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To Beatrix, my first and most enthusiastic fan.


To Michelle, my rock. Thank you for believing in me.

To any tax auditors reading this: you are lovely people.
Please don’t audit me again.
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  Chapter 1
A Cup of Tea
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I, the Grim Reaper, terror of men’s souls, shall forevermore despise Mondays because that was the day I met Frank Totmann. That was the day I  became Frank Totmann.
I found him having a heart attack in his dingy office on the third floor of the ‘Colorado Springs Internal Revenue Service Tax Assistance Center.’ What a mouthful. They should have named it ‘The Land of Evil Auditors.’
Frank’s office was a testament to his career in government service. Achievement awards displayed in cheap frames. A battered wooden desk covered in tax audits, sticky notes, and knick-knacks. No family photos. Just a picture of a fluffy white cat with a scrunched face. Frank himself was a balding pudgy man without a single sharp edge. His brown tweed suit strained its buttons, its leather elbow patches worn and scuffed. A short salt-and-pepper beard hid his jowls, but not his pained grimace.
I twisted my scythe Grace and stopped time. Frank gasped. He clutched his chest and drew relieved breaths. I pointed a bony finger, let my eye sockets flame a bit for effect, and intoned, “Frank Totmann, your time has come.”
Frank sat back, drew more calming breaths, then threw me a broad smile. “Cup of tea before we go?” He produced a thermos and two teacups from under the desk.
How touching. Nobody ever offered refreshments. It’s a lonely half-life, being Death, so I enjoy sharing folks’ final moments. They usually complain about being too young to die or attempt to cheat me, but I don’t mind. They’re the only conversations I have. I nodded with gravity and grace.
What a fool I was. Never accept tea from a dying auditor.
I turned corporeal, took a sip, and coughed. It tasted of blood and ashes. Abrupt pain seared my bones, dropping me to my knees. The world spun, went dark, and with a distressing stretch which ended in a pop, I found myself sitting in Frank’s chair staring across the desk at … me.
I blinked, shocked to have eyelids, and blinked again. No, that wasn’t me. Frank Totmann’s spirit, a mirror image of the body I now possessed, grinned stupidly in Death’s cowl. In my cowl, clutching my scythe—crafted by the Devil and blessed by the Almighty. It gave me the power to parse human souls.
Of all the cheek.
I lunged across the desk, caught my hip on its edge, and sprawled across audit reports and tax returns. Breath whooshed out of me. Unfamiliar with a human body, I forgot to breathe in. Stars flashed before my eyes.
Frank jumped back, holding my scythe high like a bully taunting a child. Grace’s ebony handle twisted in his grip and time resumed. I flopped onto his chair, which rolled back with plastic protests, and sucked in a breath. My heart pounded in my chest. Frank’s chest. Whatever.
I grabbed the spilled teacup and sniffed it. It smelled of anise, copper, and … magic. My eyes went wide. “How?” I asked, then flinched. The Grim Reaper should boom and intone, not squeak like a scared bureaucrat.
Frank’s grin became a smirk. “Ancient soul transfer spell. Sumerian, I think. Doc said my heart was failing, so I nailed the timing of your arrival by taking poison. We shared the transference potion and voila”—he took a bow—“I cheated Death.”
I flung the teacup at the wall. It shattered and fell to the industrial carpet. How the hell had an IRS auditor unearthed a Sumerian soul transfer spell?
How dare he use it on me? On Death?
And after offering hospitality. Never again! Never again would I…
My mouth opened and closed like a dying fish as the gravity of the situation hit home.
Never again was right. I was a human. A flesh and blood human. Mortal.
More importantly, I was a mortal who—I checked my internal clock which measured human lives—should have died five minutes ago. My gaze flicked to Frank. To the scythe in his hands.
