
        
            
                
            
        

    An Immortal Death





Billi Bell




CONTENTS

Copyright
Dedication
Prologue
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Epilogue




Copyright © 2019 by Billi Bell
All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.




For J, M, and K





Prologue

January 18, 1862: Virginia, The Ballard Hotel, Early Morning
Death opened a portal to the afterlife. The former President, John Tyler, was staunchly refusing to pass on, and her patience was wearing thin. He’d asked for time to spend with his grieving wife, Julia, who had remained at the side of his corpse.
She didn’t want to, but since Julia was in the still same room with him, the reasonable request had to be granted. She pulled out her golden pocket watch and saw his hour was only halfway over. In thirty minutes, she’d have no choice but to force him inside.
“Listen, you will pass on whether you like it or not,” she said sternly. Her British accent fiercely annoyed him, “Your last words kind of insinuated you were ready.”
He turned away from his wife to face Death with an austere look on his face. “You cannot speak to me with any authority with that accent, and especially that skin.”
That was the final straw. She grabbed him by his collar and shoved him into the portal. “I’m sure Hades will love you.”
Death was relieved to see he wasn’t rejected by the afterlife, although a part of her wishes there was an orb with his name on it. Eight years prior she rescued an immortal from his plantation. It always pained her to leave the other slaves there, but there were rules she had to abide by. Altering the path of a life caused irreversible ripples. A small ripple could be an avalanche killing a few people, but large ones were typhoons and earthquakes that would kill thousands. It was a lesson she’d learned early.
Death departed Tyler’s hotel room and headed straight for another. The Great Reaper was tired. She’d finally decided to give in to the temptation of a nearby empty bed. The American Civil War had been underway for nearly a year and showed no sign of being over any time soon. Victor had been doing his job well, but she was still keeping a close eye.
Years before the war had begun, she knew it was coming and that it would create a shift in mankind’s future. She didn’t know what, but the war itself was one large ripple produced by the universe. She couldn’t stop it if she wanted to; it was fate. Part of why she was created was to ensure these things happened as smoothly as possible.
She entered the room and laid down gently on the firm mattress. Staring at the ceiling, Death tried desperately to clear her thoughts. The past years were hard on her, and she’d rarely needed to rest as often as now. After Hades’ infiltration of her reapers, she’d instituted mandatory and random blood testing on everyone, including Horsemen. Black blood meant they belonged to her, but red bled from a traitor. It had been nearly twenty years since a positive result, but she’d learned not to put her guard down when it came to Hades.
Closing her eyes, she tried to picture the few good moments she’d had over the years. She noticed most of them were with Dominic.
Dominic Fratelli, her God-fearing companion, had opted to stay for a while but eventually left to help other immortals. She hadn’t seen him in nearly a decade, but often received letters via May.
Death smiled at the thought of May, her immortal longtime housekeeper and friend. She knew a verbal lashing was coming her way whenever she returned home. Death had been gone for over a month, and May was not going to be happy with such a long absence. Closing her eyes, she made a mental note to bring her back a gift.
As she lay, a tune came into her head, and she began to hum softly, but stopped abruptly.
“What the hell is wrong with me?”
A soft knock came at the door and she was rescued from her troubles. Initial annoyance was immediately replaced by confusion. The empty room had no signs it was currently being let to anyone. Her suspicion now heightened, she cloaked herself, stood in a corner, and waited.
“I know you’re in there, Death,” a man whispered through the door.
She recognized the London accent right away. “Dominic?”
The door opened, and he rushed inside. The Confederate soldier uniform he wore, was too big and needed two belts to hold up the trousers. He’d grown his dark hair out and now had a trimmed beard.
She held back laughter at the sight of his ill-fitting clothes. “How did you find me here and what on Earth are you wearing?”
He chuckled as she looked him over. “It’s not mine. I stole it to blend in. I got a message through to May, but you weren’t there. Adofo was and kindly escorted me here. Speaking of clothing…”
Dominic pointed at her dress. The fitted black long sleeve Victorian dress was new. The red and black gems were now embedded into her laced sleeves. “I’m not allowed to change my wardrobe?”
“Of course, you are!” he laughed but his expression quickly grew solemn. “I need your help, but you can’t tell anyone I asked.”
Death became immediately concerned about Dominic’s safety. “What’s wrong?”
Dominic’s eyes shifted down to the floor as he fought to find the words. Death’s worry only worsened at the sight this.
“Dominic, you’ve been on your own for nearly ten years. You wouldn’t have tracked me down if it wasn’t important.”
A horrible thought crossed Death’s mind, and a mixture of anger and panic raced through her. “Has Abel returned?”
“No,” he quickly answered. “I’ve seen the impossible, but I was sworn to secrecy. I’m afraid I shouldn’t have agreed to that.”
“What the hell is going on?”
“Last month, I saw the mutilated body of a dead man lying in a mausoleum,” he said with a distant look in his eyes.
“Why is this significant?”
Dominic seated himself on the bed and looked into her eyes. “He was immortal.”




Chapter 1

November 5, 1861: Texas
Dominic had been traveling the southern states for weeks, and he was exhausted. Masquerading as an injured veteran, he’d been in search of an elusive immortal who was rumored to near the Louisiana-Texas border.
Over the past ten years, he’d been rescuing and introducing immortals to Elysium, a haven world for their kind. He’d become known all over as ‘The Guide.’
He was surprised he hadn’t come across Death in his travels, although a reaper or two had spotted him and wished him well.
The search for Gaius had been frustrating. The Ancient Greek had become near impossible to find and hadn’t been seen for months. The last confirmed sighting had been New Orleans, and Dominic had got a lead to search border towns. Gaius knew of Elysium but wanted nothing to do with it.
Dominic would have let him be, but recently there had been reports that he’d been going mad and could possibly harm mortals. Death could not learn of this, and Dominic had been tasked with finding him. If she discovered an immortal being was capable of murder, Death would have to find a way to kill them.
Dominic figured Gaius had discovered he was being followed and was on the move. A recent sighting sent him to Houston. After checking into a hotel, he changed his disguise and became a sheriff from Tennessee with a warrant for Gaius’ arrest. He searched every saloon, hotel and even knocked on doors. With the exception of a very friendly and deceitful widow, he’d come up empty.”
After being out all day, Dominic retired to his room. He was hungry and had not been to see his beloved Elizabeth in days.
Dominic landed hard on his bed and closed his eyes, then he pictured the land he called a second home. Elysium was a world only accessible to immortals. Although their physical bodies were still on Earth, their consciousness emerged on another plane in identical vessels.
Permanent residents were ‘rooted,’ meaning they’d entombed their bodies in mausoleums around the world and called Elysium home. The world stretched across an infinite plane made of various types of environments. A scorching hot desert could turn into a lush rainforest after only a few miles.
When Dominic opened his eyes, he was now standing in front of The Dream Hotel. The hotel provided a home for immortals who lived on the outside world to visit for a short period of time. The rooms were gateways to any life they wanted. Most chose the one they lived before they discovered they’d stopped aging; others chose a life they’d always wanted.
Dominic was a regular visitor and had been given a permanent room. Every night in ‘Room 303,’ he would manifest Lewsworth. He’d only lived in the village with his only love, Elizabeth, for a few short months.
On Christmas Eve in the 15th century, the village disappeared along with Elizabeth and the other villagers. He’d searched the world but couldn’t find her or anyone who’d even remembered they existed. Now, every night he would ‘visit’ her, and they’d live as they would’ve long ago. For centuries he would travel back to where Lewsworth once stood hoping it would have magically appeared again.
He entered the hotel and greeted Riya, the manager. A proud Indian, she was always dressed in a beautiful silk sari. In the forty years since they first met, he’d never seen her wear the same one twice. Today’s ensemble was a vibrant orange color and she wore flecks of gold dotted in her hair.
“How is your search going?” she asked while handing him his room key. “I hear that Gaius is a slippery one and rude too.”
He let out a heavy sigh and leaned against the front desk. “I’m beyond frustrated, Riya. It’s like as soon as I get close enough, he gets away somehow. I don’t know what to do.”
“Well, I’m sure you’ll get him one day,” she said with a smile. “You know Naija has been asking about you? We haven’t seen you for a few weeks, and she was worried.”
He smiled bashfully. “I was going her way to say hello. I’ll see you later.”
Dominic headed for the dining area to his right and opened the door. As usual, only a few diners were inside. He greeted them before taking his usual seat near the window. A reserved sign in the middle of the table brought a smile to his lips.
“Naija.”
The wait for service was brief as the restaurant manager, Helena, sauntered from the kitchen. He was slightly disappointed it wasn’t Naija, but Helena was always a joy to see. Her height measured at six-foot-five, and she always wore a green dress with white tropical flowers in her hair. Her red lipstick stretched across the smile on her face as she greeted him.
He stood and kissed her hand. “Now, if you keep doing that, you’ll have to marry me,” she said. Her Pacific Islander accent filled the dining room and she placed a hand on her hip, pretending to be serious.
“Tell me when and where,” he said, and they both shared a laugh. “So, how are you, Helena?”
Helena couldn’t help but notice him glancing back to the kitchen door. Dominic was once curious why this area of the hotel even existed. In the immortal world, you only needed to picture the meal you wanted in your head, and there it was before you. Helena had answered the question like she had a thousand times before: “It tastes more homemade when it’s from ‘scratch,’ and most immortals prefer it to the made-up stuff.”
Some immortals, including Riya and herself, volunteered to work at the hotel. Money was not needed in Elysium, but it kept them busy in their day to day lives.
“Naija’s shift ended about an hour ago,” said Helena. She laughed as Dominic feigned innocence. “Oh please, you’re talking to me, but looking for her. So, will you be having the usual?”
He nodded, and she left to prepare his dinner. A short while later, she was serving his beef stew, bread, and tea. “Enjoy.”
Dominic was halfway through his meal when the door opened, and Naija entered. She headed for the kitchen, not bothering to look up.
“Naija!” he yelled loudly. The other diners shot him annoyed looks, and he quietly apologized. She stopped abruptly, and a bright smile appeared on her face when she saw him. He motioned for her to join him at the table.
“One moment,” she said in her southern accent. “I left my favorite book in the kitchen.”
He patiently waited and tried to hide his delight when she returned. She took a whiff of the stew as she took the seat in front of him. Dominic had admitted to himself a long time ago that he liked her, a lot, but he felt being with Naija would be a betrayal to Elizabeth’s memory. His years as a chaste priest helped him build up a resistance to the type of urges, he felt when she was around. Lately, he felt it waning the more time they spent together.
Naija had never said much about herself. From what he’d heard, she was a former slave who’d escaped to freedom in the late 1700s. How she found her way to Elysium, he wasn’t sure. There were more than a few immortals that had Death to thank for their freedom. One thing he’d learned early was to never ask someone about their past, as most were filled with bad memories long forgotten.
Dominic looked down at the book Naija had placed on the table: Romeo and Juliet. He’d always regretted never seeing the play in the days of Shakespeare, but he was still getting over the loss of Elizabeth, and the story of two ill-fated lovers would have literally sent him over the edge, again. He discovered his mortality after putting a rope around his neck and the break healing instantly.
“Did you find Gaius?” she asked, knocking him out of his daydream. “I thought you might have since you’ve been gone a while.”
“No, he’s a slippery old man,” he lamented. “Any ideas?”
Naija paused and appeared to be thinking carefully about her answer. “Well, most immortals stay in familiar places and move around in a certain pattern. So, find out where he’s been, and see if something looks familiar?”
He thought for a while before it hit him. He’d followed Gaius to so many places, but they were all major cities in the South. Houston was the very first place he’d picked up Gaius’ scent, and he’d bet New Orleans would be where he was headed next. “Thank you. I feel so stupid I didn’t think of that.”
“Why, because I’m a girl?” Naija asked. She briefly pretended to be offended before bursting out in laughter. Dominic let out a sigh of relief.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—” he started to apologize, but she stopped him.
“It’s okay, I know what you meant,” she said with a smile. “Um, so when you have some free time, do you –”
Naija was interrupted by the dining room door being pushed open and slamming against the wall. Council member, Tokimasa, stood in the doorway. His face was expressionless as he quickly shuffled over to Dominic. Riya could be seen just outside the door, crying and shaking.
Tokimasa belonged to The Council. He and two other immortals decided the fate of others who violated rules both in and out of Elysium, to keep their world safe.
“We must speak in private,” he said, not bothering to lower his voice. The emotion he did attempt to hide voice accentuated his Japanese accent. His hands were shaking as the composure was slowly slipping away.
Dominic looked to a distraught Naija and placed a gentle hand on hers.
“It’s okay,” he said before excusing himself from the table.
Tokimasa quickly shuffled him through the lobby and past a distraught Riya. They walked into a small room behind the front desk and shut the door. Dominic nearly fell to his knees when he saw Neil, a front desk clerk, dead. His throat had been cut, and intestines lay spread out across the floor.
“What the hell happened here?” Dominic asked after finally catching his breath. “Tell me!”
“I found him like this,” said Riya as Tokimasa consoled her. “How did this happen?”
Immortals healed when injured almost instantly, so finding one dead should be impossible. Dominic bent down to examine the wounds. Neil had been stabbed multiple times, and his face was frozen in horror. It was as if he’d need pleading to his murderer. The palm of each hand was marked with numerous cuts. Neil was a small man who most likely hadn’t stood a chance against his attacker.
“He fought for his life,” thought Dominic.
One thing Dominic noticed right away was the lack of blood. Not one drop was on the carpeted floor. He doubted Neil’s body had been moved. It would have been near impossible to move the body in the hotel.
“Was he in here alone?” he asked Riya while he searched the room. It appeared to be a break area. A small table, two chairs, and a full bookcase were the only furnishings inside.
“Yes,” she answered. “He’d just left to take a break about five minutes before you arrived. I checked you in and kept busy. When he didn’t return on time, I went back to check on him…”
Riya sobbed and buried her head into Tokimasa’s chest. “He was in here for no more than fifteen minutes!”
Dominic searched for clues but only found the fainting scent of rotting flesh. An idea suddenly came to him after recalling his conversation with Naija.
“Find out where he’s been.”
He ran upstairs with Tokimasa on his heels and headed straight for Neil’s room on the second floor. Kicking the door in, he searched for anything that could help them understand what happened; but like the other hotel rooms, it was empty. When he got another whiff of rotting flesh, he knew something was wrong here.
Dominic turned to Tokimasa and asked, “Where is he rooted?”




