet up as he sipped his wine and enjoyed the view.

      "Zoey? What would you like?" Dionysus asked.

      I shook my head. "I'll pass on the morbid merlot. Water will suffice."
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      The sunlight invigorated the daywalkers the moment they stepped off the ship and their feet hit the Olympian beach. They were immediately under Sienna's thrall. It was really something to watch. She didn't even have to speak. She lined them up in front of the original daywalkers.

      While Dionysus distributed more blood wine to Jessna, Sunshine, and company to ensure they were fully empowered for the battle, my dad and I approached the path that led to the mountain. Cerberus was waiting for us there.

      "What's the situation?" I asked.

      "Ares just created another batch of golems. It's going to be some fight."

      "How are they armed?"

      "They all have long swords. They're arranged in three lines contoured to the mountain. A row of spearmen is in the front. Behind them is infantry carrying axes. Above them on the high ground is a group of about twenty archers."

      I sighed. "Spears, swords, and arrows are as good as stakes when it comes to fighting vampires."

      "Is there any way we could flank them?" my dad asked.

      Cerberus snorted. "The cliffs on either side aren't scalable. The only way to get past them is to take them head-on."

      I scratched my chin. "Did you get a chance to scout the top of the mountain?"

      "There's no evidence of activity at the portal. You made it here in time."

      Use Zeus’ power. You should be able to take out at least one of the groups of golems.

      I tilted my head. "Clarence is suggesting I use my scythe to zap some of them with lightning. I'm not sure the power is fully charged after we took out the vampires at the nursing home. I might be able to handle one of the three groups."

      My dad nodded. "I'd say take out the archers. If their aim is true, they could stake all the daywalkers before we even reached the spearmen."

      I nodded. "I agree. Still, those spears could be deadly. Let's confer with Dionysus and the daywalkers. We need to better assess their abilities. There's no doubt that Ares has his golems programmed well. They'll be elite fighters."

      We pulled Sienna, Jessna, and Dionysus aside and explained the situation.

      Sienna sighed. "The only way to take down daywalkers is to stake them through the heart."

      "That's true," Jessna agreed. "That doesn't mean they can't slow us down if they hit us anywhere else, though. Ares has been using archers for a while. We've done well against them, but we never had to fight our way through spears and axes to get to them."

      "Well, considering you haven't lost anyone, I'd say you did better than well against the archers."

      Jessna smirked. "We had a little luck."

      Dionysus grinned, raised his hand, and snapped his fingers. Tyche appeared beside him.

      "Did someone say luck?"

      I laughed. "It's great to see you, Tyche."

      "Likewise! What do I sense? Is that a breeze coming on? I have a feeling it's going to pick up. Don't worry about the archers."

      I smiled. "That changes my plans. I'll use Zeus’ power to eliminate the spearmen."

      "Are you sure that will work?" my dad asked. "If the gorgons can't turn golems and send them to the void, will your power be effective?"

      I nodded. "When we fought the golem vampires at the World War One monument in Kansas City, the lightning took them down. They might not go to the void, but that doesn't mean the lightning can't fry their asses."

      "We're still facing golems with combat training," my father shot back. "I'd feel better if we had armor."

      Dionysus and Tyche exchanged glances. "Follow me," the goddess said.

      "All of us?" I asked.

      Tyche shrugged. "It's best if only one of you comes. I'd like to introduce you to someone, and he isn't fond of company."

      "I'll get them ready," Dionysus interjected. "I believe this will work."

      "What will work?" I asked.

      Tyche grinned from ear to ear. "You'll see. Come with me."

      I followed Tyche down the beach for a couple of miles before she found a trail that headed to a smaller mountain I'd never seen. It was obscured by the larger Mount Olympus and covered with black rocks. Steam poured from a crater at the top of the mountain.

      "There's a volcano on Olympus?" I asked.

      "Of course, there is," Tyche replied. "You haven't explored much, have you?"

      I chuckled. "My previous visits here haven't been for the purpose of sightseeing."

      Tyche led me through a stone arch at the base of the mountain. The cavern was dark, but there was a red glow on the opposite end that emitted just enough light for us to see.

      When we reached the other side of the cavern, it opened into a cave occupied by a large figure. He rubbed soot from his eyes and stared at us intently as we entered. The light came from a fire that burst from a hole in the ground. The man's nose was off-center. One of his eyes appeared swollen shut, and the other was so wide that even with diminished light, I could see the bloodshot veins in it. He had a short beard, the ends of which were singed. His mouth was larger than it should have been, given the size of his face, and was gaping, showing off his crooked teeth.

      "Zoey, meet Hephaestus."

      "Please to meet you," I greeted him, extending my hand.

      Hephaestus grunted, grabbed a slab of metal, and jammed it into the fire hole in the ground.

      "He's the god of smithing and metallurgy," Tyche explained. "Technically, he's the husband of Aphrodite, but you'd never know. Zeus and Hera betrothed them as a punishment to the goddess of love."

      "What did she do?" I asked.

      "Long story. In the end, though, I think it was a greater punishment for him."

      Hephaestus snorted. "I'm right here, you know. I can hear you, Tyche."

      "Why haven't we met before?" I asked. "Didn't you come to Earth with the other gods?"

      Hephaestus shook his head. "I was here the whole time. I don't get out much."

      "I suppose you know Zeus has fallen?" I asked.

      Hephaestus nodded and grabbed the piece of metal with his bare hands. It was red-hot from the flames. He placed it on an anvil and hammered it with his fist.

      "Could you make us some armor?" I asked. "We have a small army that has to bypass Ares’ golems. We have to get to the top of Mount Olympus to seal the void portal."

      Hephaestus chuckled. "Without Zeus in charge, you're worried other gods might break through?"

      I nodded. "That's right."

      Hephaestus grinned if you could call the expression on his disfigured face by that name. "I care little for war. Why should I help you?"

      "You're a peace-loving god," Tyche inserted. "You shouldn't want to see Ares take Zeus’ place."

      "A fine point." Hephaestus continued hammering the metal on his anvil. "What sort of armor do you require?"

      "Breastplates only," I told him. "Thick enough to prevent a spear from penetrating someone's heart."

      Hephaestus licked his lips, then spit out soot. "For the daywalkers, I suppose?"

      "I thought you didn't get out much?" I asked.

      "That doesn't mean I don't get out at all. I've known of their presence for some time."

      "Then you know they're only here to keep the peace. We have to protect them so we can stop Ares."

      "How many breastplates do you require?"

      "Thirty. That should cover the original daywalkers and the new additions.”

      Hephaestus nodded. "You'll need to leave. It's going to get hot in here. I need ten minutes."

      I tilted my head. "You can make all the breastplates we need in ten minutes?"

      Hephaestus furrowed his hairless brow. "I'm a god. This is what I do."

      "We'll be waiting outside," Tyche said.

      Hephaestus shook his head. "The fires will likely cause an eruption. You'd best head back to the beach. I'll bring the breastplates shortly."

      I smiled. "Thank you. You're too kind."

      Hephaestus bit his lip. "You hold Zeus’ power, do you not?"

      I nodded. "I do."

      "Who will you choose to be our new king or queen?"

      I sighed. "I haven't decided yet. Any suggestions?"

      "No. None of the gods here are suited for it. No offense, Tyche."

      Tyche shook her head. "No offense taken. I have no desire to rule. It would be an incredible stroke of poor luck if I were to be made queen, and as you know, that never happens to me."

      "Leave me be. I need to get to work."

      Tyche and I left the cavern.

      "He's an odd one, isn't he?" I asked.

      Tyche nodded. "But his heart is good. He's also quite talented. He made the sword and shield of Achilles."

      I cocked my head. "Fascinating. I've seen the Brad Pitt movie."

      Tyche grinned. "I love me some Brad Pitt. I had half a mind to meet him when I was on Earth."

      "Looking to get lucky?" I asked.

      Tyche smiled. "I always am and do. However, I decided against it. As tempting as it was, mating with mortals never turns out well for us."

      I chuckled. "I'm surprised you know who he is."

      "I learned quite a bit about your world during my brief time there before my memory was restored. When I wasn't winning at the casinos, I watched a lot of movies."

      "What did you think of Earth?"

      Tyche shrugged. "It's a mixed bag. A lot could be improved upon. Still, I found that most people, at their core, want to do the right thing. They just lack the wisdom to know what that is."

      I nodded. "If you think the politics of Olympus and choosing a new ruler is complicated, you should see the mess our political system is."

      Tyche nodded. "I saw enough. Everyone believes they are doing what is right, yet each side treats the other as if they were devils. If you think someone who disagrees with you is evil, it's no wonder that progress is hard to come by. Why would anyone want to compromise or collaborate with someone evil?"

      I snorted. "Do you think the same applies here? Am I wrong to assume the Egyptian gods are evil?"

      Tyche took a deep breath. "You are wrong if you think they believe they are evil. They believe it is their right to rule and oppress. They’re wrong. The Olympians value human life and seek to protect it. The Egyptians believed humanity was made to serve the gods. From their perspective, we are foolish to place the welfare of humanity over our individual interests."

      I snorted. "Do you think Ares believes he's protecting humanity?"

      "Of course he does," Tyche replied. "I don't agree with him. Most of my fellow gods don't. Still, many believe war is necessary to establish peace. That is nonsensical. To achieve peace by way of bloodshed and war is like achieving sobriety by indulging in too much of Dionysus’ wine or becoming chaste by overwhelming yourself with Aphrodite's lusts."

      "Are you saying wine and lust are evil?"

      Tyche shook her head. "Everything has its proper place. Wine can be enjoyed by those who do so responsibly. It is a gift. Lust can stoke passion between lovers and be a beautiful thing. Even war, when engaged in to protect the weak, has its place. Very little is purely good or evil. It's a matter of each thing being restricted to its proper function and place."

      "And you try to tip the scales in favor of the proper place through luck?"

      "Yes and no. That is my hope. My power is useful because humanity, and even the gods, are often fools who pursue whatever they desire without balance. When fools reign, luck or even misfortune is all that remains to correct their excesses."

      I bit my lip. "Who do you think should be the next ruler of Olympus?"

      Tyche shrugged. "You might do well to think outside the box."

      "Someone who isn't an Olympian?"

      "Perhaps, though a god whose power isn't as strong as you think could be a fine leader. It might also be best that no leader is chosen. Perhaps someone should be appointed with limited power to act, approved by a consensus of the other gods."

      "You're suggesting democracy?"

      "Democracy was invented in Athens, child! Why does that surprise you?"

      I chuckled. "I don't know. We just talked about the failures of democracy on Earth. So often it becomes a matter of the majority getting their way, no matter how slim that majority is, while the minority suffers."

      "If such a ruler, or a president, is appointed, he or she should be someone without any loyalties among the gods. Someone who can assess everyone’s counsel and act with prudence."

      "Are you suggesting Atlas?" I asked.

      "Perhaps. You're wiser than most, Zoey Grimm. I am confident you will make the right choice."
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      Hephaestus approached, hunched over, with a stack of breastplates that was almost twice his height strapped to his back. The breeze Tyche had noted earlier was picking up. It would thwart the archers, and hopefully, it wouldn't blow the Greek god of metallurgy and volcanos over.

      We'd accumulated several minor advantages—the luck of the wind to thwart the archers and Hephaestus’ breastplates to minimize the chance of any of the daywalkers taking a spear to the heart. The daywalkers also had the "drunken fist" fighting technique that Dionysus had taught the original daywalkers and was priming the new ones with.

      An hour's training wouldn’t make the daywalkers a match for an army of golems programmed to fight like Neo was in The Matrix. Invigorated by the sun, the daywalkers had strength and speed to compensate for their lack of technical fighting skills. It had been enough for the smaller group of daywalkers to prevent Ares from taking over Olympus up to this point.

      We also had a beefy Titan on our side. He said he wasn't the fighting type, but I imagined he could hold his own.

      Hephaestus fitted all the daywalkers with breastplates and wandered back to his volcanic cave. He hardly said a word. I'd met more than my share of taciturn gods, but I had never met one with social anxiety.

      None of us were soldiers. We didn't know anything about battle formations, so we charged the mountain chaotically. That was the point behind Dionysus’ drunken kung fu. Act erratically and make it hard for anyone to target you. If we approached in a line, Ares could have his golems attack locations he designated. If the daywalkers swarmed like bees, we might lose the chance to make a coordinated assault on one spot in Ares’ army, but they'd also be confused. I don't know if Sun Tzu would agree since I had never read The Art of War and didn't plan to, but if someone was creating chaos in a battle, it was best to be the initiating army rather than the side reacting to it.

      We did have a strategy. I charged straight up the side of the mountain, shielded by Atlas and Dionysus, whose large bodies obscured my approach.

      Arrows flew, but the wind shifted its direction nearly every time Ares’ archers sent another volley. A few managed to land in the vicinity of the daywalkers, but none of them hit our people.

      I raised my scythe to the skies. Zeus’ crystal was in place. All I had to do was channel his power and direct it at the spearmen. Atlas and Dionysus parted, and I squeezed between them to take the shot.

      It wasn't a focused bolt of lightning. What shot from my scythe was a spiderweb of electricity. It blasted the front line, and the bolts jumped from one golem to the next.

      It smelled like barbecued rat. Not that I'd ever barbecued any rodents, but it was as rank as I expected it would be if I did.

      The last surge of electricity sizzled at the top of my blade before it faded. I released my scythe and re-summoned it without the blade, then joined the daywalkers and charged the second line of golems.

      I threw my staff like a javelin and took out one as we approached. I touched my wrist, dispelled the staff, and then pressed the sigil again. It reformed in my hand, and I took another shot. I was fast. I'm not a prideful girl, but I've also never been too humble to brag. I was badass!

      The archers’ arrows were blowing awry, but my staff had more mass to resist the wind as it flew. I had the only effective ranged weapon on the battlefield.

      I let the daywalkers run past me. They tackled the axe-wielding golems, tearing limbs and heads from their bodies. Gruesome but effective.

      I stayed back with one javelin strike after the next I took down archers who'd largely given up, dropped their bows, and exchanged them for swords.

      Atlas was running over golems like a five-year-old stomping on ants. The daywalkers who weren't ripping away golem parts were dodging axe and sword swipes with their erratic, drunken movements. Once the enemy was vulnerable, they pounced with focus.

      Sienna took out five golems in less than a minute. The sunlight invigorated her. From the wide grin on her face, fangs catching the light, she was enjoying this. I suppose when you know you aren't killing people but rather animated and programmed lumps of clay, there's nothing wrong with enjoying the dismemberment process.

      Technically, no one was dying. The daywalkers were like little kids who had gotten their hands on their sister's Barbies. The limbs were coming off.

      Clarence was cackling in my head. He was giddy. As a vampire-turned-demon, I shouldn't have been surprised that he'd find brutal golem mutilation entertaining.

      Dionysus broke rank once we had a clear path. My father lagged behind. We couldn't afford to let him get hit by an enemy's arrow or blade.

      Dionysus grabbed him. Cerberus ran alongside him. The hellhound was about twice his normal size. He could become bigger, and if he had to grow to protect my dad, he would. He didn't care for eating golems. He'd had some before, and he said they tasted like clay. He'd do it if he had to, though.

      Atlas joined us as we ran up the trail leading to Olympus. The path was blocked by boulders and chunks of snow and ice from the "unlucky" avalanches that had heretofore prevented Ares from seizing the throne.

      The god of war was waiting for us when we reached the barrier.

      "Brother!" Dionysus shouted. "There's no need for us to fight. We simply must bring Azrael to Olympus so that he can seal the void portal. The Egyptians intend to return."

      Ares looked at Atlas. "She intends to set a Titan over Olympus?"

      "She is right here," I said. "And I haven't made a decision yet. He's here to help us stop the Egyptians."

      "I don't believe you. I will not allow another god to ascend Olympus, and I doubt the aged Reaper can make the journey alone. If any god sets foot on Olympus, it will be me."

      Dionysus shook his head. "We're not here to claim the throne. We're here to protect it so we can be assured an Olympian rather than Egyptian rules from the mount!"

      Ares narrowed his eyes. "Deception. You cannot stop me. The Reaper has expended Zeus’ power in her fight with my golems."

      Dionysus smirked. "Tell me, brother. Why haven't you yet claimed the throne?"

      Ares looked at the path. More boulders were tumbling down the path and adding to the barrier. "This is Tyche's doing, isn't it?"

      Dionysus laughed. "Of course it is. You're short-sighted, Ares. You cannot rule Olympus by seizing the throne by force. Unless you garner the support of the other Olympians, we will do whatever we can to stop you. You might be strong, your powers might give you an advantage in war, but you cannot thwart the collective efforts of the rest of us."

      Ares shook his head. "Which of you would claim the throne instead? Hades?"

      Dionysus shook his head. "We won't allow him to take the throne, either."

      "Then who? Aphrodite? Hera? Please!"

      I shrugged. "Maybe we should have an election. Let the Olympians choose their next ruler."

      Ares snorted. "Democracy? I'm not interested."

      Dionysus sighed. "That's because the only language you speak is bloodshed, brother!"

      Ares smirked. "You must admit, bloodshed is a persuasive tongue."

      "But it isn't!" I shouted. "You can't rule by strength of arms alone. It takes strength of character, wisdom, and fortitude."

      Ares laughed. "What would you know about any of those things? You who was but Athena's experiment, her pawn? You who went to the void and would have us believe Zeus gave his essence to you? Please, Reaper. If anyone can relate to my hunger for power, it's you."

      I gazed at him. "You don't know me."

      Ares raised one fist and placed it in his opposite palm. "You speak of character. You imagine a ruler who is just and wise. Those were the dreams of the Athenians Socrates and Plato. Human delusions, meant to give people hope that the ideal rule might be nobler than it must be. A philosopher king will bleed at the end of my blade as well as a fool. In the end, it's the strongest who can and must rule. All you can hope for is that the powerful one destined to rule is also merciful."

      I rolled my eyes. "No single man or god can be more powerful than the people. I might not have managed to beat all your golems alone. Maybe the daywalkers couldn't do it or the other gods, not without help. Together, no matter how well-programmed your golems were, you didn't stand a chance against us."

      Ares narrowed his eyes. "This isn't over yet, Reaper."

      The ground under our feet shook. A hand burst from the ground and grabbed my ankle. More seized the rest of us.

      Ares laughed. "Rise, my children!"

      You can stop this. End him, and the buried golems will fall.

      I shook my head. "I can't. I used all my power."

      You used Zeus’ power. Send Ares to Hades!

      I kicked my feet to try to break free of the golems. They weren't breaking through the surface. They were trying to pull us down and bury us alive.

      What other choice did I have? I grabbed the proper crystal out of my pocket, invoked my scythe, quickly swapped the crystals, and threw it at Ares like a javelin. The blade formed on the end just before it struck the god of war. His body, enveloped in flames, disappeared. The golems grabbing our ankles loosened their grips and went limp.

      "What did you do?" my dad asked.

      I shook my head. "I didn't have a choice. Ares is in Hades."

      "Clarence told you to do that, didn't he?" Sienna asked.

      I nodded. "He did, but it doesn't matter. I didn't have a choice."

      Dionysus approached and rested a hand on my shoulder. "You did what you had to do. Ares is at Hades' mercy. I fear this might have been Hades' plan from the start. He knew he could not control both realms. We believed he intended to use another god as a vassal on Olympus."

      "We thought he'd call Athena to do that," I replied.

      Dionysus nodded. "I assumed that as well. However, Athena is unpredictable. She's strategic."

      I shrugged. "I don’t know. Planting golems underground to bury us on the mountain was pretty strategic on Ares’ part."

      "You did what you had to do, Zoey." My father put his arm around my shoulders. "We can discuss the implications later. For now, we'd best make our way up the mountain so we can ensure the portal remains sealed."
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      Tyche followed through. After Ares was gone, the ground rumbled under our feet in a minor tremor. It was enough to shift the boulders that blocked our path, and as luck would have it, none of us were harmed as the goddess of fortune did her thing.

      Dionysus led us through a giant courtyard surrounded by covered passages. One of the passages led to a large hall paved with gold. Several rooms were situated off the hallways, but Dionysus knew where he was taking us. At the end of the corridor, Dionysus directed us into the throne room. The ceiling was painted sky-blue. The central throne was simple, carved of black marble and adorned in gold. The dais beneath it was bronze, presumably forged by Hephaestus after the Titanomachy. Leading from the platform were steps of different colors. A purple fleece was draped across the seat of the throne.

      A lesser throne was situated a level lower. It was ivory and had three crystal steps. A full moon was suspended from the ceiling above the smaller throne, and golden cuckoos perched on the back. A white pelt was draped across the seat.

      "The larger throne was Zeus’. The white one belongs to Hera. You'll notice five much smaller thrones on either side of the room. They belong to the other Olympians. None have entered these rooms since Zeus’ fall and the return of the gods to Olympus after their brief exile on Earth.”

      I looked around. Each of the thrones had a distinct character. Some were adorned with snakeskin, others in pelts. One was plain wood, and its simplicity made it stand out from the rest. Dionysus must've noticed me eyeing it.

      "That one is mine."

      "You have the plainest throne on Olympus?" I asked.

      Dionysus laughed. "Only twelve Olympians have seats here. Tyche doesn't have one. She never has, and if you asked her, she'd tell you good fortune prevented her from taking a throne here. Athena's throne is empty, and she'd fill it well. That would be my suggestion. The wooden throne is mine, but I didn't make it. Of all the Olympians, I'm the most recent to have been welcomed among the twelve. Hestia gave me her seat, and I never changed it. It's not as though we come here very often. Zeus was the only one who dwelled here and occupied his throne daily."

      "Where is the portal to the void?" my father asked. "As intriguing as this place is, we're here for a reason."

      Dionysus scratched his head. "That's a good question."

      My jaw fell open. "You brought us here to seal the void portal, and you don't know where it is?"

      Cerberus chuckled. "I found it before. I think. Maybe it's because I have the ability to move between realms. I can sense its energy, but it feels different than before."

      "Different in what way?" I asked.

      "I'm not sure. I can't say if it's stronger or weaker. It's just different. Something has changed."

      Dionysus grunted. "In this case, change can't be a good thing."

      "Where is it, Cerberus?" my father asked.

      "Through the curtains behind Zeus’ throne. Follow me."

      Dionysus tilted his head. "We were never permitted to enter that room. Only Zeus had the authority to pass through the curtains."

      "If the portal to the void is in there, how did Athena call forth Anubis?"

      "It's not that we can't go in there," Dionysus replied. "Rather, we're not supposed to. We might be a dysfunctional pantheon, but we are traditionalists. We respect the rules and protocols. Athena crossed a line, so the rest of us united against her. Otherwise, many would support her ascent to the throne in Zeus’ absence."

      I nodded. "Well, that's ironic. Zeus wouldn't have been sent to the void if it wasn't for Athena. She made the gorgons, correct?"

      "That is accurate," Dionysus agreed.

      "Since their power sends people to the void, I suspect Athena has been sneaking into the back rooms for a lot longer than anyone knew."

      We passed through the curtains. I don't know what laws we were breaking, but I supposed since Zeus was part of me now, I had as much authority as anyone to go there.

      The room behind the curtain was lined with white marble. A round pool filled the center, and a golden liquid swirled within it. Every now and then it sparked, but the light that emanated from the sparkles was purple.

      "It wasn’t doing that before," Cerberus remarked. "The purple flashes are new."

      "It is the energy of the void," Atlas said. "Trust me. I was in that place for so long that I'd know it anywhere. The gold energy is from this realm."

      "Do you know how to fix it?" I asked my dad.

      He pressed his hands together and lifted them to his lips. "I'm not sure. It shouldn't be as complicated as the portals I'm used to managing in the underworld. Still, the power invigorating this barrier between worlds is more profound on either side."

      "How do you even begin to control it?" I asked.

      "Open the curtains," my father directed. "There's a reason this forbidden place is separated from the rest of the room by a curtain and not a wall. That's because the controls for the portal are within Zeus’ throne."

      "Are you sure about that?" I asked.

      "If Zeus was the only one who could control the portal, it would make sense."

      I shook my head. "He wasn't, though. Athena used the portal to awaken the Egyptians."

      Atlas cleared his throat. "Pardon me for interjecting. Portals like these were not invented by the Olympians. They all work in a similar way. Azrael, if you are able to affect the magic within the portals of the underworld, you should be able to do so the same way here."

      My dad cocked his head, then touched his wrist. His scythe appeared in his hand. It didn't have the same glow it formerly had, but it was still impressive. He dipped his blade into the portal.

      "It isn't working. I don't have the power I once did."

      Atlas put his arm around my dad, and a golden glow flowed from the Titan into Azrael. The purple sparkles disappeared.

      "It's working!" Dad exclaimed. "I think we've closed it."

      Atlas’ legs buckled. He dropped to one knee and placed a hand on his broad forehead. "It took all my strength to close it. I'm afraid it won't last forever. Even if a new king takes the throne, the Egyptians have too much strength. We've delayed their arrival, but that's all. If they gain power faster than I can recover…"

      "I can lend Azrael my power as well," Dionysus offered.

      Atlas shook his head. "In the void, they have more time to regain their strength than we do here. I'm drained. If you're drained, too, Dionysus, that's one fewer god with the strength to challenge the Egyptians when they arrive."

      "The other Olympians might help," I suggested. "That could buy us more time."

      Atlas sighed. "Look at the pool."

      The purple sparks had reappeared, though they weren't as numerous as before. I took a deep breath and released it. "Even if all the gods contributed to the portal, we'd only be able to set the Egyptians back for a matter of hours, if not minutes. We need another way to stop them."

      Atlas nodded. "We need to return to the void. We have to imprison the Egyptians there."

      "The way they imprisoned Athena? How would that work? There's only one Olympian there, which is why they were able to overpower and bind her."

      "We don’t need the Olympians," Atlas countered. "We need Cronus and the other Titans."

      "I'll stay here," my father said.

      "I'll gather the other Olympians," Dionysus stated. "We'll keep the portal closed as long as we can to buy you time."

      I nodded. "We need to return to the gorgons. We're bringing the fight to the Egyptians."

      "Take the daywalkers with you," Atlas said. "The Egyptians are using vampires to strengthen themselves. The daywalkers can do the same to aid the Titans."

      I bit my lip. "The new daywalkers can go back to Earth with us. We'll meet up with the gorgons and go. The original daywalkers don't have bodies."

      Sienna scratched the back of her neck. "Dionysus has an Archeus crystal. What if we can make the original daywalkers new bodies?"

      I nodded. "That might work."

      Atlas cautioned. "You'll need all the daywalkers. Make sure they're well-fed before you go. With any luck, they won't need to feed in the void."

      Dionysus chuckled. "My blood wine will do the trick. Tyche can handle the luck portion."

      "Any clue where Ares has his crystal?" I asked.

      Dionysus nodded and waved at Jessna and Sunshine. They were in the back of the throne room, watching from a distance. They came over. "Jessna, remember where Ares set up camp?"

      Jessna nodded. "Of course."

      "That's where he was creating his golems. The crystal is there."
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      Dionysus left the throne room to gather other Olympians who could lend my dad their power if the portal started opening.

      Sienna and I accompanied Jessna and the other daywalkers to Ares’ camp. It was on the opposite side of Mount Olympus from Hephaestus’ volcanic forge. Calling it a camp was an understatement. It was a circular fortress. The stone walls were a hundred feet tall. A moat surrounded the place, and a drawbridge was suspended over it by ropes.

      The moat was filled with stagnant algae-covered water. If creatures were lurking under the surface, I wasn't eager to find out.

      I summoned my javelin, minus the blade, and hurled it at a rope that held the drawbridge up. I missed the first time. I was good, but a rope is a narrow target. I dispelled and re-summoned my javelin, and my second attempt was on the money. Another rope held the drawbridge on the other side. It took three attempts, but I cut through it. The bridge crashed down across the moat.

      Three of Ares’ golems charged across the bridge with axes in hand. I was about to re-summon my javelin when Sienna, Pamela, Sunshine, and Jessna charged past me and snapped their necks.

      I smirked, shrugged, and ran up behind them. "Nice work, girls."

      "Thanks!" Sienna piped up.

      Pamela chuckled. "I could get used to this daywalker shit. Did you see that?"

      I laughed. "I did. I'm impressed."

      "There might be more golems inside," Jessna said. "We need to be on our guard."

      I nodded. "Apparently, Ares didn't have his full army guarding the mountain. He left some here to protect the fortress. That must mean he has something in here he wanted to protect."

      Sienna nodded. "Like an Archeus crystal."

      "Let's hope it has enough power to make the golems we need."

      There were a dozen more golems inside the fortress. I took out a couple of them with my scythe-turned-javelin. The daywalkers eliminated the rest. It was almost too easy. These golems were either weaker than the ones Ares had used on the mountain, or the daywalkers were getting stronger. Maybe it was both. Either way, we needed to find the crystal.

      "We need to find Ares’ chambers. My guess is that's where he keeps the crystal."

      Sienna nodded. "We're on it."

      The daywalkers ran off with enhanced speed and buzzed around the fortress like a swarm of bees on Macaulay Culkin.

      Sienna reappeared with the crystal a minute later.

      I laughed. "I expected retrieving that thing to be a lot more challenging."

      Sienna shook her head. "Don't speak too soon, Zoey. It’s dead. We'll have to ask one of the gods to power it."

      I sighed. "That's less power available to keep the portal shut, which means we have less time to get to the gorgons and back to the void."

      I don't know if Tyche was involved, but we saw Dionysus and Poseidon wading in the water and heading to shore as we approached the beach.

      We needed Dionysus’ cruise ship to get back to the underworld. Poseidon had a solution. While Dionysus continued searching for Olympians, Poseidon cast some of his power into the Archeus crystal.

      Sienna knew how to use the crystal. She'd made golems for the daywalkers before. We needed bodies for Jessna and the other original daywalkers. It didn't take all of Poseidon's power to make that happen. I put the Olympus crystal into my scythe. Since we were already here, it wouldn't send them there, but it allowed me to harness their souls and deposit them into the golems. They looked like themselves again. It helped that Sienna could see their ethereal bodies as a pattern when she created the golems.

      Before the daywalkers boarded the ship, Dionysus distributed glasses of blood wine to the group. “To strengthen you.”

      The daywalkers each took a glass with them as they boarded the liner.

      Poseidon still had power left. He used it to direct the current to carry us back to the underworld. Sailing downstream from Olympus to the Underworld was always easier than going in the other direction.

      Leading an army of daywalkers through the underworld earned us more than our fair share of stares from Reapers. At this point, though, whenever I was in town, the Reapers expected the unexpected.

      We also moved fast. We wanted to get back to the gorgons sooner rather than later. The longer it took, the more power the Olympians would have to spend to keep the portal shut.

      I led the charge up the stairs to my brother's office. He was seated behind his desk. Carmilla wasn't there this time.

      "Zoey. I'm glad you're here. We need to talk."

      I shook my head. "I'm sorry, Morty. This isn't a good time. Every second we waste compromises Olympus."

      "This can't wait either, Zoey."

      "Then what is it?" I asked.

      "I don’t think I should tell you in front of everyone."

      I huffed. "Then I'm sorry. I can't wait another moment. Does what you have to say have anything to do with the end of the world, the emergence of Egyptian gods, or anything that will lead to the demise of the underworld?"

      Morty shook his head. "No, it doesn't."

      "Fine," I snapped. "Then we can talk about it another time. I really can't risk spending another second here. Every second we wait is hours the Egyptian gods have to regain their strength."

      Morty sighed and nodded. "All right. Perhaps it's best you don't know anyway. Good luck, Zoey."

      I leaned over and kissed my brother on the cheek before diving into the portal.

      "Make room, everyone!" I shouted as my feet hit my apartment floor. "People are coming right behind me!"

      Delphine, Kevin, my mom, and the gorgons moved to the perimeter of the room.

      "I don't have time to explain. Hopefully, these floors can handle the weight of a lot of statues."

      My mom tilted her head. "You're going back to the void?"

      I nodded. "We need to bring all the daywalkers with us. Atlas is going to recruit the Titans to help us bind the Egyptians within the void, but we have to move now."

      Kevin grabbed my hand and pulled me into him. He kissed me on the lips. "Love you. You've got this, Zoey."

      I nodded. "Love you too. Svetlana and Euryale. Are you two ready?"

      Cerberus pawed my leg. "I'll move between here and Olympus."

      "Thanks, Cerberus. Keep an eye on everyone for me. It should be clear on Olympus when we've succeeded. When the portal stops radiating power from the void, come back and tell the gorgons they can free us. Tell them to free me first. I'll let them know who to revive next."

      Cerberus nodded and disappeared. Delphine, my mom, and Kevin turned around and covered their eyes.

      Svetlana and Euryale removed their shawls and turned us all into stone.
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      Atlas grabbed my hand when we arrived in the void. "Come, we need to hurry. We need to get to Cronus before the Egyptian gods or that vampire Katerina realizes we're here."

      "Where do we need to go?"

      Atlas chuckled. "There is no 'where' in the void. It's more a state of mind. If you know what you're looking for, you can find it."

      "Everyone follow Atlas!" Sienna shouted. There wasn't any sunlight in the void, which meant the daywalkers weren't bound to Sienna's influence. It didn't matter. They followed us willingly.

      Atlas ran into the darkness. We followed, unsure of where we were going. The Titan disappeared.

      "Keep moving!" I screamed. "This must be the entrance!"

      I ran to the spot where Atlas had disappeared. The daywalkers followed me. We arrived in a place that looked similar to Olympus, but it was a different mountain. My dad had said the Titans had dwelled on Mount Othrys. It must've been a mystical counterpart to Olympus, the seat of the former gods, now recreated as their home in the void.

      Othrys had a sun that kept the daywalkers invigorated. It was so bright that when it reflected off the giant castle on top of the mountain, it was blinding.

      "It's beautiful," I murmured.

      Atlas nodded. "It's pure marble."

      Sienna chuckled. "The Olympian castle doesn't hold a candle to that one."

      Atlas grinned. "No, it doesn't."

      The trail leading to the castle wasn't rocky or littered with hazards. It was paved in silver. I wasn't going to tell Dionysus or the other Olympians, but their mountain was second-rate compared to this one. They might have lost the Titanomachy, but the Titans outclassed the Olympians in every respect. I could only hope the same applied to their power and Cronus’ willingness to help.

      As bright as the sun was on Othrys, it wasn't hot. It felt like a spring day. The breeze carried pure air. Every breath gave me more strength as we moved up the silver road and approached the castle.

      We stepped through a large arch that led into the castle. A throne of marble that matched the building sat in the middle of the room. A person larger than Atlas stood there with long white hair and a matching beard.

      "Welcome!" Cronus said and extended his arms. "Any friends of Atlas are friends of mine!"

      "Thank you, Your Highness!"

      Cronus nodded. "Atlas, would you introduce us?"

      "This is Zoey Grimm," Atlas began, gesturing at me and then directing his hand toward Sienna. "This is Sienna, and the rest are known as daywalkers. Vampires who dwell in the sun."

      Cronus nodded. "I do not sense the same darkness within these daywalkers as the other vampires who've invaded the realm of late."

      "The other vampires have attacked you here?" I asked.

      "A few of them found their way here. They could not endure our sun and left straight away."

      Atlas approached Cronus. "We need your help. The daywalkers have come to lend us their power so we can bind the Egyptian pantheon. Anubis and Ra are attempting to take over Olympus. As you know, Zeus is no more. They seek to claim his throne."

      Cronus shook his head. "They have gained considerable power of late. I fear they intend to bind our realm as they did the Olympian who arrived here before."

      "You mean Athena?" I asked.

      Cronus nodded. "Whatever their purpose, it is in our mutual interests that the Egyptians not succeed."

      "Then you'll help?" I asked.

      "We cannot bind them all. Each of us can only bind one god. Will that suffice?"

      I nodded. "I believe so. Anubis and Ra seek to claim the domains of Hades and Olympus, respectively. They would only later summon the rest of their pantheon from the void."

      Cronus rested a hand on Atlas’ shoulder. "I'll need you to do this with me."

      Atlas nodded. "Of course, sire."

      I scratched my head. "You're going to stay here?"

      Atlas smiled at me. "Your world is strange to me. I don’t wish to rule your world or Olympus."

      I shook my head. "Here I was, thinking to make you the king of Olympus."

      Atlas chuckled. "I'm honored, Zoey. You must choose another."

      I bit my lip. "All right. One problem at a time, I suppose."

      Jessna stepped forward. "I'll go first."

      "Are you sure about that?" I asked. "We don't know what effect it will have."

      "Zoey is correct," Atlas added. "The Egyptians have been able to use the vampires to feed on humans in the void for what has been years here. We might need to draw all the power you contain. It could leave you with a hunger you cannot control."

      Jessna nodded. "It's my fault the rest of the daywalkers became what they are. If this doesn't work as we hope and something happens to us, I should bear that burden."

      I nodded and hugged Jessna. "Good luck."

      Jessna approached Cronus, and he placed his hands on either side of Jessna’s head. A golden power emanated from Jessna's body and flowed into the Titan. The daywalker collapsed.

      I ran over and caught her. She looked up at me and smiled.

      "Jessna, your fangs are gone!"

      Jessna licked her teeth. "They are. I feel different. I feel human again."

      "What?" Sunshine asked. "This is going to make us human again?"

      I nodded as I helped Jessna to her feet. "It looks that way."

      Sunshine giggled. "I'll go next!"

      Pamela smiled. "We'll follow. It has been a long time since I've had a chance to live a normal life. The sacrifice is worth it."

      The daywalkers formed two lines behind Cronus and Atlas. The Titans absorbed their power, and each of the daywalkers turned human again.

      Sienna took a step back. Her face was devoid of expression.

      "What's wrong?"

      Sienna sighed. "I don't know. I thought I'd want to be human again, but I'm getting control over my desires now. I don't know if I want to do this. I want to fight, Zoey, and if I can turn more vampires into daywalkers, it might make a difference back on Earth."

      I nodded and hugged Sienna. "It's your choice. We can't force anyone to do anything they don't want to do."

      Sienna sighed. "But if they need my power..."

      Sienna watched as the two Titans absorbed energy. They glowed brighter with each daywalker’s power they absorbed.

      When the last daywalker finished, Sienna stepped forward. I grabbed her arm. "Wait. She doesn't want to change."

      Cronus and Atlas glanced at each other and nodded.

      "We have all the power we require," Cronus told us. "We should be able to bind Anubis and Ra for at least a century."

      I snorted. "Only for a hundred years?"

      "In the void," Atlas corrected. "It will be several thousand years as you experience it before they become a threat to Olympus again."

      Sienna smiled and released a deep breath she had been holding for several seconds. I took her hand and smiled. "We'd better get going, then."

      The former daywalkers remained on Mount Othrys. Now that they were human, the sun there would protect them from the vampires lurking in the void. The last thing we needed was for the vampires providing power to the Egyptians to seize them and give Anubis and Ra what they needed to resist Cronus and Atlas.

      I hadn't heard or seen Clarence since we’d returned to the void. Like the last time, I was sure he was playing it coy. I knew where his allegiance lay. Once the Egyptian gods were dealt with, he'd become a problem. I could only hope Delphine had a plan. I didn't know how much control he might have over me, and the last thing I wanted to do was help Hades take over Olympus after we stopped the Egyptians.

      Sienna and I followed Cronus and Atlas out of their realm and back into the darkness. The light radiating off of the two Titans was like the sun, and it kept Sienna empowered as a daywalker.

      "When we get back, you might need to return to Olympus without me."

      Sienna tilted her head. "Seriously? I can't wield Zeus’ power. What can I do?"

      "You still have the Archeus crystal, right?"

      Sienna nodded. "I have that one and one back in our apartment. The one we took from Athena."

      "You need to use them both to make golems. I think Hades is going to move on Olympus after the Egyptian gods are out of the picture. As long as I'm under Clarence's control, I'm afraid I'll be a liability."

      "You can handle it, Zoey!"

      I shook my head. "I'm not sure I can. What if I regain Zeus’ power and Clarence takes over and sends the other Olympians to the void? There will be no one to stop Hades from taking over."

      "Delphine might have a solution when we get back. We don't know how much time has passed since we left."

      I nodded. "I hope she does, but if she doesn't, you need to do this. Can you handle it?"

      Sienna rested her hand on my shoulder. "I can."

      We followed Cronus and Atlas into the Egyptians' realm. I wasn't surprised to find that we were in the middle of a desert that resembled ancient Egypt. The great pyramids stood there, along with the Sphinx. They weren't worn from age but looked pristine as if they had only recently been constructed.

      "They're both here," Atlas remarked, looking at me over his shoulder.

      "Are you ready?" Cronus asked.

      Atlas nodded. The two Titans slammed their fists into the ground to channel their power into the sand. It spread around the pyramids.

      A figure charged us from a distance. It was Katerina. I touched my wrist. I couldn't reap her here, but I could fight her. We couldn't allow her to interfere with the Titans.

      The sun in Egypt was hotter than on Mount Othrys but just as bright. My javelin caught Katerina in the shoulder. It barely slowed her down.

      Sienna charged. "I don't think so, bitch!"

      Sienna collided with Katerina, sending up a cloud of sand. The Titans continued to channel their power. I re-summoned my staff and dove into the cloud, then jammed the pointed end into Katerina's chest.

      She looked at me and smirked. "I'm in the void already. You can't stake me here."

      I shrugged. "Maybe not, but we're in the sun here."

      Katerina laughed. "That doesn't affect me in the void, either!"

      Sienna grabbed Katerina. "What doesn't kill you makes me stronger!" She threw the vampire at the pyramids as the walls of binding energy created by Cronus and Atlas expanded.

      Two more figures emerged from the pyramids. They were surrounded by violet magic, the same magic they were using to try to break out of the void. They'd used most of it to attempt to get to Olympus. When they collided with the barrier, they bounced off of it like quarters off a bodybuilder's butt.

      The gods were in their natural forms, as I remembered them. Anubis had a jackal's head and stood as tall as the Titans. Ra had the head of a falcon and a chiseled body.

      The two gods jumped off the ground and tried to reach the top of the prison that was expanding around them, but they weren't fast enough.

      Cronus and Atlas finished the job, and the two gods slammed into the forcefield and fell back to the ground in a mushroom cloud of sand. The cloud filled the area surrounded by the barrier.

      Cronus and Atlas stood up and rubbed their hands together, dusting off sand.

      Cronus smiled. "It is done. Thanks for the help with the vampire."

      "She won't be getting out anytime soon," Atlas added. "Neither will Anubis nor Ra."

      "You two are still glowing," Sienna commented.

      Atlas nodded. "It looks like we have a little power to spare. We'll hold onto it and recharge the barrier when it weakens. That should buy you another thousand years or so."

      I chuckled. "Well, by the time they emerge, even with my extended life, I might not be around to see it."

      Atlas smiled and rested his hand on my shoulder. "You never know, Zoey. By then, you might ascend. You could be one of the new gods."

      I laughed. "Well, my dad hasn't been able to do that. I'm not sure Reapers can anymore."

      Cronus tilted his head. "I think so. There's a spark of divinity within you, Zoey Grimm. You're more than even you know."

      Sienna chuckled. "Don’t tell her she's a goddess. Her head is big enough as it is!"

      I laughed. "I don't have a big head."

      Sienna smirked. "It's no bigger than your butt."

      "I have a bubble butt. It's not big!"

      Sienna chuckled. "Let's get out of here. I dig the sunlight, but Cerberus will get word to the gorgons."

      I snorted. "Hey, Cronus. There's a demon inside me or around us here somewhere. Any chance you can get rid of him for me?"

      Cronus tilted his head. "I can try."

      Cronus put his massive hands on either side of my head and narrowed his eyes. "I can remove him, but not without taking your abilities."

      I sighed. "All right. We'll find another way."

      When we stepped out of Egypt and back into the darkness, a tall, blonde woman I recognized was waiting for us.

      "Hello, Zoey."

      "Athena!"

      Cronus and Atlas clenched their fists.

      Athena raised her hand. "I'm not here to fight you. When you stopped Anubis and Ra, you freed me. I'm here to thank you."

      I bit my lip. "Thank me? Sorry, Athena. Your mouth is moving, but nothing but shit ever comes out of it."

      Athena smirked. "I suppose you have little reason to trust me. I've had a lot of time alone, ruling my personal Olympus. It gave me time to think about all I've done. I was a fool."

      Sienna snorted. "Ya think?"

      "I know you hold my father's power."

      I nodded. "Yeah, so?"

      "You have a lot more power than that, Zoey. There are things about what I did to make you what you are I've yet to reveal."

      I tilted my head. "What are you saying?"

      Athena tilted her head. "They're calling me."

      "Who is calling you?"

      "The Olympians. Someone is pulling me out of the void. I think it's your father, but he's using someone else's power. Yes, it's Tyche’s."

      "Why are they calling you?"

      Athena tilted her head. "I don't know. I'll be bound to Tyche's will. I do not intend to betray you again, Zoey. Still, my binding should assuage your worries that I would even if you don't believe me."

      Sienna narrowed her eyes. "If they're calling you, there must be a reason."

      Clarence started singing We are the Champions in my head.

      I snorted. "I think I know what it is. Clarence is with me. Based on what he's singing, my guess is Hades is making his move. They must need your power to stop him, Athena. They probably used all their power to keep Egyptians from breaking through the portal."

      Athena nodded. "I'll do what I can. I have a plan."

      "You have a plan?"

      Athena smiled. "Come quickly."

      Just before Athena disappeared, Koalemos showed up behind her. He put both index fingers in his mouth, then stuck them in Athena’s ears.

      “Wet Willie!”

      Athena snapped around with fury on her face. Before she could respond, the goddess disappeared in a flash of golden light. Koalemos ran into the darkness, giggling.

      Clarence changed his tune. He started singing Highway to Hell. Apropos, only we weren't going to Hades; we were going to Olympus. However, if Hades succeeded before we arrived, it would be no different than going to hell. He'd probably set off Hephaestus’ volcano and cover the entire place with molten lava and ash. Maybe he'd do worse than that.

      A tingle spread through my body. "They're awakening me."

      "I'll see you soon," Sienna replied. "Make sure they bring me back next."

      "You must protect my form," Atlas cautioned me. "They must not awaken me again. If they do, the prison we made will fail."

      I nodded. "I'll tell them when I arrive. Thank you, Atlas and Cronus. For everything."

      The two Titans smiled at me. It was the last thing I saw before light flashed around me. Then I was standing amid dozens of other statues in my apartment.
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      "Don't awaken Atlas!" I shouted as soon as I got my breath. "Bring Sienna back next!"

      Kevin pushed past the statues and hugged me. "You did it! Cerberus said the portal was shut."

      I nodded. "I can't go back with Clarence in my head. We need to send Sienna back. They've called and bound Athena to fight. I think Hades is attacking.”

      "He is," Clarence confirmed. "Ares is fighting alongside him. I believe Hades intends to allow Ares to rule Olympus as his proxy while he maintains his domain."

      I grunted. "We sent Ares to him. We gave him a fully empowered god as an ally."

      Another figure appeared from behind one of the statues. It was Morty. His scythe was ablaze as if it contained someone's soul.

      "Morty? What are you doing here?"

      My brother took a deep breath. His face was grim, which, given his occupation, was appropriate but out of character.

      "What's wrong? Where's Mom?"

      Morty hung his head. "That's what I was trying to tell you, Zoey. Mom was on the schedule. You've been gone for three weeks."

      "What do you mean she was on the schedule? No! That didn't happen. You can't be serious."

      "Mom is dead, Zoey."

      I fell to my knees. Clarence hummed Taps in my head. I clutched my hair as if I were trying to rip him out of me. It didn't work, and it hurt like hell. Tears welled in my eyes.

      "I didn't even get a chance to say goodbye. How did it happen?"

      Kevin approached me and placed his hand on my shoulder. "While you were gone, a new vampire showed up in the city. He led a group of other vampires, some old, some young, into the city and started turning people."

      "And Mom went to fight him?"

      Kevin nodded. "We all did. We failed, and your mom paid the ultimate price. She wouldn't let them turn her. She fell on her sword instead."

      "That was when I arrived," Morty added.

      "Why didn't you stop her!" I screamed.

      "She would have become a vampire otherwise," Kevin explained.

      "You know the schedule cannot be changed by a Reaper. Not even the Grim Reaper can alter it. If I hadn’t reaped her, she'd be left wandering."

      I rubbed my eyes. "Is that her in your scythe?"

      Morty nodded. "It is."

      "How long ago did this happen?"

      "Three days ago," Kevin said. "I'm sorry, Zoey. However, your mom had one request before she died."

      "What's that?" I asked.

      Delphine was standing against the wall. I'd hardly noticed her. "She wants to help exorcise Clarence."

      I bit my lip. "What will happen to her?"

      Delphine shook her head. "That depends. If she succeeds, she'll be fine."

      "I'll be able to take her to Olympus in my scythe."

      "What if she doesn't succeed?" I asked.

      "The demon will devour her soul." Delphine looked sad.

      I shook my head. "I can't let you do that."

      "It's what Mom wanted," Morty urged. "She made me promise before I reaped her."

      Kevin took my hands and helped me to my feet. "If anyone can kick that demon's ass, it's your mom. She's beaten Clarence before. She'll do it again."

      I clenched my fist. "What about the vampire in the city? What happened to him?"

      "He's still out there," Kevin said. "We're doing everything we can to slow him down, but he's more powerful than any vampire we've ever encountered."

      "Who is he?" I asked.

      "He hails from Romania. Calls himself Dracula."

      "Count Dracula? You've got to be shitting me! I thought he was a legend."

      Kevin shook his head. "He might be, but this vampire is very real. We won't stand a chance against him without you, Zoey. Your mom knew that. I think that's one reason she sacrificed herself. She wants to save you so you can stop him."

      "But first, you have to save Olympus," Morty reminded me. "You can't allow Hades to take over."

      I nodded. "All right. If this is what Mom wanted, as much as I hate it, let's do it."

      "I've got you." Kevin wrapped his arms around me.

      "Do it, Morty."

      Morty sliced his scythe through my body. A warm sensation spread through me, and my vision went blank.

      The heat turned to pain. Screams filled my head.

      Get out of my baby girl! Mom screamed.

      Clarence laughed. Never! She's the vessel. She will ensure my master's rise!

      Over my dead body, asshole!

      Too late for that, Clarence chuckled.

      My mom screamed in rage. I had never heard her so angry. Clarence's laughter turned to a screech.

      No! Clarence shouted.

      My stomach turned. I broke free of Kevin's grip and fell to the floor as a black cloud poured out of my mouth. Delphine had a crystal in her hand. She extended it into the cloud and pulled it into the crystal.

      He's gone, Zoey. I love you.

      "I love you too, Mom!" I cried.

      My mom's form stepped out of mine. Kevin helped me to my feet.

      "Be careful," my mom's ghost said. "The vampire is strong. I couldn't stop him."

      "Mom!" I cried. "We didn't have enough time!"

      "Tell Azrael I love him."

      "You can tell him yourself, Mom," Morty replied. "We're taking you to Olympus."

      I shook my head. "We won't leave her there to be tortured by Hades. I'm going with you. Don't leave Mom there until Olympus is secure."

      "You'd better get going," Kevin pressed.

      "Where are the gorgons?" I asked.

      Svetlana and Euryale stepped out of my bathroom, shawls covering their heads.

      I smirked. "Euryale, you've grown."

      The gorgon chuckled. "I have the body of a twelve-year-old now. I'm experiencing a lot of changes. I really wasn't looking forward to this part."

