
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Grim & The City

      A Grimlock Family Short Book Two

    

    




      
        Amanda M. Lee

      

    

    
      WinchesterShaw Publications

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Amanda M. Lee

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          1. One

        

        
          2. Two

        

        
          3. Three

        

        
          4. Four

        

        
          5. Five

        

        
          6. Six

        

        
          7. Seven

        

        
          8. Eight

        

        
          9. Nine

        

        
          10. Ten

        

      

      
        
          Mailing List

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Books by Amanda M. Lee

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            One

          

          Six months ago

        

      

    

    
      “Aisling and Griffin are fighting.”

      I dragged my eyes away from the interior design magazine I was flipping through and focused on my boyfriend. Jeremiah “Jerry” Collins was many things. He was loyal, handsome, enthusiastic and energetic. He was also dramatic, prone to fits of whimsy, gossipy – and my twin sister Aisling’s best friend. It was the latter that proved to be the most frustrating at times.

      “Maybe you should give them some privacy?” I suggested. Until two weeks ago, Aisling and Jerry lived together in the townhouse where I now boasted “co-lord of the manor” rights. They were co-dependent, loud and altogether annoying when they spent too much time together. All that changed when Aisling’s boyfriend, Griffin Taylor, surprised my sister by buying the townhouse next door and issuing a heartfelt plea for them to have their own space.

      That meant Aisling – a woman used to being doted on by her fussy roommate – had to grow up a little bit. I thought it would be good for her. In addition, it opened the way for Jerry and me to move in together. As much as I love my sister – and I do – living with her is all kinds of aggravating.

      I thought I was over living with her once we’d hit adulthood. Our father’s house – more of a mansion, really – didn’t force us to share bathrooms or live on top of one another. That didn’t mean the walls of Grimlock Manor didn’t close in at times. As one of five children – I’m Aidan Grimlock, the youngest boy – I’ve grown accustomed to noise and irritation. We’re all rambunctious and loud, and Aisling is the worst of the bunch. She’s the only girl. I think the noise level might have something to do with her ovaries. I’d never admit that to her, of course, but that doesn’t stop me from thinking it.

      “Why would I want to give them privacy, Aidan?” Jerry made an exaggerated face before pressing his nose against the sliding glass doors. Given the angle of his body, I doubted very much he could see anything going on in Griffin and Aisling’s backyard. That wouldn’t stop him from looking, of course. “Aisling might need me if things get out of hand. I can’t abandon my best friend in her hour of need.”

      I swallowed a sigh, although just barely. Approaching Jerry from a pragmatic standpoint is often a bad idea – he says he’s allergic to rationality – but I still attempted it from time to time. “How do you think things are going to get out of hand?”

      “I don’t know.” Jerry wrinkled his nose in a manner that suggested he was trying to be serious. Instead, he simply looked adorable. There was no way I was going to mention that when he clearly had something on his mind. “Maybe Griffin will get so angry that he’ll slap her around. Have you ever considered that?”

      I tilted my head to the side and stared hard. “Not for a second. Aisling would eat Griffin alive if he tried. Then the rest of my family would hunt him down and kill him. They would never find all the pieces of him when we were done.”

      “That doesn’t mean he wouldn’t try.”

      “It does,” I argued. “Griffin isn’t an idiot. He knows what would happen to him if he ever touched Aisling. Besides that, Griffin loves Aisling – although that fact has caused me to question his sanity from time to time – and he would never hurt her.”

      “I don’t know.” Jerry didn’t look convinced. “Aisling has a unique ability to make people crazy. She might push Griffin to do the unthinkable.”

      “She does have a unique ability,” I confirmed. “Don’t worry about her, though. She and Griffin are happy and fine.”

      The words were barely out of my mouth when I heard a loud exclamation from next door. “What was that?”

      “Aisling kicked over a potted plant,” Jerry replied. “Things are about to get all Real Housewives of Atlanta. Just you wait.”

      I had no idea what that meant, but given Jerry’s expression I figured it probably wasn’t good. I let loose a long-suffering sigh – whether it was for Aisling’s shenanigans or Jerry’s theatrics I couldn’t say – and dropped the magazine on the coffee table to join Jerry at the sliding glass doors. I wasn’t disappointed. I was barely there when a plastic flower sprinkler flew onto our back patio.

      “What was that?”

      “The woman who owned that place before Aisling and Griffin had terrible taste,” Jerry supplied. “Aisling is probably simply explaining that to Griffin. He, on the other hand, clearly isn’t taking her feelings into consideration. He’s threatening her with ugly backyard furniture if she doesn’t shape up.”

      I rubbed my forehead. “You can’t even hear what they’re saying. All you hear is raised muffled voices. They could be talking about the weather.”

      “My Bug is in trouble. I can feel it.”

      “Oh, geez.”

      Jerry fumbled with the lock and had it open before I realized he intended to insert himself in the argument. He was through the door before I could grab the back of his shirt, leaving me with nothing to do but follow.

      “Unhand her, you fiend!” Jerry bellowed.

      It was late fall and cold. I couldn’t stop myself from crossing my arms over my chest and rubbing myself to keep the blood flowing. “Jerry, I don’t think that’s really necessary.”

      “Why is he calling me a fiend?” Griffin asked, his eyes flicking to me. “Are things about to get dramatic?”

      “When don’t things in this family get dramatic?” I challenged.

      “Good point.” Griffin tilted his head to the side as he regarded Jerry. “What’s wrong, Jerry?”

      “You’re upsetting my best friend,” Jerry replied. “That’s what’s wrong.”

      Griffin, his mid-length brown hair rippling in the chilly wind, waved off Jerry’s concerns. “She’s fine. She’s not upset.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” Aisling argued, brushing her long black hair out of her face. It was highlighted with white streaks, giving her a bohemian and ethereal quality that most straight men found sexy and most gay men found stylish, and her cheeks were flushed with color thanks to the frigid air. “I’m totally upset, and I think it’s clear the world is about to end.”

      Did I mention that when Aisling and Jerry get together they can turn even the most mundane of conversations into potential Armageddon?

      “Oh, geez.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “What now?”

      “Griffin wants me to garden,” Aisling announced with an expression that told me things were about to get ugly.

      “Why is that an issue?”

      “Because that’s women’s work and I don’t feel that I should have to follow antiquated gender roles simply because I agreed to live with a man. Oh, and because I have a vagina.”

      Griffin made a face. “Don’t say the V-word. You know I hate it when you do that.”

      “Why do you think I say it?” Aisling’s eyes blazed. “I’m not going to suddenly turn into a 1950s housewife.”

      “I see.” I did see. My sister decided to pick a fight because she was bored and now we all must suffer. She didn’t care enough about gardening to muster outrage on a normal day. She must be bored. There was no other explanation. “If you don’t want to garden, don’t garden.”

      “That’s what I said,” Griffin supplied. “She apparently hears what she wants to hear and nothing else.”

      “You’re not going to like it when I pay you back for that statement,” Aisling warned.

      “Somehow I think I’ll survive.” Griffin had been romantically involved with my sister long enough to recognize her moods. I had to give him credit; he rarely backed down despite the fact that things could go easier on him if he did. I think he believed that if he let her win too often that the power center in their relationship would tilt forever, and Aisling was nothing if not a power-hungry zealot.

      “I won’t survive if I have to garden,” Aisling shot back. “I have no intention of digging in the dirt and planting flowers in pots … and watering them and weeding them … just because you’ve decided I’m a girl now that we’re living together.”

      “Oh, my … !” Griffin slapped his hand to his forehead, making me grin. Whenever I think back on my childhood and the headaches my sister doled out at every turn, I wonder what I did to deserve her ire. Now that she’s Griffin’s problem, I can’t help but wonder what he did to deserve her. It must be something bad.

      “Why don’t you want to garden, Bug?” Jerry asked, taking me by surprise with the question. “I’ve been considering it now that Aidan and I are living together. I think it sounds like a nice hobby. It’s something we could do together because our backyards are right next to each other. In fact, we’re going to the Home & Garden Expo at the trade center tomorrow and I’m going to see what kind of gardening stuff they have for sale. If you have time, you should go with us.”

      The Home & Garden Expo? That was news to me. “We’re going to an expo tomorrow?”

      “I’m talking to Aisling.” Jerry patted my arm. “She has relationship stuff that needs to be hashed out. We’ll deal with our own relationship stuff later.”

      That sounded like a terrible idea. “But … .”

      Jerry ignored me and turned his full attention on Aisling. “Why don’t you want to garden, Bug? It’s something we can do together. I’ll even pick out the perfect flowers for you. By the way, you don’t weed pots. That’s not a thing.”

      Aisling’s expression was blasé. “I don’t really care what you do with pots because I’m not going to use them. As for gardening … I think most men fancy that a woman’s thing and think it’s a good way to get rid of the ‘little woman’ while they watch baseball, eat brats and drink beer all summer. Well, I’m not that type of woman. I want to eat brats and drink beer. I don’t want to garden.”

      Instead of reacting with sympathy, Griffin and I accidentally snagged gazes and broke into raucous laughter at the same time.

      “It’s not funny,” Aisling snapped. “I’m not going to garden until my fingers fall off while you have fun without me.”

      “Oh, and people ask why I fell in love with you,” Griffin teased, tugging Aisling in for a hug as he chuckled. “Just out of curiosity, how many women in your father’s neighborhood actually do their own gardening?”

      Aisling balked. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Well, you act as if you’ve witnessed some terrible gardening catastrophes over the years,” Griffin pointed out. “It sounds like there was some sort of rich woman slavery extravaganza going on in your neighborhood in which women were forced outside to toil in the garden while men drank beer and belched. That’s the feeling I’m getting, anyway.”

      “That is not exactly what I said,” Aisling hedged.

      Griffin ignored her. “I believe the only people I’ve ever seen gardening in your father’s neighborhood are actual gardeners. As for us, I merely suggested that throwing the pots away was a waste and maybe we could plant some flowers to brighten up the patio. There are three pots, Aisling – two now that you’ve broken one – and I hardly think that means you’ll have to plunge yourself into gardening servitude to get things done.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing at Aisling’s murderous expression.

      “I’m not gardening,” Aisling said after a beat. “You can’t make me. I want to be part of the brats and beer squad.”

      “Then you can be part of that squad.” To prove his point, Griffin grabbed one of the remaining pots and tossed it away from the patio, smiling when it hit the ground and shattered. “Happy?”

      Aisling shrugged, her anger clearly dissipating. “Kind of. Now I’m in the mood for brats. Can we go to the Coney Island for dinner?”

      “I was just thinking the same thing.” Griffin slipped an arm over Aisling’s shoulders and offered up a half-wave to us by way of goodbye before lowering his mouth to her ear and whispering something. I had no doubt that it was a dirty suggestion given the expression on Aisling’s face, but I decided to pretend I didn’t grasp the intricacies of their relationship. She was an adult, after all, even though she was still my sister.

      “Well, that was disappointing,” Jerry said the moment Aisling and Griffin shut the sliding glass door and disappeared into their townhouse. “I thought she was going to come to her senses and run home.”

      The statement was enough to cause a twinge in my stomach. “Is that what you want?”

      “What do you mean?” Jerry’s expression was hard to read when he turned to me. “Is what what I want?”

      “Aisling to go home,” I replied. “I was under the impression that you and I share a home now and Aisling only visits – and daily, I might add – because she shares a home with Griffin. You don’t seem to feel the same way. You seem to think she still shares a home with you.”

      “Oh, don’t get all dramatic,” Jerry snapped. “I just meant that … um … .” He broke off, unsure how to proceed. Instead of helping him I merely cocked a challenging eyebrow. “Oh, don’t give me that look,” Jerry whined. “I want you and me to share a home. I’m thrilled that we do. It’s just … .”

      “You want Aisling in our home, too,” I finished, doing my best to tamp down my irritation.

      “Not exactly,” Jerry said. “It’s not that I want Aisling to share a home with us. I simply don’t want her to share a home with Griffin.”

      Hmm. That was a new admission. “And why not?”

      “He’s stealing her from me.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s not,” I argued. “He’s trying to build a life with her, just the same as we’re trying to build a life together. He has no interest in stealing her from you … mostly because we like it when you guys spend time together.”

      “You do?” Jerry brightened. “Have you talked about it?”

      “We have.” I touched Jerry’s elbow to prod him toward our open sliding glass door. I was chilled to the bone and ready for a beer of my own to chase away the cold. “We both agreed that we would never put limits on your time together.”

      “Because it’s what’s best for us?”

      “Because it’s what’s best for Griffin and me,” I corrected. “Believe it or not, Jerry, you and Aisling are a lot of work. Sometimes it’s fun to let you work on each other while Griffin and I relax.”

      Instead of being offended, Jerry grinned. “That doesn’t sound so bad, does it?”

      He’s always full of surprises, which is probably why I love him. He’s got a heart of gold. Sure, he vacillates wildly from dramatic to low key, but he’s never dull. “Not bad at all.” I slid the door shut. “Now tell me about this home expo we’re supposed to go to. I’m pretty sure you never mentioned it to me.”

      “I mentioned it.”

      “I don’t think you did.” A home expo sounded about as exciting to me as gardening did to Aisling. “I don’t understand why we have to go to a home expo.”

      “Because I want to spruce up the townhouse now that it belongs to you and me,” Jerry replied. “I want it to reflect our tastes.”

      I glanced around. “I think it does that now.”

      “Not really.”

      “But kind of.”

      “Not completely.”

      I could sense that Jerry was about to dig in his heels and I didn’t like it. “Jerry, I don’t see why we need to buy a bunch of stuff that we don’t need. The townhouse is fine the way it is.”

      “It’s very far from fine,” Jerry argued. “This townhouse was decorated with Aisling’s taste in mind.”

      “Who are you trying to kid?” I challenged. “Aisling didn’t have a say in how this place was decorated. It’s all you. Now that we’re living together, I’m fine with it being all you. Don’t worry about it.”

      Jerry scowled. “I want to go to the home expo.”

      “Well … I don’t. This could be an example of the art of compromise we’ve been talking about. We don’t have to do everything together even though we’re sharing the same roof.”

      Jerry narrowed his eyes. “So you’re not going to the home expo with me? Is that what you’re saying?”

      I sensed danger, but much like Griffin, I knew if I gave my partner too much power he’d take it and run. I might never be able to rein him back in if I didn’t maintain at least a modicum of control.

      “I’m not going.” I kept my voice firm. “If you want to go, that’s up to you. I have other things going on.”

      “I see.” Jerry’s tone was clipped. “If that’s your final decision … .”

      “It is.”

      “Then I think we’re at an impasse.” Jerry strolled toward the bedroom, his expression hard to read.

      “Are you going to turn this into a thing?” I asked, legitimately worried.

      “Of course not.”

      I didn’t believe him. “Jerry … .”

      “I’m not turning this into a thing,” Jerry sneered, pausing dramatically in the doorway that led to our bedroom. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a headache and a broken heart. I need to lie down for a little bit.”

      “Oh, geez.” I considered following him as he disappeared into the bedroom, but I knew that was exactly what he wanted and I refused to give in. “Fine. Be dramatic. I don’t care. I’m putting my foot down this time and sticking to it. I don’t care how much you whine and pout, it won’t change my mind. I mean it!”

      What? I’m not posturing. I totally don’t care. Really. Truly. Now, where is that beer?
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      I held firm. I was proud of myself. I didn’t give in and allow Jerry to have his way.

      Of course, that meant I slept on the couch and only woke when Jerry started slamming things around the kitchen the next morning. I remained in my spot, staring at the ceiling, and did my best to ignore Jerry’s ridiculous sighs and the whining he whipped out whenever he wanted to manipulate someone.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, pretended my stomach didn’t growl when the scent of fresh pancakes wafted through the air, and ground my molars to keep from screaming. I would not give in. I refused. I didn’t care how good the pancakes smelled. Jerry was a master cook, after all. He knew what he was doing, but I was above being bullied.

      It was a battle of wills, and for once, I intended to win.

      I kept my righteous indignation right where it belonged – on full display – and pressed my lips together as I stared at the wall. Jerry would have to come to me if he wanted to make up. I wouldn’t go to him, no way, no how. Nothing doing. Oh, geez! I could smell the blueberries he added to the pancakes. He was playing dirty.

      I managed to hold on out of sheer will. This was the one time having three brothers and one sister was a benefit. I knew all about mind games thanks to them … and they were absolute masters. Jerry would not win. I wouldn’t allow it.

      I jolted when the front door slammed, waiting for a moment to see if it was a trick and Jerry was simply trying to get me to move from the couch so he could attack the second I was on my feet. When I didn’t hear anything for a few minutes, I lifted my head and found the townhouse empty.

      Heaving out a relieved sigh, I tugged a hand through my black hair and patted myself on the back for holding strong. I’d done it. I’d won. By the time Jerry got back he’d be ready to apologize. I could last until then.

      I made my way into the kitchen, hopeful Jerry had left some pancakes behind as a peace offering. The refrigerator was empty save for things I’d have to cook myself, and the dishes were loaded into the dishwasher. Crap. Apparently cold cereal was the only item on the menu this morning.

      I barely finished exploring the kitchen when Griffin let himself into the townhouse. While he’d never technically lived here, Griffin shared the same roof with the three of us enough times that it felt as if he did. He didn’t bother to knock – not that I expected him to – and the look on his face when he caught me eating Fruity Pebbles was priceless.

      “No Jerry?”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Do you see Jerry?”

      Griffin made a sound like a feral cat. “Someone is crabby this morning. I guess Aisling was right.”

      “Right about what?”

      “She said you and Jerry were fighting. She said that coming over here looking for breakfast before my shift was a waste of time. I hate it when she’s right.”

      I snorted, genuinely amused. “Join the club. Jerry only made enough breakfast for himself this morning. Hence … .” I gestured toward the bowl of soggy cereal.

      “Well, it’s still better than what we have next door,” Griffin said, grabbing a bowl from the cupboard before sitting in the chair to my left. “I love your sister, but she’s a menace in the kitchen. She can’t even make cereal without burning it.”