Chapter 2

January 18, 1862: Kentucky, Evening
Victor Castillo, the Horseman of War, carefully surveyed the site of an upcoming battle. Reapers were now receiving notices of impending deaths on their scroll’s days and weeks in advance to prepare. He’d put himself under an immense amount of pressure to have this war go smoothly.
The Great Reaper was counting on him to leave no soul to rot on the battlegrounds. She was slowly handing over the reins to him. One mistake could have her breathing down his neck, again.
In preparation for the battle, he had called twenty Paladin to begin reaping after the first death. Paladin were the lowest rank of reaper and usually confined to specific locations. They were assigned to a lead reaper, who would assist them with any issues that may arise. Since the start of the war, Death had lifted the limitation for most American-based reapers. They now were able to travel from battle to battle reaping the dead.
Victor ordered his subordinates to stand in formation and inspected them each one by one. He wanted to ensure his reapers were ready by checking their scrolls were handy and assigning a plan of action.
“You’ve got the job already, and yet you’re still kissing ass.”
Victor grinned at the sound of Samir’s voice. He hadn’t seen his best friend since the last gathering of Horsemen shortly before the war started. They’d become the close since he was promoted some forty years prior. Being a Horsemen for such a short amount of time was a drop in the bucket compared to the others. Victor was still proud to say he had earned his title the hard way.
Samir became the reigning Horseman of Pestilence for nearly half a millennium after a lengthy Paladin career. He still resided in his homeland of Persia.
“Well, you never know when she’s watching. I like to be prepared for the Great Reaper’s inspection,” said Victor “She’s trusting me more and more. I can even feel her eyes on me less often than before. I can’t fuck this up, Samir.”
“Of course, I understand,” Samir replied. “You should’ve seen her during the Black Plague with my predecessor. I think that’s what led to his early retirement to the afterlife. I was terrified when she picked me to succeed.”
The men shared a laugh before hearing the first shots.
“Vamonos!” Victor yelled to the reapers, and they set off to collect their souls. “When are you going to tell me what happened between you two?”
Samir’s body became tense. “Nothing to tell,” he said.
Victor smiled to himself. “Got it.”
“How many do you have today?” Samir asked. “I’m still dealing with the remnants of the flu, and now I hear cholera is making its grand return.”
“Sorry to hear that. My mother died from the flu,” Victor admitted while keeping his eye on the battle. “I’m supposed to only have a little over a hundred, but let me tell you, something is going on.”
“What is it?”
“My reapers are telling me that their scrolls have been incomplete. They are reaping more souls than expected during battles. Have you had a surplus?”
“There’s no such thing a ‘surplus,’ Victor,” said Samir. “People die when they’re supposed to, usually. Have you spoken to her?”
“No, I don’t want her to second guess my leadership,” he said and turned to Samir. “Have you two spoken lately?”
“I’m afraid not,” Samir answered softly. Samir and Death had ended their relationship six years prior, at her request. “We haven’t spoken since the last gathering; which is fine with me. I’ve been keeping myself busy with other matters.”
“This ‘matter,’ wouldn’t be named Lakshmi, would it?” Victor asked with a sly smile. “The Line has been very active lately.”
The Line was the way Paladin communicated amongst each other. Usually, information on their families, since they were banned from contacting close relatives after death. Gossip on other reapers and Horsemen occasionally made its way around. Victor had reapers who still trusted him enough to let him in on some of it.
“So, you’ve heard. I suppose that means she has as well,” said Samir. “Doesn’t matter. I’m allowed to move on, and so is she.”
Silence fell between them as they observed the battle, until a reaper ran over. “Sir, it’s happening again. My list is incomplete, but I’m still seeing souls unassigned to anyone. We’re working as fast as we can.”
Victor dismissed the reaper and glanced over at Samir before calling for more reapers to help. “I told you something’s happening out there.”
The two Horsemen ran into the middle of the battle and saw the souls of soldiers wandering. In the middle of the chaos, Victor noticed a woman in a red dress. Her eyes were filled with joy, and a bright smile stretched across her face. She turned to Victor and stared into his eyes.
“Who’s that?” asked Samir but Victor didn’t answer. Samir looked over to find him mesmerized by the mysterious woman. She appeared to be of Latin descent with long dark curly hair flowed down her back as she walked away. Samir noticed a red streak of hair down the middle before she disappeared into the night.
He slapped Victor’s head hard enough to knock him out of his stupor. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
“What are you talking about?” Victor asked.
“You were in a daze,” explained Samir before describing what had just happened. “Don’t you remember her?”
“A little, but everything went blank after the first few seconds,” he replied. Victor started to feel unsteady on his feet, so with Samir’s help, he walked over to a nearby fallen tree. He wasn’t sure if it was the woman or Samir’s smack to the head that caused the dizziness, but he hadn’t felt like this since he’d died.
Samir sat beside Victor and kept an eye on him until the battle was over. Altogether, nearly a hundred more men died on the battlefield than expected. Victor knew he had no choice but to call Death and get her involved. Still feeling unsteady, he decided to wait; the last thing he wanted was her to see him like this.
“You want to be here when she comes?” he warned Samir.
The look Samir gave him said it all. “Maybe you should ask Ling first? Besides Death, she’s the oldest of us, and could offer some help.”
Victor agreed, and Samir stayed with him until he felt okay again. He wished Victor well before departing for India.
Victor held his scythe and called for Ling, Horseman of Famine. He expected a long wait, but she answered right away.
Ling had been depressed for years, and the cracks were starting to show. Her wife, Yi, had been discovered as a traitor and spy for Hades, God of the Underworld. Death was then forced to execute her. It had been forty years, and Ling had finally hit a wall.
“Ling, how are you?”
“I’m fine, you okay?” she asked. Victor was silent as he led her to the spot the woman had stood and could tell Ling felt something. She walked around in a circle, stepping over dead bodies in her path.
“What the hell happened here?” Ling asked. “It smells like something has been decaying in this spot for days, but these bodies are fresh.”
Victor described the woman and his loss of time, and Ling knew who it was right away. “Mara.”
“Who is Mara?” asked Victor. “Is she a reaper?”
“She used to be a long time ago. Around the fifth century, she went rogue after getting involved with Hades and became a Knight of the Underworld. She use a powerful spell to hide, but she’s still a reaper. Without Death, she must be rotting slowly from the inside.”
Victor was stunned. He’d heard of reapers abandoning their duties before, but never had one managed to escape the wrath of the Great Reaper for that long.
“Do we tell Death?” asked Victor.
Ling hesitated. “Let’s not bother The Great Reaper, for now.”




Chapter 3

Toronto, Canada
Josiah unloaded the last of his produce onto the cart. The surprisingly mild Canadian weather was a blessing. He’d managed to save enough to last his family through the winter and possibly spring as well.
He was one of four members of an immortal cluster. Sarah, their leader, was a 600-year-old immortal who appeared to be a ten-year-old girl. His wife Alice, and another immortal, Olive, completed their family.
The cluster had arrived in Toronto the year prior, but he managed to start his own produce business. He was only a little over a hundred years old and the youngest member of the cluster, but he’d become the primary breadwinner.
Every day he wanted to sell just a little bit more, and today, he managed enough to ease his worries. When he returned to their home, he found Sarah asleep on the couch with Alice and Olive beside her. Sarah was tossing and turning as they struggled to hold her down.
“What’s going on?” he asked. “She having a bad dream?”
He placed a hand on her forehead and was relieved to find she wasn’t warm. Immortals didn’t get sick for long and became immune after recovering from the illness. He thought Sarah had caught every disease possible, but there was always a possibility it was something new.
“She went to check in at Elysium, and we found her like this a few minutes ago,” said Olive. Her aging had ceased in her sixties. She was always introduced as Alice’s grandmother, even though she was younger than her by thirty years.
“We tried to wake her, but she keeps kicking and pushing us away,” said Alice. Her eyes were filled with worry. She was the first member of the cluster and Sarah’s “mother.” Most immortals are infertile, with only five are known to have given birth before they stopped aging. She enjoyed the times when she could pretend to be a mother.
They stayed by Sarah’s side for hours, until she finally opened her eyes. Josiah helped her sit up on the small couch and watched tears flow down her face. It stunned them all. They’d never seen her cry. She’d always been the strongest and often comforted them when they needed her the most.
“What’s wrong, Sarah?” Josiah asked, but was very hesitant to know what had elicited such an emotional response from her. He gently squeezed her tiny hand in his to urge Sarah to continue.
“Neil is dead,” she replied. The room grew silent. “They found him murdered, two months ago.”
Alice was the first to panic. “How can he be dead? We can’t die!”
Her voice shook with fear. Most immortals yearned to die for most of their early years but eventually made peace with their condition. The thought of dying frightened Alice so much, she vomited onto the floor. Josiah cleaned the mess as Olive consoled her, but Sarah began to eye Alice suspiciously.
“Listen, we’re going to be fine,” said Josiah. “I’m not going to let anyone hurt our family.”
“They’ve asked Dominic to look around,” said Sarah. “Death cannot know about this. We want to handle this on our own.”
They all agreed. Sarah then turned back to Alice and looked her over.
“How long have you been sick?” she asked. The sudden change of topic threw them all off. “You threw up yesterday and the three days before. You should be better by now.”
“It must be something bad, I guess,” Alice replied. “Why does it matter?”
Sarah had Alice stand before her, while she slowly circled her. “You’re getting bigger.”
Alice laughed but quickly stopped when she noticed Sarah was serious. “I’ve been eating more lately. Maybe it’s the illness.”
“How else have you been feeling?” Sarah asked.
Alice looked to Josiah, and he wrapped his arms around her. “What’s going on, Sarah?” he said.
“Answer me, Alice.”
“Well, besides feeling hungry, I’ve been tired and having dizzy spells,” she replied.
“What is happening?” Sarah asked herself out loud. She finally looked Alice in the eyes and said, “You’re pregnant.”
Olive screamed, and Josiah nearly fell over. Alice was surprisingly calm as she stared into Sarah’s eyes. “How sure are you?”
“You know I was worshiped in Africa as a God,” said Sarah. “Well, they would bring pregnant women to live with me for luck. I can spot a woman with child with one eye closed. I must be out of practice; I usually can tell a lot sooner. I’d say you’re ‘bout two or three months.” 
“How did this happen?” Josiah asked. The women looked at him dumbfounded, and his light brown complexion turned red. “Ya’ll know what I mean.”
They all looked at Sarah, but she had no answer. When immortality was set, younger women went through a brief period of menopause. They became permanently infertile, or so it was assumed. Alice was now the first immortal of her kind.
“We need to keep this inside the cluster,” said Sarah. “Our kind has been targeted and until we figure out what’s happening, it stays a secret. As of now, there is no baby. If we get any visitors, you stay out of sight, Alice.”
“Of course, Sarah,” she said, smiling and holding her belly. Josiah kissed her and covered her hands with his.
“Wait, why did they wait so long to tell you about Neil?” asked Olive. “You’re a Council member.”
Sarah released a heavy sigh, “I quit The Council bout five months ago. I’m thinking about rooting myself, and they were against it.”
Josiah was stunned. “You’re leaving us?”
“I’m tired,” said Sarah. “I love all of you, but I just wanna rest for a while.”
Alice began to cry, and Sarah took her hands. “You have a real baby coming, and I promise not to leave until it gets here.”




