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CHAPTER ONE: Death and Taxes 

 

I woke up dead, sitting on a fake Corbusier chair with the fall fashion issue of Madame et Homme 

in my lap and a number in my hand that said 91602. 

The sequence of events before that is a bit hazy. I remembered a sharp pain in my chest...a splash 

of red on my shirt…the floor rushing up at my face and then…I was dead. Don’t ask me how I knew. I 

just did. There is a big crevasse between living and dead, somehow you know which side you’re standing 

on.  

   It took me a few moments to blink my surroundings into focus after the initial rush into 

consciousness or whatever state I had been in. 

I looked left. 

I looked right. 

And then again. 

There were hundreds of chairs stretching out on either side in a line as far as I could see. Each 

chair identical to mine.  

Every chair had a man or woman in it. 

Every sort of man.  

Every sort of woman.   

 All holding the same glossy magazine. 

 The chairs lined a corridor of white scuffed linoleum, white walls that looked in need of a good 

cleaning, white acoustic panels in the ceiling (ditto), and industrial-grade fluorescent lighting that was far 

too bright. 

 “I don’t even like fashion!” shouted a heavyset guy sitting two fake Corbusier chairs away and 

making me jump.  

He had a farmer’s tan and was wearing a plaid shirt, jeans, and an Atlanta Braves cap. 



Not like fashion? No surprise there.  

He flung the magazine on the floor. 

A dozen heads turned to stare, mine included. 

He gave the magazine a mighty kick and it skittered across the linoleum coming to rest against a 

raised desk.  

I hadn’t noticed the desk until now.  

 The magazine levitated, floated back to the guy in the Atlanta Braves cap; and settled in his lap.  

We all watched to see what he would do next.  

He grabbed the magazine and flung it even harder so that it flew over the desk and hit the wall 

behind.  

After a moment, the magazine levitated but this time shot across the room like a rocket and 

smacked the guy in the forehead with an audible thump.  

The guy slumped in his chair, legs splayed, arms limp. The magazine settled quietly in his lap.  

 The others returned to staring straight ahead or at their hands. No one even opened the magazine. 

And it was the Fall issue! 

I looked back at the desk. I could see things much clearer now.  As though a low-lying fog had 

lifted. Two computer monitors from the age of the dinosaurs peeked up over the raised front of the 

counter. Two poofs of ash blond hair faced the monitors, their backs to us. 

Taking my magazine, I walked briskly to the desk, stood on my tiptoes, and peeked over 

 A woman and a man sat in black desk chairs staring at the screens. One Asian, one white, both 

with teased blond hair piled high as State Fair cotton candy. They were dressed in matching pink button-

down shirts and canary yellow pants. 

I slammed my magazine down and they twisted around in their swivel chairs to look at me with 

identical bored expressions. 

Even their lip gloss matched — pink, like their shirts.   

 “Just what is going on here!” I demanded.  

The white plastic name tags on their shirts said ‘Shirley.’ Both tags. 

“Just what’s going on here, Shirley,” I amended. 

Shirley No.1, the guy, ignored me, turning back to his monitor. 

Shirley No.2 picked up a pencil, pierced her overly-teased updo, and scratched her head. 

“I would like,” I said in a slow measured voice, “to know why I am dead and where I am.”  

She didn’t roll her eyes but just about. “Honey, where do you think you are?” Her voice had a 

thick southern drawl.  

I looked around, the defeatism was palpable. Uncannily like the DMV.   



“A waiting room?” I guessed. 

“That’s right. So sit yourself back down and wait.”  

Shirley No.1 snorted a laugh.  

“Just when is my turn?” I slapped the desk with my magazine again stretching up and craning my 

neck to look at her monitor screen. She moved in front of it, but I caught a glimpse. She was playing Ms. 

Pac Man. 

The veins in my temples began to throb. 

“Look, I know I’m dead. Is it too much to ask what scenario we’re playing out here? Is this 

Touched by an Angel? Heaven Can Wait?” My brain felt spongy and I couldn’t think of any more angel 

movies.  

Shirley No. 1 rendered my questions irrelevant when he barked out a hee-haw laugh, shouting, 

“Touched by an Angel! Bwahahaha! Touched by an... Oh, my stars, I have to pee!”  

He jumped up and disappeared through a sliding door in the adjacent wall.  

 Shirley No.2 was doubled over with laughter and used her pencil to point to an oversized number 

board on the wall. 

How could I not have noticed it?   It was one of those massive old-fashioned card-style models 

where the numbers go clickety-clack-click-click as they flip.  

As if on cue, they began flip-flip-flipping. There had to be a hundred lines and triple that number 

of windows all spinning around and around. 

   The flipping stopped abruptly. Only one line opened at the very top.  

‘Now serving number: 666,’ it read. 

Shirley No.2 picked up a bulky handheld metal microphone from her desk and drawled, “Number 

666. Number 666. Proceed to Window 12.” 

Someone way down the corridor gave a whoop of joy. 