      “I could’ve told you that. I took home economics with her and Jerry when we were in high school. Dad was called to the school after a minor fire and was told that Aisling should probably pick a different elective.”

      Griffin chuckled. “She’s kind of cute even if she can’t cook.”

      “And you’re so giddy I want to punch you,” I said. “Why are you in a good mood after your fight with Aisling yesterday?”

      “I wouldn’t really consider it a fight,” Griffin clarified. “It was more of a game. I don’t know if you know this, but your sister simply acts out to get attention sometimes. I think it’s a product of being the youngest child in a big family.”

      “I’m right there with her. We’re twins.”

      “Yes, but she’s the only girl and you guys often left her out of the boy things you did together,” Griffin explained. “That’s what the gardening thing was about. She could’ve simply said she didn’t want to garden and that I should dump the pots. Instead, she made a scene, so I had to bribe her with food and kisses.”

      “Oh, gross.” I didn’t bother to hide my eye roll. “That’s my sister. I don’t want to hear about you kissing her.”

      “You’ll live.” Griffin doused his cereal with milk. “Why aren’t you at work, by the way? Aisling had to leave early. She complained for twenty minutes straight about cruel and unusual business practices in the reaper world.”

      Oh, yeah, we’re grim reapers. Did I forget to mention it? Basically we ferry souls from their bodies to a transport system. It’s a family business thing. Grimlocks have been doing it for centuries.

      “I’m off today,” I supplied.

      “Why are you off, but Aisling has to work?”

      I made a face. “I know you like to take her side whenever possible because it makes you a hero in her eyes – and then you guys play filthy games that make me want to neuter you – but I’m actually getting the worse end of this deal. I have to work over the weekend, so I have today off.”

      “Why do you have to work the weekend? I thought a filler crew did that.”

      “I see Aisling has been spilling all the family secrets,” I groused. “I don’t think she’s supposed to do that.”

      “Are you going to tell on her?”

      “No.”

      “So what does it matter?”

      “I’m in a crappy mood and need to take it out on someone. You’re the only one handy. My boyfriend is ticked off and stormed out to go to a home expo. He’s trying to punish me. Hence, you have become target number one.”

      “Oh, well, that makes sense,” Griffin conceded. “Carry on.”

      “I have to work because the filler crew has a family wedding,” I supplied. “It doesn’t happen very often. I tried to get my father to force Aisling to work the weekend – she’s low woman on the seniority pole, after all – but he refused.”

      “Good.” Griffin didn’t bother to hide his relief. “She shouldn’t be out working jobs on her own.”

      “You’re only saying that because you like to play dirty weekend games with her.”

      “I won’t deny that’s fun, but I’m much more concerned with her safety. There are wraiths out there, and it’s bad enough during the week, even though I know you guys are only a phone call away to help her. She could be isolated on a weekend without you guys there for backup. I don’t like it.”

      As much as I hated to admit it, he had a point. “Which is why my father made the rest of us draw straws. I lost.”

      “Well, I’m sorry you’re missing out on the weekend, but it’s only one weekend.”

      “And that’s not why I’m upset,” I snapped. “I’m upset because Jerry wants to redecorate the townhouse and made plans for us to go to a home expo and I don’t want to do that. The townhouse is fine. There’s no sense in throwing away money. I don’t see why he has to turn into such a pain when this stuff comes up.”

      “I see.” Griffin’s tone was pragmatic, but I didn’t miss the twinkle in his eyes. “And did you tell Jerry your opinion on this subject?”

      “Why do you think I slept on the couch?”

      Griffin chuckled. “You guys will get over it. The new living arrangements are a trial for all of us. Jerry and Aisling have lived together for so long it’s as if they’re going through withdrawal or something.”

      “Yeah, Jerry mentioned wanting Aisling to wise up and come home after your fight yesterday.”

      Griffin stilled. “Aisling is home.”

      “That’s what I told him.”

      “Geez, those two are so annoying sometimes I just want to … .” Griffin mimed strangling an invisible person. “There are days I don’t even know how to deal with them.”

      “You’re the one who said they’d get over it quickly.”

      “And I still believe that.”

      “But?”

      “But they’re also going to be pains in the butt until they do,” Griffin replied, unruffled. “You’ve got to be strong and hold your ground. If we give in – either of us – we’re going to weaken our overall position. We have to be strong.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You didn’t sleep on the couch.”

      Griffin smiled. “No, I didn’t.”

      “Ugh. You’re a filthy pig.” I flicked his ear. “You’re right. We can’t let them bully us. It’s still hard when you’re the one forced to miss out on blueberry pancakes.”

      “Aw! He made blueberry pancakes?” Griffin was understandably disheartened. “Now I understand why you’re so bummed.”

      “Right?” I let loose a groan when my phone rang and I saw Aisling’s number on the screen. “It’s your girlfriend.”

      “Tell her I love her.”

      “Um … no.” I pressed the phone to my ear. “What do you want? I’m already feeding your boyfriend.”

      “Wow, what a lovely greeting,” Aisling drawled, her annoyance evident.

      “Fine. How are you, Aisling? Are you having a pip of a morning? I hope things are going smashing for you.”

      “Whatever.” I could practically see her eyes rolling over the phone. “So … I’m in a bit of a jam.”

      I sobered, my stomach twisting as possibilities – all of them dark – flooded my brain. “Are you in trouble? Is it wraiths? Are you hurt?”

      Griffin was instantly alert. My sister tended to end up on the ground – or sometimes in a hospital – while on the job. We all worried she’d get hurt so badly one day that she might never recover.

      “What’s wrong?” Griffin asked, all traces of mirth gone. “Where is she? I’ll get her if she can hang on for a few minutes.”

      “It’s not that,” Aisling sneered. “Tell him not to have a meltdown or anything. I’m perfectly fine.”

      “She says she’s fine, Griffin.” I flicked my eyes to him and found his expression to unreadable. “Why are you calling if you’re not in trouble?”

      “I didn’t say I wasn’t in trouble. I said I wasn’t in danger. There’s a difference.”

      “Okay, what’s wrong?”

      “My soul rabbited and I can’t find it because I’m in a crowd. There are so many people here I want to scream.”

      “How is that my problem?”

      “I just saw two rogue reapers searching the crowd.”

      Crap! That wasn’t good. “Give me twenty minutes to shower and I’ll be there. Wait … where are you?”

      “At the Oakland County Home & Garden Expo, if you can believe that.”

      Son of a … ! Of course she was at the home expo. That’s the type of day I was having, after all. “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Stay out of trouble.”

      “I always stay out of trouble.”

      “Do a better job than you usually do. I’m on my way.”

      

      IT TOOK ME FIVE minutes to talk Griffin down and assure him that Aisling wasn’t in danger of anything but losing a soul – and possibly gaining a look at my father’s temper if we didn’t find it. She was waiting for me at the entrance of the expo center when I arrived.

      “Your boyfriend is a total freak,” I announced. “He wanted to come with me to make sure you’re safe.”

      “Why was he with you in the first place?”

      “Breakfast.”

      “Of course.” Aisling rubbed the back of her neck. “Are you still fighting with Jerry?”

      “How do you even know about that?”

      “Jerry texted last night. He said you were being a tool bag.”

      “That’s not a thing.”

      “It is to him.”

      “Oh, whatever.” I’d been with her for exactly two minutes and already was at my limit. That’s what happens when you spend entirely too much time with your relatives. “He’s being a baby.”

      “I believe he thinks the same about you.”

      “Except I’m right.”

      Aisling blinked several times in rapid succession and I could practically see her mind working.

      “Remember that I’m here to help you,” I supplied. “You have no choice but to take my side if you don’t want me to turn around and abandon you to this job all by yourself. This is my day off.”

      Aisling heaved a sigh. “Fine. I’m sure you’re right.”

      “Oh, at least put a little effort into it if you’re going to lie. I am right.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “You didn’t mean it, though.”

      “You don’t know what I mean when I say things. I could totally be on your side.”

      “But you’re not.”

      “You’re like a really annoying little girl complaining because her shoes are too tight,” Aisling snapped. “Change your shoes. I have to be on Jerry’s side. He needs me.”

      “Whatever. I can’t even look at you right now.” I shifted my gaze to the busy expo center. The bustling main floor over Aisling’s shoulder looked packed. “Tell me what happened.”

      “I’m supposed to be collecting two souls while I’m here. The first is a little old dude who died in the bathroom without anyone noticing. Apparently his wife made him come here.”

      “I can see that being terrible enough to kill someone,” I deadpanned.

      Aisling ignored my tone. “I wore my ring so everyone else wouldn’t see me. I’m not a big fan of male bathrooms, by the way. They’re filthy.”

      “Yes, because that’s what we should be focusing on now.”

      “Shh. I’m talking.” Aisling pressed a finger to her lips. “I couldn’t very well talk the guy down because the ring doesn’t hide my voice. I tried to get my scepter out, but the stall was really narrow. The guy is spry for an old soul. He just sort of … booked.”

      “Okay, so we need to find your guy,” I noted. “What about the rogue reapers you saw?”

      “It’s that freak who used to work with Duke Fontaine back in the day,” Aisling replied, referring to a rogue she’d killed months ago. I knew she still felt guilt over the way he’d died – he was a human rather than a wraith, after all – but she did her best not to dwell on it, so I didn’t bring it up. “I think her name was Sheridan.”

      “Sheridan?” I racked my brain. “Tall blond with big … .” I held my hands in front of my chest to signify breasts.

      “That’s her.” Aisling bobbed her head. “She has another guy with her. He’s wearing a black leather motorcycle vest.”

      “And you think he’s a reaper, too?”

      “He’s dressed in a motorcycle vest at a home expo.”

      “Good point.” I looked around the crowd. “So they’re here to steal your soul?”

      “I have another soul to collect in a little bit,” Aisling clarified. “It’s a woman, although I haven’t looked at her file too closely because I was focused on the old dude first.”

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to refer to him as ‘the old dude.’ It’s kind of rude.”

      “So is your face.”

      “So is your mouth.”

      Aisling held up her hands to halt the potential argument before it could get out of hand. “You’re trying to bait me into an argument. We don’t have time. We need to figure out what the rogues are doing here, find my soul, collect the second soul and do all of it without killing the annoying people inside.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said. “There’s just one thing.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Jerry is in there, too.”

      Aisling’s expression was hard to read. “No. He had plans for the day. He told me.”

      “I know.”

      “He said he was going to do … something.”

      I snorted. “You don’t listen to him when he goes on and on about things either,” I accused. “You always pretend you do, but I know you don’t. He’s here. This is why we’re fighting. He wanted me to come to this thing with him.”

      Aisling cracked her neck. “I guess that means we need to hide from Jerry, too, huh.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, it can’t be that hard.” Aisling turned philosophical. “There are thousands of people in there. The building is crawling with guests. What are the odds that he’ll see us?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but snapped it shut before words formed. Jerry, a bright smile on his face, appeared behind Aisling and clapped his hands.

      “Oh, yay! You really do love me. Not only did you come, you brought your sister. It’s like an early Christmas gift. I love you both so much … and now it’s clear you love me. Oh, happy day!”

      Well, the best laid plans.
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      “Just be cool and let me handle this.”

      Whenever Aisling says things like that it makes my blood run cold and my manhood want to disappear into a turtle shell in case fists start flying. While I knew Jerry wouldn’t start punching if she screwed things up, there was a very real chance he’d let loose with the verbal equivalent of a punch if she said the wrong thing.

      Oh, and just a tip: Aisling almost always says the wrong thing. She can’t seem to help herself. It’s both annoying and amusing. I can’t explain it.

      “Handle what?” Jerry’s expression was hard to read.

      “We’re here for you.” Aisling delivered the short statement with bright eyes and an earnest smile. It was impressive. “We came because we wanted to see you.”

      “Is that true?” Jerry turned to me for confirmation. He was well aware of Aisling’s tendency to lie whenever the mood struck.

      “Of course it’s true.”

      Aisling and I learned together at a young age how to save ourselves. We’re quite adept when the situation calls for it.

      “Oh, well, I’m so happy!” Jerry clapped his hands as he surprised me with a hard hug. “Thank you for admitting you were wrong.”

      Wait … is that what just happened? I don’t remember it happening that way.

      “I’ll grab brochures for you guys and we can make some decisions about what we want to see. I’ll be right back.” Jerry’s eyes sparkled as he darted off, his joy palpable.

      “You’ll handle this?” I cocked a challenging eyebrow as I pinned Aisling with a disgusted look. “What is wrong with you?”

      Aisling didn’t bother to feign an apology. “You’re welcome.”

      “I’m not thankful for this.”

      “You should be.”

      “Oh, suck it.” I folded my arms over my chest, frustrated. “This is going to come back to bite me, and I don’t like it one little bit.”

      “I don’t see why you’re whining. Jerry is happy, and we now have a cover for what we have to do.”

      I blew a wet raspberry in her face, delighting in the way her eyes narrowed as she wiped the spit from her cheek. “Jerry is not an idiot. He’ll figure out that we’re up to something. When he does figure it out, he’ll melt down.”

      “I think you’re exaggerating. Jerry doesn’t melt down all willy-nilly or anything.”

      I love my boyfriend beyond reason. More importantly, I liked him as a friend before we started dating. The fact that Aisling could say Jerry wasn’t prone to meltdowns with a straight face was beyond dumbfounding. “He’s a drama llama.”

      Aisling snorted. “I don’t get that term. Jerry doesn’t look like a llama.”

      “No, but he’s beyond dramatic when he wants to be.”

      “I think you’re giving him a bad rap,” Aisling argued. “Sure, he has a certain … um … tone when he gets excitable. That doesn’t mean he’s dramatic.”

      “You always take his side.” I shook my head. “Always. Even when you know you’re spouting a bunch of nonsense, you always take his side. He does the same for you. It’s frustrating.”

      “Because you’re jealous?”

      The question caught me off guard. “Why would I be jealous?”

      “Because he’s my best friend and I know him better.”

      That was simply ludicrous. “You don’t know him better.”

      “I do, too.”

      “You do, not.”

      “I do, too.”

      “Do not.”

      “I do, too. Heck, I even saw him naked before you did.” Aisling’s expression was smug. “If that doesn’t indicate that I know him better, I don’t know what does.”

      I knew what she was trying to do, and it wouldn’t work on me. “It doesn’t count when you’re five and Mom forces you into the same bathtub because you got filthy while playing in the yard.”

      “Oh, it counts.”

      “Whatever.” I waved off her haughty countenance. “The fact remains that Jerry is going to figure out that we’re not here for the home expo pretty quickly. You have a runaway soul and another one to absorb in the near future. How do you think you’re going to fool him when it’s time to whip out your scepter?”

      Instead of throwing out some prissy response, Aisling chuckled. “Whip out my scepter? If I were a dude, that would almost be porn worthy.”

      She had a point, but I had no intention of encouraging her. “Jerry is going to find out.”

      “He won’t. Have a little faith. I know exactly what I’m doing.”

      That’s what I was afraid of. “When this blows up in your face, I’m going to laugh because you’ve got it coming. When this blows up in my face, I’m going to find you and rub your face in my armpit for an hour.”

      “Ah, the threat of brothers the world over,” Aisling deadpanned.

      “It’s a classic for a reason.” I leaned forward so we were eye to eye. “This is going to suck, and it’s all your fault.”

      Aisling smirked. “Have you been talking to Dad? That seems to be his lament these days.”

      “Just … figure out a way to find your soul without tipping off Jerry. Oh, and if you can think of a way to beat the rogue reapers without drawing attention, that would be great, too.”

      “Don’t demand the impossible or anything.”

      I had no sympathy for my sister despite the pouty look on her face. “This is your fault. I won’t forget it either. I put my foot down with Jerry and now he thinks I capitulated and he won. This won’t end well for me.”

      “It might.”

      “It won’t, and we both know it. Jerry thinks he has the power now.”

      To my surprise, Aisling’s expression softened. “He doesn’t really think that way. I mean … he wants what he wants when he wants it, of course, but he doesn’t want absolute power or anything. That’s not how he is.”

      I ran my tongue over my teeth as I regarded her. “I’m not saying he’s a megalomaniac or anything.”

      “I know. He won’t hold this against you, though. He just wanted you to be involved in planning your future. It’s the same thing Griffin wants from me. I’ve had to adjust my thinking because of it.

      “The truth is, we’re selfish in a lot of ways,” she continued. “We grew up spoiled, so we think our partners should continue spoiling us. We only want to do what we want to do and not compromise when someone wants to do something we’re not interested in.”

      Hmm. Aisling is even freakier when she’s serious. “And you’ve suddenly learned to compromise?”

      “No.” Aisling grinned as she shook her head. “I have learned that I need to keep trying for Griffin’s benefit. We are set in our ways. You much less than me, but you’re still bad on a lot of things.

      “You need to ask yourself why it was so important for Jerry to involve you in this,” she continued. “My guess is that it’s the same reason Griffin wanted me involved in picking out paint colors. He’s not trying to annoy you … no matter how much you might believe the opposite. He’s trying to build a home for both of you.”

      I balked. “I’m happy with the home we have. There’s nothing wrong with it. I’ve always been comfortable there. I simply don’t see the need to waste money on furniture and paintings when we could save up and spend it on a trip instead.”

      “You might want to mention that to him, although I wouldn’t use the word ‘waste.’ Entice him with the trip. Maybe put that hangdog expression on your face that you’re so good at. I get not being interested in interior design. We’ve never been that sort of people.”

      “Mostly because we thought Dad’s idea of interior design was overbearing,” I grumbled.

      “Pretty much,” Aisling confirmed. “That doesn’t change the fact that Jerry wants to decorate with you. All you have to do is compromise. Say that you love the big, ugly vase and think it would look divine in the living room … but only if you keep the couch you already have.”

      I was intrigued by her approach. “That’s interesting.”

      “And it works. I did it when we were picking out stuff for our townhouse. Griffin actually thinks I care about the mugs in the kitchen. I don’t care. They’re freaking mugs. He thinks I care, though. That’s the important thing.”

      “And he’s happy because he thinks you care?”

      Aisling smirked. “Have you ever seen him happier?”

      That was a very good question. “Okay, I’ll try it. But if this blows up in my face I’m totally blaming you.”