      Svetlana chuckled. "We have to get her a training bra."

      I grinned. "The daywalkers are human again, except Sienna. You can bring them back whenever you have the strength. Don't revive Atlas. He's keeping the Egyptian gods imprisoned in the void. We'll need to keep his statue safe."

      Svetlana nodded. "We'll find a good place for him in the apartment."

      I chuckled. "That'll be creepy. If we're successful, we can send him back to Morty's office."

      Morty chuckled. "I don't know. I mean, Carmilla paid a pretty penny for him at auction. I suppose she'd want him back. Still, you're right. It'll be creepy."

      I snorted. "What are you worried about? You think he'll be watching you while you and Carmilla do the dirty on Dad's desk?"

      "Zoey!"

      Kevin sighed. "I don't need to hear about that."

      "Me either!" my mom's ghost replied. "But I'm glad you're happy, Morty."

      "I am," Morty agreed. "She's perfect for me."

      My mom raised her translucent hand to Morty's cheek, then did the same to me. I didn't feel it since she was a ghost, but I sensed her love.

      "I'm ready." My mom nodded. Morty wiped a tear from his eye and swiped his scythe through her form. She disappeared, and his blade glowed with her presence.

      "Ready to send the devil back to hell?" Sienna asked.

      I nodded. "Absolutely."
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      Morty, Sienna, and I passed through the portal and entered my brother's office. Carmilla was dusting the shelves—in a maid's outfit.

      She scurried over and kissed Morty on the cheek. "Are you okay?"

      Morty nodded. "Everything went according to plan."

      Carmilla looked at me with pity in her eyes. "I'm so sorry about your mom."

      I nodded. "Thanks. It sucks. She saved me. Doesn't make it hurt any less, though."

      "Roy is expecting you at the River Styx. Where are the daywalkers?"

      "They won't be coming."

      Carmilla wiped her brow. "That's a relief. Roy was trying to figure out how to captain that cruise ship. It wasn't pretty."

      I smiled. "The three of us will fit in his boat just fine."

      "Are you sure it's safe, Morty-poo?"

      I snorted. "’Morty-poo?’"

      He sighed. "It's her pet name for me. I don't know why adding ‘poo’ to someone's name is supposed to be cute."

      Carmilla smirked. "Would you prefer ‘Morty-shitface?’"

      Morty chuckled. "No. Morty-poo is just fine."

      "Let's get going. Cerberus will meet us on Olympus. We might need his help."

      "Good. He can eat Hades whole like he did before."

      I chuckled. "He said the devil burned on the way out. Cerberus was scooting his ass on my rug for a week after that."

      "Still, better than letting Hades become king."

      I nodded. "Right. I think Hades learned his lesson last time. He'll be ready for that. I imagine getting eaten by a hellhound is a mistake you only make once."

      We made our way to the River Styx. Roy was waiting in his fishing boat with a line cast into the water.

      "Just you two?" Roy asked.

      "I'm coming along," Morty said. "I know it's customary to deliver reaped souls to you, but this is my mom. I'd like to take her to Olympus myself."

      Roy picked his teeth with a fishhook. "You're the boss, boss!"

      I glanced down the shore to see Dionysus' cruise ship beached and almost on its side. "What happened?"

      "I was practicing. Damn thing doesn't turn well and is hard to stop."

      I shook my head. "Well, it's a good thing we don't need it."

      Roy reeled in his line. He had a piranha on the hook.

      "Drat! Not again!"

      The fish chomped at Roy's fingers as he struggled to unhook it. He finally managed to free it and tossed the fish back into the river.

      "Not what you were going for?"

      "I was hoping for a trout. Lately, it's been those damn piranha nine times out of ten. Usually, the buggers just swarm around Hades. The last couple days, they've been everywhere."

      I sighed. "Maybe it’s a sign that Hades is expanding his power. We need to get to Olympus fast."

      "Hold on!" Roy said as he fired up his engine. He had enough horsepower that running upstream wasn't as slow as it was on Dionysus’ ship. When we arrived, the water off the shore was boiling. Streams of molten lava were everywhere. There was enough bare beach that we were able to go ashore.

      "Should I wait?" Roy asked.

      Morty shook his head. "You have souls to deliver. I don't want to set you any further behind schedule than you already are."

      Roy nodded. "Good luck, y'all."

      As we stood on the beach, it became clear that getting up the mountain wasn't going to be easy. Especially not if we encountered Hades and Ares on the way.

      "Cerberus, you around?" I asked.

      I waited for a few seconds, and he appeared. "Sorry. I had a cat bone in my throat."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You ate a cat? Where did it come from?"

      "From Hades! Didn't you know that's where cats go when they die? They love it there. It suits them. Hell for most. Heaven for them."

      "You went to Hades?"

      Cerberus nodded. "Trying to get my bearings. A lot of chaos everywhere. Hades has a ship of his own, and he's bringing demons this way as we speak. You'd best not linger on shore if you don't want to deal with them."

      I scratched my head. "I'm not sure where we can go. It looks like the top of the mountain is untouched."

      "It is," Cerberus said. "Dionysus still has some power. Aphrodite does, too. Most of the gods are tapped out from keeping the portal closed. It's just a matter of time before Ares and Hades overwhelm them. Wine will barely slow someone down when they’re climbing a hill, and love doesn't do much."

      Sienna snorted. "Maybe she can make Ares and Hades fall in love with the river or something."

      I chuckled. "I'm not going to bank on that. There's only one way up that mountain. Somehow, we're going to have to get past Ares to reach the castle."

      Sienna reached into her pocket and pulled out two Archeus crystals. The one we took from Dionysus was tapped out. The other one hadn't been used in months, but it was fully charged. "What if we make golems of ourselves?"

      "I like that," Morty agreed. "Send them after the gods. Maybe they'll pursue the golems and give you an opening."

      "We'll still have to move fast. It won't take long for a couple of gods with all their power to catch them and figure out what we did."

      "How is your Zeus lightning?" Morty asked.

      "I don't have much. I've had to rely on it to get to this point. I don't think I have enough juice to take out Ares or Hades. Athena said she had a plan. She's bound to Tyche, so I think we can trust her. Besides, it seems her time-out in the void gave her a different perspective."

      Morty shook his head. "I don't know. I still wouldn't take my eye off of her."

      "She's our best shot, even though I don't like it," I countered. "She has all her power as well. Let's just hope she can defend Olympus and thwart Hades and Ares."

      "If we're going to do this, we'd better get started. I don't know how soon those demons will come ashore, but I'd rather be long gone before they do."

      "I agree, Sienna. How quickly can you make our twins?"

      Sienna sighed. "They won't have much programming, so they won't be able to fight or anything. Still, give me five minutes, and I should be able to create a couple of golems that can run fast enough to give us a window to get past them."

      I watched the river, expecting the demons to appear at any moment.

      If Hades had a ship, it probably was not any more efficient at going against the current than Dionysus’ was. Still, it wouldn't take long. We had to get past Ares while we only had one villainous god to contend with.

      Sienna held the crystal in front of her face and whispered into it. As I understood it, there was a kind of programming language that allowed her to craft golems with certain skills and abilities. She was good, and she'd learned a lot. There was still much about the crystal that even Sienna didn't understand, but she had done well enough with it in the past to pull off our charade.

      Morty stood on the shore and looked downstream. "I don't get it. There's no sign of them."

      Cerberus huffed. "I'll go and see what I can find out. I can move between the realms, but I can't appear on the river. If they're on their way, I won't see them."

      "Maybe Roy has seen something. You might be able to catch him on the shore in Hades or the underworld."

      Cerberus nodded. "I'll see what I can find out."

      "Until then, we should count our blessings and get on with this," Sienna told us.

      "Are the golems ready?"

      "Almost. Zoey, I just need to capture your image. Focus your eyes on the crystal."

      I looked at the rock. It glowed blue in Sienna's hand, then a light burst from it, and I was standing beside me.

      "Perfect! Now it's my turn!"

      Sienna held the crystal in front of her face and stared at it as I had done. Her doppelganger formed next to her.

      "That's cool!" Morty exclaimed. "Will that work with anyone?"

      Sienna nodded. "Pretty much."

      "Could you make another Carmilla?"

      I snorted. "So you could have two Carmillas at the same time?"

      "What? Can't a guy have fantasies?"

      Sienna rolled her eyes. "Onward!"

      I laughed as the two golems headed up the trail. "You made the activation command 'Onward.'"

      Sienna shrugged. "It was all I could think of at the moment. Come on. We need to hide until Ares chases the golems off the trail."

      "Follow me. There's a forest to the right of the trail. It will give us cover. We'll see from there when Ares leaves the mountain."

      We ran to the edge of the forest and pushed through the brush into the trees. The forest was thick, as though no one had violated it in centuries. We had plenty of cover. A couple of minutes later, our golems ran back down the trail. Ares wasn't far behind. As soon as he was out of view, we jumped out of the trees and sprinted up the hill.

      It wasn't an easy trek, though the trail was mostly clear of lava. Mount Olympus blocked the worst of the explosion Hades had set off before he headed back to retrieve his minions. The eruption had created enough concussive force that it had replaced the boulders Tyche had removed after they’d thwarted Ares and his now-destroyed golem army. Piles of them made for American Ninja Warrior-grade obstacles, but we managed to navigate them, although they slowed us down. So far, though, Ares wasn't on our trail.

      We eventually made it to the castle. Dionysus was at the gates, and his eyes widened when he saw me.

      "She's here!"

      Athena, Tyche, and my dad ran out of the throne room.

      "Morty?" my dad asked. "What are you doing here?"

      Morty and I exchanged glances. "Dad, there's something you should know."

      "Mom is dead," I blurted. "Morty brought her soul here."

      My dad tilted his head. "Josephine died?"

      "I didn't want to leave her here until we knew it was safe."

      My dad turned around to hide his face. I'd never seen him cry. He turned back with red eyes. "How did she die?"

      "A vampire," I clarified. "Dracula."

      His eyes widened. "No. I thought he was dead."

      I shook my head. "He's undead. I intend to finish him off when we're done here."

      "We both do," Sienna added.

      "I'd love for you all to have a moment," Athena interjected. "But I have a plan."

      I bit my lip. "What's the plan?"

      "You're here now. You can use Zeus’ power to send Ares and Hades to the void."

      I sighed. "One problem with that. Zeus’ power is tapped out. I don't think Ares and Hades are going to wait around while I recharge."

      "We all need to recharge," Dionysus added.

      "Not true," Tyche stated. "Athena, how about you lend Zoey your power?"

      Athena pursed her lips. "That might work."

      "You can do that?" I asked.

      Athena nodded. "I can transfer some of my energy to Zeus’ crystal."

      I snorted. "It's not that I don't trust you, Athena, but I don't trust you."

      "She's bound to me," Tyche protested.

      "Right, but will transferring your power to Zeus’ crystal screw something up? Will it free you from Tyche's influence?"

      "No, it won't."

      I glared at Tyche. "Tell her the truth," Tyche ordered.

      "I did tell the truth. There are no tricks here. I told you in the void. I've changed. I'm not looking to rule unless you want to make me the queen."

      I smirked. "Nope, not going to happen."

      Athena shook her head. "If a fully empowered god was on the throne, we'd gain an advantage. Zeus didn't remain on the throne for so many centuries because lightning was the most powerful force among the gods. It was because as king, he had access to abilities that kept the other gods in check."

      Dionysus sighed. "He also had the respect of most of us."

      Athena rolled her eyes. "Respect only gets you so far. I'm not the only one who challenged my father's rule through the centuries. I'm just the first who managed to dethrone him, even if I haven't taken the throne myself."

      I clenched my fists. "Let me guess. If you were queen, you wouldn't be under Tyche's influence anymore. The other shoe has dropped, Athena. We need a fully empowered god to rule. You're the only one who hasn't spent her power. Fortunately for us, Tyche called you out on that. You could charge my scythe. Then, I could defeat Ares and Hades, and you'd be weakened like the rest of the Olympians."

      Cerberus appeared, sporting his Olympian head. He was panting as if he were out of breath, but he was a hellhound. He had unfathomable energy. I'd seen him run from Kansas City to New Orleans and back. He'd bounced between realms and returned hungry but never short of breath.

      "It's Hades."

      "Is he on his way here?" I asked.

      Cerberus nodded. "But he didn't come straight here. He made a detour to the underworld."

      Morty clenched his scythe. "I have to go there. I can make a portal and get there quickly. If Hades is there..."

      "He's not there," Cerberus said. "He only stopped there. He is on his way here. He dropped off four demons from his ship."

      "Still," Morty said, "if four demons are in the underworld, that's bound to be a problem."

      "They boarded Dionysus’ cruise ship, which is beached on the shore."

      "They what?" Dionysus asked. "That's bad. There's a portal in my ship. It leads to Earth."

      I sighed. "Damn it, Dionysus. Is that thing still active? After the last time the bad guys used it, I thought you'd get rid of it."

      Dionysus shook his head. "I thought I might need it to reach you quickly. Until you used it to transport the daywalkers back to Earth, I'd been guarding the ship myself. I didn't think there was any risk. Besides, what could Hades want on Earth? As far as I know, he hasn't gone there in thousands of years. It's never been his concern."

      Athena smirked. "Isn't it obvious? Hades is forcing you to choose, Zoey. Are you going to defend Olympus or go home and save your friends?"

      "My friends? You think he's sending his demons after my friends?"

      Athena shrugged. "That's what I would do if I were in his position. Then again, as I told you, there's a way you could go to Earth to fight them and also protect Olympus."

      I shook my head. "Even if I made you queen, I'd still need Zeus’ power to fight the demons."

      "If I were queen, I'd have power to spare. The ruler of Olympus possesses a double portion of power from the moment he or she sits on the throne. That's why Zeus was so strong as king."

      My dad grabbed my arm. "Honey, we need to talk about this."

      "I agree," Dionysus added. "Tyche, please join us. Before we proceed, we need the consent of as many Olympians as are available."

      "Where are the others, anyway?" I asked.

      "I can't say. Hephaestus returned to his forge to suppress the volcanic flames. Poseidon intended to guard the River Styx, but after he used his power to carry you on my cruise ship back to the underworld, he wasn't sure he could stop Hades or anyone else from moving between realms."

      "Take your time," Athena said. "The longer it takes you to decide, the more essential it is that I take the throne. Hades will be here soon, and Ares is approaching."
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      Tyche, Dionysus, Sienna, Morty, and my dad huddled outside the throne room.

      "I'm not sure who is more devious, Hades or Athena."

      Tyche shook her head. "Hades' move is a surprise. Athena has always had aspirations to rule. I cannot say whether she had a hand in arranging this conundrum in advance. I have no reason to believe she saw this coming."

      Dionysus grunted. "What she attempted to do disqualifies her regardless of her intentions now. The next king or queen of Olympus might reign for thousands of years. If Athena changed her mind about her intentions because of her time alone in the void, how long do you suppose it will take before she falls back into old habits?"

      I sighed. "If only the Titans had returned."

      "I agree," Tyche said. "You won’t find a god on Olympus who can rule without contest. There will always be some who oppose each of us. We need a single king or queen we can unite behind. Someone without conflicting interests among the other gods."

      I sighed. "What do you suggest I do? Go god-shopping in the void?"

      My dad shook his head. "I don't know if we have the time to spare. Morty can send you straight to Earth from here. He wields the power I once did. It's the prerogative of the Grim Reaper to travel from the otherworlds to Earth wherever he is needed. Even then, there’s no telling what you'd find, though. What if the demons have reached the gorgons?"

      "I could forge a portal to Earth from Olympus, but my return-trip portal could only bring her to the underworld. By the time she got back here, it might be too late. Ares is here, and Hades is coming with the devil only knows how many demons."

      "Here's a wild thought," Sienna offered. "Why can't you become king, Mister Grimm?"

      My dad laughed. "I'm not a god. I haven't ascended, and even if I had, I wouldn't be an Olympian. I'd be a lesser deity if a god at all. I'd be more like an angel."

      Dionysus smiled widely. "I think that is a fantastic idea."

      Tyche tilted her head. "Why haven't you ascended?"

      My dad shook his head. "I don’t know. I expected it would happen a long time ago, but then, with so much turmoil on Olympus and Zeus’ dethronement, I figured whichever god was responsible for ascending old Reapers like me was too occupied to make it happen."

      Dionysus pinched his chin. "That's not how it works. There isn't a god among us who initiates the ascension of semi-divine beings, any more than Hades initiates the conversion of vampires into demons."

      I snorted. "He turned Clarence into one."

      Dionysus shook his head. "Not exactly. Clarence was already dead. He'd endured as a golem for some time. Vampires and Reapers are not unalike in that both have a divine spark that grants them potential immortality or something close to it.

      “Reapers and vampires are also part-human. The spark can only preserve one's human component for so long. Eventually, even if it is thousands of years later, the humanity wanes and the divinity takes over. Few vampires reach that condition. Most get staked too soon.

      “Clarence was an exception because the body he inhabited after he returned wasn't human. He was already a demon before he made his bargain with Hades. All Hades did was remove him from the confinement of the golem."

      I tilted my head. "A demon can be put into a golem?"

      "It makes sense," Sienna added. "The Archeus crystals were intended to allow the gods to assume human flesh. If vampires and Reapers have a divine spark, why couldn't they inhabit golems?"

      "Precisely," Dionysus agreed. "You could use golems to trap the demons if you can lure them into bodies. They'll be looking for a way to materialize."

      "If the golems are inhabited, can the gorgons turn them to stone?" Sienna asked.

      Dionysus shrugged. "I don’t think so, but Athena can verify that. I'm not sure how willing she'd be to answer."

      Tyche shook her head. "I can make her answer it. I used my power to call her out of the void."

      I sighed. "That's fine, but we still have the problem of Ares and Hades approaching our position."

      Morty snorted. "This might sound dumb, but why hasn't Athena just taken the throne? She's in there pretty much alone right now."

      "Because I forbade it," Tyche explained. "Any god who is fully empowered and takes the seat can assume the throne."

      I scratched my head. We were still short on options. Making golems on Earth and trying to lure the demons into them might work, but I wasn't sure how we could convince a demon to possess what we wanted it to possess.

      They were going to Earth for only one reason—to get me away from Olympus. As long as I was there, if I had access to Zeus’ power, I could stop Ares or Hades from claiming the throne. They'd both used part of their power already. If a fully empowered god was necessary to take the throne, they'd have to defeat the other Olympians and hold their ground until their power returned before either could become king.

      I loved Morty's idea of making my dad king, but that wasn't going to happen until he ascended. Even then, there was no telling if he'd be fully empowered from the start. If that wasn't an option, my only choice was to allow Athena to recharge the crystal that contained Zeus’ essence and pick between defeating the gods are stopping the demons on Earth. Or, I could make Athena the queen of Olympus and hope she was benevolent and honest, allow her to recharge Zeus’ power after that, and go to Earth.

      If making Athena queen freed her of Tyche's influence, she might not restore Zeus’ power. With it, I could zap her back into the void even if she became queen.

      I took a deep breath. It was a long shot, but it was one worth taking. "Tyche, come with me. I want to ask Athena a couple of questions, and I need you to compel her to answer truthfully."

      Tyche and I approached Athena. She was standing in front of Zeus’ former throne, eyeing it with unmistakable desire in her eyes.

      "Are you ready to give me the throne?" Athena asked.

      "Not so fast. I have a couple of questions."

      "You will answer her truthfully," Tyche directed.

      Athena narrowed her eyes. "I suppose I don't have a choice."

      I paced in front of Athena. "You know more about Reapers than the other gods. It's how you were able to manipulate me, invest me with a crystal as a child, and give me my unique abilities."

      Athena nodded. "I do."

      "Why hasn't my dad ascended yet?"

      "He did. Well, he started to, at least."

      I tilted my head. "I don't recall anything that resembled ascension happening to him."

      "Of course you wouldn't," Athena said. "You were barely a day old at the time."

      I snorted. "Excuse me?"

      "I don't know what she's talking about," Dad interrupted.

      Athena laughed. "Azrael, you knew you were close to ascending the day the twins were born."

      "Sure, relatively speaking. That was why it was essential I have an heir."

      "You begged me, did you not, to preserve you long enough to see your children come of age?"

      He sighed. "I did. Any parent would hope to live long enough to see their children enter adulthood. What does that have to do with my ascension?"

      Athena grinned widely. "Tell me, Azrael, where does a Reaper go after he ascends?"

      "To Olympus."

      Athena nodded. "Had I not intervened, you would have ascended days after your children were born."

      "How can you know that for certain?" Azrael asked.

      "It started the first time you held Zoey. Ascension isn't an instant thing. It's a process, like a metamorphosis. After the first of your divine essence leaves, the rest follows. All I had to do was trap your essence in a crystal."

      I raised my eyebrow. "In a crystal? You still have it, then?"

      Athena shook her head. "You do, Zoey. I made you what you are from your father's ascending essence. It's why your original crystal, the one I embedded in your body as a child, sends those you reap to Olympus. That was where your father's essence was going."

      "So, if I give my dad the crystal, does he ascend?"

      "Nope."

      "Is there a way I can help him ascend?"

      Athena winced. "Yep."

      "Are you going to tell me how to do it?"

      Athena snorted. "Not if I can help it."

      "Tell her how to help Azrael ascend," Tyche demanded.

      Athena sighed. "You have to reap him with his crystal in place."

      I narrowed my eyes. "You made me what I am with that crystal. How will reaping my dad affect me?"

      Athena smirked. "I imagine you'll go through a period of self-loathing and denial. You'll probably need therapy. Patricide really screws with the mind."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Not what I mean. How will it affect what I can do?"

      Athena clenched her fist. "It won't change you. Your natural Reaper abilities developed alongside the crystal. You can't change those. You'll always be able to reap supernaturals."

      "But I won't be able to reap them to Olympus anymore."

      Athena nodded. "That's right."

      "It won't change her in any other way?" Sienna asked, coming up behind me.

      "I don't have to answer you."

      "Answer the question," Tyche ordered.

      Athena sighed. "It shouldn't hurt Zoey in any way."

      "Thanks, Athena. You've been very helpful." I walked back to Dionysus and my dad.

      Athena called after me, "He's not suited for it, you know."

      I stopped in my tracks. "What do you mean?"

      "He has no experience as a god. He's not an Olympian. How can someone barely turned into a god suddenly become the king of the gods?"

      "I suppose you think you have the experience to become queen of Olympus?"

      Athena nodded. "I do."

      I winced. "Not the kind of experience I'm looking for. I'm sorry to inform you, Athena, but after examining everyone's résumé and conducting the necessary interviews, we've determined another candidate was a better fit for the job. Still, I encourage you to apply for any other future opportunities that might become available in the company."

      Athena furrowed her brow. "In the company?"

      I smirked. "You know what I mean."

      "He's an outsider!"

      I nodded. "That's what makes him the best candidate for the job."
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      "Are you sure you want to do this?"

      My dad took a deep breath and looked out over Olympus. He laughed under his breath.

      "I have mixed feelings about it, to be honest. I've ruled the underworld for centuries. Ruling Olympus is like moving up from running a small business in the middle of nowhere in Nebraska to becoming the CEO of a Fortune 500 Company."

      I chuckled. "I can see the parallels. You're leaving a family-oriented job. People respected you for who you were, not the position you held, and you had a single though daunting task to manage. Now it's like you're being told to lead sharks."

      My dad chuckled. "And I'm but a guppy."

      I shook my head. "Don't sell yourself short, Dad. Dionysus and Tyche respect you. I'm sure a lot of the other Olympians feel the same way."

      He grinned. "On the other hand, it sure beats playing strip poker with little old lady Reapers at the Satyrs’ Club."

      I smirked. "Or playing strip solitaire."

      My dad winced. "Morty wasn't supposed to tell you about that."

      I chuckled. "You were lonely. You were bored. And let's face it, Dad. You've always been weird."

      My dad bellowed a laugh. "The apple doesn't fall far from the tree, dear."

      "You're right. Morty is weird, too."

      My dad grinned. "And I know even if she's only here in spirit, your mother is here as well."

      I nodded. "That's true."

      "I never had a chance to thank you and your brother for bringing me to Earth. It was only a few short months, but it was a dream come true to be with your mother again. I just wish it hadn't ended so soon."

      I rested my hand on his back. "How did you do it?"

      "Do what?"

      "Stay in love with Mom all those years when you always believed it was impossible to be together?"

      My dad took a deep breath and released it. "I tried to get over her. I absorbed myself in my work. Too much so, to the detriment of you and your brother."

      "It's okay, Dad. We understood that you had an important job to do."

      My dad shook his head. "Nothing is more important than family, Zoey. "

      "Not even ruling a realm responsible for the eternal destiny of every human soul?"

      My dad laughed. "Not even that. I know it doesn't add up. There's not a rational way to explain why it's the case. But if family isn't first, if you don't prioritize the people you love, nothing else you do will matter as much as you think it does."

      "I wish I had the time for that. Lately, it's been Zoey who needs to save the world here and prevent the rise of demons there. One thing after the other, with world-altering consequences."

      He nodded. "Do you love Kevin?"

      I giggled. "I do."

      "Then make me one promise. After this is done, after you've avenged your mother and things have quieted down, you'll spend time with him. Just the two of you with no mission, no reapings, no stakings. I want to make sure that the world you keep saving is one you can be happy in."

      "What if another vampire shows up? What if people's lives are on the line?"

      My dad chuckled. "There are always new monsters and threats. Sienna is quite capable, you know. You could let her fill your shoes for a few weeks. She'll be fine."

      "But what if she gets hurt and I'm not there?"

      He shook his head. "There are always what-ifs, Zoey. You can't live your life being afraid of the worst-case scenario coming true. Live your life in the way that makes you the happiest. Do what you can when you can to help the people you care about, but don't lose yourself in the process."

      I smiled. "All right. But you know, Dad, if you're going to be the new king of Olympus, it's not like this is the last time we'll see each other."

      My dad grinned. "You're right. I'll always be no more than a portal and a boat ride away."

      I snorted. "One more thing, Dad."

      "What's that, honey?"

      "Will being the king make you happy?"

      He sighed. "It's going to be a while before I learn how to be happy again, Zoey. Your mother gave me happiness. I'll sense her presence here with me, I'm sure, but it won't be the same.

      “Don't worry about me, though. I've lived long enough to know that time heals most wounds. I'll find a way to be happy again."

      We looked out over Olympus together. From the heights of the castle, we could see everything—including the black-sailed ship making its way against the current to the shore.

      "We'd better do this now."

      My dad nodded and took my hand, and we walked back into the throne room. He hugged Morty and me, then stood in the middle of the room. Athena turned around. She didn't agree with this, and it was the final blow to her attempt to seize the throne.

      I touched the sigil on my wrist and ensured the proper crystal was in place when my scythe appeared. There was a symmetry to it in an odd and twisted way. Morty had reaped our mom. I was going to reap our dad.

      If I used the original crystal in my scythe on Olympus, it sent the person I reaped to Earth. If Athena was correct, and Tyche's compulsion ensured that she believed she was, it would have a different effect on my dad. The power in that crystal was part of him. It belonged to him.

      I swiped my scythe across my dad's body, but he didn't disappear. The resulting glow settled in his frame. His aged skin tightened, and his gray hair left his head. He was young again. He looked no older than me. His skin had a golden hue and was devoid of blemishes. His hair was long, blond, and curly. His eyes were like stars. His scythe formed in his hand, but it was different. The blade was formed of gold, and it was long and sleek.

      "The throne is yours," I stated.

      He looked at me and smiled. As much as he had changed, the warmth and comfort I had felt when he smiled at me when I was a little girl remained. Azrael approached the throne.

      When he sat down, a power like yellow lightning coursed through the marble before it shot through the atrium above the throne room.

      Dionysus gasped. "My power returns!"

      "Mine, too!" Tyche giggled.

      A tingle spread from my scythe into my wrist. I reached into my pocket and grabbed Zeus’ crystal. It was fully charged.

      "All hail Azrael!" Dionysus shouted. "King of the Olympians!"

      "Hail!" Tyche echoed.

      Athena remained silent.

      My dad stood and raised his scythe. "I summon all Olympians to your thrones."

      His voice echoed like thunder. The floor shook.

      The other Olympians appeared one by one on their thrones. I knew some of them: Poseidon, Aphrodite, Hephaestus, and Dionysus.

      Athena took a step toward her throne. My dad raised his hand. "That throne no longer belongs to you. Tyche, take her place."

      Tyche gasped. "Thank you, Your Highness!"

      My dad smiled as Tyche took her seat. Athena huffed and stomped out the door.

      "Wait," my dad called. "Where do you think you're going?"

      Athena spun. "I'm not an Olympian."

      "Three thrones remain vacant."

      "The one beside you belongs to Hera," Dionysus said. "The others belong to Hades and Ares, respectively."

      "Where is Hera?" my father asked.

      "No one knows," Aphrodite said. "We believe she remained on Earth after Zeus’ sacrifice."

      My father nodded. "Athena, approach my throne."

      Athena paused for a moment, then took a few steps toward my father. She kneeled in front of him.

      "Stand up, Athena. I'm here to lead, not to be worshipped."

      Athena stood, tilted her head, and furrowed her brow. "I don't understand. Are you going to send me back to the void?"

      "Is that what you want?" my father asked.

      Athena shook her head. "Please. I don't want to go back there."

      "Two thrones remain vacant. Hades still approaches with Ares at his side. Seize them and bring them to me, and one of those two thrones shall become yours."

      "Would you like me to go with her?" I asked.

      Dad shook his head. "She must do this alone. You must return to Earth and stop Hades' demons." He stood up and put his hand on my shoulder. "You have everything you need. Use Zeus’ power wisely."

      I nodded. "I will."

      He turned to Morty. "You are officially the Grim Reaper."

      "Should I release Mom now?"

      Azrael shook his head. "Go with your sister. My Josephine saved her from a demon once before. She might be needed again. She would haunt me eternally if I didn't give her a chance to fight this last time."

      I chuckled. "That sounds like Mom."

      My dad hugged me and kissed me on the cheek. "Please return when you've finished off the demons. And if you would, gather my things from Josephine's place. There's a small box under my bed I'd like to keep."

      I nodded. "I'll do that."

      "I'd say Godspeed, honey. Should I now say my speed?"

      I laughed. "That sounds weird but sure."

      "You have all the Grim Reaper's powers, Morty. You can make a portal from here straight to Zoey's apartment. You'd best hurry."

      Morty summoned his scythe and traced a circle in the air. A golden portal like the one in Morty's office appeared.

      Sienna, Morty, and I stepped through it and returned to my apartment.
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      All I had to do was track down a few demons and zap them with Zeus’ lightning. Given what I'd faced before, the task didn't seem daunting, but when you're dealing with demons, you can't be too careful. They're insidious and crafty buggers.

      I also didn't want to end up possessed again. I didn't know what demons we were dealing with, but I imagined they wouldn't be as tame or as weak as Clarence. He'd only been a demon for five minutes before he possessed me, and he had been headache enough.

      The apartment was empty. All the statues were gone except Atlas’. The gorgons must have finished their work and sent the former daywalkers off to resume their human lives. I half-expected my mom to be there waiting for me as she often was when I returned from a trip to the otherworlds. Of course, she wasn't.

      She was dead, her soul still in Morty's scythe. At the very least, I thought the gorgons would be there, plus maybe Delphine, and Kevin if he wasn't working.

      I checked my phone. It was dead. Any time I crossed realms, that happened. I never remembered to put it in airplane mode before I left. The phone spent all its energy trying to find a signal, which drained the battery faster than a funnel at a frat party.

      The charger was next to my bed. I plugged my phone in and gave it a second to get an initial charge before I powered it up.

      Sienna's phone was dead, too. She took her phone to her room to do the same thing.

      When my phone turned on, I checked my messages. Nothing showed up. I stared at it for a few seconds. Sometimes it took a minute for the messages that had been sent to come through, but still nothing. I left my phone on the charger and went back into the living room.

      Morty was looking through my fridge. I couldn't blame him. I was hungry, too. Sienna stepped out of her room a few minutes later.

      "Anything?" I asked.

      "No messages. I don't see a note on the table, either."

      I scratched my head. "That's strange. They knew we'd come back. I can't imagine they'd all depart without leaving a message."

      Morty grabbed a half-eaten sandwich and took a bite.

      "Hey!" I protested. "I was going to finish that."

      Morty shrugged. "Not anymore."

      Sienna plopped down on the couch. "If you were a demon who had come to Earth for the first time, where would you go?"

      I went into the kitchen and, avoiding the fridge since I didn't have much in there that wouldn't require preparation, grabbed a bag of potato chips from the pantry. "I don't know. It depends on the demon, I suppose. Belphie is a sloth demon. He'd probably find the closest couch or bed and sit there for a good while procrastinating before performing whatever mission Hades sent him for."

      "We don't know that Belphegor came," Sienna countered. "Do you know any other demons?"

      I shook my head and popped a chip into my mouth. "No. I can't say I spend a lot of time hanging out with their sort. I hear they're a bad influence."

      Sienna crossed her legs and pinched her chin. "Let's assume for a moment that we were right. Hades sent his demons here to get you out of Olympus. What would he have them do to distract you?"

      I winced. "Probably go after the people I cared about. I really hope that is not the case. If they're possessing people, I'm not sure how I can use my lightning without sending both the demon and the person to the void."

      There was a knock on the door.

      I opened it. Kevin was there. Cerberus was at his side. "Cerberus found me. I came as soon as I heard you were on your way back."

      I wrapped my arms around my boyfriend and gave him a quick peck. "I'm glad you're here. I was worried."

      Kevin nodded. "You have reason to be. Cerberus told me about the demons. It explains a lot."

      "What do you mean?"

      Kevin shook his head. "That vampire, Dracula? I think they went to him."

      I was confused. "Why would they go to a vampire?"

      "Maybe he summoned them," Morty suggested.

      "I don't think if that vampire summoned the demons, Hades would take a break from his routine to deliver them to a portal. Now that I think about it, I don't think Hades has to use a portal to send a demon to Earth. When Clarence came back to possess me, I didn't find any portals nearby."

      "That doesn't mean there wasn’t one," Kevin countered.

      I narrowed my eyes. "It was a distraction. Hades used that portal to send the demons to Earth because he wanted us to know they were here. He must've realized that Roy or Cerberus or one of the Reapers delivering souls to the Boatman would see them and word would get to us."

      Sienna bit her thumb. "That doesn't explain why they might be with Dracula."

      "Are you sure the demons are with the vampire, Kevin?"

      Kevin sighed. "Let me put it this way. When we learned that Dracula was here, your mother did some research. Delphine and the gorgons are there now, trying to sort out what it all meant. I've been coming and going. It's a real shitshow out there right now, with Dracula's vampires raising hell now that the sun has set."

      "Well, if it means anything, now that Dad is the king of Olympus, it's safe to start staking vampires to Hades again."

      Kevin nodded. "That's good to know. Anyway, back to the demons. According to what your mom found out, Dracula had an obsession with four demons in particular."

      "Which demons were they?"

      Kevin winced. "I don't remember. Sorry, a lot has gone on, and it wasn't a detail that stuck with me at the time. Still, if four demons were sent here by Hades, it's a strange coincidence that it aligns with what your mom's books had to say about Dracula."

      "It's a lead, if nothing else. Let's meet everyone at Mom's place and see what we can learn."
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      Mom had lived in a suburb not far from the city. It was a straight shot east on Interstate 70. Depending on the time of day, we could get there in thirty minutes. Traffic could double the time. Thankfully, it was late enough we made it without encountering any traffic jams.

      We arrived and went inside. Svetlana was at the kitchen table, poring over several dusty books.

      "Good, you're back!"

      "Find anything?" Kevin asked.

      "Several passages that Josephine bookmarked. It's interesting, but I'm still not sure what to make of it."

      "Where are Delphine and Euryale?" I asked.

      Svetlana gestured at the kitchen, which was only separated from the table by a counter with bar stools. I walked in and found Euryale sitting cross-legged on the floor, digging into a bag of cheese balls.

      "Hey there, Euryale. Why are you hiding?"

      "Is it wrong to raid a dead woman's pantry? I mean, it's not like she's going to eat these."

      I rubbed my brow.

      "Sorry, Zoey. That wasn't sensitive. I've never been good with appropriate feelings."

      A grin formed at the corner of my mouth. "I think my mom would be happy her cheese balls aren't going stale."

      "What about Delphine?" Sienna asked.

      Euryale sucked cheese dust off her fingers. "She's in your mom's bedroom, talking to dead people. Not your mom. Sorry. My lips keep moving, and stupid things keep coming out."

      Euryale grabbed more cheese balls.

      I narrowed my eyes. "You sucked off your fingers, then went back in the bag for more?"

      Euryale looked up at me with her mouth full. She held out the bag. "Wan’ fome?"

      I winced. "I'll pass. Enjoy."

      Morty and Sienna followed me to my mom's room. Delphine was sitting on the edge of the bed with her eyes closed.

      I tiptoed over to her. "Ooga-booga!"

      Delphine screamed, then looked at me and laughed. "Don't ever do that again! I was trying to get in touch with some ancient spirits. It's very hard."

      "Apologies," I replied. "Any leads on the demons, and any potential connection to Dracula?"

      Delphine shook her head. "Not yet."

      A copy of the collected works of Edgar Allen Poe sat on one nightstand. It had to be my dad's. He had been a Poe groupie since he had personally reaped the author. I remembered that my dad wanted me to grab a few of his things, so I checked under the bed and found a cigar box.

      When I opened it, I found photographs from when he and my mom were first dating. They both looked younger. My mom looked a lot like me but with blonde hair. Dad was wearing a jean jacket and reflective sunglasses. That was the first photo.

      When I flipped through the rest, they didn't get any better. Then, I saw a photograph of both of them looking a few years older. They were holding baby me and baby Morty.

      "Aw! Morty, come check this out."

      Morty stepped to the bed and looked over my shoulder. "Oh, my God. That's us! I've never seen any baby pictures of us."

      I chuckled. "Me neither. We were cute babies, weren't we?"

      "They look so happy. I've never seen Dad with such a wide smile."

      I scratched my head. "I have a thought. This is either the worst idea I've ever had or the best. Wouldn't you say Dad looked about that age again when he transformed?"

      Morty nodded. "It's weird, you know? He's how many thousands of years old, and he started aging then."

      I smiled. "You didn't pay attention back at the Reaper Academy, did you?"

      "Not really."

      "The Grim Reaper stays the age he was when he assumed the mantle until he nears ascension. That must've been how Dad knew it was coming. He started aging."

      Morty nodded. "So, he found love and had us."

      "I understand he didn't expect to fall in love. Mom told me he originally approached her with a cash offer."

      Morty laughed. "He seriously found a girl he was attracted to, namely Mom, and offered to pay her to have babies?"

      "You should hear Mom tell the story. You'd think she'd take it as an insult. You know, like he was treating her like a prostitute. She thought it was a joke, a cheap pick-up line, and agreed to another date. The rest is history."

      "What was your idea?"

      I glanced at Sienna. "Do you still have the Archeus crystals?"

      Sienna reached into her pocket and pulled them out. "I know what you're thinking, Zoey. Are you sure this is a good idea?"

      Morty tilted his head. "What are you thinking, Zoey?"

      I handed Sienna the photograph. "Make a new body for Mom. Make her look like she did in that photo."

      Morty grabbed my arm. "You want to bring Mom back?"

      I shrugged. "It worked for Roy."

      "It's not a bad idea," Delphine agreed. "She was on to something with Dracula. She could help us sort this stuff out."

      Morty tilted his head. "What if you get possessed again? Dad wanted us to bring Mom here so she could exorcise the demon again if it came to that."

      "It won't be a problem," Delphine replied. "Like Roy, your mother would technically still be a ghost. She'd just have a body."

      I smiled. "And Mom and Dad could be together again."

      Morty chuckled. "Have you been hanging out with Aphrodite in your spare time?"

      I shook my head. "This isn't her work. Mom and Dad made their own love. This is the least we can do for them."

      Sienna cleared her throat. "Provided we take care of the demons and get back to Olympus in one piece."

      "I really don't see a downside." I handed Sienna the photograph. "Can you make the golem?"

      Sienna nodded. "I can. Ares’ crystal is fully charged. What say we borrow some of his fighting protocols and give them to your mom? You know, as a resurrection gift, if that's a thing."

      "Is it a thing?" Morty asked. "I'll have to check the etiquette handbook for celebrating someone's return from the dead."

      Delphine stood up and put her hand on Sienna's shoulder. "If there aren't any side-effects to bolstering her already proficient fighting skills, it could come in handy when she faces off with the vampire who killed her."

      I nodded. "If we're right and Dracula has teamed up with demons, we could use any advantage we can get."

      Sienna focused on the photograph. "I don't want to screw this up. If you don't mind, I could use a little quiet to make sure I have this golem programmed perfectly."

      "What could you screw up?" Morty asked.

      Sienna grinned. "A lot of things. Apart from not getting her appearance right, I could inadvertently cause a chronic condition."

      I raised an eyebrow. "A chronic condition? You mean like acne or IBS?"

      Sienna chuckled. "We're dealing with golems. I was thinking more like limbs falling off or left-over programming from Ares meant to attack a certain supernatural Reaper."

      I bit my lip. "Yeah, that would be a problem. How much time do you need?"

      "I don't know. Thirty minutes?"

      "Thirty minutes? When you made our doppelgangers, it only took five."

      "They weren't the most formidable golems, Zoey. A golem meant to house a person's soul is a lot more complex. It has to be able to adapt to her will and have enough fortitude to withstand the turmoil of human emotions. And other things."

      I tilted my head. "Other things?"

      "Look, if your mom is going to make love to a god, the king of Olympus, her body needs to be able to take a pounding."

      My eyes widened. "Enough said!"

      "I thought some extra flexibility might come in handy, too."

      "I've heard enough, too," Morty plugged his ears with his fingers.

      I grabbed Morty's arm and pulled him out of the room with me. "Thirty minutes?"

      Sienna giggled. "Give or take. You know, since she'll need to be able to give it and take it with your dad."

      I stared at Sienna blankly for a few seconds before sprinting out of the room with Morty. "I think I'm scarred for life."
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      Delphine followed Morty and me downstairs. Svetlana was still digging into Mom's old books. Euryale was still pigging out in the kitchen.

      "You might want to slow down on the junk food, champ."

      Euryale looked at me with a mouth full of Cheez-Its. "I'm a growing girl!"

      Delphine grinned. "Josephine will be back in the land of the living soon. She might like to have a bite to eat. Save some for her."

      "She what?" Svetlana looked up from the book she was examining.

      I nodded and smiled. "We're making my mom a shiny new body."

      Svetlana chuckled. The snakes under her shawl were slithering more than usual. She took a sip from a mug. "Good, because no matter how much coffee I drink, I can't make a lick of sense out of any of this."

      I stepped up behind Svetlana and looked at the book she was reading. "Is that a Bible?"

      Svetlana nodded. "For some reason, your mother bookmarked and highlighted these passages in the back about the Four Horsemen."

      I huffed. "The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse?"

      Svetlana nodded. "This passage about the rider on a pale horse is highlighted in pink, starred in the margin, and has a few words underlined."

      I leaned in and read the highlighted passage out loud. "Behold, a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him. And power was given unto them over the fourth part of the earth, to kill with sword, and with hunger, and with death, and with the beasts of the earth."

      Svetlana nodded. "The word ‘death’ is underlined twice."

      "The second time makes no sense. To kill with sword? All right; that's sensible. To kill with hunger? Yeah, that happens. People die of starvation. But to kill with death? That's repetitive. It's like breathing with breaths, speaking with speech, or punching with punches."

      Svetlana shrugged. "The mention of Hades there is interesting, though, isn't it?"

      Morty grabbed the book from the table. "Let me see that. I'm more concerned about the mention of someone named Death. That's one title for the Grim Reaper, is it not? What if the second mention of the word death should have been capitalized in the translation like the first."

      I snorted. "You wouldn't kill people, Morty. You reap, but you don't kill. You help people who are moving on. There's a huge difference."

      "Mom probably thought it referred to Dad. What she didn't realize was that you were going to help Dad ascend and become the king of Olympus, and I would be Death."

      I shrugged. "It's the Bible. I know a lot of people believe in it, but I've never met the deity it talks about. Not on Olympus, not in the void."

      Svetlana chuckled. "What is the void? Do you know?"

      "According to the Olympians, it's a prison."

      "Very few people in the world still revere the Greek deities, Zoey."

      I laughed. "I know that."

      "Where do you suppose the souls you harvest who are delivered to Olympus go? You don't see them. The place isn't swarming with ghosts."

      I scratched my head. "I don't know. I figured they floated around in bliss, maybe in an astral form I can't see when I'm there."

      "What if someone dedicated their lives to the Egyptian gods? Could they not have the eternity they hoped for?"

      I rolled my eyes. "Probably not since the Egyptian gods devour people's souls, and they are trapped in the void."

      "You call it ‘devouring the soul.’ Don't many religions teach unity with the divine? How is that any different?"

      "Anubis tried to tell me that back when we were fighting it out on Olympus."

      "Tell me, Zoey. You were trained as a Reaper. What is a Reaper supposed to tell someone who has a vision of the afterlife that accords with their religion? If someone is a Christian, or a Muslim, or a Hindu, or whatever, do you correct them and tell them the Greek gods are real?"

      "Of course not," I replied. "We are supposed to guide them into their view of the life beyond."

      "Why do you think there's a portal to the void on Mount Olympus?"

      "So the Olympians can lock away nasty gods like Anubis and Ra."

      "Maybe it functions like that for the gods. But when a soul is delivered to its eternal ever after, the portal allows them to find the eternity defined by the god of their understanding. When you traverse the River Styx, that place appears to you as Olympus because, as Reapers, that's what you know. Humans have always sought a power greater than them. They've always looked for a god or gods to revere."

      "But how can some believe in one god and others in many?"

      "Divinity is both singular and plural. For the Greeks, the many Olympians represented aspects of divinity that, for the Hebrews, were in one god: Yahweh. Those who seek the truth will find true godhood. Those who seek gods who will do their bidding—idols meant to further mortal goals—will likely find devils or demons masquerading as gods."

      "So, it is possible that some worship false gods. Not all beliefs are a path to the truth."

      "Anyone can worship anything they like, Zoey. To be on a path to the truth, one has to be looking for the truth. If one seeks power, or prestige, or a god who will tell them what they want to hear, they will also find what they seek."

      Morty scratched his head. "Talk about a mind-fuck."

      I snickered. "I'm beginning to think that's the point."

      Svetlana laughed. "I've lived for centuries as a monster. True divinity is a mystery since it transcends our comprehension. It's also why divinity gives us hope. In a world where things do not always make sense, it's a comfort to know there is something greater that loves us."

      Morty sighed. "No offense, Svetlana. That is very sage-like and wise. If that means I'm going to ride a pale horse with Hades and bring destruction to the world, I'm not sure I can find a lot of hope in that."

      Svetlana laughed. "This book called Revelation is full of metaphors and images that don't make a lick of sense to me. It does look like the good guys win in the end, though."

      "I did it! I did it! Come look!"

      I looked toward the stairs and saw Sienna with the widest smile she'd ever sported splitting her face. Her fangs were in full view. "The golem is ready?"

      "She's perfect! Come look. If you're happy, and I think you will be, we’ll bring your mom back from the dead."

      I did my best to match Sienna's smile. "Nothing like a mind-twisting discussion about cryptic apocalyptic prophecies to put someone in the mood for a resurrection."
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      The golem looked just like my mom in the picture. It was going to be weird to have a mom who looked my age, but when you were resurrecting someone, weirdness was par for the course.

      "She's beautiful!" I exclaimed.

      Morty chuckled. "She looks like you. Well, technically, you look like her. No wonder you think she's beautiful."

      I frowned. "That's not what I meant, Morty. Sienna, you've really outdone yourself."

      She grinned. "I know. Plus, she knows kung fu, Taekwondo, and whatever other fighting techniques Ares programmed into his golems. Your mom kicked ass before. Now, she's going to kick major ass."

      I pinched my chin. "That's good. Demons have major asses. Or, they are major asses. Either way, they need a good kicking."

      Morty summoned his scythe, still aglow with my mom's soul, and swiped it through the golem. My mom gasped, raised her hands, and touched her face.

      "I'm alive!"

      Sienna spread her arms. "She's alive! Alive! Muahahaha!"

      Mom smiled and looked around. "Zoey? Morty?"

      "It's us, Mom!"

      She laughed. "I should have known you'd do something like this."

      Sienna grabbed her hand and led her to a large mirror mounted on the dresser. "What do you think?"

      "Holy shit. I'm hot again!"

      "Definitely!" Morty exclaimed.

      I raised an eyebrow. "Seriously?"

      "Oh, my God! I didn't mean to agree with you. I mean, it's not that you're not hot, Mom. But you know, I'm your son. I didn't mean for it to be weird. It's just that you're right. You're young and hot. There goes my stupid mouth again."

      My mom rolled her eyes. "I know what you meant, son. Zoey, did you handle the situation on Olympus?"

      I nodded. "I did. Long story. We'll fill you in on the details. On the other hand, Hades sent four demons to Earth."

      My mom nodded. "They're with Dracula."

      I rolled my head on my neck. "That is the working theory. How did you know?"

      "It's in my books."

      "Svetlana is downstairs, trying to sort it all out. She's fixated on a passage from Revelation."

      My mom nodded. "Dracula has a long history of attempting to insert himself into apocalyptic prophecies. He's deranged but incredibly powerful, which is a nasty combination. He believes he's the Fourth Horseman."

      "The pale horse?"

      "The horse part, I'm guessing he's taking as a metaphor. The pale part? Well, that's literal. You know, since he's a vampire."

      Morty sighed. "And the part about Death?"

      "Yeah, that's about your father."

      I shook my head. "It's not Dad. He’s not the Grim Reaper anymore."

      My mom furrowed her brow. "You mean, he..."

      I nodded. "He ascended. I made him the king of Olympus."

      My mom laughed. "That's wonderful! I mean, not the part about Morty being Death. That might complicate things, but at least we know what he intends to do. We can use that to our advantage."

      "You mean the whole killing people by hunger and by death thing?"

      My mom nodded. "He intends to use the Grim Reaper to harvest souls, I suspect."

      Morty shook his head. "He can't make me do that. Even if he has demons, he can't possess me. Reapers can't be possessed by demons."

      I winced. "Speak for yourself."

      Svetlana tilted her head. "What about the killing by swords and killing by beasts part?

      Mom shook her head. "Dracula apparently has a taste for variety on his murder palate. Those things could have a dozen different meanings. Dracula isn't only a vampire. He's also a sorcerer."

      I furrowed my brow. "A sorcerer? Haven't encountered many of those."

      Mom nodded. "That's because most sorcerers are human. Since you only reap supernaturals, they aren't your typical customers."

      "I'm still concerned about the partnership with demons," Delphine inserted. "We need a better way to protect you, Zoey. Your mother handled Clarence, but he was a young demon."

      "He was also only one demon, and it took a healthy dose of Momma Bear rage to deal with him."

      "Exorcising demons is tricky," Delphine agreed. "From what I've learned from the spirits, some of whom have encountered wandering demons during their time as ghosts, the better option is to protect yourself from possession to begin with."

      I shrugged. "No offense Delphine, but duh. If I knew how to do that, I would."

      "You are more vulnerable than most, Zoey, because ironically, what makes you unique and able to defeat a demon is also your weakness."