He followed my gaze to Grace and shook his head. “I’m not reaping your soul. Not even sure how, to tell the truth. But”—he twirled my scythe then swung it like a golf club—“I’ll get the hang of it. Besides, that body’s not dead. I spiked my tea with the poison’s antidote.” He waggled his fingers at me, said, “See ya!” and drifted through the door.
I slouched in the chair, dumbfounded for the first time in millennia. The Rules were quite clear. Frank’s soul was supposed to cross over today. I had to swap us back, restore the balance before Hell’s bureaucrats noticed. Before the Auditor—Hell’s Auditor—noticed and took my soul instead.

      ***I sat in Frank’s office for an hour, my mind chasing its tail. How do I, the Grim Reaper, cheat death? This heart may have resumed beating, but it couldn’t last long. My hands, used to clutching my scythe, grasped at the air. I grabbed a pen and clicked it obsessively. 
It wasn’t the same.
The Auditor worried me. Hell’s final arbiter of the Rules, those stringent strictures that governed all spiritual matters, was not known for leniency. He was the model upon which the profession of auditors was built. If he discovered me stripped of my power, bereft of the protection of Death’s identity, he would drag me into Hell’s darkest pit and throw away the key. 
We have … history.
The Rules forbade spirits from interfering with Death’s duties or, by extension, with Death himself. But I was no longer Death. Merely a displaced soul in the soon-to-be corpse of a tax auditor. My cowl and my scythe were gone, and I had no clue how to get them back.
What chaos would Frank Totmann wreak in my stead? Would he reap the wrong souls? Open the gates of Abaddon? Bring the Nephilim and Demigods back to Earth? Would he fail to reap souls? Heavens, even the mere possibility…
A knock at the door interrupted my spiraling thoughts. A short, solid woman with pinned-back graying hair swung the door open. She wore a matronly flowered dress, an overabundance of clattering jewelry, and a smile that lit her face like she was genuinely pleased to see me.
That was a new experience.
“Staying late, Frank?” Her voice was warm, like honey. Her lotus flower perfume overwhelmed the lingering scent of anise in the air.
I clicked the pen a few more times and read her soul through dark brown eyes. Cordelia Knowles, fifty-eight years old, death in forty-three years. “Uh, no,” I said and rose awkwardly.
“Walk me to my car?”
“Sure, uh, Cordelia.”
Her brows knit together. “It’s Cora. I told you on our first date.” Her voice slowed and she tilted her head. “You okay, Frank? You look like death warmed over.”
You have no idea. Aloud I tried to say, ‘I’m fine,’ but the words stuck in my throat. I grimaced. Bloody Archangel Gabriel and his bloody restrictions. He’d burned the words ‘Honesty in Death’ into my soul when he made me the Reaper.
I couldn’t lie.
An agent of both Heaven and Hell must remain above reproach. I’d never chafed under that restriction before today.
After flapping my jowls again like that bloody dying fish, I said, “I’m alive. That’s what’s important.” I stomped around the desk and followed Cora into the hall. She gave me a piercing look but didn’t press as we entered a cubicle farm with people streaming toward an elevator.
The room was a large square, broad and deep but with a low drop-ceiling. Scuffed industrial carpet matched Frank’s office. A mixture of perfume, sweat, and mildew filled the air. Ah, the smell of the bottom rung of government service.
Chest-high gray cubicle walls under harsh fluorescent lights made the room look like a human-sized rat’s maze. Cheerful banter near the elevator said the rats were excited for their escape, but they’d return to the maze tomorrow. And the day after. And the day after that. The vicious cycle would only end when I paid them their final visit.
Cora chattered about work as we followed the crowd, and my thoughts turned inward.
Frank had found a Sumerian spell to swap our souls. There had to be a reversal. But where would he keep it? Here?
I glanced around. Not likely.
His home then. I nodded to myself. Yes, that was the ticket. Find Frank’s house, retrieve his spell book, and get out of this body.
Cora guided me around the crowd to a door beside the elevator marked exit. I reached it first and tried to pass through.