Shirley No.2 set the microphone back in place whispering to herself. “She’s not going to be so 

happy once that door opens.”  

Shirley No.1 popped back through the door, still giggling.  

“Watch the board. We’ll call your number,” said Shirley No. 2. 

I looked at my number, 91602. 

Shirley No.1 leaned over the desk to follow my gaze and giggled more. 

 Oh no. That was not happening. I...um...what was my name? Shaking my head, I told myself, it 

doesn’t matter. Whoever I was, I know I did not wait in line behind anyone. Especially 91,601 other 

people.  I’d paid my waiting-in-line dues ... somewhere.  

Probably.  



Maybe. 

“I demand to know what this place is,” I used my imperious tone. At least I think it was that tone. 

The Shirleys rolled their eyes at one another.  Shirley No.2 pointed at a different spot. This one 

over my head. 

“What?”  I snarled.  

She pointed again and I looked up. 

A plastic sign hung off-center from a thin metal chain covered in dust.  In black letters, it said:  

Bureau of Undead Affairs. A Division of the Infernal Revenue Service 

Have a nice afterlife.   

There was a bright yellow smiley face at the end of the last line.  Later I would blame the smiley 

face for what happened next.  

It got ugly.  

The ‘F’ word was thrown around a lot — mostly by me, I admit — both the monitors ended up on 

the floor and I think Shirley No. 2 might have been hit by a bolt of lightning that just came out of 

nowhere. 

I was sprawled halfway over the top of the counter smacking Shirley No. 1 with my glossy 

magazine when two burly men the size of Big Foot appeared and grabbed me by the arms. 

Many more choice words and colorful expressions would have fallen from my lips if one of them 

had not slapped a strip of duct tape over my mouth.  I kicked them several times until they lifted me by 

the shoulders and held me off the floor out of range of my heels. 

Kicking and screaming (muffled by the tape) they carried me along the endless corridor until I 

finally ran out of energy. Hysterics are tiring.  

On and on they silently strode past hundreds — thousands? — of fake Corbusier chairs, each with 

a man or woman who stared as I was hauled across their line of vision. 

We stopped at last in front of a door. No number, no name, no window. The door slid open with a 

SciFi-type whoosh. 

They plonked me down in a hard metal chair and snapped shackles — not handcuffs, actual iron 

shackles — on my wrists. The shackles were anchored to a battered steel desk with a thick metal hook. 

The desk was bolted to the floor. I know this because I tried to pick it up and hurl it at the two men. 

 Before they exited they ripped off the duct tape. Shirley No.1 came click-clacking in on his 

heels, high-fiving the two men on their way out. He slapped the glossy magazine on the desk with a 

triumphant, “Ha!” and left.  

And there I sat. 

And sat.   



And sat.  

The chair was cold as a refrigerator crisper drawer and the chill spread from my tailbone up my 

spine. I was wearing a thin, mid-calf skirt in a tropical print from Keita Yamaguchi and one of his boxy 

white tees. How did I know a Keita Yamaguchi creation and not my name? No idea. But I certainly wish 

I’d had the forethought to die with a sweater on.  

When the door finally slid open my teeth were chattering.  

A man walked in.  Average height, a little chubby, dark brown skin, full Afro, and a set of 

sideburns not seen in decades. 

Not dissimilar to the South Beach bright colors of the Shirleys, he was dressed in maroon pants 

and a polyester shirt with a yellow and purple geometric print that made my eyes swim.  

He had a donut in his mouth, what smelled like a cup of coffee in a Styrofoam cup in the one 

hand, and a clipboard with a bunch of dog-eared papers almost falling out in the other. He set the 

clipboard on the desk, kept hold of the coffee, and took a bite of his donut. 

My stomach growled and my mouth watered. 

 Hunger appears to be a universal condition transcending even death. Honestly, I shouldn’t be 

surprised. I feel like I was the sort of woman who’d been hungry since the onset of puberty.  

“Mister Morgan...” 

“Morgan!” I jumped at the name. “My name is Morgan!”  

Of course, how could I forget? 

 Wait ‘Mister’? 

Remembering Shirley No.1 and his poufy hair, heels, and expertly applied lip gloss, I did a quick 

internal body check. I mean I was feeling a bit confused.  

Nope, nope, and nope.  

No dangling bits down there and regulation jiggly girl equipment up topside.  

“I’m not a mister,” I said irritably.  

“What?” He looked at me, really looked this time, then checked the papers in his hand. “Says 

here...” 

I pushed my shoulders back and wiggled my breasts. “Not a mister!” I said firmly.  

“You’re sure?” He appeared reluctant to accept the evidence and kept looking from me to the 

clipboard and back again. 

“Do you want me to pee in a cup!” I snapped, attempting to stand but only managing an 

undignified crouch. 



  He shifted from foot to foot in agitation. “Hmmm. Must be a typo. All right. Ms. Morgan. You 

owe the Infernal Revenue Service...”  He looked at the clipboard and whistled. “A lot! My goodness. You 

have been a very bad man. Uh, woman. Individual.” 