      "Right. Because I'm a Reaper of supernaturals, I can kill demons, but because I'm only half-human, I'm more susceptible to possession since demons typically can't possess intact human souls."

      "Not unless a person is vulnerable or invites a demon in. Reapers cannot typically be possessed because they can harness human souls. Vampires cannot be possessed because they feed on human life. What makes you vulnerable is not your half-humanity, Zoey. It's your Reaper side, the part of you that has never harvested a human soul."

      "What are you suggesting?" my mother asked.

      "If the four of you are going to face Dracula and Hades' demons together, you individually possess something useful for thwarting them all. Zoey has the ability to reap vampires and demons, not to mention that she can cast them into the void using Zeus’ power. Josephine, you are a human soul, resistant to demonic possession, but within a body formed by a crystal meant to create bodies for the gods. We do not know what vulnerabilities you might have. What if a god claims your body?"

      "I can't say what will happen." Sienna looked doubtful. "When the Egyptian gods came to Earth, they took all the bodies I'd made for the daywalkers. There's a chance that if Hades encounters Josephine, he might be able to force her out of her new body."

      Delphine nodded. "Thus, Josephine, the best way to protect you is to bind you to Zoey since her power can thwart that of the gods. Since we're dealing with demons, however, and since Reapers and vampires are resistant to possession for different reasons, I suggest a temporary binding of all four of your souls."

      I scratched my wrist. "What will that mean?"

      My mom sighed. "It means if one of us dies, we all die."

      "But it also means that if one of you has the means to thwart your enemies, you all possess the same skill. It will make you all more resilient against the enemy as a unit, even if it means that the vampire or the demons need only kill one of you to kill you all."

      I shrugged. "That's a pickle, isn't it? I don't know about you all, but I won't accept any outcome to this that leaves any of us dead."

      My mom shrugged. "Technically, I'm already dead."

      "You know what I mean."

      "There's one more thing," Delphine continued. "I don’t know how effective this will be in terms of protecting Zoey from possession. Her vulnerability might be shared between the four of you as well. However, if the demon finds a way in, it will face immediate resistance. Unless it manages to kill one of you, it won't be able to take you over for long."

      "But if it takes one of us over?" I asked.

      "Then it might take over all of you until you are able to collectively expel it."

      "Then we'd better stick together," my mom stated. "How long does this binding last?"

      Delphine shrugged. "It's hard to say. It's not permanent. I think I know how to do it, but I haven't found any spirits with experience binding more than two or three people together at once. It could last for a few minutes. It might last a few days. Probably not any longer than that."

      I nodded. "In that case, we need to make this a quick assault. We go in and do our best to eliminate Dracula. I'll use Zeus’ power to blast as many as I can."

      "I'll have to go invisible on the astral plane," Sienna offered. "Until the sun is out, it's the only way I can help."

      "The demons might be able to see you. The vampire shouldn't. Focus on him. If you can sneak up and snatch the vampire's heart out of his chest before he realizes what's happening, we'll face the demons without the worry of a super-powerful vampiric sorcerer with apocalyptic aspirations."

      My mom chuckled. "Yeah, getting him out of the picture would make it easier. Still, he's elusive. If he senses Sienna, you'll react. He has ways to disappear. In the legends and personal accounts I've found, he prefers to attack from the shadows through seduction and subtlety. When push comes to shove, though, he can be quite the diva."

      "Zoey Grimm versus Dracula," Morty chuckled. "Divamania 2022."

      I smirked. "May the baddest bitch win!"
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      We weren't sure where Dracula was. I called Kevin, and he said the place they'd found him in was now vacant. That made sense. Bad guys, even blood-sucking demon-loving ones, didn’t usually hang out after police with slaying aspirations came after them.

      We needed help sniffing the vampire out. We found Cerberus back at my apartment. Based on the reddish-brown sauce smeared across his face, he'd managed to get his paws on some barbecue. He was sleeping it off on my couch.

      Closing the door was enough to wake him. He opened one eye, probably hoped I didn't notice, and closed it again.

      "Cerberus, we need to find Dracula and the demons."

      Cerberus yawned and licked his floppy lips, then scratched behind his right ear with his corresponding hind paw. He hopped off the couch. "Coming with me?"

      "I suppose that means you can find him."

      Cerberus huffed. "I know where he is. I've just been waiting for you to be ready."

      Delphine was there, too. She took us back to my apartment in her Volkswagen van, aka the Scooby Squad's Mystery Machine. It was the only vehicle any of us had that could handle all of us. "How far away is he?"

      "Not far. They're at a familiar spot, the church where the Order of First Light used to meet."

      My mom snorted. "That was Clarence's cult."

      Sienna nodded. "It's also where I first made the daywalkers."

      "Cerberus, the former daywalkers aren't there, are they?"

      Cerberus shook his head. "They aren't involved."

      Sienna scratched her shoulder. "Why would he choose that place? It can't be a coincidence. If you're looking for vacant buildings suitable to house vampires during the day, it makes sense. There were vampires in there before. Clarence had thick curtains covering the windows."

      I snorted. "Well, Clarence might have suggested it. He is a demon, after all."

      My mom sighed. "Dracula is too smart to pick a place you already knew about. He had to assume you'd find your way there eventually. He's either not worried about being found, or he wants us to find him."

      I bit my lip. "It doesn't sound good. If we do this, he'll be expecting us."

      "He won't expect me," my mom said grimly. "And he won't expect that we'll be prepared to deal with his demons."

      I shook my head. "If he's as smart as you're saying, he'll expect us to have a plan. Hades didn't send those demons to Earth via Dionysus’ portal because that was the only way. He did it because he wanted us to know his demons were here."

      "Right," Morty greed. "And because he wanted to take your attention away from Olympus. We already secured Olympus. Hades can’t take on all the Olympians alone. He's lost already."

      "That doesn't mean Dracula or the demons will be easier to kill," my mom countered. "Hades didn't send his demons here merely to distract you. He wanted to kill you. With Zeus’ power, even if he took the throne, you were his greatest threat. Even the king of Olympus could be sent to the void by the power in your scythe."

      I took a deep breath. "Well, maybe it is a trap, but if Dracula is partnering up with Hades because he wants to take a Biblical prophecy involving death, death, and more death into his own hands, we have no choice but to spring his trap and see if it's strong enough to snare us."

      "Josephine," Sienna began, "how did you figure out that he was trying to fulfill that particular prophecy?"

      "Intelligence," my mom replied. "Courtesy of Cerberus."

      "You knew all this was going on and didn't tell me?"

      "Before you roll up a newspaper, Zoey, he didn't tell you because I asked him not to. You were trying to stop gods from taking over Olympus at the time. This seemed like a much smaller matter in comparison."

      "The apocalypse was a smaller matter?"

      "A certifiably insane ancient vampire who thinks he's the pale horse of Revelation is a smaller matter. I didn't think he was going to pull it off. Not then, anyway. Having Hades’ demons working with him changes the equation."

      "Dracula recited the passage to his younglings as he turned them," Cerberus related. "Saw it myself. That's why we know the passage he's focused on fulfilling."

      I sighed. "I wonder if we'd be better off coordinating our attack the first thing in the morning."

      Mom shook her head. "If he's out and about, turning more people, by morning, he might have even more youngling vampires to contend with."

      "Then we go to the church and patrol the neighborhood surrounding it. Meanwhile, Cerberus can sneak into the church and get up-to-date intelligence. If the information warrants we attack immediately, we will. Otherwise, the sunlight would give us an advantage, both because Sienna would be stronger but also because he and his fellow vampires would have nowhere to run."

      "Want me to go ahead and scout the area?" Cerberus asked.

      "Sure, but first, head back to Olympus. I want to know the status of Hades’ attack. If my dad has already dealt with it, it might give us leverage over the demons. If Hades has fallen, a new god will be appointed over that realm."

      "Smart," my mom said. "They'll have to choose if they'd rather remain loyal to Dracula or the new governor of hell."

      Cerberus nodded. "I'm on it. I'll meet you a block south of the church within the hour."
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      It didn't take Cerberus an hour. He was waiting for us at the rendezvous south of the church. We disembarked from Delphine's van. Most of us did, anyway. Delphine and the gorgons stayed inside. If we needed them, they'd be there.

      Svetlana and Euryale could let their hair down and walk into the church and petrify everyone who saw them. Then again, it wasn't that long ago when Euryale was beheaded and the gods we were fighting were able to use her head to their advantage.

      Having a couple of gorgons at your disposal was like having access to nuclear weapons. You could use them, and you might win, but if anything went wrong and they fell into the enemy's hands, the consequences could be devastating.

      As far as we knew, Athena was the only god on Olympus who was immune to the gorgons' power. If the demons got a gorgon’s head and made their way to Olympus, they could turn my dad and every other god there into statues.

      There was a reason no nation with nuclear weapons has ever led a conflict by dropping their bombs on their enemies. It was not just because they didn’t want to murder innocent people. It was also because unleashing a power like that would trigger a world-ending response from other nuclear-capable nations.

      The gorgons were powerful, but they were also vulnerable. They weren't fighters. They couldn't move as fast as vampires. If Dracula managed to survive after they appeared, or if any of his minions did, he'd get their heads. So, unless we had no other choice, the gorgons were staying in the van for their safety and ours.

      As long as they were in the battle, we'd have to prioritize protecting them over downing the enemy. That wasn't a distraction we could afford if the gorgons didn't turn every vampire and demon in the room immediately, but it was helpful to know they were there in case things went south.

      I could call them on my cell phone if we needed them. The vampire wouldn’t know they were coming, and we could direct the vampire's attention away from where the gorgons would appear. If blasting them to the void, reaping them, or staking them didn't work, it was a good fallback.

      It was always better to have more contingency plans than your enemy. If you entered a match, you should be prepared to go all twelve rounds. That meant having a plan for every round. If you didn’t get a knockout, the only way to win was to have more plans and ways to prevail in the next round than they did.

      "What's the story, Cerberus?"

      "Not much to tell. They finished off Hades less than an hour after you left, and Ares fell into line when Athena confronted him. Your father was true to his word. She now holds Hades’ throne."

      I tilted my head. "Athena is now the queen of hell?"

      Cerberus nodded.

      Sienna shrugged. "Fitting."

      I sighed. "At least she's still bound to Tyche. Apart from Dionysus, I trust no Olympian more than Tyche."

      "Did you get a look inside the church?" Mom asked.

      Cerberus nodded. "Dracula has all his younglings out feeding. It's just him and the demons for now."

      I bit my lip. "I was inclined to wait until morning, but if the younglings are out, it might be better to attack now."

      "I agree." Josephine nodded.

      "No problem," Sienna added. "I'll just go astral and try to take Dracula from behind."

      Morty snickered.

      Mom rolled her eyes. "Get your head out of the gutter, Morty."

      "Be careful with that," I told Sienna. "There's a good chance the demons will see you."

      "Better than good," Cerberus added. "I had to be extra careful while spying on them. I can sense their presence even in the astral realm."

      I nodded. "All right, then. Here's the plan. Morty and I will go in first. That's what Drac is expecting. We don't want to waste the element of surprise that Mom's back right away. We'll need that later. We'll focus on the demons to distract them.

      “Sienna and Mom, you come in from opposite sides of the building at once. Sienna, work with Cerberus so you know where in the back of the church you can come through and have the best chance of sneaking up on him. Wait until he is distracted by Mom. He'll be surprised to see she's still alive."

      "And curious about how I got younger." She grinned.

      "All I need is a second or two to punch out his heart if all goes according to plan."

      I nodded. "I'd prefer to destroy Dracula's heart and send him to hell, but he cannot be tortured by Athena by being sent to the void. Vampires in the void could create problems if any gods other than the two Egyptians the Titans trapped there get ideas about claiming Olympus for themselves.

      “Strangely, with a vampire like Dracula, I'd feel better if he was in Hades where we could be assured he wasn't a threat than in the void where he might cause more problems. Atlas and Cronus have enough to deal with as it is."

      "What about the demons?" Mom asked.

      "Oh, I’ll have to deal with them. My scythe can send them to hell using the Hades crystal or to the void using Zeus’ crystal. They don't pose as great a threat in the void as a vampire would, so I have options.

      “Zeus’ power is limited, and since I never know when I might need it, I'd rather use my Hades crystal first. After they return there, they'll fall under Athena's authority and, by extension, Dad's."

      "What about me?" Morty asked.

      "Stay back. You're our escape route if it all goes to shit. You can send us to the underworld at any time, right?"

      Morty nodded. "Of course I can. I might not be able to reap vampires, but my scythe will double as a stake. If any younglings make their way back to the church, I'll do my thing. I have new powers I'd like to try now that I'm the Grim Reaper."

      "Use them sparingly," I cautioned. "As far as we know, they don't realize Dad's ascended and claimed the throne of Olympus. If they underestimate what you can do, Morty, it might give you an advantage."

      "What can he do?"

      Morty shrugged. "Haven't tested it yet."

      "If he's like my dad was, he'll be able to reap like the wind. When his scythe is out, he'll be faster than vampires. When I first graduated, Dad took me on an airplane that was about to crash. We were trying to figure out why my scythe wouldn't appear. When it didn't work, he reaped everyone on that plane in thirty seconds, spinning like a tornado. It was a sight."

      Mom nodded. "Your dad always had great hip flexibility."

      I cleared my throat. "Don't know how you know that. Don't care."

      Sienna shrugged. "Probably from all the sex."

      "Damn it, Sienna!"

      Sienna laughed. Morty shook his head, fingers in his ears.

      I rolled my eyes. "Come with me, Morty. Let's do our thing."

      "Be careful," Mom said. "This vampire isn't like any you've fought before."

      "I know. He's a sorcerer."

      "The worst part is that I have no idea what the limits of his power are. Expect the unexpected. Our best shot is Sienna. We have to take him off-guard."

      I nodded. "Give us ten minutes to wrangle the demons. Then come in."

      Josephine shook her head. "That's too much time. I'll give you five."

      "First," Delphine reminded us, "we need to bind your souls."

      "Will it hurt?" Sienna asked.

      Delphine shook her head. "No. Join hands. I just have to speak a few words."

      Morty, Sienna, my mom, and I held hands in a small circle.

      Delphine said something in a different language, and a tingle coursed through both my hands. Gasps suggested everyone had had the same sensation.

      Is it done?

      "Yeah, Sienna. I think it's done."

      "You heard me?"

      I nodded. "I guess we can hear each other's thoughts now, too."

      Wow, Sienna's hands are so soft. I wonder what it would be like to do a vampire.

      No, Morty. You love Carmilla.

      Why is everyone looking at me like that?

      Sienna chuckled. "Sorry, buddy. You're not my type."

      Damn it. Why can't I think about anything other than sex, sex, sex? All the time, sex!

      My mom chuckled. "You're a young man. It's normal."

      Damn it!

      I laughed. "We can use this to our advantage. We can coordinate our attack, and Dracula and the demons won't be any the wiser."
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      Morty and I stepped through the front doors of the old church. I was surprised that it was unlocked. However, if a human wandered in, vampires weren’t opposed to meals delivering themselves.

      Five figures were seated in the front row. The one on the end stood up and smiled as Morty and I went forward.

      "I was wondering how long it would take before daughter and son would come to avenge their mother." The man was tall and extremely thin and had pasty skin and sunken cheeks. His long black hair was tucked behind his ears. He spoke with the accent one would expect a Transylvanian vampire to have.

      "Dracula, I presume?"

      The vampire stepped into the center aisle and stretched out his arms. "How about a hug?"

      I winced. "I'll pass. Who are they? I expected a few demons would be here. They look like Fortune 500 CEOs."

      Dracula laughed. "That's the funny thing about demons. They aren't corporeal. They can take whatever shape suits them when they're outside their native realm."

      "We know what you're trying to do. We know about the prophecy."

      "Ah, yes. The prophecy. That John fellow sure had a way with words, don't you think?"

      I shrugged. "I don't know. I haven't read it."

      "Then allow me to enlighten you. The text is obscure but full of symbolism. What part is literal? What isn't? I'm not a scholar, though during the last five hundred years, I've fed on priests and theologians. They all taste bland, to tell the truth. What can I say? It fills the hole. Your mother, on the other hand? Oh, she was a spicy one."

      Morty clenched his fists.

      Keep your cool, I thought.

      Morty pressed his lips together.

      "Hades was defeated on Olympus," I blurted. "I don't know what you demons are up to, but you have a new lord now. This isn't in her plans."

      The four demons didn't respond. Dracula laughed. "Forgive me. I've been rude. Allow me to introduce you from right to left. The first is Pestilence. He has a flair for infectious diseases. He's a nasty little bugger. The next is War. He and Ares would get along well, don't you think? The third is Famine. It's not the most pleasant way to die, I admit. It's not my choice. I prefer to drink from well-fed humans. The blood is more savory."

      "What of the fourth?" I asked.

      "Oh, he's not one of the four of the prophecy. I think you two know each other."

      The fourth man stood and looked at me. "Hello, Zoey."

      I was confused. "Belphegor?"

      "Try again," the demon suggested. "You did me a great service once. It's a shame I couldn't repay the favor, but I have aspirations."

      I gulped. "No, you can't be!"

      The fourth man laughed, then he transformed. His body grew taller, and his eyes flamed with hellfire.

      "Hades?" Morty asked.

      "Belphegor took my form and assaulted Olympus in my stead. I take it he failed."

      I snorted. "He did."

      Hades shrugged. "It was to be expected. I did not think Sloth could defeat the gods, weakened though they were. Tell me, Zoey. You must've appointed a new king by now. Who was it?"

      I bit my lip. "Not telling."

      Hades laughed. "Play it close to the chest if you must. Whatever the case, his reign will be short."

      I shook my head. "You can't beat him. He has all the power of the throne."

      "Behold, the pale horse!" Dracula exclaimed. "His name that sat on him was Death, and Hades followed with him. You really should have seen it coming."

      "Death refers to the Grim Reaper, I suppose?"

      "What better way to lure the Reapers here than to kill their mother?"

      Morty huffed. "You want me to sit on you? That's weird."

      Dracula laughed. "Don't take it so literally. Clearly, I'm not a horse. Don't worry, son. We will have use for you soon. Once Hades rules both realms, he'll be able to manipulate your soul-harvesting schedules as he sees fit. Your Reapers will be busy for some time. All will serve our glory in the end."

      "You're warped." I touched the sigil on my wrist and summoned my scythe. "I'm sure you'll find a nice little version of hell for yourself to rule in the void."

      Now, Sienna! I thought.

      My scythe was charged with Zeus’ lightning. I was about to unleash it when Hades appeared in front of me and grabbed my wrist.

      His body turned to black smoke, and he went for my nostrils.

      "Zoey!" Morty cried.

      Sienna appeared behind Dracula. Her fist was suspended in mid-air. Dracula turned around.

      "Well, Hades, that was impeccable timing. Nice work, Miss Grimm. You almost had me."

      A deep-pitched laugh escaped my lips. I couldn't control it. "The fools bound their souls together! I have them all!"

      My mom stepped through the front doors. Her face was devoid of expression.

      Dracula clapped his hands. "Oh, goodie! You brought her back!"

      "Azrael rules Olympus," Hades spoke through my mouth.

      "Does he, now?" Dracula chuckled. "He'll never see us coming when his beloved and his children approach his throne. Don't worry, Miss Grimm. You'll have time to wield what little power you have soon enough. I'm afraid you won't be in control of it, though. They say once one is possessed, if a more powerful devil takes the place of the first, he gains full control of the host."

      "Clarence said it was fun being inside Zoey. I have to say I am enjoying it. I might stay here for a while."

      "Fine by me," Dracula replied. "Remember the deal, Hades. You rule all the realms in the otherworld, and the Earth is mine."

      "You've done well, vampire. Your reward is this world, as agreed."

      I tried to bite my tongue off since hearing Hades speak through me was too much to handle. My jaw wouldn't respond, though, and no matter what I tried, my body didn't react.

      "She's fighting me," Hades told Dracula. "It's a pitiful display. I'll bring them all with me to Olympus. I might need them if the other gods get any funny ideas."

      "Do what you wish," Dracula replied. "My part in this bargain is done."

      The ancient vampire turned into a bat and flew out the front door of the church. I didn't hear any screams, so he must have avoided Delphine and the gorgons.

      "My children," Hades said through me. "Retrieve the portal. We have a throne to claim."

      The other three demons stood up from the pew, disappeared behind the altar, and returned with crystal in hand.

      "I know what you're thinking. That's the portal crystal from Dionysus' ship, isn't it? You see, my demons and I can travel between Hades and Earth without a portal. I thought it best if we returned to Olympus by way of the underworld. The Olympians are far less likely to suspect anything is amiss that way. This crystal will take us back to the belly of Dionysus' ship. Not even the Boatman will see us coming."

      Mom! Sienna! Morty! Can you fight this?

      Hades laughed. "You can't hear each other. I can hear all of you, though. Would you like to know what they're thinking?"

      I tried to silence my mind. I didn't want to entertain Hades' delusions, and more than that, I didn't want to think about anything that might suggest we had a way to overtake his possession. I hoped they were being careful with their thoughts too.

      Even so, Hades wasn't a common demon. He was the father of demons, the devil himself. Would my connection to the others allow us to expel him in time? Right now, I didn't have any control over my body. My attempt to fight Hades was failing. He could control them because our souls were bound. Hades had possessed me and gained access to them.

      Could they resist any better than I could? I had to believe so. If not, Hades was going to get his wish. If he used Zeus’ power in my scythe to cast my dad and the other Olympians into the void, there wasn't a damn thing I could do to stop it.
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      We and the demons appeared in the belly of Dionysus’ ship. Hades could have used my crystal to take us to the underworld but marching three demons to the River Styx with him might have sent up red flags.

      He'd planned this down to the last detail. He hadn’t known I'd make my dad the ruler of Olympus, but he'd bet I'd appoint a new monarch to thwart what I thought was him and Ares.

      He had been right. I had done just that. Now, all he had to do was bring the four of us with him to the throne room, zap my father to the void, and unleash his demons to keep the peace until he took the throne.

      The plan was insidious, disgusting, and evil. It was also connivingly brilliant. He had used Dracula to get to us. He had killed my mom because he was convinced that Morty and I would show up to slay the vampire to avenge her death. Now, he'd parade us in there with my mom. My dad would be shocked, surprised, and vulnerable.

      It didn't take much for Hades to get Dionysus' cruise ship back into the river and moving. He knew what he was doing, even if it wasn't his ship. I kept trying to speak to my mom, Morty, and Sienna, but they never responded to my thoughts. Something about Hades possessing me and them by proxy blocked the connection.

      Hades led the four of us across the mystical drawbridge that led from the ship to the shores of Olympus. We moved faster than we normally would. He was eager to get this done before the other gods figured out that something was amiss.

      Though I didn’t have control of my body, I did have sensations. My body responded to my emotions in subtle ways. That pit in my stomach. The tension in my chest. Sweaty palms and a dry mouth. That meant I could still influence my body. Could I leverage that and stop Hades?

      We stepped into the throne room. My dad immediately rose to his feet and gasped when he saw my mother.

      "Hello, Azrael," my mother said. Apparently, Hades didn't need to use his voice to speak through us.

      My father wrapped his arms around my mom's refashioned body, then took a step back. He looked at me and tilted his head. "How did you do it?"

      My heart was racing. Hades hesitated to speak. I wasn't sure if what I was feeling was from my nerves or his. Everything he'd planned came down to this moment. He was standing before the former Grim Reaper, now the most powerful Olympian since Zeus.

      Hades directed my eyes past my father to his throne. Cerberus was there. Had he seen what had happened? Did Dad know? I had to hope. What was Dad going to do about it if he did?

      "Dionysus, why don't you get Sienna a drink? With the sun shining on her, I'm sure she could use one."

      My head turned, and I watched as Dionysus stood, formed a glass, filled it with blood wine, and gave it to Sienna.

      She didn't take a sip right away. Sienna still didn't have total control over her urges. Invigorated by the sunlight pouring over the daywalker’s body, not even the devil could resist the temptation. Sienna put the cup to her lips and gulped it down.

      When she drank blood, she was strong. It invigorated her. If my father knew Hades had possessed us, he was taking a pretty big gamble. If the blood didn't give Sienna an edge and a chance to break free, it would make her stronger in Hades' fight against the Olympians.

      We were soul-bound. It didn't only invigorate Sienna's body, but I felt it, too. My mother and Morty must have as well. My fist clenched, and my arm rose. Hades was attempting to summon my scythe. He must've sensed something in the blood that made us stronger and loosened his hold on us.

      I resisted. The blood gave me the strength to slow him down, but I couldn't stop him.

      When Hades touched the sigil on my wrist, my scythe appeared, and Zeus’ lightning coursed through the blade. He tried to raise my arm toward my dad, but I pulled back.

      Tyche stood up from her throne. I could see her just over my dad's shoulder. She winked at me.

      A thousand sensations swirled through my body. It wasn't just my emotions. I felt what Morty felt. I sensed his fear and worry. I felt Sienna's crazed desire to feed. I also sensed my mom's love for my dad.

      Electricity coursed from my scythe into my hand and started to consume my body—but only my body.

      Was I zapping myself with Zeus lightning? Was I sending my body into the void? How could this be my dad's plan? I'd been possessed in the void before. I hadn’t been able to shake off Clarence. How could I possibly get rid of Hades?

      Two arms wrapped around me; it was my mom's golem body. The next thing I knew, my mom and I were standing in darkness.

      I looked around. I had control over my body again. My mom was next to me. Sienna and Morty weren't there.

      Fight him, Morty urged.

      Use my strength, Sienna added.

      I looked at Mom. "The connection didn’t break?"

      She shrugged. "I guess not. How strange is that?"

      "Where is Hades?"

      "I'm not sure, but we have to stop him. How are Morty and Sienna going to pull us out of the void?"

      "They can sense our thoughts. There's a portal behind the throne room. If we can contain Hades, they'll know when we've done it.”

      My mom looked around. "I don't see him. Can we just leave now?"

      I shook my head. "Before, when Clarence possessed me, I didn't sense him either. We need to find a way to trap him in a prison. There's no other way to ensure Hades won't be able to piggyback his way out of the void when Dad pulls us through the portal."

      Find a Titan, Morty suggested.

      You have my power from the blood. You can give them enough power to bind Hades.

      I snorted. "Whose plan was this, anyway?"

      Morty chuckled in my mind. Dad says it was a collective effort inspired by your success with the Titans, but it was mostly Athena's idea.

      I bit my lip. "We can't disturb Atlas and Cronus. They're keeping Anubis and Ra in check. When I was talking to Svetlana, she said this place isn't so much a void as a place where souls who are brought to Olympus can experience the heaven that their faith accords them. There are other gods here who might be able to help."

      My mom nodded. "How about the Lamb?"

      I snorted. "What lamb?"

      "From the text Dracula used to justify his apocalypse. The Horsemen don't arise on their own. They're released by a Lamb. If Hades is involved in the prophecy, the Lamb might be able to seal him here."

      I snorted. "That's not a baaaaaad idea."

      Mom rolled her eyes. "You're as bad as your father."

      I shrugged. "I grew up with the guy. I can't help myself sometimes."

      "How do we find him? This place is a big expanse of nothing."

      I nodded. "You'll find the truth if you seek it."

      We stepped through nothingness. Our feet didn't tap on the ground. There was no breeze. I took breaths, but I wasn't sure if I was breathing air or if my body was acting out of instinct. I thought about the lamb who supposedly had the Horseman in a seal before. I didn't speak sheep. I could only hope the lamb understood English. Most of the gods I had encountered did. Divine omniscience? Maybe they had universal translators like on Star Trek.

      If it worked like it had when I had gone looking for other gods in the past, namely Cronus, I'd only need to take a few steps to find myself in a reality that matched the "heaven" of the god I sought.

      We took two steps.

      Hades appeared, blocking our path. Fire blasted from his eyes. "You will not bind me here!"

      I narrowed my eyes. "What makes you so sure?"

      "I won’t allow you to take another step. We can stand here for as long as you like. I've lived a lot longer than you. I've waited for my opportunity for centuries. I've got the time."

      I glanced at my mom. "I only need to take a few steps."

      My mom cracked her knuckles. "You know what to do."

      My mom spun and delivered a swift kick to the side of Hades' face. How about that for golem kung fu? Hades should have hit the ground, but he only stumbled a step. I made my move. Hades reached for me, but my mom kicked his hoofed feet out from under him. I wasn't sure she could defeat him here, but she couldn't die either. Worst-case scenario, they'd be locked in conflict indefinitely. I just had to get to the god my mom thought could bind Hades.

      Three giant leaps and I found myself in a large white structure. A castle or a temple? The architecture was plain, but it had a simple beauty. A golden glow shone above an altar where a lamb lay with a wound in its side.

      I approached the creature. "Are you okay?"

      The lamb nodded.

      "I need you to bind Hades. He's here in the void. He's trying to claim Olympus from my father."

      The lamb looked at me, and I thought it smiled, but it wasn't the most expressive creature I'd ever seen. I looked in my hand, and a chalice formed in it. It looked like the wine glass Dionysus had given Sienna.

      The lamb motioned to its wound with its snout.

      "Seriously?"

      It nodded.

      I placed the chalice beneath the wound. Blood poured out and filled the chalice, then stopped flowing.

      I stared at the chalice. "I'm not supposed to drink this, am I?"

      The lamb nodded again. This sheep understood English, but he wasn't very talkative.

      Maybe this had something to do with the connection I still shared with Sienna. Would it invigorate us? Would it give us the power we needed to bind Hades? Or would it give me a vampire's power to lend to the lamb as we'd done with Atlas and Cronus? The lamb wasn't going to answer my questions. All I could do was follow through and trust that it would work.

      I raised the chalice to my lips and took a sip. It didn't taste like blood but like sweet wine. I gulped it down, set the chalice on the altar next to the lamb, and wiped my mouth with my sleeve.

      "Now what?"

      The lamb extended a hoof, and I grasped it. Power flowed between us. I wasn't sure which direction it went. Perhaps it was an exchange, a sharing of an ability needed to imprison Hades. The lamb's hoof and my hand both glowed with glittering gold magic.

      Then the lamb disappeared, and I was in the darkness again. My hand still glowed. I had to find Hades and my mom. No sooner did I think it and take a few steps than they were there. Hades stood straight as Mom delivered blow after blow. His knees buckled a few times, and his head turned when he was struck. Then he grabbed her, and she kicked Hades in the junk.

      He didn't flinch. Who would have thought that the devil didn't have balls?

      He squeezed my mom's golem body. He couldn't kill her, but pain was real here. I ran after Hades and placed my magically-imbued hand on his back. His arms extended, and Mom fell from his grip and landed in a squat.

      "Back away!" I shouted.

      When the power left my hand, I took a step back. It was out of my hands now in every respect. A giant pillar of light formed around Hades and closed over him. He was bound.

      "Nice work," my mom offered. "I take it you found the Lamb?"

      I nodded. "It was strange. He had me drink his blood. Was that a vampire thing or what?"

      My mom chuckled. "Maybe. More likely, it was a ritual from the book that teaches of the Lamb. Regardless, it worked."

      I smiled. "Sienna, Morty? If you guys can hear us, tell Dad we're done. We're free of Hades."
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      Dad wrapped his arms around all three of us when we appeared. My brother and I slipped out of the hug, and Dad kissed Mom on the lips. I didn't look long enough to see if there was tongue involved, but it sounded like it—that smacking sound. Not bad when you're involved in the kiss, but when you hear other people doing it? Ew!

      Aphrodite stood by her throne, aglow with pride.

      "Is Hades gone?" Dionysus asked.

      I nodded. "He won't be coming back. I hear Athena is running hell now?"

      Dionysus chuckled. "I never realized strategic torture was a thing. It is now."

      Tyche approached and put her hand on my back. "I've placed limits on how much torturing will go on. Even for evil souls, eternal torment is too extreme. She's also modifying the climate. Less fire and brimstone, more North Dakota."

      I chuckled. "Hell comes in many forms, I suppose."

      Someone stepped into the throne room. I didn't recognize her. From the crown on her head, I presumed it was Hera, Zeus’ wife. The other Olympians stood to acknowledge her entrance.

      She approached Azrael looked into his eyes, then smiled and looked at Josephine. Then, Hera removed her crown and placed it on Mom’s head. "That throne now belongs to you."

      My mom shook her head. "I'm not a goddess. I'm just a ghost in a golem."

      "What is a god or a goddess?" Hera asked. "Is it a question of power? You've proven you can do what many gods failed to do. Is it about your nature or origin? Don't we all have our beginnings in the heart of the divine? You are the king's beloved. My throne is yours."

      Dad bowed his head. "Thank you, Hera. What will you do now?"

      Hera shrugged. "I thought I might take a break. Go sightseeing on Earth. Any recommendations, Zoey?"

      I considered. "Kansas is the home of the world's largest ball of twine. As tempting as that is, it's okay if you skip it. Other than that, I'm sorry to say I haven't had much time for sightseeing."

      "If I had a choice," Sienna added, "I'd hit the white sand beaches on Florida's Panhandle. Anything in the Caribbean is worthwhile."

      Hera nodded. "That sounds nice. Whatever the case, I'll be back eventually."

      Sienna grinned. "Do you need a body, by chance?"

      Hera laughed. "I have one, though I must compliment you on your artistry. The golem you created for Josephine is stunning."

      "I agree!" Dad piped up.

      Sienna chuckled. "Well, thanks for saying so. I put a lot of care into it. I wanted it to be perfect."

      "It almost is!" my mom exclaimed.

      "Almost?" Sienna asked.

      "My second toe is longer than my big toe now. It wasn't like that before."

      Sienna bit her cheek. "Sorry about that."

      My mom laughed. "I'm messing with you, Sienna. My toes are fine. Everything is wonderful."

      I saw Aphrodite and Dionysus conferring in a corner of the room. "What do you think they're up to?"

      Morty chuckled. "A combination of love and wine. Sounds like a good time to me."

      My dad rested his hand on my shoulder. "Thank you, all of you, for what you did. Just days ago, I was an old man, afraid of an uncertain future. Now I get the chance to guard our realm with the woman I love at my side."

      Mom wiped tears from her eyes. "I'm proud of you. Both of you."

      "We both are," Dad agreed.

      I nodded. "I still have to deal with that Dracula joker."

      My mom nodded. "I'm sure you'll be fine."

      Sienna cleared her throat. "Correction: we'll deal with it together. It turned out well, but that bastard killed my bestie's mom. The next time I have a chance to rip out his heart, I will."

      I chuckled. "If I don't reap him to hell first."

      Footsteps at the entrance to the throne room stole my attention. Several of Dionysus’ satyrs and nymphs walked in. For once, the nymphs were clothed. They wore fine gowns and held instruments. It was like an orchestra.

      Aphrodite stepped up behind my parents. "It's time to celebrate our new king and queen."

      The satyrs and nymphs arranged themselves in several rows and played a slow song. It wasn't the kind of up-tempo stuff that usually accompanied Dionysus’ circus tent parties. It was nice.

      Dad extended his hand. "Josephine, my queen. May I have this dance?"

      Mom bowed her head, her crown glistening in the sunlight that illuminated them through the windows. "Of course, my king! I've been waiting for this dance my whole life."

      Morty, Sienna, and I cleared the floor and watched from a distance as they swayed to the music.

      Who would have thought when Mom’s name showed up on the schedule and Morty had to reap her and I took Dad with me to Olympus to seal the void that it would all lead to this moment?

      It was beautiful. It was perfect. They were happy. So was I.

      We still had a vampire problem to deal with. Morty was eager to get back to the underworld. I imagined the relationship between the gods and the Reapers would be a lot more transparent than it used to be. More than that, when love was in the air, there was nothing one wanted more than the person who held their heart.

      Morty wanted to see Carmilla. I wanted to see Kevin. We might not have satyrs and nymphs to play romantic songs, but we had smart speakers and our choice of music. Dracula could wait a few minutes.

      He believed he was going to rule the world. That was the deal he'd made with Hades. Would Hades' fall diminish Dracula's ability to carry out his plan? Maybe, maybe not. I didn't expect it to temper his ambition.

      "Are you ready to go home?" Morty finally asked.

      Sienna and I glanced at each other and nodded. "Yup."

      Morty invoked his scythe and created a portal to my apartment. "I'm going back to the underworld. If you need any help with that vampire, let me know."

      I hugged Morty. "I will. It's about time to get back to work, huh?"

      Morty chuckled. "No rest for the Reapers."

      I bit my lip. "We deserve to enjoy the time we have with the people we love. For some of us, ‘til death do us part will still apply. Someday, at least."

      Morty smiled. "Definitely."
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      This book concluded a major arc in the Zoey Grimm universe. The pantheon has been reset. Olympus has a new king and queen. Morty’s place as the new Grim Reaper is no longer in question. All is well…

      Until Zoey and Sienna get back home. How does one deal with a legendary vampire with powers that no one really understands? What can he do? What can’t he do?  We’ll just have to see! The next book will both bring Zoey’s adventure to another climax while setting the stage for a spin-off that’s dawning soon. I can’t wait for you to find out about it. Stay tuned!

      The falls season is on the horizon. I suppose the next book, Soul Harvest, will be a timely release. Last year, after buying each of my three boys a pumpkin to carve, we tossed all the seeds under the deck. You know, just to see what would happen. It looks like we’re probably going to have twenty pumpkins this year. I might have to figure out how to make pies. In addition, I have a couple apple trees. In the past, they didn’t produce much. This year, they’re both full. They’re almost ready and we’ll be picking them soon. That is, provided the ground hog that’s been climbing my trees doesn’t get them first. Yes, that’s right. A ground hog is climbing my trees. I know what you’re thinking. Doesn’t that make it a tree hog? I’ve been told it’s not a great sign—it might mean six more weeks of hundred-degree summer. I sure hope not! 

      On of my favorite things about the fall season, though, is that the weather is perfect most mornings to sit outside and write. I don’t know what it is, but there’s something about the outdoor air that gets my creative juices pumping. I don’t think I’m alone. I sometimes wonder if in our industrial world we’ve surrounded ourselves by so much asphalt and many structures that we forget our connection to the earth. There’s something spiritual to it, I think.  Perhaps that’s where the inspiration comes from. I can’t wait to share the results—there’s so much coming down the pipe I only wish I could share with you. If you like hard-hitting, action-packed urban fantasy books… make sure to give me a “follow” on Amazon or head over to theophilusmonroe.com and sign up for my newsletter. I have some exciting announcements coming soon! 

      
        
        Talk soon!

        Theo
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      Thank you for not only reading this story but these author notes as well.

      THE PROBLEMS WITH PUMPKINS

      Early in my life, I wanted to be someone who carved audacious, amazing, life-changing pumpkins.

      The kind of pumpkins that scared little boys and girls away from coming up the porch—which would have been my friends and enemies from school.

      I was a little boy when I had this craving for carving.

      Those who would see my carvings on Halloween night would bow down in worship at my wonderfulness the very next school morning.

      Somewhere in my late single-digit lifespan of around eight years old, I got my chance for hack-n-slash artistry.

      And I took it!

      It was awesome until my parent carved open the top of the pumpkin, and all those pumpkin guts stared back at me.

      PUMPKIN GUTS.

      I remember very little of the experience except my absolute disgust with pumpkin guts. I want to say I looked into the smelly, nasty mess, up at my parent, down at the mess, and felt like someone must have vomited this disgusting slop inside the pumpkin.

      Why would anyone go through the horror of taking out pumpkin vomit to carve anything?

      This was one request too far.

      That’s it. That is my whole career of carving chaotic face contortions of creative confusion ended…

      Because of pumpkin vomit.

      Talk to you in the next story!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

      

      
        
        I have a couple of short stories you can read that I am sharing from my STORIES with Michael Anderle newsletter here: 

        https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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      When vampires operated public establishments in the past, they had done so in secret. They worked out of dark rooms in the back. Even the vampires we'd recently encountered at the Crown Center Mall had been masquerading as mall workers.

      The giant red neon Club Dracula sign over the newly renovated warehouse in Kansas City's Historic West Bottoms district was evidence that times had changed.

      Sienna and I handed our IDs to the bouncer at the door. He wasn't a vampire, but he worked for Dracula. I expected he'd do a double-take when he saw my name. Surely I was blacklisted. The walls inside were lined with black lights enchanted with power drawn from the underworld, probably through Dracula's sorcery. They were meant to prevent Sienna and me from sneaking around on the astral plane.

      We were on the head vampire’s radar. From what Sienna found by hacking into the property records, this was only the first of many similar establishments Dracula had planned. Not all of them would be in Kansas City. I expected all his clubs would also have magically charged black lighting. Therefore, it was strange that the bouncer who took our five dollars and checked our identification didn't recognize our names.

      Dracula was either so sure of himself that he didn't think Sienna and I were threats, or he wanted us to come see him. I wasn't sure which was more frightening.

      The bouncer grabbed Sienna's arm. "You're only twenty."

      Sienna nodded. "Yup. Just turned twenty last week, actually. I thought the minimum age was eighteen."

      The bouncer nodded and looked at me. "Give me your wrist."

      "My wrist?"

      The bouncer dangled a neon-green bracelet in his hand. "It's for drinks. Your underage friend doesn't get one."

      Sienna laughed. "Looks like it's a Mountain Dew night for me."

      I held out my wrist, and the bouncer, a hulking man with a shaved head and a goatee, tightened the bracelet more than I'd prefer.

      The club had live music. It was an agreeable change from the usual Kansas City club that blasted top-forty dance hits with too much bass every night. I didn't recognize the band. I wasn't hip about the local music scene, but they were cool. Their sound was like techno, dance, and hard rock mixed in a blender, minus the sound of the blender.

      The lead singer was an attractive dark-haired female. She had a deep and haunting voice and gave off serious vampire vibes. There was no way to know unless I got closer and checked her for fangs. Getting through the crowd of gyrating half-dressed twenty-somethings to check her out would probably be a waste of effort. She was just singing, and looks can be deceiving. In my experience, vampires went out of their way not to fit the stereotypes.

      "Cool place," Sienna remarked.

      I nodded. "Sure. I still can't believe he got away with this. Not long ago, Dracula was a blood-thirsty monster lurking in the shadows. Now he's an entrepreneur."

      Sienna shook her head. "Stupid politicians."

      Six months ago, the legendary vampire whose name was on the front in neon had killed my mom. Kevin was currently running a SWAT squad trained to eliminate vampire covens. The last time I had seen Dracula in the flesh, he had been making a deal with Hades.

      Hades had tried to use Dracula to distract me and prevent me from stopping him from taking over Olympus. In exchange, Hades promised Dracula a chance to rule the world. How the god of the underworld could offer that, I wasn't sure.

      However, Dracula had somehow progressed from being a murderous myth to a philanthropist who had a number of politicians in his back pocket. How had he done it? Perhaps he had used his natural vampiric allure. Maybe he had blackmailed them. He was a sorcerer as well as a vampire. Could that explain his rapid rise?

      More than likely, it had been Dracula's wealth. Give generously to charities, donate to the right political campaigns, and the powers that be will turn a blind eye.

      Kevin had tried and failed to get Dracula's new club shut down. The department's anti-vampire initiative had been shut down instead. According to Kevin, it was political. Vampires were now considered a "historically oppressed" class that had been forced into darkness for centuries and warped to the point where they had no choice but to turn to violence to survive under a system dominated by human privilege.

      It was bullshit.

      Don't get me wrong. I'm as progressive as they come when it comes to social justice. I felt for genuine victims of historical oppression. I recognized the inequalities inherent in the power structures of western society.

      Vampires, though, were killers by nature. The only thing they craved more than blood was power. The list of Dracula's victims was probably as long as the Kansas City phone book, but he'd convinced a growing number of people that vampires were the victims. Heaven forbid the police exacerbated their oppression by eliminating their murderous covens.

      Dracula was up to no good. How did I know it? He was Dracula. I'm not saying that people, or even monsters, can't change, but his resume was convincing. Back in the day, people had thought he was a noble. Calling himself a philanthropist and convincing folks of his nobility was the same game.

      I had to stop him, with Sienna’s assistance. We couldn't rely on the cops. Kevin would help if I asked, but he had to wade through departmental red tape.

      That was why we had come to Club Dracula. We weren't there to kill the owner. We could not pull it off by waltzing into his club through the front door, especially without the ability to use the astral plane. We were there for recon. He was up to something.

      A sign just past the bouncer said the night's proceeds would be donated to a local homeless shelter. Villainy with a veneer of philanthropy, and only I, Sienna, and our friends saw through it.

      If I made a public move against Dracula, I'd be the villain. Before we could try to kill Dracula, we had to gather more information. What was he up to? What was his end game? Elevating the city's homeless population wasn't it. He was covering something up. I just had to figure out what it was.

      The club had two floors. The second floor was like a balcony that extended along all four sides of the building, overlooking the dance floor on the ground floor.

      "Think Dracula is upstairs?" Sienna asked.

      I looked at the balcony. The lighting made everyone up there appear to be silhouetted. One figure, tall and lanky, was leaning over the edge with both hands on the rail, surveying the scene below. "That might be him." I tilted my head in that direction.

      "He's watching us."

      "All the more reason to suspect he's the one we're looking for."

      "Should we go talk to him?" Sienna asked.

      I shrugged. "Can't hurt. He knows we're here."

      A spiral staircase led to the upper floor. Two men who made the bouncer at the front door look like a dwarf stood in front of the stairs.

      "Act confident," I directed. "Like we're supposed to be here. Maybe they'll let us through."

      "Can't hurt," Sienna agreed.

      We approached the two men. I smiled at them and was about to step past onto the stairs when they stepped in front of me. "This area is for VIPs only."

      I snorted. "I'm a very important person!"

      "So am I," Sienna added. "Just ask my mom!"

      I bit the inside of my cheek. The bouncers weren't buying it. "Look, is Dracula here?"

      "Who is asking?" one of the bouncers asked.

      "Let the ladies through," a man with an eastern European accent said. "Don’t you know who these girls are?"

      The bouncers looked at each other. One of them shrugged, and they stepped apart.

      Dracula was smiling so broadly that there was no hiding his fangs. "Welcome to my club, friends."

      I snorted. "We're not your friends."

      "Come now, Zoey. I know what happened to your mother. That's history, isn't it? There's no reason we can't be friends now."

      I huffed. Pompous didn't even begin to describe Dracula. He'd killed my mom. That's not the kind of history you can just sweep under the rug.

      "What are your plans here, vampire?" I asked.

      Dracula extended his hand. "Why don't you two come up for a chat? I have nothing to hide."

      Sienna and I exchanged glances. This was why we were here; we wanted information. If Dracula was going to hand it to us on a silver platter, we wouldn’t ignore his invitation. However, his exuberant welcome was suspicious.

      "Come now," Dracula added. "I don't bite. Well, I do, but I won't tonight. You have my word."

      Sienna huffed. "Your bite wouldn't do anything to me anyway."

      Dracula nodded. "You're one of us, aren't you, honey?"

      "Don't call me ‘honey.’ And I'm not like you."

      "If you say so." Dracula licked his thumbs and slicked back his eyebrows. He'd modernized his look. He was wearing a perfectly tailored black suit, and his shirt was unbuttoned. A pendant dangled from a gold chain around his neck.

      I nodded. "We'll talk."

      "Delightful!" Dracula clapped his hands together. "Follow me. I can't wait to show you around. You'll love what I have done to the place."

      We followed him upstairs. My stomach was in knots. This wasn't a run-of-the-mill vampire. I had half a mind to summon my scythe and take him out right there on the stairs. I glanced at the sigil on my wrist.

      Dracula turned around. "Is that any way to treat your host? I've been more than welcoming, love."

      "I wasn't doing anything."

      "You were thinking about it. Let’s put all those thoughts aside, shall we?"

      I pressed my lips together. "How do you know what I'm thinking?"

      Dracula chuckled. "I turned my back on the one person in the world who might stand a chance of sending me to hell. You have a motive, or you think you do. It doesn't take special powers to sort out your intentions."

      I grimaced. "Whatever."

      When we reached the upper level, leather couches were arranged around the edges. Many featured men surrounded by beautiful half-dressed women. Some of them might have been vampires. I recognized a few of them. The mayor of Kansas City was there. So was one of the local representatives. A male reporter from the nightly news reclined on one of the couches. A pretty girl half his age was rubbing his feet, and another was feeding him chocolate-dipped strawberries from a tray.

      "What in the world is this?" I asked.

      "It's called hospitality, love."

      I snorted. "I'm not your love. You killed my mother."

      "You don't know the full story. Perhaps you'd like to join me in my suite so we can talk about it."

      "You think we're going to go into a dark room with you?" Sienna asked.

      "I'm not the one with an ethereal scythe that could send me to hell, am I?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "Let's go. I'd love to hear how you justify murder."

      Dracula grinned and gestured at a red leather-padded door against the back wall. "Follow me." He pressed his hand to a small screen next to the door, and the lock clicked. He opened it and gestured inside. "Ladies first."

      I raised an eyebrow.

      "What can I say? I'm old-fashioned. Surely that doesn't come as a surprise, Miss Grimm."

      Sienna and I stepped inside. Two red-velvet couches were situated around a mahogany coffee table. Three wine glasses were ready and poured.

      I tilted my head. "You were expecting us?"

      Dracula laughed. "Of course I was. I knew you were here. I figured it was only a matter of time before you sought me out. Have a seat."

      I sat down. Sienna perched beside me. "I'm only twenty. I can't drink."

      "Pish-tosh!" Dracula exclaimed. "You're a vampire, dear. Those laws don't apply to you."

      Sienna glared at him. "Daywalker."

      "Still a vampire. Or do you think you're too good for us?"

      "It's not that!"

      I interjected, "It's exactly that. She doesn't kill people's mothers."

      Dracula sighed and sat across from us. He took a sip from his glass. I stared at mine.

      "It's merlot, Zoey. It isn't blood if that was what you were thinking."

      I bit my lip. "Fine. I'll still pass."

      "It's from my personal collection. I must insist. You won’t find a finer merlot on this side of the Atlantic."

      "I appreciate the gesture. How about we cut to the chase?"

      "Your mother. The way I see it, she came after me. I acted in self-defense. What was I supposed to do? For decades, I've lived in luxury and relative peace. I'm well aware of the legends surrounding me. Your mother wasn’t the first Van Helsing to try to take me out."

      "Van Helsing?"

      Dracula shrugged. "It's my nickname for vampire hunters. The point is, if she hadn't come after me, I would not have harmed her."

      "I'm sure she had good reason," I countered. "I heard you were turning people."

      "I only turn the willing or the dying. I'm not a monster."

      "Are you kidding?" Sienna asked. "You're, like, the headliner for the monster show. Think of monster movies. You star in some of the most famous."

      "They're meant to terrify those who don't understand our kind. Tell me, girl, how many people from your former life have you told that you're a vampire?"

      Sienna huffed. "Not many."

      "Of course not. As soon as people hear that you crave blood and you are a vampire, they'll think you are a monster. A killer."

      Sienna shrugged. "They wouldn't understand that I'm different."

      Dracula grinned. "We're all different, child. You've met your share of less civilized vampires. That Katerina was a real piece of work. She gave us a bad name."

      I snorted. "And Vlad. Vincent. Nosferatu. Oh, yeah, and Clarence. Need I go on?"

      Dracula shrugged. "So, you fell in with a bad lot. We're not all the same."

      "You still killed my mother! Do you expect me to buy the reformed philanthropic vampire BS you've been selling people?"

      Dracula took a deep breath. "Please try the wine."