Like I always do.
My face smacked into solid wood, and I bounced off, popping the door open. I stumbled back, hands flying to my nose. “Ow!”
The crowd by the elevator burst into laughter with a smattering of applause. Someone called, “Been walking long, Frank?”
“No,” I said, rubbing my nose and glaring at the offending door as it swung back toward me. The laws of physics were so … inconvenient. Cora placed a comforting hand on my shoulder, and we pushed into the stairwell. Plain white walls and cement steps greeted us.
“Frank? Are you sure you’re okay?” Cora asked.
I patted her hand noncommittally and headed downstairs. At the bottom, I was careful to press on the push bar before stepping outside. I felt inordinately pleased with myself when it worked.
Bright sunlight made me blink. The city of Colorado Springs rose on foothills, climbing partway up an imposing ridgeline. The cool wind that plucked at my suit was crisp and filled with the light scent of autumn. I drew a deep, invigorating breath. I drew another, feeling alive in a way I’d never known. Cora hooked my elbow and guided me toward her rusty Peugeot. I recognized the car because I’d reaped a soul from one last week. In midair. It had blown through an Alpine guardrail to plummet off a cliff. The deceased had blamed the car for his demise, never mind the half-written text on his cell phone.
“Well, this is me,” Cora said, fishing keys from her purse. “Are we on for tonight?”
“To … night?”
“Yes, silly. Dinner? At Edelweiss? You never confirmed our plans, but I thought, you know, since you said you’d never tried schnitzel…”
“I have not tried schnitzel.” I spoke with finality, reveling in an easy truth.
She gave me a bemused smile and said, “Well then, that’s settled.” She opened her door, then paused as if waiting. Her brown eyes locked with mine and then, to my horror, she rocked forward and pecked me on the lips. Blood rushed to Cora’s cheeks, and she slid into her car. “See you at seven!” She waved and was gone. I stood there, dumbfounded for the second time.
She’d kissed me. I … I’d never been kissed. It felt odd, this mashing of body parts together, and left my lips feeling tingly. Perhaps it was the wind. Yes, that was it.
I gave myself a shake. No time for that now. Find Frank’s house; reverse the spell. Stay focused on what mattered before the Auditor found out and banished me to the Realm of Torments. Forever.






  
  Chapter 2
Six Minutes of Terror
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I’d reaped too many souls from crumpled wrecks to try driving myself. Best leave that to the experts. I headed for the nearest road to find a cab. Traffic flowed past in a noisy blur. Cars, trucks, busses. Six lanes of chaos that reeked of exhaust and precipitous urgency. I raised a hand, but nobody stopped. A chrome-laden motorcycle rumbled past, and its heavily bearded rider waved at me. 
Not helpful.
But my hand was up anyway. I waved back.
A cabbie finally saw me. A yellow sedan whipped across two lanes and rocked to a stop, tires scraping the curb. I carefully opened the car door as Cora had done. 
Success. I was getting the hang of this human thing.
“Where to, pal?” the cabbie asked. He had short sandy-colored hair and a lopsided smile that matched the identification card on the seatback. I automatically checked his soul through his cheerful gray eyes. Louis Faretti, thirty-six, death in seven years.
“The home of Frank Totmann, Louis,” I said, sliding inside. The cab smelled of industrial cleaners and artificial lemon with a whiff of vomit. The bench seats were cracked leather, and the carpeted floorboards were mottled with so many stains that I couldn’t identify their original color.
Louis hung one arm over the bench seat. “Got an address, bud?”
I blinked at him then rummaged through Frank’s pockets. Wallet, keys, cell phone. I dug into the wallet, found something with Frank’s picture and address, and read it aloud. Louis nodded and sped away, tires screeching. Horns blared as we wove violently through traffic.
Over the next six minutes of terror, I discovered why the cab smelled of vomit. I managed, barely, to keep my gorge down as Louis chatted.