I plopped back in the chair. “What do you mean I owe the Internal Revenue Service money. I’m 

dead.”  

“Not Internal, Infernal. We are the Internal Revenue Service of the afterlife. Even death,” he gave 

me a severe look, “has a balance sheet.” 

“What a load of crap!” was my answer to that.  

“It isn’t a load of crap.” He seemed insulted.  

“Sounds like it to me.” 

“You’re here, aren’t you?”  

I was about to snap out a reply then realized he had me there. I knew I was dead and I was in 

some sort of crazy office and shackled to a desk.  

Tapping his clipboard with one finger, he said, “The Infernal Revenue Service, a division of the 

Bureau of Undead Affairs, collects on the spiritual debt you have accumulated during your life. Spiritual. 

Not material. Think of it as Karma playing catch-up.” He smiled a self-serving smile.  If he’d been a little 

closer, I would have kicked him.  

“The Bureau regulates this repayment process. Penance is assigned depending on how far in the 

red the account stands. Miss Morgan, this was all explained to you....” 

“No,” I protested, rattling my manacles. “It was not!” 

“...in Processing,” he finished, frowning.  

“I haven’t been through any processing.” My voice cracked in frustration. “When I asked for 

answers, they hauled me in here.”  

Shirley No.1 tip-tapped into the room on his heels.  I hadn’t even heard the door swish open. He 

was carrying a square wooden box. 

“Processing?” barked Seventies-Cop Guy. “Why wasn’t this soul processed?” 

“She made a ruckus,” said Shirley No.1 looking down his nose at the other man. He was a big 

guy and the heels added several inches more to his already impressive stature. 

The Guy held the clipboard up and shook his head, “Why did you have to make a ruckus? 

Shirley, please, can’t you maybe, you know, slip her back in the system?”  

Shirley No.1 rolled his eyes. “Not gonna’ happen! We haven’t got time to put her back in the 

queue. Shirley and I are up to here,” he leveled his hand under his nose, “with Millennials and Hipsters.” 

He set the box on the table. “They’re like a medieval plague.” 

“Millennials and Hipsters?” I asked, my brain feeling wet and spongy. “Did I hear him right?” 



 Shirley No.1 thrust out a hip and shook a finger at me. “Don’t talk about me in the third person. I 

am right here in all my glory. And yes, the Bureau is packed with them. The Millennials thought they 

were sooooo special.”  He made a face showing precisely what he thought of that. “Like the saying goes, 

‘Karma is only on Crack if you are!’”  

“I’m not sure that’s how it goes...” 

He waved away my comment with a flip of his hand. “Whatever. Entitled you-know-what’s. 

Thinking they were too special to have to play nice. Ha! Where’s your gold stars now?”   

“And the Hipsters?” I asked. Completely intrigued.  

He sniffed. “The Hipsters are here because, yeah, fuck Hipsters.” 

A rumble of thunder made the room tremble.  Shirley No.1 looked up, “Oh you know you agree!”  

He looked back at me saying sotto voce, “A Man Bun alone is enough to earn a chair in the corridor no 

matter how many puppies and kitties they’ve fostered.” 

He stepped back and gave me a quick up-down appraisal. “Oh, and honey? You should never 

wear Keita Yamaguchi. He makes you look fat.”  

I lunged but the cuffs brought me up short and he was already out the door, wiggling his fingers 

good-bye.  

“I’m not fat!” I yelled as the door swooshed shut.  

Polyester Shirt Guy sighed and flipped through the pages on his clipboard. “Please sit down. 

Your Heavenly Case Worker is on her way so there isn’t much time. Short version. Yes, there is a God or 

Gods depending on your religious beliefs. Though not many.” 

Confused, I asked, “Not many religious beliefs?” 

“Gods. Not a lot of Gods.” He put a hand to one side of his mouth as if saying something 

confidential and whispered, “At least not anymore.”  He glanced up, cleared his throat, and resumed. 

“Ahem. There are many places you can go after you die but first, you pass through judgment. Just like we 

always told you.” 

He snapped his fingers. A photograph was projected onto the wall next to a pie chart. I am five-

foot-four, with shoulder-length black hair, parted at the side, green eyes, pert nose, great eyebrows. This 

much I remembered. Maybe not my address or birthday. But what I look like, I knew instinctively. At 

least now that I thought about it. And I am not fat. 

The picture was of a burly, muscular man dressed in green camouflage fatigues, with an eye-

patch and a black buzz cut. 

“Now,” he tapped the wall, “this is you.”  

“No, it fucking is not!” I protested, kicking back my chair forgetting again I couldn’t stand up. 

Thunder rumbled right above my head, and I winced.  



   He looked at the picture, muttering under his breath. “Dang it!” 

He snapped his fingers and a series of photos popped up one after the other: men, women. Tall, 

short, thin, fat. None of them was me.  