      I narrowed my eyes, then lifted the glass and took a small sip. "Damn. That is good."

      "Told you. Please, enjoy. It's my pleasure. It's the least I can do. And if I'm not mistaken, your mother was only dead for a little while."

      I shrugged. "No thanks to you."

      "Still, she's doing well. She's ruling Olympus with your father now."

      I tilted my head. "How do you know about that?"

      Dracula smiled. "I hear things. The point is, sometimes bad things happen but work out for the best. All's well that ends well. Besides, there was nothing I could do about it. Her name was on the Reapers’ schedule. She was going to die that day no matter what I did."

      I tilted my head. "How do you know about Reapers’ schedules?"

      "Again, I hear a lot of things."

      I shook my head. "I saw you talking to Hades. You and he made a deal."

      "What of it?"

      "He was going to give you the world in exchange for you assisting him with his coup to seize Olympus."

      Dracula shrugged. "First, it's not my fault he couldn't pull it off. I gave him what he wanted. He was the one who saw to it that your mother was on the schedule for harvest. I agreed to follow through—only in self-defense if she came after me. In exchange for that, he gave me influence."

      "Influence? It sounded to me like he was offering you a chance to rule the world."

      Dracula rolled his eyes. "What interest do I have in ruling humans? Please. He gave me the world. By that, he meant he handed me one of the many tools that he uses to lure human souls to the path that leads to hell."

      "What tool was that?"

      Dracula grinned. "Political influence."

      I stared at Dracula blankly. "Oh, please."

      "Do you really think that the devil isn't in politics? I know you've been on Earth for a few years, love. Surely you've figured that out."

      I tilted my head. "So, all the bullcrap about vampires being historically oppressed, equal rights, philanthropy, and making the world a better place was just you wielding this power you got from Hades?"

      Dracula shrugged. "He gave me the ability to influence powerful people because I wanted to make the world a better place. What's wrong with that?"

      I snorted. "By getting the local politicians drunk and giving them hookers?"

      "I'm entertaining them, child. If they choose to indulge in such things, that's their choice. I'm forcing no one's hand. They're snakes, love. If you want to tame a snake, you have to feed it. Politicians are the same. Feed their baser instincts, and you can pacify their venomous natures."

      "What's the deal with the black lights, then? If you're really a goodie-two-shoes vampire, why the extra measures to thwart me?"

      "I'm not an idiot, Miss Grimm. I knew you'd come for me. I'd be a fool not to protect myself."

      I narrowed my eyes. "I still don't buy it. What's your end game, Dracula?"

      "I told you, Miss Grimm. I'm making the world a better place."

      "A better place for who?"

      "For whom," Dracula corrected.

      “Whatever. You heard the question.”

      Dracula smirked. "I suppose there will always be those who prefer the status quo. Who think they're better off with the way things have always been. I won't deny that some of them might find the reforms I've set in motion displeasing. It's growing pains, dear. They'll see the truth in time."

      "What does this better world look like?" Sienna asked.

      "That depends on the choices people make," Dracula replied. "All I do is provide opportunity. I'm offering humanity a chance to have a future without war, without violence, and without hate and prejudice."

      "At what cost?" I asked.

      Dracula took another sip of his wine. "Everything has a cost, dear. Those things are worth just about any cost, wouldn't you agree?"

      I pressed my lips together. "’Just about’ is the part I'm worried about. It's not worth our freedom."

      "Says who?" Dracula asked. "Thomas Jefferson, maybe? News flash, love; he's dead. What has freedom bought your world? Since the advent of democracy, we’ve seen more death and bloodshed than in every era combined. Freedom is an illusion. We imagine we're free from certain things, and we rebel when we perceive we’re oppressed. Have you ever considered, though, what we might be free for if humans weren't enslaved by constant dissension, war, and bigotry?"

      I set my glass back on the table. "You're a smooth talker, Drac. I'll give you that. I still think you're up to no good. I'm going to find out what it is."

      Dracula stood and bowed his head. "I have nothing to hide. Please, take your glass with you. It's on me."

      I wanted to take my glass, throw it at the vampire, and say, “Now it's on you.” I resisted, deciding to play it cool. I picked up my glass and turned to leave.

      Sienna lifted her wine. "Cheers. Thanks for the wine."

      Dracula bowed.

      I narrowed my eyes. Sienna was being polite. She was matching his false hospitality with a show of her own. I was inclined to meet Dracula's bow with a show of my ass. Once again, though, I held back. Mooning the most notorious vampire in history wasn't a good idea, but it's the thought that counts.

      We opened the door and were about to walk through it when three females blocked our path. Two had dark hair and aquiline noses that were similar in shape to Dracula's hooked snot-locker. The third had wavy golden locks. Her skin was fair and unblemished. Her grin revealed that she was a vampire, but her eyes didn't match. They were like pale-blue sapphires. Her lips were full.

      They were all narrow-waisted and large-busted. They eyed me with desire. The blonde vampire licked her lips and winked at me. The other two giggled.

      "Come in, ladies! They were just leaving."

      The three girls filed past me into the room. I couldn't get out of there fast enough. Sienna scurried out too and closed the door behind her.

      "How weird were they?" Sienna asked.

      "Do you think they were sisters?"

      "Two of them looked sort of like Dracula. They had beaks for noses. Do you think they have a hawk in their family tree?"

      I chuckled. "I don't know. I've heard Dracula can change into a bat, though."

      Sienna shook her head. "There was something off about them. They were vampires, but..."

      "The blonde had blue eyes. Have you ever seen that in a vampire?"

      Sienna shook her head. "I can't say I have."

      "I think ‘weird’ is the right word. Whatever the case, I have a feeling that they're a part of whatever he's up to. I just wish we knew what that was."

      "He didn't tell us anything we didn't know. He's playing the good guy, but for what?"

      I took a deep breath. "He knows how to put on a good face, that's for sure. Bury a heap of dung in snow, though, and no matter how pretty it is, if you dig deep enough, you hit shit."

      "The thicker the snow, the deeper you have to dig."

      I nodded. "That's what scares me. The bigger the pile, the more snow is needed to cover it. With as much work as he's doing to make himself look noble, there must be something really nasty underneath it."

      "Unless he isn't hiding anything."

      "Do you really believe that?"

      Sienna scratched her head. "I don't know, Zoey. Yeah, he's a vampire. While I hate using that word, so am I. Over the last few months, my urges have gotten more powerful. I've had to feed more often than before. I don't think it's turned me into a monster. Perhaps we should consider that he isn't as vile as we assumed. Maybe he has a point. We've judged vampires more for what they are than who they are."

      "You're taking his side?"

      "It's not about sides, Zoey. If we can't allow that he might have good intentions simply because of what he is, I have to wonder why you still trust me."

      "That's different, Sienna! I know you. I've been with you from the beginning. You're also a different kind of vampire."

      "Not in the ways that make them monsters. People think vampires are monsters because they drink blood. Have you seen what's on my menu lately?"

      "You didn't kill my mother, Sienna!"

      "Fair point. But what if it was self-defense? I loved your mom, Zoey, but she's never been the sort to ask a lot of questions before jamming her stake in a vampire's heart."

      I sighed. "I can't believe we're having this conversation."

      "This isn't about your mom, Zoey. It's about me! You can't judge every vampire for being a vampire if you aren't going to judge me, too."

      "I told you, that's different!"

      "It's not as different as you think." Sienna frowned. "Whatever. Let’s get the hell out of here."
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      Sienna and I barely said a word on the drive back to the apartment. Granted, we were on the Harley, so conversation wasn't possible, given the road noise and the roar of the engine. We still weren't chatty when we parked and went up to the apartment.

      Was she really entertaining the notion that Dracula might be a good guy? He was Dracula, for hell's sake! He killed my mother. He did it when Hades told him he had to in exchange for political influence. How did that make him better than any dictator in history who'd murdered his way to the top?

      I couldn’t believe she was taking my refusal to consider Dracula's false "goodness" as a slight to her. I'd fought side by side with Sienna. She had never killed a human being. When she fed, we used donated blood. Sure, maybe she had robbed a blood bank or two using her brooch to break in on the astral plane, but that was understandable. That blood was donated to save lives. Using it to feed Sienna was doing that in a roundabout way. It meant she didn't have to risk biting someone.

      Sienna disappeared into her bedroom. She was probably calling Dylan. I couldn’t say he was her boyfriend. He was a werewolf, and he was with us in Kansas City in our fight with Athena. There was fire between the two, so much so that after he left to rejoin his pack in Louisiana, the first thing I did was shampoo the couch.

      Not that Kevin and I never did it on the couch, but that's beside the point. It was my couch. When other people screwed on it, it was my prerogative to shampoo it afterward.

      As much time as she spent on the phone talking to Dylan, he might as well have been her boyfriend. She'd planned a trip to go see him once, but it had fallen through because, you know, saving the world and whatnot. I wondered if Sienna wanted Dracula to be a good guy just so she'd have a good excuse to leave and see Dylan. I know, it's silly to think that way, but Sienna was young. Young people who think they're in love are notoriously stupid.

      The gorgon sisters, Svetlana and Euryale, had moved out a few weeks earlier when the apartment next to mine became vacant. My former neighbor had complained that there was too much weirdness going on. He wasn’t wrong, but my dad had paid good money for the place, and apart from killing a few vampires in the stairwell, I had done nothing that merited expulsion.

      When my neighbor left, the gorgons jumped at the opportunity. Since Kevin was working late on a case and I wouldn't see him until the next day, I figured I'd head over and see what my snake-headed friends were up to. It was a Friday night, and if we weren't going out, Netflix and chill by myself felt like a loser move. At least the gorgons could keep me company, and maybe they'd have some insight into the issue with Sienna and Dracula.

      Cerberus was asleep in his hellhound-sized bed in the corner. I opened the front door and closed it carefully so as not to disturb him, then walked down the hall ten paces and knocked on the gorgons’ door.

      Svetlana answered. "Zoey! Come in! I'm glad you're here."

      When I stepped inside, I heard a lot of banging and moaning from the back bedroom.

      "They're going at it like rabbits in there. I'm going to lose my mind sitting out here listening to it. Talk to me. I don't care what about. Anything to distract me."

      "Wait!" I exclaimed. "Euryale has a guy back there?"

      Svetlana looked at me blankly. "She has two."

      I laughed so hard I snorted. "Say what?"

      Svetlana shook her head. "I think she's making up for lost time. Her body is in its prime now, you know."

      I snickered. During our battle with Athena, Euryale had been beheaded, but since the gorgon sisters were immortal, it didn't kill her. Over the last several months, she had regrown a new body. Seeing a grown woman's head on a toddler's body had been so freaky that it still gave me nightmares.

      She grew fast, though. In less than a year, she'd reached maturity. She now had a well-shaped, womanly figure, and she wasn't shy about flaunting it. Apparently, more than one guy had noticed—at the same time.

      "They aren't freaked out that she has snakes for hair? I'd think that would be a deal breaker for a guy." I coughed. "Or two."

      "Guys don't care about hair, Zoey. They're more focused on her other assets."

      I grinned. "Well, if one of the guys can't keep it up, she can make him as hard as a rock, at least."

      Svetlana smirked. "That would be funny if she hadn't done that before."

      My jaw dropped. "You're serious? She turned a guy into stone in the middle of…you know..."

      "She brought him back afterward."

      "She finished even after she petrified her lover?"

      "When you're all worked up and he's hard and ready, why not?"

      "Because he's a statue! Ouch much? That can't feel good."

      "Well, the stone is smooth. It's not any worse than using a toy to finish. I've had my share of Minute Men in the past. Sometimes a gorgon's gotta do what a gorgon's gotta do."

      "Wait." I smirked. "Are you saying you've done it before, too?"

      Svetlana grinned. "Once or twice."

      "My God! You two are something else."

      "Don't knock it until you've tried it. Once you've done rock, you'll never need a⁠—"

      "You don't need to finish that sentence. I can fill in the blank just fine."

      The rhythmic thumping of the headboard on the wall was distracting. I thought I heard a squeal or two.

      "Do you want to get out of here? Go get a drink? I can't think with all this noise."

      "I hear you, sister. Let's do it."

      We flew out of the apartment faster than a fart in a fan factory. We didn't take my Harley since O'Donnell’s Pub was only two blocks away. It was a great place to go if you wanted a drink and a conversation. They kept the music low enough that you could hear someone talk, which was rare when it came to the Kansas City bar scene. It was also the gorgons' favorite spot. It was likely where Euryale had picked up her pair.

      We ordered a couple of pints of the house brew and sat at a small booth across from the bar. I filled in Svetlana on the incident with Dracula, the weird chicks who had shown up after our conversation, and how Sienna had taken it personally that I wouldn't believe it when the bad guy tried to tell us he was a good guy. I spent more time venting about her reaction than detailing the events of the evening.

      "I mean, it's Dracula we're talking about. Am I being unreasonable?"

      "No, of course not! Well, maybe."

      I took a sip of my beer. "Maybe?"

      Svetlana sighed. "Do you believe people can change, Zoey?"

      "We're not talking about people. We're talking about a vampire."

      "Is Sienna a person or a vampire?"

      "Technically?"

      Svetlana nodded.

      "She's both."

      "Then allow me to repeat my question. Do you believe that people can change?"

      I bit my lip. "Maybe?"

      "That's not an answer."

      "Sure it is. It means I'm not sure if people can change."

      "Are you the same person you were when you were a student at the Reaper Academy?"

      "Yes and no. I've evolved."

      "You've grown."

      "Right, but if you think about it, I was always going to be a supernatural Reaper rather than a regular one. I just didn't know it then."

      "So, you've learned more about who you are."

      I nodded. "Who I always was but didn’t realize it."

      "You grew because of that revelation. Your values changed. Everything about you changed. You have changed, Zoey, even if the only thing that changed was that now you know yourself when you didn't before."

      I snorted. "I see what you're doing. I'm in sort of a pickle, aren't I?"

      "No, you're in a bar."

      "You know what I mean."

      "Why don't you explain?"

      I took a gulp of my beer. "I knew Sienna before she became a daywalker. I trusted her from the start because I believed she was the same person, even if she had developed a taste for blood. Because I didn't believe she could change as a person, I gave her the benefit of the doubt. If you're now saying that I have to believe people can change so I can be more objective about Dracula, reevaluating that point would mean I'd have to reconsider how I think about Sienna."

      Svetlana smirked. "Bullshit, Zoey."

      "What? That was well thought out and rational. Bulls don't poop logic. Therefore, it’s not bullshit."

      "Have you considered that if you are only trusting Sienna because you're thinking about who she was before, you're selling her short for how hard she's worked? How she's grown to overcome the darker side of her new nature?"

      "I'm not doing that!"

      Svetlana raised one eyebrow.

      "Okay, maybe I am. But I didn't mean to!"

      "Of course you didn't, Zoey. If you need another object lesson, what do you think about Morty? Is he still the same irresponsible party animal he used to be?"

      I sighed. "Well, I think he wants to be, but he's shouldered his new responsibilities as the Grim Reaper well. He has worked hard to earn the trust of the other Reapers despite his lack of qualifications."

      "Morty has changed. You've changed. Sienna has changed. If you don’t think it's possible, even if incredibly unlikely, that Dracula has changed, you're denying Sienna the recognition she deserves for all she's overcome. Even more, you're undermining the work she's still doing to be the person she wants to be."

      I downed the rest of my beer. "I need to go talk to her."

      Svetlana winced.

      "What? You don't think I should?"

      "It's not that. I'm just not sure I'm ready to, you know, go home."

      "You don't want to listen to your sister doing whatever she's doing."

      Svetlana nodded. As she did, two men stepped through the front door of the bar. They were bow-legged as if they were cowboys.

      "Are those the guys Euryale took home?"

      Svetlana turned and looked. "That's them. Thank God. And, dear God! What in the world did she do to them?"

      I grimaced. "Some questions are better left unanswered."

      Svetlana raised her glass. "I'll drink to that!"
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      I went home. Cerberus was still snoring in the corner. I peeked into Sienna's room.

      She was sitting on her bed with her phone pressed to her ear. She snapped around. "What do you want? I'm on the phone!"

      "I just wanted to talk."

      "Later, okay?"

      I sighed. "Whatever."

      I closed Sienna's door and went to the bathroom, where I stared at myself in the mirror. I rubbed my eyes. I hadn’t meant to hurt Sienna's feelings. I hadn’t even been thinking about her. I had been thinking about the vampire who'd killed my mother.

      Maybe that was the problem. I hadn’t been thinking about her. My stomach churned with guilt. If only Sienna would get off the damn phone and speak to me.

      I sighed. I was doing it again. This was supposed to be about her, and I was thinking about myself. It annoyed me that she wouldn't get off with Dylan and talk to me because I wanted to feel better.

      I splashed some water on my face, then brushed my teeth and rinsed my mouth. I went to my room, crawled into bed, and closed my eyes.

      I gasped for air. There was a weight on my chest. Not a weight, a person. I struggled in his grip, but he was strong. I tried to scream, but he placed his hand over my mouth. It was Dracula.

      "Shh, love. It won't hurt. Much."

      He opened his mouth and exposed his fangs, then lowered his face to my neck and bit me. My screams were muffled by his hand.

      I tried to reach around his body and touch the sigil on my wrist. If I could invoke my scythe, I could get rid of the bastard. However, he was too fast. He grabbed my left wrist and pinned it to the bed as he fed on my blood.

      I kneed him in the groin. He winced and pulled back. I yanked my left hand out of his grip and touched the sigil on my wrist. My scythe formed in my hand.

      "Until next time, love."

      I swiped my scythe at Dracula, but it passed through a cloud of black mist. The mist moved to my window and flew into the night.

      I rolled out of bed, clutching my neck. I was still bleeding. I crawled out of my room and went to the bathroom.

      I vomited into the toilet.

      "Are you okay?" Cerberus was standing at the door. I turned to him, tears running down my face.

      "Who did this to you?"

      I tried to speak, but my stomach clenched again. I turned back to the toilet and puked again.

      "Oh, my God!" It was Sienna this time. She scurried over to me and pulled my hair back.

      "You're bleeding! Those are bite marks!"

      I spat the remnants of my vomit out of my mouth and turned to her. "It was Dracula."

      Sienna tilted her head. "What?"

      "You don't believe he could do this to me? He's so good and all."

      "No, it's not that. How did he get to you? He didn’t have an invitation, and the doors were locked."

      "He disappeared in a cloud of smoke when I summoned my scythe. I'm guessing he got in the same way."

      "Let me take a look at that."

      I craned my neck to the side. Sienna grabbed cotton balls and a bottle of hydrogen peroxide, soaked a ball, and pressed it to the bite marks on my neck. I could feel the bubbles as the chemical interacted with the wound. "How bad is it?"

      "Typical vampire wound. One bite won't turn you. That doesn't mean there won’t be side effects. His venom is in your system. We have no idea what he might do with that if anything."

      "Does leftover venom from a bite typically have side effects?"

      "Not that I'm aware of. I am a daywalker, but you have as much experience with vampires of the nighttime-only variety as I do."

      I sighed. "I wish my mom was here."

      Sienna stroked my cheek. "Me too, Zoey. Me too."

      Sienna grabbed my arm and helped me up. I gargled with minty mouthwash. Nothing is worse than the aftertaste of vomit. I was still sweating. I wasn't sure if I had puked because I was so distraught about what had happened or because of Dracula's venom. My hands wouldn't stop shaking. In all the time I'd gone after supernatural baddies, fought evil gods and goddesses, and faced world-ending villains, I'd never felt so violated.

      "Do you want me to call Kevin?"

      I pressed my lips together. I wanted him to come and hold me through the night, but I was afraid he'd cowboy up and march into Club Dracula with a score to settle. That would see him dead or a newly turned vampire, or, best-case scenario, unemployed.

      "I'll tell him what happened in the morning. Will you stay in my room with me tonight?"

      Sienna nodded. "Maybe I can talk to Svetlana and Euryale. We could take turns keeping watch."

      "Don't forget about me," Cerberus added. "If I see that bloodsucker, I'll swallow him whole."

      I grinned and reached down to scratch Cerberus behind the ears. "I'd appreciate that. He can turn to black smoke, though. He might not sit well on your stomach."

      Cerberus huffed. "Vampire gas. I've had worse. I've survived the aftermath of more than a few late-night Taco Bell runs."

      Sienna chuckled. "Yeah, and we survived the aftermath, too. Just barely."

      I bit my lip. "I have another idea. I don't think I can sleep in my bed tonight, no matter who is watching. We still have my mother’s old place. She had books on Dracula. Before any of us charge in there after him, we need to have a better idea of what we're facing."

      Sienna tilted her head. "Are you sure you're ready for that? You were really shaken up, Zoey."

      I nodded. "I still am. He knows where I live. If we get out of here, I might be able to calm down a little."

      Sienna scratched her head. "This doesn't make sense. Why would he go to all that effort to try to convince us he's good only to show up in the middle of the night and bite you?"

      I grunted. "I think that's his game. He was Count Dracula, a noble who used his position to set his victims up."

      "That's right." Sienna was scrolling through her phone. "In the novel Dracula, Jonathan Harker went to Transylvania on business. He had a meeting scheduled with the count, a real estate deal. He was selling a house in London. He didn't know Dracula was a vampire. He figured that out later."

      I sighed. "Doesn't Harker end up killing Dracula in that book?"

      Sienna shrugged. "I think so. With Van Helsing’s help."

      "Harker was either mistaken and didn't finish the job, or the story is just that—a story."

      "There are the three women, the brides, in Dracula's castle. They are the ones who first attack Harker. Do you think..."

      "That the three women we met at the club are the same ones?"

      Sienna nodded and continued scrolling through her phone. "The book describes two of them as having dark hair and Dracula-like beaks. One is described as fairer than fair. That’s a spot-on description of those women."

      I coughed into my hand. "I need a drink of water."

      "I'll get it for you."

      I stood up. "No, wait."

      "I'm here." Cerberus nuzzled my leg.

      "I know. It's just that I'm still on edge. I'll go with you."

      "We should probably get you a bite to eat, too. When you give blood, they give you a cookie. We don't know how much blood you lost."

      I nodded. "Cookies are good. Can you drive?"

      Sienna nodded. "Not a problem."

      "Grab the cookies, and we'll take them along. We can't get out of here soon enough."
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      Svetlana and Euryale agreed to come along. Although my mother had lived alone for the last twenty-plus years, she had three bedrooms. At one point, we had all managed to find a place to sleep in my apartment. There was a lot more space at my mom's house. The gorgons followed us in their truck.

      I didn't know if Dracula knew where my mother had lived, but he knew where my apartment was. I don't know how he found out. Perhaps he had followed us home in mist form or had someone else follow me.

      I sent Kevin a text to let him know where we were. He probably wouldn't respond; he often didn't when he was at work. He'd read it when he got off.

      I'd considered moving to my mom's place, but I wasn't a suburban girl. It was more convenient to be in the city if we had a vampire problem to deal with. Of course, my mother had made a career out of slaying, and she'd operated from outside of the city. In her mind, it was best to keep her distance from her work.

      She had a point, as recent events indicated. Living in the city came with risks. People could easily find out where I lived. There were enough around that I'd never know if someone was watching me. This wasn't the first time the bad guys had broken into my apartment, but it was the first time someone had broken in to get to me.

      Dracula wasn't afraid of me, although I could reap him to hell. He had turned his back to me when I’d followed him up the stairs at his club. He’d then attacked me in my own bedroom. He was toying with me, and I hated it.

      My mom also had a serious weapons stash. She had often carried a Japanese katana, her weapon of choice. She was a lot better with it than I was. It was also only good for one killing. Vampires release serious heat when they are killed with conventional weapons, which made her blade too hot to handle.

      She also had a lot of stakes. Most of them had been fashioned from dowels and sanded to a point. She also had what you might call designer stakes that were ornately carved and varnished. When you're involved in a task as bloody as slaying a vampire, adding some style to the process couldn't hurt.

      She had a nice crossbow collection as well. Bolts were as effective as stakes if your aim was true. She also had gallons of garlic oil. She had soaked her stakes and bolts in the oil before going on a slaying. If she missed the heart or found herself in a close-combat situation and couldn't get to it, any strike with a garlic-covered weapon would slow a vampire down and weaken it.

      Sometimes, when you don’t have a scythe like mine that sends vampires to hell on contact, you have to work to get access to the heart. Some vampires wore stake-resistant armor to protect their one vital organ. A little garlic on a blade or a stake could give the slayer an advantage even if they only hit the vamp in a leg, an arm, the back, or the gut. Without garlic, flesh wounds that fell short of dismemberment didn't slow vampires down. Garlic was a game-changer.

      The real treasure, though, wasn't my mom's armory. It was her library. All the books she had that my mom thought were relevant to Dracula were still scattered on the kitchen table. They'd been there since before she died. We'd pored over them before, but there was a lot to sort through.

      Among the books was a bible. My mom had highlighted a passage in Revelation that spoke of the pale horse ridden by Hades. According to her, Dracula was fascinated by apocalyptic texts and inserted himself into them. The text in Revelation spoke of the pale horse, symbolically Dracula, ridden by Death, who might have been the Grim Reaper or Hades. We'd foiled that when we dispatched Hades to the void.

      The text also foretold much suffering and death. It didn't depict a pale horse dedicated to making the world a better place, giving money to the homeless, or cleaning up human corruption in the political sphere. Dracula had confirmed his belief that he was the pale horseman the first time I’d encountered him. It was another reason I doubted he'd changed. Now that he had attacked me, I was certain about that.

      We knew that Dracula could change himself into mist. The legends also depicted him turning into a black dog or a bat. They also described a telepathic ability. Perhaps that was how he had known how to find me.

      "Is it normal for a vampire bite to sting for a while?" I asked.

      Sienna nodded. "I think it's the venom in the bite. I'd say the pain will fade soon, but when I was bitten, they were changing me into a vampire. When Morty reaped my soul, my body healed on its own, so I don’t know how long it would take for the pain to fade."

      I stood, went to the freezer, grabbed a bag of frozen peas, and held it to my neck before sitting back down. "Does anyone know how old Dracula is?"

      Sienna shook her head. "I haven't found anything definitive. Some theories suggest he was Vlad the Impaler."

      I shook my head. "I reaped Vlad. He wasn't nearly as powerful as Dracula."

      Sienna bit her lip as she traced her finger down a page in one of my mother’s books. "There might be an explanation for that. There were two, Vlad II and Vlad III. Vlad II joined the Order of the Dragon in 1431, the year that his son, Vlad III, was born. The order was a Christian society of Crusaders. When admitted to the order, Vlad II was given the surname ‘Dracul,’ which means dragon. His son was known as Vlad Draculea, or ‘son of the dragon.’"

      I raised an eyebrow. "So, which Vlad did I kill, and which is Dracula?"

      "That's where things get complicated. Apparently, Vlad II renounced the order and allied with the sultan. He was later captured and killed. His son was thirsty for revenge. According to this, Vlad III joined the Scholomance."

      I raised an eyebrow. "What's that?"

      "A school of black magic in Romania. It was supposed to be run by the devil, or, as you know him, Hades."

      "So, this Dracula is Vlad III?" I asked.

      Sienna nodded. "There's no way to know if the Vlad you killed was his father, raised through necromancy and turned into a vampire, or one of Vlad III's sons. Given that the Dracula we're facing had an alliance with Hades and also knows sorcery, I'd say he's Vlad III, better known as Vlad the Impaler or Vlad Draculea."

      "Is there any more information on the Scholomance?"

      "Not in this book. I'll keep looking."

      I nodded. "It might be key to understanding Dracula's abilities."

      "There's also no telling what abilities or powers he might have gained through sorcery over the last century or so. There's little in these books that’s less than a hundred years old. While it's clear that Dracula began his journey into black magic at the Scholomance, we can't eliminate the possibility that he's learned other forms of dark magic since then."

      Svetlana cleared her throat. "I know a little about the Scholomance. Even in those days, its existence was rumored but never proven. As Sienna said, it was believed that the devil himself instructed the students, and those who enrolled shunned sunlight for the duration of their training."

      I raised an eyebrow. "That doesn't sound like a coincidence."

      Svetlana shook her head. "I very much doubt it is."

      Sienna was scrolling through her phone. "There's a lot to go through here, and it's hardly a reliable source, but Wikipedia indicates that the school taught their students a universal language associated with animals. One of the students was chosen to ride a dragon by the name of Zmeu. It's said that the dragonrider could manipulate the weather."

      I shook my head. "I don't know about manipulating the weather, and I hope the dragon stuff is myth rather than fact. We have enough on our plate as it is."

      Sienna rubbed her eyes. "We're not going to get through all this material tonight."

      I nodded. "I agree. I say we hit the sack and start again in the morning."

      Euryale grinned. "I'm exhausted. I've had a busy evening."

      Svetlana and I glared at her. "We know!"

      Euryale snickered. "I don't think those fellows will be walking straight-legged for a while."

      I checked my phone. Kevin still hadn't responded to my text. "Sienna, mind staying in the room with me tonight?"

      "Your mom's room?"

      I nodded. "It's the biggest bed. I don't want to cuddle or anything. It's just..."

      Sienna stood and rested her hand on my back. "I get it. You shouldn't be alone right now. We'll figure this out, Zoey. We'll stop Dracula one way or another."

      I nodded. I hoped she was right, but I had a sinking feeling that the horror had just begun.
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      It took me a while to fall asleep. I kept remembering Dracula on top of me, fangs flashing, and the sharp pain of his bite. I tried to redirect my thoughts. As cliché as it sounds, I even started counting sheep. Somewhere around four, my mind drifted back to the vampire.

      My mind was spinning like a hamster on a wheel. Did you know that the average hamster runs six miles on his wheel every night? That's stamina. Eventually, though, even hamsters get exhausted. I don't remember when I fell asleep.

      The sound of footsteps woke me up. I sprang out of bed, my heart racing a million miles an hour.

      The gorgons. Chill, Zoey. It's probably just the gorgons.

      I held my fingers an inch over my sigil, just in case. If I stepped out the door to see a skinny, hook-nosed, pale-skinned bloodsucker, I'd send him to hell before he could say, "I vant to suck your blood."

      Kevin stepped into the hall from the kitchen. He was holding a tray of coffee cups in his hands. "Zoey, what's going on?"

      I ran to him and almost knocked the tray out of his hand. He barely managed to set it down on the table before I wrapped my arms around him. He held me tightly.

      "It was Dracula."

      "What did he do?"

      "He came into my room." My tears flowed, and I could barely get the words out. "He bit me, then he was gone. He just disappeared. I⁠—"

      "My God, your neck!"

      "I'm okay. I think. I tried to fight him off. He was too strong. I managed to invoke my scythe, but it was too late."

      He kissed my forehead. "I'm here now."

      We sat down at the table. Sienna stumbled down the stairs, rubbing her eyes. "Oh, hi, Kevin."

      Kevin smiled. "Coffee?"

      "Please and thank you!"

      "I figured if you all had as little sleep as I did last night, you could use a little pick-me-up."

      "You had a rough night, too?" I asked.

      "Sure, but it's not about me. None of it compares to what you've been through. The thing is, I'm ninety percent sure vampires have something to do with it. The chief won't hear it. We can't investigate vamps. We have to treat all these cases like normal missing persons."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Missing persons?"

      Kevin nodded. "They all have one thing in common; they were all dying. Hospices were cleared out, everyone gone but the nurses. A couple of people went missing from the ICU at St. Luke's."

      I raised an eyebrow. "What makes you think vampires are involved?"

      Kevin shrugged. "Well, given that your parents rule Olympus and we don't have any gods on Earth trying to wreak havoc, it's the process of elimination."

      Sienna tapped her fingers on the table. "That's not a typical vampire MO. They're usually not that scrupulous. Why target the dying?"

      I bit my lip. "Politics. Dracula is protecting his influence. A bunch of dead people with bite marks wouldn't do much for his cause."

      Sienna shook her head. "He doesn't need to abduct people to feed. There are more than enough willing donors at his club."

      I rubbed my neck. "And he already fed."

      Kevin winced. "Yeah, but he's not the only vampire in town."

      "The three ladies at the club," Sienna added. "They could probably feed from anyone they wished, too. People who wouldn't mind."

      "Unless he didn't take them to feed. Maybe he's turning them. If these people were all supposed to die, we can find out. I have my crystals with me. I can make the portal. I will go have a chat with my brother."

      "I'll tag along," Sienna told me. "First, we should let Svetlana and Euryale know what's going on."

      Sienna went to wake up the gorgons while I created my portal in front of a window. If you think gorgons have bad hair all the time, you should see them first thing in the morning. That's probably something you'd want to avoid. Thankfully, they emerged from their room with their shawls firmly in place.

      Euryale grinned. "Give Atlas a knock on the noggin for me!"

      I chuckled. Atlas was the Titan who had been petrified by Medusa's severed head in the war between the older Titans and the Olympians. The gorgons had restored him, and he had played a pivotal role in securing Olympus again. The gorgons then petrified him again, sending him back to the void, where he had teamed up with Chronos to bind the Egyptian gods.

      That meant that for a thousand years, give or take, they wouldn't pose a significant threat to my dad's reign. We then sent Atlas to Morty and Carmilla. He was one of many statues that decorated the Grim Reaper’s posh office.

      I laughed. "I'll rub his belly for luck."

      "I'd go for the butt," Euryale suggested. "He didn’t just hold a giant globe over his head. He also had a pair of nice, firm globes below the waist."

      I tilted my head. "For some reason, playing grab-ass with a petrified god seems wrong. You're right, though. His butt is firm. That's probably because he's granite."

      Svetlana laughed. "At least he was clothed when we petrified him. That wasn't always the case, you know."

      I snorted. "What do you mean?"

      Euryale giggled. "Back in Athens, I petrified my lovers. Especially those who were sleeping with other monsters."

      I scratched my head. "I don't know how to respond to that."

      Euryale shrugged. "Why do you think so many of the statues from ancient Greece are naked dudes?"

      I raised an eyebrow. "That was you?"

      "I contributed to the cause. I could never bring them back. Most of them lost their arms ages ago. Some lost their heads. Strangely, their manhoods remain intact in stone."

      I giggled. "I thought if it was hard for more than three hours, you were supposed to call the doctor."

      Euryale looked curious. "Why? Is your doctor a pervert?"

      I snorted. "He might be. I don't know. It was a Viagra joke. Sorry. It's one of the warnings issued with the drug."

      Kevin winced. "Priapism is no joke. Not that I'd know anything about that."

      I smirked. "What are you hiding? Is there a story?"

      Kevin sighed. "I'll just say that when you're in high school and your fifteen-year-old friend dares you to take one of the little blue pills he stole from his dad, just. Say. No."

      "What did the doctors do about it?" Sienna asked.

      Kevin stared at Sienna, then glanced at me. "You don't want to know. I can't talk about it. It's too traumatic."

      "All right, Sienna. You ready to go?"

      Sienna nodded. "I'm ready if you're ready."

      I gave Kevin a kiss, then took a sip of my coffee. I set it back on the table.

      "Aren't you going to take it with you? It will probably get cold."

      I shook my head. "I don't think this will take long. Morty knows something, or he doesn't."

      "We’ll be here waiting," Kevin replied.

      I smiled. "If you want to be a real dear, breakfast would be nice when we come back."

      "I brought coffee!"

      "I love you for it. I'll love you even more if pancakes are waiting for us when we return. I'm craving the carbs. I think I'm still recovering from last night."

      "Are you manipulating my sympathies so I'll make you pancakes?"

      I shrugged. "Is it working?"

      Kevin laughed. "Flapjacks will be waiting."
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      Sienna and I jumped through the portal and landed on our feet in my brother's office. It smelled like Murphy's Oil Soap. A young Reaper-to-be, probably an intern from the Reaper Academy, was scrubbing the woodwork. Papers were scattered all over Morty's desk.

      "Oh, my God!" the girl exclaimed. "You're her!"

      I snorted. "I'm her, I guess."

      "You're Zoey! Oh, my God! You're, like, my hero. I have a poster of you in my room!"

      Sienna snickered. "They are making posters of you now?"

      I shrugged, then I gulped. "Wait, who is selling posters of me?"

      The girl shrugged. "Posters, t-shirts, Zoey-themed backpacks and lunch boxes for the kids, swimsuit edition calendars for the men."

      "What? I didn’t pose for anything like that!"

      "Are you sure?" the girl asked. "It's a best seller. One of the boys in my class was just suspended after they caught him with one in the boy's bathroom."

      "Oh, my God! Morty! Where the hell are you?"

      "He'll be right back. He's debriefing some Reapers right now."

      "We can wait here." Sienna rested her hand on my shoulder. "What's your name, by the way?"

      "I'm Penelope. You can call me Penny. Could I ask a favor?"

      "We're waiting, so asking couldn't hurt."

      "Check this out!" Penny reached into her pocket and pulled out a small tri-fold booklet. She opened it. It was full of fancy-looking trading cards. "Will you sign my limited-edition Super-Maxx Zoey Reaps Anubis card?"

      "Your what?"

      Penny showed me her cards. All of them featured me. It wasn't exactly me. It was like me in anime. Various poses showed me reaping past enemies. I flipped a page. "Hey, check this out. There's a daywalker card."

      "Let me see that!" Sienna grabbed the booklet. "Hey, I look hot in anime!"

      I shrugged. "If you say so."

      "Will you both sign your cards?" Penny looked at us with wide puppy-dog eyes.

      I reached into one of the drawers on my brother's desk and grabbed a black marker. "I'll sign it. I'm still confused by all this."

      "It's not complicated. The cards all have different powers. You roll a special die, and it determines who wins in a battle. I really don't play. I'm a collector. It's all the rage with the kids at the academy."

      Sienna chuckled. "We're like the Pokémons of the underworld. Gotta catch 'em all!"

      "Damn straight!" Penny nodded with a self-assured grin. "There are only ten of these limited-edition Zoeys out there, and I have one of them. If my friends were jealous before, once they find out I have an autographed one, they'll be begging me to trade."

      I bit my lip. "You'd trade me? I'm offended!"

      Penny chuckled. "I'm not trading you. No way! I'm holding onto it for a few years at least until it’s worth a lot more money."

      "So, you're going to sell me off?" I raised an eyebrow.

      Penny shrugged. "Look, everyone has a price."

      "I don't understand. When did all this start?"

      "Not long ago. A few months back, the posters and trading cards came out. It's all the rage right now. I can't wait until your designer clothing line comes out."

      "My designer clothing line? I never designed anything!"

      "I think Carmilla is behind it. Don't tell anyone, though."

      I huffed. "I don't get it. Morty and Carmilla don't need the money."

      "The better question," Sienna added, "is where is your cut? It's your name, image, and likeness! You deserve some of the profits."

      I scratched my head. "You know, that's a good point!"

      The door swung open. Morty and Carmilla stepped in. They both had grim expressions, which was fitting, given my brother's title. "Oh, hey, Zoey. I was just saying we should come see you. I have a few questions."

      I tilted my head. "Does it have to do with whether I'll pose for another calendar?'

      Morty winced and glared at Penny. "You told her about that?"

      "The calendar, the posters, the trading cards. Everything!"

      "It was my idea," Carmilla said. "Don't blame Morty."

      "And the calendar isn't really you. We hired a model and had your head swapped in."

      I sighed. "You should have asked me before you started pimping my name and image for money, Morty."

      Morty shook his head. "We're not earning a profit from it. The funds are going back into the city. I'm trying to modernize the underworld. We're buying tablets for all the students at the Reaper Academy. Eventually, we're going to set up a cell phone network down here. We're working on a way to communicate across the realms. Little portals that connect the Reapers on Earth to those here so we can keep tabs on what's going on. You know, in case we need to send backup."

      "Backup? Why would a Reaper need backup?"

      "That's what I wanted to talk to you about, Zoey. Vampires are interfering with our reapings."

      I snorted. "That's why we're here. Kevin said a lot of people in hospice are going missing."

      Morty sighed. "It started with a few random cases several months back. It's getting worse. We're sending Reapers to harvest the souls of the dying according to the schedule, but we're finding that vampires are beating us there. They're turning them before we can reap them."

      "So, they are turning the people they're abducting. Is it limited to the Kansas City area?"

      "That's where most of the activity is right now. It's just picked up around New Orleans as well."

      Sienna snorted. "Dracula is opening another club down there next month. That can't be a coincidence."

      I shook my head. "I don't understand why Dracula would be turning people who are dying."

      Morty shook his head. "It's not just people in hospice, Zoey. That might be all you've noticed. There are others, too. People dying in accidents are being turned as well, usually in instances where there's a fire or a drowning."

      Sienna sighed. "Cases where a missing body wouldn't be unusual."

      "That was what I thought," Carmilla added. "The question is how the vampires know to show up before the Reapers get there."

      Morty sat down at his desk and flipped through several pages. "They must have access to the schedule. I don't know how they're getting it."

      "Don't the Olympians produce the reaping schedule?" I asked.

      Morty nodded. "Yes and no. I've learned a thing or two since I became the Grim Reaper. Things Dad didn't even know. Now that he's the king of Olympus, though, he knows the process better. The gods aren't just producing a schedule of souls to reap. It's not random. The gods produce the schedule based on information gleaned from the oracles."

      I tilted my head. "Like, the Oracle of Delphi?"

      "Others like her. These oracles serve another role. There are thousands of them around the world. Apparently, they've existed in secret for centuries. You'd never know it. They appear to be regular people. Most have jobs. Some even have families. Their sacred task is to tap into the life force and read the signs. To gaze into the future and record every human death before it happens. They deliver their information to the gods, and they pass the schedules on to the Reapers. It's how the gods have ensured the passage of human souls into the afterlife for thousands of years."

      "It prevents humans from dying and becoming ghosts," Carmilla added.

      I nodded. "Obviously. That's been the sacred task of the Reapers from the beginning, to ensure the safe passage of departed souls to eternal bliss or perdition."

      Morty nodded. "My suspicion is that an oracle is giving the vampires a copy of the schedule before it is sent here."

      "You said there are thousands of oracles."

      "They'd only need access to one or two to receive the schedules in specific locales. My guess is that whoever the oracle is in Kansas City has been compromised."

      "Also the oracle in New Orleans," Carmilla added.

      Sienna huffed. "In the places where Dracula is setting up clubs."

      I nodded. "We suspected the clubs were a cover for something more insidious. This must be part of that."

      Morty sighed. "Our Reapers are powerless against vampires. When they get to the targets first, there's not much we can do. I was on my way to come find you before you conveniently showed up here. I thought you might accompany some of the Reapers on their harvests. They can't stop the vampires, but you could."

      I shook my head. "I can only be in one place at a time. I'm not sure I'd make much of a difference. We learned that the hard way when we were trying to stop Anubis from consuming souls. All we managed to do was delay his plans. Whatever Dracula is doing with these people he's turning, saving one at a time won't stop him."

      Morty folded his hands on his desk. "I had the same thought, which is why I'm not asking you to stop the vampires. Use your cloak. Follow them. Find out what they're up to. Reconnaissance has always been one of your strengths."

      "We’ll go together," Sienna said. "Two sets of eyes are better than one."

      "When do we go?" I asked.

      "Not until tonight," Morty replied. "For obvious reasons, the vampires are only abducting people who are scheduled to die at night."

      I nodded. "That makes sense. In the meantime, we're staying at Mom's."

      Morty raised an eyebrow. "Why?"

      I took a deep breath. "Dracula attacked me in my apartment last night."

      Morty gasped. "Did he hurt you?"

      I rubbed my neck. "A little, but I'll be fine."

      My brother clenched his fist. "Fucker screws with my sister, he's going to pay."

      "There's nothing you can do, Morty. We need you here, keeping the Reapers on task. If this is going to work, we can't send up any red flags that let Dracula know we're on to him. That means you have to stick to business as usual. Not to mention, you have an entire world of souls depending on you. For now, we're talking about two cities."

      He took a deep breath. "You're right. I'm sorry."

      "Don't be. It's sweet that you want to defend me, but I can handle myself. I won't let him touch me again. I know what I'm up against, more or less. What's important is that we stop him before whatever he's doing spreads to other cities. He plans to open clubs all over the place. My guess is that we'll start seeing abductions wherever he's starting a new club."

      Morty unrolled a long scroll on his desk and traced his finger down the list of souls. "The first death after nightfall in Kansas City will be just after nine o'clock tonight."

      "We'll meet you here at eight. Any details on the situation?"

      "A hospice center in North Kansas City. He hasn't hit this one yet. My guess is that he'll clear the place out like he has some of the others. An hour or so later, there will be a car accident on Interstate 435. A man in his fifties is on the schedule. No seat belt."

      I nodded. "We have two targets. If Dracula doesn't hit one, we'll check the other."

      Penny tapped me on the shoulder. "Will you sign my card, please?"

      I chuckled, signed it, and handed her booklet back to her.

      "Thanks, Zoey! You're awesome!"

      I grinned. "You're welcome."
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      Vampires aren't the only supernatural creatures I can reap. Other enemies and mystical baddies have met the sharp end of my scythe.

      Vampires were different from other creatures for several reasons. First, they used to be human. In Dracula's case, it was a long-ass time ago, but unlike werewolves, who still spend the majority of their time as humans and don't have complex politics and communities, the vampires' humanity is a relic.

      They have relationships with other vampires, compounded by as many political complexities as any human organization. Second, unlike most supernatural entities, they're only a threat at night. That means when I'm on the hunt for a vamp, days are valuable. It's my best chance to conduct research on the vampire or his recent activities or anything else I wouldn't have the luxury to stop and do with supernatural enemies who require me to be on high alert twenty-four-seven.

      That makes it sound like hunting vampires is easier than other species, but there's a downside to the daytime advantage thing. Due to the complexity and secrecy of vampire covens and communities, I need every minute of the daytime to figure things out. Night is when they're the greatest threat. That means finding time to sleep is difficult. It also means lots and lots of coffee accompanies a vampire hunt.

      After a few days, crankiness enters the equation. Kevin has learned to brace himself for the infamous "Day Three" of a vampire hunt. That's when I become a real bitch.

      Recognizing both the lack of information we had on Dracula and the questionable reliability of our sources, we expanded our research. After Sienna and I returned to the house, we started researching oracles. We’d have to rely on books for now.

      I had a call in to Delphine, a medium who'd become an ally and a friend, to see if she could help. She had reached out to the Oracle of Delphi for us in the past. If anyone knew about other oracles and how we might find them or why they might be feeding the soul harvest schedules to Dracula, it was Delphine. What she didn't know, she could find out, and unlike most of us, who fraternized with the living, most of her friends were dead. Present company excluded.

      Most dead people don't know much. Being dead wasn’t a one-way track to enlightenment. That's especially true for wandering souls, AKA ghosts. Most are nutzo. They tend to be stuck in the past, which is understandable. If I was dead, I'd probably be nostalgic about not being dead.

      The wisest humans sought the afterlife, but if death came suddenly and the person couldn’t accept it, or if vengeance was involved, or if they had major unresolved issues, they'd flee the Reapers. They'd become ghosts, damned to live without the ability to get the vengeance they wanted, resolve their issues, or enjoy much.

      Some went crazy and relived specific moments of their lives. They haunted their favorite staircases. They repeated the moments until it became mindless like they were a recording on repeat.

      If they were lucky, a Reaper would spot them and pick them up, but it wasn’t likely. Reapers only showed up when someone was dying. Even if they appeared where a ghost was, how often are ghosts visible? Reapers can see spirits better than humans, but seeing a ghost was rare, especially if it was a tortured soul who didn’t want to be found or was too far gone to take the chance to finally move into the afterlife.

      The rare spirit learned a few things in death. Some eventually let go of whatever they were holding onto and discovered a world of possibilities existing as spirits, unrestrained by the limit of the flesh. Their realities were nothing those who were alive could imagine.

      Delphine represented our best shot at finding an oracle. Oracles were, as far as I could tell, between life and death—non-binary. They had fractured souls, part still bound to life and part to death. The Oracle of Delphi hadn't lived on Earth for thousands of years, but her soul didn’t die. Whatever allowed her to see truths that others couldn't, the part that could glimpse the future, had proven to be immortal, even though her body had died.

      Perhaps she had become an oracle by shedding part of her soul, turning a bit of herself into a ghost. When she died, the balance reversed. Her fractured part was all that was alive.

      I had no idea if the oracles Morty had told us about were of the "mostly dead" or "mostly alive" variety. Maybe they spanned the spectrum. Whatever the case, I hoped Delphine could find one who either was responsible or knew who was and why.

      My coffee had cooled off by the time Sienna and I got back, though it was warm enough to avoid microwaving. Kevin was in the kitchen, wearing one of Mom's aprons that said, I'm Baking. Shut the Fucupcakes.

      He wasn't. He was making pancakes. I snuck up behind him and slapped his butt.

      He turned around and smirked. "Hopefully, these are decent. I'm not sure how long the mix was sitting in your mother's cupboard. It expired a couple of months ago.

      I shrugged. "Close enough. As long as you didn't find maggots or mold, I'm sure it's good. It’s not like the day before the expiration date, food is fine, and the day after, it turns to poison."

      Sienna smirked. "Too bad. Think of the potential for war. Just send your enemy your day-old baked goods, and victory would be yours! Muahaha!"

      I grinned. "Any syrup?"

      Kevin tilted his head. "I didn't think to look."

      I grabbed Sienna’s arm. "Let's go. We can probably buy some and get back before Delphine gets here."

      Sienna pulled her arm back. "Sorry, I don't think it's a good idea. I haven't had any blood in a few days. Going out in the sun might trigger my unpleasant side."

      Euryale laughed. "By unpleasant, you mean the ‘rip people's heads off and drink their blood’ side of your personality?"

      "I've never done that," Sienna snapped. "But my brooch only pacifies that side of me if I've recently fed. I doubt beheadings would be in order, regardless. Still, no matter how fashionable vampires are these days, I'd rather not bite someone in the produce aisle."

      "We'll go," Svetlana offered. "Syrup and what else?"

      I sighed. "We might be in for the day at least. I'd say grab a few frozen pizzas and maybe a frozen lasagna. Something we can pop in and not worry about."

      "Donuts would be good too!" Kevin piped up.

      I giggled. "Spoken like a cop."

      "Hey, that's a stereotype. Cops and donuts."

      I chuckled. "One you just reinforced."

      Kevin sighed and shook his head. "What am I supposed to do? If I want a donut, I reinforce the donut-eating out-of-shape cop stereotype. If I pretend I don't want one when I do, I deny myself for no reason. I'm in good shape. If I want a damn donut, I'll have a donut."

      "Meow! Hiss!" I did my best cat impression.

      Kevin rolled his eyes. "Sorry. This whole reinforcing stereotypes crap we're getting fed at the department is rubbing off on me. Heaven forbid we call a vampire a bloodsucker. We wouldn’t want to reduce their identity to their dietary habits. Meanwhile, the speaker from the college who gave us that lecture had a Proud Vegan bumper sticker on the back of her car. Hypocrisy, I tell you!"

      "The college is lecturing the department now?"

      "Not the college. It's a part of the 'sensitivity training' that we're required to undergo to ensure that we don't unfairly profile vampires."

      I snorted. "It sounds like sound ideology run amok to me. I get it. Profiling is bad when it comes to humans. We're talking about vampires."

      Sienna sighed. "Seriously, Zoey?"

      "I'm not talking about you!"

      "Right, because I'm somehow different. I'm your token vampire friend who you hang out with so everyone knows you don't hate all bloodsuckers."

      My jaw dropped. "You can't be serious, Sienna. You're not a token anything. You're my best friend, and you were before you became a daywalker. That hasn't changed. Nothing has changed!"