“Whatcha do for a living?”
“For the living, nothing. The dead are my concern.” I clutched the door as we zoomed around a truck.
“Coroner? Huh. Never drove a coroner before.” He glanced in his rearview. A cardboard apple tree under the mirror danced to the erratic tune of his driving. “You’re looking kinda pale, bud. Rough day at the office? Someone send you a body that wasn’t quite dead yet?” He chuckled and slammed on the brakes as traffic stopped around us. I rocked forward and caught myself on his seat.
“Uh, yes,” I said, falling back as the cab shot forward and resumed weaving through traffic. “He stole something very valuable.” My scythe, my cowl, my very identity as Death. “Failure to retrieve it will have dire consequences.” Eternal torments. I shuddered.
Louis’s eyes went wide. “A real Lazarus story, but with a twist. Ain’t that wild? So, what, you gonna get fired?” I glowered at the back of Louis’s head. Lazarus was a fluke. Divine intervention which ruined my perfect record and nearly led to an audit. The motorcyclist I’d seen earlier honked and made a rude gesture as Louis cut him off. We passed into the ridgeline’s shadow and the temperature dropped.
“Worse,” I said. “I could face Judgment.” Judgment long delayed for my original sin. My mind shied away from that train of thought.
We screeched to a stop before a sad-looking house with cracked tan siding and brown grass. Loose gutters overflowed with leaves and peeling blue paint on the door revealed patches of red underneath. There was no garden, just a pair of low bushes bracketing the house’s corners and a single spindly cottonwood tree in the middle of the yard. Everything had a common theme of ‘unhealthy and dying.’ Horticulture and home maintenance clearly weren’t Frank’s strong suits.
“That’ll be twelve bucks even,” Louis said.
I blinked at him then remembered. Money. Humans used money for everything. I handed him Frank’s wallet.
Louis arched an eyebrow and retrieved some bills before handing it back. He passed me a card. “If you need a ride, give me a ring.” His head cocked to one side. “Never caught your name, friend.”
“Grim Reaper.” I fumbled at the door handle, which was different from the one outside the car.
Louis barked a laugh. “Man, your parents had a twisted sense of humor. No wonder you became a coroner.”
The door finally popped open, and I tumbled out.
“See ya, Grim!” Louis waved, and I slammed the door. As he sped off, I set my jaw and approached Frank’s house.
Getting inside proved challenging. Why was every door handle different? This one had a stupid little knob that wouldn’t turn.
Keys, right.
The door creaked open, releasing an overwhelming stench of old coffee and stale sweat. I stepped inside, and my eyes adjusted to the dim interior.
Frank’s cramped living room looked much like his office: cheap and cluttered. Clothes, dishes, and detritus littered every surface. A massive television dominated the righthand wall, looming over a stained brown couch and a coffee table piled high with pizza boxes, aluminum cans, and Heaven-knows what else. 
I wrinkled my nose. Why did humans cling to life so tenaciously when this was how they lived?
A hallway lay before me with two doors leading off it—bedrooms, I assumed—and opened into a kitchen at the back of the house. To my left, beyond an arched doorway, was a home office with an overburdened desk and a wall of bookshelves.
Something bumped my ankle, and I jumped.
A massive ball of white fluff meowed and rubbed against my leg. Frank’s cat. I chuckled at my apprehension.
“What’s your name, little one?” I knelt and fingered its pink collar. A purr vibrated my hand as I read its tag. Diana. Named for the Roman goddess of the hunt. How fitting.
Diana’s green-eyed gaze met mine, and her purr cut off abruptly. Her ears twitched back, and her eyes narrowed. She’d seen my soul.
The eyes are the windows of the soul. Cats have always been peeping toms, though they have no immortal souls of their own. Diana didn’t hiss but rather sniffed my hand as though confirming her suspicions.