Chapter 4

Kensington Gardens
Death kissed her horse, Nella, on the nose before the massive pale beast ran off. The sun was rising, and Death was not a fan of daytime. She and Dominic stood together in front of Round Pond together for the first time in years. The black and white gothic manor hadn’t changed, and he couldn’t wait to get inside.
“Do you still have your cloak?” asked Death. He showed her the small ruby she’d gifted him. It was now centered in the middle of a cross. She chuckled, “Still a man of the cloth?”
“Of course!” he said. “I hope I still have a spare cassock in my old room.”
“You know May kept everything ready for you,” said Death. She placed the hood of her cape over her head as he pressed the ruby, causing it to glow. Dominic watched the skeleton bone form down her arm and to her hand. The six-foot scythe manifested out of her palm, and she pounded it against the ground. Dominic had seen the sight many times before, but still found himself in awe.
“How are the other Horsemen doing?” he asked as they crossed the water. “Is Ling any better?”
Death’s face grew solemn, and she paused. She turned to face the rising sun, her dark skin glowing in the light. “Let’s just catch up in the library, ok?”
“Sure,” he replied softly. Something was wrong, but he didn’t want to push. They entered the foyer and were greeted right away by May. Death’s immortal housekeeper and longtime companion had come to be a confidante to the Great Reaper, and a surrogate mother to Dominic.
After discovering his true identity as the biblical figure Cain and being forced to send his mother to the afterlife, he heavily valued his relationship with May. No matter how much time they spent apart, he knew she’d be there for him.
“Well, look what the wind blew in,” she said in her thick Eastern European accent. “I thought I would never see you here again. I ought to give you a smack.”
He laughed and gave her a tight hug. For all Death knew, they had not seen each other in years, but it was only a few days. Death had promised May never to read her, and the block she placed inside Dominic’s head prevented her from seeing the truth as well. So, they felt their secret was safe.
“How are you, May?” he asked.
“Just fine,” she said. Her eyes were brimming with tears. “As long as you are fine, so will I be.”
Death brows furrowed briefly as she watched the interaction. “Are you okay?”
May quickly wiped the tears from her eyes. “Yes, these are tears of happiness.”
“Okay,” said Death. She was unconvinced but decided not to press the issue, for now. “Dominic, you go change, and I’ll be in the library. Tea?”
 
“Yes, please,” he replied as she walked away. He looked inside the living room, expecting the single painting of his former homeland to still hang over the fireplace, but it was gone. The painting was once the only one in the entire room, but several new works of art decorated the walls.
“She started painting again,” said May. “Not long after you left. They are beautiful, no?”
Dominic was speechless. She’d painted many places they’d visited over the years. The Pyramids of Giza, the Vatican, and the Amazon jungle had been painted in vibrant colors. In each painting were two familiar figures, a priest and a woman dressed in black.
He stood in front of the Vatican painting and recalled the first time they met. She terrified him. She still did, but he knew most of her triggers and carefully avoided them.
“These were my favorite places,” he said. “How did she know?”
May stood beside him. “You should know that she is capable of love and friendship. As hard as she tries to hide it, she cares for some of us. You are like a little brother, I think.”
He found the sentiment ironic. His own brother had tried to kill him, twice, but it was Death most fond of him. “I should freshen up.”
The room he once called home for nearly thirty years had not changed. May had made sure a fire was burning, and a clean cassock had been laid out on the bed. He was pleasantly surprised to find the missing painting hanging over his fireplace. The plains where he was once a shepherd and the home he was terrorized in by his father. Most people would have thrown it in the fire, but for him it was a constant reminder of how far he’d come.
Dominic quickly dressed and headed for the library, admiring the self-portraits of Death that graced the halls. He found the library was still the same as he remembered as well. The large bookcases that covered most of the room were filled with ancient texts that most historians would sell their souls for.
He joined Death as she stood in front of the largest painting in the home. St. John’s Cemetery in New Orleans was painted in shades of black and gray, with the exception of the horses. Nella stood beside Death whose wings were now painted even larger than he remembered. Dominic was now depicted at her side.
Nostalgia filled his heart, and the ting of regret swiftly followed. He’d thought leaving was a good decision. It was a chance to see the world on his own and with more knowledge that he’d ever had. It was The Council that had approached him to become a guide for lost immortals. He took the job right away and was relieved to get Death’s support. In fact, she nearly pushed him out the door.
“You’ve changed, Dominic,” Death said, breaking the silence between them. He turned to her, confused at the remark. “You’re more confident in yourself. I like it.”
Dominic’s grin stretched across his face at the compliment. He didn’t say it, but she changed too. Years ago, she would have never been so transparent. She’d have dropped a slight implication at the most.
They sat down in two facing sofa chairs to talk beside two hot cups of tea.
“So, let’s talk about an immortal death,” she said before taking a sip. “Start from the beginning.”
He took a deep breath and explained Elysium and the events the lead to him breaking an oath.
“After I discovered he was rooted in Delaware, I hightailed it there,” he said. “I entered the mausoleum, and that’s when I saw it.”
She watched as his eyes began to gloss over at the memory. “What did you see?”
“Blood was everywhere,” he said as his voice began to shake in fear. “Neil’s body had been pulled from his coffin and gutted far worse than what we’d seen in Elysium. He was murdered. An immortal was murdered!”
“Calm down and breathe,” she said softly. “You’re safe here. Elysium may be a paradise, but it’s not completely safe. That Dream Hotel is just a damn trap for immortals seeking lost hope.”
Dominic froze. “I didn’t tell you what the hotel was called. How did you know that?”
She hesitated before answering. “Do you remember when I told you years ago that everyone deserves a sanctuary?”
He slowly nodded.
“Well, I realized a while back that immortals would never have that. To live forever and have to move around constantly. They’d never really have a real home. It seemed like torture that your kind did not deserve. So, I created Elysium.”
If Dominic had been standing, his feet would have given out beneath him. “But…but…Ada said.”
Ada, the leader of The Council, and at the second oldest known immortal had once told him Elysium was an immortal creation and that Death knew nothing of it. It had to be protected at every cost. If she’d known he was even talking her about it, the consequences would be a permanent burial and expulsion from the immortal world.
Death closed the door with a wave of her hand and sealed the room from any potential eavesdropping. “I know what Ada told you. It’s what she tells everyone, but unbeknownst to her, it’s not the truth. I simply planted the seed in her head to bound together with other immortals, and ask for water. They ‘unlocked’ a door to the world I gave them.”
“So, you’ve known this whole time where I’ve been?”
She laughed. “Yes, and by the way, May is a terrible liar.”
It was his turn to laugh. “Sorry, I wasn’t able to tell you. I disagree about the hotel; it really has helped me a lot.”
“I’m sure it has, but don’t treat it as a long-term fix,” she said more sternly than he would have expected. “Anyway, I feign ignorance and let immortals handle their own kind. It’s for the best. You all will have to learn how to exist without me one day.”
“What do you mean?” he quickly asked. “You’re eternal, right?”
“Of course,” she said and forced a smile onto her lips.




Chapter 5

Delaware
Death and Dominic made their way toward the backend of a small cemetery. The recent heavy snowfall caused the trek a little more difficult than it was only a couple weeks ago. He hadn’t been exaggerating when he described the mausoleum as small. It was just big enough to hold a single coffin.
“Wait, someone’s been here,” he said. The door was ajar, but he’d remember sealing it again. He didn’t want anyone to come across the remains by accident.
Death formed her scythe and pushed Dominic behind her. Taking the lead, she opened the door and found the charred remains of a body. The rotting flesh was still smoking, and they could feel the heat fuming off the remains. Whoever had lit the fire wasn’t too far gone. Dominic pointed to the back wall. Written in Neil’s blood, was a message for Death:
Once I rise

He will know

The guardian will die

 
“That wasn’t there before,” he said. “This is Hades again, but why would he attack immortals?”
 
Death didn’t answer. She just continued to stare at the wall. This was the first clear sign in years that he was back. “He’s figured it out. Shit.”
“Figured what out?” he asked, but she ignored the question.
Death slammed her scythe to the ground, calling for the Horsemen. Déjà vu hit Dominic when the sounds of horses filled his ears. It wasn’t long before he caught sight of Victor, Samir, and Ling. Their horses were smaller versions of Nella, but still monstrous in size. They each approached Death and bowed. Dominic couldn’t help but notice the coldness between her and Samir. When he left, they’d been madly in love, but now Samir barely looked her in the eyes.
“I’ve called this emergency gathering because an old enemy has reared his head again, Hades,” said Death. The Horsemen failed to react to the news. They weren’t surprised. Death had assured them that Hades would eventually return. “Inside this mausoleum is the burned remains of a dead immortal.”
This time there was a reaction. The face of each Horseman became frozen in shock.
“He’s discovered a way to kill immortals, how is that possible?” asked Victor.
“I don’t know, yet,” she answered. “Has there been any anomalies out there? Anything strange?”
“No,” Ling answered quickly before Samir or Victor could answer. She turned to them, and they both responded no as well. Victor’s heart began to race as Death stared into his eyes. He prayed to God that she didn’t read his mind.
Samir packed the lie underneath the angst that came when he and Death were around each other now. He knew she wouldn’t read him. His thoughts were the last on Earth she wanted to see right now.
“Are you sure?” Death asked. The undertone in her voice dripped with a clear warning.
“Yes, Great Reaper,” they all answered. Seemingly satisfied with their answers, she decided to dismiss them with strict instructions to be extra vigilant. “I don’t want panic amongst the ranks, so for now, this stays between us. Samir and Victor, you two are dismissed.”
Samir and Victor departed, leaving Ling standing alone. “I guess there an update on my request?”
“I’m not allowing you to move on based on betrayal from a loved one,” said Death. “You’re my best friend, and I know how strong you are. You’ll pull through this.”
Ling’s eyes began to water, and her face turned red as she held back the anger forming in her chest. “Is there anything else, Great Reaper?”
Dominic could feel the tension between them.
“Yes, I need you to visit immortal clusters, and check on them,” Death replied and glanced back to a now very nervous Dominic. “Question them but try not to let them know that we’re aware of the murder. Report back when you’re done.”
“Is there anything else?” Ling repeated. Death handed her a list of locations.
“No,” she said. “Just visit these immortals and continue your duties.”
Without another word, Ling jumped onto her horse and disappeared inside a portal. 
Death stood stiff until the portal closed and began to walk through the graveyard. Dominic got the familiar feeling of nothingness he always had at the site of burials. He never understood why people were afraid of graveyards, even before he’d met Death, he was unafraid of them.
“Only the husks are here,” he’d say. “The shells that once held the most valuable part of a person, the soul. We come here to mourn the bodies that gave us love, joy, and comfort. We need not be afraid.”
He joined her as she strolled past the tombstones, only stopping briefly to read each one. She’d gingerly touch each block of stone before moving on to the next.
“Can you see them in the afterlife?” Dominic asked.
“No, there is no life here,” she replied softly. The freezing wind blew into their faces, but only Dominic shivered. “It’s always so quiet here. Whenever I want to be alone and clear my head, I go to the nearest cemetery and just walk. This
is my Elysium.”
**
Ling exited the portal and left her horse, Yazhu, to roam in the nearby forest. Japan was her first stop. She looked up to see Mount Fuji in the distance, making a mental note to climb it one day. If Death wouldn’t grant her permission to pass on, then she would request a sabbatical from her duties, but she wasn’t sure if that was even an option for reapers. If it wasn’t, her backup plan would have to come into action.
As she admired the scenic view, her mind drifted back to the wooded area near her home. The same one shared with Yi for many years. The same one where Yi’s ashes were buried.
She recalled the scene on that fateful day. When the red blood trickled down Yi’s hand, her heart dropped into the pit of her stomach. Yi looked her in the eyes as the tears fell down both of their cheeks. A speechless Ling turned away without looking back. Yi tried to follow her, but Death stopped her and forced her to kneel.
“Do you have any last words?” Death asked as the scythe formed in her hand.
As Ling finally fell out of view, Yi looked up to Death. “Tell her that my love for her was real.”
“I will,” Death replied.
After the execution, Death burned Yi’s remains and buried them in the woods. Before leaving, she told Ling of her last profession of love. That was the beginning of the darkest period of her afterlife. She was still knee-deep in it and desperately wanted out.
The call of a bird interrupted her memories. She uncloaked herself and followed the small dirt path to a small village hidden in within the forest. There, she saw six small huts built close to a river. As she neared, a sign nailed to a tree warned trespassing would be punishable by death.
Ling checked her surroundings and saw no one around. It was too quiet for her liking, but what could an immortal do to a reaper. Her suspicions were confirmed when the second her foot passed the sign, a horn sounded, and a dozen villagers appeared with weapons ranging from axes to muskets, and they were all aimed directly at her head. Useless of course, but probably an effective deterrent to the living.
Ling stopped and stood firm as they slowly circled her. All were of Asian descent, but of various ages. The circle tightened as they closed in on her. She didn’t move, but showed no fear either.
To her right a woman exited one of the huts. A flash of recognition briefly crossed the woman’s face when she saw Ling. She looked to be in her late twenties but was most likely much older. She was dressed in similar clothing to the others, a simple shirt, and long pants. Ling couldn’t help but think it looked better on her.
“Stop!” the woman ordered. The villagers paused and immediately retreated back a few feet.
As she neared, Ling pushed the attraction to the woman down, convincing herself she wasn’t ready. The villagers briefly parted for the woman to enter the circle.
“Who are you?” asked Ling, but she received no answer. The woman looked Ling up and down before a grin stretched across her face.
“I am Akari, and you are impolite,” she replied, and then laughed at Ling’s confused expression. “It’s customary to bow as a sign of respect in Japan.”
This time it was Ling who burst into laughter. She had to admit it felt good to laugh again. “You expect me to show respect to people who were just aiming blades and bullets at my head?”
“I expect you to show respect to the woman who spared you from those blades and bullets, Horseman.”
Ling paused and bowed gracefully before her. Akari smiled before turning and walking back toward the river. The villagers remained parted, allowing Ling to catch up. They stopped at the bank and sat on a large rock side by side.
“The last Horseman that visited us was Death,” said Akari. “Warning us of a landslide that was going to kill many people in its path. It gave us time to find a new home. She didn’t want us to be buried alive forever. Will there be another?
“How do you know who I am?” asked Ling and Akari was amused at her blatantly ignoring the question.
“It was brief, but we’ve met before,” she said. “A few hundred years ago, when Death found me and brought me here. You were with your wife then, so I suspect your eyes were for her only. Anyway, you came and checked on us with her a few years after. She was kind.”
Pain sliced through Ling’s heart and she tried her hardest to hide it. When Akari placed a gentle hand on hers, she knew she had failed. “Has she passed on?”
“In a manner of speaking,” replied Ling. She decided to get to the point of her visit, but careful not to reveal the true reason. “We are looking for an immortal who may have witnessed a reaper being attacked. He goes by many names, but Johan was the latest.”
Akari looked into Ling’s eyes with suspicion, and Ling hoped that her current emotional state now played to her advantage.
“No, sorry,” Akari answered. “So, you’re not here because of Eito?”
“No, who’s Eito?”
“One of us,” she said and glanced over at the village. “He left for a month ago for supplies. We haven’t seen him since. When I saw you, I thought Death had sent you to help us. I thought maybe Ada had reached out to her. She contacted other immortals, but no one has seen or heard from him.”
Ling shook her head. “No, I don’t believe she is at all aware of this. I will inform her, I promise.”
Akari smiled and kissed Ling on the cheek. “Thank you, and I’m sorry I couldn’t help.”
Ling blushed and bowed once again. “It’s okay, and you’ve helped more than you know.”