      Svetlana cleared her throat and then acted like she had a cough. It was meant to get my attention, to remind me about the conversation she and I had had before.

      "I mean, you have changed. You've grown a lot. I'm proud of you, Sienna."

      Sienna rolled her eyes. "Yes, it's always good to make Mommy proud."

      "I'm not saying I'm your mom. I'm your friend!"

      Sienna sighed. "Forget I said anything. I'm just on edge. Nothing some blood—you know, the kind we monsters like to drink—couldn't solve."

      "I didn't say you're a monster! Where is this coming from?"

      "I just think you have a tendency to run your mouth without thinking about what you're saying. It can be taken wrong."

      I sighed. "You know I didn't mean anything by it. You're right, though. If I'm going to talk about vampires in general terms, I should think about if you might take offense before I talk."

      "It's not that, Zoey. You're now saying, ‘I am still going to think all vampires are evil bloodsucking demons, but I'll keep that opinion to myself so I don't hurt your feelings.’"

      I tilted my head. "What’s the issue? I don't want to hurt your feelings, Sienna."

      "If you have to censor your opinions because you know they're offensive, maybe you should reconsider your opinions. Just a thought."

      I huffed. "I'm not a bigot, Sienna. You know me. I'm just trying to focus on keeping people safe by stopping one particular vampire who is clearly up to no good. I'm not trying to insult you."

      Sienna nodded. "I know. You’re not a bigot, Zoey. Most attitudes like that are subconscious. It's classical conditioning. You have to consciously work to overcome it and question it every second. It's not entirely your fault."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Classical conditioning?"

      "You know, Pavlov and his dogs?"

      "Are you saying I'm a dog?"

      "No. I think you've just been exposed to so many vampires who were up to no good that now you can't think 'vampire' without thinking ‘monster.’"

      "I don't think of you as a vampire, Sienna."

      "We've been through this, Zoey. All the things about vampires that you hate, the things that make them monsters, apply to me."

      I nodded. "I get that, but you have proven yourself. You've worked hard to resist, and you have done well not hurting people."

      "That's the thing," Sienna said. "Ever hear of innocent until proven guilty? Why should I have to prove myself? Most humans are innocent. They're presumed not guilty unless the evidence shows they did something horrible. With us, with vampires and even daywalkers, we begin as we are with the burden of having to prove our goodness. It's not fair."

      "So, syrup and what else?" Svetlana interjected.

      "Butter," I said. "I'll come with you. I need to clear my head."

      Kevin shook his head.

      "What?"

      "You're both right, you know. You and Sienna."

      "We are?" I asked.

      "It's about balance," Kevin clarified. "As police officers, we need to be aware and guard against how our biases might lead to unfair treatment, especially to those who fit certain profiles. At the same time, we can't be so afraid that we're going to be called bigots that we let people, or in this case, vampires who fit that profile, get away with whatever they want.

      “Justice requires balance. It always has. The problem right now is that the scales have tipped too far in the other direction. It’s not going to take long. A few public bloodsucking murders and the scales will shift again. Probably too far the other way. For any society, finding the right balance is a struggle. As long as everyone is pointing fingers and calling each other names, defending their ‘position’ rather than seeking real justice, we’re pretty much damned to fluctuate between extremes."

      Svetlana nodded. "That is correct. A Greek once suggested there was a golden mean. The truth was almost always somewhere in the middle. That's the problem with polarizing viewpoints and perspectives. I've seen it a thousand times in history. Two perspectives gravitate away from the middle until, in the end, the truth is so far from both sides that no one can find it.

      “At precisely the moments in history when it was most important to find common ground, men have turned their back on the truth in favor of vilifying those they disagree with. In the end, we all become monsters, worse than our gravest fears, because we've reduced those who should be allies to villains."

      Kevin chuckled. "And those who seek the middle ground are discounted by either side as compromisers. When in the world did ‘compromise’ become a dirty word?"

      Svetlana shook her head. "At the same time, humility was mistaken for weakness, and arrogance was hailed as strength."

      Sienna and I exchanged glances and shrugged. "We're roommates," Sienna said. "We're just being catty. It happens when you spend too much time together."

      I shook my head. "No, you were right. I don't think things through sometimes."

      "Whatever," Sienna replied. "I just want some pancakes, and without syrup, what's the point?"

      "My pancakes are great as they are!" Kevin protested.

      I chuckled. "Pasta is just an excuse to eat the sauce. Pancakes are an excuse to eat as much syrup as possible."

      "Then hurry!" Kevin poured a few more dollops of batter into the pan. "I'm not going to make these things forever, and no one wants them cold."
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      Euryale stayed back with Sienna and Kevin to wait for Delphine. I hopped in the side of Svetlana's Chevy truck. The engine rumbled less like a lion or my Harley and more like an undernourished wild dog. Still, it started, and it was only a couple of blocks from my mom's to the supermarket.

      "It's more complicated than I made it sound," Svetlana explained as we pulled away from the house.

      "What are you talking about?"

      "There's not always truth when people meet in the middle. Sometimes the most we can hope for is that we're closer to the ideal than we were before. Often, the best answer is found outside the box when someone makes a point that triangulates the linear spectrum of viewpoints."

      I huffed. "My head hurts."

      "Sorry. I'm just saying, Zoey, that if you’re going to solve this Dracula problem with Sienna and you want to keep your friend too, you both might need to be open to thinking outside the box."

      "It's hard to think outside the box when all you know are the four walls inside it."

      "Six walls."

      "Huh?"

      "Boxes don't just have four sides. They have six. Push against the four sides, and you'll never get out of it. Press against the other two, and you might see there are possibilities beyond the box that you never thought of."

      "Interesting metaphor. I'm a practical girl, Svetlana. I need to know what to do, not what to think."

      "You'll find your way, Zoey. You always do. I've learned one thing about you and Sienna in the several months we've known each other."

      I chuckled. "What's that?"

      "Neither of you fits well into boxes. You may be a Reaper, but you're more than that. Sienna may be a vampire, but she doesn't fit in that box either. In truth, no one has to be squeezed into a box who doesn't want to be. We can all defy the containers that people would like to force us into. My sister and I, for instance, have lived for centuries, known as only Medusa's sisters by those who even knew who we were. We're our own people. Unlike our sister, we're immortal. We might have started out like her, but in the end, we've had time to reflect, learn, and grow."

      "I'm not sure we have time right now. Dracula is moving fast."

      "When it comes to personal growth, recollection is a funny thing. We can cash in on time already spent if we reflect on the past well enough."

      "Makes sense. Turn right here. The grocery store is on the left. I am not going to think about anything else until I get food, AKA syrup, in my belly."

      "Where'd the sweet tooth come from?"

      I shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe it's the blood loss. I don't have a clue how much he drank."

      I grabbed different kinds of syrup. I had to wonder how much the woman-shaped bottle contributed to the price of Mrs. Butterworth's. It was fascinating that all the nutritional information was on a label stuck on her ass. One of the ingredients was cellulose. Was that the same thing as cellulite, and what was sodium hexametaphosphate? It sounded like it might be used in a witch’s brew. Probably the hex thing threw me off. Whatever it was, it was part of the deliciousness Mrs. Butterworth’s backside represented. I also grabbed caramel syrup, several fruity ones, and an organic maple one. I wanted to try them all.

      We grabbed a box of butter, and I snagged a package of Pixy Stix and another of gummy worms. For some reason, the worms are better than the bears. I almost bought some Skittles, but I'd recently read that they're not fit for human consumption, so I picked up a box of Twinkies instead.

      While I was at it, I loaded the cart with HoHos and Ding Dongs because their names made me giggle. You know, because of my maturity.

      "Enough sugar?" Svetlana asked.

      I tilted my head. "Ice cream! We need ice cream!"

      The problem when it comes to buying ice cream is picking the one you want. There are so many options. I grabbed five or six tubs I couldn't pick between and tossed them into the cart.

      "Do you want anything healthy?"

      I snorted. "Say what? Pfft."

      "Who is going to eat cotton candy-flavored ice cream?"

      "Who won't?" I raised my eyebrows.

      "Gross! You realize the crystalized frost on the container doesn't mean it's the most popular flavor in the freezer."

      "Then I got lucky!"

      We checked out. The cashier kept staring at Svetlana’s head. Her snakes were moving beneath her scarf. Svetlana noticed and grinned. “Don’t use generic shampoo. You’ll regret it.”

      “Point taken!” The cashier finished scanning my items. “Throwing a birthday party for a kid or something?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I’m hungry.”

      “Are you pregnant?”

      I gulped. “Are you saying I look fat?”

      The cashier gasped. “No. It’s just that pretty much no one buys the cotton candy ice cream except people with children or people getting ready to have children.”

      Svetlana looked curious. “That’s a good point, Zoey. Are you pregnant?”

      I gulped. “It’s blood loss. That’s all it is.”

      The cashier smiled. “Pregnancy tests are in Aisle Three.”

      Svetlana patted me on the back. “I’ll grab one. And pickles to go with your cotton candy ice cream.”

      I bit my lip. “That sounds fantastic. Wait. Oh, Lord. Maybe I am pregnant!”

      The cashier smiled. “Congratulations.”

      “It’s too soon for that. We’re still firmly in the territory of maybe and might, not baby and freight!”

      “Prenatal vitamins are in Aisle Two,” the cashier shouted across the store as Svetlana went to grab the test. The gorgon raised her hand to acknowledge she had heard the cashier’s suggestion.

      I stood there blank-faced as the bagger put all my sweets in plastic bags except the ice cream. He put that in paper. I wasn’t opposed to having a baby someday. I did have a problem having one with Kevin now. Given his upbringing, I wasn’t sure Bitsy would be happy if a baby came before a wedding.

      Still, Kevin would make a good dad. I just didn’t know how in the world we were going to pull it off. We were dealing with a vampire who had powers I was only beginning to understand. He was stealing people’s bodies and had plans that involved replicating whatever he was doing in Kansas City in New Orleans and elsewhere. Kevin had his hands tied behind his back with red tape at the department, but he was as busy as I was. How in the world were we going to find time for a baby?

      Then again, maybe I was getting ahead of myself. I only had strange cravings. It wasn’t like I’d missed my time of the month, or…wait. I looked at my phone and checked the date. Well, how about that?
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      We pulled in behind Delphine's VW van, which we called the Scooby-Doo Mystery Machine. She must've already gone inside. I grabbed as many plastic bags as I could, four or so wrapped around each of my wrists, leaving my hands free to grab my two paper bags full of ice cream.

      "Mind helping?" I asked.

      Svetlana grinned and took the two paper bags. I followed her to the door, and she let us in. After I dropped all the goods on the counter, I grabbed a small box out of one of the bags and held it behind my back.

      "Lots of options here. Plenty of syrup!"

      "Looks like you got a lot more than that!" Kevin exclaimed.

      I shrugged. "Who knows how long we'll be here? If we don't figure out what Dracula is up to tonight and nothing happens overnight, we might be back in the same boat tomorrow. That means we'll need lots of sugar!"

      Kevin chuckled. "All right. Well, the pancakes are still warm, and we have more than enough."

      "Yup. Be right back. I have to pee."

      "Thanks for the announcement." Sienna smirked.

      "Right. You're welcome. Just peeing. Nothing else."

      Kevin tilted his head. "Do you think anyone cares if you're peeing or pooping, Zoey?"

      "Oh, yeah. I'm definitely not pooping. Just peeing. Be right back!"

      I scurried to the bathroom. Yeah, I was nervous. I was behaving like a moron. I knew it. I don't get anxious about much. There's something about having faced the devil, gods, trolls, innumerable vampires, and I couldn't remember what else that makes one immune to anxiety in most situations. None of those creatures were as scary as a baby. My baby! I wasn't suited for motherhood. I was a badass, Harley-Davidson-riding, scythe-wielding supernatural Reaper. How could I possibly become a bottle-toting, diaper-changing, baby-burping mom?

      I don't pee on things often. Most men do, I suppose. Target practice, hitting a toilet paper wad with their urine, is regular male entertainment. We ladies, though, aren't accustomed to aiming. Hitting the stick was harder than I expected. Then there was the whole question of whether I gave it enough. How much pee did it need?

      I finished and set the test on a piece of toilet paper next to the sink. I washed my hands because I'm not a Neanderthal, then I waited. This was a fancy test. It wasn't supposed to give me lines, one or two. It was supposed to spell it out for me: pregnant or not pregnant.

      The word "pregnant" showed up.

      I shook the stick. Maybe it was like one of those magic eight balls, and the word "not" was really there, just hidden. The word didn't float. It didn't move around. It stared at me. If the stick could talk, I wasn't sure if it would be congratulating me or laughing at me. It seemed to say, "Life is gonna change, honey."

      My stomach was in knots. I wasn't sure if I was more excited and happy or anxious and worried. The timing was horrible. Then again, I couldn't think of a time since I came to Earth when having a baby would have been convenient.

      There were a lot of questions I wasn't ready to ask. That didn't stop them from running through my mind like a buffalo stampede. Would the baby inherit my Reaper nature? If so, would it be a supernatural Reaper, like me, or a regular one? Conventional education won't do. The Reaper Academy would be necessary. Where would I live, then? Would commuting to the underworld be feasible?

      I couldn’t move there and leave Kevin behind, and since he's mortal, he couldn’t go there. This wasn't like my parents. My father had to stay in the underworld since he was the Grim Reaper. I wasn't. I had more reason to live on Earth. Still, if our child was a regular Reaper, I couldn't keep him or her away from the education he or she would need to realize his or her potential.

      I wrapped the test in almost a half-roll's worth of toilet paper and dropped it into the trash can. This wasn't the time for any announcements. Kevin was worried about me as it was. I didn't know how he'd react if he knew I was pregnant. Would he try to stop me from fighting vampires? Probably, and that wouldn't do. Someone had to stop Dracula and whatever he was planning.

      Would he lose his shit and go after Dracula to take him out for me? It wouldn't shock me if Kevin's hero complex manifested in one way or another. He'd want to protect me at the very least, and all that would do is slow us down. I didn't know what the conception date was, but it was early in the pregnancy. I could maintain vigorous physical activity for a few months. At least, I thought I could. I hadn't been around a lot of pregnant people before. I didn't know what to expect other than what I'd seen on television, and that made what I'd always assumed was a natural process look traumatic.

      Then there was the question of what would happen to my hips. I didn't dwell on the question. I'm not shallow. Still, the thought ran through my mind. My body was going to change in a hundred ways, and there wasn't much I could do about it. The best thing I could do now was to stay in shape. And eat sugar. Lots of sugar. Those didn't seem like conflicting goals. Since I was going to have a baby, the way I saw it, the best thing I could do was to make sure the world it was born into was Dracula-free.

      I stepped back into the kitchen. Yes, I washed my hands again before I left the bathroom. I'm not a monster. Euryale had chocolate cake on her face and an open box of Ding Dongs in front of her.

      Her sister requested, "Save some of those for the rest of us. You've had more than your share of ding-dongs of late."

      Euryale tilted her head and opened her jaw, despite having a mouthful of Ding Dongs. "Huh?"

      Svetlana smirked and glanced at me as if she expected an answer. I looked at her with wide eyes and shook my head. She raised an eyebrow incredulously.

      I winced.

      Svetlana grinned. She got the message. She knew what the test said, and I hadn't told her. I could only hope she wouldn't blurt it out. I'd tell Kevin eventually. The time had to be right. You know, like after I reaped Dracula to hell, and we could sleep at night without fearing his sudden appearance.

      I sat down in front of a plate with three pancakes. I knew it was my spot because Kevin had pulled out the seat for me. He's like that. Some girls would be put off by a display of chivalry.

      I mean, hello, I've killed gods and vampires. I can pull out my own seat. It was the sentiment that mattered. He was doing something that had no meaning in terms of helping me sit down at the table, but it signified that he loved and cherished me. I was worth extra effort.

      Delphine was already seated. She looked at me with a twinkle in her eye and a half-grin. Did she know too? Could she somehow sense it? How was I going to keep this a secret when I was surrounded by people who already knew even when I'd said nothing about it?

      "Thanks for the pancakes, Kev. You're a gem."

      "And you're a flower!"

      "I'm going to vomit!" Sienna added.

      I laughed. "Yeah, sorry. We're sappy. What can I say?”

      "So, Sienna tells me, Zoey, that you need to find out about oracles. The ones responsible for predicting each person's final day and relaying that to the gods and the Reapers."

      I nodded. "You've heard of these oracles? That's a relief."

      Delphine shook her head. "Actually, no. Never heard of them. I was just repeating what Sienna told me before you got back."

      I sighed. "Well, do you think you'll be able to find out?"

      Delphine nodded. "Probably. These oracles haven't had any reason to speak through me in the past. Most of them, I assume, have been dead or part-dead or whatever they are for some time. Those who are mostly alive, I imagine, don't have need of a medium, and those who are more dead than alive must know their purpose. Thus, no personal desire to seek meaning through a medium like me."

      Sienna tilted her head. "So, you'll have to call them or something?"

      "Something like that. It's more like casting a web of psychic energy over the region, an incredibly thin veil, and using it to detect spirit-based fluctuations. Regular ghosts should be obvious. I won't sense vampires. Despite being undead, their spirits are still contained in their bodies. I'll have to look for something that doesn't quite belong. You know, like on Sesame Street."

      "Which one of these things is not like the other?" Sienna asked.

      "Exactly." Delphine nodded. "I'm glad you have plenty of food. This is going to take a lot out of me. A full stomach can't hurt."

      Kevin chuckled. "I just can't figure out which syrup to use. Am I in a traditional Mrs. Butterworth’s mood, or do I want something fruity?"

      I shrugged. "You don't have to pick just one. Pass me whatever you aren't using. I'm going to try them all! One pancake each!"

      "How many did you get?" Kevin asked, reaching into the plastic bag. He pulled out the receipt.

      I gulped. "No need to read that. I can tell you exactly..."

      Kevin stared at the receipt for a few seconds. "Pickles and a pregnancy test?"

      I bit my lip. "Yeah, so?"

      "They're mine!" Svetlana interjected.

      "Don't lie," Euryale countered. "You haven't been with a man since the Great Depression."

      Sienna raised an eyebrow. "Seriously? That long?"

      Svetlana sighed. "What can I say? I got bored. It's always the same."

      I laughed nervously. Kevin stared at me with wide eyes.

      "What? I take one from time to time. It's good to know, you know?"

      "But the pickles? And the fifteen flavors of ice cream?"

      "First, I didn't get that much ice cream. And I like pickles."

      "Are you pregnant, Zoey?"

      My eyes shifted back and forth.

      "Oh, my God!" Sienna shouted. "She totally is. I can't believe I didn't notice!"

      I bit my lip. "Yup. Looks like I am."

      Kevin laughed out loud. He leaned over and gave me a huge hug and a kiss on the cheek. "I can't believe it! We don’t even live together. We're going to have to sort that out. And, you know..."

      "You want to get married, don't you?"

      "Well, we probably should, right?"

      I snorted. "That is why I didn't want to tell you yet."

      "Don't worry about that. We'll figure it out. And let us handle this Dracula problem."

      I huffed. "Again, that's why I didn't want to tell you about it. If you're going to stop Dracula, you need me. He's too powerful."

      "He's already hurt you once, Zoey. We can't risk it now that you're pregnant."

      I shook my head. "It's still early. Besides, I know more about what he can do now. He won't take me by surprise again."

      "Face it," Sienna said as she looked at Kevin. "I'm with you on this one, but you're not going to win this argument."

      Kevin chuckled. "I suppose I won't."
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      Kevin was rambling about scheduling appointments with a doctor. I didn't have one since I hadn't needed medical services. I was still focused on the mission. Yeah, the baby would have its day in the sun, but first, Dracula had to. If not in the sun, then under my scythe or a stake.

      It's not that I wasn't excited about having a baby. I had a hodgepodge of emotions about it. I didn't have a mother at home when I was growing up to know what a mother is supposed to do. I didn't meet my mom until I was an adult. That might have contributed to my lack of exhibited emotion. How was I supposed to feel? Excited? Afraid? A bit nauseous but hungry for more sugar at the same time? How about all of the above? Or none of the above?

      Those emotions were all there, lurking under the surface. At the same time, I was numb. I had been ever since Dracula bit me. It was like my emotions were down a long tunnel, echoing in my soul. They were too convoluted to discern, the sound of them blending in with the buzz of the traffic. Not even a honking horn could get me out of this funk. It was probably going to take a major crash to shock me out of it. To bring me back down into the real world rather than floating from here to there as if I were watching my own life.

      "Dang," I said. "You know what these pancakes could use?"

      "Three more flavors of syrup?" Kevin asked.

      I shrugged. "Whipped cream."

      "I'll second that!" Euryale added.

      "You ladies and your sugar." Sienna shook her head. "Speaking of that, know anyone with high blood sugar? I could go for a bite."

      I glared at her.

      Sienna snorted. "I'm joking. Sort of. Close the shades. It'll take the edge off."

      I stood up and pulled the shades on the kitchen window that overlooked the sink. The curtains behind the dining table where everyone was seated were already drawn. "That help?"

      Sienna nodded. "A little. Thanks."

      Delphine only ate one pancake. She went with maple syrup. The way she ate it, though, savoring every bite, you'd think she had eaten a full stack. "When we're done eating, we'll need the table. If we can join our hands around it, we might be able to expand our collective energy far enough for me to find the oracle."

      I furrowed my brow. "How do we do that?"

      "Just hold hands, child. I'll do the rest."

      I shoveled several pieces of pancake into my mouth. "After we finish eating, right?"

      Delphine grinned. "Of course, dear."

      "She's eating for two now, you know," Sienna reminded everyone.

      I huffed. "It's not that. The baby's, what, the size of a pinhead right now? Probably stress eating."

      "It makes sense," Delphine agreed. "Your body knows what it's going to go through, and it wants to fatten you up, so there's plenty to borrow from when the baby needs it."

      I frowned. "I won't get fat. I'm going to be one of those girls who has the baby, then two days later, everyone's like, ‘She had a baby? No way!’"

      Sienna chuckled. "I hope you're right, Zoey. That's not normal, though."

      I shrugged. "I'm not normal."

      "You're exceptional!" Kevin piped up.

      "Thank you, baby daddy!"

      Svetlana grinned at Kevin. "Storing up brownie points so that when she can barely walk and is cursing your name to Hades, you can cash them in?"

      Kevin laughed. "Does it work like that?"

      I shook my head. "Nope. All points earned must be spent immediately. They are all reduced to zero with the next mood swing."

      Kevin looked at his watch. "Dang. We're due for that!"

      I shoved a piece of blueberry syrup-covered pancake into my mouth, grinned at Kevin with closed lips, and flipped him off.

      Kevin chuckled. "I'd better clean up my act at some point in the next nine months."

      I winked at him. "That depends on how much you value your life. My brother is the Grim Reaper, you know. He's only one call away."

      "Damn!" Kevin laughed. "That's harsh, and I just made you pancakes."

      "I love you for it!"

      "For now, right?"

      I nodded. "Of course. For now."

      We finished the meal. The gorgons volunteered to handle the dishes. I was surprised. As sisters who'd spent most of their existence living in dusty crypts, underground chambers, and catacombs, a lack of homemaking skills would be excusable. Still, they managed to keep their new apartment cleaner than mine.

      Far be it from me to decline an offer to do my dishes. I don't care who you are or how inexperienced you might be. Dishes might be the suckiest daily chore one has to endure. Folding the laundry is a close second. More often than not, I pick out my clothes from the hamper of cleans while I'm procrastinating on putting them away. By the time I get around to it, I have to do another load, and I'm back to a full hamper again.

      I was grateful that the gorgons took on the dishes. That allowed Sienna and me to wipe down the table. Kevin sat on his butt and did nothing but surf the Internet on his phone. He had cooked the breakfast. If anyone deserved to take cleanup off, it was him.

      "Everyone, please take a seat," Delphine called once the table was clean. "The rest of the dishes can wait."

      Svetlana and Euryale turned off the water and joined us at the table.

      "Hold hands. There is nothing you all need to do and very little you will sense in this process. It might feel as though nothing has happened. That couldn't be further from the truth. You will have to remain patient. If there is an oracle in the region, I'll be able to identify who it is, their ratio of living versus, and hopefully, their location."

      We all held hands. Delphine made eye contact with each of us.

      "If this is going to work, I'll know right away. We might need candles, perhaps tarot cards, or a talisman to focus our energy. It's not absolutely necessary. The fewer objects we rely on to empower this spell, the better."

      I expected she’d need an object. I’d seen her half-ass her work when she was only contacting one or two dead folks. The first time I met her before we were friends, there had been an impressive array of candles around the room.

      A gust of wind had filled the room when the Oracle of Delphi had appeared and claimed Delphine’s body. We had electric lights and a breeze. I wasn't sure if it came from us or if the air conditioning had just kicked on. Maybe the candles were just window-dressing. After all, we had been paying clients the first time we’d met her. When you consult a medium, you have certain expectations. People don’t believe they’re really talking to dead people without some kind of mystical manifestation or energy.

      I peeked. If I couldn't feel the magic, maybe I'd see it. You know, more a visual than a tactile experience. It was strange to sit there, holding hands, with closed eyes. Not to mention, I was curious. I opened one eye a little. Euryale had both eyes open and stuck her tongue out at me. I stuck mine out at her and tried to stifle the giggle that followed.

      "Focus, children," Delphine ordered. "This requires serious concentration."

      Euryale looked at me with wide eyes as if I were to blame.

      I forced my eyelids shut.

      Delphine released an unbecoming single-tone groan. The sound swelled until the table started to shake.

      I resisted the urge to peek again. Something was happening. I was afraid that if I looked, it wouldn't be real, like if a kid stays up on Christmas Eve to get a peek at Santa.

      Delphine’s groan fluctuated, higher and lower sounds in rapid succession. It barely sounded human.

      Then it stopped.

      "It is done," Delphine announced. "You may release your hands and open your eyes."

      I let go of Kevin's and Svetlana's sweaty palms. I wiped mine off on my pants. "Did it work? You said it's done."

      "The oracle is more human than not," Delphine announced.

      "Could you locate her?"

      "She tends bar. A humble girl, barely of age by appearance. Centuries old in truth."

      "What bar?" Sienna asked.

      Delphine sighed. "She works at Club Dracula."

      I growled, "Of course she does."
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      "The club is closed now. She must go somewhere else during the day."

      Delphine nodded. "She must."

      I tilted my head. "You didn't pick up on that? Only her place of employment?"

      "I saw her where she was at present."

      I scratched my head. "That doesn't make sense. Why would she be working early in the morning at a nightclub?"

      Sienna grunted. "Serving the vampires. The club must entertain at night, probably recruiting potential meals, while providing shelter to the vamps during the day."

      I pressed my lips together, then grabbed the box of Twinkies and opened one. I took a bite, leaving a little of its creamy inside on my upper lip by accident. I almost licked it off, but I started talking instead. I had a thought that had to be expressed. "We can't barge into a vampire club in the middle of the day."

      "We could if they had windows," Sienna countered. "I could go in powered-up and show them who is boss. If I’m charged up enough, I might be able to do some damage. The effects of the sun last a while."

      "But it doesn’t have windows. They were bricked or boarded over. We don’t know how many vampires we’re talking about. You might be sun-powered like Supergirl, but you’re still only one daywalker. Maybe if we lured them outside?"

      "Fat chance of that. They're vampires. They'd have to be idiots to walk outside during the daytime."

      "Anyway, that's not what I was thinking. These oracles are old, right? Delphine, you said the oracle we're dealing with here looks young, but she's centuries old."

      "That's right." Delphine folded her hands on the table.

      "And for centuries, she's loyally turned over the souls she foresaw were due to move on. She gave the gods the information used to produce the schedules."

      "I believe that's what you said," Delphine agreed.

      I nodded. "Well, if she's still delivering the reports to the gods and the Reapers, she must not be constantly surrounded by vampires. She must take the time to do her job, however she goes about doing it, in a way that doesn't involve Dracula and his ilk."

      Sienna scratched her head. "You think to find her at that point and question her?"

      "I don't know. The vampires must have something over her. Otherwise, she wouldn't be working in their club."

      "My guess," Delphine said, "is that Dracula's sorcery is involved."

      Svetlana nodded. "As a graduate of the Scholomance, there's no telling what he might be capable of."

      I pinched my chin. "Still, the oracle is still fulfilling her duties. Otherwise, the Reapers and the Olympians would realize something was up. She must periodically leave the club to do her duties."

      Kevin nodded. "I can get eyes on the club. I'll stake it out myself if I have to."

      "That would be helpful," I told him. "My guess is she'll leave at night. If the oracle is part of Dracula's plans, he won't want to risk her spilling the beans. He'll likely assign vampire escorts to her."

      Delphine cleared her throat. "She'll need a clear area, a place of calm, so she can extend her psychic energies into the fabric of time and discern the information she requires. I can't imagine it would be possible at a club. She'll also have some way of passing on the information she's gleaned to the gods."

      "And also to Dracula," I added.

      Delphine scratched her head. "Energies like that leave an imprint on the spirit. Once she's passed the information to the Olympians, all she'd need is some other device she could interact with that could store the same energy as a copy. She'd theoretically be able to duplicate that information several times until she replaced it in her psychic consciousness with new information."

      Sienna tapped her fingers on the table. "There must be a crystal at Club Dracula that she's using to pass along the schedule to the vampire."

      I pressed my hands together as I rested my elbows on the table. "Sienna, if it's a crystal, do you think it would operate like the Archeus crystals?"

      Sienna shrugged. "It might."

      "If that's the case, do you think if we managed to get a hand on whatever crystal Dracula is using, we could feed him false information? Maybe we could lead him into a trap."

      Sienna nodded. "That might work. But how are we going to get into that club, especially with those lights making it impossible for us to hide on the astral plane, so we can alter the data?"

      I sighed. "We still don't know what Dracula's doing with that information. We need a full picture of what's going on before we do anything risky or rash. Kevin, if you can stake out the club and figure out when and where the oracle goes, that would be helpful. Sienna, you and I will go back to the underworld tonight as planned. We'll follow the Reapers and see if we can get a drop on the vampires who are abducting the people due for harvest."

      "What about us?" Svetlana asked.

      "When the time comes, we might need you to get into that club. You can petrify vampires, right?"

      "Of course," Euryale confirmed with a nod.

      "Then you're our secret weapon. The oracle's crystal might not be the big prize. Until we know more, you two would be put to best use doing research on oracles and Dracula. Anything about the magic taught at the Scholomance would be equally helpful."

      Svetlana and Euryale exchanged glances. "Back to the books, then."

      I nodded. "I'll help too."

      Kevin sighed. "I'll work on getting a stakeout set up. It might have to be under the radar. You know, not official police business. Still, I know a few officers who share my frustrations with recent policies. They might be willing to help while they’re off-duty."

      "Sounds like a plan."

      Kevin stepped up behind me and rubbed my shoulders. "I'll do that. You need to get your rest. If anything gets dangerous, let me know. We'll find another way to fight these vampires."

      I sighed. "Yeah, baby daddy. You got it."

      Delphine stood from the table. "I'll consult the spirits and see if they have any other information on oracles that might be helpful."

      "Anything that might help us stop this process or access the oracle's crystal that she's using to pass the schedule to the vampires would be great."

      "I'll text you if I learn anything," Delphine assured me.

      "Everyone else should do the same. We need to stay in full communication. There are a lot of moving parts on Dracula's side, and if we aren't coordinated, or if he gets wind of what we're up to, he'll try to stop us. I don't want any of you to face him alone."

      "You shouldn't face him alone either," Kevin reminded me.

      I snorted. "I can handle myself."

      "I'll be with her anyway," Sienna told him. "She won't be alone."
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      Spending the day with the gorgons was always interesting. Not just because they could petrify me if they were so inclined or because of the "sister snakes" they had for hair. They were super old. Old like my dad, but with a lot more earthly experience.

      Svetlana was a well of wisdom most of the time, Euryale not as much. She would drop a gem here or there, but she was also known to drop irrelevant comments in the middle of conversations. She was well-intentioned but unpredictable.

      We dug through the texts. There were mentions of oracles here and there, but nothing that linked them to the Reapers. The stories of the Scholomance read more like an ancient version of the stories about the bogeyman, frightening but embellished with so much contradictory nonsense that it was impossible to discern fact from fiction.

      Some legends said the Scholomance was a school run by the devil and his demons. Others believed it to be an underground organization run by monks who intended to battle the forces of darkness by using their powers against them.

      As for Vlad's (or Dracula's) membership in the Scholomance, some argued that he was a lord and teacher. Others suggested he learned their magic and disappeared for decades at a time, returning with new powers that he shared with the students, then left again. Still other sources argued that the Scholomance was not a school but a philosophy of black magic spread from individual teachers to students in secret. The only consistent thing about the Scholomance was that all the sources agreed it was aligned with dark magic or power.

      I was inclined to believe that Hades was behind it. That was how he had met Dracula and vested the vampire with powers beyond those of common bloodsuckers. The other myths, I figured, developed because the notion that the devil ran a school of dark magic was a hard pill for most to swallow.

      I wanted to make sure we got back to the underworld while we still had enough sunlight to activate the portal crystal I’d set it up in the kitchen. Sienna and I stepped through and landed in Morty's office.

      "You're early!" Morty stood from his desk with a wide grin.

      I nodded. "I figured it might be good to meet the Reaper we're going to accompany tonight. You know, build a rapport before we go into the field."

      Morty laughed. "I think you know the Reaper you'll be going with pretty well."

      I tilted my head. "One of my classmates?"

      Morty smiled. "You could say that. He didn't graduate with all the accolades you did, but he's done well for himself."

      I scratched my head. "I hear Matthias has advanced a lot faster than expected. He's what, Level Twelve now?"

      Morty grinned. "Fourteen, but no. It's not Matthias."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Nicolai?"

      "It's not Nicolai. He's only Level Six."

      "Really? I thought he showed a lot more promise than that when we were students."

      "You seriously aren't figuring this out, Zoey?"

      I huffed. "Well, there was this Mortimer joker in our class, but he isn’t ready for an assignment like this."

      Morty grinned. "Funny, Zoey. Hilarious."

      I smirked and raised my hand. "I'm glad you'll be joining me. Let's go, Reaper Twinsies."

      Morty laughed and high-fived me. "Reaper Twinsies for the win."

      "What if the first hospice doesn't lure the vampires? If you reap a soul there, you'll need someone else to take the car accident. Not to mention, we're talking about a hospice. That's a lot of souls."

      "Well, while we can't reap multiple souls and put them into golems, we've always been able to harvest multiple souls at once. The Boatman will sort them out."

      I nodded. "Right. I get that. It's just that I doubt the vampires are traveling solo. It may be necessary to divide and conquer."

      Morty sighed. "If I could spare the Reapers to do that, I would. We're seriously understaffed right now."

      "You are? Since when?"

      Morty scratched his head. "Don't get me wrong. Dad should have seen this coming, but foresight wasn't one of his better attributes. The rate of population growth on Earth is more than three times that among the Reapers. For a while, we've managed by handing out more assignments per Reaper than in the past, but we're reaching our limit."

      "Reapers need to start having babies."

      Morty nodded. "That's part of it. Even so, that's not an overnight fix. Say every Reaper went out and secured a human who was willing to provide them with offspring. That is a lot harder for male Reapers than female Reapers."

      I scratched my head. "I guess it would be. It's a lot harder to convince a human female to carry a child to term and give it up than to convince a human male to sleep with a hot Reaper with no strings attached."

      Morty nodded. "Exactly. However, due to patriarchal tendencies in the past and the habit of Reapers who impregnated humans to only bring back their male heirs, the underworld has become a sausage fest."

      I chuckled. "It's always been that way."

      "A spreadsheet would be helpful," Sienna interjected. "I could set up one that would analyze the number you'd need to meet demand."

      Morty nodded. "I'd appreciate that. It doesn't take a math genius, though, to see that even if we had the baby boom we'd need, the Reaper Academy couldn't accommodate all the new students. It would also mean that we'd be stuck failing to meet the demand for the next twenty years or so when all the new children graduated. We need another process. If we can't figure this out, we're going to end up with a lot of wandering spirits on Earth."

      "Have you brought this to Dad's attention?"

      Morty nodded. "He expressed his confidence that I'd figure it out, whatever that means. I know he has a lot on his plate as a new god and the ruler of Olympus, but I need a concrete and quantifiable plan."

      "Well, you can't go out there and tell all the lady Reapers that they'd better get on the stick."

      Sienna chuckled. "Yeah, I don't think many would take the notion of government-mandated reproduction well. Can you say Handmaid's Tale?"

      Morty chuckled. "I agree. That's not an option. For the sake of full disclosure, your line of products, including your calendar, is part of it."

      I snorted. "Selling photoshopped calendars of your sister in a swimsuit is going to help with a Reaper shortage?"

      Sienna giggled. "I don't think the Reapers are any shorter as a result of your calendars, if you know what I mean."

      I groaned. "Delightful."

      Morty shook his head. "Technology is the best answer we've come up with. We're working on e-learning methods—tablets and things like that so we can accommodate more students and accelerate their education. If all goes to plan, we'll be able to handle that part. We still need more babies so we can funnel them into the system."

      I raised an eyebrow. "That's putting the cart before the horse, don't you think?"

      "Not really," Sienna chimed in. "It's smart. Developing an infrastructure like that will take time."

      "Exactly," Morty confirmed. "I'm betting on us. Against all odds, I have to believe we're going to solve the numbers problem. When we do, I want to make sure the education system is up and running."

      I grinned. "Sounds great. Some parts of a Reaper's training that you can't handle electronically, though."

      Morty sighed. "I understand, but if we can take some of the bookwork off the academy's faculty, it will free them to focus on the practical training."

      I bit my lip. "I don't know that it's so simple. You can't move those teaching the history of religion or the Reaper philosophy courses to the practical department. They don't have the right qualifications."

      Morty nodded. "I know. It's a work in progress. This ordeal is going to mean a lot of changes that might or might not be well-received by the Reapers at large. When you were training the Reapers to fight the Egyptian gods, you put together a pretty effective program."

      "Morty, I don't have time to do something like that."

      "I know. I'm just saying there are ways we can tackle the problem when we get to that point."

      I nodded. "I don't know what to say other than that I'm happier than ever you got the job rather than me."

      Morty chuckled. "I don't know. You've had to defeat gods and scary vampires. You think my paperwork and politics are more frightening than that?"

      I grinned. "Things worked out for the best. For me, anyway."

      Morty laughed. "I hate math. Half of my job these days involves numbers. It's a nightmare."

      I nodded. "When it comes to the vampires who are screwing with your Reapers' harvests, math has nothing to do with it."

      Morty shuddered. "That Dracula guy sounds like a real monster. Can you imagine if he started throwing math problems at us?"

      "Sure," Sienna piped up. "I can. Don't tell me you haven't seen the count on Sesame Street. ‘Vun, ha-ha-ha. Two, ha-ha-ha!’"

      Morty shuddered. "A vampire and math together? That is children's programming?"

      "I think that's why so many kids hate math," Sienna agreed. "Between that and the Cookie Monster fostering childhood obesity, Sesame Street will be the death of our generation."

      I chuckled. "Here I thought the Scholomance was the enemy. To think, PBS children's shows were to blame all along. It's not all bad, though. I mean, it depends on your views. Bert and Ernie have gone a long way toward combatting homophobia."

      Morty raised an eyebrow. "Bert and Ernie are gay?"

      Sienna gave Morty a blank stare. "Everyone knows that! Isn't it obvious?"

      Morty smiled. "Does Big Bird encourage the appreciation of oversized peckers?"

      I shook my head. "Nah. I wouldn't blame Big Bird for that, but if smaller men need something to blame for their insufficiency, it works."

      Morty scratched his ear. "I wish I had a good comeback, but I don't."

      I smiled. "It's okay, Morty. Carmilla seems happy with you. I wouldn't let Big Bird give you a complex if there's no reason for it."

      Morty sighed. "I'm changing the topic because I have nothing more to say. Are you ready to do this?"

      I nodded. "I have my cloak. Sienna has her brooch. We'll go astral and watch from a distance. If any vampires show up, we'll go after them."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Morty led us to the Reaper portal. He could make portals go anywhere from anywhere, which was the Grim Reaper's prerogative. For record-keeping purposes, though, it was best to use the regular portal for scheduled harvests.

      According to him, the vampires weren’t limiting themselves to abducting people whose souls were due to be reaped. They'd take anyone who was going to die during the next few days. That meant that when they targeted a hospice, we wouldn’t know who they'd turn first.

      Morty's schedule showed an elderly woman slated to die of natural causes. She was three months shy of her ninety-fifth birthday. Over the course of the next few days, though, all but one or two of the hospice’s patients were going to die. With only three of us, we couldn't cover the entire facility.

      Our chances would be better if we split up and monitored the three who were scheduled for harvest soon. Morty took the elderly woman. I took a man in his fifties with terminal cancer. Sienna monitored an aging patient whose organs were shutting down. Since the vampires could come the next night, we figured our best bet was to focus on those.

      The backup plan was to cover the exits. Vampires can move fast, but aside from Dracula, who could appear in and disappear in a black mist, they couldn't move through walls.

      My brother led the way through the portal. Sienna and I followed. It wasn't the first time, but it didn't often happen that a non-Reaper used the main underworld portal. Apart from curious stares from other Reapers who were in line to deploy to their assignments, we didn't have any problem getting Sienna through.

      Morty was the Grim Reaper, so he didn't have to explain his actions. If he took a daywalker through the Reaper portal, the others would presume he had a good reason. That didn't mean it wouldn't raise questions or lead to hushed speculations. Morty could deal with that later. We had a job to do.

      He would attempt to reap his scheduled client. If the vampires showed up, we'd follow them. We arrived at the hospice thirty minutes early. Since the vampires were trying to beat the Reapers to the harvest, we had to adjust our arrival to compensate.

      So far, so good. All three patients were resting in their beds. Sienna's was surrounded by family. Mine didn't have any family in the room. After doing a quick recon, I discovered his wife and children in a lounge down the hall.

      Hospices were nice places, by and large. They didn’t only make the departing comfortable during their last hours, but they also had amenities for the families. I'd never seen so many cookies in my life. Most were donated by local churches. Little cardboard signs set behind the trays indicated that.

      I didn't often attend church. I hadn't been to a church service aside from the cult meeting at the Order of First Light once since I came to Earth. Even then, I wasn't there for spiritual enrichment. It was a kind gesture for local church groups to think about the families who were preparing to lose loved ones.

      Also, the cookies looked fantastic. My craving for sweets kicked in. If I hadn’t been on a mission, I might have dropped my hood and sampled them. I know they weren't intended for me, but humans left cookies for Santa. Why not Reapers?

      I resisted the urge and returned to the room where the man I was supposed to watch was sleeping. His breathing was labored, and he had the death rattle. He didn't have much time. According to the schedule, he was due to pass in less than ten hours.

      At the academy, I had been taught to bury my emotions. I was supposed to focus on the task of bringing the dying safely into the afterlife. Despite our reputation, Reapers weren't frightening. We weren't monsters; we were closer to angels. Unless the soul was damned, what we did assured its eternal bliss. It wasn't a cause to mourn but to celebrate.

      I wasn't a regular Reaper, though. Since I came to Earth, I had fought creatures who threatened humanity. I saved lives; I didn't harvest souls. Watching a man take his last breaths was more unsettling than I expected. My anxiety was heightened because a vampiric threat to the man's soul was closing in.

      Geoffrey was dying sooner than his family had hoped, but it should be a peaceful transition to the beyond. He deserved that. Instead, there was going to be a battle for his soul. He didn't ask to become a vampire. Would he have accepted the offer if it had been made? In this case, if the vampires took him, it would be without his consent.

      Vases full of flowers surrounded Geoffrey. Humans sent flowers for all kinds of occasions. I never understood why people offered flowers for romantic purposes. Flowers wither and die. Giving them to someone you hoped to woo didn't seem like an optimistic gesture. It didn't portend hope for the future of one's relationship.

      A withering rose can be beautiful if you have the eyes to see it, though. It was a nice way to honor someone's passing. One's life was changing. From an earthly perspective, life was withering, but flowers are reborn if their seeds are planted and watered.

      That was what the Reapers did. We took the soul and planted it in the afterlife where, unless they were weeds, they'd blossom into something even more beautiful.

      Geoffrey's flowers fluttered as if a breeze were passing through the room. I couldn't feel it on the astral plane. I looked around. No one had opened the door, and the windows were closed. Maybe the air conditioning had kicked in, but the vent was too far from the flowers to cause them to move so dramatically.

      A cloud of black mist appeared over Geoffrey's body. I took two steps back as my heart sank into my gut. There was only one vampire I knew who could appear like that, and I wasn't prepared to see his emaciated pasty face again.

      Could he see me? I didn't know. I wasn't sure what magic empowered his smoky form. He relied on black lights to prevent us from infiltrating his club on the astral plane, but that didn't mean he couldn't see us. The lights allowed other vampires and his security people to see us. I was ready to invoke my scythe if it came to that. This was supposed to be reconnaissance, but we hadn't anticipated that Dracula would show up to do the deed. If I could take him down now and he didn't expect it, I had to take the shot.

      My hands were shaking. Sweat beaded on my brow. My heart pounded in my chest.

      The black cloud dissipated. Geoffrey was gone.

      What the hell?

      I ran down the hall. Sienna burst out of a room two doors down. She didn't see me. She was also heading for the exit.

      "Sienna!" I shouted.

      Sienna turned. "It was Dracula!"

      I stopped in my tracks. "Are you sure?"

      "It was a black mist, and the body just disappeared."

      I frowned. "I saw the same thing."

      "I don't think he's using the exits, but what choice do we have? I don't know how to follow that thing."

      I shook my head. "I don't have a clue."

      "What happened?" I turned to find Morty standing behind me. His scythe was glowing. He'd harvested the lady's soul.

      "You didn't encounter Dracula?" I asked.

      Morty shook his head. "Everything went according to plan. Nothing out of the ordinary."

      I sighed. "Dracula, or maybe other vampires with his powers, took our targets. They disappeared into thin air."

      "Into thin air?" Morty raised his eyebrows.

      "The same thing happened with the patient I was observing," Sienna added. "I don't get it!"

      Morty bit his lip. "That makes no sense. Why didn't he come after my target?"

      "Maybe Dracula knew the Grim Reaper would be there to harvest that lady. If he has the schedule, he knew you'd be there. Perhaps he was trying to avoid being seen."

      "This is the first time we arrived in time to beat him to the punch. How would he know I'd be there?"

      I shrugged. "If he can appear out of thin air, maybe he knew you'd arrived."

      "If he could see me, he could see you. That doesn't make sense."

      Sienna offered, "Maybe there was something different about that woman. Perhaps he didn't want her."

      I scratched my nose. "Vampires have targeted people with specific blood types in the past. Maybe hers was more resistant to the transformation than the others’."

      Morty sighed. "I'm sure you could get a peek at their medical records. If that's the case, it might help us narrow down what Dracula is up to."

      I glanced past Sienna at the exit. "The doors haven't moved. However he took them out of here, doors and walls aren't an impediment."

      "We can chalk it up to a missed opportunity," Morty continued. "We still have the car accident coming up. There's a much narrower window to act there since the person is slated to die on impact."

      I nodded. "We'll take a peek at the medical records of the three patients we were monitoring. We should also check to see if any other bodies are missing. If he's cleared out hospices before, though, I doubt blood type explains it."

      Morty pressed his lips together. "I agree. Still, it doesn't hurt to check."

      I ran up and down the halls. Almost all the rooms were empty, and the nurses were frantic. They were asking questions no one there could answer, like where did they go? What just happened? Had the same thing happened here as at the other hospices?

      While they were freaking out, I took the opportunity to check the patients’ rooms. The blood types were written on whiteboards in each of them. As I suspected, there wasn't any rhyme or reason that I could discern based on blood type. Some thought the O-negative blood type was ideal for new vampires, but the lady Morty reaped also had O-negative blood. The other people who were missing had various blood types. It was a dead end.

      We met Morty by the portal.

      "I'll drop this soul off with the Boatman, and we'll go out again. Hopefully, we will have more luck with the car accident. We will be in the open on the Interstate. We might get a better view of what's going on."

      I sighed. "It's worth a shot. If we come up empty again, I'm not sure what to do next. If he's taking these people somewhere to turn them, I highly doubt he's doing it in the middle of his club."

      Sienna narrowed her eyes. "I have a thought. I don't know if you'll like it."

      I shrugged. "At this point, I'm open to anything."

      "Let’s go see if we can get an audience with Dracula again. If we're talking to him at the precise moment a vampire in black smoke tries to abduct another body, we'll know he's not doing this alone."

      I took a deep breath. "I don’t know. After he showed up in my room, do you really think he'll welcome us into his suite for drinks?"

      Sienna shrugged. "Do you have a better idea?"

      I shook my head.

      "Sienna is right," Morty said. "I'll be at the car accident. If this happens the way that it did here and you have Dracula in sight at the time, it will tell us that he's not the only vampire we're dealing with who plays with black magic."

      I sighed. "If we're going to do this, we need to time it perfectly. We need to make sure we're with Dracula at the precise moment the soul is due to be harvested."

      "Even if we can't get an invite to Dracula's suite, it will tell us something," Sienna added.

      I took a deep breath. "Maybe. It will tell us that there's still a possibility Dracula is doing this alone. Still, considering that several people went missing in a matter of moments here, I'm not sure how much we'll learn. He either isn't doing this alone, or he is somehow able to divide his mist form to abduct multiple people at once."

      Sienna nodded. "That's true. Still, if we do get an audience with him, or even get a visual on him, I doubt that he's able to speak to us while also sending out his black cloud to abduct someone several miles away."

      I pinched my chin. "All right. I'm not eager to see that asshole again, but I’ll have to face him eventually. If we have a chance to take him down, though, I'm taking it."

      Morty nodded. "I have a phone I can bring with me on the next harvest. I'll send you the exact time of the accident. Try to make sure you are talking to Dracula at that moment. I'll text you and let you know what happens on my end."

      I shook my head. "I don’t love this plan, but it's better than doing nothing. If we don't figure out what's happening soon, there's no telling how many souls Dracula and his vampires will steal."

      Morty hugged me. "Be careful, okay?"

      I hugged him back. "Always. You, too."
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      Sienna and I returned to the underworld with Morty. We figured we'd make better time if we portaled to my mom's house, touched base with the others, and took Sienna's car to the club. At the least, it gave me a chance to binge on sugary goodness before heading to Club Dracula.

      I only expected the gorgons to be there, but Kevin and Delphine were also waiting for us. Sienna and I briefed the team on what happened at the hospice and the next phase of our plan.

      "If you're going to Club Dracula," Delphine offered, "we have more information about the oracle that's worth looking into."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You figured out who it is?"

      Delphine nodded. "Between communicating with the spirits and Kevin's police databases, we not only identified the oracle, but we also have a driver's license photo."

      "Seriously?" I asked.

      Kevin shrugged and showed me his phone. "This is her. She goes by Cassandra. That’s about it. Her record is spotless. She hasn't so much as a speeding ticket."

      "She's pretty," I said.

      Sienna grabbed the phone and took a look. "Yeah, she looks like me!"

      I chuckled. "I can see a resemblance. You know, red-haired and pale."

      "Darker eyes, though."

      Delphine nodded. "Most oracles have dark eyes. It's a side effect of the sight."