“You and your ruckus! Okay, forget the photo.” 

He scrolled through a dozen pie charts stopping at one labeled ‘Morgan’.  

“There. Your record.” He tapped the clipboard and pointed at the wall. “Morgan.”  

A sliver of the chart was in black. The rest was bright, damning scarlet.  “This is why you are 

here.” 

“Oh come on,” I protested. “I haven’t done anything so bad it would justify all of that!”  At least I 

thought I hadn’t. Me, my life, everything before the white corridor and fake Corbusier chairs remained a 

blur. Nevertheless, the sheer amount of red on the chart pointed to a mass murderer or puppy killer.  

Shaking his head, he made a “Tch, tch, tch,” sound as he tapped a finger at the clipboard.  “Your 

definition of right and wrong, Ms. Morgan, is sadly out of synch with Heaven’s.” 

The door whooshed open behind me and the guy snapped to attention.  

“Madam Ophelia,” he said reverently.  

  



 

CHAPTER TWO: You Owe, You Owe, it’s Back to Earth You Go 

 

A woman floated elegantly into the room.  Really floated. Feet three inches above the ground. 

Not easy to float when you’re seven feet tall, I thought to myself. Her red hair tumbled in dramatic curls 

with a long sweep of bangs floating ethereally just below her left brow. Her skin was milky white and her 

blue eyes, nose, and mouth were in that graceful symmetry usually seen only in oil paintings.  

She wore a jeweled headdress made of emerald and pearl medallions that fit over the top of her 

head. The medallions were held in place by chains of gold and larger medallions covered her ears. In the 

center of each large medallion was a peacock bursting with jewels.  Her almost translucent gown of pale 

pastels floated just above the floor behind her. 

 The woman had an aura about her. And I am talking an actual aura.  

 A shimmering mandala of intricate geometric shapes flickered gently around her head in the ugly 

fluorescent light.  

“Hello, hello, hello.  I’m your Case Officer.  How are you?” 

Before I could answer she waved a careless hand, “Not that I care but it’s polite to ask. If you 

hadn’t made a ruckus and attacked Shirley, we would have been introduced earlier. You were naughty 

and wouldn’t wait your turn.” She laughed like champagne bubbles, light and effervescent. Her eyes, 

however, were not laughing. “I don’t like naughty souls.”  

“You are all fucking crazy,” was my response.  

A rumble shook the room.  

Her tear-drop-shaped nostrils flared delicately. “Language! No need for vulgarity.” 

“Yes, yes there is every need for vulgarity,” I insisted stridently. “I’m dead. I get that. But what is 

this about spiritual debt? I never ...” 

  She held out her hand and my mouth shut. I tried to speak, but couldn’t.  

“Clipboard.” 

Polyester Shirt Guy handed it over.  

She gave it a quick once-over. “In processing, we would have explained there is much more than 

heaven and earth in this wonderful universe. The Mortal World, Demon Realms, the Shadowlands of the 

Afterlife — of which this,” she made a sweeping gesture, “is one — and many more besides.” 



She went on and on spouting nonsense about the soul and spirit being some sort of vessels for 

infinite energy. Gibberish about heavenly debts and not being able to go to the next level of the afterlife 

unless I transformed my debit column from red to black.  

Honestly, I never believed in any of this nonsense. 

“Well, Morgan,” said the tall woman leaning so close we were almost nose-to-nose, “this 

nonsense as you call it believes in you!” 

Had she just read my mind?  

“What number am I thinking of?” I said. 

“Eight.”  

Damn.  

She launched back into her spirit and soul afterlife journey speech while I concentrated on her eye 

makeup to avoid any more mind reading. Her blending of apricot with a touch of peach was exquisite.  

I tuned back in when she said ‘team.’ Specifically, the words ‘your team.’ 

“Wait. Team? What team? Where team?” 

“You will be working with the DSS. Our Demon Suppression Squad. They are part of the non-

denominational Earthbound Order of the Acolytes who work for...” She gestured regally around the room. 

“Up here. Understand?” 

“No,” I choked out. “So much no to that question.” 

She sniffed haughtily. “It was rhetorical. I don’t honestly care if you get it or not.” She looked at 

the clipboard in her hand. “Now I’ve lost my place. Where was I?” she barked at Polyester Shirt Guy.  

He jumped to attention, started to salute, thought better of it, and put his arm down. “Madame 

was describing the Order and the DSS.” 

“Yes, yes, the Order. Been around for thousands of years, blah, blah, blah, humans working for 

our side, blah, blah. Soldiers of Heaven and all that. The DSS is a kill team that should match your...” she 

frowned at me, “unique, shall we say? Yes. Unique abilities. Your job is to remove with malice and 

forethought demons that are causing...” she paused, “a ruckus.” And laughed her champagne bubble 

laugh. “What got you into trouble during your life, will now become a wonderful after-death asset for us.” 

I stared at her, my mouth open. “Skills? Kill Team? Are you out of your perfectly coiffed mind?” 