      “I would expect nothing less.”

      

      “WHAT DO YOU think of this settee?”

      Jerry was all smiles as he gestured toward an orange monstrosity that reminded me of pumpkin innards more than a couch.

      “Um … .”

      Aisling snagged my gaze behind Jerry’s back and the nod she gave me was obvious.

      “I think it’s interesting,” I replied after a beat. “It’s just … I really like this.” I strolled over to an odd-looking sculpture I saw Jerry eyeing a few minutes before. I had no idea what it was supposed to represent, but it was much easier to ignore than a gutted-looking pumpkin sofa. “The thing is, I don’t think it goes with the settee.”

      “I agree.” Aisling slipped closer to look at the sculpture, all the while constantly lifting her eyes to scan the crowd for her soul. “I think this sculpture is lovely.”

      “I like it a lot, too,” Jerry said. “I think I might like the settee more.”

      I scowled behind his back when he shifted to stare at the item in question, adopting his “thinking” face as he tapped his chin. The glare I lobbed in Aisling’s direction promised mayhem later.

      Aisling rolled her eyes, but stepped up to the plate. “Jerry, I’m going to be honest. I don’t think that couch is right for the space.”

      “It’s a settee,” Jerry corrected.

      “It looks like a big orange vagina,” Aisling shot back. “Do you see the way the back opens up in a fan that way? That’s not normal.”

      “I would assume an orange vagina is never normal,” I added. “Of course, I have no personal experience with a vagina, so I can’t say that’s completely true.”

      “It doesn’t look like a vagina,” Jerry protested.

      “It does,” Aisling argued. “In fact … sit down on it.”

      Jerry did as instructed and Aisling lifted her phone to snap a photo. When she was done, she emailed it to Jerry and ordered him to study it.

      “Imagine what people will think if they see you sitting on a huge orange vagina,” Aisling said, jerking her head to the right when something caught her attention.

      I followed her gaze, curious. It took me a moment to sort through the crowded aisle, but when I finally did I recognized the leather-clad couple scanning the expo floor. “Well, well, well,” I muttered.

      Aisling bobbed her chin. “I told you.”

      “I haven’t seen them around in a long time, not since long before Fontaine popped back up on our radar screen.” I risked a glance over my shoulder and found Jerry completely distracted by the orange settee. He stared at his image in the photograph and then back down, frowning as if he honestly thought there was a chance people might think he was sitting on a real orange vagina. “What do you remember about them?”

      “The first time I met Sheridan I was a teenager,” Aisling replied. “I was, like, fourteen, and I think she was about twenty. She was dating Fontaine. Dad was taking me for our monthly dinner when we ran into them.”

      Given the fact that there were five of us, Dad got it into his head at a certain point that we weren’t going to get enough specialized attention. To combat that, he set up monthly dinners with all of us so he could spend two hours with us one-on-one. The dinners were considered favorite activities for a long time, mostly because Dad spared no expense and we could pick whatever restaurant we desired. The practice stopped when my older brothers started picking strip clubs and Dad put his foot down.

      “That must have gone over well considering how much Dad hated Fontaine,” I noted.

      “Dad wasn’t happy, but I didn’t really understand what was going on. I was fourteen and thought I knew everything, but I really knew nothing. I just remember looking at Sheridan and thinking that she looked really cool in her leather pants. I wanted to buy a pair to wear to school the next day.”

      I snorted. “I’m sure that went over well with Dad.”

      “Yeah, I remember the look on his face when I told him I wanted leather pants to look like Sheridan. He told me that I was never allowed to wear leather pants and I was perfectly fine as I was.”

      “How did you respond to that?”

      “I suckered him into buying me a new watch instead, because I needed something to smooth my raw emotions from not getting the pants.”

      “Ugh.” I made a disgusted face. “You always know exactly how to manipulate Dad. It’s ridiculous.”

      Aisling shrugged. “He can’t help it. He goes to mush because I’m the only girl. If you expect me to ignore that fact, you’re crazy.”

      “Whatever. That’s hardly important.” I tilted my head to the side as I watched Sheridan and her partner pick their way through the expo. “I recognize the guy, too. I can’t quite remember from where. He’s been around a long time, though.”

      “Did you ever see him with Fontaine?” Aisling was understandably curious. Fontaine had a hand in our reunion with the mother we thought long dead. Aisling was convinced Fontaine died with more secrets than he had time to share. If she could find out what those secrets were, it would ease her mind … at least a bit.

      “I might have seen him with Fontaine,” I conceded after a beat. “I never paid as much attention to Fontaine as you did, so I can’t be sure. I knew Dad hated Fontaine, but he was never much of a concern to me. But I know I’ve seen that guy before.”

      Aisling thoughtfully scratched her cheek. “We need to get closer to them, perhaps even talk to them. I don’t think they’ve seen me yet. If they have, I didn’t notice. If we walk right up and challenge them they might be more apt to leave.”

      That sounded like an absolutely terrible idea. “Why would we go up and talk to them?”

      Aisling shrugged, noncommittal. “Why not?”

      “Because they might start throwing punches. That won’t go over well at a home expo.”

      “It might if we choose to take them on in front of that fireplace display.” Aisling pointed for emphasis. “They have a bunch of fireplace tools. Those things are heavy, which makes them good weapons.”

      I let loose with a “well, duh” look. “And when the cops are called to arrest us for assault?”

      Aisling shrugged. “I figure we’d tackle that problem when faced with it. This isn’t Griffin’s jurisdiction, so he can’t help us, but given the way they’re dressed we can probably pretend they threatened us and get away with it.”

      “That’s kind of stereotypical.”

      “Sheridan’s boobs are practically hanging out of that top,” Aisling argued.

      “And sexist,” I added.

      “I’m fine with that.” Aisling crossed her arms over her chest. “We can’t just ignore them. Do you have a better idea?”

      “Well … .” I hated being put on the spot. Now that Aisling made her feelings known I understood I either had to put up or shut up. Sadly, I had nothing to put up. I blew out a heavy sigh. “Fine. I’ll go with you. If we get in a fight I’m totally blaming you.”

      “You should have a shirt made up with that slogan. It seems to be your favorite these days.”

      “Whatever. Hold on.” I turned back to Jerry, a lie on the tip of my tongue. Jerry was so focused on the settee and the photograph he barely noticed me. “Aisling and I are going to look around. We won’t be gone long.”

      “Fine. Whatever.” Jerry waved me off. “I need to give this some serious thought. It could be a life-changing decision.”

      I managed not to roll my eyes, but just barely. “Okay, well … we’ll be right back.”

      “Don’t go anywhere,” Aisling added. “We want to be able to see you on the couch from various angles so we can all make an informed decision together. You know you look very different depending on the angle, so it’s important.”

      Hmm. I had to give her credit. That was an inspired way to keep Jerry in one place. “Nice one,” I muttered.

      Aisling was smug. “I thought so.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Jerry didn’t even look up. “Now that you’ve used the V-word, that’s all I can see when I look at this photo. I’ll be really angry if you’ve ruined this couch for me, Bug.”

      Aisling clearly wasn’t bothered by the threat. “Add it to your list of things you’re mad about and I’m sure you’ll forgive me eventually.”

      “You’d better hope that’s the case.”

      “I always do.” Aisling grabbed my arm and dragged me away. “Now, come on. I want to see what the rogues are up to. And I’m dying to talk to Sheridan again now that I’m an adult and way hotter than her.”

      “Oh, well, that sounds healthy.”

      “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”
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      Jerry was so caught up in whatever interior decorating fantasy running through his head he didn’t even bother to wave when Aisling and I stepped into the crowd. I kept close to Aisling out of habit more than worry. Even if she picked a fight with the rogue reapers – which she was likely to do – I doubted she’d be in physical danger due to the crowd.

      “Do you know which way they headed?”

      Aisling nodded and pointed. “That way.”

      “I think we should follow them a bit,” I suggested. “Maybe they sighted your soul. What’s his name again?”

      “Edgar Wedgins.”

      “Really?” I tried to hide my smile and failed. “That’s kind of a sad name, huh?”

      “I’m guessing he got a lot of wedgies in his day,” Aisling confirmed. “I still can’t believe I lost him.”

      “And I can’t believe you were in a public bathroom stall with an old dude. I believe that was one of the first things Mom and Dad warned you about when you were a kid.”

      “Don’t remind me of the talk.” Aisling made a disgusted face. “I’m pretty sure I’m still traumatized by that one. Dad brought it up again when I first started dating Griffin.”

      That was news to me. “Why?”

      “Because he said Griffin was exactly the sort of man he’d warned me about. Then he recited the list again just in case I was having too many nights without bad dreams.”

      I snorted. That sounded exactly like our father. Cormack Grimlock was nothing if not protective of his only daughter. Actually, in some ways – like dating and clothing choices – he was overprotective. In other ways – like allowing Aisling to get rough and tumble with us – he took a step back. At the time I didn’t realize that it was because he was worried about Aisling feeling separated from the pack. As an adult, I can recognize and respect what he did for her. As a child, I was often annoyed because we were never allowed to have anything purely for the boys even though Aisling often had special outings designed for her because she was a girl.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it. Dad likes Griffin now.”

      “Sometimes I think Dad likes Griffin more than me,” Aisling lamented. “I’m not sure how it happened, but … it did.”

      “That’s not true. Dad loves you.”

      “That doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to throttle me sometimes.”

      “Oh, heck, we all feel that way.” I grinned as Aisling lobbed me a dirty look. “Where did our friends go?”

      “That way.” Aisling pointed toward the hot tub seller’s gaudy display in the middle of the floor. “Sheridan is looking at a Jacuzzi. Her boyfriend is talking to someone, although I can’t make out exactly who.”

      “Maybe we should go over there for a better look.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      We cut across the floor, doing our best to avoid snapping at errant shoppers who didn’t watch where they were going, and closed the distance between us and the rogue reapers relatively quickly. Aisling’s attention was focused on Sheridan, so I gave her male companion a long look. It was only after staring for a few moments that I realized we knew the woman talking to him.

      Uh-oh. “Um, Aisling … .”

      “She’s still wearing leather pants.” Aisling made a clucking sound with her tongue. “I have to give her props for being brave enough to wear them given her age. She looks kind of cheap and tacky, though, don’t you think?”

      I forced myself to follow her gaze. “She’s only in her thirties. I think she looks hot.”

      “You don’t think she looks hot,” Aisling scoffed. “You’re gay. It’s impossible for you to think she looks hot.”

      “And you’re straight, yet you think she looks hot, or at least did when you were younger,” I argued. I wasn’t offended by the “you’re gay” sentiment. It was a recurring theme in our house. As open and accepting as they were, the Grimlocks often said boneheaded things. The key was to ignore rather than dwell on them. “I’m fully capable of looking at a woman and knowing if she’s hot.”

      “Fair enough.” Aisling wasn’t offended by my tone. “She’s still too old for those pants.”

      “Maybe you should tell her that.”

      “I’m considering it.”

      “Before you do, there’s something I need to tell you.” I wasn’t looking forward to the next bit. Aisling and I were close, claiming a special bond – it went along with being twins – and I knew exactly how she’d react when I pointed out who the male rogue was chatting up. “You’re not going to like it.”

      Aisling was instantly alert. She knew how to read my body language as well as I knew how to read hers. “Oh, I’m almost afraid to ask.”

      “I’m definitely afraid to tell you, but I don’t see where we have a choice.” I extended my index finger. “The dude is over there … and he’s not alone.”

      Aisling tracked my finger, her face remaining blank for a full ten seconds. I noted the exact moment when recognition registered on her face.

      “Son of a … !”

      “There it is.” I forced a smile for her benefit. “What are we going to do now?”

      I expected Aisling to take a deep breath and engage in some measured thinking. It wasn’t until after she started striding in the rogue’s direction that I realized it was a completely ridiculous assumption.

      “Crap!” I scampered after my sister, mentally preparing myself for a verbal smackdown of epic proportions. Aisling might not publicly engage in a physical fight if she could help it, but her ongoing war of words with Angelina Davenport was the stuff of legend. She wasn’t going to pass up a prime opportunity to clash with her arch nemesis. That’s Aisling’s term, not mine, by the way. Arch nemesis, I mean. Aisling doesn’t care that her hatred for Angelina sounds like the world’s worst comic book showdown ever. “Aisling, wait.”

      It was too late.

      “Hello, slutbag,” Aisling drawled as she popped up next to Angelina.

      Angelina’s eyes widened to comical proportions when she realized who had joined her little party. “Well, if it isn’t metropolitan Detroit’s answer to the question, ‘Who is responsible for the crabs outbreak,’” Angelina sneered.

      “That would’ve been better if I hadn’t used the same insult on you two weeks ago,” Aisling shot back. “I used syphilis instead of crabs because it’s funnier and has more potential for driving those infected insane.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Angelina sniffed as she slipped a strand of her long dark hair behind her ear. “I thought of that insult completely on my own.”

      “Yeah, and I thought of the plot to Wonder Woman before it hit the big screen,” Aisling drawled. “What are you doing here?”

      “What are you doing here?” Angelina challenged. “This is a professional expo. The only thing you’re a professional at is being a pain in the ass.”

      “That was a much better insult,” Aisling said. “As for why I’m here … .” She broke off, letting her eyes drift to the rogue reaper. “Who are you?”

      “This is Davis,” Angelina answered for the rogue, who eyed Aisling with something akin to contempt. “We just met. We’re both in the mood for hot tubs.”

      “Davis, huh?” Aisling flicked a look to me.

      I shook my head. The name meant nothing.

      “Well, Davis, I need to warn you that spending too much time with Angelina will have a negative effect on your brain cells,” Aisling supplied. “Of course, the fact that you stopped to talk to her at all has me questioning your intelligence.”

      “Oh, shut up, Aisling,” Angelina barked. “You don’t always have to be so rude.”

      Aisling smirked. “It’s like you don’t even know me.”

      I decided to take over the conversation before it devolved into screeched insults and hair pulling. If things got too far out of hand there was always the chance the cops would be called. It would hardly be the first time Aisling was arrested for getting into a slap fight with Angelina. My father kept cash on hand at the house specifically to pay bail.

      “So … Davis … um, how do you know Angelina?” As far as greetings go, it wasn’t my finest offering.

      Davis’ expression was hard to read as his eyes flicked between Aisling and me. All the members of my family – save for my recently rediscovered mother – boast black hair and purple eyes. It’s a striking combination. It’s also well known in reaping circles. If Davis had ever heard of the Grimlock family, it was possible he already knew who he was dealing with.

      “We met while looking at Jacuzzis,” Davis replied. “We were simply getting to know one another.”

      “At a home expo?” I cocked an eyebrow. “It seems to me that a home expo is where you go with a significant other to make plans for a new house or something.”

      “Is that why you’re here with your sister?” Angelina challenged.

      I bit back a nasty retort. “Jerry is here, too.”

      “Oh, good, Jerry the fairy,” Angelina muttered. “I haven’t seen him in forever. Where is he? I’d love to see him.”

      Aisling narrowed her eyes to dangerous slits. “You stay away from Jerry.”

      “Don’t worry.” Angelina offered up a dismissive wave. “I’m not trying to steal your fairy from you.”

      Angelina often used the word “fairy” to disparage Jerry and me. My family accepted me with open arms. We grew up in an affluent area, and the welcome wasn’t always warm outside of Grimlock Manor.

      “If you say that word again I’ll rip your fake hair out of your head,” Aisling warned.

      I put a hand on Aisling’s arm to still her. “Don’t bother. She’s not worth it.”

      “I know, but it often makes me feel better.” Aisling’s smile was evil. “I consider it my cardio for the week when I wrestle her to the ground and make her cry.”

      Davis raised his hand as he smirked. “If you’re tallying votes, I’m totally for a girl fight. If you could rip off each other’s shirts while you’re rolling around, that would be cool.”

      My temper flared. “Don’t talk that way about my sister.”

      “You can totally talk that way about Angelina,” Aisling interjected. “She’s a skank and she’s fine with it.”

      “Don’t make me smack you, Aisling,” Angelina hissed. “I’m at my limit.”

      “I’ve been at my limit with you since middle school,” Aisling shot back. “You’ll get over it.”

      I opened my mouth, hoping to say something to ease the situation, but I was interrupted when Sheridan picked that moment to join the fray. If I’d thought things would be tense before, I knew they were about to kick into overdrive now.

      “Well, well, well. What do we have here?” Sheridan didn’t as much as look at Angelina. Her focus was entirely on Aisling. “I believe I know you, right?”

      “Who are you?” Angelina was clearly puzzled. She recognized Sheridan and Davis were dressed alike and yet she hadn’t put two-and-two together yet. “Did you go to high school with us?”

      Aisling rolled her eyes. “She’s, like, twenty years older than us.”

      Sheridan was understandably offended. “I’m, like, six years older than you.”

      “You’re still too old for those pants.”

      “These pants are designer … and I look great in them.”

      For what must have been the first time … well, ever … Angelina decided to publicly agree with Aisling.

      “No, Aisling is right,” Angelina said. “You’re far too old for those pants. Plus, well, you have a saggy butt. You can only wear pants like that if you don’t have a saggy butt. I suggest a butt implant … but given your outfit, I’m guessing you don’t have the money.”

      I stilled, dumbfounded. The look on Sheridan’s face told me she was about to do Aisling’s dirty work for her and smack Angelina’s head against one of the Jacuzzis. Aisling clearly recognized the woman’s expression, too, because she smoothly stepped between Sheridan and Davis.

      “I don’t know about the saggy butt theory, but those pants are probably better suited for teenagers,” Aisling announced. “You’re getting close to slipping over to the geriatric side of the age line, so they’re not appropriate.”

      “Oh, geez.” I slapped my hand to my forehead. I was fine leaving Aisling to scrap it out with Angelina – mostly because I knew Angelina was no match for my sister’s wrath – but Sheridan was a good four inches taller. She also had at least thirty pounds of muscle on Aisling. It wouldn’t be a fair fight. “Don’t make things worse, Ais.”

      Aisling ignored me. “As for what you said earlier, you do know me. We’ve met before.”