      I sighed. "If I didn't know better, I'd say she's a vampire. She isn’t smiling."

      Sienna chuckled. "It's a driver's license photo. No one smiles in their driver's license photo."

      I winced. "That's not true."

      Kevin laughed. "Zoey's license looks like she dolled herself up for it."

      "My dad secured the ID for me before I came to Earth. I didn't pick the photo."

      Kevin plugged his ears. "I know nothing about fake IDs. Looks real to me!"

      "It's not fake!" I countered. "It was just acquired through less-than-conventional means. You have to make up a history and identity on the spot when you come to Earth."

      Kevin considered that. "I wonder if the oracle did something similar? I have a request in for her birth certificate, but I doubt it's accurate."

      "It won't be," Delphine said. "The oracle is centuries old. Whoever is listed won't be her true parents."

      "I'll see if we can find more out. I hesitate to approach the oracle until we know what's going on. She works at Club Dracula, so I don't imagine she's an unwitting participant in the vampire's scheme."

      Kevin nodded. "That's wise. Generally, it's best not to speak to suspects until you have the makings of a case. It doesn't have to be solid, but you need to have a general idea. A skeleton of a case, if you will."

      I nodded. "If we approach her too soon, she won't be open to talking unless we can back her into a corner."

      Kevin nodded. "More than that, if you don't have much to work with, she might go into hiding. If she's spooked, it might be a lot harder to find her later."

      "We'll observe," Sienna assured him. "If we spot a crystal or anything else that indicates a mystical connection, it might help us start to piece this puzzle together."

      "I'll drive you there," Kevin suggested. "I have off-duty officers staking the place out."

      "Are you sure you won't get in trouble?" I asked.

      Kevin huffed. "At this point, I don't care. We can't presume guilt before innocence, even with vampires, but when people are disappearing and all the signs point in one direction, I have more than enough cause to warrant further investigation. Besides, I'm doing this off-duty. If anyone asks, I'm giving my girlfriend and her best friend a ride to a club that's donating money to community policing. How can they fault me for that?"

      I snorted. "Community policing?"

      Kevin nodded. "It's a policy that encourages officers to fraternize in residential areas to become familiar with the people who live there. I support it. It's a great way to reduce systemic bias in the department. A lot of officers see only the worst element of a community. If we forget the people we're supposed to serve and protect and treat people who aren't like criminals, we're not doing our best work."

      Sienna smiled. "I think that's a good thing."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Dracula is giving money to that?"

      "Indirectly. The department can't accept donations without them appearing to be bribes. There are other charitable organizations not affiliated with the department that people can donate to."

      "You don't think that is a part of his effort to buy off cops?" I asked.

      Kevin grinned. "I'm sure in Dracula's mind it is. It isn't going to work, as far as I'm concerned. I can't speak for anyone else."

      Sienna got into the back seat of Kevin's car, and I rode shotgun. Sienna grumbled as she buckled up, "Putting the vampire in the cage, huh?"

      "You think I'm going to let you ride shotgun when my boyfriend is driving? Please."

      Sienna giggled. "You know, this cage couldn't hold me. If I was full of blood, I'd rip right through it."

      Kevin glanced at Sienna in the mirror. "I don't usually arrest vampires. I try to get them with the sharp end of my nightstick first."

      I snorted. "You used to, you mean."

      Kevin sighed. "Right. Staking is now against policy. In any instance where we aren't supposed to shoot human criminals, we can't stake vampires. We only can if we see them assaulting someone and they refuse to back down, or they threaten our person."

      "That's reasonable," Sienna stated.

      I almost turned and glared at Sienna. We were talking about vampires, but this wasn't an argument I wanted to have. She took it personally, and I'd already stepped into the proverbial shit more than once on that point.

      "I agree." Kevin smiled. "In most instances. I think the equation should be different since vampires can move fast. The problem is that by the time they come after us, we can’t react before their fangs are in our necks."

      I grinned. Kevin had made my point for me.

      "Why don't you use garlic?" Sienna asked. "It slows vampires down."

      Kevin nodded. "I've proposed it. Trying to get new protocols past review is a challenge, though. That's doubly the case when it comes to dealing with vampires. They want to do studies on the impact of garlic on a vampire's physiology."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Studies? Seriously?"

      Kevin nodded. "Similar to the ones that were done to justify the use of tasers back in the day. We had to learn that lesson the hard way. Some of those studies were funded by interested parties who stood to make money through the use of tasers in policing. Once it was discovered that tasers could be deadly in some circumstances, it led to a higher standard for any other new innovations that police might consider employing in the field."

      I shook my head. "I doubt a lot of vampires would be willing to participate in double-blind studies that involve them being exposed to garlic."

      Kevin chuckled. "Would you volunteer to participate in a study that involved exposing you to something poisonous?"

      I sighed. "Probably not."

      "There aren't any long-term effects of garlic exposure," Sienna added. "I'd testify to that, but I have the opposite reaction to garlic. I love it."

      "She really does. When she cooks, our apartment smells like the Olive Garden."

      Kevin chuckled. "I know. I've witnessed it."

      Kevin parked several blocks from Club Dracula. Morty's text gave us about twenty minutes before the car accident victim was due to be harvested, so we didn't have much time to waste. Sienna and I entered the astral plane and ran to the club. The lights inside would give us away, but we didn't have the time to deal with the line to get in.

      It wasn't like Dracula didn't know we could do it. He expected us to. That was why he’d had those damned lights installed. I didn't know what kind of sorcery he'd used to make them, but the fixtures couldn't have been cheap. Not that money was an issue for him. If he was ever in need of a fire and had a wad of cash, given how much money he raked in by the minute, it would cost him less to light his money for kindling than taking the time to gather sticks.

      We didn't go in through the front door. If we had, we'd show up under the black lights in front of the bouncer. On the astral plane, we could walk through the walls. We'd be exposed once we got through if anyone noticed, but we wouldn't be face-to-face with a muscle-bound bald guy who looked like he was jonesing for a homicide.

      We walked around the building. "Are those black lights on the wall?" Sienna asked.

      I sighed. "Whatever's behind those walls, they don't want us getting in to see."

      "What do they have to hide? The other side of that wall is just a dance floor, right?"

      I pinched my chin. "I don't think so. I think this is behind the stage where the band plays."

      Sienna shook her head. "Well, we aren't getting in there, and we're on the clock."

      I nodded. "You're right. We need to stick to the plan. The east wall should land us near the bar."

      "And the oracle?"

      "Possibly."

      Sienna and I pressed through the wall. We also had to push through a shelf full of bottles. Thankfully, the black lights didn't kick in until we were clear. The last thing I needed was a bottle of whiskey exploding in my face.

      We were standing behind a young African-American female. I recognized her from her fake driver's license photo. She didn't even turn around. "Hello, Zoey."

      I tilted my head. "How'd you know I was here?"

      "I knew you were coming before you arrived. I'd offer you a drink on the house, but I know you'll decline. Instead, I have two waters ready for you."

      "Why are you turning over the Reaper schedule to the vampires?"

      The oracle handed me a glass of water. She handed the second one to Sienna. "I give Dracula nothing. He sees what I see because the future belongs to everyone."

      "Is that crystal on your neck the one you use to transfer your insights to the gods and the Reapers?"

      The oracle laughed. "Any with the discipline and the will to see can perceive what I've vested in this crystal."

      I scratched my head. "Then why are you working for Dracula?"

      The oracle shrugged. "I have no loyalties in the skirmishes between vampires and humans. Dracula pays well, and he has a good dental plan."

      I laughed. "You're working in Club Dracula so your cleanings and fillings are covered? Aren't you eternal? Do you really need dental coverage?"

      The oracle smiled and rested her hand on my shoulder. "I might be immortal, but so are cavities."

      Sienna snorted. "We're out of time. We need to see Dracula."

      "He is in his suite. He is expecting you."

      "Why is he expecting me? Did you tell him I'm coming?"

      The oracle laughed. "I told him nothing. Your arrival here was predictable for those who have the eyes to see."

      "I'm not sure what that means."

      "When you speak to Dracula, everything in front of you is clear if only you will see."

      "What does that mean?" Sienna asked.

      "It means exactly what I said. Things are not always as they appear, but what is true is there to be seen."

      I bit my lip. "By those with eyes to see?"

      The oracle grinned. "Precisely."
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      Sienna and I climbed the stairs to Dracula's suite. The bouncers at the foot of the staircase didn't get in our way.

      Dracula was reclining on the couch and had two glasses of wine waiting for us, as before.

      "Have a seat. It's a pleasure to see you again."

      "You just expect me to sit and listen to your crap after what you did?"

      "What did I do?"

      "You came into my room. You attacked me, you son of a bitch!"

      "Is that what you think?"

      Sienna huffed. "The bite marks on her neck don't lie."

      Dracula smiled wide and showed his fangs. "These teeth have not tasted flesh in decades."

      "Bullshit!" I shouted.

      Dracula raised his hand. "There is more going on here than you understand."

      "What are you talking about?" Sienna asked.

      "You have discerned that I am a sorcerer."

      I rolled my eyes. "That doesn't take discernment. A common vampire couldn't appear out of thin air."

      "All magic, Miss Grimm, even black magic, requires balance. For the darkness to manifest its potential, the light must shine. I am that light."

      "Oh, please. You're Dracula!"

      "History has judged me a monster. History is right, but only in part. There are no true monsters outside the Scholomance."

      Sienna grabbed her wine and took a sip. "You were right before. This is the best wine."

      Dracula nodded. "Indeed, it is."

      "I have one question, though."

      "Yes, daywalker?"

      "What is the Scholomance, and where is the Scholomance?"

      "It is where the light is not."

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out. It was Morty. I gasped. I had to read the message twice.

      "What is it?" Sienna asked.

      "It's Morty. He said that a black cloud materialized and stole the soul he was sent to reap."

      "A black cloud?" Sienna asked.

      Dracula nodded. "It was Dracula."

      I narrowed my eyes. "That's nonsense."

      "You were correct before. Most of me is a monster. The small glimmer of light had to be exorcised to free the darkness."

      I nodded. "Exorcised and contained."

      Dracula nodded. "This is not merely my club; it is my prison. The Dracula who assaulted you was the monster, Miss Grimm. He is the pure darkness I am, or was."

      "What do you mean this is your prison? You can't leave this building?"

      "My darkness will grow in proportion to the strength of my light. My charities are real, and my intentions are genuine. My efforts to reform politics are not intended to be self-serving. I am not seeking power. However, the more I do to benefit the world, the stronger those who wield my darkness become."

      "Those? Please tell me that’s a hypothetical plural. There's more than one vessel possessed by dark Dracula?"

      Dracula tilted his head. "Your choice of words is more intriguing than you realize. Some believe vampires are soulless."

      "I don't agree," Sienna countered.

      I shook my head. "Sienna is not soulless. When she became what she was, her soul was returned to her body."

      Dracula pinched his chin. "A fortunate accident indeed."

      "What do you mean?" Sienna asked.

      Dracula smiled. "You are special. You represent a great hope to our kind."

      "That vampires can walk in sunlight?"

      "That the light within us is not so insignificant that it need rule us and enslave us to darkness."

      Sienna chuckled. "I don’t know what to do with that. It's nice of you to say so, though."

      Dracula smiled at Sienna. "Were I whole, if my greater and darker nature overwhelmed my soul as it is, I would not see it. Your path will be clear in time."

      Sienna nodded and took another sip of her wine. I hadn't touched mine.

      "If your soul has been split in two⁠—"

      "Fractured, Miss Grimm. Split, and split again a dozen times."

      I pressed my lips together. "Right. If that's the case, why don't the other parts of you kill you?"

      Dracula shook his head. "They cannot."

      I stared at the vampire blankly for a couple of seconds, expecting him to elaborate. He didn't. "What do you mean? They can't kill you, or they won't?"

      "Both," Dracula replied. "The truth is, we are not sure what the consequences would be if I were staked. Would my darkness be unleashed, or would my essence die with my light? I do not know. In the Scholomance, we were told that darkness depends on balance."

      "If the vampires who've stolen your darker essence get stronger when you do good deeds, why don't you sit on your ass and do nothing?"

      "What comes first, light or dark? If all one ever knew was darkness, how would one comprehend light? Can you imagine a color you've never perceived? You are aware that when my essence was unified, I saw myself as the pale horseman of Revelation."

      I nodded. "Yeah, we've had that conversation."

      Dracula nodded. "Flip that, and you will see that light is called from formlessness, from darkness. Light dispels darkness, even if darkness came first. However, darkness would not know itself if it were not for light. I must do good to balance the darkness. The eviler my other essences are, the more I must strive to shine light to maintain the balance. If I were to stop, would the darkness cease to be, or would it descend into chaos?"

      "I don't know."

      "Neither do I. My question was rhetorical. The only thing darkness fears more than light is its dissolution. Where there is light, there is potential darkness. Where there is chaos, will darkness thrive, or will it cease to have meaning? I know myself well. I've lived with my intertwined darkness and light for many lifetimes. I have few fears. The sunlight intrigues me more than it terrifies me. I do not fear hell. I crave it. What Dracula is terrified of the most is eradication, the end of his existence. Thus, even the severed persona that I am, the light side of my lesser nature, must be protected by the darkness."

      "Why aren't they here to stop me? If your darker selves fear eradication and I could reap you to the void, why don't they come here to stop me?"

      Dracula smiled. "Because they are busy harnessing souls. Do not think, Miss Grimm, that you will leave this place without their knowledge. What I know, they know. When you threaten me, you threaten all of us."

      I stood up. "I'm not sure if you're a friend or a foe. You might be light relative to your darker self, but you aren't pure."

      "Take a drink, Miss Grimm. What you say is true. I am inclined to charity even as my darker selves are inclined to villainy. Such inclinations are never absolute."

      "What are you saying?" Sienna asked.

      "I must stop both of you. Just as darkness cannot know itself apart from light, light cannot shine if there is no darkness into which it can expand. You threaten not only my darkness but my existence."

      I gulped. "I think we've heard enough."

      Dracula raised his hand and snapped his fingers. Three black clouds formed behind us. The two dark-haired sisters grabbed Sienna from behind and held her back. I reached for my wrist. The blonde, blue-eyed vampire grabbed my hand and stopped me. "Don't do that, Miss Grimm."

      "Who the hell are you?"

      The woman's eyes darkened. Her hair shortened and turned black. Her chest flattened, and her cheeks sank into her skull. "I am your nightmare."

      I yanked my hand to pull it out of the new Dracula's grip. "You're the one who attacked me!"

      The evil Dracula laughed. "I am Dracula. I am also Sorina. I harness his essence and darkness as if it were my own."

      "So, which one are you now? Evil Dracula or Sorina?"

      "I am both and always will be. I am more than I ever was, my being united with Dracula's darkness, where his mystic powers are at their strongest. I am only one of many."

      "There are more like you?"

      "We need more than bodies, Miss Grimm. We must also harvest souls."

      "You aren't Reapers!"

      "We are not. You practice catch and release. You harvest souls and send them to bliss or perdition. We harvest souls and use them as hosts of Dracula's divided darkness. In them, his darkness grows until it becomes theirs. When they mature, we will divide them even as we've divided Dracula. We are not only Dracula, but we are also Dracula. We are his children, and we are of one mind. Each one of us knows you now because I know you. Every word you speak, all of Dracula's progeny knows. We move as one, we attack as one, and we divide ourselves willingly."

      "Why would anyone allow you to do that?"

      Dracula, the original Dracula, laughed. "Everything I said to you before is true, Miss Grimm. I am what remains of my lighter nature. My progeny have no such nature. They have only their former humanity."

      "Their humanity should resist you!"

      Dracula and Sorina shared a single laugh. "We must admit," the two Draculas said in unison, "there are some souls we've deemed ill-suited to be our progeny. Virtuous men and women might pose a threat, but that is not common.

      “Most humans harbor an inner darkness that is a larger part of themselves than they'd admit. When united with my dark essence, their darkness is released. The humanity in my new children will not resist me. I fulfill everything they've ever wished.

      “I give their darkness not just opportunity but real power. We are one of mind. When we acquire new souls, we get stronger, and not just in numbers. The darkness in every human soul becomes ours to share."

      "I thought you were the light?" I narrowed my eyes at the original Dracula.

      "I am. I cannot and will not harm you, but I must protect my existence, so I will not stop the others from doing what they must. In your death, my light will shine brighter. In my light, my darkness will gain power. We are one, even if separate."

      "You won't hurt her!" Sienna screamed. "I'll kill every last one of you if you do!"

      Sorina laughed. "Embrace that darkness, daywalker. Feel it! Allow it to overwhelm you. When you are near death, fear not. We will gather you unto ourselves. Your darkness will soon be ours. We will gain your power. We will walk in the light, and light will never again be able to overwhelm us."

      I clenched my fists. "Why do you still wear his face?"

      Sorina smiled widely. "Because this face haunts you, does it not?"

      "Tell me, when you shift to his appearance, does every part of you change with him?"

      "Why do you ask?"

      I shrugged, then I kicked Sorina in the groin. "Because Dracula has balls!"

      Sorina released her grip long enough for me to touch the sigil on my wrist. I summoned my scythe and swiped it at Sorina, but my blade passed through her since she turned to smoke. I pivoted.

      "Let go of my friend!" I screamed.

      The two dark-haired vampires smirked and disappeared in mist.

      I turned to the original Dracula, the one who was the light to his severed and multiplied darkness. "Can the darkness exist without light? Maybe we should find out."

      Dracula smiled. "It is a mystery, Miss Grimm. Strike me down, and you might unleash my progeny without restraints. I provide balance."

      "That balance depends on your self-preservation above all else."

      "Like I said, my light is not pure. I am not selfless, but I do desire to do good, and my intentions are true. I want to make the world a better place."

      I shook my head. "At the cost of allowing your darkness to multiply and terrorize it?"

      "The spread of my darkness is inevitable. If I am not here to restrain it, your apocalypse will come true by way of he who rides the pale horse."

      "I thought you said you were the pale horse!"

      Dracula smiled. "I did."

      I grabbed my scythe. Every instinct told me to strike the asshole down and be done with it. When I glanced at Sienna, she looked at me so desperately that I hesitated. She didn't want me to kill him. She believed he could be saved, but I didn't have time to debate that. I prepared to strike. I raised my scythe over my head, and Dracula disappeared in a white mist that glowed with gold energy.

      Sienna gasped. "He is light."

      I shook my head. "If that's light, we're all damned. He must still be here. He said this place was his prison."

      "We should leave. We need a better plan. We have to speak to Delphine and the gorgons. They might know something. We need to revisit what the texts say about the Scholomance. If there's a way to reunify his darkness with his light, we might be able to eliminate him as one."

      "He's here. I think I know where. He's in that room behind the stage, the one behind the wall lined with black lights."

      "We'll never make it there! You heard what he said, or she said, or they said. Hell, what pronoun is appropriate for a woman who shifts into the form of a male?"

      I chuckled. "Next time we fight Sorina as Dracula, you can ask. She's the key to this."

      "They act as one, Zoey. They think as one. Reaping or staking one of them won't do a damned thing. They're harvesting souls and multiplying. Unless we can end all of them at once, we won't be able to stop them, or him, or whatever."

      I sighed. I wanted to fight my way through the crowd and find what was behind the stage. That must've been where the souls were being gathered, merged with Dracula's darkness, and transformed into the collective. It was their hive.

      I grunted. "How did Picard defeat the Borg?"

      Sienna chuckled. "He didn't. Not really."

      "What do you mean?"

      "He killed the queen. The Borg returned in Voyager."

      "Well, shit. Even if we cut the head off light-side Dracula, it won't destroy them?"

      "It might make them more terrifying than ever. Like the Borg, or like bedbugs, I'm afraid unless we eliminate everyone who harnesses Dracula's dark essence, we'll never defeat them. Cut off the head, and another will take his place. If the new head is pure darkness rather than light, we'll only make them stronger."

      I shook my head. "You're right. We have to get the hell out of here."

      "We can't go astral. Do you think we can make it to the door?"

      "I don’t know. We have to do something. They regrouped when I called my scythe. If they are truly one, a collective, they'll come at us in force. They'll surround us if we don't get out of here fast."

      "Your brother! Can he get us out?"

      I nodded. "Yes. That's brilliant."

      I texted Morty our location.

      
        
        We need an exit. In deep shit. No way out!

      

      

      In less than five seconds, a Reaper portal formed behind us.

      Sienna grabbed her wine.

      "Seriously?"

      "It's good wine! I'm not letting it go to waste."

      "Come on!" Morty shouted.

      A dozen black clouds appeared in the room. They would materialize if she didn’t get out of there fast. Sienna, Morty, and I dove through the portal.

      No sooner did we land on the floor in Morty's office than he dissolved the portal.

      "What the hell happened?" Morty asked.

      I shook my head. "I'm not sure. I can't get my mind around it."

      "It's the vampire Borg," Sienna stated.

      Morty tilted his head. "Like, in Star Trek?"

      I nodded. "Something like that, and I don't have a clue how to stop it."
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      We took a portal to Mom's house. I texted Kevin and let him know we were back.

      
        
        What the hell happened? I'm still here waiting for you.

      

      

      
        
        Long story. Come back to my mom's.

      

      

      Kevin responded with a thumbs-up emoji.

      Morty wasn't the only one with questions. Delphine and the gorgons wanted to know what we found out. I didn't know where to start. We'd learned that the oracle was a neutral party with oral hygiene issues. I still wasn't sure what she meant by having the eyes to see or how Dracula was tapping the information in her crystal. With his sorcery, he had ways to access it, and the oracle didn't seem concerned that anyone might learn the time and place every human in the region was slated to die.

      That was the least of our concerns. The vampire Borg was the real threat. My better self told me to reap his ass to hell. Athena could have her way with him. She was the new queen of the realm that used to be called Hades, and I wasn't sure if she'd renamed it. As far as I knew, hell still bore the name of her predecessor.

      It was complicated. I wasn't sure I understood everything Dracula had said. I was less confident that I could believe it. He and his darker fraction had spouted a lot of crap. Were they bad-guy gloating?

      In the movies, monologuing is the downfall of many villains. They didn't intend to let us get out of Club Dracula alive. They wanted to assimilate Sienna. I wasn’t sure if they'd try to do that by harvesting her soul or divide her darker and lighter natures the way Dracula had done it to himself.

      "I think the light Dracula was trying to give us clues," Sienna offered.

      "You're still giving him the benefit of the doubt?"

      Sienna nodded. "The others could see and hear what he did. He had to be cryptic. He couldn't just outright declare his loyalty to our effort. He said I represented hope."

      "Yeah, by assimilating your power into their collective so they could walk in sunlight."

      Sienna shook her head. "It was more than that. Before Sorina showed up, he was speaking the truth. I think she only came to pressure him into shutting his yap."

      I pressed my lips together. "He quoted that damned passage in Revelation again. He alluded to it, anyway. He said something about the one who rides the pale horse."

      "Wasn't that Hades?" Sienna asked.

      "I don't think so.” Svetlana grabbed a bible my mother had left on a table. She'd highlighted the passage. "Here it is. The one who sat on the pale horse was Death. Hades followed him."

      Morty took a deep breath. "I'm Death. I'm the Grim Reaper. Is that talking about me?"

      I nodded. "I think so."

      Sienna sat at the table and tapped her fingernails on the oak. "I think the good…well, the good-ish Dracula was trying to tell us that the Grim Reaper was the answer."

      Morty shook his head. "I can't reap vampires. That's you, Zoey."

      Delphine corrected, "The passage says Death rides the horse. A rider directs the horse, he mounts it, and with bit and bridle, he steers the horse where he wants it to go."

      Morty grunted. "I don't have power like that. I can't control people's minds, much less a vampire's, and I seriously doubt I'm supposed to put a saddle, bit, and bridle on Dracula."

      I scratched my head. "If we can't kill or reap the light-side Dracula, maybe he's telling us that if we can control him, we might be able to manipulate the whole collective."

      Sienna nodded. "He also mentioned a weakness in the collective. He said that some souls were too pure and good to be assimilated."

      I tucked my hair behind my ears. "The light-side Dracula isn't whole. You can deposit human souls in golems, Morty."

      "Sure, but what is that going to solve?"

      I shook my head. "What if we found a pure soul, someone due to be reaped who was too good for the vampires?"

      "You want me to try to deposit a good person's soul into Dracula?"

      "It's just a thought. If a rare soul purged of darkness is introduced to the collective, it might undermine the whole thing."

      Morty shook his head. "First, there's no way to know someone's heart. I don't know how good someone is when I reap them. You know that, Zoey. Judging souls isn't a Reaper's prerogative. Besides that, it's not just. I can't in good conscience condemn a good person to whatever hell they might experience as a part of a vampire collective."

      I paced around the kitchen table. Sienna still had her glass of wine from Dracula's suite. She took a sip and set it down.

      I scratched the back of my head. "Dracula also made sure we knew that his light side wasn't pure. He still craved survival."

      Svetlana nodded. "Light and darkness are rarely absolute. Neither is good or evil. There are traits common to humans and, I suspect, vampires, that simply are. They are not good or bad but can motivate one to act either way. There is nothing evil about one's desire to survive. It's a basic instinct. It's morally neutral."

      I grabbed a Twinkie from the box on the counter, opened it, and took a bite. I didn't bother swallowing before talking again. "Dracula said something about how the Scholomance teaches practitioners to isolate the light in their soul so that they can freely tap into their darkness."

      "Is the Scholomance still around?" Sienna asked.

      "It is likely," Svetlana replied. "If Hades was their headmaster, I imagine they are in disarray now that he is gone."

      I forced the rest of my Twinkie into my mouth. "There's a new devil, you know. If anyone knows anything about the Scholomance, it's Athena."

      Sienna frowned. "Are you suggesting that we go to hell and ask Athena for help?"

      I shrugged. "She was brought back from the void by Tyche. She's bound to her will. She's also under my father's rule. I don't see any harm in asking her about it."

      Svetlana nodded. "At the very least, if the Scholomance is led by the devil, they might be more willing to help sort out the magic behind Dracula's collective if Athena gets involved."

      I huffed. "I swear, no one has ever been to hell and back more than me. I seriously thought I'd gone there for the last time."

      "One more trip?" Sienna asked.

      I sighed. "Looks like that's our best plan. We don't have time. With every soul the collective harvests, it becomes stronger. We don't have time to keep digging into books for information that isn't there. I don't think our chances of taking a Reaper portal directly to the Scholomance and asking them nicely for help will work."

      "Especially not if Hades told them about you," Sienna added.

      "Good point. If we're going to end this, the fastest way to go about it is to enlist Athena's help. This time, though, I'm bringing a canteen, shades, and plenty of sunscreen."

      Sienna grinned. "I don't need sunscreen."

      I chuckled. "I bet you don't. We should get you some blood first."

      "I have some in the apartment’s fridge. I need to make sure my vampiric side is sated before we go."

      "Are you sure it's safe to go to your apartment?" Delphine asked. "Dracula has assaulted you there. I imagine they're looking for you as we speak."

      Sienna shrugged. "We could rob a blood bank."

      I shook my head. "Cerberus is at the apartment as well, and we could use his help. Any time we go to Hades, it's helpful to have someone who can traverse the realms. Shit has a habit of hitting the fan in hell. I don't know why."

      Sienna chuckled. "They call it hell for a reason."

      I pulled out my phone. "I'm going to text Kevin and tell him to turn around. He's going to find this annoying. He can scout the outside of the apartment and let us know if anything looks awry."

      Morty nodded. "Do that. I can take you back to the apartment quickly. From there, we can go straight to the underworld."

      I smiled. "After I change my clothes. Besides sunglasses and sunscreen, wearing leather pants in hell sucks ass."
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      We waited for twenty minutes before Kevin got to the apartment. He said the coast was clear. Morty made a portal, and Sienna and I joined him as we hopped through it and landed in my apartment. Kevin was on my couch, and Cerberus was curled up next to him. Cerberus rested his large hellhound head on Kevin's lap.

      "I thought you were going to scout the place from the outside?"

      "If Dracula can materialize out of thin air, I couldn't be sure it was safe unless I checked it."

      "Are you nuts? If Dracula got hold of you, what would you do?"

      "You're carrying our child, Zoey. I'll always defend my family."

      "Aw!" Sienna piped up. "That's so sweet!"

      I sighed. "And dumb. Ever think I don't want my kid being raised without a dad?"

      Kevin snorted. "You just went right into the world's most infamous vampire’s lair."

      "It's a club, not a lair."

      "It's sort of a lair," Sienna added. “During the day, the vampires there don’t go home.”

      "Okay, it's a lair. What's the point?"

      "When you risk your life, it's not just your life you're putting in jeopardy. When I became a cop, I swore I'd serve and protect. That applies to my family above all else."

      Sienna rested her hand on my shoulder. "I suppose this is a bad time to mention we're on our way to hell."

      Kevin exclaimed. "Not again!"

      I chuckled. "That's what I said!"

      "I can't go with you, you know."

      I nodded. "I know. It's safe, though. Hades is gone. Athena runs hell now."

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. "You're talking about the Athena who betrayed you and killed a bunch of people?"

      "Yup, that's the one. No worries. Tyche has her by the balls now."

      He chuckled. "Athena has balls?"

      "Metaphorical balls."

      "Do they squeak?" Cerberus asked. "Squeaky balls are my favorite."

      "That's good. You'll be coming with us, Cerberus."

      "Great! If Tyche throws her balls, can I play fetch?"

      I laughed. "Sure."

      Kevin grinned. "I feel better about this scenario."

      "See? Nothing to worry about."

      Kevin kissed my cheek. "I didn't say that. There's plenty to worry about. Just be careful, okay?"

      I nodded. "Honestly, given what's going on, I think hell is safer than Kansas City."

      Kevin cocked his head. "Because of Dracula?"

      "Because of the Borg Collective. Soul-harvesting, multiplying Dracula or Draculas."

      "I'm not going to pretend to understand what that means."

      "It means that Dracula's essence was split. It's being implanted and mingled with the souls of the people who are dying. They're becoming Draculas too, united by a single will and consciousness."

      Kevin scratched his head. "Okay, the Borg reference makes sense now. So does the ‘Kansas City is more dangerous than hell’ thing."

      "Once I have SPF-50 on, I'll be safer than you. No need to worry."

      Kevin furrowed his brow. "That's supposed to make me less worried?"

      "Well, you aren't supposed to die anytime soon. Morty would know if you were. That means no risk for you."

      Morty raised a finger. "That's not true. Additions can be made to the schedule at any time. Besides, those who get turned into vampires the conventional way don't turn up on the list for harvest."

      Kevin grinned. "I'll go join the gorgons at your mom's house. Who would think that the safest place to be in a midwestern city was in a remote house with the sisters of Medusa?"

      I smiled. "Delphine is there too."

      "Great! If anything goes wrong, we'll have dead people we can talk to about it."

      "If you're nervous, Cerberus can stay with you."

      Kevin laughed. "I'm just joking. Sort of. I'm scared, but more for you than for me. I've faced worse."

      I nodded. "As have I. In hell, I mean. In Kansas City, I'm not sure. I'd say the Dracula Borg and the Egyptian death gods are a tie."

      Sienna threw in her shot. "I don't think so. The Dracula Borg is much scarier. At the very least, they’re creepier."

      "That's not helping." I grinned. "I don't know. Anubis was pretty freaky."

      Kevin laughed. "Let's just say you've faced your share of baddies who break the freak-o-meter. If you think Athena can help stop this before it grows out of control, I think it's the right move."

      I grinned. "Thanks for your approval, Dad."

      Sienna plugged her ears. "If you want to call him ‘Daddy,’ that's between you two. I don't want to hear it."

      I giggled. "There's an enormous difference between calling a man Daddy and calling him Dad. I'm not sure why, but if we already ruined the freak-o-meter, that would blow the creep-o-meter."

      Kevin leaned over and kissed me on the lips. "Just be careful."

      I gave an abrupt nod. "I always am."

      Kevin snorted. "Yeah, you're about as careful as Johnny Knoxville and Steve-O."

      "The Jackass guys? Please. They've never marched into a vampire's lair or into hell to challenge the devil. Those guys are amateurs."

      "And they never saved the world," Sienna added. "They can't even save their own nuts."

      I smirked. "Point taken. Love you, Kev. I don't think this will take long, but if we pop back onto Earth somewhere else for some reason, I'll text you. If we run into any trouble, I'll send Cerberus back to get you."

      "What could I do if you were in trouble?"

      Morty grunted. "Send the gorgons to the underworld. Snake hair fully shrouded, of course. Have them find Carmilla. I'll be going with Zoey. She can get word to the Olympians via Roy, the Boatman. If he can't reach Dad, have him get word to Dionysus or Tyche. Beyond that, I'm not sure how much I trust them."

      "Other than Mom, of course."

      Morty nodded. "Yeah, obviously. Chances are, though, if you can't get a message to Dad, you won't reach Mom either."

      "Why not just send Cerberus?" Kevin asked.

      "Send him, too. That is assumed. One thing, though. If Athena proves to be a threat, which I don't anticipate, the gorgons won't be much help. She's immune to their power."

      Kevin smiled. "Got it. I'll be either here in the apartment or, more likely, outside in my car. For a while, anyway. If it takes longer than a few hours, send Cerberus back with an update."

      "Do I get anything for providing updates?" Cerberus asked. "I was thinking a nice accountant might fill my belly this evening."

      "You can't eat accountants, Cerberus. Besides, wouldn’t they taste bland?"

      "How about a plate of burnt ends?" Kevin asked.

      Cerberus raised his right paw. Kevin leaned over and shook it. "You drive a hard bargain, Detective Schroeder, but I'll take it!"
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      I wore shorts, hiking boots, and the thinnest t-shirt I could find. I filled a canteen with water. I applied my sunscreen and put on my sunglasses.

      "We're still in the apartment, and we have to walk through the underworld to the River Styx," Sienna said. "Aren't the sunglasses making their appearance a tad too early?"

      I shrugged. "Maybe, but I feel cool wearing them. I don't know what it is about sunglasses and coolness."

      "Hard to stay cool in hell," Sienna countered.

      Morty huffed. "I feel like I should change as well. Once we get to the underworld, I mean. Unfortunately, my cloak designers don't have a summer line."

      I tilted my head. "Well, why the hell not? You should get right on that! People die in hot places too, you know."

      Morty chuckled. "I can see it now. All the Reapers lined up to go on a harvest. The guy all bundled up is going to North Dakota in January to harvest a man buried under twenty feet of snow. A Reaper in a Speedo with the image of a scythe imprinted over his bulge is going to reap souls in the Bahamas."

      I laughed. "Can you imagine a Reaper in a Speedo? Not that I want to, but the image is great."

      "You're thinking about me in a Speedo, sis? Why are you being so weird?"

      I backhanded Morty’s shoulder. "I'm not talking about you. Just a general Reaper. One with six-pack abs and a nice tan."

      Morty laughed. "Good thing Kevin already took off for barbecue. If he knew you were fantasizing about nonexistent Reapers with tans, not to mention abs, what would he think?"

      I chuckled. "He's not the jealous type. It wouldn't bother him."

      "That's a plus," Sienna said. "It's like that with Dylan and me, too. Not that we're boyfriend and girlfriend. He goes on dates here and there, and I don't get jealous."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You don't, huh? The magically disappearing gallon of ice cream in the fridge the last time he went on a date was either a strangely coincidental magic trick, or you were jealousy-binging."

      Sienna shrugged. "I was a bit antsy. It worked out, though. He said his date was horrible. She spent the whole evening talking about herself. He said he barely got a word in edgewise, and she wasn't interesting."

      I snickered. "Why do the dullest people in the world talk about themselves the most?"

      "Beats me!" Sienna exclaimed.

      "You both ready to do this?" Morty asked.

      I nodded. "Let's go!"

      Morty portaled us to his office and started stripping. "You might want to turn around."

      I shielded my eyes and curled my lip. "A little warning before you drop the drawers would be nice next time."

      "Sorry!" Morty exclaimed. "If I can't get a short-sleeved reaper cloak with breathable fabric, I figured I'd go commando."

      Sienna giggled.

      I sighed. "I really wish you hadn't told me that. That's something you just do, not something you announce."

      "You're standing in my room," Morty said.

      "I thought it was your office," Sienna corrected.

      Morty nodded matter-of-factly. "It is, but I have all the amenities of an apartment in here. It's not like I need to go elsewhere to take off my clothes."

      "Actually, people usually do go elsewhere to do that. You know, a place where other people aren't."

      "It's done!" Morty announced. "See? No big deal."

      "I bet it isn't a big deal under there." Sienna smirked.

      We hurried down the stairs leading out of Morty's office tower and went to the River Styx. There was always a crowd of Reapers waiting to deliver the souls they had harvested to the Boatman. This time, the line was short.

      We invoked the royal family privilege and cut ahead of the others. All we needed to do was hitch a ride to hell. It wouldn't slow down the line for anyone.

      Those lines were one of many things I didn't miss after I learned I wouldn't become a regular Reaper. It moved slowly. The Boatman can only take so many souls across the River Styx at once. His trips were pretty quick. So are most rides at a theme park. That didn’t mean the line moved fast.

      I could feel the eyes of the Reapers in line following me as we moved past them. I wasn't sure if it was because they thought we were cutting or because they'd seen the Zoey Grimm swimsuit calendar. It wasn't my body on those calendars, but they didn't know that.

      I was probably just paranoid. If it wasn't that I had a major evil to fight, I'd give Morty a piece of my mind about the calendar thing, but when you're dealing with the world's most infamous vampire and his worst qualities are replicating through stolen souls, you overlook lesser frustrations. Maybe after my baby bump grew, I'd do a maternity shoot and put together a special-edition calendar for Kevin's eyes only.

      Provided the world hadn’t been overrun by Dracula mini-mes.

      "It's Brother and Sister Grimm!" Roy shouted as he slowed the engine on his boat and floated to the dock. "Oh, sorry! I almost didn't see you there, Sienna. Can't forget you. You made me the hunk of manly meat known as my body."

      Sienna chuckled. "Don't forget, I also found your boat online."

      "But I paid for it," I interjected.

      Morty shrugged. "With Dad's money."

      "So? Your point?"

      "No point. Just that you didn't consider how much gas he'd go through. Do you realize how much it costs to keep the Boatman fueled up? Not to mention the hassle of importing it."

      I shrugged. "Well, at least you have a loyal Boatman."

      "Sure do!" Roy agreed. "Y’all come to take me up on my standing offer to go fishing?"

      "We don't have time, and neither do you by the looks of the line," Morty replied.

      Roy grinned. "Let me guess. Round trip to hell?"

      I shrugged. "Well, I don't intend to stay there long. It's a miserable place."

      "You haven't been there in a few months, have you?"

      I winced. "Can't say I have. It's not my favorite place to spend time."

      Roy laughed. "Well, it's a lot different than you remember."'

      I tilted my head. "Different, how?"

      Roy shrugged. "Everyone has a version of hell. I suppose Athena was feeling eclectic. You don't just get to experience your version of hell. Anyone who goes there experiences them all eventually. It's a community effort."

      "So, it's not all fire and brimstone?"

      Roy shrugged. "Some parts are. When it comes to hell, there are a lot of uncreative people in the world."

      I huffed. "There are a lot of very creative people, too."

      Morty tilted his head. "When have you had time to tour hell, Roy?"

      Roy laughed. "Everything about hell is different. There isn't a beach. Now, when I bring souls to hell, I deliver them straight to the devil."

      "To Athena?" Sienna asked.

      Roy shrugged. "The She-Devil, then. Same difference. Anyway, when I sail into port, I see a lot of hells. Sometimes I sail through them. Doesn't bother me. I'm not there for the torture. It's entertaining."

      I smiled. "I'll have to take your word for it."

      Roy pointed ahead. "See that pink cloud?"

      I tilted my head. "That's hell?"

      Roy nodded. "Place is shrouded in that pink muck. It's like cotton candy when you hit it. Tastes like it, too."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Really?"

      "You like cotton candy?"

      I chuckled. "I've had a sweet tooth lately."

      Roy shook his head. "I thought no one liked cotton candy. It's the novelty that sells, not the flavor."

      "It's pure sugar," Sienna agreed. "That's Zoey's flavor of choice ever since she got knocked up."

      "Sienna!"

      "What? You did!"

      Roy laughed. "Congratulations. That's a big deal. Is your baby going to be a Reaper like you?"

      I furrowed my brow. "I do have those dominant Reaper genes."

      We approached the cloud, or the cotton candy, or whatever it was. Roy's boat cut through it with ease. "Don't open your mouth. Or do, if you like this kind of thing."

      I was tempted, but I didn't know if it was actually cotton candy. It didn't strike me as a good idea to eat anything in hell. For all I knew, I'd take a bite and discover it wasn't fluffy pink goodness but a chunky brown turd. That would be my version of hell. All the sweets I could ever want, and they turned into dookie the moment I took a bite.

      We passed through the pink fluff, and music sounded around us. Little mechanical puppets appeared on either side of the boat. They were singing, It's a Small World.

      Sienna started laughing. "This is someone's version of hell, I assume?"

      Roy nodded. "Sure is. A small boat floats through here. It gets to the end, then reappears at the beginning."

      I shuddered. "That's horrific. Those robots are so creepy."

      Sienna had a wide grin on her face. "I can't believe someone's version of hell is a perpetual ride on It's a Small World. Hilariously terrifying!"

      Roy pushed a lever at his side forward, and the boat accelerated out of classic Disney into another version of hell. We passed through several personal hells. A never-ending NSYNC concert. We said "Bye-bye" to that one. I didn’t think it was that bad, but it wasn't my hell. After that, we boated through a high school classroom. I think they were learning trigonometry. A little farther down the river, we passed a movie theater. An old Pauly Shore movie was playing. I'd never made it through one. I wondered if the poor soul enduring that hell had to sit through his entire catalog. There were run-of-the-mill hells. Lots of lava, demons with pitchforks, the whole shebang.

      Roy pulled his boat up to a dock in front of a large crystal palace. It wasn't anything like the castle Hades had inhabited. It was sparkly and pretty.

      Sienna, Morty, and I disembarked from Roy's fishing boat.

      "Enjoy the ride back," I called.

      Roy laughed. "The journey back might take me through very different hells. Let's hope none of them involve animatronics and songs that get stuck in your head.

      Now that he said it, I had the urge to hum It's a Small World. I smiled at Roy. "Thanks for the lift."

      "Athena is usually just inside. I have a soul to drop off."

      "I'll take it," Athena told him. She'd appeared beside us.

      "You can teleport?"

      Athena shrugged. "This is my hell. I can do anything I want. What are you doing here?"

      "I need to talk to you about the Scholomance."

      A wide grin split Athena's face. "What do you want to know?"
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      I told Athena what had gone on with Dracula. She nodded as if none of it shocked her.

      "I suppose you want to know how to stop him?"

      I nodded. "That would be a good start."

      "Well, I'm battling my better demons here. No pun intended."

      I chuckled.

      "That was funny, right? This devil humor thing is still new to me."

      I grinned. "It was funny-ish."

      Athena winked. "The point is that part of me doesn't care. Then again, I have to answer to Tyche and your dad now. Also, I really enjoy this gig. Can I make a confession?"

      I shrugged. "Sure."

      "Ruling hell is a lot more fun than I imagine ruling Olympus would have been if I won."

      "It worked out for the best, then."

      Athena nodded. "You could say that."

      "I just did."

      Athena smirked and pointed at me. "You're quick-witted. I chose well when I made you what you are."

      Morty snorted. "How'd you choose between us? Why did Zoey get to be the supernatural Reaper and not me?"

      "The truth?"

      Morty nodded.

      "Eenie, meenie, miney, moe. You were not moe."

      I grinned. "Well, Morty's doing a great job. It really did work out for the best."

      Sienna snorted. "I hate to break up this pow-wow, but we have the Dracula problem to talk about."

      "Everything Dracula told you is true. He wasn't lying. He was also right that if you were to simply kill or reap him, you'd unleash the darkness in its full force. Unfortunately, what's been done cannot be undone."

      "You mean we can't stop him?" I asked.

      "I didn't say that. The souls who have been united with his dark essence have changed. You can try to save them, but the darkness within them will return to the vampire. He'll become stronger than before. Or, you might end the vampire and sacrifice the souls of those he claimed."

      "How do we choose?" Morty asked.

      I shook my head. "Even if we could, how do we do either thing?"

      "Your question was well-phrased. You must do it together."

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "You were not wrong to think that Death riding the pale horse was the Grim Reaper. That's not the answer, though. That text is the instruction manual, albeit a short one, that Dracula was using to bring about the apocalypse."

      Morty snorted. "Well, I don't intend to mount Dracula. He isn't my type."

      I smirked. "In addition, we're not in a rush to bring about the apocalypse."

      Athena shook her head. "I doubt that even if he succeeded, the apocalypse would be the result. Not the way that book describes it, at least."

      I sighed. "I don't know. A brood of dark-side Draculas sounds pretty apocalyptic to me."

      Morty shook his head. "We can't let those souls be trapped in Dracula's collective forever."

      "But if we don't, a single Dracula with magnified dark power and black magic would be just as apocalyptic as the collective."

      Morty nodded. "Potentially. But he'd be one target rather than dozens or maybe hundreds."

      "Thousands, eventually," Sienna added. "What's to stop Dracula from dividing his essence again and rebirthing the collective?"

      "Zoey is the answer," Athena told us.

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "If you reunite Dracula's power, you'll have to reap him before he can divide again."

      I shook my head. "Fighting Dracula before any of this stuff happened was nearly impossible. My mom was the best vampire slayer I knew, and he killed her without much effort."

      "You've defeated gods!" Sienna exclaimed. "You can beat him."

      Athena shook her head. "With all that darkness combined, he will be more than a god."

      "What about Zeus' lightning? I could blast him into the void."

      "The void could not contain him. Send Dracula with all that power into the void, and he will destroy it and release every god contained within."

      Morty shook his head. "Apocalypse."

      I growled, "If we do nothing and allow the collective to expand, it's the end of the world. If we combine Dracula's essence into one, the world ends just the same. In fact, it sounds like if we do that, we have two options when it comes to ending the world."

      "There is still the other option," Athena countered. "You can sacrifice the souls he's taken."

      "We have to save those souls!" Morty exclaimed. "How can we let those people pass out of existence?"

      "I did not say that their souls would be extinguished," Athena corrected. "The soul is immortal. Kill Dracula if you can, and the souls tainted with his essence will find a new home."

      "I can harness them with my scythe and take them to the River Styx!"

      "No, Mortimer, you cannot. You can reap the souls, and you must if you intend to free them. Given the darkness within them, they cannot be contained in your scythe."

      I grunted. "They'll be supernatural. That means I'll have to reap them."

      Athena nodded. "Doing so will come at a cost."

      "What kind of cost?" I asked.

      "Their darkness will infect your soul if you cannot contain it."

      "You can contain it," Sienna assured me. "I've never known anyone with more light in their soul than you."

      I smiled. "Your friendship, Sienna, has given me the light I need. It's not just the light that brings out your darker nature, your vampirism. You are also the light that gives me strength."

      Sienna wiped her eyes. "Damn it, Zoey. You're going to make me cry!"

      "Hold on to that," Athena suggested. "Dracula is the master of the Scholomance. No sorcerer has ever emerged from the dark school with greater power than his."

      "Which brings us back to the point. How can I defeat him?"

      "To defeat the darkness, you must know the darkness. You must join the Scholomance."

      I gulped. "Say what? Dracula has studied the dark arts for centuries. With every day that passes, his collective grows stronger."

      Sienna nodded. "And the more souls they collect, when Zoey tries to contain them, her task gets more daunting."

      "I don't think I have more than a day to master the skills it would take to even have a chance against him."

      Athena grinned. "There is a way. First, you have an advantage. Dracula learned from the former devil Hades. You have me. Hades was a master of darkness and torture. I am a goddess of battle and strategy."

      "That’s true. We still don't have enough time."

      "Not here or on Earth. However, in the void, you will experience a century in a day on Earth."

      I tilted my head. "You want to train me in the void?"

      "That is my proposal. Bring me one of the gorgons, and we can begin."

      I scratched my head. "Wait a second, Athena. The only reason you aren't a threat now is that you're bound to Tyche's will. She called you out of the void. If we go there again and bring you back, you'll be free to challenge the Olympians."

      Athena shrugged. "Very true. That, however, is not my strategy. I told you all things worked out for the best. Ruling this domain is more than I could have ever imagined. I am content to be the queen of hell."

      “You expect me to take you at your word?"

      "The choice is yours, Zoey. However, let me remind you that if you send me to the void by way of a gorgon, I will be at the mercy of the gorgon and your friends if I want to return. As much as you must trust me in this endeavor, I must trust you."

      Morty frowned. "I thought you were immune to gorgons."

      Athena nodded. "I can succumb to their powers if I wish. I cannot break free of the void on my own, however. Once I allow them to petrify me, I will remain in the void until they revive me."

      I scratched my head. "You really do like this place, don't you?"

      Athena smiled. "I've made a few changes. I am content with things as they are."

      "I have a question," Sienna continued. "The Boatman told us that people who have personal hells can visit others."

      Athena smiled. "True."

      Sienna scratched her head. "Why would you allow people to escape their hells and sample others?"

      Athena grinned. "Only some can experience other hells. Those who demonstrate determination and character are afforded the opportunity."

      Sienna furrowed her brow. "Still, why would you allow that?"

      "One person's hell is another person's heaven. The souls consigned to my domain for eternity won’t enjoy eternal bliss. However, if they demonstrate the proper penance and courage, they might be allowed to embrace their eternity without torment."

      A small smile cracked my mouth. "You're giving them another chance, just like you had another chance."

      Athena nodded. "When I was in the void, imprisoned in an Olympus of my making under my solitary rule, it was a true hell. What I thought I wanted more than anything proved to be a nightmare. Becoming hell's queen was not my ambition. Nonetheless, I've found a more fulfilling calling here in the least likely of places. I love what I do and who I've become."

      I narrowed my eyes. "But you’re the devil. You’re the new headmistress of the Scholomance."

      Athena nodded. "I am."

      "Isn't that school a way of bringing hell to Earth? A magic that infects the world with the power of darkness?"

      "Yes and no, Zoey. We have much to learn if this is the path you choose. The darkness of the Scholomance is not from hell. It is from the soul. If you can master your darkness rather than allow it to master you, you will gain an advantage over Dracula. He unleashed his darkness by exorcising his light."

      "What do you want to do?" Morty rested his hand on my shoulder. "You know I don't want to sacrifice those souls to Dracula, but I can't ask you to do this if you aren't sure you can handle it."

      I nodded. "I can do it. However, I want Sienna to come with me."

      Sienna looked confused. "Are you sure teaching another vampire the ways of the Scholomance is wise?"

      I nodded. "You've shown that you can overcome your darkness, Sienna. I'm confident you can again. I will need your help if I'm going to succeed."

      Morty scratched his head. "So, what do I do? Hang out here with Cerberus and the gorgons for a day?"

      Athena nodded. "It will not take longer than that. While you're here, feel free to tour my many hells. It will be like a trip to Disneyland."

      Morty shook his head. "I'll pass on the It's a Small World hell if you don't mind. That damn song is still in my head like an earworm."

      Athena chuckled. "You and me both."
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      Morty had to go back to get the gorgons. Cerberus went ahead, phasing back to Earth by swapping his heads to notify the gorgons and indulge in a plate of burnt ends, courtesy of Kevin.