A pair of massive wings that matched the peacock jewels in her medallion snapped open 

knocking Polyester Shirt Guy right off his feet. Her eyes narrowed and her aura turned dark. A roll of 

thunder shook the floor so violently I had to grip the desk to keep from falling.  

“Suck it up, buttercup,” she hissed. “You brought this on yourself.” 

“Aren’t there other divisions?” I squeaked. 



“Of course there are other divisions.” She held up one hand and counted off on her long, shapely 

fingers.  “The wildflower propagation division, artful seashell placement, bird song coaching, cherry 

blossom fluffing — though that’s seasonal — mermaid hair braiding.” 

“Why can’t I fluff cherry blossoms or arrange seashells?” I demanded, smacking my fists on the 

table, rattling my manacles. 

“Because nobody up here likes you once they’ve read your file.” She narrowed her eyes and 

leaned forward. “I don’t like you. Keep that in mind as you repay your debt.”  

She pointed a blush pink nail at the glossy magazine.  “That will explain what you need to know.” 

She moved the box closer to me on the table. “Your weapons are inside. Use them well. Use them 

wisely.”  

She snapped her fingers. 

 I just had time to say, “Fuck you!” when the floor, the chair, and the manacles disappeared, and I 

plummeted into nothingness.  

  



 

 

CHAPTER THREE: It Must Be Bitchcraft 

 

It was a long fall through the vacuum of...well, wherever I was. After what felt like hours of 

darkness, the sun appeared and land and eventually a city came into view.  

The velocity increased so suddenly I couldn’t breathe. Wait, was I breathing? Wasn’t I dead?  

The city zoomed closer. I could see a massive grid of streets, then one block and one street 

hurtling up at me. Or rather, I was hurtling down to it.  

Too fast! I was going too fast!  

Buildings and trees blurred as my eyes teared. A rooftop rushed up and I closed my eyes, fearing 

a horrible splat.  

My momentum screeched to a stop so abruptly that if I wasn’t dead, I’d have wet myself.  

I heard a shout of, “Incoming!”  and I was on the ground with a bone-jarring thump staring into 

the face of a toothy green crocodile.  

Screaming, because well, crocodile, I scooted away and began to pummel the reptile with my 

feet.  

Smack, smack, smack.  

It gave a screech almost as loud as mine and reared back.  That is when I noticed the crocodile 

was wearing a suit.   

Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to observe more since my stomach, which had lagged a mile or 

so behind in free fall, decided to catch up with me at that exact moment. 

“She’s going to blow!” said a voice.  

“Bucket!” shouted someone else.  

I turned on my side, grabbed the bucket that was thrust at me, and was thoroughly ill, though the 

only thing that came out was a sticky clear goop.  

“Crocodile,” I wheezed when the heaving subsided.  

“Alligator,” said someone in a hurt voice. “You can tell the difference by the snout. Crocodiles 

have a ‘V’ shaped snout. Alligators have...” 

“Shut up, Alistair,” said the other voice. “Nobody cares!”  

I pushed the bucket away. Two sets of legs in black trousers were standing in front of where I lay 

sprawled across the floor.  



I looked up to see who was attached to the legs and squeaked again, scrambling away until I 

bumped into a wall.  

The crocodile, correction, alligator was standing upright on long legs next to a large, strongly 

built man with romance-novel-worthy wavy hair and jawline and blue eyes. Both were wearing black 

suits, though the man didn’t have a tie and his white shirt strained to contain his manly chest and 

shoulders.  The alligator’s suit was cut around a long scaly tail that swept back and forth.  

“Am I still dead?” I gasped.  

The handsome man laughed, and the alligator looked mournful. I didn’t know alligators could 

look mournful. I was learning many things today.  

“Yeah,” said the man. “You’re still dead. We’re all dead.” He put out a hand and helped me to 

my feet.  

I swayed unsteadily on shaky legs and nearly fell. The alligator pulled over a chair and I 

collapsed into it.  

A cafe, I thought to myself looking around. I was in a cafe. Boho chic. Maybe a dozen artfully 

unmatched rustic tables and chairs. Twinkling white fairy lights strung along the walls. Oversized ferns 

flanking the counter. A blackboard decorated in chalk on an easel by the front door had ‘Welcome to 

Djinn & Tonic’ written in rainbow block letters across the top.   

The wall next to me held a mirror in a gilt frame. Fully six feet tall, I could see myself reflected in 

it.  

Whoa. I had better be dead. There was no other excuse for my appearance. I didn’t even know my 

hair could do that.  

An open bottle of cold water was pressed into my hand. I gulped greedily. As I drank, I looked at 

the face of the person who had handed it to me. And spit it out all over him, coughing and choking.  

A dark man with glistening black hair and what looked like enough muscle to lift an ox had ram’s 

horns on top of his head. And they were on fire. Horns! On fire!  

The choking turned into gagging so it was some time before I could breathe again. 