      “You have?” Angelina obviously didn’t recognize the warning signals that should have been clamoring in her head. “Did she date one of your brothers or something? Wait … I bet it was Redmond. He’s never had good taste in women. I know it wasn’t Cillian, because he’s far too smart to date a woman in pants like that.”

      Angelina had briefly dated our brother Cillian – before she cheated on him and became even more hated than before, if that was even possible – so she had a soft spot for our most easygoing sibling. Aisling refused to let go of the fact that Angelina hurt Cillian, and that was the absolute worst thing to say given the animosity flying around.

      “None of my brothers would date her.” Aisling was dismissive. “We already had one close call with a skank. That’s you, in case you’re curious. We’ve all agreed that risking another run-in with walking herpes is a terrible idea.”

      “That did it!” Angelina launched herself at Aisling. My sister expected it and easily sidestepped her. Angelina grunted as she hit the ground, whining as she ruefully rubbed her elbow. “That hurt. I’m going to have you thrown out for that.”

      “For what?” Aisling scoffed. “I didn’t touch you. I have witnesses, and this place has cameras. Do what you want. It won’t help you be less of a skank, so keep that in mind.”

      “I hate you,” Angelina gritted out.

      “Right back at you.” Aisling’s smile was tight when she turned back to Sheridan. “As for you … we met when I was with my father one day. We were going out to dinner and ran into you while you were out with a friend.”

      “And who would that friend be?” Sheridan asked, her expression unreadable. I couldn’t tell if she didn’t know who she was dealing with or she was merely baiting the hook.

      “Duke Fontaine,” Aisling answered without hesitation.

      Sheridan jolted, and even though she tried to cover, it was clear she didn’t expect that answer. That’s when I knew she wasn’t playing a game and really couldn’t place Aisling.

      “Fontaine?” Davis leaned forward, intrigued. “How did you know Fontaine?”

      “We’ve had occasion to run into him from time to time,” I answered for Aisling, sensing danger. She’d killed Fontaine months before, and the word was out how it happened. That didn’t mean we were in the right company to garner accolades for the deed. Sure, Aisling was protecting herself – and me by extension – when it happened. Fontaine’s friends would hardly applaud us for our efforts, though. “We haven’t seen him in a long time.”

      Aisling cast me a curious look, the obvious question on her lips before she decided to do us both a service and change course. “Right. I don’t suppose Fontaine is with you?”

      Sheridan’s eyes narrowed. “He’s dead.”

      “Oh, total bummer.” Aisling delivered the line with a flat affect. “Well, we should probably be going.”

      “Oh, now you leave,” Angelina muttered, her lip curling into an unattractive sneer as she regained her footing. “Why couldn’t you do that ten minutes ago?”

      “Because then you’d be happy, and no one wants that,” I replied, snagging Aisling’s elbow. “As for you guys, it was great seeing you. Angelina … as you were.”

      “He means you can go back to being slutty,” Aisling volunteered.

      I shook my head as I dragged her away. “I didn’t mean that, but if that makes you happy, go for it.” With those words I gave Aisling a vicious tug and turned back in Jerry’s direction. There was no doubt Sheridan and Davis watched us go. I could feel their gazes lasering into my back as we departed.

      We were officially on their radar.
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      “What’s your damage?”

      Aisling’s eyes flashed with impatience as I maneuvered her to a spot out of Sheridan’s line of sight.

      “You’re my problem,” I fired back. “Were you going to engage in a war with them in the middle of a home expo?”

      Aisling shrugged, unbothered. “I was considering it.”

      “No offense, but Sheridan would’ve kicked your ass.”

      “Oh, puh-leez,” Aisling scoffed. “I’m way tougher. I grew up with four brothers and know how to fight.”

      I didn’t bother to hide my incredulity. “You grew up with four brothers who shoved your head in armpits and occasionally wrestled you to the floor and held you there until you cried. That’s vastly different than getting in an actual fight with a woman who has thirty pounds on you.”

      Aisling wasn’t about to be dissuaded. “I’ve almost died, like, five times in the past six months. I think I know what I’m doing.”

      “Oh, well, that’s a good argument for letting you make a complete ass of yourself.”

      “I thought so.” Aisling never backs down. I mean … never. Even when she knows she’s wrong, she almost always doubles down and digs in her heels until she either wears the other person down or they forget what the original argument was about. This clearly wasn’t going to be an exception.

      “They didn’t realize who we were,” I pointed out, shifting tactics. “That’s better for us.”

      Aisling didn’t look convinced. “And you think they’re just going to let it go now?”

      I held my hands palms out. “Why not?”

      “Because all they have to do is ask Angelina who we are and she’ll be more than willing to rat us out.”

      I stilled, realization washing over me. “Crap. I didn’t think about that.”

      “I believe that’s why I’m considered the great thinker in the family.”

      “You’re considered the great family pain in the ass,” I corrected. “We’re even having special business cards made up that say exactly that.”

      Aisling wrinkled her nose. “Really? I’d love business cards that say that.”

      “You would.” I rubbed the back of my neck as I considered our next move. “Sheridan and Fontaine were close at one time. Do you think she’ll want to avenge him?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Aren’t you afraid that she’ll come after you once she finds out who you are?”

      “I think part of her already knows who I am,” Aisling replied. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m famous in certain circles. In the reaper world – rogue or otherwise – I’m kind of a big deal.”

      Instead of laughing, which was my initial reaction, I scorched her with a dark look. “That’s nothing to be proud of.”

      “I think you’re looking at it wrong.”

      “And I think you’re on my last nerve.” It was time to get real … and fast. “We need to find your lost soul right now. We have to absorb it and then focus on your second charge. I’ll hang around and watch your back in case the rogues move on you, but we can’t wander around all afternoon.”

      Aisling balked. “I’m not afraid of them.”

      “That’s not why we can’t wander around. We have a certain someone else to think about when it comes to drawing attention to ourselves. Or have you forgotten about your best friend?”

      Aisling’s smile slipped as she glanced over her shoulder to make sure the rogues weren’t tracking us. It wasn’t so much that she’d forgotten about Jerry – I knew that much – but she was so caught up in the game she lost her head for a bit. “We can’t let the rogues near him.”

      “That’s not even our biggest problem.” I dragged a restless hand through my hair as I tamped down my frustration. “Our biggest problem is that Jerry will completely melt down if he figures out we’re here for work and not him.”

      Aisling’s reaction was simple. “Then we won’t let him find out.”

      “That’s easier said than done.”

      “Not really. Jerry is easily distracted. He wants to be the center of our worlds, so we’ll simply make him think this day is all about him and keep him on task. I’ve done it so many times with him I’ve lost count.”

      “What about the times you’ve failed?”

      Aisling shrugged. “I wished I was dead … or at least had noise-cancelling headphones. Listen, I’m not going to lie. Jerry won’t be happy if he finds out what we’re doing. But he’ll only find out if we screw up.”

      “Uh-huh.” I knew my sister well enough to recognize when she was blowing smoke. “What are the odds of us screwing up?”

      “I’m saying it’s two-to-one we do everything exactly right and he never finds out.”

      “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”

      “You. I’m already convinced.”

      I watched her for a long moment. “Fine.” I blew out a sigh. “I’m agreeing to this only because we don’t have a second option. If this blows up in our faces – and I’m sure it will – I’m going to not only blame you to save my hide with Jerry, I’m also tattling to make sure Dad punishes you.”

      Aisling’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a complete and total tool. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “I can live with that.”

      “Whatever.” Aisling rolled her neck until it cracked. “Okay, let’s go back to Jerry and touch base. After that, the first order of business is finding my missing soul.”

      “It can’t possibly be as hard as you’re making it out,” I offered. “He’s probably right around the corner and we simply don’t realize it. It will be easy to catch him. You wait.”

      “That would be a nice change of pace.”

      

      “YOU’RE RIGHT.” Jerry was morose when we returned to the orange settee. “It does look like a pumpkin-colored vagina. There’s no getting around it. I’m heartbroken.”

      “Oh, well, there will be other settees.” Aisling awkwardly patted his shoulder. “Jerry, have you considered that changing the furniture is the wrong way to go? You love the couch you already have – and it’s big enough for two people to get comfortable on, even when they’re both dudes – so it might be a mistake to replace the furniture.”

      That was something I’d been trying to relate to Jerry for weeks, so the fact that he looked interested when Aisling said the exact same words I’d been spouting was beyond frustrating.

      “What do you mean?” Jerry asked.

      “Well, you’ve already picked the absolute best furniture for the space,” Aisling offered. “You’ve always told me that you can’t improve on perfection.”

      “I never really considered that.” Jerry gave the settee another look. “So you think I should focus on decorations and ignore the furniture.”

      “I do.”

      “Hmm.” Jerry’s expression was contemplative until he finally broke into a wide smile and tugged Aisling in for a heartfelt hug. “That’s a great idea, Bug! I wish I would’ve thought of it myself. You’re a genius.”

      “I know. I’ve always been underappreciated in that department.” Aisling patted Jerry’s back as she shot me a smug smile.

      I wanted to smack her upside the head – or at least give her an atomic wedgie that caused her to cry – but she’d gotten me exactly what I wanted, so it hardly seemed the time to draw attention to ourselves. Still, I waited until Jerry was focused on a statue display to speak again.

      “You are a complete and total jerk. You know that, right?”

      Aisling was amused. “I think you’re exaggerating.”

      “Um … no.”

      “Either way, I got him to agree to keep the furniture. That’s what you wanted. That means you owe me.”

      “I’m here on my day off to help you,” I reminded her. “You owe me.”

      “I think we should call it a draw.”

      “And I think … .” I didn’t get a chance to finish, because Aisling’s attention sharpened as she focused on the rug display across the aisle. I was instantly alert. “What?”

      “My soul is over there watching us.”

      “Where?” I snapped my head in the direction she looked and earned a disdainful snort.

      “Way to fly under the radar.”

      “Oh, stuff it.” I focused on the frightened-looking man hiding behind a rack of rug samples. It was rather obvious that he was trying to avoid Aisling. It was also obvious that no one could see him, because he stood in the middle of the rack – as if he was floating there – and no one so much as looked in his direction. “How do you want to handle this?”

      “He’s watching me,” Aisling noted.

      “He is.”

      “Maybe I should keep his attention on me by moving really slowly and allowing him to think he’s winning.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then you sneak up behind and absorb him.”

      Of course she would think that was a good idea. “And what if I don’t want to do things that way? It is my day off, after all.”

      Aisling pursed her lips. “Did I tell you about the purple settee I saw over yonder?” She vaguely gestured. “It doesn’t look like a vagina and I think it would be great for your place. Jerry is really into purple these days.”

      I scowled, disgusted. “You’d shake down the pope if you thought it would get you what you want.”

      “I’ve never denied that.”

      I blew out a sigh, resigned. “Fine. You’d better hope I can do this without drawing attention. If Jerry finds out what we’re up to, he won’t take it well.”

      “Duly noted.” Aisling slapped her scepter into my hand and waited as I surreptitiously pocketed it. “Give him a few minutes to forget you were with me and then circle behind. I’ll keep his attention on me.”

      “I know how to do it.” I couldn’t hide my irritation. “I’m not new.”

      “Of course you’re not. You’re the best brother ever.” Aisling flashed a winning smile. I was sure the expression worked on Griffin – he always fell for her crap – but it wasn’t going to work on me.

      “You’re also going to owe me a day off from work … and I tend to collect.”

      Aisling’s smile turned upside down. “Fine. Be like that.”

      “Oh, I intend to. Let me get in position and then I’ll handle your screw-up. Just … don’t do anything crazy to make that guy bolt. We should be able to handle this with little to no fuss or muss.”

      Ah, famous last words. The Grimlocks never do anything that flies under the radar. That’s simply not how we roll.

      

      I GAVE AISLING A WIDE berth as I circled back to Jerry. I wanted her soul to see me talking to him and discard me as a threat.

      “What do you think of this?”

      Jerry was intent as he held up a statue that featured a naked man posing with a bow and arrow.

      I inadvertently cringed. “Is that supposed to be a naked archer or something?”

      “I believe he’s a cupid.”

      “That makes it worse.”

      Jerry balked. “I think it’s sweet. He’s supposed to signify our love.”

      “Oh, well … .” He was putting me in a very uncomfortable position. “Where exactly do you want to put that?”

      “I was thinking it should be in the middle of the coffee table. You know, so it’s the focal point of the room.”

      Good grief. That sounded absolutely terrible. “I’m not sure that he’s right for our space.”

      “Because you don’t want to celebrate our love?” Jerry challenged.

      Yup. I should’ve seen that coming. Aisling is a master manipulator, but she learned most of her moves from Jerry, and he’s still the king. “Of course I want to celebrate our love.”

      “So … what’s the problem?”

      I licked my lips as I spared a glance for the soul. He focused on Aisling as she made her way to the right, drawing his attention away from me. She’d worked it so she was turning him away from me. It would be easier for him to forget about me this way, which was definitely a good thing.

      “It’s not so much that I have a problem,” I hedged, turning my attention back to the ridiculous statue. “It’s just … he’s naked.”

      “So? Some of the best statues ever made are naked.”

      “I don’t disagree, but do we need a naked statue in our home?”

      “I think the better question is: How can we live without a naked statue?”

      Was that honestly a question? “Jerry … .” I broke off when I caught a hint of movement out of the corner of my eye. It was Sheridan. I recognized the bottle blond hair. She was moving toward Aisling’s soul. I was closer, but that wouldn’t last long.

      I made up my mind on the spot. “You know what? You keep looking at him and I’ll see if I can find something you’ll like better.”

      Jerry was dubious. “I don’t think I’m going to like anything better because he’s perfect. I mean … look how well-endowed he is. It’s almost as if the artist had me in mind when he sculpted the statue.”

      “Uh-huh.” I wouldn’t touch that statement with the sculpture’s ten-foot pole. “Just let me have a quick look around before you make your final decision. Can you handle that?”

      “I guess.” Jerry wasn’t thrilled with the option, but he remained focused on the statue as I took a step toward the soul.

      I had to be quick and efficient if I expected to steal the soul from Sheridan and keep Jerry in the dark at the same time. Thankfully, I knew exactly what I was going to do.

      Sheridan was acting cagey, repeatedly looking over her shoulder as if to make sure no one was watching, so I decided to be casual. I strode directly up to the rug rack on the other side of the soul and drew the scepter from my pocket in one fluid motion.

      I rested the scepter on the rack and pointed it at the soul, who was still watching Aisling with wide eyes and a sneer of disgust. I coughed to get his attention.

      The soul jolted, turning a set of wide eyes to me. He recognized me when it was far too late to stop what was about to happen.

      “I’m truly sorry about this,” I said. “Usually I try to be smoother, but we’re on a timetable and, even though you don’t believe it, things will be better for you if you go with me. So … it will be okay.”

      The soul opened his mouth to argue, but I didn’t give him the chance. That’s always where Aisling screws up. She talks to them. My father has warned her repeatedly about doing that, but she never listens.

      The soul was frozen in time as the scepter did its work, and within seconds the spot where he’d floated was empty. I shifted to my right and gave Aisling a mock salute to let her know the deed was done. When I turned to the left, I found Sheridan glowering at me. She’d witnessed the entire event, and she obviously wasn’t happy.

      I considered saying something, but snapped my mouth shut. Aisling would offer up a taunt because that’s her way. I knew better. We were in public and I didn’t want to cause a fight that could be easily overheard thanks to Jerry’s proximity.

      Instead of taunting her, I offered up a rueful smile for Sheridan before crossing the floor and rejoining Jerry. I could feel her eyes on me, but did my best to act calm and collected. Unfortunately, that feeling didn’t last long, because Jerry brought me crashing back to reality. “I bought him.”

      “You bought who?”

      “Him. I think I’m going to name him David, like the famous statue.”

      “What?” I widened my eyes when I realized the sales clerk was wrapping the statue. Jerry had bought him during my very brief absence. “I thought you were going to wait.”

      “I got bored.”

      “But … .”

      “He’ll be perfect.” Jerry’s eyes sparkled. “Absolutely perfect. I haven’t been this excited since we decided to move in together.”

      Oh, geez. How was I supposed to argue with that? “I’m glad you’re happy.” The words sounded hollow, but I managed to grit them out. “I can’t wait to see him in the townhouse.”

      “That makes two of us. I think we should have a party to introduce him to the rest of the family.”

      Won’t that be fun? Yeah, not so much. I could already see my father’s expression when the statue was introduced. “We’ll definitely discuss that.”
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      “What do you think? I’ve named him David and I’m considering having a party to introduce him to the family.”

      Aisling somehow managed to keep her face even when Jerry showed her the statue upon her return, but just barely. “Oh, well, he’s lovely.” Her eyes widened as she took in his rather impressive appendage. “He could do some real damage with that thing. It’s all fun and games until you poke somebody’s eye out.”

      Jerry made a clucking sound with his tongue. “That’s a normal-sized … you know.”

      Aisling snorted. “No way.”

      “Yes way.”

      “Uh-uh.”

      “You just haven’t seen enough of them to realize the truth,” Jerry argued. “That’s a normal-sized … you know. I’m sorry if you’ve been dealing with something different during your relationship with Griffin, but some people believe that size doesn’t matter.”

      The look on Aisling’s face was murderous. “Are you one of those people?”

      “Of course not. I’m hung like a … very attractive hammock.”

      “That makes no sense,” Aisling challenged.

      Jerry looked to me for help. “Will you tell her this is normal-sized.”

      I wanted to remain as far from this conversation as possible. It didn’t look as if that was going to be a possibility. “Jerry … .”

      “Don’t feed his ego,” Aisling snapped, cutting me off. “That thing is as big as the statue’s arm.”

      “That’s normal.” Jerry’s annoyance was obvious. “This guy looks exactly like me when I’m naked.”

      While Jerry was fit and waxed – he enjoyed weekly spa visits – he didn’t look anything like the statue. I had no idea why he insisted on pretending he did, but something else was clearly going on.

      “He looks like me, right?” Jerry’s gaze was probing when it locked with mine.

      I was in a tough spot, but I had no choice. “Of course it does. It could be your twin. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’d posed for the sculptor.”