      I could have left with Morty. We all could have, but I was afraid that if I saw Kevin again, he'd try to talk me out of the plan. More than that, the time I'd have to spend explaining why it was necessary was too valuable to waste. He might be upset, but what other choice did we have?

      Being pregnant, going to the void, and learning dark magic would make him uneasy. It made me uneasy. I wasn't sure if it would put our baby at risk, but it wasn't good. I mean, my body, along with our child's fetus, would be petrified. I hadn’t experienced any side effects from it in the past, but any interruption in the developmental process of a baby in the womb was sure to lead to angst.

      It still seemed like our best chance. A world dominated by Dracula, whether in his collective or monad forms, wasn't a world a child should grow up in. I was doing this for our baby as much as for everyone I loved. I didn't think about saving humanity or the world. That was such a broad concept that I couldn't get my mind around it, and I'd done it before. I had to focus on the people I loved: Kevin, Sienna, and even Delphine, Cerberus, and the gorgons.

      I had to focus on our child. I hadn't met my baby yet, but I had more love for my child than I could measure. It was a kind of love that only a mother could understand. It made me think about my mother while I hung out with Athena and Sienna in hell. She'd made an incredible sacrifice when she’d allowed my father to take Morty and me to the underworld with him.

      For years, I’d wondered if she didn't love me enough. Then I’d met her. She’d proved her love time and again. She'd loved me since before I was born. I couldn't imagine how difficult it had been for her to let me go so soon after I was born. Now, I understood it, in part. She wasn't sacrificing Morty or me. She was sacrificing the chance to hold me, to embrace me, to be part of my childhood. If she hadn't, I would not have grown up to be who I am. I wouldn't be in a position to defeat Dracula.

      I could not have stopped Athena when she was still dead-set on ruling Olympus, and I could not have stopped Anubis or Ra. I couldn't have saved Sienna when Katerina abducted her. She wouldn't be a daywalker. If my mom hadn’t allowed my dad to take me to the underworld, Sienna would have become the bride of Nosferatu, a villain set on overrunning the world with vampires.

      Yes, things had worked out for the best, even if everything had a price and was painful. I'd defeated my share of bad guys. I had pulled more than one victory out of my tail end when all seemed lost. My mother had been the real hero. She had made the sacrifice. She had done it for me, so I'd become who I was meant to be. She had done it for the world.

      This was my chance to be the hero she had been to me. I wanted my child to grow up in a world where he or she could become who they were meant to be. If that meant I had to make a sacrifice and harness the darkness in my soul for the rest of my existence, I'd pay that price. I wouldn't hesitate for a second.

      Athena offered to give us a tour while we waited, but I declined. Visiting people's personal hells wasn't my idea of a good time, even though it was better now than it had been under Hades.

      We'd considered bringing the gorgons with us. One of them, anyway. However, since they couldn't petrify Athena without the goddess' consent, we’d decided they might be needed on Earth if Dracula attacked. Kevin couldn't thwart him alone. Three of them might stand a chance. That had been our thinking at the time. Now, petrifying Dracula was off the table. The void wouldn't contain his darkness, and he might shatter the void if we sent him there. At the very least, that would happen if we reduced the collective to one.

      Athena told me that when we arrived in the void, I'd have to face a series of tests before I could embrace the methods of the Scholomance. She was annoyingly cryptic about what those tests would be, but she insisted that if I was true to myself, I could pass them. I wasn't sure what the tests would be. She said it was necessary to determine if I was ready to face my darkness and could tap into it without losing myself. Dracula hadn’t faced the tests. Hades didn't require it of his former pupils. Athena was different. She had ambition and a questionable track record, but she wasn't the same degree of evil Hades had been.

      She was like most of the gods, a combination of power, ambition, and ego that could make her either a powerful ally or an enemy. I was trusting her, perhaps to my detriment. It was the best option we had.

      With so many ways the world as we knew it could end, everything hinged on whether Athena had told the truth. Had she really changed? That was one reason I had insisted Sienna join me. She believed that people, and perhaps gods, could change. At the very least, I had to believe it was possible for a person to learn, grow, and evolve. Sienna was also the only vampire I knew who'd confronted her darkness head-on and prevailed. I needed her for more than one reason.

      Morty arrived with Euryale on Roy's fishing boat. They disembarked outside Athena's crystal palace.

      "Where's Cerberus?" Sienna asked.

      Morty grinned. "He ate so much he passed out on the couch."

      I rolled my eyes. "Of course he did. What about Svetlana?"

      "We thought it best to split up," Euryale said. "She's better in a fight than I am. The way Cerberus and Morty explained it, this was a straightforward task. Also, Svetlana doesn't trust Athena. If something happened to both of us, you'd be stuck as statues. This way, if there's an attack here or back on Earth, one of us can bring you back."

      I nodded. "Good thinking."

      Euryale nodded. "That's my sister for you. Always thinking. I'm more of a doer."

      I snickered. "A doer of men?"

      "Well, yes! Plural. But more than that, too. How long should I wait before bringing you back?"

      "Give us one day," Athena told her.

      "Bring Sienna back first. She'll let you know if I'm done."

      Euryale nodded. "I understand. Ready to get rocked?"

      I laughed. "As ready as I'll ever be."
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      I can't say being turned into a statue is a pleasant experience. It's jarring to have your soul teleported into the void while your body remains elsewhere. It also leaves your joints stiff when you get back. Apart from that, though, it's a painless experience.

      Euryale had Athena, Sienna, and me look at her when she removed her shawl. I've never taken a good look at her snakes for obvious reasons. Some are green, others black or brown. Twenty or so make up a gorgon's hairdo. How they fit all those bodies on one scalp is a physics problem I've yet to solve. Doing science requires observation. No one can observe a gorgon's hair for more than a split second.

      When we arrived in the void, we weren't in the same black expanse where I had arrived in the past. We were in a stone chamber. A goat sigil was carved into the smooth floor.

      "Is this the Scholomance?" I asked.

      Athena nodded. "When a god is in the void, we can make whatever reality or domain we wish."

      "Is this where Dracula learned his sorcery?" Sienna asked.

      Athena tilted her head. "He entered the Scholomance in Romania. You came here by way of the void. It is nonetheless one and the same place."

      "So, this is a divine duplicate of the real Scholomance?" I asked.

      Athena nodded and pointed at an arch in front of us. It was covered with a red curtain. Carved snakes formed the trim surrounding the opening. "You must go through there to begin your trials."

      "Both of us?" Sienna asked.

      Athena nodded. "If both of you wish to learn how to harness the power of your darkness."

      "You don’t have to do this, Sienna. I need you here for strength and support more than anything."

      Sienna shook her head. "I have to do this. If we both prevail, we'll be twice as formidable in our battle with Dracula."

      "In the past," Athena explained, "initiates were instructed to welcome what they encountered within and embrace it. I want you to fight it. Subdue it. You will not be mastered by the magic of this place. You must become the masters of it."

      "What are we going to encounter?" I asked.

      "Something familiar. Something you've known and carried with you for your entire lives. You can only subdue it if the power of light is stronger within you."

      "What if we can't?" Sienna asked.

      "Then you will continue down the path that Dracula did when he came to the Scholomance. The darkness will well up within you and dominate your every thought and action until it's silenced your conscience."

      I bit my lip. "So, we'll become monsters."

      Athena nodded. "In a matter of speaking. Zoey, I am confident of your strength. I do not know you, Sienna, well enough to give you the same assurance."

      I sighed. "Like I said, Sienna, you don't have to do this with me."

      "You're wrong," Sienna replied. "I've been fighting my darkness. It's time to beat it down once and for all."

      "What form is this darkness going to take?" I asked.

      "I cannot tell you that," Athena replied. "It's against the rules."

      I snorted. "You're the devil and the new headmistress of the Scholomance. Don't you make the rules?"

      Athena shook her head. "Some rules transcend my authority. They are how things are and must be. I cannot rewrite the laws of the Scholomance any more than I can alter the laws of nature. It is beyond my capabilities."

      Sienna huffed. "I've never been one to follow arbitrary rules."

      "I did not say these laws were arbitrary, vampire."

      "Daywalker," Sienna corrected. "I hate being called a vampire. I'm different."

      Athena bowed her head slightly. "Indeed you are. The laws are as they are because everything here is connected to the purpose of this place. No law can be broken without destroying the process that will nurture you in the way."

      "In the way?" I asked. "The way of the dark arts, you mean?"

      Athena smiled. "Yes. In the way of sorcery."

      "Any other rules we need to know in advance?" Sienna asked.

      "Like, can I use my scythe?"

      Athena nodded. "No other rules. You can use whatever you wish. I cannot say how useful it will be. Besides, do you really wish to cast the darkness you're going to face into another realm?"

      "Of course not!"

      "There will be weapons there. You may use them. Don't, if you have no need of them. It is up to you. Finding the way to defeat the darkness is what the trial is about."

      "After we do this, we meet you here again?"

      "This is only the first trial. It will lead to the second and beyond."

      Sienna raised an eyebrow. "Care to be specific about how many constitute what's beyond?"

      Athena smiled. "The Scholomance will determine how many trials are necessary. It will depend on you. We all have darkness within us, even the gods. We hide it and attempt to deny it in various ways. The more ways you've buried rather than faced your darkness, the more trials you'll have to face."

      I gulped. "That sounds swell. Are you sure one day will be sufficient?"

      "One Earth day," Athena clarified. "For you, it will seem much longer than that."

      "A century?" I asked.

      "If that's how long it takes. You can leave at any time. The condition in which you leave will determine your power. The better you subdue the darkness, the more power over it you'll attain. The more it overpowers you, the more you will be subject to it."

      I took a deep breath. "I don't imagine there's anything else you can tell us."

      "Nope!"

      I grinned. "All right. Sienna, are you ready to face this?"

      Sienna took my hand. "Let's do it. Whatever we face, we face it together."

      As Sienna and I stepped through the red curtain, I glanced at her. "I'm not planning to walk back through that curtain until we've beat this."

      Sienna nodded. "I agree."

      We followed a long hallway. Torches lit the corridor, which terminated in a small domed room. As soon as we entered, everything went dark.

      “The first test.”

      The voice that spoke those words was deep and had an echo. It sounded like Hades. He was in the void. Was he here, or was it a mystical recording? Or not so mystical. Maybe there was a speaker hooked up to a computer. Not likely. The Scholomance was still illuminated by torchlight.

      The room was so dark it was disorienting. It was as if I were floating. I couldn't feel the floor when I stomped. My foot stopped when it touched the floor, but it didn't make a sound.

      Gravity isn't normally something you sense. It's just there. Usually, when I was standing, “up” was over my head. In here, I had the sense that “up” was over my chest. I was facing it.

      "Sienna? Are you feeling this?"

      She didn't respond.

      "Sienna!"

      Nothing.

      A faint light to the left caught my eye, and I turned my head. It was the window in my room. I squeezed my hands and grabbed the bedsheets.

      A black mist formed over me. "Oh, for fuck's sake!"

      I rolled out of the way as Dracula materialized over where I was lying.

      I shrugged. "Fool me once."

      Dracula turned his head. "Hello, love. There's nowhere you can run."

      I heard a shriek behind me and turned. Where my wall normally was, I saw an old church. Sienna was bound to an altar. Katerina and Nosferatu were biting her, turning her.

      "Sienna! Get up! It's showing us our greatest fear of Christmas Past or something."

      Dracula laughed. "She can't hear you."

      I smirked. "You're not real."

      "Why don't you give me a taste? You'll find out how real I am."

      "When you came at me before, I wasn't prepared. I was afraid. I was paralyzed by my fear. This time I’ll fight, asshole."

      I kicked Dracula in the chest. He stumbled back. I reached under my bed, where I kept weapons. When you are the greatest threat to the world's nastiest nasties, you keep weapons close by. Especially where you sleep.

      Dracula stomped on my left arm, and the bone snapped. Pain shot up to my shoulder and down to my fingertips.

      I kicked Dracula's legs out from under him, and he fell to his knees. I grabbed a stake and dove after the vampire, the stake leading my charge. I thrust it at his chest.

      He disappeared in mist.

      The pain in my arm disappeared. I sprang to my feet and looked through the wall. Sienna was kicking and punching the two vampires as they attempted to pin her down.

      I dove toward her. I couldn't see a wall, but my forehead’s impact confirmed that I could feel it. If I couldn't get through to Sienna, maybe I could throw her my stake. I tossed it at the opening, but it bounced off the wall.

      Sienna kicked Katerina in the face, and the vampire stumbled back. She rolled off the altar and delivered a second kick to Nosferatu's chest. "Take that, you nasty man! Hate to break it to you, but Zoey's going to reap your ass soon. Your ancientness is coming to an end."

      "Sienna! Behind you!" I didn't know if she could hear me, but because I could hear her, I figured it was worth the attempt.

      Sienna redirected her fist and caught Katerina across the jaw as she was about to bite her again. "Nice try, bitch."

      Sienna jumped over the altar and grabbed a processional crucifix that was upright in a stand. She snapped the staff over her leg and plunged half into Katerina's chest, then dove after Nosferatu and gave him the same treatment.

      Their bodies didn't fall. Like Dracula when I went after him, they turned to mist.

      The room faded to black. Sienna's room also disappeared.

      "Nice ass-kicking," I remarked.

      Sienna smirked. "You, too."

      "You saw that?"

      Sienna shrugged. "I had glimpses. You know, between the bites, which seem to have healed."

      I nodded. "Dracula broke my arm. It's better, too. I think if we pass the trial, we become as we were."

      “You've passed the first test,” Hades declared. “You've chosen your path. You could have succumbed to the darkness and allowed it to grow within you. Instead, you took the harder path. You subdued the darkness that lingers in your memory. Be prepared. Your second test will begin shortly.”

      Sienna looked in the direction the voice had come from. "Do we get an intermission? Maybe a bite to eat and a Coke?"

      Hades, or whoever was speaking, didn't respond.

      "Sorry, no popcorn or Milk Duds."

      "Damn. I love Milk Duds."

      "I'd take anything sweet at the moment. Even those Mike and Ikes they always have at the theater."

      Sienna winced. "I can't eat those things. They're shaped like pills. Creeps me out."

      “The second trial.”

      "Great," Sienna said. "What do you think we're going to face this time?"

      I shook my head. "No clue. Whatever it is, bring it on."

      Sienna tilted her head. "I feel something different."

      I nodded. "I do, too. It's like a power inside me. It's growing."

      My friend grinned. "We've subdued part of the darkness. Do you think we can use it?"

      I shook my head. "I don't know. I guess we'll find out."

      A light appeared over our heads. I looked up at the familiar fixture on the ceiling of my apartment, then glanced around. We were in my apartment. I wasn’t much of a housekeeper, but this was my procrastination. Cobwebs had formed in the windows and corners. The shelves were covered with dust. It was so thick on the blades of the ceiling fan that I didn’t dare turn it on.

      There were tube socks on the floor. They weren’t mine. I didn’t wear socks like that. Neither did Sienna. A twelve-pack of empty beer bottles sat on the island. Someone was squatting there. Why weren’t we home? What had happened?

      "What kind of trial is this?" Sienna asked. "Conquer the darkness of being bored at home?"

      "I'm sure it's more insidious than that." I stepped to the window and looked outside. The nearby buildings had crumbled. I saw three people walking down the street, two in the front and one in the back. I rubbed my eyes.

      The two in the front were vampires. The third was human, and she was on a leash.

      "Sienna, turn on the television. One of the news channels."

      Sienna grabbed the remote from between two of the couch cushions. That wasn't where it belonged, but that was usually where we found it. She turned on CNN. The logo was different. It said VNN.

      The Presidential seal was on the screen. It was different. Instead of an eagle, it featured a goat. The flags on either side of the podium were blood-red.

      A man stepped in front of the podium. He looked up.

      "Good evening."

      "What the hell?" Sienna asked. "Dracula is the President of the United States?"

      I shook my head. "Not the United States. The world. And ‘president’ probably isn’t the right title. I doubt he won the popular vote.”

      “Damn. The electoral college strikes again.”

      I chuckled. “I doubt there was an election. He’s no president; he’s an emperor. It looks like the second trial is our greatest fear of Christmas Future."
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      "What are we supposed to do?" Sienna asked. "Go to Washington DC and slay Dracula?"

      I shook my head. "I don't think that's his Black House."

      Sienna raised an eyebrow and chuckled. "Because the White House isn't President Dracula's style?"

      I nodded and smiled. "Exactly. If I were to guess, I bet his new Black House, or headquarters, whatever, is his old headquarters."

      "Club Dracula?"

      I nodded. "Exactly."

      "If he's the President of the freaking world, how are we going to get to him? They're not just going to let us walk in there. This world is seriously fucked. Humans are like pets, walking meals kept in chains. They aren't going to let you in, and if it's the future, they know who I am. We can’t get to him."

      I scratched my head. "I'm wearing my cloak. You have your brooch. We can still go astral."

      "Even if we walk through the walls of the club⁠—"

      "That's not what I'm suggesting. We don’t have to get into the club. We just have to wait until daytime, find you some blood, and get close."

      "I'm not following."

      "I spent enough time with my mom to know that there's more than one way to slay a vampire. Stakes are conventional. Beheading is another way. Fire is also effective."

      "You want to burn down Club Dracula?"

      I nodded. "We either burn Dracula to death and pass the trial, or we smoke him out, and with sunlight giving you the advantage, we subdue him while he’s weak and eliminate him."

      "Is this light-side or dark-side Dracula? It matters."

      "I don't think it does. This is one of the potential future apocalypses Athena described. The power of darkness united in a single Dracula."

      "You know what this means, right?"

      "Yeah. We have to face our fear and subdue the darkness."

      "More than that. If we win, we'll know how to stop Dracula in the real world."

      I bit my lip. "In the real world, I'd say we try this plan before humanity is reduced to cattle and Dracula is sworn in as the world’s Emperor Supreme."

      "Emperor Supreme?" Sienna raised an eyebrow.

      "I don't know his politics. I doubt the world’s most notorious vampire, who is known for mind control and killing people against their will, is into democracy."

      Sienna chuckled. "Killing people against their will? Isn't that generally how it goes when killing is involved?"

      I grinned. "Most of the time. The point is, it doesn't matter what his title is. If we get this chance again, we have to kill him before things go this far."

      "One problem with the plan," Sienna countered. "If this is a test to see if we'll subdue or succumb to the darkness, I can't just find a random human and feed."

      "They aren't real. None of this is real."

      "When you're taking a test that asks if two trains are leaving the station at the same time, one traveling at one speed and the other at another speed, neither is really going to arrive before the other because they aren't real either. Doesn't mean you can skip the question. That's the point of a test."

      I bit my lip. "You have a point. So, we find someone willing to give you a sip. I'm betting that if there are any humans in the city, they're used to it."

      "We can't take advantage of someone's fear."

      "Good point." I tilted my head. "Do you think you could do this without feeding?"

      Sienna shrugged. "I don't know. Even under sunlight, with the advantage it gives me and how it will weaken him, he's still Dracula. I might be different as a daywalker, but at the end of the day—well, in my case, throughout the day—I'm still a young bloodsucker."

      "Fair enough. I say we go astral. I don’t see any black lights out there. We need to recon the area to be sure that Dracula is really residing in his club."

      "Not to mention," Sienna added, "that getting the lay of the land could be helpful. We might pick up clues that will help us stop Dracula if this version of the future starts to unfold."

      I nodded. "Any details we remember might be helpful. Then again, we don't know if this is an actual future or merely the manifestation of our fears. The details we see might not be what will happen, only what we're afraid will happen."

      Sienna shrugged. "Either way, we need to face it. Confront the fear and kick its ass around the block."

      "Then that's how we'll start, with a walk around the block."

      I raised the hood of my cloak, and Sienna touched her brooch. We didn't bother opening the front door to leave. We walked through it, down the stairs, and through another door onto the street.

      A crowd of vampires moved past us. We stood with our backs to the apartment building and watched them as they laughed. They had two humans in chains behind them. There were no fresh bite marks on them. They had needles and hoses attached to their arms.

      If vampires took over, there'd come a point when there wasn't enough human blood to go around. If they bit their humans too often, the humans would change. They'd lose a blood source. They had to get their blood another way. The hoses on the arms were plugged at the end. One of the vampires put a tube in its mouth, turned a valve, and sucked the blood out of the person's arm through the tube as if he were drinking Kool-Aid through a straw.

      I shuddered in revulsion as I watched the one vampire hand the tube to another, who took a gulp of blood before turning off the valve.

      "This must be how they feed now," Sienna commented.

      "How are you doing, seeing that blood?"

      "I'm fine. I can't say how well I'd keep it together if the sun was out. We'd better find some blood I can drink before sunrise."

      We followed the vampires down the street. They were a rowdy group. One stood head and shoulders above the others. He pointed at a boarded-up building on the opposite side of the street.

      "Remember," the leader said. "Capture, don't kill. We need their blood."

      Sienna and I exchanged glances. We didn't need to speak. We knew what was happening. There were humans hiding in the building. The vampires also knew it. They were on the prowl, looking to add to their blood-producing herd.

      The lead vampire kicked open the door to the building. The rest, laughing maniacally, followed him through. Sienna and I watched from a distance.

      The vampires weren't worried. They were screwing around, pushing one another and laughing while calling the humans, who were apparently hiding somewhere in the building.

      "Come and get it!" one vamp shouted, hands cupped around his mouth. "It's time to eat!"

      Sienna and I exchanged glances. When we did, a figure dressed in black from head to toe ran between us. He had stakes strapped to his wrists.

      He dove at the vampires and took down two of them before the others realized what was happening.

      "It's the slayer!" the leader shouted.

      It was too late. The figure in black took down one vampire after the next. Each time he punched, a stake remained in the vampire's chest. They were narrow. Whatever contraption this "slayer" wore on his wrists automatically reloaded after each strike.

      The last vampire, the leader of the group, stepped back until he hit a wall. "Please, sir! Don't hurt me!"

      The slayer didn't respond, just blasted the vampire in the chest. He then cut the humans free of their bindings.

      "Thank you, sir!" one cried. "You saved us!"

      The man pulled the black mask off his head. "Stay here until sunrise. You'll be safe. After that, there's a convoy leaving the city. They'll be expecting you. It's in the old jazz district at 18th and Vine."

      I knew that slayer's voice. Before I knew it, I had dropped my hood. "Kevin?"

      The slayer turned around. Kevin's jaw almost hit the ground. His eyes were like two dinner plates in his face. "Zoey? Is that you?"

      Sienna pressed her brooch and appeared beside me. "I'm here, too."

      "I don't understand. How is this possible? Was it an Archeus crystal? Are you golems? I asked your brother to try that, but he said it wasn’t possible. Your souls had moved on."

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "I saw you die. Both of you! Dracula killed you."

      I gulped. "We both died?"

      Kevin tilted his head. "The better question is, how are you back? Was it your brother? Did he get the Olympians to make you new golems and return your souls?"

      I shook my head. "This isn't what it seems. You aren't what you seem."

      Kevin sighed. "I've done what I had to do. I'm just trying to help people survive. Hell, I'm trying to survive."

      Kevin took my hands and stared at me, still aghast. A tear cascaded down his cheek. He leaned in to kiss me.

      I turned my head away. This wasn't Kevin. He was an illusion. "I can't. I'm sorry."

      Kevin wiped his tear away. "I'm sorry. I have no idea what you've been through."

      I nodded. "I could say the same about you. We're here for one reason, Kevin. We need to take Dracula down."

      Kevin huffed. "How are you going to do that?"

      "Can you get us blood? Sienna needs it. We're going to smoke him out of his club."

      Kevin bit his lip. "That place is a fortress."

      "We can do it from the astral plane," I said. "He'll either die in the fire, or he'll have to face Sienna in the sun."

      Kevin shot a glance at the daywalker. "You think you can take him?"

      Sienna shook her head. "I don't know. To have a chance, I need blood before sunrise."

      Kevin lifted his sleeve and extended his wrist to Sienna. "Take what you need."

      Sienna grabbed Kevin's hand. "Are you sure?"

      Kevin looked at me. "I'm trusting you both. If you two have a plan to take down Dracula and there's even the remotest chance it might work, I'd give anything to see it happen."
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      Sienna drank more from Kevin's wrist than I would have expected. He didn't wince when her fangs pierced his skin. As I looked at my boyfriend—well, the Scholomance's version of my boyfriend—he looked different. There was a pain in his eyes. Seeing me again hadn’t cured it.

      Losing me must have been hard for him. He'd also endured and survived vampire hell. From the scar on his neck, now healed, it was clear this wasn't the first time he had been bitten.

      I didn't ask. If he wanted to tell me the story, he would. This wasn't real. Whatever story he told wouldn't matter. This was a future that could never be. I'd die before I allowed it to happen. In this reality, though, my death had done nothing to stop it. If anything, once Sienna and I were out of the picture, Dracula had ascended to power, and the collective force of humanity could not stop him.

      Was that a part of the test? Was the trial about the fear of the future, or was it also about our fear of death?

      When the sun rose, we left the building. Kevin sent away the two humans he had saved, along with the family that had been hiding in the building when the vampires attacked.

      During the day, the city was a ghost town. Random humans snuck out of whatever holes they'd been hiding in. None of the stores downtown were open.

      "Where are they going?" I asked.

      Kevin shrugged. "There are pockets of humans left who trade whatever goods they can gather. They can only come out during the day, but even that's not safe."

      "Why isn't it safe?"

      No sooner did I ask the question than loud engines rumbled in the distance.

      "That's why." Kevin grabbed my arm. "We need to hide."

      I tilted my head. "Vampires are out during the day?"

      Kevin didn't answer. "Listen to me. You have to hide."

      Sienna smiled. "I think I can take them."

      "No, you can't!" Kevin shouted. "Get in here!"

      Sienna sighed, sauntered into the alley, and stood behind us. We watched a military convoy pass. There were tanks and artillery vehicles. The men in the convoy were human. I could tell because they were standing in the sunlight without effect.

      I snorted. "They're either daywalkers like Sienna, or they're humans."

      Kevin sighed. "They are human."

      "What are they doing? Does Dracula have a human army?"

      Kevin nodded. "He has from the beginning. Some of them follow him out of fear. Some do it for the money. Some actually believe Dracula's vision."

      I raised an eyebrow. "What human being could support this?"

      Kevin shook his head. "It's been three years, Zoey. People had to make a choice. Align themselves with the vampires under the promise that their loyalty would be rewarded or become slaves, walking blood bags."

      "Rewarded?" Sienna asked.

      Kevin nodded. "After the first year, when the human population had been culled and the vampire population grew, it became illegal to turn humans without authorization. Supply and demand. Too many vampires and fewer humans meant less blood and more demand. The only humans who are legally turned now are those who serve in Dracula's military and protect the vampires during the day."

      I sighed. "I've been dead for three years?"

      Kevin took a deep breath. "I still don't know how you're here, but yeah, Zoey. It's been three years. It feels like it happened just yesterday. It wasn't just you, Zoey. Our baby, too. I thought I lost both of you."

      "Our baby is fine."

      Kevin gasped. "You had our child? Was it a boy or a girl?"

      I shook my head. "I'm still pregnant, Kevin. It hasn't been three years for me."

      "What are you saying?" he asked. "Was it you who died? Did you deceive Dracula by sending a golem? You left and went into the void?"

      I shook my head. "If I'd done that, I would have been there a lot longer than three years."

      "I still don't understand." Kevin sighed.

      "I'm not sure I do either. I'm not even convinced this is real."

      Kevin pinched his chin. "I'm not sure if you're real, Zoey. I think I'm still in disbelief that you're here."

      "We're here to make sure that this world never comes to pass," Sienna told him.

      "Excuse me?"

      I glared at her. I hadn’t been planning to explain things to Kevin. "Look, there's something we need here. When we have it, we're leaving again. We'll go back to our world three years earlier, and we’ll take Dracula down."

      Kevin scratched his head. "You said something to me before you died. You said I'd see you again, but I wouldn't think it was real. You said it was when you were in the Scholomance."

      I tilted my head. "All right, this is messing with my head."

      "Are you in the Scholomance?" Kevin asked. "Is that what you think this is?"

      I glanced at Sienna. "Now I'm confused."

      "That is what this is," Kevin countered. "Damn, you told me I had to tell you something when I saw you again. I've been so busy surviving and mourning your death that I wasn't sure I believed this was ever going to happen."

      "What did I tell you?" I asked.

      "You told me you failed the second trial. You said you saw me die. When you did, rage took over, and the darkness gained a foothold in you. You lost control. That’s why you failed to defeat Dracula."

      "Are you telling me that I am about to see you die? That's what's happening here?"

      Kevin pressed his lips together. "That's what you told me. You also told me that the only way to save me and save everyone was to let it happen. You had to face that fear. By doing so, you'd master the darkness. If you give the darkness within you a foothold when you fight Dracula here, you won't be able to defeat him when it matters."

      Sienna shook her head. "My brain hurts. I'm not sure if this is just a test with Kevin as a mystical program meant to deceive us or if he's telling the truth."

      I nodded. "This can't be real."

      "What is real?" Kevin asked. "Trust me, Zoey. This is real. You've met an oracle, right? A couple of them, in fact."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Yeah, so?"

      "If they can see the future, why can't the Scholomance put you into it? The only way to change the future is by seeing it in advance and making different choices than you would otherwise."

      I rubbed my forehead. "Can the future be changed? If this is real, isn't anything I'm going to do inevitably going to lead to this path?"

      "Not necessarily," Sienna said. "Not if you face your fear now. If we face our fears. If we do that, we'll be able to make different choices. We'll have the strength we didn't have or wouldn't have had if we’d failed this trial."

      I shook my head. "This is all a big-ass mindfuck."

      Kevin laughed. "If I doubted that you were the real Zoey, I don't now."

      I grabbed his hands. "I can't watch you die, Kevin."

      Kevin sighed. "I know how hard that is to hear. I lived that nightmare, Zoey. I saw you die. If seeing me die is the only way to save both of us and prevent this hell from happening, you have to do it. You have to let it happen."

      I snorted. "I don't know if I can."

      "That's why this is a trial," Sienna explained. "To subdue the dark power, we have to master the darkness in us. To master it, we have to face it."

      I shook my head. "This sucks."

      Sienna nodded. "We knew we were going to have to face the worst we could imagine when we accepted the trials and Athena sent us here."

      I grimaced. "I know. I just thought the trials were going to be less personal. You know, kill a few terrifying monsters and kick some vampire ass, then get our dark superpowers and go home."

      Kevin sighed. "We have to proceed with the plan. You can't let rage take over. I need you to be strong."

      "I don't know how you can be so cavalier about this. You're talking about your death, Kevin!"

      "I know, Zoey. My heart died three years ago. I've been a dead man walking in a world where it's the dead men who rule. I've dreamed of dying almost every night since and being reunited with you on Olympus.

      “I'm not afraid of dying, Zoey. I welcome it. If there's a chance I can live again and you survive and the world isn't like this, I'll give my life in a second. I have nothing left to live for in this world. Especially if this is your Scholomance, and you're going to leave again once this trial or whatever it is is over."

      My eyes welled with tears. Was I supposed to know this stuff? Was this cheating? Had I really warned myself in an alternate reality about what had to be done? It was too much to comprehend.

      I placed my hand on my belly. "I'll do it. I'll do it for you and our child. I’ll do this for our family. I just don't know if I can watch."

      "You have to see it happen, Zoey. You told me that. You had to face it, and you had to allow Sienna to face her own darkness."

      "My own darkness?" Sienna asked.

      I nodded. "I think you have to kill Dracula, Sienna. Seeing Kevin die is my test. Mastering your nature and overcoming Dracula is yours."

      Sienna popped her knuckles. "Then let's go kill the bastard."
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      My stomach was in knots. I still wasn't convinced that this was real. The idea that I'd told Kevin before I died that he'd have to die in front of me was a bitter pill to swallow. It also could have been a fiction produced by the Scholomance. If that were the case, why would it tell me how to pass the trial? Was that a test too?

      I had to remember what this test was about. This wasn't a moral exam. It wasn't about making the right choice or doing what was most virtuous. The trial was about subduing the power of the darkness that lingers in the parts of the soul that few ever dare look upon.

      I wasn't here to save the world. I could only do that after I left the Scholomance. I wasn't here to save a life, not even Kevin's. I was here to learn about the sorcery Dracula had mastered. In the end, nothing would matter if I couldn't stop Dracula after I left the Scholomance. I could try to save Kevin, but if I did, I'd guarantee that this reality or one just as bad would come to pass. Saving him would kill him.

      Before we got too close, we needed a way to start a fire. It had to be explosive.

      "We have everything you need in the garage behind your apartment."

      I grinned. "I'm surprised my apartment was still there and has hardly changed if I've been dead for three years."

      Kevin nodded. "I've been staying there. My apartment building is infested with vamps."

      I grinned. "I wondered why the place was such a mess."

      Sienna chuckled. "A man's been living there. Now it makes sense!"

      Kevin smiled. "I haven't been in a cleaning mood. It's been a hard few years in more ways than one. I'm guessing you didn't see the garage in the back?"

      I shook my head. "Didn't think to look. We were too spooked by the vampire apocalypse scenario to consider much else."

      Kevin nodded. "You'll have to go astral to get in there. I've got the place fortified like a prison. You'll see why."

      I met Kevin's grin with one of my own. It was incredible to see him in such high spirits, knowing what was coming. I understood, though. The condition of my apartment made sense now that I knew what he'd been through. He was depressed. He had lost our child and me. He had lost his family and friends, and the world had been overrun by vampires.

      He got through each day by saving one life at a time. He had pulled his shit together to make a difference, but he couldn't reverse time or change history. He couldn't kill Dracula. When Sienna and I showed up, all that changed. He had accepted his death a long time ago; he was just trying to save what lives he could before he died. Since vampires were enslaving humans for blood, death wasn't the worst fate one could endure.

      The garage was still there. It was padlocked. Bars had been welded across the door.

      "I don't understand. How do you get in?"

      Kevin laughed. "I don't. When shit went south, I gathered as much as I could from the department's armory and stored it here. I locked it up and welded it by day. Even if you broke through the bars and took off the padlock, the garage door is welded at the seams.

      “Before you died, you told me you'd be back one day. You told me the plan. I knew if you ever came back, you could walk through the doors on the astral plane. Anything you need, you should be able to carry out with you. I probably went overboard, but there's one device I think you'll find especially helpful."

      I raised an eyebrow. "A device?"

      Kevin grinned. "You'll see."

      I raised my hood, and on the astral plane, I stepped through the welded door. Kevin wasn't joking. I didn’t know why he had stored so many guns there. That wasn't my style. There was a crude contraption on a table, a five-gallon bucket with a detonator and a timer on top. Next to it were two rocket launchers.

      I brought out a couple of guns for Kevin before I took out the bomb and the rocket launchers. We could only carry so much between the three of us.

      "How does this work?" I asked.

      Kevin went over the details. The bomb was big enough to blow a giant hole in one side of the club. The rockets were incendiaries. After we blew a hole in the club, a couple of shots into the wall would set the place ablaze. They'd burn too hot to stop.

      Sienna and I could carry it all without any problem after we went astral. Just as the physical world was an illusion, anything we carried with us didn't have any weight on the astral plane. Kevin had also stored a couple of backpacks full of grenades. If the rockets didn't do the job, we could lob grenade after grenade into the building.

      Kevin went over the instructions to set the bomb, fire the rockets, and use the grenades. If this stuff didn't do the trick and smoke Dracula out of the club, nothing would. Any vampires he sent after us, Kevin could shoot. Bullets didn't kill vampires, but they'd slow them enough for the sun to do its thing. Dracula might get through. Kevin was sure he would. That was how he'd die.

      Sienna and I carried everything except Kevin's guns to the club. The black lights that had guarded one side of the club weren't turned on. Dracula thought I was dead. He didn't need them anymore.

      We set the bomb in place and armed it, then moved back and knelt as Kevin had instructed. We took aim.

      Boom!

      The bomb exploded, sending brick flying. Sienna and I then sent flaming rockets into the building. The flicker in the hole suggested we had started a fire, then smoke started pouring out of the building. It was working.

      "Grenades!" Kevin shouted.

      I grabbed one out of the backpack, pulled the pin, and threw it overhand like a baseball into the building. It exploded. Sienna did the same but missed the hole.

      I smirked. "Maybe I should throw these."

      Sienna nodded. "Yeah. I have the strength with the sunlight invigorating my vampirism, but I think a drunk guy taking a piss in a toilet has better aim than I do."

      "Just get ready to do your thing."

      I lobbed another grenade at the hole, and it blew up in a vampire's gut. Vampire parts went everywhere. Here I’d thought that staking their hearts, slicing their heads off, or incinerating them were the only ways to kill vampires, but grenades worked too. If the vampire survived it, he'd be a legless torso for the rest of his existence.

      I kept throwing the grenades. I wasn't sure how many vampires I hit, but from the way the flames were spreading through the building, they didn't have many options.

      "Zoey!" Sienna screamed.

      I turned to see a black cloud of mist appear between Kevin and me. I could have summoned my scythe and thrown it at Dracula, but that was exactly what Kevin had told me not to do. Dracula thrust his fist right through Kevin's chest.

      "No!" I cried. I had known it was going to happen. Seeing it was so shocking that my breath left my body. I fell to my knees and crawled to Kevin. Dracula looked at me with wide eyes.

      "What is this? I thought you were⁠—"

      "You thought we were dead?" Sienna asked.

      Dracula turned to Sienna. She bared her fangs and dove at him. A tingle spread across my chest. I wasn't sure what it was, but then I realized it was black magic. Dracula was going to disappear again.

      I extended my hand as if I could feel his power and grabbed it. Dracula gasped and looked at me with horror. "How did you..."

      Before Dracula could finish his thought, Sienna slammed her fist through his chest in the same way he'd killed Kevin.

      The vampire fell to the ground. Smoke rose from his body, and he burst into flames from the sunlight.

      I struggled to my feet and stumbled toward Sienna. I could barely see through my tears. I wrapped my arms around my friend.

      "We did it!" I cried.

      “You have passed the second trial.”

      Sienna hugged me back as the world disappeared. We were standing in the darkness of the void again. The darkness cleared, and we were back in the Scholomance cavern.

      "Is that it? Are we done?" I asked.

      “Let the third trial begin.”

      I sighed. "Shit. I guess not."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sienna and I stood in silence for nearly a minute. Nothing happened.

      "What the hell?" I asked.

      Sienna shook her head. "Maybe the next trial is meant to test our fear of Christmas boredom."

      I chuckled. "Something is going to happen. There has to be something else. Dracula, maybe. God, I hope we don't have to fight him in some other version of what the future might be. The Borg Dracula, maybe?"

      Sienna shook her head. "Did you see what was inside that wall of the club?"

      I shook my head. "It was dark in there, then there was the fire. I couldn't see a thing."

      "I can see in the dark. There was an altar back there. It must have something to do with how Dracula's harvesting souls. You know, in the real world."

      I scratched my head. "I'm not sure that wasn't the real world. It sure felt that way."

      "You know what I mean."

      I nodded. My heart started racing. I wasn't sure why.

      Sienna clutched her chest. "Something is happening."

      "I feel it too."

      My head was spinning, and it started pounding. It was the worst headache I'd ever experienced. Then the air was knocked out of me like someone had punched me in the gut.

      My vision cleared, and I saw my own face. My eyes were as black as night. A second version of Sienna stood in front of her, mouth agape. She ran her tongue across her fangs.

      "It's our darker selves," I whispered. "We've been torn in two."

      Sienna nodded. "Just like Dracula."

      My other self looked at me. "Look at you, Zoey. You're weak. You let Dracula take you. He could have fucked you, and you couldn't have stopped him."

      I clenched my fists. "Screw you."

      "Screw yourself!" my other self shot back.

      I tilted my head. "Isn't that the same thing?"

      "You have trained your whole life. You were supposed to rule the underworld. Now, your brother, the slacker, has taken your rightful place."

      I shook my head. "He is doing a good job. It's what was meant to happen."

      "You'll never be a good mother," my darker self insisted. "You're broken. You should end it now. Summon your scythe and cut through your womb. Reap yourself and your child before you have a chance to fuck up his life."

      I snorted. "I know who you are. You're the voice of doubt. You're my insecurities."

      My dark self laughed. "I'm so much more than that! End yourself. End your light side. We'll be more powerful than Dracula if you let me take over. We can rule the world. That vampire will be your bitch."

      I shook my head. "You're insane."

      My other self smiled. "Yes, we are, but can we be blamed for that? You just watched the love of your life die. You let him die. Was that really because you wanted to save the world, or was it because you know deep down that you don't deserve love?"

      "Go away. You speak nothing but lies."

      I turned and saw Sienna's other self berating her. I couldn't hear what dark Sienna was saying. The light-side Sienna looked rattled.

      "She's going to give in to her dark side. You should, too. You can destroy Dracula together. If you allow me to take control, no one will be able to stop us. I have more power than you can imagine."

      "I won't let you control me. I have to subdue you."

      "How are you going to do that, princess? Are you going to defeat me with self-affirmations and positive thoughts? Please."

      I looked at my wrist. I could touch my sigil and invoke my scythe. I could send my darkness to hell.

      "Do it! Get rid of me forever if you like, but you'll lose my power."

      I lowered my wrist. "I don't need to reap you to beat you. My darkness is part of me. It's part of all of us. No one can escape their darkness. They have to beat it. They have to use it, master it, and draw strength from it."

      "You really think you can beat me?" My other self raised an eyebrow.

      I huffed. "I've defeated you already. I kick your ass every day of my life. You aren't telling me anything I haven't told myself. We all have a dark side that whispers in our ears. I won't let you define me."

      Dark-side Zoey smiled at me. "Then give me your best shot."

      I clenched my fist and threw a punch at my other self. Dark Zoey raised her hand and blocked it, then kicked me in the gut.

      I hunched over, gasping for air.

      "Is that the best you've got?"

      I saw Sienna take two steps back. Her dark self pursued her.

      "Fight her!" I screamed at Sienna.

      She couldn't hear me. I couldn't hear her. She could see me too, though.

      I turned back to my evil twin and shook my head. "You won't beat me. You can't because you're wrong. Kevin loves me. I'm going to be a good mother. I'll fight you every day of my life if I have to, but you'll never get the upper hand."

      My dark self rolled her eyes. "Whatever. Keep telling yourself that. Eventually, I'll win. You sensed it when Kevin died, didn't you? You felt me clawing at your insides. You wanted to embrace me and give me control."

      I nodded. "You're right. For a second, I wanted that, but I didn't give in. I used you. I harnessed your power and helped Sienna kill Dracula."

      My other self stepped up to me. "Maybe you did that time. What are you going to do when Dracula kills him for real? When you realize you failed him, and your child is going to grow up with a failure for a mother and no father?"

      I shook my head. "That's not going to happen."

      I charged my other self and tackled her, then pressed her to the floor and unleashed punch after punch on her cackling face.

      "I'm loved! Love is what gives me strength. It's what defeats you every day, and it's how I'm going to subdue you now!"

      I grabbed my other self by the hair. I was about to slam her head on the floor when she disappeared.

      “The first has completed the third and final trial.”

      Sienna had been pinned by her darker self. I could hear them now.

      Evil Sienna screamed in my Sienna's face. "You want blood! You want to kill! You are a vampire!"

      "Sienna!" I shouted. "I love you. You're my best friend. I believe in you!"

      Sienna's eyes had been blackened and bloodied. She looked at her evil self. "I'm not a vampire. I'm a daywalker, bitch!"

      Sienna grabbed her dark self by the shoulders, rolled back, and tossed her against the wall. Evil Sienna disappeared.

      “The second has completed the third and final trial. You have both completed the Scholomance.”

      Warmth washed over my body.

      Sienna giggled. "That tickles."

      I smiled. "It does."

      Sienna lunged at me and wrapped her arms around me. "I wasn't going to win. I was going to let my darkness take over, but then I saw you beat your darkness. I heard you say what you said. I couldn't have done this without you."

      I hugged Sienna. "You were the first friend I made when I came to Earth. You taught me what it meant to be not just a Reaper but a human. You were the first person I cared enough about that I risked my life to save you. For a while, I thought I had failed you. I let you become what you are. I didn't stop the vampires in time."

      Sienna smiled. "This is what I was always meant to become. You didn't fail me, Zoey. If it wasn't for you, I would have become a monster the first time the sunlight touched my skin after I was turned. You helped me defeat my darkness then, and you did it again today. You do it every day."

      I nodded. "You don't need me to defeat your darkness, Sienna. I didn't defeat your evil side for you. I just reminded you of who you are and who you've become. You defeated your darkness yourself. I was just a cheerleader."

      Sienna smiled. "Still, you believed in me. You never treated me like a monster. Even after I changed, you still loved me as a friend."

      I kissed Sienna on the cheek. "I'll never lose faith in you, Sienna. Best friends forever."

      Sienna nodded. "Best friends forever."

      "Let's get out of here. Athena should be waiting for us at the other end of the corridor."

      We left. Athena met us halfway down. "Congratulations, both of you. You've passed the trials. You are now initiates in the Scholomance."

      "Initiates?" I asked. "I thought we just mastered the darkness."

      "You've taken control of the darkness, Zoey. Both of you did. It is not the blade that makes a warrior. Anyone can wield a blade. It is training."

      Sienna snorted. "So, now we have to train to use this power we've gained?"

      Athena nodded. "You completed the trials faster than anticipated. That means we have a lot of time left in the void before the day expires. When we're done, the two of you will have a chance to defeat Dracula."

      I snorted. "I beat him twice in the trials."

      Athena smiled. "I saw. You did well, but the situation on Earth is very different. Remember, without these skills, you died in the future you imagined. When you beat Dracula in your bedroom, you only defeated one of many vampires who have joined Dracula's darkness. You didn't defeat them all."

      Sienna shook her head. "The altar in Dracula's club. What was that?"

      "You guessed correctly. That is where the souls that he harvests are united to his darkness and assimilated. You won't be able to destroy him that way when you go back to Earth. That altar is not the only one."

      Sienna tilted her head. "The other clubs he's planned. The one in New Orleans. He has a soul-gathering altar there too?"

      Athena nodded. "As I said, you are not yet ready. You must become sorcerers of the Scholomance."
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      I wasn't sure how much time had passed. We trained with Athena for months, maybe years. I wasn't in the void in the flesh since my womb didn't expand. My baby didn't grow or develop. His body was with mine in a statue in Athena's crystal castle in hell.

      He was with me, though. I didn't know how I knew he was a he. My pregnancy wasn't far enough along that my baby's biological sex was yet determined. Maybe it was because my evil self had called my baby "he" that I thought so. He was with me, or his soul was with mine. Was he learning as we were?

      Our powers didn't work like Dracula's. He had taken a different path at the Scholomance. His trials had focused on allowing his darkness to overtake his light. That was why the light-side Dracula was imprisoned and bound in his club while his darkness replicated.

      He didn't know how to wield the power his light might have given him. All he could do was exorcise it, bind it in a single form, and use it as an opportunity for his darkness to grow, replicate, and manifest. That didn't mean his light wasn't real or that the light-side Dracula we'd met wasn't genuinely interested in charity, but his light side ultimately served his darkness. For Sienna and me, it was the opposite.

      I'd like to say we learned a bunch of spells. I wished we could travel in clouds of white mist. However, everything we learned was about silencing black magic. Dracula used it, and we trained to stop it. My evil self had been right in this respect; the darkness gave us more power if we allowed it to take over. We were the antidote to darkness. We were the bright light that dispelled black magic. Nothing we learned would help us take over the world. That wasn't our purpose.

      Apart from his sorcery, Dracula was the most formidable vampire I'd ever faced. We now had the advantage in that he relied on his sorcery more than he needed to. After he realized we could stop his magic, we'd have to face a vampire who’d multiplied himself several times over.

      The real trick was to break the connection that bound Dracula to the souls he'd harvested. That was his sorcery, and we had the power to stop it. There wasn't any way to replicate that in our training, though. There wasn't a dark sorcerer in the Scholomance who could divide his essence, and there weren't enough human souls wandering in the void that we could duplicate what Dracula was doing. Even if there had been, we wouldn't have subjected them to that.

      It was the same every time we trained. We got a little time off to rest, but not much. In the void, we didn't get tired, but we needed a mental break from time to time for sanity's sake. When we trained, Athena was able to call forth magic that resembled what Dracula could wield. He could teleport in a cloud of mist. He could also shapeshift. The other souls he harvested, mingled with his essence and absorbed by other vampires, could look like him.

      We also knew Dracula could become a bat, a wolf, and probably anything else. When light shines on darkness, it reveals the truth. We might not be able to shapeshift, but we'd see through his illusions. If another vampire looked like Dracula, we could sense the magic that made it possible. If we focused our powers, we could see past the disguise. In my mind's eye, if there was a bat, I could see the vampire's face.

      We also learned that Dracula's sorcery was much more powerful at night. Did that mean Sienna would be stronger during the day? There was no way to test that. When Sienna and I worked together and joined hands, we were far more efficient. Light upon light. We shone brighter as a pair.

      Athena finally told us that our time was nearing its end. I was relieved to hear that. I was also sure that I never wanted to go to the void again. After a while, you get used to it. Less than a full day had passed for our statue bodies in Athena's crystal palace, but it seemed like a lifetime. When we went back, we'd pick up where we left off.

      We'd have all our memories from our time in the void, but the time would be compressed. It wouldn't feel as long when we got back as it did at the moment. Living was like riding a bike. You don't forget how to do it, no matter how much time you spend away from it. We would be wobbly for a few minutes, but before long, we'd have no problem peddling.

      We were as ready as we were going to be. Would it be enough? We wouldn't know until we faced Dracula head-on.

      Sienna disappeared first. An hour later, in void time, I returned to my body. Euryale brought Athena back after I gave her the go-ahead. During our time in the void, she hadn’t given us any reason to suggest she'd go off the rails once she was free of Tyche's influence. It was a risk, but if push came to shove, I still had Zeus’ lightning. I could send her back to the void.

      Morty was waiting for me when we got back. "How was the void and the Scholomance?"

      I grinned. "Enlightening. How was hell?"

      Morty shook his head. "I won't lie; I was curious. I avoided the hellfire and brimstone sections. Did you know how many people think heavy metal is synonymous with hell?"

      I grinned. "It's a popular opinion for a lot of old people."

      Morty nodded. "Let's just say I had a lot of fun in the mosh pits. I also had a good time playing Dungeons and Dragons with some old women who died in the eighties. They were convinced our gaming was of the devil."

      I laughed. "Never played. Sounds fun, though."

      Morty nodded. "I also went to the ballet and an opera. It was a nice change of pace after all the headbanging."

      I smiled. "I can see why some people might see that as their personal hell."

      Athena stretched her arms and cracked her neck when she returned to her body. She smiled and looked around. "There's no place like hell."

      "Any last tips for fighting Dracula?" Sienna asked.

      Athena shook her head. "You both have all you need. The sooner you get to him, the better shot you'll have. He'll get stronger every night. The more souls he gains, the more he can expand his darkness and the harder it will be to stop him. I'd focus on that altar in his club. If you can get in there and stop him from assimilating more souls, you'll have your best chance to defeat him."

      I hugged Athena. "I never thought I'd say this to you, but thank you."

      Athena hugged me back. "Thank you, both of you."

      "Thank you for what?" Sienna asked.

      "For trusting me. After all I'd done to you in the past, I wasn't sure you'd give me a chance to help you set things right."

      I smiled and glanced at Sienna, then at the goddess. "People can change."