“Did you skip processing?” asked the alligator in a cultured British accent. 

 I nodded.  

“Ruckus?” he said.  

I nodded again.  

“Ah, that explains it.” 

“Explains what?” I choked. “Nothing anyone has said makes any god damn sense. And why is 

that man’s head on fucking fire!”  

A peal of thunder shook the room making the glasses on the counter shake.  



“Watch the swearing,” said the alligator. “Infernal Revenue is a bit sensitive about that.” 

 “You are fucking kidding me?” 

Thunder rumbled ominously and the guy with finery horns quickly retreated behind the counter.  

“That’s Zayn, he’s a Djinn. Fire element,” the alligator said pointing at the big fiery guy.  

He said it as if twin fires coming out of your head weren’t at all out of the ordinary.   

Zayn wiggled his fingers hello from across the room, wiping the water off his face with the front 

of his tee-shirt.  

“What did you call him?” I asked thinking I must have misheard. My brain felt like it was stuffed 

with extra-large cotton balls.  

“A Djinn. Westerners say genie.” He put his arms over his head and did a sort of belly dance 

shimmy. If you ever have a chance to see an alligator shimmy, don’t take it.  

“Lamp?” I asked.  

The Djinn in question frowned mightily practically shouting, “No lamp!”  

I didn’t believe him. “Genies always have a lamp,” I insisted.  

“Not in real life,” the Djinn in question growled.  

That made me laugh so hard I started to choke. 

“I’m Graves.” The good-looking man indicated himself. “This is Alistair,” he pointed at the 

alligator. “And you’re our new weapons guy.” 

Alistair cleared his throat.  

Graves glanced at me, “I mean weapons lady... um, weapons...person.” 

I rolled my eyes. Why were people having trouble with my gender today?  

 “We saw a little of your chart. Glad to have you onboard,” said Alistair his long jaws stretching 

wide.  

“Teeth,” I choked out. “Too many teeth.”   

He hurriedly put his hands over his snout.  

“Watch out!” the guy who’d introduced himself as Graves shouted. 

The three men dove for cover and a hard object smacked me on the head.  

When I woke up and stopped heaving — head injuries make you nauseous, Graves informed me 

— the alligator handed me a wooden box. It had to be the same one Shirley No.1 brought in the white 

room. They’d probably thrown it out of heaven to hit me on purpose. 

I was still staring at the box and thinking evil thoughts when Graves yanked me hard.  

Before I could protest, something landed with a resounding slap right where I had been sitting on 

the floor. It was the glossy fashion magazine.  

I shook my fist at the sky. 



“Show us the box, show us the box,” said Alistair eagerly.  

Box. Right. I got up off the floor, taking my box and magazine to a table.  

Alistair and Graves crowded around, peering eagerly at the box.  

Zayn leaped nimbly over the counter to join us. He had eyes only for the magazine.  

“Ooooh, it’s the Fall Fashion issue! You’ve got the upgrade.”  

He made an ‘Is it okay motion?’ And when I nodded, he eagerly picked it up and began flipping 

through the pages. 

With a quick glance at the ceiling in case anything else was hurtling my way, I pushed the latch 

back and swung open the lid. 

Graves whistled. 

“That should get the job done,” nodded the alligator.  

Inside the box was a black flashlight and another object. A shiny purse-sized blue phone charger. 

Cylinder shaped. 

“May I see them?” asked Graves. 

I handed over the phone charger and nudged the box forward. “Knock yourself out.” 

The two passed the objects around, oohing and aahing over the phone charger and flashlight like 

they were the coolest things ever.  

The alligator eventually handed them back and I asked the question that was uppermost on my 

mind.  

“Why are you an alligator?” 

He cringed a little, hanging his head and not meeting my eyes.  

Zayn, still looking at the magazine, stepped to the counter, grabbed a bottle of water and handed 

it over. He moved hurriedly back in case I decided to spit it all over him again I guess.  

“Are you still upset?” Graves asked, quirking an eyebrow. “Because you seemed upset when you 

landed.” 

If looks could kill I’d have slain the big man who looked like a romance novel cover where he 

stood. “I’ve been handcuffed and dragged around and told I’m a bad person and kicked out of heaven by 

an angel. No one will explain anything.  And now I’m sitting in a coffee shop talking to a long-legged 

alligator in a suit and a man with flames coming out of his head. Who you,” I pointed an accusing finger 

at the alligator, “said is a genie! How could I not be upset?” 

“But,” Graves persisted, “you’re not upset about actually being dead?” 

That brought me up short and I had to have a quick think. He was right. I felt I should be frantic 

over that. Hysterical in fact. 

But I wasn’t. 



“Why am I not upset?” I eyed them suspiciously. “There’s a reason, isn’t there?” 

They all shuffled their feet and looked around not meeting my eyes. The gator subtly pushed 

Graves forward. He cut his eyes to the other man, um, reptile, then back to me.  