      “See.” Jerry was haughty when he turned back to Aisling. “No one would know better than Aidan. He’s seen me naked more times than anyone else.”

      “I think I probably still hold that record,” Aisling argued. “I don’t care about retaining that title, though. There’s no way you look like that when you’re naked. I’m sorry.”

      “I think perhaps you’re losing your sight,” Jerry said blandly. “Maybe it’s time to consider glasses.”

      “And I think you’re losing your mind,” Aisling shot back. “Maybe it’s time to consider some Prozac.”

      “Okay. That will be enough of that.” I held up my hands as I stepped between them. The last thing I wanted to deal with was a showdown between my sister and boyfriend. Aisling and Jerry had been best friends since the first day of kindergarten, so I understood that their relationship sometimes took precedence over my relationship with Jerry. That didn’t mean we could withstand a loud and flamboyant fight given our predicament. “Go to your neutral corners.”

      Aisling scalded me with a look, but turned her back to me as she stared at a display shelf. Jerry looked huffy for a beat before plastering a bright smile on his face. “I think I need to get some of that statue cleanser before we go. I need to keep my second favorite guy sparkling now that he’s going home with us.”

      “Of course you do.”

      Jerry shoved the statue into my hand. “Watch him while I pick the cleanser.”

      “Oh, well … .”

      “He’s your roommate now, too,” Jerry added pointedly.

      “Fine. I’ll watch him.” I clutched the statue tighter as Jerry happily skipped toward the cleaning solution display, stopping long enough to glare at Aisling before shifting away. Aisling watched him go for a long time before sidling over to me.

      “What are you going to do with that thing?” she asked.

      “What do you mean? He’s apparently Jerry’s second favorite man now. I have to protect him with my life.”

      Aisling let loose a derisive snort. “He doesn’t like that statue.”

      “Were you part of the same conversation I was? He loves this thing.”

      “He doesn’t,” Aisling countered. “He bought it because he wants to punish you. There can be no other explanation.”

      I’d be lying if I said that thought hadn’t occurred to me – Jerry and I hadn’t really talked about the fact that I magically showed up at the home expo out of the blue – but it seemed too farfetched. Even for Jerry. Kind of. I was almost one-hundred percent positive.

      “Why do you think he’s trying to punish me?” I was honestly curious.

      “I know his moods better than you,” Aisling replied. “He’s holding something back. He’s this close from blowing. I can feel it.” She held her thumb and index finger less than an inch apart for emphasis. “Why is he mad at you?”

      “He’s not mad,” I hedged.

      Aisling tilted her head to the side, dubious. “He’s something.”

      “I already told you that he wanted me to come to this thing with him,” I reminded her.

      “You did, but I sense something else is going on.”

      “If there is, I have no idea what it is.” I slid the statue back in the bag, making sure to wrap him well before tucking him inside amongst Jerry’s other treasures. “You know, I should really blame you for this.” I had no idea what caused me to switch tactics, but my temper bubbled toward the surface and I couldn’t contain it.

      “Me?” Aisling’s eyebrows flew up her forehead. “How is this my fault?”

      “You made me come here.”

      “I needed help.”

      “You’re supposed to be able to do your job without help.”

      Aisling’s eyes narrowed. “And I’m supposed to be able to rely on my family when things go awry. Sorry I’m not perfect.”

      I knew she was manipulating me, yet I couldn’t stop myself from apologizing. “I’m sorry.” I held up my hands. “I shouldn’t have said that. It’s not fair.”

      “I didn’t do this on purpose.” Aisling lowered her voice as she flicked her gaze to Jerry. He remained caught up in his cleaning solution search. “I’m sorry if I ruined your day. I didn’t know who else to call.”

      “No, you did the right thing.” This time the guilt I felt was real. “If something were to happen and those two rogues were to jump you … it wouldn’t exactly be a good thing. Believe it or not, I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      “Is that because Dad would never let you live it down?”

      “Will you think less of me if I say yes?”

      Aisling’s chuckle was low and throaty, warming my heart. “I understand. I’m grateful for your help. Believe it or not, I want you and Jerry to live happily ever after. I want to help there, too.”

      “How did I get to a point where I have to take your advice on my relationship?” I grumbled.

      Aisling held her hands palms out and shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess.”

      “Yeah. That’s how I feel. Lucky. Speaking of that.” I dug in my pocket until I came up with her scepter and handed it back. “I felt a little bad about tricking the old guy the way we did. He looked surprised when I absorbed his soul.”

      “I don’t see where we had much choice.” Aisling’s expression was sour as we turned the conversation back to business. “Sheridan and Davis were tracking him. You should’ve seen the looks on their faces when they realized you had him and he was lost to them.”

      “Angry?”

      “Furious.”

      “They clearly know we’re reapers now,” I said, taking the opportunity to scan the area where I’d last seen Sheridan. She was gone, but I had my doubts she was far away. “Do you think they were here for the old guy alone or are they after your second charge, too?”

      “I have no idea, but I’m going to guess that we’re not lucky enough for them to turn tail and run,” Aisling replied. “I lost sight of them right after. I’m sure they’re not far. In fact, they’re most likely licking their wounds and regrouping.”

      “They could be making plans to try to steal your scepter, too,” I pointed out.

      “I hadn’t thought of that.” Aisling pursed her lips before sliding the scepter under her shirt and lodging it in her bra. “There.”

      “Just for the record, I don’t think that’s a safe place,” I said. “Davis looks to be the type to go fishing in there if he has to. Also, for all we know, Sheridan might roll that way, too.”

      Aisling’s eyes flashed. “It’s all I’ve got for the present time. Do you have a better idea? Oh, I know. Perhaps we could hide it in the bag. David’s unit is so large no one would notice if he suddenly sprouted a second … you know.”

      I scowled. “That thing is abnormally large. I don’t know what he’s thinking.”

      “Maybe it’s wish fulfillment.”

      I flicked my sister’s ear. “Don’t make me kick your ass in public. I don’t want to, but I will if it becomes necessary.”

      “I’m so scared.” Aisling rolled her eyes. “As of now, the scepter is safe. We have our first soul. The second isn’t set to expire for a bit. That gives us time to find Sheridan and Davis and figure out what they’re up to.”

      “And what if they’re up to no good?”

      “Then we’ll have to … .” Aisling broke off and mimed some elaborate kickboxing move that she’d clearly seen in a terrible movie.

      “You’re going to do some interpretive dance for them?” I asked dryly.

      “No, but I’m going to do some interpretive dance for you if you’re not careful. Just be forewarned, that David statue has a mate. It’s a naked woman, and her breasts are as big as David’s … you know. Do you want Jerry to get a little friend for his … well, little friend?”

      That was a frightening thought. “Don’t even think about it.” I extended a warning finger. “I’m only willing to put up with so much from you today. I will leave you high and dry.”

      “That’s a terrifying thought.” Aisling cracked her neck as she surveyed the crowd. “I don’t suppose you know where Sheridan went, do you?”

      That was a very good question. “No, but I doubt very much they left. They’re either hiding and regrouping or laying a trap.”

      “Which do you think?”

      “I don’t think either is good for us. In fact … .” I didn’t get a chance to finish my sentence because Sheridan picked that moment to swoop in at my side. She didn’t look happy.

      “Now I know where I remember you from.” Sheridan kept her eyes locked on Aisling as I scanned behind her, looking for a sign of Davis. He was nowhere to be found.

      “It took you long enough.” Aisling wasn’t one to panic, and she refused to show fear even though Sheridan’s appearance clearly surprised her. “How did you finally put it together?”

      “Well, your brother absorbed a soul with your scepter, so it wasn’t that hard.”

      “Hey,” I hissed, my voice low with warning. “Do you mind not saying things like that so loudly? People might hear us.”

      “And what?” Sheridan refused to back down. “Do you think they’ll call the cops? Do you think they’ll want to join in on the discussion? At worst they’ll think we’re crazy. At best they’ll simply ignore us.”

      “You still should try a little decorum,” I suggested. “There’s a reason we fly under the radar.”

      “I don’t believe in flying under the radar.”

      “Of course she doesn’t,” Aisling drawled. “Look at her pants. An old woman wearing leather pants is the exact opposite of flying under the radar.”

      “I’m not old!” Sheridan snapped, her voice dripping with venom.

      I’ve always said my sister can derange someone in five seconds flat. It’s a gift. There are times I think we helped create the monster she became because she was so spoiled, but it’s far too late now to take it back. Aisling is what she is, and she isn’t afraid to pick a public fight. Sheridan might be tougher and stronger, but Aisling would fight to the death to ensure she won.

      “You look old,” Aisling shot back.

      “Knock it off.” I kept my voice even as I slipped a hand in front of Aisling to keep her from launching herself at Sheridan. “This isn’t the time or place for this.”

      “Yes, girl, listen to your brother.” Sheridan’s tone was so haughty I thought Aisling would start foaming at the mouth.

      “You shouldn’t poke her,” I warned. “If you’re not careful I’ll let her off her leash. You won’t like what happens if I do.”

      Sheridan didn’t look worried. “I’m not afraid of her.”

      “You should be. She bites, pulls hair, kicks, punches people in the vagina and she has a boyfriend who is a cop, so she’ll call in a favor when you both get arrested. She probably will only have to post minimal bail while you rot away behind bars.”

      Sheridan wasn’t physically afraid of Aisling, but apparently something I’d said caused her to snap to attention and wipe the sneer off her face. “I have no intention of getting in a physical fight.”

      “That’s because you know I’ll kick your old ass,” Aisling taunted.

      “Knock it off,” I hissed, scorching Aisling with a warning look. “Why do you always have to make things worse?”

      Aisling shrugged. “Maybe that’s how I roll.”

      “Well, it’s annoying.”

      “It’s definitely annoying,” Sheridan agreed, her expression contemplative. “Because none of us want to cause a scene or get down and dirty, how about we compromise?”

      The suggestion caught me off guard. “What did you have in mind?”

      “You already collected one soul,” Sheridan replied. “You’re hanging around because another one is scheduled to drop in about an hour or so. Why don’t you leave that one for us and we’ll call it a draw?”

      My mouth dropped open. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, I’m deathly serious … pun intended.”

      “Well, we’re not going to do that,” Aisling said. “We’re here to collect two souls. We’re leaving with two souls.”

      “This compromise is better for both of us,” Sheridan argued. “No one will get hurt if you compromise.”

      “The soul will get hurt.”

      “How do you figure?” Sheridan challenged. “The person will already be dead. We’re not going to kill her.”

      “No, but you hope to deprive her of her afterlife,” I pointed out. “We’re not stupid. We know exactly what you rogues have been up to over the past few months. It used to be that you stole souls to sell to the highest bidder, and those souls were often witch doctors. Now the highest bidder is more often than not feeding wraiths.”

      Sheridan’s eyes flashed with something I couldn’t identify. It could’ve been surprise. It could’ve been merely recognition. Whatever it was, she shuttered it quickly. “What does it matter who buys the soul?”

      “Because the wraiths absorb the souls and rob them of their final resting place,” I replied. “It’s like a second death.”

      “Why do you care?”

      “It’s our job to care.”

      “Then you’re going about this job entirely wrong,” Sheridan supplied. “Think about the money, not what happens to the soul.”

      “Oh, you’ve got to let me punch her,” Aisling whined. “I’ll punch her in the boob instead of the vagina, but you’ve got to give me something here.”

      “Not yet,” I said. “But I’m not ruling it out.” I kept my eyes leveled on Sheridan. “We’re not going to sit back and let you steal a soul. That’s not part of our job description.”

      “I’ve heard you Grimlocks think a lot about yourselves,” Sheridan noted. “Everyone says you’re high and mighty, especially your father. Just because you’re here doesn’t mean we’re going to back down.”

      “Well, we’re already one up on you,” Aisling said. “Getting the second soul shouldn’t be hard because we’re better than you.”

      Sheridan scowled. “You tricked us the first go-around. We won’t fall for your shtick that easily a second time.”

      “Well, I look forward to finding out.” Aisling’s smile was evil. “We’re not simply going to sit back and let you steal the second soul.”

      “Definitely,” I agreed, letting my competitive spirit out to play. “We’ll take you down.”

      “I look forward to watching you try,” Sheridan sneered. “I guess the best reapers will win in the end.”

      “You’ve got that right.”

      I kept my arms crossed over my chest as I watched her go, waiting until she disappeared into the crowd to turn to Aisling. “They’re going to kick our asses.”

      “Way to be positive.” Aisling heaved out a sigh. “We’ll figure a way to win. We’ve got an hour, after all. How hard can it be?”

      “I guess that depends,” Jerry answered from behind us, causing us both to jolt. “How hard do you want it to be?”

      Aisling and I slapped our hands to our foreheads at the same time.

      “Crap!”
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      “Did you find your cleaning solution?”

      I decided that playing stupid was probably the smart way to go. There was no telling exactly how much Jerry had heard and there was still a chance we’d be able to talk our way out of this.

      “I did,” Jerry confirmed, his expression unreadable. “I’m considering rubbing myself with it.”

      “Ugh … why?”

      “Because I feel filthy thanks to all the lies!” Jerry’s voice hopped an octave, and I knew things were about to get dramatic.

      “You probably shouldn’t rub yourself in public,” Aisling offered. “You might get arrested or something. There are a lot of kids here even though it’s a school day. What’s up with that, by the way?”

      I didn’t know whether to throttle her or applaud. The fact that she could try to sway the conversation despite the expression on Jerry’s face was nothing short of dumbfounding.

      “What have you done?” Jerry barked.

      Crap. Crap. Crap. “I don’t know what you mean,” I hedged lamely.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I don’t.” Aisling’s voice was unnaturally bright. “I’m dying to find out, though. Aidan, what have you done to Jerry? You should know, whatever it is, I’m on his side, because he’s the best friend a girl could ever ask for.”

      I shot her a withering look. “I will take you down with me.”

      “That’s impossible.” Aisling refused to back down. “I’ve done nothing wrong. I’m simply here spending time with my best friend, who at times I think must surely be a saint for putting up with me.”

      There was no way Jerry would fall for that.

      “I am a saint,” Jerry sniffed, causing me to make a face at Aisling when he wasn’t looking. “Thank you for recognizing that.”

      “Sometimes when I look at you I almost see a halo over your head.” Aisling was solemn until Jerry turned to me, and then she made a triumphant expression behind my boyfriend’s back, quickly returning to her hangdog countenance when Jerry glanced at her a second time. “It’s a really shiny halo, Jerry. It looks great with your complexion.”

      Enough was enough. “You can’t possibly believe that malarkey,” I protested.

      “It’s not malarkey, and way to use a Dad word,” Aisling shot back. “It’s the truth. Jerry is a saint.”

      “And you’re the devil,” I hissed. “Jerry, this is all her fault. She’s the only reason I’m here.”

      “I see.” Jerry’s eyes turned cold and I realized my mistake. “So you’re not here because of me.”

      Oh, well, crud on a stick. “Of course I’m here for you. It’s just … .” I looked to Aisling for aid. “Are you going to help me here?”

      “I’m still debating.” Aisling’s lips twitched. “I like watching Jerry melt down on someone other than me. It’s funny.”

      “I don’t melt down,” Jerry snapped.

      Aisling and I snorted in unison.

      “I don’t,” Jerry pressed. “I am a very even and calm individual. Some people have even referred to me as ‘Zen.’”

      I couldn’t believe he had the balls to say that with a straight face. “Who has referred to you as Zen?”

      “No one you know.” Jerry averted his gaze. “It doesn’t matter now. You’ve both crushed my heart, my spirit, my very soul.”

      “Yeah, you’re not dramatic at all,” Aisling deadpanned. “I don’t know why we thought that.”

      Jerry rounded on her. “I don’t know how or why, but I’m starting to think this is your fault, Bug. Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

      Hmm. The conversational switch could definitely be to my benefit. “She called because she was here on a job,” I volunteered. The time for lying was over. Jerry was well aware of what we did for a living. “She lost a soul and she needed help.”

      “I see.” Jerry’s tone was clipped. “So there was no part of you that thought better about what you said to me last night?”

      I racked my brain. I knew why he was angry, but I didn’t say anything rude to set him off. “What did I say?”

      “If you don’t know … .”

      “Oh, Jerry, knock it off.” Aisling was done playing. “You’re being a pain in the butt and you know it. You say you’re Zen but you really get off on pretending we’re stuck in an episode of General Hospital.”

      “That is a vicious lie.”

      “Oh, whatever.” Aisling rolled her eyes. “I lost a charge and needed Aidan’s help to catch him. That’s why he’s here. He’s protecting me.”

      “Because you can’t catch a soul on your own?”

      “Well, no, that makes me sound incompetent.”

      “So you needed your brother because … ?” Jerry prodded.

      “Because … um … .” Aisling shifted from one foot to the other. “Do you want to help me out here, Aidan?”

      “Oh, no,” I replied dryly. “I think you’ve got things well in hand.”

      “I hate you sometimes.”

      “Right back at you.”

      “And I’m not happy with either of you,” Jerry said. “I want the full story and I want it now.”

      “Ugh, you’re so strict.” Aisling rolled her neck until it cracked. “Okay, here’s the deal. I was in the men’s bathroom to collect my soul because he expired on the toilet.”

      “The absolute worst way to go,” Jerry muttered.

      “I think a shark attack would be worse,” Aisling said.

      “I’m going with being burned alive,” I interjected.

      “Anyway, I was using my ring, and he died right on schedule so I didn’t think it would be a big deal,” Aisling continued with her story. “He was quicker than I expected. He seemed to realize right away he was dead and he totally rabbited.”

      “And you couldn’t catch an old ghost?” Jerry asked.

      “I couldn’t call out to him because I was in the men’s bathroom – oh, and invisible thanks to the ring – and he ran straight through the door,” Aisling replied. “I had to wait for someone else to open the door and sneak out. I lost precious time.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why you needed Aidan,” Jerry supplied. “I’m sure this has happened before. Why couldn’t you wander around the expo until you found him? It seems to me that would’ve been the easiest way to do things, especially because your brother has the day off and decided he wanted to spend it alone rather than with the man he supposedly loves.”