      Athena sighed. "I'm not a human. I wasn't sure you'd believe me when I said I was happy with how things turned out. That immutability thing, you know. People believe the divine is the same yesterday, today, and forever."

      I smiled. "How powerful could any deity be who was unable to change her mind? The one thing I've found I can't change is other people. People can only change their own thoughts and attitudes."

      Athena nodded. "That is truer of humans than gods. For centuries, the Olympians didn't change. We challenged each other, betrayed one another, and craved power. It wasn't until you and your friends got involved that things changed for all of us.

      “When you set your father and your mother over Olympus, they became gods, but they didn’t lose their humanity. Even your father, a Reaper, is and always was part-human. Their ways are infectious, and so are yours. Don't tell any of the other gods, but you both inspire me. Thank you."
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      "What's the plan?" Morty asked.

      I smiled. "We can dispel darkness now."

      "So, you just wave your hands, and Dracula's evilness goes away?"

      Sienna chuckled. "It isn't that easy. He will fight it."

      "What about the souls?" Morty asked. "Can we save them?"

      I nodded. "I think we can. Some of them, at least. If we can encounter the souls they've taken that are being mingled with darkness, we can dispel it. You'll have to harvest those souls before Dracula figures out what we're up to."

      Morty tilted his head. "What do you mean, some of them?"

      "We think the souls he harvests that haven't been absorbed and claimed by other vampires are at an altar in his club."

      "Like the three weird sisters," Sienna said, "they have Dracula's darkness within them. I don't know if there's anything we can do to change them back. We can stop them if they try to wield black magic. If we get to the souls that are still being mingled with Dracula's dark essence, we can stop the sorcery that's behind the change. Hopefully, they're still human, and you can reap them."

      "I'll gather additional Reapers for support. It might be more than I can handle alone."

      "Our best shot will be to attack the club during the daytime," I continued. "We had good luck with that before."

      Morty tilted his head. "You did?"

      Sienna grinned. "In the Scholomance. It's a long story."

      "How is this going to work? We free those souls, and then you fight the monad Dracula?"

      I shook my head. "From what we can tell, that won't happen unless we kill the other Draculas."

      Sienna nodded. "For every Dracula we kill, the spirit within it will return to the first."

      "What's the first?" Morty asked.

      "The first version of evil Dracula that emerged after he divided his light and darkness."

      "How will we know who that is?" Morty asked.

      I chuckled. "Probably the one who gets stronger. Then, once we've figured out which Dracula is the original baddie, we can counter his sorcery and take him on old-school fashion."

      "Old-school?"

      Sienna grinned. "Lure him into the sun. Stake him and bake him."

      "What will happen to the others?" Morty asked.

      "The other vampires who have Dracula's dark essence?" I asked.

      Morty nodded.

      "They'll be weaker than him. Given our power to counter their sorcery, we should be able to deal with them."

      Euryale was silent during the conversation.

      "What's wrong?"

      Euryale shook her head. "I like it here."

      I snorted. "You like it in hell?"

      Euryale shook her head. "I like being here with Athena. I'm going to stay."

      "What are we going to tell your sister?" I asked.

      "Tell her she can come see me if she'd like."

      "What happened?" Morty asked. "Did you find my personal version of hell?"

      I snorted. "Your personal version of hell?"

      Morty grinned. "Having to do two dudes at the same time."

      I raised an eyebrow. "How'd you know about that?"

      Euryale laughed. "I was bragging. We had a whole day without you, you know, but that's not it. I just like it here. Athena made us who we are. Being with her here is peaceful. I can't explain it."

      I bit my lip. "I think I get it. And since she can resist your powers, you could let your hair down around her without any worry."

      Euryale smiled. "I could."

      I hugged the gorgon. "Thank you for everything. You were a great help."

      Euryale chuckled. "You're the one who had to deal with me going through puberty all over again."

      "True.” I smirked. "I deserve an award."

      Euryale touched my chin. "You have it. At the very least, when your child grows up, you'll have experience. Hopefully, your baby has a cuter head than mine, and a better head of hair."

      We hitched a ride with Roy the next time he showed up at Athena's castle with a new batch of souls to endure their personal versions of damnation. I didn’t know how ready they were, but hell wouldn't be eternally unendurable. Athena's hell wasn't only more interesting than Hades, but it also gave people a chance to find peace even if they didn't get to enjoy eternal bliss.

      We rebuffed Roy's invitation to take a break and go fishing. It didn't matter if the world was about to explode; he wanted to go fishing. He used to be a damned soul in Hades' hell. Now he got to spend his existence on a boat, carrying souls to the afterlife and casting lines in between.

      Roy dropped us off in the underworld. Morty gathered Carmilla and more Reapers I didn't know. They knew me, and they were eager to help. I might have to autograph some of their Zoey merchandise after we were done, but as long as it wasn't the Photoshopped calendar, I didn't have a problem with that.

      Cerberus was waiting for us in Morty's office. He was curled up on Morty's red-velvet couch.

      I glanced at Carmilla. "I hope you have a lint roller. You wouldn't believe how much that hellhound sheds."

      Carmilla sighed. "I can pick one up when we go to Earth."

      Cerberus heard us and raised his head. "You're back!"

      I scratched him behind the ears. "We are. What are you doing here?"

      "Everyone gathered at your mom's house. Two Draculas showed up at your apartment. If it wasn't for the gorgon, Kevin would not have made it out of there."

      "Two Draculas?" Carmilla raised an eyebrow.

      "Long story," Morty replied. "I'll fill you in."

      "Svetlana petrified them?" I asked.

      Cerberus nodded.

      Sienna and I exchanged glances. "Do you think they're powerful enough to blow up the void?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head. "I don't know. How long ago did this happen, Cerberus?"

      "Shortly after you left."

      I nodded. "If they had destroyed the void, we would have known it."

      "Maybe they were the two Draculas we killed in the Scholomance."

      I bit my lip. "Maybe, but I wouldn't bet on that. My bigger worry is that they saw what we were doing. If they did, and if their connection to the Dracula collective persisted even with them in the void, Dracula knows what we've been up to."

      Sienna nodded. "I don't think Dracula wants to destroy the void. He doesn't want a bunch of gods unleashed to challenge his plans to rule."

      "Morty, can you send me to the apartment and take everyone to Mom's house?"

      Morty nodded. "Shouldn't be a problem."

      "Why do you want to go back to the apartment?" Sienna asked. "Shouldn't we just gather the team and move against Dracula together?"

      I shook my head. "We need to know if Dracula knows we went through the Scholomance. Then the element of surprise isn't on our side."

      Cerberus huffed. "Kevin won't be happy."

      I grinned. "Honey, it's time he learns to accept that if Momma ain't happy, nobody's happy."

      Sienna laughed. "That is true, but I'm coming with you."

      I frowned. "Someone needs to brief the others on our plan."

      Sienna smirked. "Cell phones are great for that sort of thing. Besides, we're stronger together. If a third Dracula is waiting for us, he won't stand a chance against both of us."

      I rolled my eyes. "All right, you can come."
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      Sienna and I landed in my living room behind my dog-hair-covered couch. I had a lint roller. It was about time I used it. I looked around.

      "I don't see any Dracula statues."

      Sienna checked the other rooms. "They aren't here. Do you think Svetlana freed them?"

      I shook my head. "I can't imagine she'd do that. They had the strength to escape the void themselves."

      "Which means it doesn't matter if Dracula can communicate with himself across dimensions. He knows we were at the Scholomance."

      I nodded. "Most likely."

      "Should we change our plan?"

      I shook my head. "I don’t think so. He still doesn't know how we're planning to take him down. All this means is that our margin for error is gone. He knows we can dispel his magic, so he won't rely on it.

      “He'll still be a challenge. We're not just talking about one badass vampire; we're facing a whole collective. To break that up, we have to destroy the altar."

      "If that's really what unites the Draculas. We don't know that."

      I nodded. "You're right, but it's the best we've got. At the very least, we can disrupt his soul harvests and slow down his growth. Then, we need to find whichever Dracula was the first. If the altar isn't what unites them, it's the first version."

      "How will we be able to tell which Dracula that is?"

      I shook my head. "We won't know. It's a fair bet that his first won't be among those he sends after us, though."

      Sienna sighed. "It's too bad we don't have an armory full of weapons in your garage like we did in the trials."

      "Tell me about it. Either way, we don't know what would happen if we tried to blow up that altar."

      Sienna shrugged. "We don't know what will happen after we dispel the magic there. Let's hope the Reapers can harvest the souls before the vampires get wise to what's happening."

      We texted Kevin to let him know what was going on. Delphine was still there with her van. Our plan was to attack shortly before sunrise. We had a few blood bags in the refrigerator. If you think your roommate has issues with leaving leftovers in the fridge too long, try living with a vampire. Sienna said the blood was good for a week or so. After that, the taste of iron got overwhelming, and it turned sour.

      I wasn't sure what to make of that. The only blood I'd tasted was my own, typically from over-vigorous flossing or biting my cheek. Regardless, the blood in the fridge wasn't old. Sienna had stolen it from a local blood bank only a few days before, and there was enough to make sure she was sated when we left.

      We might not have the explosives we’d had in the Scholomance trials, but if she could get a good dose of sunlight, it would empower her for a few minutes after we went inside the club. The second the sun rose and Sienna signaled she was ready, we'd make our move.

      We met Kevin, Morty, Delphine, and the Reapers a couple of blocks east of Club Dracula. The plan was to approach the back, use our power to dispel the magic that powered the black lights on that side of the building, and go through on the astral plane. From there, we believed the two of us could disenchant whatever magic was used to harness the souls that were incubating over the altar.

      After we did that, we could dispel any other black lights. If it worked, we could drop Dracula before he knew what hit him, provided we could figure out which was the first.

      In the trials, the version of me that had died doing this hadn’t been strong enough to dispel black magic. She had failed the second trial, then tried to go toe-to-toe with Dracula and didn't have the skill to out-duel him in a sorcery showdown.

      This plan was different. We were using our power to get to Dracula and old-fashioned slayage to drop his evil ass before he knew what hit him.

      The first would have more black magic than the others. We had learned that while training with Athena to sense the power. We could see black magic, and if someone was consumed by it, they emitted a violet aura—the color the black lights emanated. If there was a Dracula in the club who stood back, tried to keep himself safe at the expense of the others, and had a brighter glow than the rest, he'd be the first.

      Cerberus joined Sienna and me. He couldn't tackle black magic, but he was helpful in a fight. He also gave us a way to communicate. If things weren't going as planned with the Reapers, he'd let us know. If we got into trouble, he could tell them what was happening—provided we dispelled the black lights. They nullified his ability to enter the astral plane like they did ours.

      Best laid plans...

      The Reapers went astral with Sienna and me. We might not be able to surprise Dracula with our ability to handle his magic, but we didn’t want to show our hand. The second we dispelled the lights, Dracula would be on us like zits on teenage faces. Everything was coming to a head, and it wouldn't take much of a squeeze on our part before it popped.

      Hopefully, it wouldn't squirt pus all over the mirror or get infected, or worse, scar and leave a crater face beyond the help of creams or ointments.

      I know my metaphors need work. They're also nauseating, but you get the point.

      Kevin watched from a distance. Delphine stayed in the van, ready to peel out of there in a second. Svetlana was with her. Petrifying the Draculas wasn't an option. Besides, I think she was upset because her sister had decided to room with Athena in hell.

      Sienna and I were on the astral plane. We could neutralize the lights from a greater distance than they could work on us.

      The lights looked brighter now that we'd trained at the Scholomance. It was clever to use black magic as black lights. They radiated similar hues. While anyone could see it, it was almost blinding for us.

      Sienna and I joined hands. We were strong enough to eliminate residual magic like this individually, but we were in this together. The more we worked together, the more synced our new powers were and the stronger we'd become. The black lights were a great way to prime our powers and align our energies so we could take out the magic surrounding the altar. We didn't know how strong that magic was, but we stood a better chance of success with our powers combined.

      Warmth passed between our hands as we focused our energies on the lights. They went out in an instant.

      "Nice!" Sienna exclaimed. "Our powers work in the real world."

      I chuckled. "Did you doubt it?"

      "No, but it is nice to know."

      "Dracula will know we did it. He'll sense the power he used to create those lights fading. We need to move."

      Sienna and I ran through the wall of the building. Cerberus followed us.

      I gasped. There weren't any vampires in the room yet, but there was a towering column of black magic spinning over the altar. Gold balls of light churned within it. Some were darker at the core, in the process of absorbing Dracula's dark essence.

      "Cerberus!" I shouted. "Get the Reapers!"

      Sienna and I joined hands and focused our energies. The column of black magic stopped spinning and faded. The souls shout out of it with screams so shrill that sharp pains struck my ears.

      Morty, Carmilla, and the other Reapers appeared through the wall. Reaper cloaks were handy.

      They furiously swung their scythes, capturing souls as they shot around the room, looking for a way out.

      After they got them all, Morty smiled. "We'd better get these souls to the Boatman."

      I nodded. "Hurry. Dracula will come down here any second."

      Morty nodded and left through the wall. The other Reapers followed him.

      "You still feeling the sunlight?" I asked.

      Sienna nodded. "It'll last a while longer, but it’s fading by the minute."

      Morty and the rest stepped back into the room.

      I tilted my head. "Did you forget something?"

      Morty smiled widely. "We did."

      They all got taller, and their hair turned black.

      I grabbed Sienna's hand.

      "What the hell is happening?"

      "Those souls. They must already have been tainted. A Reaper's scythe is part of his soul. It's bound to who and what they are. We have to dispel the darkness before..."

      "You're too late," the Reapers snarled in unison. "We are Dracula!"

      I squeezed Sienna's hand, and we focused our power.

      "You cannot stop us with the power of the Scholomance," the dark Reapers said. "You can only silence black magic. These Reapers were not changed by magic. It was my darkness. My essence. You cannot overcome it with your power. One can only overcome one's own darkness. You're powerless to save them."

      "Leave my brother! Leave all of them!"

      "I cannot leave. We are bound, our souls commingled. Now, however, with the Grim Reaper and his agents one with me, we can complete what I've started. I can see the souls due for harvest all over the world. In one day, thousands of souls from all over the world. My rise is at hand!"

      The Draculas raised their hoods and walked back through the wall.

      "What are they going to do?" Sienna asked. "There aren't many of them. They can't harvest every person who dies in a day."

      I shook my head. "They don't need to. Dracula knows what Morty knows. They aren't going to harvest all the souls themselves. He'll shift back into my brother's form, and they'll go to the underworld. He'll harvest the souls at the River Styx. All the Reapers will bring their souls straight to him."

      "We have to go there and stop this!"

      I shook my head. "We can't. Not like that."

      "Then how?"

      "Dracula told us how to do it. He said that one could only overcome one's own darkness. We need to send light-side Dracula to the Scholomance. He has to pass the trials."

      Sienna tilted her head. "Are you serious?"

      "You were right, Sienna. You got angry when I treated him like a vampire. When I doubted that he was different. I'm sorry I was so dense before. You overcame your darkness. I did the same. We have to believe that the better part of Dracula can do it too."

      Sienna shook her head. "Dracula followed the other path because when he entered the Scholomance, his darkness was stronger than his light."

      I shook my head. "You are a vampire. I know you don't like the word, Sienna, but it's true. Your light has always been stronger than your darkness. We have to put our faith in light-side Dracula now. He's the only one who can defeat himself."
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      I ordered, "Cerberus, go to Athena. Euryale needs to send her to the void. Tell her she has another student at the Scholomance."

      Sienna tilted her head. "We still have to send light-side Dracula there."

      I nodded. "We will."

      "Via Svetlana?" Sienna asked.

      I shook my head, touched my wrist, and invoked my scythe. I exchanged the crystals and put in the one that contained Zeus' power. "I'll send him there with Zeus' lightning."

      "Wouldn't it be better to use the gorgon?"

      I shook my head. "If dark-side Dracula learns what we're up to, he'll break the statue. He'll consign his light side to the void forever. To overcome his dark self, we need to be sure we can bring him back."

      "The portal behind the throne room in Olympus."

      I nodded. "It's the only way to stop this once and for all. We were never going to kill Dracula. We have to save him."

      "I'll go to Athena," Cerberus told us.

      "One more thing," I continued. "After that, you need to go to Olympus. Tell my father what he has to do. One day from now, he needs to call Dracula out of the void."

      Sienna gulped. "Zoey, if he doesn't pass the trial and follows the wrong path again, you'll be unleashing a power stronger than the gods on Olympus."

      I nodded. "I know, but if my father raises him, he'll be beholden to Dad’s will."

      "You think his power can contain him when he’s full of dark magic?"

      I shook my head. "I don't know. I have to believe it won't come to that."

      "Can you sense the other black lights?"

      I nodded. "We need to take them out. I don't want any issues between Count Light-Side and us."

      Sienna raised her left eyebrow. "Count Light-Side?"

      "Has a ring to it, don't you think?"

      Sienna grinned. "I like it."

      We dispelled the rest of the black lights in the club, then moved through the wall and into the club in astral mode. We ended up on the stage where the live band performed. The club was full of dark-side Draculas taking shelter from the sunset.

      Now that it was dark, they could have left, but they didn't. They were probably waiting for Morty-turned-Dracula to return with the others, or they were protecting the first. He was here, and with the black lights out, he was probably expecting us.

      We moved through the crowd. It was odd that they weren't doing anything except sitting around drinking. I doubted the red liquid in their glasses was Mogen David.

      The oracle wasn't at the bar. No bouncers blocked the stairs. We went up to Dracula's suite. Count Light-Side was reclining on the couch with his feet up.

      I lowered my hood, and Sienna touched her brooch. "We need to talk."

      "Zoey Grimm! I suspected I'd see you soon."

      "Do you know what's happened?"

      Dracula sighed. "I do. I cannot control the others. My power isn't theirs. However, I can see what they see."

      "Where's the first?"

      "The first?"

      "The first Dracula. The one who first harnessed your darkness before it was split to the others."

      Dracula took a sip of his wine. "She isn't here."

      I cocked my head. "She?"

      "My essence was divided. They wield my power, but it was not my plan."

      "What are you saying?" Sienna asked.

      "You've met Sorina. This was her plan."

      I shook my head. "You said she isn't here. Where is she?"

      "She's gone to duplicate these efforts in another facility."

      Sienna bit her lip. "Club Dracula in New Orleans?"

      Dracula nodded. "If you're here to kill me, she won't come back to stop you. The darkness is too powerful now. She doesn't need me to manifest her power."

      "You can stop this," I told him.

      "I'm not strong enough. If I could, I would. This is not what I desire."

      "You know what Dracula's doing with the Reapers, right?"

      "Of course I do."

      "Then you know how quickly she will gain power, commanding your darker selves like a legion until the whole world bends its knee to her."

      Sienna nodded. "You can neutralize her power."

      Dracula shook his head. "I made the wrong choice a long time ago. I chose the path that my vampiric nature desired. I'm a creature of the night. Choosing light sounded like choosing death."

      I grabbed Dracula's hand. "That's not true. You can walk in the light. You can follow the path of the light."

      Dracula laughed. "I'd have to return to the Scholomance. Even then, I'd never live through the trial of light. A vampire can't."

      "I can fix that," Sienna offered. "One bite is all it will take."

      I nodded. "And I can send you to the Scholomance. Athena is waiting to lead you on the path."

      Dracula's eyes widened. "Then you'd better do it fast."

      "Why?"

      "The others are coming! They see what I see!"

      The room filled with black mist.

      Sienna lunged at Dracula and sank her fangs into his neck. He gasped.

      I invoked my scythe. One of the dark-side Draculas grabbed me from behind.

      Sienna charged him and ripped him off me. I aimed my scythe at Count Light-Side, and with a blast of Zeus' power, he disappeared into the void.

      I turned around. "You're too late, assholes!"

      One of the Draculas looked at me and laughed. "This was your plan. You truly believe I can pass the trials?"

      I shook my head, spun my scythe, and used the pointed end to stake him in the chest. "Not you, jerk. Him."

      The crowd of Draculas pounced. I raised my hood before any of them could touch me. Sienna tapped her brooch just in time.

      We slipped past the Draculas and out of the club.

      I glanced at Sienna. "This isn't good. They know what we're doing, and they're not just going to sit around and wait to see if Count Light-Side succeeds. They're going to attack."

      Sienna nodded. "I still have enough power left from the sun. We have to fight them now."

      "Let's get Kevin. It's three of us against, what, twenty Draculas?"

      "We have a chance. We can harness their magic if they use it even once. We can change it to light."

      "Dracula told us how to defeat them, though I don't know if that was his intention. He said a vampire could never take the trail of light. They'd die. The magic we wield will burn them like the sun."

      "We just have to press them to use their black magic. Together, we can explode it like a supernova."

      I snorted. "You realize ‘supernova’ is another word for ‘black hole,’ right? I'm no astrophysicist, but I don’t think sunlight has much to do with that."

      Sienna laughed. "Okay, I suck at metaphors. You get the point."

      I smirked. "Some of my metaphors aren't the best either, but you're right. We still need to get to Kevin. He needs to know what's coming."

      We ran back to where Kevin was waiting and left the astral plane.

      "What the hell is going on over there?"

      "A lot of shit we don't have time to explain," I replied. "We have twenty Draculas to take out."

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. "Twenty? Seriously?"

      I nodded. "We just need a distraction that will force them to use their black magic."

      "Delphine!" Kevin exclaimed. "She can call forth wandering spirits. They have to use black magic to harvest souls, right?"

      I smiled. "That's brilliant. They won't be able to resist."

      "Let's go," Sienna directed. "Once one of them finds us, they all do."

      "Don't let me slow you down," Kevin suggested. "You can move faster on the astral plane. I'll lay low."

      Sienna and I went astral again and ran to Delphine's van. She was still waiting inside. We both pressed through the side of the van and appeared inside.

      "I need your help," I began. "How many spirits can you call at once?"

      "As many as are in reach. Dozens, maybe hundreds."

      "We need as many as possible to swarm the Draculas. There will be twenty, give or take."

      "If they steal those souls⁠—"

      "They won't," I assured her. "Sienna and I can stop them, but we need them to try."

      Delphine nodded. "Where do I send them?"

      "Send them to me," I told her. "I'll find the Draculas, then let them loose."

      Delphine closed her eyes. "Hurry. They'll be arriving in moments. Some will come before others."

      Sienna and I smiled at each other. "See you soon."

      We ran for the club. Translucent human forms flew toward us and circled us. We saw one of the Draculas walking down the middle of the street. When one saw us, they'd all come. At least, that was the plan.

      "Hey, shithead!" I screamed.

      Dracula looked at me. A large black cloud formed around him.

      I grabbed Sienna's hand. "Get ready."

      "I'm more than ready."

      When the Draculas appeared, the ghosts swarmed away from us and onto them.

      "Come on, bloodsuckers!" Sienna squeezed my hand. "No offense."

      She chuckled. "None taken. Are they going to take the bait?"

      Violet energy started to swirl among the Draculas.

      I grinned. "They're doing it. Focus! We have one shot at this."

      We tapped our power, and the warmth flowing between our hands turned hot. We unleashed it at the Draculas and their black magic, and it exploded in a flash of gold light. Flames burst forth around the Draculas. They were so hot that we had to take a few steps back. The ghosts disappeared again.

      When the flames died, all that was left was a pile of ash.

      "Holy shit!" Sienna exclaimed. "It worked."

      I smiled. "It did, but this isn’t over. Everything hinges on whether Count Light-Side can pass the trials."

      "What do we do until then?" Sienna asked.

      "We wait for now. There's no telling what the dark Reapers are doing or how many souls they're gathering. We know where they’re going—the River Styx. When Dracula comes back, whether he passes the trials or not, we'll be there."

      "What happens if he doesn't? What if good Dracula chooses the dark path again?"

      I shook my head. "Then we'll all die. At least we won't have far to go to meet the Boatman."
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      With the Draculas gone, the city was quiet. I wasn't sure how many of the vampires who were still lurking in the city, too foolish to leave despite the world's only supernatural Reaper living in the neighborhood, were in Dracula's collective. Most of them, I figured, along with a few younglings Dracula had turned to accommodate the souls he'd harvested.

      Svetlana was on my couch with Cerberus when we got back to the apartment.

      "I wondered where you went."

      Svetlana nodded. "I saw what happened with the Reapers. I figured it was best I get out of there. All it would take was one Dracula to rip off my shawl. A dark Dracula in the void could really cause problems."

      I nodded. "Good call, especially now that all our hopes hang on the light-side version of Dracula finding a new path."

      "You sent him to the Scholomance?"

      "We did," Sienna replied. "Nothing like putting all your eggs in one basket, huh?"

      "Eggs? That sounds great. I could really go for a good scramble."

      I chuckled. "It's just a saying. The point Sienna was making is that saving the world, or ending it, is now in the hands of one vampire's better demons."

      Svetlana grinned and tightened her shawl around her head. "You’ve put your life in my hands more than once. By most of the world's reckoning, I'm as much of a monster as Dracula."

      I smiled. "I suppose I have."

      Sienna chuckled. "We also recently trusted a goddess who was once our enemy. Funny how that works."

      Svetlana shrugged. "People, monsters, even gods and goddesses. We're complicated. It's never as simple as light or dark. Every day, we make a choice where on that spectrum we'd like to fall."

      I nodded. "I get it better than you realize. We're heading to the underworld shortly. I'm not making any guarantees, but if things go as we're hoping, Roy could drop you off in hell. You could join your sister."

      Svetlana shook her head. "I hear hell is nice this time of year, but I've found my place here. To tell the truth, I'll get a lot more sleep now that I'm not sharing my apartment with Euryale."

      "Don't be so sure of that," Sienna added. "Zoey's headboard is against your shared wall. When Kevin spends the night⁠—"

      "We're not that bad!" Kevin protested.

      Sienna smirked. "I keep earplugs next to my bed for a reason."

      I sat on the couch and rested my hand on Cerberus. "I trust everything went well on your end?"

      The hellhound nodded. "Athena had her doubts, but she's on board."

      "And Olympus?" I asked. "Did you talk to my dad?"

      Cerberus nodded. "He'll retrieve Dracula from the void at the proper time. Everything should be set. The gods are ready for a battle, though, in case Dracula comes back overbaked."

      "Overbaked?"

      "Charred. Darker than we'd like. You know what I mean."

      Sienna plopped down on the couch with us and grabbed the remote. "Well, we have the better part of a day to wait. Any series on Netflix you've been binging you want to finish before the end of the world?"

      I shrugged. "Nothing I'm into at the moment. I'm open to anything happy. Nothing with monsters."

      Kevin shrugged. "I think it's Shark Week."

      "Seriously? I thought I said⁠—"

      "Sharks aren't monsters. They're fish! I think."

      "They're fish." Sienna nodded. "Big fish with sharp teeth that are attracted by blood. Minus the fins and preoccupation with water, they're a lot like vampires, now that I think about it."

      I chuckled. "Well, despite what the movies make you think, sharks don't amass nearly the body count that vampires do."

      "Right!" Sienna laughed. "Because they eat people whole. No bodies to count!"

      I shook my head. "That's not common. Trust me; I grew up with the Grim Reaper. Shark deaths are pretty rare on the schedule."

      Kevin went into the kitchen and came back with a bag of potato chips. "So, Shark Week it is?"

      "Whatever passes the time."

      A couple of hours later, I regretted saying that. How long can someone endure a British guy narrating the eating and mating habits of sharks without losing one's mind? And why were documentaries always narrated by Brits? It didn’t make the sharks seem more civilized.

      If it was narrated by a hillbilly, no one would think sharks stored broken-down kitchen appliances on their front lawns or grew flowers out of toilet bowls. It might make the documentaries more entertaining, though.

      Cerberus wasn't impressed. He fell asleep five minutes in. I was in a daze, anxious anticipation squeezing my insides like a vice.

      When the time finally arrived, I set up the portal to the underworld. I doubted we'd find Morty and Carmilla in his office. They weren't themselves at the moment.

      Kevin and Svetlana stayed behind. Cerberus joined Sienna and me as we dove through the portal and landed on the hardwood floor of my brother's office.

      The timing would be tricky, so we planned to be early. Although they didn't have clocks in hell or Olympus, everything was bound to happen within a day. Maybe a little sooner, possibly a little later.

      We left my brother's office and descended the long, narrow staircase that dumped us into the streets of the underworld. A young Reaper I'd never met ran up behind me and grabbed me by the arm. "Thank the gods! It's you!"

      I tilted my head. "What's wrong?"

      "I think the Grim Reaper, you know, your brother? I know my Grimm family history and whatnot. Everyone does."

      "Get to the point."

      "He dismissed the Boatman. I was there when he did it. Sent him down the river. Now he’s telling everyone the Boatman had a problem and he’s held up somewhere. He's taking all the souls we're bringing in to a makeshift altar he set up by the river."

      I sighed and glanced at Sienna. "That’s what we thought he'd do."

      "Is something wrong with him?" the Reaper asked.

      "You could say that."

      "Is it a god? Maybe a demon possessing him?"

      I shook my head. "Not exactly. Demon is closer. A god complex fits too."

      "He is possessed by something?"

      "Just try to stop any Reapers who come through from delivering their souls. The fewer he gathers, the better."

      "I'm just a Second-Level Reaper. They won't listen to me."

      "Then tell them I said to delay."

      "No offense, Zoey. You're popular around here, but you're not the Grim Reaper."

      I shook my head. "Neither is Morty. Not right now. I'm here to save him."

      The Reaper nodded and took off toward the Reaper portal. The best place to stall the Reapers was where they returned from the harvest. I didn't know if it would work, but it wouldn't matter much. If our plan worked, all would return to normal in a day or two after Roy caught up on his deposits to Olympus and Hades. If our plan failed, it wouldn't matter. The Draculas would get all the souls they were seeking eventually. Still, the fewer Reapers we had crowding the shores of the River Styx, the better.

      Sienna and I couldn't go astral in the underworld. My cloak and her brooch didn't work here, so we had to be careful. As before, if one Dracula saw us, they'd all know we were there.

      I knew my way around. The plan was to sneak in with other Reapers. I had to raise the hood on my cloak to avoid being recognized. Sienna would stick out since she wasn't in a cloak, but kids these days!

      A lot of younger Reapers were throwing away the old traditions like worn-out socks. We'd do our best to blend in with the crowd. Once Count Light-Side arrived—I was hoping he was all light-side now—we'd have to get around the others. We needed to make sure he arrived safely and got a chance to purge his dark side from Morty and the other Reapers.

      We got in line. They didn't all have their scythes out and ready. They didn't have to. They could invoke their scythes with the souls they harvested intact when they arrived at the river. Some farther up the line had their scythes out and ready.

      "This way!" Morty called. It wasn't really him, but it sounded and looked like him. "There's been an issue with the Boatman, and we'll be collecting the souls here until he's back on schedule."

      Sienna snorted. "An issue, eh?"

      I shook my head. "I doubt he went fishing or ran out of gas."

      Sienna shrugged. "It's a believable lie."

      I nodded. "It has to be. They don’t want to raise suspicions."

      "Well, that Reaper on the streets wasn't buying it. Surely others aren't either."

      "Whatever the case, they have a lot of souls."

      "Hey," a Reaper behind us called. "You don't have to keep your hood up here."

      I huffed and avoided turning around so he wouldn't see my face. "Bad hair day."

      The Reaper chuckled. "I get it. You lady Reapers and your hair."

      I bit my tongue. I knew dozens of male Reapers who were every bit as pretentious about their appearance as any of the ladies, but it wasn't the time to chastise the guy for his sexism. We had a job to do.

      A loud rumble echoed in the distance. It wasn't the high-pitched sound of Roy's boat. It was something else.

      A cruise liner, its deck illuminated, approached our shore.

      "Holy crap!" Sienna laughed. "That's Dionysus!"

      I smirked. "Looks like the Olympians are giving Dracula a ride. This is good. They wouldn't bring him here if Dracula didn't make it through the Scholomance."

      Sienna winced. "I don't know. Not unless dark-side Dracula came through the portal, defeated the gods, and commandeered Dionysus' ship."

      I snorted. "Pirate Dracula? Let's hope that's not a thing."

      Sienna giggled. "Aye, matey. I wants to guzzle yer blood!"

      I clasped my hand over my mouth to stifle a laugh. "Yo-ho, yo-ho!"

      Something on the bow of Dionysus' ship glowed like the sun. As the ship got closer, it was clear that the light came from a human-shaped form. It was Dracula—the good Dracula.

      "Reapers!" Morty shouted. "We have a visitor! He mustn't reach the shore!"

      I grabbed Sienna's hand. "Get ready."

      Sienna squeezed my hand. Morty, Carmilla, and the other Reapers Dracula had possessed before lined up along the shore. Violet energy swirled above them.

      Sienna and I focused. As they were about to blast the ship, we harnessed their black magic, and it exploded in a blast of light that washed over us.

      "I feel a lot better now!" Sienna smirked. "Time to have some fun."

      "Don't bite them! Remember, we're trying to save them!"

      Sienna glanced at me. "Don't worry. I'm just going to kick some ass and keep them distracted."

      “Can I help?” Cerberus asked.

      Sienna nodded at him. “The more, the merrier.”

      "I'll try to make sure Dracula gets to shore. The good Dracula, I mean."

      The light around Count Light-Side intensified. The blast of energy that had invigorated Sienna gave him strength too.

      He blasted the Reapers with light as Sienna dove at Carmilla's back, tackling her to the ground. Cerberus grabbed Morty by the cloak. He could have eaten him whole, but we were hoping to save my brother, not digest him.

      The other dark Reapers panicked, circled the column, and invoked their scythes. They were going to harvest the souls they’d gathered and run, or they were going to harness those souls for more power. Either way, I had to make sure the good Dracula made it to shore.

      I left the line and ran ahead.

      "Hey!" one Reaper shouted. "No cuts, no butts!"

      I ignored him and dove into the water, then kicked my legs hard. Swimming against the current wasn't easy.

      Dionysus' ship didn't dock on the shore. The god of wine usually anchored it out a ways and created a bridge to land.

      Count Light-Side was trying to blast the shore with his light and separate his darkness from the Reapers, but by the time his magic reached the shore, it had dissipated too much to have the desired effect.

      The current was carrying me away. I heard a high-pitched buzzing sound approach. Someone grabbed me by the back of my cloak and pulled me out of the water.

      "Need a lift?" Roy asked as I fell to the floor of his boat.

      "Yes! Get me to the ship!"

      Dionysus was trying to anchor before he created the bridge. As soon as the hatch where the mystical bridge would form opened, I jumped from the front of Roy’s boat. My fingers barely caught the edge of the liner, but I pulled myself in.

      Dripping water all over, I ran through a crowd of Dionysus' naked nymphs. I turned down a glass of wine that one of them offered me as I blasted past her.

      I made it to the deck and found our Dracula there. His hair was now highlighted with streaks of white, and his skin was aglow with power.

      "You did it! You passed the trials!"

      "Almost," Dracula corrected. "This is my third."

      I frowned. "It is?"

      "I have to defeat my darkness! I don't have full power yet. I won't unless I win this."

      I winced. "Well, isn't that ironic?"

      "You think?"

      "Take my hand," I directed. "I can't defeat your darkness for you, but I might be able to amplify your power."

      Dracula nodded and grabbed my hand. The bridge was still forming below. We couldn't take the fight to the shore, and Sienna was struggling to take them all on. Some were stealing souls from the column.

      We couldn't wait for the bridge.

      The other Reapers, the regular ones there to deliver their souls, saw me board the boat. They picked up enough of what was happening to know that they couldn't let those Reapers leave. They formed a barrier at the exit.

      The dark Reapers had strength and black magic. With Sienna preoccupied fighting Carmilla and Morty, she didn't see what they were doing, and I couldn't reach them to dispel their magic from this far away. We had to do this now. It was our only chance.

      "Focus your mind," I ordered.

      Dracula nodded. "I'll try. That second trial took me forever to complete. I never got to the training."

      I nodded. "Don't worry. It's your power we need. I can use mine to help you focus."

      Dracula squeezed my hand, and I united my magic with his. The flow between our hands got so hot it burned.

      "Hold on!" I told him. "We have to do this!"

      A giant ball of white light formed in front of us and hurtled toward shore. It was big enough that it enveloped the cavern.

      Black forms blasted out of Morty, Carmilla, and the others. The column that was harnessing and incubating the souls vanished. Souls were buzzing around like a swarm of fireflies. The Reapers, those we'd saved as well as the others, invoked their scythes and captured them one by one.

      Coldness washed over me, and I gasped. It took all my power to help Dracula focus his. There wasn't any black magic left to test it. I felt a hole where my magic from the Scholomance used to be. It was gone.

      Dracula had completed his third and final trial.

      A booming voice echoed over the river. Every head on shore turned to look for it, though souls still whizzed around them.

      I looked at Dracula. He had a smile on his face.

      "You did it! You defeated your darkness."

      Dracula's jaw had dropped so far that it almost touched the deck. "I can't believe it. Am I one of the good guys now?"

      I laughed. "You are."

      Dracula tilted his head. "Your magic. Did I burn it out?"

      I shook my head. "I don’t think so. I sacrificed it to help you. I gave it to you."

      "I'm sorry, Zoey."

      I shook my head. "Don't be. It was worth the sacrifice."

      Dionysus appeared on the deck, laughing. "Well, that was some light show!"

      I smiled and hugged him. He was my favorite god. I'm sure that since he is the god of wine, a lot of people would say the same. "Thank you."

      Dionysus nodded. "It was my pleasure."

      Dracula and I made our way across the mystical bridge to shore.

      Sienna and Carmilla had black eyes. Otherwise, they looked good. Sienna smiled and shrugged. "Sorry."

      Morty laughed. "For punching us? We had it coming. You saved us. Nothing to apologize for."

      Sienna nodded. I ran to my brother and wrapped my arms around him. "You're really yourself again? No more evil Dracula haunting your mind?"

      Morty shook his head. "It was a nightmare. We could see everything he was doing, but we couldn't stop him."

      I shuddered. "That sounds awful."

      "My apologies to all of you," good Dracula began.

      "This wasn't your fault," Morty told him.

      "Still, that darkness was with me for centuries, and I never had the courage to face it. Not until I met Zoey and Sienna."

      I smiled. "What's important, Drac, is that you did face it."

      "Drac? I like the sound of that."

      Sienna took one of his hands. "I guess I'm now Dracula's sire."

      Dracula laughed. "I never had a sire, you know."

      I tilted my head. "You didn't?"

      "I became a vampire through black magic. That was my second trial. I had to face everything from my human life before the trial led me down the path to seek the dark power from the Scholomance."

      "What was the first trial?" Sienna asked.

      Dracula grinned. "If you've read the stories about me, let’s just say I had a chance to reconsider my business arrangement with Mister Harker. I made him a very wealthy man."
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      Morty formed a portal to my apartment. Sienna and Cerberus ran through first.

      Dracula hesitated. "I can't go through."

      "Look, I know it's intimidating to go back to Earth as a reformed vampire, but think about it. You can make good on all those charities you were planning."

      Dracula shook his head. "I mean, I can't go in. I don't have an invitation."

      I snorted. "That's a thing? How did you—I mean, your darker self—get into my apartment then?"

      "By sorcery. The mist is energy, not beholden to the rules that typically govern our kind. I don't work that way anymore."

      I huffed. "Funny, we never encountered that issue with Sienna. Then again, we haven't been to a lot of people's homes. We've been so busy fighting gods and vampires that we haven't had the chance to make other friends."

      Dracula smiled. "I understand. Can I get that invitation now?"

      I laughed. "Please, Dracula, come into my humble abode."

      Dracula bowed his head. "Thank you."

      He and I stepped through the portal into my apartment.

      Kevin greeted me with a hug. He looked at Dracula and cleared his throat. "Did it work?"

      I nodded. "He's good now. It worked."

      "What about Morty and the others?" Svetlana asked.

      "They’re back to normal. I might have to go have a word with him about those calendars, but things are back on track in the underworld."

      Dracula walked around and sat on the couch. He lowered his face to his hands.

      "What's wrong?" I asked.

      "This isn't over."

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "New Orleans," Sienna stated. "The weird sisters went there."

      "They still have my darkness. I have to stop them. You don't understand. Sorina is the first. She's the original darkness. I don't know if I'm strong enough to stop them alone."

      I sighed. "I don't have my power anymore."

      "I do," Sienna said. "I've been meaning to head to New Orleans to see Dylan for a while, but missions kept getting in the way. Now we have a mission that will take me to him."

      Kevin wrapped his arm around me. "Are you well?"

      I nodded. "I'm fine. I'm sorry, Sienna. I can't come with you."

      Sienna smiled. "I know. You're going to be a mom."

      "I can't put myself in any more danger. Without the power to counter their black magic, it's too great a risk. I'll have to hang up my scythe until the baby is born."

      Sienna nodded and kissed me on the cheek. "I understand. Drac and I will handle it. Besides, as far as we know, Kansas City is vampire-free at the moment. Present company excluded, of course."

      I smiled. "Of course."

      Svetlana rested her hand on my shoulder. "If any show up during the next nine months, I can take care of it. My apartment is pretty bare, especially with my sister gone. I could use some statuary."

      I snickered. "Vampire statues? Creepy!"

      Svetlana laughed. "I'm a gorgon, Zoey. I have a thing for the macabre."

      "Drac, Sienna. You two could use a little sleep before you head to New Orleans. Why don't you recharge."

      Sienna agreed, "It's a long drive."

      Dracula smiled. "Don’t worry about that. I have a private jet. Allow me to make a few calls. It will take them a while to get things ready to go. We'll fly out tomorrow morning."

      Kevin cleared his throat. "Zoey, would you like to take a walk? I could use some fresh air. It's been pretty tense in here."

      I nodded. "That sounds nice."

      "It's still early," Sienna said. "Mind picking up some ice cream on your way back?"

      I smiled. "No better way to celebrate a victory than ice cream."

      "Get enough for all of us!" Svetlana requested.

      "I'll take Rocky Road," Dracula added.

      I laughed. "I never thought I'd be taking an ice cream order for Count Dracula."

      "Don't you mean ‘Count Light-Side?’" Sienna asked.

      Dracula looked confused. "What did you call me?"

      I laughed. "With so many Draculas swarming around, we had to come up with some way to make it clear we were talking about you rather than the others."

      "No need for nicknames anymore.” Sienna slapped Dracula on the back. "You're my buddy Drac now. And my progeny. That's going to take some getting used to!"

      "Tell me about it!" He laughed.

      I raised an eyebrow. "You laugh like the count on Sesame Street."

      Dracula winked. "I've never heard that one. Ha-ha-ha.”
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      Kevin interlaced his fingers with mine as we ambled down the sidewalk. There was an ice cream parlor a few blocks down the road. They had every flavor I'd ever heard of and a few I'd never imagined.

      "I wonder if they sell pickles too?"

      Kevin laughed. "Pickles and ice cream. That is a pregnancy cliché."

      I squeezed his hand. "It is. It also sounds delicious right now."

      "Thank you for doing that."

      "For doing what?"

      "Stepping aside. Not rushing into action and heading for New Orleans to finish the job."

      "You don't have to thank me for that, Kevin. I didn't do it for you. I lost the abilities I gained at the Scholomance. Plus, fighting vampires is too risky right now. I put our child at too great a risk already."

      "You did it to save the world."

      I sighed. "I saved it for now. Who knows what those weird sisters will do with his power?"

      Kevin laughed. "There you go. You're already thinking about how to stop them, aren't you?"

      I nodded. "I can't help myself, but I'm going to be a mom. I'm not going to make the mistakes my parents made."

      "You're the only supernatural Reaper," Kevin replied. "There might yet be threats that only you can stop."

      I took a deep breath. "My dad was the world's only Grim Reaper, too. He loved me. I knew he loved me, but he never had time for Morty or me. I need to make the time for what matters the most."

      "You know what it's like to grow up without a mother."

      I sighed. "I do. Here's the thing. I've bested gods and vampires. I've traveled to hell and back on multiple occasions. Even when it seemed impossible, with a little help from my friends, I figured it out. I don't know how I'm going to balance motherhood with being a supernatural Reaper. It might be the biggest challenge I've faced to date. Still, I have pretty amazing people in my life. I'll find a way."

      "Aren't you worried about Sienna?"

      I smirked. "I thought you were happy I decided not to go with her."

      "I am. It's just, are you sure she's ready to go after those vampires alone?"

      I shrugged. "First, she's not alone. She has Dracula."

      "That doesn't worry you? They made horror movies about that guy."

      I laughed. "He's been through something Sienna and I endured as well. He passed the trials. That means he is no longer the monster he was."

      "That's fair. What's second?"

      "Second?"

      "Yeah, you said that the first reason you weren't worried about Sienna was that she was going to New Orleans with Dracula. What's the second reason?"

      I smirked. "She's a badass. I wouldn't have said that a few months ago. Now, though, I don't think there's anything I could handle that she couldn't. Our methods might be different since our abilities aren't the same, but she's strong, resourceful, and intelligent—a lot smarter than me. Besides, I'm never more than a text message away. As long as I'm on this plane of existence, anyway."

      "I agree. I think she'll be fine. Besides, she has Dracula by the balls."

      "Metaphorically speaking. She's his sire. She'll only be able to influence him in sunlight, though. Daywalker thing. Still, I'm not worried about him. He's changed. We've all changed. I mean, you haven't changed a ton. You were a good guy before I met you. You still are."

      Kevin laughed. "I haven't changed much. I haven't turned my back on centuries of bloodsucking, torture, and murder, but I have grown. I've learned a lot about myself, and I've discovered happiness."

      I grinned. "I told you that if you spent a little more on herbal shampoo, it would rock your world."

      Kevin laughed. "It's not the shampoo, Zoey."

      "You started moisturizing. Once you start, you'll never have scaly skin again. Life-changing."

      "It's not about lotion either."

      I laid my head on Kevin's shoulder. "Well then, what do you attribute your newfound happiness to, Detective Schroeder?"

      "Maybe it's the beautiful badass woman I want to spend the rest of my life with, Miss Grimm."

      I stopped walking. "What did you just say?"

      "You heard me. I've known for a while now, but between all the gods, good and bad, the vampires, good and bad, and saving the world, it never felt like the right time to do this."

      I giggled. "To do what?"

      Kevin got to one knee and pulled out a gold ring with the largest rock I'd ever seen. It sparkled in the streetlights. "Marry me, Zoey Grimm."

      If I’d smiled any broader, I might have split my head in half. Then he might have reconsidered his proposal.

      "Is that a yes?"

      I shook my head. "It's not a yes."

      Kevin's brow furrowed. He looked shocked.

      "It's a ‘hell, yes,’ Detective Schroeder."
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        Claim your copy today!

      

      

      What do you call a vampire by day, a human by night?

      Confused?

      That makes two of us!

      Sunlight is a little problematic for me. Will I be able to handle it?

      By night I am a normal girl. I like computers, ice cream, and guys.

      When the sun rises, I’m stronger. I also get an insatiable craving for you-know-what.

      The weird sisters stole Dracula’s power.

      As masters of the Scholomance, they are recruiting new vampires. A recipe for disaster?

      Whatever they are planning, it can’t be good.

      There’s only one way to deal with vampires, especially those meddling in the dark arts.

      Can I bring them to light before they unleash their nightmare on the world?

      We shall see.

      Vampire Morning is the first book in Daywalker Chronicles - a paranormal adventure, Fast-paced urban fantasy featuring a slow burn closed door romance and a snarky heroine.

      Readers who enjoyed The Chronicles of Zoey Grimm met Sienna before. Now she’s in a new city, with new allies and enemies.

      The stakes have never been higher.
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OCTOBER 10, 2022

        

      

    

    
      Zoey Grimm’s story now comes to a close (for now). I’d been wanting to write a reaper story for a while. This series took me in a number of interesting directions, especially regarding the Greek and Egyptian pantheons. The notion of the Grim Reaper as a sort of CEO of soul harvesting was a fun concept to work with and I hope you enjoyed it as much as I enjoyed writing it. 

      This book took a different turn. It ties up a lot of loose ends in Zoey’s story and really sets the stage for Sienna’s tale to unfold.  Look for that one soon!  The Daywalker Saga will begin with Sienna, heading back to New Orleans where she’ll meet up with her long-distance werewolf love interest, she’ll team up with “Light-Side” Dracula, and they’ll have some formidable enemies in the form of the “weird sisters” (and several other foes who will emerge) in time.

      It's always fun to bring back the classics—and it’s even more fun to put a new spin on them. Just yesterday I went to the grocery store and heard another car blasting Kate Bush’s “Running Up That Hill.” I heard it again on a local sports radio station as the hosts were coming out of break. Until that song was featured on the latest season of Stranger Things, I’d almost entirely forgot about it. I was only five when it came out. In those days, I was more into songs like “Row, Row, Row, Your Boat,” and “Old MacDonald” than anything that might be described as popular 80s music. 

      I was also at the gym the other day and noticed all of the 20-something guys working out had mullets, mustaches, and white socks pulled up over their shins.

      The old-school is new-school again. Bringing back the classics seems in vogue these days. It’s not really nostalgia—most of the folks these days sporting the styles and jamming to the music of the eighties weren’t even alive back then. Still, they’re making it their own. They’re reviving old “tropes” and putting their own spin on them.

      What I’m really looking forward to in The Daywalker Saga is the chance to turn a lot of well-tread vampire tropes inside-out.  Rather than featuring a vampire who is vulnerable to sunlight, Sienna’s vampirism is invigorated by daylight. At night, precisely when her enemies are out and about, she’s most vulnerable. Making Dracula something of a sage, a guide, a “good guy” rather than the quintessential villain is also turning out to be a lot of fun. 

      Thank you to everyone who has stuck with Zoey Grimm through thick and thin as this story has unfolded. I hope you’re just as excited as I am to see how this universe unfolds in The Daywalker Saga. Yes, Zoey’s story has just ended, but the legend continues.

      Until then… Happy Reading! 

      Theo  
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      Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well!

      The eighties are BACK, baby!

      Okay, I have to admit I AM a product of the late eighties.

      Long hair… Check.

      Earring in my right ear… Check.

      Heavy Metal... Check…Check… Check it one more time…

      Crappy Car? Oh, God, yes. Super-duper crappy metallic lime (almost) green Datsun (before they were called Nissan) B210. In short, a little better than a car that would explode a lot.

      My car never exploded, but after that time I changed the rear end on it? It should have.

      In short, I am wonderful with the eighties being back, except for the tall white socks. I’m not going to rock that look. It was terrible in the eighties, and it is terrible today.

      (Editor’s note: How about leg warmers? I kinda miss those. I will buy some for you if you will wear them!)

      Thank You!

      Thank you so much for supporting Theophilus and me by reading this series. The Zoey Grimm character sprang out of Theophilus’ mind, and we talked it through. A Grim Reaper with family troubles? Isn’t that something we can all understand?

      I can, and I like my family.

      It wasn’t always the best, but I know I’ve heard of much worse situations to grow up in. In the end, I got to see the good parts of living out in the country and the good parts of living near a large city (Houston).

      It was living the best of both worlds while only dealing with the crap a portion of the time.

      That is why I so often feel drawn to the “found family” trope in my stories.

      It’s said that you can’t choose your family, but you can sure as hell choose your friends. There are some good people out there, so look around and be willing to say hi occasionally. You might find your next best friend.

      Can’t wait to see you in the next series that intrigues you, so hopefully, we will see you soon.

      Stay warm, and talk to you soon in a future book!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

        Michael Anderle
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