“Yes, Diana. It is I, the Grim Reaper, terror of men’s souls. But I don’t scare you, do I? Your master trapped me in his body and ran off with my scythe and cowl. I don’t suppose you know where he keeps his spell books?”
Diana’s tail twitched, and she padded across the living room. I followed, curious.
Cats have always fascinated me. They have a species memory of being worshiped as gods. Of ancient times when demons and angels with delusions of grandeur used cats as their chosen vessels. Cat possession fell out of vogue among spirit-kind several thousand years ago, but cats as a species retained the skills imparted upon them by the spirits. They could see angels and demons, and they transited realms at will.
I doubt humans would be so quick to invite cats into their homes if they knew that little tidbit of information. That Fluffy wasn’t just hiding under the couch, but was visiting fiends in the Realm of Torments, looking for servants to show them proper obeisance.
Diana led me into the kitchen and sat, staring intently at a cupboard. I opened the door with a creak. A bag of kitty kibble flopped to the tile floor. I jumped back and tiny brown pebbles skittered in a fan around Diana, who’d placed herself perfectly to receive the brunt of the avalanche. Her tail twitched, and she settled in to eat. My eyes narrowed.
She’d set me up. Diana didn’t care about my existential crisis. She just wanted dinner.
I pursed my lips and left her to it. Where best to start my search? I doubted Frank kept his spell books in the kitchen, so I trudged back down the hall.
The living room revealed nothing of interest. Nor did the bedroom or Frank’s home office. Well, the office was interesting, just not in the way I’d hoped. The wall of bookshelves overflowed with occult and religious texts. I scanned the titles. Plenty about the afterlife and Yours Truly, but nothing ancient. No Sumerian soul spells, just an unhealthy fascination with death.
No surprise there.
I paused at a bulletin board tacked with thank you notes from lawyers and CPAs, gratitude for Frank helping their clients clear debt and acquire refunds. Odd. I wouldn’t have expected such helpful behavior from an auditor.
Back in the kitchen, I stepped around Diana and her feast and tried two doors in the corner. One led to an empty garage—I’d left Frank’s car at work—and the other opened to an unfinished stairwell. I descended into darkness.






  
  Chapter 3
Bone Dust
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Darkness engulfed me as I descended the creaky wooden staircase into the center of Frank’s unfinished basement. The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and I grimaced. Fear was irrational, a human response to dark spaces and the unknown terrors that lurked there. Regardless, my steps slowed. Stale, moist air greeted me, and wood creaked underfoot, echoing in the darkness. My heart quickened of its own accord. My hand brushed against a light switch. 
A bulb flickered on, revealing the logical result of Frank’s occult research. Painted archaic symbols covered the empty cement floor, each with unlit candles at intersection points. Summoning circles from different civilizations.
Bingo.
Nothing to fear here unless I was a summoned spirit. Among the circles, I recognized Babylonian, Greek, Chinese, Egyptian, and—ah-ha!—Sumerian. That one had intricately woven runes surrounding charred cement and feathery ash.
I circled the dank room, stepping around the summoning circles, examining each. It was a testament to mankind’s tenacity that every civilization devised methods of controlling spirits. Tucked under the open stairs was Frank’s workspace—a tattered recliner beside a rickety apothecary cabinet filled with papers, moldering books, and scrolls. Artifacts in labeled jars and little plastic baggies filled the apothecary cabinet’s little cubby holes.
I examined Frank’s prizes. Newt eyes, bat wings, spices, poisons, and more. Stickers decorated many with Rare Find!—Cordelia’s Apothecary Supply.
I arched an eyebrow. Cordelia? She was a tax auditor and an apothecary? Interesting.
I retrieved a rolled-up bundle of copy paper jammed between the legs of a stuffed crow. My breath caught. Pictures of ancient Sumerian tablets filled the top page with hand-written translations scrawled along the edges. The papers crinkled in my grip. This was it.