      And here we go. “I do love you, Jerry.” I hated the whine in my tone. “That’s not why I didn’t want to come here.”

      “Oh, we’ll get to that in a second,” Jerry said. “I’m talking to Aisling now.”

      “I can be done if you’d rather talk to Aidan,” Aisling offered. “I’m fine getting out of the crosshairs for a bit. Er, I mean, I’m fine standing with you and letting Aidan explain exactly why he didn’t love you enough to go to the home expo with you.”

      “Don’t make me choke you to death,” I warned, extending a finger.

      “I want to hear the rest of your story, Bug. I’ll get to Aidan.” Jerry was far too calm for me to be comfortable with his demeanor. He looked as if he was about to blow … and blow big. “Tell me what happened after the old guy ran. Were you too lazy to look for yourself?”

      Aisling balked. “Hey, I know you’re upset – and I don’t blame you – but let’s not take this to a personal level.”

      “It’s already personal,” Jerry sniffed. “You’ve both broken my heart.”

      “Oh, suck it up.” Aisling knew Jerry well enough to realize that if she fell victim to his emotional manipulation now she’d pay for it for weeks to come. “I had every intention of tracking down the soul myself, but then I saw a rogue reaper I remembered from when I was a kid and I got spooked.”

      For the first time since Aisling started telling her tale, Jerry looked interested in her answers. “Like Fontaine?” He remembered what happened when Fontaine attacked. Aisling’s reaction to killing him was enough to gut us all. “Was she a danger to you?”

      “I don’t know if ‘danger’ is the word I’d use.” Aisling chose her words carefully. “I did meet her when she was with Fontaine. I was only fourteen and with Dad when we ran into Fontaine and they got into a fight. I don’t remember the fight, but I do remember Sheridan.”

      “I see.” Jerry was grave. “So you called your brother to make sure you didn’t accidentally die at the hands of rogue reapers?”

      That was a huge jump, but Aisling immediately nodded. “Yes. I was afraid to die.”

      “I don’t blame you. You did the right thing.” Jerry offered Aisling an emotional hug and she grinned at me over his shoulder before her countenance turned solemn as they separated. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “I’m glad, too.” Aisling patted Jerry’s arm. “Now yell at Aidan.”

      I scowled, irritation for my only sister threatening to overwhelm me. “You know, you’re my least favorite family member most of the time. You know how Dad has daily favorites? Well, I have daily least favorites, and you’re always at the top of my list.”

      “Stop. You’re hurting my feelings,” Aisling drawled.

      “You suck.” I poked her side. Then, because it felt so good and her frown was so pronounced, I poked her harder. I was reaching back to poke her a third time, this one with some real zest, when Jerry caught my hand to stop me.

      “I would like to hear things from your point of view now,” he prodded.

      He said it in such a reasonable tone most people would have thought he was on the verge of making nice. I knew him better than most, though. Sadly, I didn’t know him as well as Aisling, and that would most likely always be a problem.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” I said after a beat. “I couldn’t leave Aisling to fight rogues on her own. Everyone else is working today. It only made sense for me to come. If you want to have a fit about it … .”

      “I don’t want to have a fit about it.” Jerry wrinkled his nose. “Why would you even think that?”

      “I think it’s because you look like you’re about to have a fit,” Aisling supplied, shrinking back when Jerry murdered her with the angriest look in his repertoire. “Or I could simply be talking to hear myself talk.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s the latter,” Jerry said. “You’ve had your chance to talk. I’ve forgiven you. I know it’s hard for you when you’re not the center of attention, but I’m focusing on Aidan now.”

      I wanted to crow at the indignant look on Aisling’s face, but I wisely kept my face impassive. “If you’re not angry about me being here because of Aisling, why are you angry?”

      “Because you didn’t want to come here in the first place.”

      “Hey, trust me, if I could be anywhere else right now, I would be,” I explained. “It’s not my fault that Aisling got stuck with the home expo. The fact that two people are dying here within two hours of each other should be an indication that this is the last place any of us should want to be. It’s clearly evil.”

      Jerry pursed his lips. “Because I want to be here?”

      “Oh, why do you have to take everything so personally? That’s not why. Granted, I have no idea why you’re so desperate to be here, but that’s not why I don’t want to be here.”

      “And why don’t you want to be here?” Jerry’s tone told me to tread carefully.

      I didn’t have much time to think, so I decided to take a page from Aisling’s playbook. “I don’t want to be here because I think our home is already perfect.”

      Aisling widened her eyes and flashed me a thumbs-up behind Jerry’s back, clearly encouraging me to keep on the path I’d chosen.

      “You wanted to come here to change things, but I happen to be happy,” I offered. “Are you saying you’re not happy?”

      The absolutely giddy look on Aisling’s face told me I’d picked the right way to go. I wasn’t a huge fan of manipulation – something Aisling and Jerry plotted at for hours each week – but it was close enough to the truth that I was comfortable giving Jerry a bit of a push.

      “Of course I’m happy,” Jerry shot back. “That doesn’t mean I don’t want to build a home for us.”

      “Are we living in a home that’s not geared toward us?”

      “When I decorated the townhouse it was with Aisling’s taste in mind,” Jerry argued.

      “Oh, it was not.” Aisling made a face. “I certainly didn’t want that painting in the hallway with all the naked dudes having an orgy.”

      Jerry made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “Those are angels.”

      “I’m pretty sure angels aren’t supposed to have orgies.”

      “They’re in heaven floating on clouds, you ninny,” Jerry snapped. “They’re not having an orgy. If you think that’s what they’re doing, we need to have a talk about your sexual expectations.”

      “Oh, can we please do that?” Aisling’s expression was full of faux hope. “Make sure Griffin is around when we do, okay?”

      Jerry ignored her sarcasm. “I decorated that townhouse for you and me. I want to decorate for Aidan and me now.”

      “Except Aidan doesn’t care,” Aisling argued. “He doesn’t want to waste money redecorating a townhouse he already loves when he’d rather spend it on a cruise for just the two of you.”

      Whatever he was expecting, that wasn’t it. When Jerry flicked his eyes to me they were full of love and warmth. “Really? You want to go on a cruise?”

      The shift caught me off guard, but I answered straightaway. “A cruise … or a Mexican vacation … or some beach getaway. I don’t want to waste money on decorations we don’t need or want when we could be planning adventures.”

      “Oh, that’s a great idea.” Jerry threw his arms around me and I awkwardly patted his back while Aisling did her “I won” dance behind him. I had to give her credit; she knew exactly how to motivate Jerry to get exactly what she wanted. Of course, the reverse was also true. He could do the same to her.

      “So … we’re okay?” I was leery when we separated, worried Jerry would decide he wanted to gut the townhouse anyway.

      “We’re perfectly okay,” Jerry enthused. “I love the idea of saving for a big vacation.”

      “See. All’s well that ends well.” Aisling beamed as she sucked in a steadying breath. “So … everyone is happy, right?”

      “We are.” Jerry bobbed his head. “I guess that means we can go now, huh?”

      “Oh, not yet.” I shook my head. “Aisling still has a soul to gather and the rogues are hanging around. I can’t leave until I know she’s set.”

      “Of course you can’t.” Jerry’s expression shifted from benevolent to plotting. “Do we need to come up with a plan to outwit these rogues?”

      “We need to come up with a plan to keep them away from Aisling’s second charge,” I corrected. “Speaking of that, Ais, who is your second charge?”

      “I should probably look that up, huh?” Aisling dug in her purse until she extracted her iPad. “Let’s see … um … her name is Meredith Weaver. She’s supposed to die near the main stage in exactly fifty-three minutes.”

      “Okay, let’s see if we can track her down,” I suggested, moving forward. “It won’t be easy. We’ll have to scope out the stage and see if we can find her face in the crowd.”

      “I can’t see another plan that will work,” Aisling agreed. “I … Jerry, are you coming?”

      I glanced over my shoulder and found Jerry rooted to his spot. Crud. It would be just my luck that he’d decide to backtrack and pick a fight. “Jerry, it won’t take us long. As soon as we’re done here we can start brainstorming ideas for our trip.”

      “I’m looking forward to that. Don’t worry.” Jerry waved off my concerns and focused on Aisling. “Did you say Meredith Weaver?”

      Aisling nodded. “Why? Do you know her?”

      “Of course. Everyone knows her.”

      “I don’t.” Aisling looked to me and I shook my head. “Aidan doesn’t either.”

      “She’s only the Martha Stewart of home expos,” Jerry said. “She’s the main draw here.”

      Realization registered on Aisling’s face even as reality weighed down my shoulders.

      “Of course she is,” I muttered, disbelief washing over me. “We couldn’t possibly have an easy task to finish up the day. Son of a … this is going to bite!”

      Aisling was blasé. “You can say that again.”
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      “So … what should we do?”

      Aisling looked as lost as I felt.

      “I’m not sure.” I scratched the back of my neck. “Maybe we should call Dad and get ideas from him.”

      The “well, duh” look Aisling whipped out was enough to cause me to shrink back.

      “What?”

      “We’re not calling Dad,” Aisling snapped. “Do you have any idea what will happen if we do?”

      “He’ll give us an idea for collecting a soul in the middle of a melee.”

      “Um, no. He’ll go on a diatribe about how I had to call you to come help me and then he’ll remind me that I’m supposed to be a full member of the team and shouldn’t need your help.”

      “I doubt he’ll say that given the presence of the rogues,” I argued.

      “No, they’ll set him off in a different way,” Aisling conceded. “You know how he feels about rogue reapers.”

      “Yes. He thinks they should be publicly flogged.”

      “I kind of wish we still had public floggings,” Jerry mused, his expression wistful. “I know it’s mean, but I also think it could be interesting.”

      I pressed the tip of my tongue against the top of my teeth. “Really?”

      “Just like you, I’m aghast at the public’s insistence on blood and torture as a form of entertainment, but sometimes I think it’s necessary,” Jerry argued.

      “I’m with Jerry. I would totally enjoy Angelina getting a public flogging.”

      Jerry extended a finger. “She would be a good prospect. Her and that guy from North Korea, you know the one with the unflattering bowl cut, right?”

      “Do you want him to be flogged because he kills people or has a bad haircut?” I asked.

      Jerry shrugged. “I’m open to the punishment for both crimes.”

      “We should definitely make a list later,” Aisling enthused. “But we need to focus on the here and now. What can you tell us about Meredith Weaver?”

      “What can’t I tell you?” Jerry visibly brightened. “She’s a domestic goddess. She has this thing where she makes wooden flowers that are prettier than the real thing … and they don’t die. We should totally spend our winter making wooden flower bundles, Bug.”

      Aisling looked as if that suggestion was akin to being the lobster in a thermidor recipe.

      “I think that’s a great idea, Ais.” I didn’t bother to hide my grin. “You don’t do nearly enough craft projects with Jerry. In fact, now that you’re not living together, I think you should have a weekly crafts night so you can bond.”

      Aisling narrowed her eyes until all I could see were flashes of glittering lavender. “Don’t even think about it.”

      I ignored her admonishment. “In fact, I’m willing to help,” I said. “I’ll talk to Griffin and we’ll have a weekly bar night – you know, so we can watch sports and stuff – and spend time together. I don’t think we’ve bonded nearly enough. That will free both of you up for crafts and you won’t have to worry about us being lost without you.”

      Jerry clapped his hands, delighted. “I think that’s a great idea. I’ll look into ordering the wooden flower supplies as soon as we get home.”

      Aisling’s expression was one degree from outright evil. “I will make you pay for this.”

      “I look forward to your efforts.” I wiped my sweaty palms on the seat of my jeans. Even though the room was huge, the air circulation didn’t seem to be optimal given the number of people inside. “Is it just me, or is this place getting more packed by the second?”

      “It’s because of Meredith Weaver,” Jerry supplied. “People want to see her.”

      “Why?” Aisling was honestly confused. “She makes wooden flower bouquets and suddenly she’s the queen of celebrities? That makes absolutely no sense.”

      “She’s also a fabulous cook,” Jerry said. “I got that recipe for the pumpkin pancakes you liked so much last week from her.”

      “Oh, well, I guess she’s not totally evil,” Aisling hedged. “Those pancakes were freaking good.”

      They were good. “Yeah, don’t lose that recipe. We’ll make the pancakes as an homage of sorts to Ms. Weaver when she passes into the great beyond.”

      Jerry’s mouth dropped open, as if he realized for the first time what was about to happen. “Oh, wait … .”

      Aisling and I sensed danger at the same time.

      “We can’t stop it, Jerry,” I warned. “It’s not possible. That’s not what we do.”

      “I know, but … .” Jerry broke off, wringing his hands. “She’s supposed to do a special on creating your own wax letter seals next week. I bought wax and everything. I’m going to create a Grimlock seal. Surely you guys can hold off until then.”

      “No, we can’t.” Aisling shook her head, firm. “We’re not in control of how or when she dies.”

      “You could be,” Jerry pressed.

      “No, we can’t.”

      “How does she die?” I asked, curious despite myself. Aisling handed over the iPad and I quickly scanned the file. “I guess she should’ve laid off the booze, huh?”

      Jerry was affronted. “She isn’t a drunk! I’ve watched her show. She only does one segment on mixed drinks once a month. That’s hardly a drunk.”

      “And yet her liver has been giving out for a long time,” I noted, paging down the file. “It seems she enjoys drinking a bit more in her private life than she lets on. She’s on the transplant list per the notes, but she keeps getting passed over because she refuses to stop drinking.”

      “It’s a sickness,” Jerry protested.

      “So is chlamydia and we’re not giving Angelina a pass on that,” Aisling said.

      “Ugh.” Jerry rubbed his hand over his forehead as he tapped his foot on the ground and turned his back to us. He was clearly in distress. I was just about to move closer, offer some sort of solace, when Aisling leaned her head against my shoulder and spoke so only I could hear.

      “Look at the fifth line,” she whispered.

      I did as instructed, my eyes going wide when I saw where Meredith’s soul would land. “Hell? Really?”

      I meant to say the words in a low voice, but Jerry obviously heard because his expression was dark when he swiveled to face me.

      “You take that back!”

      I licked my lips, debating the best way to proceed. “Jerry … .”

      “It’s too late now.” Aisling adopted a pragmatic tone. “He knows it’s something bad.”

      “Something I’m obviously not going to like.” Jerry folded his arms over his chest. “How can a woman like Meredith Weaver possibly be going to a bad place? She runs a program for needy children every Christmas. She’s an … angel.”

      “And yet she’s going to be stuck in Hell,” Aisling said. “Besides, according to our files, she embezzles money from that children’s fund and funnels it into booze, gigolos and laser procedures.”

      Jerry cocked a dubious eyebrow. “Laser procedures?”

      “She’s got a pornstache without them, dude.”

      “Well … that’s neither here nor there,” Jerry sniffed. “She’s a lovely woman and she has perfect hair.”

      “It’s a wig,” I said, nodding when Jerry flashed an incredulous look. “Under notable attributes, it says she wears a wig. It’s one of those with a latex lip that you hate so much.” That was a vicious lie, but I needed something to keep Jerry from boarding the Meredith Weaver Saint train.

      “Oh, well, I guess it’s her time.” Jerry flipped quickly. “We should probably head over to the main stage. I heard some of the workers say she’s got a dressing room back there. Maybe we can find a way in and talk to her. If we distract her long enough, she might die in the dressing room and make things easy on us.”

      I was dumbfounded. “Just like that?”

      “You know how I feel about wigs.”

      “Yeah, but … you weren’t upset about stealing from kids.”

      “I don’t like that either. The wig simply tipped her from saint to sinner.”

      “Okay. Fine.” I held up my hands in mock defeat and spared a glance for Aisling. “I blame you for all of this.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but by the end of the day I’ll have a sound reason.”

      Aisling clapped me on the back. “I look forward to hearing it. For now, we need to get a move on.”

      

      THE MAIN STAGE AREA was packed, and it was like trying to herd cats as we attempted to cut our way through.

      “Hey! No cutting.”

      I recognized the acerbic voice before I even glanced to my left and found Angelina staring. Thankfully she was alone. Apparently Davis wasn’t hanging around for his chance at the gonorrhea-infested prize. Wait … I think I’ve been spending too much time with Aisling. I can’t believe I actually thought that. Well, at least I wasn’t so far gone that I said it aloud … yet.

      “We’re not cutting,” I shot back, doing my best to remain calm when I felt Jerry move in at my right. He hated Angelina almost as much as Aisling did. He had good reason. Angelina made it her mission to torture both of them throughout school, and the wars got loud and bloody at times.

      “I was here first.” Angelina slammed her hip into mine, causing me to smack into Jerry. “Go to the back of the line.”

      “Go to the front of the hoochie train,” Aisling spat, sliding around me so she could be closer to her arch nemesis. “I believe they’re expecting you in the venereal disease car.”

      “I hear she’s expected to give a speech,” Jerry sneered.

      “One only the truly lonely and desperate want to listen to,” Aisling added.

      I sensed things spiraling out of control and felt helpless to stop it. “We’re not trying to cut in line. To be fair, there isn’t really a line.”

      “Yeah, why are all these people grouped around the stage like this?” Aisling asked. “Are the White Stripes about to play?”

      Angelina made an exaggerated face. “What is wrong with you? That’s the most ludicrous thing I’ve ever heard. Meredith Weaver is supposed to be here. Why else would we be grouping around like this? The White Stripes? P-shaw.”

      “Did you just actually say ‘p-shaw’ instead of making the sound?” Aisling challenged. “It’s not a word; it’s a sound.”

      “And you’re not a woman but an evil being,” Angelina shot back. “Not everything in life fits into a nice and neat category.”

      “That’s what the zookeeper told your mother when she tried to abandon you at the chimpanzee house when you were five,” Aisling said.

      “She didn’t try to abandon me there!” Angelina’s eyes filled with fire. “She accidentally lost me. She was drunk.”

      I wasn’t expecting that and wasn’t sure what to say. “Oh, well … .”

      Aisling snickered, genuinely amused. “I guess that explains your ass.”

      “What explains my ass?”

      “The fact that it’s so big … and red … and shiny.”