Chapter 6

July 1st, 1862: Elysium
Dominic opened his eyes to find Elizabeth sleeping beside him. His room in the hotel was on constant reserve and made it faster for him to get to her. Once he entered the room all, he had to do was close his eyes and think of Lewsworth; the English village disappeared with his fiancé and the remaining villagers over 400 years ago.
Through a powerful reaper named Sunny, he’d learned she was inside a void and would likely remain there forever. Almost every night, he came here to be with her. Lately, he had been coming back less often and spending more time with Naija and Death.
Elizabeth began to stir, and he kissed her cheek. It felt as real as when she was alive. She opened her eyes and smiled at him. Her red hair glowed in the sunlight that streamed in from the open window.
“Good morning,” she said softly. “How did you sleep?”
“Perfect, I slept alongside you,” he replied. She giggled, and he wondered if he remembered her as she truly was. Every year that passed his confidence diminished in remembering how she looked, smelled, and even talked.
They stayed in bed a little longer before Dominic got ready to leave. He said goodbye with a kiss and Elizabeth waved as she and the village slowly disappeared. He closed the door to his room and was greeted by Ada.
The native African was rarely seen since Neil’s death. Council meetings were being presided on solely by Tokimasa. When she was sighted, it was usually heading in and out of the green door that no one else was allowed inside. Dominic had once seen a pair of eyes peeking out at him, but he could only make out the person was quite small. The door would quickly shut once he’d start to walk toward them.
“Dominic, we must talk,” she said. Ada was usually soft-spoken, but her voice was more stern than usual.
She dressed in her usual attire: a blue and gold robe with gold bracelets down her arms. Her hair was usually in a long gray braid, but he noted today it was open and flowing down her back. She looked tired. The stress was getting to everyone, in one way or another.
“Ada, how can I help?”
“It appears that we are at an impasse,” said Ada. “I think it is time we involved, her.”
He knew who she meant. In the six months following, no new information had been discovered. She was unaware that Death already knew of Neil’s death, or that even the Great Reaper had found almost nothing.
Ling’s reports from the immortals yielded only more questions. Immortals were slowly going missing all over the world without a trace. This news had spread amongst their community, and clusters were rapidly forming. Elysium’s numbers began to dwindle as well.
“I understand your concern,” he said. “I will inform her when I return to the manor. Is there anything else I can do?”
Ada paused to contemplate her answer. “No, that’s all for now. Report back on what she finds immediately and don’t be generous with what you say, only the essential.”
Dominic bowed and Ada left for her room on the second floor. He’d always wondered what her paradise looked like but had no hopes of ever finding out. Not even the other Council members had ever been inside. He waited a few minutes, ensuring she was gone before he descended the stairs, and headed for the dining area. He stopped by the front desk and gave his key back to Riya, who was wearing a bright yellow sari.
“How are you?” he asked. She had not been herself since finding Neil’s body. He’d made a point to ask her every time he saw her. If she wasn’t on duty, she was being accompanied by her husband, Tokimasa.
She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m fine.”
He hesitated on continuing the conversation but decided against it. She looked just as tired as Ada had. Neil’s death and the missing immortals were taking their tolls on everyone. He turned around to see Naija leaving the dining room with a book in her hand. She smiled when she saw him, and they met each other halfway across the lobby.
Dominic slid his hands into the hidden pockets of his cassock. He was still shy around her, but she found in it adorable. “Naija, it’s nice to see you. Would you like to have lunch with me?”
Naija grinned and looked over to the door to the dining hall. “I’ve got a better idea. How about we have lunch near the water?”
His heart skipped a beat before he nodded yes. “I’d love to.”
Naija’s smile widened and her brown skin seemed to glow. “Wait here, and I’ll get the food. The usual?”
He nodded again, and she left for the kitchen. Dominic paced around the lobby as he pushed down the guilt. He knew that he had to come to terms with Elizabeth not coming back. Naija deserved his full attention. She was here, and he could hold her outside of his room. Riya tried to stifle her amusement as she observed his nervousness.
Naija returned a short while later with a basket filled to the brim with food and drink. They turned to leave the hotel when Helena stopped them.
“Dominic, may I speak with you in private?” she asked. “I promise it will only take a moment.”
“Of course,” he replied. He asked Naija to wait for him outside while they talked.               
Helena led him to a nearby bench, and they sat. She held his hands and looked into his eyes. “Do you know why Naija loves ‘Romeo and Juliet’ so much?”
“No, I don’t know that much about her, yet.”
“She is young by immortal standards. She still leads with her heart, but not her head.”
“Why are you telling me this, Helena?” he asked. There was a slight annoyance in his tone.
“I’ve known her for a long time, and I know love when I see it,” she said. “I’ve experienced unrequited love as well. You are aware of the body I was born in?”
“Yes, I am,” he answered. After he started returning to Elysium, he eventually learned that Helena was born male, but at an early age transitioned to female. She was fortunate to live in a culture that accepted her.              
“I fell for someone who was still in love with his dead wife,” she continued. “Part of him was ready to move on, but not with me. He wanted children that I could not give. He strung me along and eventually left me for someone who was more similar to his beloved.”
“Helena,” said Dominic, “I know what you’re saying, and I will not hurt her. I promise. I care very deeply for her, and I’ve realized that it’s time to move on.”
She looked into his eyes, searching for doubt. “Ok, I trust you,” she said. “Now, go before your food gets cold.”
He found Naija outside, and they walked the short distance from the town to the beach. She sat the food on a blanket, and they enjoyed their meal. Small talk and laughter filled the salty air.
Dominic wanted to know more about her past, but he didn’t want to push. “So, where did you grow up?”
Naija hesitated before answering. “I was born on a plantation in Tennessee about two hundred years ago.”
Her mother had been brought over from Africa and sold to the Ghenton Plantation as a child. She died in childbirth but lived long enough to name her daughter. The plantation owner gave her the name Molly, but the other slaves called her Naija in secret. She never knew her father, but was told he’d been sold right before she was born.
“One day, a few slaves told me about a plan to escape. So, I decided to go with them. We made it to freedom and split up. Death found me a few years after that. I lived with Sarah for a while, then I eventually rooted.”
After she finished her story, there was a comfortable silence between them. Naija already knew his story and how painful it was, but something had been bothering her. “I know you’re kind of famous in Elysium, but can I ask you something?”
“Of course,” he said.
“Do you come here only for her?”
Dominic paused for a moment and thought carefully about his answer. “Not anymore.”
Naija suddenly stood and headed for the ocean, taking off her clothes along the way. By the time her feet hit the water, she was nude. Dominic’s jaw nearly hit the sand.
He watched her swim out a few yards and call for him to join. “No clothes allowed!”
The only time he had been nude in front of a woman was when May had to undress him while he was unconscious. He knew in his heart that he wanted this and didn’t allow himself time to think before he began to undress and head for the water.
It was cold, but his body temperature adjusted as he swam over to her. She wrapped her hands around him, and they kissed for the first time. He held her tightly as the kiss deepened. She gently touched the top of the large scar on his back. Referred to around Elysium as “The Strike of God,” he obtained the scar long ago, along with Death.
Dominic took the hint when Naija wrapped her legs around him, and they made love in the water. He didn’t think about Elizabeth for days.




Chapter 7

July 7th, 1862: Arkansas
Death checked the time on her pocket watch, then put it back inside her cloak. The floor-length hooded garb had not been altered since she’d entered her first vessel thousands of years ago.
When she spotted her target, she walked slowly toward him. In less than a second, her scythe was inches from Victor’s neck.
“You would think a soldier of war would be more careful,” she said, slowly lowering the blade.
Victor was still frozen from the surprise attack when the shame started to slowly settle in. She was right. It could have been Hades or one of his minions. He’d been too busy watching the battle, and now realized he couldn’t remember when it actually started.
“Forgive me, Great Reaper,” he said. “I apologize for my negligence.”
Death noted the weariness in his voice; his mind was miles away. “What is it, Victor?”
Victor had sworn to Ling not to tell Death about Mara, but it never set well. He feared how many times he’d seen Mara without being able to remember.
He’d hesitated a moment too long, and Death entered a trance to begin reading him. Her eyes had become a milky white as she searched his memories, finding missing periods of time. She’d also found Ling telling him not to inform her of anything. Death’s blood began to boil, and her eyes turned red.
Death ran into the middle of the battle, and as the bullet’s passed through her, she searched for Mara. Nothing but the smell of rotting flesh was all she could sense. It didn’t take long before she spotted the souls. They had not been assigned a reaper and were now roaming the battlefield. She knew what she had to do.
Standing in the center of the battle, Death closed her eyes. She lifted her body many feet above the ground and held her scythe in both hands. She opened a massive portal, and the souls began to float inside.
She slowly descended and approached Victor, holding her blade to his neck once again. She made it clear that this time, it was not a test.
“Don’t you ever keep something like this from me again!” she shouted. “Do you understand?”
“Yes, Great Reaper,” he said. “I didn’t want to go over Ling’s head. She has seniority –”
Death interrupted him immediately. “No one has seniority, except me! Ling, Samir, and you are equal. No matter how long you’ve been a Horseman. Make that mistake again, and I will take your head.”
“Yes, Great Reaper.”
“Good,” she said and lowered the blade. “That portal will stay open until the last soul has been reaped. Stay until it does. You can send half of the Paladin here home to rest. Got it?”
She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she mounted Nella and left Victor standing alone.
He was shaken from the reprimand, but not defeated. He knew better now. After that night, he’d kept two reapers at this side, just in case Mara reappeared.
A week later in Georgia, during a brief break between battles, he came upon a squadron of black soldiers. He realized he’d been drawn to them, and quickly discovered why. Captain Adofo was there and whispering into the ear of one of the men. The lead reaper was a close friend of Death’s for many years, and nearly had Victor’s job.
It was a while before Adofo noticed Victor’s presence, and once he did, Adofo hastily put distance in between himself and the soldier.
“What are you doing?” Victor asked. “You were whispering something in that man’s ear. What was it?”
“Nothing,” he replied in his deep West African accent. Despite having a lesser rank, the older man stared at Victor unafraid. “Just words of encouragement. These men are fighting for a country that treats them like cattle. More of them will die on the battlefield, but get none of the glory.”
Victor could help but notice the man had a slight resemblance to Adofo, but he chalked it up to coincidence. Adofo died hundreds of years ago during the transatlantic slave trade, and his immediate family would be long dead.
“Fine, but don’t do it again,” said Victor. “She is not in best of moods lately, and I’m not keeping any secrets from her.”
“Understood,” Adofo replied. He turned and disappeared into the night.
Victor felt a knot in his stomach. He was already on Death’s bad side and knew if this turned into something worse, she’d kill him. He decided to tell her, but not right away. Maybe Adofo would own up first.
**
India
Samir watched as Lakshmi dressed before her shift. He loved everything about her, especially the shape of her curves, but couldn’t help comparing her to Death. The way Death smiled when they were alone, and how she would call his name when she wanted to make love.
The sound of Lakshmi humming pulled him from the memories. He shook his head to push them away. It wasn’t fair to continuously compare them to each other. Samir tried once again to focus of Lakshmi.
As she put on the holster that held the scythe around her waist, she watched Samir closely. He lay in the bed, now looking up at the ceiling with his eyes glossed over.
“You’re thinking of her, aren’t you?” she asked without a hint of anger or jealousy. “It’s okay if you are, I would too. Her current vessel is definitely my favorite.”
Samir quickly rose from the bed without bothering to cover his naked body. “I wasn’t thinking of anyone, but you. I don’t need to. You’re all I need.”
“Of course, for now,” she said. “I’m not going to set myself up for disappointment when you go back to her. I know she let you go without telling you why, but you would go back to her in a heartbeat.”
“Laksh—"
She placed with a finger on his lips. “Lies will get you a swift kick, Horseman.”
They kissed, and she left with her scroll in hand. Samir laid back on the bed and stared at the ceiling until a knock at the door startled him. Assuming it to be Lakshmi, he smiled. “Miss me already?”
He got up and opened the door, but it wasn’t Lakshmi, but Mara. Before Samir could react, she plunging a Haladie sword into his chest. He lunged at her but fell to the ground as she easily shook him off. The last thing Samir saw before the darkness, was Mara smiling and bending down.
Ten hours later, Lakshmi returned and found his body. Her screams alerted the other reapers on the floor. They came running out of their rooms with scythes in hand. When they caught sight of what had caused Lakshmi’s distress, a lead reaper was called, and Makani appeared.
The large Hawaiian native was only made a lead reaper a few years prior and was still learning the ropes. At the age of 25, he’d died of an infected wound. He still proudly wore tribal tattoos all over this body, and was known to tell great stories of his homeland.
Once Makani saw Samir lying dead, he immediately ordered everyone back. Lakshmi was still in a ball on the floor, sobbing into her hands, and being consoled by a friend.
Makani knelt over Samir’s body and detected the fainting scent of rotting flesh. A glimmer of light coming from Samir’s hand caught his eye. He opened it and found a black opal.
“What the hell?”
He grabbed his scythe and called for Death.