I drew a deep breath, smoothed out the papers, and read. I wasn’t limited by human language barriers, so translation wasn’t a problem.
The content was.
There was nothing here about swapping souls. It was a simple summoning spell.
I dropped into the recliner with a huff and read through again. Nothing. I scratched my jaw. Frank’s beard was soft under my fingertips. Everything about Frank seemed soft. Slovenly. Yet he’d been oddly methodical in his quest to swap our souls. His library upstairs attested to years of research. So where had he gotten the Sumerian spell?
I considered the summoning circles. Perhaps he’d summoned a demon and gotten the spell from them. I eyed the apothecary cabinet’s little cubby holes. The stuffed crow eyed me back.
Follow Frank’s steps. Summon a demon, then ask it about the spell. I nodded to myself, jumped up, and set to work.
Fifteen minutes later the Sumerian circle was set up with candles, cinnamon, and bone dust from a Sumerian priest—if the baggie label was to be believed. I turned off the light and stood at the circle’s edge. My grip tightened on Frank’s ceremonial dagger. I’d never performed a summoning spell before. What if I got it wrong?
Heavens, what if I got it right? Who would come? The Auditor? Beelzebub? Lucifer himself? No, not Lucifer. The Lord of Darkness was too powerful for a mere summoning, he’d send a minion. But who? The not-knowing gnawed at me.
I drew a deep breath and blew it out.
Indecision was only letting the candles burn down. Waiting wasn’t solving anything. I chanted the incantation seven times. A quick prick of a finger held over the circle, and then I snatched my hand back before the blood landed.
Good thing.
A bolt of red lightning arced up when my blood struck the cement. It bounced off the circle’s invisible walls, splitting and multiplying until an inferno of crackling red electricity connected cement to bare joists. My skin tingled and my hair stood on end before the entire light show condensed into a single bolt again. It struck the center of the circle with a hellish boom that rattled the stairs. Lava bubbled through the cement and from that rose a demon’s hideous form, clad in a wrinkled gray suit.
He stood only two feet tall.
I smiled, the knot in my chest easing somewhat. It was Alvin, recently promoted head of Bureaucratic Torments. Not a friend, really, but our paths had crossed. Horns poked through his thin, greasy comb-over, and his sharp red eyes glared at me. He pointed a clawed finger. His voice sounded like a strangled weasel.
“That’s it, Frank! I’m sending my cousin Brutus to make your life a living hell until the day … you … die! Then, when your soul finds its way to Hell, I’m gonna—”
“I am not Frank Totmann,” I said, and Alvin paused, his angry glower turning to confusion. He focused on my eyes then gasped.
“In the name of Lucifer,” he whispered, “he did it.” Alvin’s brows scrunched. “Oh, Grim. How you doing?”
Heat surged through my chest, and my breath came short and fast. “You … you knew?” I stepped forward, fists clenched, breaking the circle with a flash of red electricity. “You knew Frank Totmann’s plan and didn’t think to warn me? He stole my scythe! My power! My very identity!” My hand shot toward Alvin’s throat, but he leapt back.
“It wasn’t like that!” His hands flew up, warding me off as I stalked forward. “Frank’s daily summonings were annoying the crap out of me. I had to give him something, so I found a soul transfer spell he couldn’t use. The ingredients were impossible to acquire!” Alvin slid under the open stairs between the recliner and the apothecary cabinet.
“Impossible? Look at me! I’m stuck in a human body thanks to you!” I slapped the stairs as I ducked under them. Dust shook loose and the crack of my hand on the wood echoed off empty cement walls.
Alvin flinched and dodged back around the Egyptian circle. “The spell required the bones of a Sumerian priest!”
“You idiot!” I spun toward the apothecary, snatched a labeled baggie, and read it aloud. “Sumerian Priest Bone Dust.” I threw the bag at Alvin. It passed through his chest and slid across the floor. “That was a basic ingredient of his summoning circle!”