      “That’s a baboon, you moron.” Angelina rolled her eyes. “What are you guys even doing here if you don’t want to see Meredith Weaver? She’s a living legend.”

      “Not for long,” Jerry muttered under his breath.

      I shot him a warning look. “We’re just … looking around. We recently had a change in living conditions and everyone is keen to redecorate.”

      “You just said you didn’t want to decorate,” Jerry protested, shrinking back when his mind caught up with the expression on my face. “Oh, right. We’re here to redecorate.”

      Angelina was annoying, but she wasn’t slow. She figured out pretty quickly that we were up to something.

      “Fine. Keep your secrets. I don’t care what you guys do anyway.”

      “If only that could be the rule every day,” Aisling lamented. “Speaking of walking sores, what happened to your little friend?”

      Angelina furrowed her brow. “Who was talking about walking sores?”

      “Ignore Aisling’s sense of humor,” I instructed. “It seems to be on the fritz today. She’s asking about your good friend Davis.”

      “If you ask me, her sense of humor – much like her sense of style – is always on the fritz,” Angelina drawled. “As for Davis, he’s running some personal errands. We plan to meet up later.”

      “Really?” I was understandably dubious. “What about the woman he was with?”

      “Oh, that Sheridan woman?” Angelina shrugged. “I think they’re work partners or something. I asked if they were together, and Davis said they weren’t.”

      “And of course you believed him because you’re a complete and total slut and your burning loins wouldn’t possibly let you question his integrity,” Aisling said. “Have you ever considered getting a cat or something? I think you should take a break from men because you have absolutely tragic taste.”

      “You should talk,” Angelina fired back. “You spend more time with your brother and favorite fairy than you do with your own boyfriend. Where is he, by the way?”

      “If you call Jerry that again I will rip your hair out,” Aisling hissed, reaching her hand toward Angelina’s dark locks, as if to prove a point.

      “And as for Griffin, he has an actual job,” Jerry said. He was used to Angelina calling him names and he’d built up a tough shell to protect himself. Most of the time he didn’t need it because Aisling was far too ready to throw down … on both his and her behalf. I was glad for it today. “You wouldn’t know what it’s like to have a boyfriend who works, because men with jobs aren’t attracted to you.”

      I bit back a laugh as Angelina’s smile tipped down.

      “Oh, her boyfriend has a job,” Aisling countered. “Who do you think books appointments for her? She doesn’t call him her boyfriend, though. She lists him as ‘pimp’ on her business cards.”

      “That did it!” Angelina’s hand slashed out as she tried to grab Aisling’s hair, but my sister easily sidestepped her.

      “Ha, you’re as slow as you are disease-ridden,” Aisling taunted.

      “That’s enough of that,” I warned, shaking my head. “We’re not here to start a war. You need to schedule that for a day when we have more time.”

      “Fine.” Aisling never moved her eyes from Angelina’s face. “How is Friday for you?”

      “Perfect. I’ll meet you at Woody’s Bar and we can settle things then.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Oh, geez.” I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead. “I can’t believe this is still going on twenty-three years after it started.”

      “Believe it.” Aisling refused to feel guilty for carrying a grudge since kindergarten. “It won’t end until one of us is in our grave.”

      “That will be her,” Angelina said. “She’s going to mouth off to the wrong person and end up dead in some dingy alley.”

      “I believe you have me confused with you,” Aisling shot back. “Wait … does your pimp allow you to hang in alleys or is it just corners where you’re allowed to share your wares?”

      “Enough!” I held up my hands to cut off both of them before things devolved further, if that was even possible. “Do you remember which direction Davis headed off in, Angelina?”

      The question threw Angelina for a loop. “Why do you care? He’s not gay, and you’ve already got your … .” She was clearly about to say a word that started with an “F,” but the look on Aisling’s face caused her to back down. “You’ve already got Jerry,” Angelina finished lamely. “Why do you care?”

      “He’s an old business associate and we have a few things to discuss with him,” I replied.

      “Business associate?” Angelina’s expression was quizzical. “Oh, he doesn’t work with those freaky things that broke into your house, does he?”

      I’d almost forgotten that Angelina was at least somewhat aware of the family secret. “Not quite.”

      “Actually, we don’t know that,” Aisling clarified. “He could be feeding monsters.”

      She had a point. “Just … shop elsewhere when looking for a companion,” I suggested. “I’m not blowing smoke when I say he’s got nothing to offer you.”

      Angelina snorted. “As if I’m going to believe that. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I’ll do what I want to do.”

      “Or do whoever you want to do,” Aisling corrected.

      “I don’t like your tone, but that’s exactly how I feel,” Angelina sniffed. “Now … go on.” She made shooing motions with her hands. “I don’t want you around when Davis comes back. He said he’s as excited about seeing Meredith Weaver as I am.”

      “And that doesn’t ring a warning bell in your head?” Aisling challenged. “Good grief. You deserve what you get. Just tell us where he went and we’ll leave you alone.”

      “I don’t know where he went. He mentioned trying to get Meredith’s autograph and said he’d be back in a few minutes.”

      “And how long ago was that?” I asked.

      “About thirty minutes ago.”

      Aisling and I exchanged a weighted look.

      “Well, crap.” I exhaled heavily. “He’s probably already found her.”

      “Which means he’s entrenched wherever he’s at,” Aisling said. “We need to find her right now.”

      “Yup. We’re definitely almost out of time.”
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      Angelina didn’t bother to hide her interest when Aisling, Jerry and I moved toward the area behind the stage. My sister led the way, her eyes trained on the crowd. Most of the visitors weren’t wearing black leather, so Sheridan and Davis were bound to stand out … and yet we couldn’t immediately find them.

      The backstage area was roped off to discourage people from wandering back to Meredith Weaver’s private area, but that didn’t stop Aisling from climbing over the velvet deterrent as if it wasn’t even there. I opened my mouth to voice my concerns should security approach, but I snapped it shut before speaking. We had a limited amount of time to work with. We couldn’t afford to sit back and wait for the woman to come to us, especially because we had no idea where Sheridan and Davis were hiding.

      We were barely backstage when a harried-looking woman – she couldn’t have been more than twenty – widened her eyes upon seeing us. Her nametag read “Jessica” and she looked as if she was about to pass out.

      “You can’t be here.” Jessica hurried to us. “This is a private area.”

      “We’re supposed to be here,” Aisling lied smoothly. “In fact, we’re late. The crowd is bigger than we thought and it wasn’t easy to cut through.”

      “You’re supposed to be here?” Aisling’s calm demeanor left Jessica confused and she furrowed her brow. “I don’t … um … understand.”

      “We’re the undercover security unit with the expo center.” Aisling flashed a friendly but efficient smile. “We’re the ones who were specially hired to make sure that no one approached Ms. Weaver without her consent.”

      I had to hand it to my sister. She could lie like nobody’s business. She didn’t so much as shift her stance when Jessica looked her up and down.

      “You don’t look like security,” Jessica hedged.

      “We’re undercover security,” Aisling reminded her. “We’re supposed to look like members of the crowd so we don’t attract suspicion. Ms. Weaver’s safety is our primary concern. We need to be able to look, listen and act on the fly should someone present a danger.”

      “Oh.” Jessica remained reticent. “But I still don’t understand. Why would Ms. Weaver be in danger?”

      Aisling leaned forward and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Because of them.”

      “Them?”

      “The Ariana Stephenson fans,” I automatically answered, taking myself by surprise with my fortitude.

      Aisling cast me a quizzical look, the unsaid question hanging heavy. She had no idea who Ariana Stephenson was.

      “Ariana Stephenson is Ms. Weaver’s main rival. We were hired to make sure that her minions wouldn’t infiltrate the crowd,” I explained.

      “Minions?” Jessica cocked a dubious eyebrow.

      “Minions,” I confirmed solemnly. “There’s a plan afoot to disturb Ms. Weaver’s show.”

      Jerry caught on to what I was doing and fought a grin. “That’s true. Ms. Stephenson has been promoting silk flowers – in fact, she’s going to launch her own line, but you didn’t hear that from me – and she wants to make sure that Ms. Weaver’s wooden flower demonstration fails because she’s determined to launch her silk flower line with a bang.”

      “Really?” Jessica’s cheeks flushed with color. “I had no idea that was a thing.”

      “Believe it,” I supplied. “The expo center caught wind of a planned event in which Ms. Stephenson was going to plant people in the audience. The whole objective is to disrupt Ms. Weaver’s show and promote Ms. Stephenson. We’re here to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      “Of course you need to stop it.” Jessica’s voice rose. “I can’t believe anyone would be that cruel … and especially when Ms. Weaver isn’t on top of her game due to illness.”

      “She’s feeling poorly, huh?” Aisling made a clucking sound with her tongue. “That’s terrible. Perhaps we should talk to her before we go back to work the crowd.”

      “But … aren’t you supposed to be watching the crowd?” Jessica’s suspicious nature was back. “I mean … isn’t that the whole point?”

      “There’re more than just three of us,” Aisling replied. “We’re the elite team. We’re supposed to stick close to Ms. Weaver.”

      “Oh, well, that makes sense.” Jessica brightened considerably. “She’s this way. I’ll show you where she’s resting. You should be aware that she’s not feeling well. I tried to get her to cancel this appearance, but she refused. She says the show must go on and she’s a star.” Jessica’s expression was whimsical as she glanced to me. “Isn’t that the bravest thing you’ve ever heard?”

      “She’s a true champion,” I drawled. “I’ve never heard of anything braver.”

      Aisling shot me a “you’re full of crap” look behind Jessica’s back as the woman opened the dressing room door for us.

      “Try not to disturb her too much,” Jessica whispered. “The poor thing really is unwell.”

      “I swear that we’ll take good care of her.” I patted Jessica’s shoulder. “She’s our top priority.”

      “Definitely,” Aisling agreed. “We promise to take very good care of her.”

      “I know you will.” Jessica beamed. “I’m so glad you guys are here. I had no idea this was going to happen. Nobody ever tells me anything.”

      “Oh, but you’re very important to what’s about to happen.” Aisling adopted a faux sweet persona that I barely recognized. “We need you to watch the crowd. If you see anything suspicious, call us. It’s important that you watch. We need another fresh set of eyes.”

      Jessica saluted, and it wasn’t in a mocking way. “I’m on it. I won’t let you down.”

      “I know you won’t.” Aisling kept her smile in place until the young woman disappeared. “Okay, I have a new plan.”

      “Oh, the look on your face makes my innards quake with fear,” I muttered. “What do you think you’re about to do?”

      “Just watch and learn.” Aisling’s smile turned from innocent to evil. “I’ve got everything under control.”

      “Those are words I never want to hear coming from your mouth.”

      “I think it sounds neat,” Jerry argued. “I’m looking forward to seeing what she comes up with.”

      That made one of us.

      

      THE DRESSING ROOM was dark, the only light coming from a small lamp on the table with a scarf placed over the shade. On a couch pushed against the far wall, Meredith Weaver rested with her arm over her face. She looked sickly, which was to be expected.

      “I told you I didn’t want to be bothered, Jessica,” she rasped. “Can’t you listen to simple instructions?”

      I pursed my lips and looked to Aisling. This was her show.

      “Jessica is out completing a task we gave her,” Aisling volunteered, arching an eyebrow when Meredith jerked her head in my sister’s direction. “She’s busy.”

      “And who are you?”

      “Aisling Grimlock.”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised that Aisling volunteered her real name. She was never one to play games … unless she had a lot of time on her hands and Angelina in close proximity, that is. Still, according to the file, we had twenty minutes to burn. I had no idea what she had planned.

      “Is that name supposed to mean something to me?” Meredith adopted a challenging tone as she struggled to sit. After several seconds of grappling – and failing to garner enough strength – she let loose a long groan and fell back against the cushions.

      “Probably not.” Aisling was matter of fact. “Your name seems to mean a great deal in certain circles, though. You wouldn’t believe how many people are out there waiting to hear you speak.”

      “That’s what happens when you’re an important person.”

      “Yes, but you’re an important person who has done bad things,” Aisling noted.

      “Aisling.” I shot her a warning look. “Do you really think this is the best way to approach this?”

      “I don’t see where we have many options.” Aisling was pragmatic as she checked her watch. “We have a few minutes. We might as well use the time we have rather than sitting here like morons. Nobody wants that.”

      Jerry raised his hand. “I do. I have better questions than the ones you want to ask.”

      “You do?” I didn’t want to question my boyfriend, but I couldn’t stop myself from wondering. “What kinds of questions do you want to ask?”

      “Well, for starters, I want to know what kind of hot glue sticks you use and which ones are appropriate for wooden flowers,” Jerry said, grabbing a chair from the small dinette set in the corner and dragging it so he could sit next to the couch. “I also want to know what kind of twine is best, exactly how you tear apart books without ruining the pages and if there’s a proper wire when building bouquets.”

      “I’m sorry but … what?” Meredith was baffled.

      “He’s a big fan,” I supplied. “He’s got grand plans to focus on wooden flower bouquets all winter.”

      “Yes, we’re really looking forward to it,” Aisling deadpanned. “I know I am.”

      “I’m doing an entire show on wooden flowers in two weeks,” Meredith argued. “Watch the show.”

      “Yeah, but … I think you should tell me now,” Jerry said. “I don’t want to risk something happening that might stop me from seeing that show.”

      “What’s going to happen?”

      “Oh, well, nothing to you,” Jerry replied hurriedly. “Something might happen to me. I tend to be clumsy and stuff. I’d prefer listening to you impart your wisdom now.”

      “And yet I have no wisdom to give you right now,” Meredith shot back. “That’s not why I’m here today. I’m supposed to be talking about marrying furniture with a color scheme to create a soothing atmosphere. I’m not talking about wooden flowers.”

      “You’re not going to be talking about any of it,” Aisling muttered under her breath.

      “Excuse me?” Meredith managed to lace her words with a bit of strength … and a whole lot of disdain. “Do you have something you want to say?”

      “So many things,” Aisling replied, refusing to back down. “You couldn’t possibly understand how many things I want to say to you.”

      “Well, I’m all ears.”

      “Great.” Aisling drew out her iPad and sat on the arm of the couch. I sensed trouble, but Aisling was too far along to care how badly she was about to screw things up. “For starters, what’s the deal with your childhood dog? It says here you got it for Christmas when you were twelve, played with it for a day and then conveniently lost it in the woods.

      “Now, I don’t want you to worry because the dog found a good home,” she continued. “That was after it cried and went hungry for two days, but a lovely couple found the dog and raised it. It lived to be sixteen – no thanks to you – but that’s the first thing on this list that kind of makes me want to punch you.”

      Whatever response Meredith was expecting, that wasn’t it. “I … um … what?”

      “Who abandons a dog?” Jerry was scandalized. “Only a jerk would do anything of the sort.”

      “Oh, she has a laundry list of crimes against animals here,” Aisling said. “The Christmas dog was only the first. There’s also the Persian cat she just had to have and dumped on a maid when she grew tired of it, threatening the maid that she would fire her if she didn’t take the cat. There’s another dog that she bought and then locked outside the house in an attempt to get it to run away. Her former assistant took that dog.”

      “I knew it!” Meredith hissed. “She said it was a coincidence her new dog looked like that hellion I bought, but I knew she stole it.”

      “She didn’t steal it,” Aisling said. “She saved it. She should’ve reported you to every animal welfare group in the state. You’re not the sort of person who should be allowed to have a pet.”

      “I am an excellent pet owner,” Meredith argued.

      “You’re … something,” Aisling said. “Pets aren’t your only problem, though. I think one of my favorite parts of your file is when you locked your mother in a nursing home – one that didn’t allow her phone privileges – and told the staff she had Alzheimer’s and dementia.

      “In truth, she knew you were embezzling from your own company and you didn’t want her telling anyone,” she continued. “By the way, don’t be surprised if someone places an anonymous call on that one tomorrow. You won’t care because you’ll be busy, but that’s just heinous.”

      “Your own mother?” Jerry was horrified. “How could you?”

      “She’s well taken care of,” Meredith snapped. “How do you even know that?”

      “We have our ways,” I said. The more Aisling talked, the more disgusted I felt. While I’m not keen on making a charge’s final moments difficult, Meredith Weaver clearly had it coming. “Perhaps you should’ve spent more time being a good person rather than a wooden flower expert, huh?”

      “Hey,” Jerry admonished, shaking his head. “Don’t hate on the flowers. Just because the woman is evil doesn’t mean everything she touched is bad.”

      “I’m sorry.” I held up my hands in a placating manner. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      Jerry’s lips curved. “You’re forgiven, especially if we can start tossing around trip ideas this weekend.”

      His excitement thrilled me. He’d completely abandoned the idea of redecorating the townhouse and was totally on board with the extravagant trip idea. That made me happy. “We should pick up some brochures from the travel agency.”

      “I think that’s a great idea!” Jerry’s eyes sparkled. “We can plan various trips, maybe go to an island for one and visit a cruise ship for another.”

      “Now that sounds like a plan.”

      “Not to encourage you, but I heard of an island called Moonstone Bay when I was researching other stuff last week, and I think it sounds interesting,” Aisling interjected. “It’s supposed to have a really cool lighthouse and a bunch of tiki bars.”

      “Who doesn’t love a tiki bar?” I grinned at Aisling as Meredith made a disgusted sound in the back of her throat.

      “Um … not that I don’t love listening to you making plans – which I don’t – but what are you even doing here?” Meredith barked. “This is a private dressing room. That means it’s for me and me only.”

      Aisling narrowed her eyes as she swiveled. “We haven’t forgotten about you. I’m sure you wish we had because … well, you’re horrible. You’re still our main cause of interest for the next … um … seven minutes.” Aisling smiled brightly as she lowered her wrist.

      “Seven minutes?” For the first time since we entered the room, Meredith looked uneasy. “What happens in seven minutes?”

      “Your life changes,” Aisling replied.

      “Do you really think you should tell her that?” I asked, nervous.

      “This is part of that plan I was telling you about,” Aisling explained. “I’m going to finish reviewing her file and then, when we’re done, it will be time to collect her soul and call it a day.”

      “My soul?” Meredith wrinkled her nose.