“You’re still in the Fog. The Bureau gives it to you before you wake up. It blurs your past 

including how you died, where you lived, all of that. Can’t have you running back to say hello to the 

family.” He gave me a weak smile. “It also numbs the brain temporarily from the shock of what’s 

happened.” 

“Temporarily? Will my past come back to me later?” 

He took a deep breath before exhaling, “No, probably not.” 

“No?”  

“Most of it is gone. You’ll get a lot of random bits and pieces of memory. Much of your 

education is still intact, of course. Your personality as well.” 

“Will I care about being dead?” 

Graves looked to Alistair. 

“Yes,” answered the alligator. “You will care about that.”  

“You care about it, don’t you,” I said looking at Graves and surprising myself. I don’t know 

where that came from.  

Graves didn’t answer.  

“I don’t,” said Alistair cheerfully. “I’m quite well adjusted to the fact.” 

Zayn snorted, saying “Yeah, right,” under his breath.  

“I am,” insisted the alligator.  

I was staring at his mouth. Snout. I made a motion around my own mouth. “How can you talk? 

You don’t have lips.”  

He backed up a step. Was he blushing? There was a pink tinge under his green cheeks. He was 

saved from answering by the urgent beeping of some electronic device.  

Alistair waggled one wrist exposing a large watch under his jacket sleeve. His hands were green 

and scaly but were, nevertheless, hands and not paws or whatever alligators possessed.  

He pressed a button and the beeping stopped.  “If we’re going to catch the next train to Arcadia, 

we have to go now.” 

Graves took the phone charger and flashlight out of the box and handed them over. “Have you 

read your magazine?”  

Zayn had it spread open on the counter and was slowly turning the pages.  

“What is with the Fall Issue obsession?” I whined, waving my gadgets, one in each hand. 

Both Graves and Alistair ducked as if they could go off.  



Zayn opened the magazine fully, showing it to me. “It’s both a beautifully edited mix of fashion 

and beauty tips for men and women, plus self-help articles on adjusting to the afterlife. Also,” he flipped 

to the back of the magazine, “information specific to your division, the DSS in this case, and your 

weapons.”  

I looked at what seemed to be illustrations of my flashlight and phone charger and a long list of 

specs. I tried to reach for the magazine, but Graves tugged me away.  

“No time. You can play catch-up later.” 

“I don’t want to play catch-up,” I muttered. “You’re all crazy.”  

 Graves kept his hold on my wrist and pulled me to the door. “Then you’re crazy too. We can all 

be crazy together.” 

“We’re on a case,” said Alistair, joining us.  

I said “What?” because I had no idea what being on a case meant to me.  

“A case. You’re in the Demon Suppression Squad now, remember?” He didn’t wait for an answer 

yes or no. “We’re tracking a couple of nasties. Hope to put them down today. You’re our weapons guy. I 

mean, person. Hook your flashlight and charger on your belt.”  

My Keita Yamaguchi flared skirt did not seem like suitable attire for putting down anything 

nastier than a Dirty Martini.   

Also, I did not have a belt.  

I was about to say so when I found myself sandwiched between the alligator and Graves and 

moving purposefully to the door.  

One foot over the threshold and my whole body itched and burned. The skirt and tee-shirt 

ensemble blurred and were replaced with black yoga pants, a black high-low tee and, I looked at the 

shoulder, a North Face full-zip fleece in steel blue and black. Running shoes completed my new ensemble 

and... a nylon clip-belt.  

I pulled to a stop on the sidewalk and Graves plowed into me. Except it wasn’t Graves. It was a 

giant dog, black with flecks of gray through its long pelt.  

“Fuck me!” I screeched. 

 A flash of lightning struck the sidewalk and thunder rumbled. 

“Kiyaaa!” yelled Alistair jumping in surprise.  

I answered with another “Fuck me!”  

Lightning hit a few feet away.  

“Stop swearing!” he pleaded, his voice breaking. 

“Totally justified,” I yelled back. “Why are you no longer an alligator?” 



Because he wasn’t. Instead of a pointy snout and rows of sharp teeth, Alistair was now a good-

looking man in his thirties with blond hair and an aristocratic face: high cheekbones, aquiline nose, 

dimpled chin, smooth lips — the works. 

“And why is there suddenly a dog?” I pointed strenuously at the black dog.  

“He’s a wolf, not a dog. Formerly a Loup-Garou. A werewolf who terrorized the French 

countryside several centuries ago. Because of his actions, he’s cursed even in the afterlife.” 

Wolf my ass. He was the size of a bear if that bear had gone on a low-carb diet and gotten 

fabulous fur extensions. Because, damn, Graves was glossy!   

“Me,” he pointed at himself. “I’m a Püca, a shapeshifter who made poor life choices. The 

threshold is charmed. We change when we go through,” explained Alistair in a rush. “You, too.”  

Something sped through the air to fall at my feet. I jumped. 

“Don't swear,” cried Alistair.  

“You forgot his harness!” called Zayn from the cafe before shutting the door with a bang.  