Chapter 8

Japan
Ling and Akari held each other tightly on the small mattress in her hut. Over the past months, they’d grown closer and had been sleeping together for some time. They were careful not to tell anyone.
A relationship between an immortal and reaper was unheard of, and they feared what Death would do. Akari’s close relationship with the villagers kept their secret safe from Ada.
As the two slept, their slumber was interrupted by the sound of a horn. They quickly dressed, and Ling grabbed her scythe before they exited the hut.
“Shit,” whispered Ling when she saw Death at the entrance. With a Dominic in tow, she was making her way toward the riverbank.
Death had received a much less hostile welcoming that Ling had. The villagers made their presence known but stayed clear of her. She briefly turned as she walked and threw a blank stare at the couple.
Despite her worries, Ling was known back when she saw Dominic; he wasn’t wearing a cassock. She’d never seen him in plain clothes before.
“Just stay calm,” said Ling to Akari as they started to follow them.
Akari nodded but she knew she had a huge problem. The villagers might have kept them a secret, but Dominic would surely have to report back to Ada. A meeting with The Council would surely be in her future. 
When they all arrived at the river, Death looked back to Ling with an icy stare. “We need to speak…alone,” she ordered.
Akari grasped Ling’s hand, but the Horseman gently pulled it away, before giving her an assuring kiss on the cheek. Death and Ling walked just out of earshot; the flowing water aided in drowning out their conversation.
“I came here to handle one issue with you, but you just dumped another onto my lap,” said Death. She was so angry small dots of red began to appear in her eyes. “I just don’t know where to start. Which is worse: you screwing an immortal or Mara?”
Ling tried to interrupt but Death continued.
“And how fucking dare you not tell me that she had returned. Do you know how foolish I look?”
“I’m sorry,” Ling said with tearful eyes. “I was in a low place and wanted to find her first. I thought maybe she could take my life since you wouldn’t. The darkness would have been just as good as the afterlife.”
Few times had Death ever been speechless, but she could add Ling being suicidal to the list. She had no idea the pain was so deep. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
Ling looked away before nodding her acceptance. Death didn’t apologize often, so this was about as good as it would get.
“I guess I underestimated your grief,” Death continued before taking a deep breath. “Do you still want to move on?”
Ling turned to Akari, who along with Dominic, was intensely watching their conversation and shook her head. “No, I’ve found a reason to stay.”
Death let out a heavy sigh. “About that, I can’t say that I support a relationship between you two,” she admitted earnestly. “I don’t see it working out in the long run.”
“Let me have this, please,” Ling begged. “We’re not hurting anyone. I love her.”
Death looked between the two women. “Fine, at least until this war is over. We will readdress it then. Am I understood?”
A small victory, the war was due to last for years, and by then Death would have warmed up to their relationship. Ling smiled and turned to Akari to give her the good news when Death’s eyes began to glow white. She was being called and it was extremely urgent.
“We have to go!” shouted Death. “Dominic, stay here until I return.”
Before he could protest, Death and Ling were halfway to their horses. He and Akari watched as the Horsemen raced into a portal.
“Does she do that often?” Akari asked him. “Leave you in strange places on your own?”
“No,” he answered. “She always takes me to the manor or somewhere safe. Something is wrong, and it’s big.”
Dominic joined Akari on one of the boulders. “I hope Ling will be okay,” she said.
“I’m sure she will.”
Akari looked down at the dirt and back at Dominic. “Will you tell?” she asked. Dominic looked into her eyes and saw the fear she held inside. “The Council will surely bury me.”
“Tell them what?” he said with a wink. Before he knew it, she had pulled him into a hug. When she let go, tears began streaming down her face. “Listen, I’m not a spy for The Council. I would never tell them anything they didn’t need to know. Your secret is safe with me.”
“Thank you. I’ve never loved anyone as much as I love her,” she said. The villagers lived a life of isolation out of necessity. Some came and went, but she stayed and provided some stability for the community. It was a lonely existence, and meeting Ling was a wish come true. “New love is always the best, right?”
 
He smiled when his thoughts drifted to Naija. Death had invited him to Japan, assuming the trip would be a short one. When they were done, he’d hoped to visit her when they were done.
Dominic decided to take the opportunity to get to know Akari. He’d met many people in Elysium, but she wasn’t a familiar face.
Akari was more than happy to oblige. She’d lived an average life with her family in Japan until the Emperor visited their village. He spotted her and forced her into his harem of concubines.
“I never saw my family again,” she said. “He was very old and died only a few years later. That’s when Death found me and brought me here. I’ve never left.”
“I’m so sorry,” said Dominic. “Life is never easy. Whether you truly live it or not, something always manages to fuck it up for you.”
**
Bombay
Death leaped from Nella’s back. With Ling behind her, they rushed inside the building, and up the stairs to the third floor. Lakshmi’s room was at the far end of the long corridor. A group of reapers that had gathered in the hallway parted and bowed as she walked by.
Makani opened the door and quickly closed it behind him. He bowed before her, keeping the doorway blocked with his massive body. “Great Reaper, I don’t know how to say this but—”
He was interrupted by her effortlessly pushing him out of the way. The sight of Samir’s body nearly caused her to collapse. An open wound in his chest was seeping black blood onto the floor. Her body went stiff. Ling placed a hand on her shoulder to provide support, but it only awakened the anger that had been waiting to overflow. Death’s eyes turned red, and she turned to the gawking reapers.
“This is not a fucking show!” she screamed. “Unless one of you has an answer as to how someone walked amongst you and murdered a Horseman, get out of my fucking hallway!”
The earth shook, and after a quick scattering of bodies, the corridor was empty. Makani and Ling locked eyes. He cautiously stepped forward, “Great Reaper, I think I have something that may help.”
He reached into his pocket and pulled the black gem out.
“Mara...,” she said and held the shimmering jewel in the palm of her hand. “Where did you find this?”
“It was in his fist, and I smelled the scent of something rotten as well,” he said. “I kept the area clear until you arrived.”
“Mara did this?” asked Ling. “Why would she kill him? She was gone years before Samir was even born.”
“To hurt me,” said Death as she bent down and brushed the hair from Samir’s face. “She probably persuaded Hades to let her kill Samir.”
“Ma’am, if I may?” Makani bent down, “I didn’t want to move Samir until you arrived, but I think something is underneath him.”
They lifted Samir’s body to find a scythe covered in blood. She recognized it right away as having once belonged to Mara.
“Missing immortals, fucked up scrolls, and now a murdered Horseman,” Death said to her herself. The gears in her head were turning at full speed, but she still felt as if there were missing pieces to the puzzle. “I’m being distracted.”
“From what?” Ling asked.
“I don’t know, yet,” she replied. She turned to Lakshmi, “I’m not one for sentimental bullshit, but you are relieved of duty for a month. His pyre will take place in an hour, and you should be there.”
“Thank you, ma’am.”
“Sure,” said Death. “Makani, good job. I expect you there are as well.”
“Of course, Great Reaper.”




Chapter 9

Stonehenge
Samir’s body lay on a wooden pyre at the center of the prehistoric site. Traditionally used for the ceremony of both the retirement and initiation of a Horseman, tonight for the first time, it would the setting for a funeral. Death had cloaked it to appear as if it were deteriorating, but once the barrier was crossed, it was just as new.
Ling and Victor stood on one side of Samir. Adofo, Lakshmi, and Makani were on the other with hundreds of Paladins behind them.
Samir’s body had been wrapped in linen and drenched in water blessed by holy men from many different religions. Although in life Samir worshiped no god, Death insisted it be done. She didn’t know for sure where his soul was, but she hoped this would do some good.
Ling leaned over and whispered to Victor, “Where is she?”
Death had not arrived at the ceremony yet, and it would not begin until she did.
Victor shrugged and they each turned to Adofo. He discreetly shook his head.
The sound of a large galloping horse in the distance allowed them each to let out a sigh of relief. A portal closed behind Death as she made her way to the ceremony with Dominic. She reached the edge of the crowd and hopped off Nella.
Paladin parted as she walked through them and toward Samir. Dominic opted to wait for Nella to lower. A broken bone was the last thing he needed right now. He caught up to Death in no time, but stayed a few steps behind. When they reached the front of the crowd, he stood beside Lakshmi as Death took her place at the pyre. She stood over Samir’s head and looked down upon him for the last time.
Her decision to end their relationship was hard. They were getting too close for her comfort. It was a relationship that should have never progressed to the point of him spending many nights in a row between her sheets.
As she stood silent for a few minutes, those standing nearest to her could see a tear forming in the corner of her eye. She lay a soft hand on his forehead and closed her eyes to fight the tears.
When she opened them, most of the reapers around her were weeping. Samir was well loved and respected by many, most of whom were standing before her. Finally, she began her speech:
“Tonight, we say farewell to a fallen Horseman. In different ways, Samir affected all of us here tonight the most. I’m not one for sentimentality, but I will miss him. Samir, I can say without a doubt that there will never be anyone like you. Rest.”
Death ordered everyone to stand back and formed her scythe. She held it high, and the others quickly followed suit. Large storm clouds appeared in the sky, and lightning strikes began to hit the ground around them. One final strike landed on the pyre and lit it aflame. They watched as the black smoke rose back into the heavens.
Once the pyre had burned away, the Paladin departed and returned to their duties. The Horsemen left after giving Death their final sympathies.
Death wished Lakshmi well before stopping Makani from leaving. Dominic stood by to observe.
“I’ve heard good things about you,” said Death. “A warrior in life and death, and as I recall, you were at the Battle of Abel, correct?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said stoically. “I fight for my people, be they Hawaiian or reaper.”
“I need a temporary Horseman until the war is over. Can I count on you?”
Makani felt as if the wind had been knocked out of him. He took time to answer, not to weigh his options, but to get his voice back. Finally, he said yes. “It would be an honor to hold the Scythe of Pestilence. I can only hope to be worthy of a position once held by such an honorable man.”
To his surprise, she smiled at him. “Hold out your hand,” she said.
Death cut a gash into his palm and saw the black blood confirm he was one of hers. Next, she placed a hand on either side of his head and read him. She looked at his past and the decisions he made both living and dead. They deemed him worthy.
She gave him the Scythe of Pestilence and opened a portal. Samir’s horse rode inside to the afterlife, and another identical white horse emerged. “You can go anywhere in the world you’re needed, and I’ve set you up with a home in your native land. Open a portal, and your horse will lead you there. Your duties are similar to a lead reaper, except your word is more final. Do you have any questions for me?”
“Not at the moment,” he said after thinking carefully for a short time. “If I do, I’ll reach out to Victor or Ling. I assume you’ll be searching for Samir’s murderer.”
He got another smile from The Great Reaper. “Becoming a Horsemen during a war both in the living world and ours will not be easy, but it seems you’re smarter than I thought,” said Death. “Do well in the next few years, and you will hold that scythe for good.”
**
Death and Dominic strolled around Round Pond once they arrived back in London. Something heavy was weighing on her, and he could tell. He provided her with his many theories for Hades’ motive. It was already known that the Underworld would cease to be sometime in the next millennium. Dominic’s figured he was making another go for the surface, but he didn’t understand why immortals were a target.
“Dominic, I want to tell you something, but I want it to stay between us,” she said quietly.
“Should we go inside?” he asked.
With a snap of her finger, the pond and everything within a few yards were inside a barrier, and no sounds from the outside could be heard. Death formed a small bench, and they both sat. He watched her look up to the sky and back at her manor that set in the middle of the Pond.
“I wonder what will happen to it all,” she said with eyes that were far away from England.
“What do you mean?” Dominic asked in a panic. “Why are you speaking like that again?”
“I will not exist forever, Dominic,” she said plainly. “What I say to you can never be repeated from your lips, ever. Can I trust you?”
Dominic quickly nodded.
“We both know the Underworld is dying its own death, and therefore so will Hades. A god with no one to follow them is a dead one. One day the last human will die, and when that person breathes their last breath, I will cease to exist.”
Dominic felt the ground give out beneath him. Once Death had entered his life, he couldn’t see himself without her. Time away from her was hard at first, but he quickly realized that she had prepared him for it all along.
“No.”
It was the only word he could muster up right away. She gave him time to come around. “Is there going to be an apocalypse? Can you prevent it? You can’t leave me!”
He rose to his feet, but she remained seated. He was angry, but she knew how this needed to play out.
“Dominic, I don’t believe in coincidence. We were always destined to meet, and you were always destined to lead. The Bible says the meek shall inherit the Earth. Meek doesn’t always mean strength; it can stand for the humble too. Immortals are the ‘meek’ ones.”
“When?” he asked. Tears flowed down his cheeks and began to soak his cassock.
“Sometime after the Underworld, I think,” she said. “I don’t know for sure. My death will never be revealed to me, but I can see a large number of reapers beginning to die off in a little under a thousand years.”
“What if humans come back?”
“They won’t,” she replied and stood in front of him. “This world will belong to your people, and I need you to be strong and help lead them. Immortals are growing in numbers to prepare for it. Hades has figured out a way to kill your kind for a reason, and I will not rest until I know why and stop it.”
She reached for his hand, but he pulled away. “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I’m not angry with you. I just need to rest.”
“I understand. Let’s get you inside.”