      I ignored the woman’s confusion. “I thought it was supposed to happen on the stage.”

      “It is, but it’s like twenty seconds after she gets up there,” Aisling said. “I was thinking it made more sense to simply delay her by a minute or two so we can do this in private.”

      Realization dawned. “And, if we keep her in here, that means Davis and Sheridan won’t have a chance to ambush her in the hallway.”

      Aisling flashed a thumbs-up. “You’re smarter than you look.”

      “And you’re more annoying than you realize,” I shot back.

      “Hey! Focus on me!” Meredith attempted to snap her fingers but no sound emerged. She stared at her fingertips, which were an unsettling yellow color, and cleared her throat. “You said something about collecting my soul.”

      “I did,” Aisling agreed cheerfully. “That’s why we’re here. We’re reapers … and you’re about to die.”

      “Aisling, that’s definitely not something you should tell her,” I complained. “She’ll freak out. We try to keep the souls from freaking out. You know that.”

      Aisling shrugged, unbothered. “She deserves it. She’s a complete and total jerk.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. “I know, but … .”

      Meredith slapped at Aisling to shove her away from the couch. “You’re saying you’re here because I’m going to die?”

      I saw no reason to lie. It was too late. “Yes.”

      “Well, I’m not going down without a fight,” Meredith snapped. “I’m on the transplant list. We’re going to bribe the board so I can get on the top. I’m not ready to die.”

      “And yet you are going to die,” I said. “You have only a few minutes left.”

      “No.” Meredith clawed at Aisling’s face as she tried to stand. Her legs were shaky, but she managed to lurch toward the door. “It’s not my time. It’s not. I won’t let it be!”

      “You don’t get to decide that,” Aisling said. “That’s one thing that’s out of your control. And, unfortunately for you, given the way you lived your life, the next stop on the soul train isn’t going to be a good one.”

      Meredith was aghast. “What’s that mean?”

      “I think you know.”

      I was about to expound on her future – and how hot it was bound to be – but a clicking noise drew my attention and I turned to find someone testing the dressing room door handle.

      “Who is that?” Jerry asked, alarmed.

      “I locked the door when we came in,” Aisling said. “That’s either Jessica or Sheridan.”

      Neither was good for us. “So what do we do now?”

      Aisling smirked. “What we do best.”

      “Scream?” Jerry asked.

      “Improvise,” I answered. “We only need another four minutes.”

      “Four minutes?” Meredith screeched. “I will not stand for it! I demand you get out of here.”

      “No.” Aisling was blasé. “See who’s at the door. If it’s Sheridan, we need to hold her off. If it’s Jessica, just pretend we’re not in here. She doesn’t worry me.”

      “You got it.” I strode toward the door, my mind busy. Things were bad, but they were about to get worse. I didn’t think it was possible until Meredith let loose a blood-curdling scream … and the attempt on the door handle doubled.

      “Well, crap,” I muttered. “This is about to suck.”

      “Welcome to my world,” Aisling said, slapping her hand over Meredith’s mouth and dragging her back to the couch. “Dad is going to be so ticked when he hears this story.”

      She wasn’t wrong.
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      I strode to the door and looked through the peephole, pursing my lips when I registered Sheridan’s elongated face on the other side. She didn’t look happy.

      “It’s Sheridan.” I double-checked the locks before turning back to Aisling. “She’s going to be ticked when she realizes what’s going on.”

      “I have no doubt.” Aisling struggled with Meredith, wrestling her down on the couch as the panicking home expo guru made a series of disturbing keening sounds. She was fading fast, so they weren’t quite wails, but they were hardly comforting noises. “Jerry, put your hand over her mouth.”

      Jerry was appalled. “I will do no such thing.”

      Aisling adopted her most reasonable tone. “Jerry, she’s a terrible person. She was mean to dogs.”

      “It’s not that. I don’t want to get her germs all over me. You know how I feel about people getting spit on me.”

      “Ugh.” Aisling slapped her own hand over Meredith’s mouth and sat on the woman, using a maneuver she perfected as a teenager when fighting off me and our other siblings. “You need to stop being such a pain in the butt, Jerry. Germs won’t kill you.”

      “That shows what you know,” Jerry sniffed. “I’ve seen The Walking Dead. Germs led to the zombie apocalypse.”

      I leaned my head to the side, pressing my back to the door in case Sheridan tried to break it down as I considered the statement. “They never said how the zombie apocalypse happened on The Walking Dead.”

      “They did so. It’s germs.”

      “They did not.”

      “They did so.”

      “Aisling!” I fixed my sister with a pointed look. “Did they say how it started on The Walking Dead?”

      “I believe … .” Aisling broke off, using her free hand to tap her bottom lip as Meredith struggled beneath her.

      “Tell the truth and no games,” I ordered. “I gave up my one day off this week to help you. I almost got in a fight with my boyfriend because of it.”

      “We did get in a fight,” Jerry corrected. “We’re going to get in another one if you don’t agree with me about The Walking Dead.”

      I was beyond frustrated. “Jerry, I am not going to agree with you just to agree with you. That’s not how a relationship works.”

      Jerry didn’t bother to hide his surprise. “Excuse me? I think I know how a relationship works.”

      “I will sue you if you don’t get off me right now,” Meredith announced as she managed to move her head away from Aisling’s hands. “I’ll have you arrested, locked up and executed in the electric chair. I’ll sue you out of spite, too.”

      Aisling rolled her eyes. “Michigan doesn’t have capital punishment.”

      “You’re making that up.”

      “I’m not.” Aisling glanced at her watch. “You have two minutes. If I were you, I’d start repenting.”

      Meredith ceased fighting. “Will that save me?”

      “No.”

      “Will that get me a ticket to a better place?”

      “No.”

      “Then why would I possibly repent?” Meredith spat.

      “Because it’s the right thing to do.”

      “She doesn’t understand the difference between right and wrong,” Jerry said. “She’s like Aidan. He doesn’t understand that I’m right about The Walking Dead and he’s wrong.”

      “Oh, geez.” I slapped my hand against my forehead. “I can’t take much more of this day. All I wanted was to laze around, read a magazine, maybe play some video games … instead I’m stuck here watching my sister sit on a dying woman while my boyfriend picks a fight over a television show.”

      “Great day, huh?” Aisling smirked. “It’s one of those days that make you happy to be alive.”

      “Don’t make things worse,” I warned, jolting when someone knocked on the door at my back.

      “Is someone in there?”

      I turned and looked through the peephole again, cringing as Sheridan’s face took up the entire fish-eyed view. “How long?”

      “One minute,” Aisling replied.

      Meredith, perhaps sensing this really was the end, redoubled her efforts to dislodge Aisling. She was so weak she could barely slap at my sister, though, and Aisling had no trouble remaining on top of her.

      “I don’t want to die,” Meredith announced. “It’s not fair. I’m not ready.”

      “You should’ve thought about that before you locked away your mother,” Aisling shot back. “Your mother sounds like a saint compared to our mother. She eats people. No joke. She eats people and we haven’t locked her up. What does that say about you?”

      “I was trying to protect myself.” Meredith openly wept. “I’m allowed to protect myself.”

      “Not at the expense of others,” I said. “You’re one person in a vast universe, but you’re not the only person. You have to do what’s right for everyone, not just for yourself.”

      I found Jerry smiling when I risked a glance at him. “What?”

      “That was profound,” Jerry enthused. “I’m back to being your biggest fan.”

      “You are?” You can never tell what’s going to sway Jerry. He flits from one thing to another. It’s one of the things I like least about him. Of course, it’s one of the things I like best about him, too. I can’t explain it.

      “I want to do right for everybody, not just myself,” Jerry said. “I want to be the yin to your yang.”

      “Oh, good grief.” Aisling made a face. “Jerry, he was right about The Walking Dead. It wasn’t germs. Not only was he right, but he’s going to brag about being right once you’re not in the room.”

      I wanted to argue, but she wasn’t wrong. Aisling knew me well. Instead, I decided to shame her. “Shut up, Aisling. Don’t you have a woman to kill?”

      “Hey!” Aisling was affronted. “I’m not killing her. She’s dying from liver failure. She should’ve laid off the tequila.”

      “I would never drink tequila!” Meredith’s voice was barely a whisper. She was going and she didn’t even realize it. Heck, maybe she did realize it. She no longer put up even a mild struggle. “I drink wine, like a lady.”

      “Ladies drink peach margaritas,” Jerry countered. “It’s been in all the magazines. You should keep up on trends.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem much longer.” Meredith’s eyes were narrow slits. “I won’t forget this. I’ll haunt you until your dying day.”

      Aisling smirked. “I have news for you. That’s not how it works.”

      “You’ll be sorry you ever met me.”

      “I’m already there.”

      “Me, too,” Jerry lamented. “I’ll never learn about those wooden flowers now.”

      “I’m sure there’s a tutorial on YouTube,” I said. “We’ll look when we get home.”

      “Really?” Jerry brightened. “Can we order pizza and play board games, too?”

      Aisling and I answered in unison. “No!” Jerry’s penchant for cheating at board games was notorious. He was the sole reason – okay, Aisling and I might’ve had a hand in it, too – we had to disband game night.

      “Come on.” Jerry pouted. “I think I’ve earned it after you lied to me about why you were here.”

      I scowled and scorched Aisling with a glare. “This is your fault. I hope you know that. I’m totally tattling on you to Dad, by the way. When he finds out you sat on a dead woman to keep her still … .” I broke off when I saw the look on Aisling’s face. She seemed lost, almost near tears, as she looked down at Meredith.

      I swallowed hard. “Is she dead?”

      “I think she’s going right now.” Aisling got to her feet and shakily reached in her pocket for her scepter. Whatever she expected to happen, it was hard for her in the final moment because she understood better than most how everything would play out. “Any second now.”

      The pounding on the other side of the door increased.

      “Let me in there right now!” Sheridan screeched. She obviously realized Meredith wouldn’t be dying onstage as initially reported. “I’ll pull the fire alarm if you don’t.”

      I ignored her. “Here comes the shimmer,” I noted.

      “What shimmer?” Jerry was fascinated by the process, even though he couldn’t see what was happening. He wasn’t born into a reaper line, so he was unable to see the magic.

      “Shh.” I pressed a finger to my lips.

      Aisling extended her scepter and waited for Meredith’s spirit to take shape. If I didn’t know my sister I’d almost believe she felt bad for what she had to do. Almost.

      “Am I dead?” Meredith’s ethereal soul was horrified as she glanced around.

      “You are,” I confirmed. “Do you have any regrets?”

      “Yeah, I regret I didn’t get you jackasses arrested before I died,” Meredith sneered. “I’m going to figure out a way to get it done. Just you wait. You’re going to rue the day … .”

      Whatever else she was going to say was cut off when Aisling absorbed her into the scepter.

      “And here I thought you were starting to feel bad,” I teased, cringing as a particularly violent thump sounded on the other side of the door.

      “I can’t feel bad, because she was a terrible person,” Aisling said, shoving her scepter into her pocket. “But it’s done.”

      “It definitely is.” I stepped away from the door. “Do you want to do the brave thing and let Sheridan know what we’ve done or sneak out the back?”

      Aisling blinked several times before answering. “Do you even have to ask? We’re totally sneaking out.”

      “Good plan.”

      “Can we get ice cream on our way home?” Jerry asked.

      I fell into step next to him. “That sounds like a great idea. This day is definitely looking up.”

      “Just wait until I unwrap David and put him on the coffee table,” Jerry enthused. “Then things will be perfect.”

      Ugh. This day was a total mess.

      

      “SORRY I’M LATE, but I brought pizza.”

      Griffin let himself into the townhouse shortly before seven, his arms laden with boxes and bags.

      I lifted an eyebrow as I rose from the couch to help him, grabbing the bags from the top so he could see over the rest of the pile. “It’s about time. I thought Aisling might chew off her own arm if you didn’t get here soon.”

      Griffin grinned. “My girl has a healthy appetite.” He carried the boxes to the kitchen table and left them there before sauntering over to the couch where Jerry toiled on Aisling’s toenails. He was painting them a bright purple to match her eyes and had been obsessed with his work for the past thirty minutes. “Hi, baby.” Griffin planted a lingering kiss on her mouth. “How was your day?”

      Aisling shifted a dubious look in my direction. “It was … fine.”

      Griffin read my sister better than most, and didn’t fall for her deflection. “How was it really?”

      “It was fine,” Aisling repeated. “Everything turned out exactly as it should’ve been from the start.”

      “See, I can’t help but think you’re lying to me.” Griffin took the spot I’d vacated on the couch and slipped off his shoes before getting comfortable. “I’m not going to feed you until you tell me the truth.”

      “Wow,” I intoned, smirking. “You’re strict.”

      “Shut up.” Griffin made a face. “I can tell she’s been up to something. Do you want to know how I know?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “I do,” Jerry countered. “I thought she was playing it cool, but obviously you don’t agree. What did she do to tip you off?”

      The look on Aisling’s face was enough to have me choking back a laugh.

      “You know, Jerry, as much as I love you, if we were in an episode of The Walking Dead I would totally have to kill you,” Aisling complained. “I’d shoot you in the leg and leave you behind as walker bait so I could make my escape.”

      Jerry balked. “That’s a horrible thing to say to your best friend.”

      “Well, you have a big mouth.”

      “Whatever.”

      Instead of pushing Aisling on the issue, Griffin turned his attention to me. “What happened?”

      “You really don’t want to know,” I warned.

      “That’s the story of my life. I still need you to tell me in case I need to fashion alibis before another set of cops start banging on the door.”

      “What are the odds of that?” Aisling challenged.

      “With you?” Griffin grinned as he tapped the end of her nose.

      He had a point. “It’s nothing big. Aisling lost a soul and ran across some rogue reapers, so she called me. She happened to be at the home and garden expo, which is where Jerry was, so we had a bit of an adventure. She’s right, though; it all worked out in the end.”

      “And you did nothing to be arrested for?” Griffin pressed.

      “Other than sitting on a dying woman so she wouldn’t take the main stage, that’s correct,” Aisling replied.

      Griffin stilled. “You sat on a dying woman? I must’ve heard that wrong.”

      “You didn’t hear it wrong.” I dug in the bag of food he brought from the pizza shop. “Wings, salad and cinnamon rolls, huh? Sounds like a perfect night to me. You did good.”

      Griffin waved off the compliment as he stared down his girlfriend. “What dying woman did you sit on?”

      “Before you freak out, I didn’t kill her,” Aisling offered. “She was already dying. I merely made sure she died in her dressing room rather than on the stage.”

      “Dressing room?”

      “It was Meredith Weaver,” I supplied. “She’s that big crafts guru who’s always on television. Her liver was shot. Aisling isn’t lying about killing her. We simply made sure she wasn’t wandering around when she died.”

      “Oh, I don’t want to hear this.” Griffin looked as if he was about to start complaining. “I heard about that woman dying. People said it was weird, because her dressing room door was locked and supposedly some security people were in there before she croaked. Those people managed to disappear, though. Weaver was sick, so no one considered foul play.”

      “I already told you we didn’t kill her.” Aisling’s tone was firm. “I’m not a murderer.”

      “You just said you’d shoot me in the leg and let the zombies get me,” Jerry pointed out.

      “That doesn’t make me a murderer. It makes me a survivor.”

      “If that’s your story.”

      “It’s totally my story.”

      “Stop fighting,” Griffin ordered. “Are you guys sure there’s nothing that can tie you to her death?”

      “No, but she died of natural causes, so there’s nothing that can be done about it,” Aisling replied. “I thought you’d be happy I’d managed to avoid a fight with rogue reapers. Heck, one of them was even wearing leather pants and I stopped myself from kicking her just because of that.”

      “You make me so tired sometimes.” Griffin leaned his head back against the couch and stared at the ceiling. “I honestly don’t know what to make of this.”

      “There’s nothing to make of it,” I said. “It’s over and done. Aisling is fine. She ran into Angelina and didn’t pull her hair. I think, other than a few random things that are giving me acid reflux, it was a good day.”

      “What’s giving you acid reflux?” Griffin asked, legitimately curious.

      “Have I showed you David yet?” Jerry abandoned Aisling’s toenails and grabbed the naked statue from the table. “I bought him at the home expo. Don’t you think he looks exactly like me?”

      “That would be one of things,” I muttered.

      Griffin’s eyebrows flew up his forehead as he took in the statue’s well-endowed form. “Huh. He’s … nifty.”

      “Good answer,” Aisling said. “Where is my pizza?”

      “I haven’t decided if you get any yet,” Griffin replied. “I’m trying to ascertain whether or not I should be angry with you.”

      “I vote for not.” Aisling adopted a plaintive tone. “I had a really long day. I want pizza, you and a long bath.”

      “In that order?”

      “Would you be angry if I said yes?”

      Instead of being annoyed, Griffin grinned. “No. I’ll get your pizza in a second.”

      “I’ll get it,” I said, moving the pizza boxes so I could stare at the third box. I didn’t immediately notice it when Griffin had carried it inside. “What’s this?” I held up the board game, flummoxed.

      Griffin glanced over his shoulder and grinned. “I saw that in a store today. I thought Aisling and Jerry had to have it.”

      “What is it?” Jerry craned his neck. “I can’t see from here.”

      “It’s Golden Girls Clue.” Despite my reticence regarding Jerry’s board game tactics, my stomach unclenched a bit. If I put the David statue next to the board – I could tell Jerry it was because I wanted David to feel as if he was part of the family – there was a very good chance Jerry would lose his mind and throw the statue if he lost. That would leave me innocent and the statue hopefully irreparable. “I think we should play it.”

      “Really?” Jerry was delighted. “I thought you said you wouldn’t play board games with me ever again.”

      “That was before I saw this.” I squared my shoulders. Love is a battlefield, after all. We had one last battle to wage tonight. “Pizza first. Golden Girls Clue second.”

      “Sold.” Aisling wiggled her toes. “Now … pizza me.”

      “Yes, my little despot.” Griffin kissed the top of her head as he stood. “I’m going to take the fact that you’re all alive and in relatively good moods as a win. I’ve opted to ignore the rest of it.”

      That was a good plan … for all of us.
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