Alvin raised a finger to protest, but his words died unspoken. His finger lowered slowly. “Oh. Uh, sorry.”
My anger flared hot before draining away. I sat heavily on the stairs and dropped my head into my hands. “Me too. More than you could possibly imagine.” I drew a shuddering breath then looked up. “Was there a reversal on that Sumerian spell?”
“How should I know?” Alvin’s flippancy brought me to my feet, fists clenched again. He raised placating hands. “But I can check.”
I drew deep, calming breaths. Death was supposed to be emotionless. Impartial. The first time I got angry, really angry, had been over something stupid. An argument with the Auditor about sins and sacrifices. I’d been an angel then. So young. I tried to prove my point about innate human goodness, whispered a lie into Cain’s ear, and accidentally incited him to murder Abel.
Humanity’s first death. Their first murder. Heaven had still been reeling with the aftershocks of Lucifer’s betrayal and dropped me into Purgatory to await Judgment. To avoid eternal torment, I begged Gabriel for clemency. I could atone for my crime by easing mankind’s souls into the next world.
He bought it and I sidestepped Judgment, which really pissed off the Auditor. He’d been angling for the job.
Lucifer offered to forge my scythe when he heard what had happened and presented it to the Almighty for blessing; a peace offering between realms. They named it Grace. A blade to impart balance, to winnow souls with minimal fuss. “For by Grace you have been saved,” the Almighty had intoned with satisfaction. Lucifer had rolled his eyes and mumbled something about a coup de grâce as he shoved the scythe into my hands.
Thus was the Grim Reaper born. No longer an angel, not quite a demon, bound to serve both Heaven and Hell and beholden to neither. All because of my rash anger.
My pocket vibrated with a cheerful ring, and I jumped. I dug out Frank’s phone and read the message on the screen.
Cora: I’m at Edelweiss! You on your way?
Alvin stepped around to peer at the screen. “You old dog,” he said, turning corporeal and punching my shoulder. “One day as a human, and you’ve already got a date!”
I rose, shielding the phone from his view. “Frank had dinner plans before he died. Well, almost died. There is no need to maintain his schedule.” My stomach twitched and gurgled with unfamiliar pain.
Alvin looked at my belly, then the phone, and chuckled. “You’re human now, subject to four incessant needs.”
I raised an imperious eyebrow at the dirty-minded cretin. “Implying what?”
Alvin barked a laugh. “No, Grim, not sex. That’s necessary for species survival, not the individual. No, you’ll need an appalling amount of food, water, and sleep to keep that body functional.” He made a shooing gesture. “Go. Go on your date. I’ll see what I can find about reversing that spell.”
I nodded and said, “Thank you.” Perhaps Cora could provide insights into the spell as well. She had provided the ingredients.
Alvin retrieved the baggie of Sumerian Priest Bone Dust and then scuffed his clawed feet around the Sumerian summoning circle. White chalk, cinnamon, and bone dust smeared across the cement.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“I’m done being summoned.” Alvin finished destroying the circle and glanced around. He snatched the instructions from where I’d dropped them on Frank’s recliner. Papers and baggie disappeared inside Alvin’s rumpled suit jacket, creating a bulge. He nodded in satisfaction, gave me a double thumbs-up, and sank into the floor without the dramatic flair of his entrance.
“Wait!” I said. “You said humans have four incessant needs. Hunger, thirst, sleep, and…?”
Alvin’s descent paused at neck level, and his face split into a broad smile. “Pooping, my friend. What goes in must come out. A serious design flaw if you ask me. Good luck!” He waved cheerfully and disappeared.
My breath whooshed out, and I dropped back onto the stairs, making them groan. I often reaped souls from compromising positions, so I had a vague idea of what was coming, but I had never considered the mechanics of … defecation. My mind skittered around, refusing to focus. My gut rumbled, and I realized that I was, indeed, hungry.
Well, best get on with it. I retrieved Louis’s card.
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