Chapter 10

August 5, 1862: Arizona Territory
Gaius had spent the last year hiding from The Council, and the woman who haunted his dreams. Everyone thought he was going mad, but he knew better. He was smarter than them all, and no one could convince him otherwise.
Dominic hunting him down had forced him to diverge from his usual path. He’d gotten a job in a saloon to help fund his way further west. For cheap pay, he kept it clean and even got a place to sleep in the storeroom. A teetotaler, the owners trusted him not to drink their money away and provide some extra security. They knew him only as Gabriel, the ornery man who moped up vomit, blood, and piss off the floor.
The ancient Greek was over 1800 years old but was physically in his early sixties. He couldn’t remember exactly when he’d stopped aging, but he’d gone gray and had grown hair in places he didn’t think was possible.
There was no family to miss or wife to mourn throughout the years. He was born an orphan and before he discovered his immortality, figured he’d die alone too. Now, he traveled only with his horse, Caesar, and a carriage filled with priceless books he’d collected over the years. 
“Gabriel!”
Gaius looked up from the stool he’d been reading on to see the barkeep pointing to a pool of vomit. He put the book down and left to get the towel and bucket.
“Nothing but filthy animals around me,” he muttered to himself. “I was a scholar, and Caesar himself knew my name!”
“Shut up you old geezer!” yelled one of the drunken patrons, causing the room to burst with laughter. It didn’t in the least bother him, because Gaius knew they’d all be dead one day, and he could piss on their graves all he wanted.
He went to grab the cleaning supplies from the storeroom, but something caught his eye. His belongings had been shuffled around and searched through. The blanket on the small cot that he slept on, had been ruffled and thrown on the floor. The small suitcase he kept under the bed, was now open and its contents sprawled about. He rushed over and after taking an inventory, was relieved to discover nothing was missing.
“She’s found me,” he said in a calm, yet hurried voice. “I must leave, tonight.”
Gaius still needed enough money to purchase supplies and food for his horse. He didn’t have enough money yet, so theft was now his only option. After cleaning the floor, he went back to reading or at least pretending to do so. Every so often, he’d glance up to see if she was hiding somewhere.
Once the saloon had closed, the owner took the till and locked it in his bedroom upstairs as usual. Gaius locked up the empty bar, but not before taking the large gun that was kept out of sight underneath the counter. He walked upstairs and knocked on the door, carefully hiding the weapon out of sight. Jacob, the owner, answered the door in his underclothes with heavy eyes. Once he saw the gun in Gaius’ hands, he was wide awake.
“Gabriel, what’s wrong?” he asked. “Has there been a theft?”
“Yes, sir,” said Gaius. “I’m sorry to disturb you, but I think someone has been stealing from the stockroom. May I come inside to explain?”
“Of course, come in.”
When Jacob turned his back to Gaius, the butt of the gun made contact with his head. He fell to the floor and Gaius knelt to make sure he was still alive. Once he determined Jacob was still breathing, Gaius dashed for the money. He knew Jacob didn’t trust banks, and he kept it somewhere near his bedside. He searched for what felt like hours in the small room but couldn’t find the tin box.
“Looking for something?”
The voice came from the open doorway, where Mara stood with the cashbox in her hand. Now dressed in men’s western attire, she waved the money in his face to taunt him. “You thought you’d get away from me, Gaius?”
“Stay away from me you whore!” he shouted. “I know what you’ve been doing, and why!”
“You’re a smart immortal, aren’t you?” she said before looking down at Jacob. To Gaius horror, she placed a foot on the man’s head and repeatedly stomped until the gurgling sounds of blood trapped in his throat ceased.
“My goodness!” he screamed. “What have you done?” 
Mara was on him before he could blink. “Where is that damn book?” she barked at him. “We traced it to you, so don’t lie. It wasn’t in your carriage or the storeroom, so where the hell is it?”
She grabbed his neck and began to squeeze. “I don’t have it anymore,” he managed to say. “I burned it, so that you couldn’t get it.”
“Nice try, it’s indestructible by anyone but a god.”
“I didn’t say I did it myself,” he said as a smile formed on his lips.
The book in which Mara had been hunting him for was written by Poru. The ancient sorcerer managed to stave off death for more than twenty years, by cloaking himself in a similar way to reapers. Death hunted him for years until he finally slipped up by killing a human out of anger. During his years on the run, he’d written a book that detailed his spells and the most valuable one: Death No More.
A noise coming from the first floor got their attention. It was getting closer, and Mara could feel her presence before she reached the stairs.
“I will come back for you,” she said and bolted to the top of the stairs to meet Death. Dominic hung back near the bottom of the staircase with a scythe in hand.
Mara had grown powerful over the years, but Death was still stronger, and they both knew it. The two women locked eyes on each other, and for a moment Mara froze. This appeased Death more than she would have expected, and she smiled, but it quickly faded. A question needed to be answered.
“Why Samir?” Death asked, but Mara said nothing. “Fine, then how about we just get this over with now?”
Mara dropped the cash box and quickly surveyed her surroundings, searching for a way to escape. She needed to reach the portal just outside of town that Hades had set up for her.
Before she could make her exit, Gaius appeared behind her. For anyone else, he would have been a costly distraction, but Death’s glare did not stray from Mara.
“Gaius, please do me a favor and go back inside that room,” said Death. “Dominic, you need to go as well.”
“No, Persephone, I’m staying right here,” said Gaius, calling Death by her chosen name. Only those close to her were allowed to, and only within the confines of her home. Dominic made a mental note to ask Gaius about it, if he could actually catch up with him.
A look of confusion had glimpsed across the faces of both Mara and Dominic. “You still go by the name he gave you, how sweet,” Mara mocked. “Oh wait, you chose that name to please him. What a good little puppy.”
Mara turned to Dominic and stared into his eyes. She became frustrated to find the block Death placed inside his head, prevented her from causing him pain. Mara watched as the black tattoo grew down the length of Death’s arm, and the six-foot scythe formed in her hand.
“Kneel,” said Death to Mara. “For once, have the guts to take the punishment you’re due.”
“I am not a coward!” Mara screamed. “I am the bravest reaper that ever served under you. I. Got. Out.”
Death’s blood began to boil, but before she could swing, a fire erupted from behind the bar and began to engulf the saloon. Dominic screamed as the flames burned his skin, causing Death to turn her attention to him.
“My letters!” Gaius screamed.
Mara took advantage of the distracting and jumped from the second story to the floor below. Death’s scythe managed to slash a deep wound into her right arm. Mara darted for the door with Death on her tail. She made it a few feet before a portal opened before her and she disappeared inside.
“Dammit!” Death screamed before returning to the saloon. Dominic had made his way out, but Gaius was still inside.
“I’ll get him, you stay here and heal,” she said. Death ran around to the back of the building, arriving just in time to catch him loading up his carriage with the cashbox in hand. “Making a run for it, old man?”
“You’re calling me old, ha!” he said, with a surprisingly cheerful tone. Gaius picked up his speed when Dominic turned the corner. “You might want to stop that fire, might spread.”
“It won’t,” she said. A storm cloud formed over the saloon and showered down directly over it.
“Show-off,” Gaius jested.
“Where are you going?” Dominic asked as the last of his burns healed. “My job is not to harm you in any way. I want to protect you.”
Gaius hesitated briefly before speaking, “I’m not running from you,” he said. “I’m hiding from that woman. I memorized every spell in that book before it was burned, and that makes me a valuable target. I cannot go to Ada. It will leave my body in this world too vulnerable.”
Dominic immediately understood and backed off. “I’ll tell them you’re not as insane as the reports say you are,” he said. “That should let you off the hook.”
Gaius silently thanked him, and looked over to Death, “I have a feeling we’ll be seeing each other again.”
“I hope not,” said Death. Gaius’ boisterous laugh filled the air as he drove the carriage off into the night.
Death and Dominic made their way out of the town toward Nella. She glanced over to see Jacob’s soul, now doomed to wander. There was nothing she could do for him until his actual time to die, in thirty years.




Chapter 11

Egypt
Mara jumped out of the portal and found herself engulfed in darkness. She scrambled around desperately seeking light.
After a literal brush with Death, she was weakened by the wound. It cut deep and wouldn’t heal. She knew it was foolish of her to have killed the saloon owner, but she couldn’t help it. Every day she’d spent under Hades’ protection, the bigger her angst grew, and she had to relieve it.
“Why would he send me here?”
She began to panic and wonder if now that she was hurt, he no longer needed her. A wound given by Death above the Underworld was permanent. Not even Hades could heal it.
“Are you done with me, my love?” she spoke aloud. Her voice echoed off of empty walls.
“Am I in a hallway?”
Mara grasped the wall she was leaning on and spread her free hand outward. It made contact with another wall, confirming she was in a tight corridor made of stone. Racking her brain, she came to a conclusion and smiled. “I’m being tested.”
Despite not being able to see what was before her, she started to walk, and trust that she was brought here for a reason. She continued for what felt like miles before realizing she was slowly descending.
“I trust in him,” Mara repeated to herself over and over.
After nearly an hour, her hand hit an object mounted onto the wall. A small fire erupted over her head, and she could now see it was a torch.
“Thank you, Master!” she cried, but her joy was short-lived after being unable to remove it. No matter how hard she pulled, it wouldn’t come down. Just when she about to give up, another torch lit on the opposite wall, and so on.
She followed them and was led to a large stone door. It had been elaborately painted with hieroglyphs. At the center were two figures, a man and a woman with jet black skin, sitting on thrones and being worshiped. The woman held a scythe with a red orb inside it. Mara sneered at the site of Death sitting beside him.
The blood that had seeped down her hand left a black fingerprint on the spot she’d touched his face. The door opened to a pit of darkness but was quickly illuminated by torches and fire pits. 
It was clear no one had been here quite some time. In the center of it all were the colossal statues of the same two figures drawn on the door. She strained her neck to get a look at their sand-covered faces.
“Your time will come, Master. You were worshipped then as you should be now.”
The fire roared, and a booming voice rose from the flames, “I will, and she will be my bride.”
Mara’s heart dropped. “Why her?” she asked with no attempt at hiding her true feelings. “I would never abandon you as she did. I gave up everything to love you, not like that whore.”
A flame shot out and burned her injured arm. “Never speak of her that way, or I will hand you to her on a silver platter.”
She looked down at her arm and noticed the wound was not as deep as before. The fix was temporary, but she’d learned her lesson. “I’m sorry.”
“She’d left me long before these statues were built,” he continued. “They worshipped me in secret, and I told them of the bond she and I once shared. The pharaoh that is buried underneath our feet had this room constructed in our honor. Together, we were more powerful than all of the gods in the sky. I must have that again. It is the only way to save my world. It is the only way to save me.”
**
The eldest and first-born reaper lived in a cave buried underground. Sunny was born thousands of years ago and is a direct descendant of the first peoples to inhabit the Americas. The members of her tribe were not given names. Only the god they worshipped was worthy of one.
When she died, Death bestowed one upon her. Death told Sunny that she was morning sun that helped give life to their kind and that when Sunny was ready to set, so would she.
The Cave of Souls existed only to house thousands of red orbs. These orbs were each filled with a soul rejected from the afterlife. There would be no sense of rest for them, ever. She had manned this station in relative solitude for thousands of years, with the exception of an occasional visit from Death. She hadn’t left the cave since Death created it, and knew every inch of its interior. A small living area was set aside for her. She was unmistakably content.
After Death had delivered word of Samir’s demise, she was on high alert. Sunny made multiple rounds to make sure Hades did not find a way inside, again. In the year 523, during a brief time when other reapers were allowed to enter, Mara assisted him with breaking in. A single soul was taken, and it made no sense to anyone why.
Arwyn Crane was a simple baker who killed his wife and their child in an alcoholic rage. For many years after, Death was obsessed with knowing why.
She discovered Mara’s betrayal too late allowing her time to escape to the Underworld. Death placed a ban on the Cave and no one but she had entered until Dominic came along.
When Sunny woke the next morning, she followed her normal routine of bathing, eating breakfast and prayer. She exited into the main room and did her first rounds of the day. Sunny was halfway done when she noticed an orb out of place. Then, she realized it wasn’t out of place; it was the missing orb. She peered inside and saw Arwyn. He was staring directly at her, fuming with anger.
“How did you get back in here?”
Sunny wasn’t scared of him. Most of the souls inside would murder her if they got the chance, but she was used to it. She rushed to her room and grabbed her scythe. Death arrived almost immediately, and she was taken to the orb. When Death reached out to touch it, Sunny stopped her.
“I don’t think that is wise,” said Sunny.
Death would have been transported into the orb with him, and although she should have easily gotten out, Sunny had doubts. “If this has been in his possession, it may be a trap. I think we should destroy it.”
“We can’t destroy it,” Death replied. “If I could destroy an orb, this cave would be half empty.”
“What should we do then?” Sunny asked. “And how did he get back in here? It wasn’t here last night.”
Death scanned the entire length of the cave and found no breach. No one had visited since she’d left the previous day. There was only one obvious answer. “The orb was never out of the cave. He hid it from us.”
“Why would he do that?”
“I don’t know,” she answered. “He hasn’t been here. No one has. This was timed to happen now, and so was Samir’s death. What is he distracting me from?
“He’s planning something big if he’s killing Horsemen,” said Sunny. She grabbed a glove from underneath the shelf and picked up the Arwyn’s orb. “We need to cleanse it.”
Death nodded. She created a large pot on the floor before them and filled it with holy water before Sunny dropped him inside.