Alistair quickly fit an oversized harness around the wolf. It had ‘Service Dog’ written in big 

yellow letters and a plastic pouch for some sort of official-looking license. The prime service Graves 

looked capable of rendering was tearing people in half.  

Alistair quickly took the flashlight and phone charger out of my hands, clipping them onto 

individual hooks on the nylon belt.  

“We have to hurry.”  

Alistair held the wolf’s leash loosely as they jogged across the parking lot of a weather-worn two-

story strip mall. Djinn and Tonic was in one of the corner units. Man and wolf walked quickly to the end 

of the street and waited for the light to change. I followed at a bemused slower pace.  

The day was warm and sunny. Not a cloud in the royal blue sky. We were in America, that was 

obvious from the cars and storefront signs lining a four-lane boulevard stretching out in front of the strip 

mall.  

Bare, stony mountains dominated the horizon. They were quite close.  The San Gabriel’s maybe? 

The scenery certainly looked like LA: tall skinny palms along the boulevard and what had to be Jacaranda 

trees crowned in purple blooms. I checked the license plates of the cars as we walked through the 

crosswalk. Yep. California.  

“What city is this?” I shouted.  

“Pasadena!” 

Pasadena. Did I remember anything about Pasadena? Hmmmm. Colorado Boulevard. The street 

sign at the corner said ‘Colorado’ so that didn’t count.  

“Rose Bowl Parade!” I shouted triumphantly.  



Both Graves and Alistair looked over their shoulder to stare at me.  

“I remembered something...” I trailed off.  

The street was busy with cars and bicycles and a lot of people. Every sort of man, every sort of 

woman, much like those who I had seen sitting in the fake Corbusier chairs a short time before. Far too 

short a time.  

Leaning over, my hand to my chest, I gasped. Pain flowered across my breast, into my arms. My 

vision blurred and I swayed. Everything shifted — street, buildings, sidewalk — and for a split second I 

saw my shirt red with blood and a marble floor rushing up at me.  I thrust out my hands to save myself 

and just as quickly, the world shifted back to cracked concrete and the smell of exhaust. 

“Come on!” urged Alistair waving me forward. “You’re lagging.” 

Stumbling, I followed, trying to keep my feet. If this was part of Graves’ Fog, I could do without 

it.  

It took a block before my breathing — yes, I was breathing even though I was in the past tense — 

leveled off and the buzzing in my ears faded. We hurried past a couple of fast-food places, a gas station, a 

convenience store, a tattoo parlor, and under a freeway overpass. By the time we climbed a flight of stairs 

to the entrance of a light rail station, the whole episode felt unreal. Physically and mentally filed under 

‘unimportant details.’ 

 The station was busy with people hurrying in and out. Most had backpacks and looked to be in 

their late teens or twenties judging by the number of tee-shirts and piercings.  

A handful of homeless people were camped out on either side of the entrance surrounded by piles 

of plastic bags and holding out cups for change. The station smelled like urine and sweat.  

I grabbed Alistair’s coat tail, pulling him to a stop.   

“I don’t do public transportation.” 

Alistair looked at me. His eyes blinked rapidly. He started to say something, then stopped.  

“I beg your pardon?” he managed finally.  

“Public transport and me.” I made a big ‘X’ with my arms. “Not compatible. I don’t remember 

much but I am fairly certain about this. It is full of the unwashed and we will get stabbed. I don’t care if I 

am dead. I do not wish to be stabbed. Don’t you have a car?” 

The wolf growled and laid his ears back.  

“Are you supposed to be intimidating?” I said to him. “Because all I have to do is take that 

service vest off and they will haul your doggy ass to the pound.”  

Thunder shook the roof of the station and Alistair cringed. “Please. Language. I am sorry but this 

is how we roll. Penance and all. It’s not supposed to be easy.  Here is your transit pass. Do not lose it.”  



He handed over a laminated plastic card on a lanyard.  Grabbing my wrist, he hauled me into the 

station just as the train pulled up to the platform. I hesitated as the doors opened but the wolf jumped up 

on his hind legs and knocked me through.  

I took a swipe at him, but the stupid beast was too fast. 

 It didn’t smell as bad inside as I feared. But maybe that was because everyone was now crowded 

at one end of the car as far as possible from Graves.  Well, except for one extraordinarily fat man in a 

purple running suit who was either asleep or dead. Probably dead.  

We rocked and rattled along with what Alistair told me was the 210 Freeway flanking us. Except 

for the San Gabriel’s it was an astoundingly ugly ride. Big box stores. Suburban sprawl. Gas stand signs. 

Bumper-to-bumper trucks and cars in the southbound lanes. 

Graves woofed out a few words. 

“Sorry, I do not speak dog.”  

“Wolf,” corrected Alistair. “He’s right though, it’s the Fog. You’re still under its influence. 

Everything feels a bit unreal. Reality will hit eventually.” 

I gave him a level look. “There is absolutely, positively, nothing real about any of this.” 
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