Chapter 12

August 10, 1862: Toronto
“Push!” shouted Sarah. Alice was ten hours into labor, and her strength was leaving her. Sarah was seated behind Alice, dabbing the sweat from her forehead. She’d seen many births in her village and knew exactly what to do. Josiah had positioned himself in front and was excited to announce he could see the head.
After two more pushes, the screams filled the room. It was a boy with Josiah’s eyes and Alice’s nose. Alice managed to give a weak smile, and they all rejoiced until Sarah looked up to find Death standing behind Josiah.
“What the hell is going on here?” Death asked. Sarah placed a pillow under Alice’s head and led Death outside.
“Keep her head up and give her water,” she told Josiah on the way out. “I’ll be right back to check on her.”
“Sure, Sarah,” he replied.
She sat on the porch, but Death chose to stand. This was a bad sign.
“Ain’t it too soon for you to being checking in on us?” asked Sarah. “Ling was just here.”
“Answer my question,” said Death. She wasn’t buying it, so Sarah decided to be honest.
“Alice got pregnant end of last year,” she said. “We don’t know why, and I didn’t want too much attention on us. I didn’t know what you or Ada would do.”
“I would have protected you!” Death said. She was offended at the notion she would react negatively to the baby. Her current state of anger came from the distrust. “Have I ever caused you to believe otherwise?”
Sarah shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said. “For the first time in a long time, I didn’t know what to do. I should have called for you.”
There was silence between them for a while before a question popped into Sarah’s head. “Why are you here?”
Before Death could answer, Josiah rushed outside with the baby in his arms. “Help! She’s not breathing.”
Death turned to a frightened Sarah, “That’s why.”
Sarah bolted and ran to Alice’s side. She was still and not responding to Sarah and Josiah’s calls. Death remained outside, now standing in front of Alice’s soul.
Alice was in tears and wanted to see her son. “Why has this happened to me?” she screamed aloud. “Please let me see them!”
“I can’t,” Death replied.
Alice tried to enter the house but was thrown backward. “You can’t go in,” said Death. “You’re bound to me now, and I can’t allow it.”
“I won’t go,” said Alice. “I refuse to go. I am immortal, and I will see my son live.”
Death did not respond. Josiah returned with the baby in his arms. “She still here?”
“Yes,” replied Death. She spoke with a softness that he had never heard before. “She’s standing in front of me, refusing to pass on.”
Death pointed to an empty space before her. He walked over and stood before it. “Alice, baby you have to move on. I can feel you, and it hurts. I figured you’d want to see him one last time. So…”
He held the baby up, and Death watched as Alice stroked his cheek. The baby stopped crying as soon as his mother’s finger touched his cheek. She kissed him and Josiah for the last time and walked away.
Death opened a portal for her, but before she stepped inside, Alice turned to Death. “Please keep them safe.”
“I will,” said Death. The portal closed behind her and Death said goodbye to Josiah. “I will arrange a wet nurse to stay with you until he’s weaned. Just be careful not to reveal your immortality. If you need anything, Sarah knows how to reach me. Don’t hesitate to ask.”
“Thank you,” he said.
Death took one last look at the baby boy Josiah held. With an immortal mother that should have been infertile, dying on the day he was born, he was the definition of impossible. She fought against the urge to read him but ultimately gave in. It didn’t take long for her to realize something was wrong.
Trying not to show any reaction in front of Josiah, she looked up to see Sarah standing in the doorway. Tears were still falling down her face. “We need to talk about Olive. She been missing a few days…”




Chapter 13

Naija felt the nudging of fingers on the small of her back. She smiled knowing exactly what he wanted.
“Hmm…should I play hard to get today?”
She kept her eyes closed and pretended to be asleep. Between her soft bed and the sounds of the ocean waves crashing right outside the window, she knew it wouldn’t last long.
“I know you’re awake,” said Dominic in her ear. He kissed the back of her neck, and when a moan escaped her lips, he knew he had her. “I could kiss other parts of you, but if only you opened your eyes. I wouldn’t dare touch a lady without her permission.”
Naija’s eyes shot open, and she giggled. “If you think I’m a lady after what we did last night, you really do love me.”
Dominic laughed as Naija turned over to face him. He did love her and told her many times over the last few nights. Just when they were about to continue, there was knock at the door.
“One moment!” she shouted. “I’m not dressed.”
They quickly dressed, and after their cottage on the beach disappeared, leaving only an empty room, Naija opened the door. They found a woman she’d never seen before standing before her. She was short, heavy-set and could have easily been related to Ada. Naija figured she was new to Elysium and lost her way in the hotel.
“Can I help you?” Naija asked. “Are you lost?”
“I haven’t been lost for many years,” she said. Neither Dominic nor Naija could place her face or accent. It was odd, almost a mixture of different dialects from all over the world.
The strange woman looked over to Dominic. “I come for you.”
“Why?” Naija interjected. “Who are you and why do you need him?”
“I am Hila, and I don’t need him,” she said with a smile. “Sage requires his presence, and you may come along if you want.”
Naija’s breath caught in her throat. She’d heard of Hila and Sage but thought they were only Elysium myths. Dominic had heard of them as well and knew if she was here, something was wrong.
“Naija, you should stay,” he said. Naija started to argue, but he kissed her before a single word could be spoken. “I’ll be back soon.”
They hugged and kissed goodbye, and Naija watched as Dominic followed Hila down the hall.
Unsure if he could ask her any questions about where they were going or why he was being summoned, Dominic kept his mouth shut. Although, his anxiety did rise when they arrived at the infamous green door that almost no one was allowed inside, not even Riya.
Hila placed a flat palm on the door, and it opened. They walked inside, and Dominic found himself standing on a small island in the middle of the ocean. He could see the entire island from where he stood. Only a single hut stood before him. Hila was already halfway there when he noticed he’d been left behind. A light jog and he met up with her.
“Why am I here?” he asked. Hila remained silent as they climbed the few stairs to the porch. She opened the door and directed him inside.
He entered and found the home almost empty. A little boy wearing a long tunic sat on a rug in the center. A chair and a small cot were the only furnishings.
The boy, who he presumed to be Sage, was an albino and of African descent. He paid no attention to his visitor, instead, his eyes were on Hila.
“He wants you to join him,” she said. Dominic cautiously approached him and bowed. If every rumor he’d heard about Sage was true, he was owed more respect than all of The Council members combined. Sage pointed to the empty spot before him, and Dominic promptly sat.
Dominic wasn’t sure how to address him. He looked to be even younger than Sarah.
“You can just call me, Sage.”
A shock flowed through Dominic when the little boy’s voice filled his head. This should have been impossible with the block. “How did you do that?”
“I can do a lot of things. Let’s take a trip outside.”
Dominic watched as the floor and walls disappeared around them. They were now floating midair over a volcano.
“Too hot?” asked Sage with a giggle.
A few seconds later and they were sitting on an iceberg. “This iceberg is going to be known all over one day.”
“Why would anyone care about a big chunk of ice?” Dominic asked.
“Fate.”
“That’s not vague at all.”
Sage laughed. “I knew you were funny. I liked you the moment I first saw you. Let’s go see what Death is doing.”
The iceberg disappeared, and they were now floating above Death as she sat on a bench in a cemetery. Dominic could see she was deep in thought, and felt guilty about spying on her. They watched for a minute or two,  before she suddenly looked up and stared directly at them, but it didn’t seem that she could see them.
“Don’t worry. She can only sense someone is watching. Let’s go home.”
Once back on the island, Sage pulled Dominic by the hand and led him outside on the beach. They sat in the sand and watched the ocean.
“About the missing immortals, do you know where they are?” Dominic asked.
“Not really, I know where they were taken from, but I do not know where they are. Hades has taken them, but you know that already. If I can’t see them, that means they’re in the Underworld. I can’t see anything there.”
“Why did you call for me, Sage?”
Sage’s blue eyes grew weary. “I wanted to say sorry. I think you should know something, and I hope you won’t be angry with me.”
Dominic was confused. “Why would I be angry with someone I’ve never met.”
“You know who I am, right?”
Dominic nodded. “You’re the first-born immortal,” he said. “The true first-born. Death thinks it’s Hila because she’s never even heard of you.”
“Yes, I am 10,000 years old. Hila has taken care of me for thousands of years. She’s like my mother. My real mother smells like jasmine and sunshine.”
“That’s funny because my mother smelled like lilac and rainbows.”
Sage giggled, but sadness soon clouded his face.
“Listen, whatever you did, I will not hate you for it. I promise,” said Dominic. “I’m sure you had a good reason.”
“I really did,” said Sage and he took a deep breath. “I’m the one who held your soul from Death and put you in Peter’s body. I woke you up when I knew you would end up on the path to her. I didn’t know why you would be needed, but I felt it. You couldn’t pass on to the afterlife.”
Dominic couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “How powerful are you, and where is Peter’s soul?”
“I’m almost as powerful as Death, more powerful in some ways, but less in other ways. I can make things appear on the outside world too. Big and small.”
“And the soul?”
“I put Peter’s soul in your body, and buried it far away.”
Dominic thoughts were now racing a mile a minute. He thought of all the ways his life would suddenly change, and he’d find himself suddenly uprooted. Everything from natural disasters and random transfers to different churches by the Vatican had shifted him all over the world.
“You did it all?” he asked. Sage nodded. Dominic experienced a sudden revelation, and his heart sank. The first time after he was awakened that his life was drastically altered was in Lewsworth. “Elizabeth?”
When Sage lowered his head in shame, Dominic got his answer. “I had to. It was for your own good.”
Dominic, remembering his promise not to get angry, calmed himself. “Why didn’t you tell me then?”
“It was too early. I had to make sure you could survive on your own. No one could have given you the strength you gained in four hundred years.”
“Why Elizabeth?”
“You didn’t know you were immortal, and she would have kept getting older. You needed to be ready for your brother. You will still need to be ready for when we are all alone. I can’t see the future, but I can feel when something bad is coming. It gets clearer the closer its time comes. You should know something else...”
“What?”
“Once the humans found you to be immortal, they would have killed Elizabeth and locked you away. A witch-hunt would have killed many in the village.”
“You saved them all?”
Sage smiled and nodded his head.
“Can you bring her back?” he asked. Dominic felt a ting of guilt. He loved Naija, but Elizabeth’s disappearance left a hole in him, and he needed to fully resolve the loss.
“I didn’t mean to leave them so long. Just until you stopped looking, but you never stopped. If I bring them back, they will all age and die. They are safe there.”              
“They’re miserable Sage. Wait, are you the ghost that’s terrifying them?”
“I’m protecting them! I didn’t just hide them to make you leave. Hades had found you. I had to get you into the Church. He can’t kill a holy man, but he found the village inside the void, but he’s not as powerful as me there. I protect them. Do you want me to let them go?”
Dominic was silent for a long time. “I don’t know, Sage, but just how powerful are you there?”




Chapter 14

Elizabeth woke when she heard the sounds of the ghost and whistled for everyone to be quiet. It had been a long time since he’d appeared, and they were beginning to feel safe again.
It was so hard to measure time. There were times the sun would not set for days, or like today, the night was endless. She and the villagers had become accustomed to the current state of their lives. No one aged or got sick. Except for the inability to leave, it would have been heaven for most.
She wasn’t sure how long it had been since the world ended for them. At first, they panicked, and a few tried unsuccessfully to end their own lives. Eventually, they got used to the way life had become. Each day was like the one before; breakfast, work, and prayer. Every night they’d prayed for God to help them.
The rustling noise the ghost made when he circled each home sent fear deep into their bones. Today, Elizabeth decided she had enough. As soon as she spotted him, she readied the bow and arrow and aimed it at the bright light that encircled him, when she saw a figure walking beside him; it was holding his hand.
“Elizabeth?”
After years apart from each other, Elizabeth still recognized the voice right away as her long lost fiancé, James Hart. Elizabeth started to shake, and her weapon fell to the floor as she rushed to open the door, but stopped when her hand touched the latch.
“What if it’s a trick?” she asked herself.
“It’s not a trick. He is here. You are safe”
The sound of a child’s voice filled her head. She watched in horror as the latch opened on its own. Her father, Edgar, took her hand and they hid in a dark corner of the living room.
Elizabeth placed a hand over her mouth to stifle the sounds her breathing. The door slowly opened, and a man entered with the ghost. The illumination lit his face, and for the first time in forever, she saw James.
She rushed from their hiding spot and hugged him tightly. He wrapped his arms around her and embraced her even tighter. “James, I’ve missed you so much,” she said.
“His name is not James anymore. It is Dominic.”
Elizabeth looked down and saw the ghost up close for the first time. “You’re a child?”
“Not really, I just look like one. My name is Sage, and I am sorry I scared all of you so much. I had to fight a bad man to keep you safe.”
“Okay, I hope that will make sense to me soon,” said Elizabeth and she looked back into Dominic’s eyes. “I can’t believe it’s really you.”
Dominic couldn’t believe his eyes. He was speechless as he looked into her eyes. She kissed his lips, and his heart sank. It was not the same as he remembered.
The Elizabeth he’d imagined was not at all like the woman that stood before him. Her hair, voice, and smile were all different, but the emotions tied to the memories remained.
“Do you know how long you’ve been here?” he asked.
She shook her head. “No, we haven’t been able to tell for a long time.”
Dominic led her to a nearby table. They sat and held her hands in his. Edgar and Sage joined them. The sounds of footsteps surrounded the home. Dominic could see they were from the other villagers, no doubt curious of the strangers. Sage shut the door and sealed the house from eavesdropping.
“We are alone now. Go ahead and tell her.”
“Tell me what?” Elizabeth asked.
Dominic took a deep breath and explained, “You’ve been here, in this void, for over 400 years. I am not what you think I am.”
To his surprise, Elizabeth did not seem to be shocked. “I knew something was wrong about this place. We can’t measure time, but it’s been clear that we had been taken somewhere unearthly. Wait, how are you still alive?”
“I am immortal. I cannot die,” said Dominic. He went on to explain his true identity as Cain, his life since they’d last seen each other, and his friendship with Death.
Elizabeth slid her hands back, and the disconnect was deafening. She now stared into his eyes as if he were a stranger. “You’re the reason we’re here, aren’t you?”
“I never meant for this to happen. I had no idea what I was when I met you. I swear it.”
Elizabeth’s face became red, and her hands began to shake again. “This is all your fault!”
“It is not his fault. I took you here to make him leave. It is my fault alone. Please do not be mad.”
“But if I hadn’t helped you the day you came staggering out the woods…”
“Elizabeth, I am so sorry,” said Dominic. “If I had known –”
“Shut up!” she screamed. “Leave us alone. Our lives here are hell. I hate you!”
Sage began to cry, giving Dominic a much-needed distraction. He consoled the young boy and in turn, himself as well.
“I am sorry. I hide myself so I do not hurt people, but I still messed up.”
It’s okay, Sage,” said Dominic. “We’re leaving now.”
He held Sage’s hand, and they got up from the table. Before they left, he turned back to Elizabeth. “I understand your feelings toward me, but Sage can make things right. If you want freedom, that means that you and everyone else here dies, or you can stay here, forever. Talk it over with the village and Sage will return in two days for your decision.”
Elizabeth turned her back to them and walked away.
“That is fine,” said Edgar. “We shall have an answer by then.”
Dominic took one last look back as he, and Sage left the cottage. They headed into the forest and he guided Sage to the very spot that he and Elizabeth met.
“Do you hate me?”
“Sage, I owe you much more than even you could know. I will never hate you but do me one favor and never tell me what they decide.”
Sage nodded and Dominic gave him a hug to reassure that everything was okay.
**
Olive opened her eyes and found herself still living a nightmare. It had now been over two months since she was taken. After leaving home for work, a strange sound distracted her, and she suddenly felt herself falling.
A hard landing knocked her unconscious and when she awoke, an odd-looking man was hovering over her. She looked around and saw at least twenty others chained to tables with bowls underneath each arm. Most of them were half-full of blood dripping from their wrists.
“Who are you?” she asked.
He said nothing, and when she tried to move, she realized her arms and legs were chained. He placed a sharp knife to her arm and blood flowed into another porcelain bowl on the floor. She waited for the wound to heal, but it never did. From that moment to now, it never stopped bleeding, and once a day, her captor would empty the collected blood into a larger container.
She’d tried to escape by breaking the chains, but her body was spent from constantly trying to heal the open wound, and the small rations of food they were given. The others who were kept captive had grown even weaker and now failed to respond to her calls.
Olive tried to stay strong, but it a losing battle. Instead of praying for death, she started praying to Death.




Chapter 15

September 12th, 1862: Virginia
Makani paused before he entered the tent of a dying soldier. Infected wounds were causing slow deaths, and he knew first-hand how much pain this man was in. An excruciating death was almost assured for a black soldier in the Civil War with a severe injury.
The Confederate soldier was forced into service by his master and left to die after a shot the leg wouldn’t heal. Makani knew it wasn’t long.
Another black soldier sat at his side to comfort him. Jackson Mercett was only 25 years old and on his deathbed. Makani stood in a corner, patiently waiting for him to take last breath. He wasn’t at all sure why he was sent here by Death, until Captain Adofo entered.
“What are you doing here?” Makani asked. “I thought you’d be on the water?”
Adofo looked to the dying soldier. “Makani, can I trust you?”
“Yes, of course,” he answered, and placed a hand on his heart. “I swear.”
“He is of my blood,” said Adofo. “He is a direct descendant of my daughter, Dayo. I’ve been watching my family for generations. Whispering words of comfort into their ears, hoping it helps. If Death knew this…”
“Say no more,” said Makani, despite the gnawing feeling she did. “I won’t lie if she asks, but I’m not going to volunteer the information either.”
“Thank you.”
Adofo sat opposite the consoling soldier and watched his grandson die. His heart skipped a beat when Jackson’s body began to glow black. He was being chosen to become a reaper.
Jackson’s soul manifested beside his body and panicked when he saw his remains. Adofo immediately took him into his arms to calm him down.
“My son, my blood, you are with family now,” he said. “Makani, sir, may I become his lead reaper.”
“Yes, you may.” All three men turned to see Death standing in the tent opening. “Makani, you’re excused.”
Makani bowed to Death and left.
“Great Reaper, I’m sorry for the deception. Believe me when I say that I did nothing to prevent any of their deaths,” said Adofo.
“I know, and that is the only reason you still have your head,” said Death. “Jackson, your grandfather is going to show you what you’ve been chosen to do. You have an opportunity to see what this world becomes. I hope you take it.”
Jackson looked over to Adofo. “Grandfather?”
“It is a long story, my son,” said Adofo. “Let us go now.”
Before walking out with Jackson, he looked over to Death and whispered, “Thank you.”
She smiled. “Now, get out of here before I change my mind.”
Adofo laughed as he guided Jackson into a portal. Death exited the tent in search of Victor. This battle was due to last for weeks, and the number of casualties would reach nearly a thousand, but he was nowhere to be found.
The past months had been stressful, and Mara had suddenly disappeared. Scrolls were no longer being altered, and according to Dominic, no immortals had gone missing since Olive. Sarah had confided in her that Olive left for work one morning, and never returned.
Death formed her scythe and called for Victor, but he didn’t answer. She grew anxious and called again. A short time later, Victor was thrown from a portal, beaten and bloodied. Death grabbed him and began to heal his wounds. Mara stood on the other side smiling.
“Soon our time will come,” she said. “Alongside a great mortal battle, we will fight and rejoice as he rises.”
“I will bury him even further into the Underworld before that happens,” Death replied. Mara laughed, and Death noticed that her arm bandaged. “I see he hasn’t figured out how to fully heal you. Do you want to know why?”
Mara said nothing, and Death continued. “Because your ass still belongs to me!”
Death tossed a small knife into the portal striking Mara’s wound. Mara grasped her arm in pain as the blood started to soak the white linen dressing.
“You whore!” she screamed before the portal closed.
Death finished healing Victor and helped him to his feet. “How are you feeling?”
“Much better,” he said. “I’m sorry, she got the drop on me last night. I understand if I must be punished.”
“Just don’t let it happen again,” she said. Death read him and discovered Mara had beat him with his own scythe and that it caused slow-healing wounds. She could have killed him, but Death suspected Hades wouldn’t allow her to, this time.
“Call for a reaper to assist you until your strength has fully returned,” ordered Death. “I need to meet an old…friend.”
She walked away and mounted Nella. They rode into a portal and came out onto the shores of a small island. Leaving Nella near the beach, she walked to a nearby cliff.
A bright ray of light shined down from the sky and stopped on the head of a giant tortoise. The creature’s eyes turned blue, and it spoke, “What are you doing here?”
“Aren’t you supposed to be all-knowing?” she jeered. He didn’t find it funny and waited for an answer. “Fine, why is he back?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “The last roar of a lion is usually his fiercest. Hades is dying a slow death.”
“We all are,” she said. “Even if he rises, this world is not meant for him, and will eventually destroy him. I just can’t let him take out the immortals at the same time. Someone has to carry on.”
“I agree,” said the tortoise. “There isn’t much I can do on my end, but I may be able to assist in the battle, especially if my flock is at risk.”
“He will try to destroy them all,” she said. “If he can’t live, then no one can. Hades is a natural destroyer, who is only attracted to those who can aide his thirst for annihilation. If he rises, we will fight to the death, and I cannot lose.”
“If you die prematurely…”
“I know…I know.”




Chapter 16

October 1st, 1862: Kentucky
Maurice Plodder was once the heir to a valuable Kentucky mill; he died at the old age of 72. Although he lived his life in relative obscurity, his death was quite beneficial for Gaius. After Mara’s slaying of Jacob, Gaius had become a wanted man.
The fire was extinguished before it reached his former employer’s body, and it didn’t take long before murder was determined to be his cause of death. Gaius’ sudden disappearance made him the most obvious suspect. When Gaius discovered a wanted poster with his alias and a crude drawing of him, he hightailed it out of the West.
Jacob was the nephew of a wealthy and influential businessman. News of his death quickly spread, and the wanted poster would be seen all over. Gaius had no choice but to root himself.
A quick scan of the death announcements in the local paper led him to Plodder’s mausoleum. A family cemetery offered more assurance that his body wouldn’t be disturbed. He had to take the chance that without the book, he was no longer of any use to Mara. After carefully breaking into the mausoleum, he found it was just large enough for him to fit inside.
“Perfect.”
He flipped Maurice’s coffin on its side and brought in his own. Despite his age, he was quite strong and managed to carry it inside with little effort. He’d stolen the coffin from a local funeral home the night before and told himself it would have been wasted on the dead anyway. Next, his books were carefully packed into wooden crates and stacked on the floor. Finally, a potato sack filled with the few pieces of clothing that he owned.
Once the carriage was empty, he guided his horse to the road. Gaius hugged Caesar one last time.
“Go on!” he yelled, but the horse wouldn’t budge. Instead, he attempted to nuzzle his owner, somehow sensing Gaius didn’t really want to leave him.
Gaius had won Caesar in a card game and treated him far better than his previous owner. He was groomed and fed better than most people. Gaius being an immortal, meant he didn’t require food as often and allotted more of his money to keep Caesar healthy. He never knew when he’d have to relocate and needed a healthy horse at all times.
“Shut up, you beast!” Gaius shouted as Caesar rubbed his nose in his disheveled gray hair and began to neigh loudly.
A light appeared in the distance, and a man’s voice yelled, “Hello, is anyone there? This is private land, so you best get moving!”
Gaius kissed Caesar and darted inside the mausoleum. “I’ll miss you,” he whispered before shutting the door and locking it from the inside. In the darkness, he got inside the coffin, quietly closing the lid. Gaius closed his eyes and thought of a place he never wanted to see again.
**
Two weeks later: Elysium
Dominic and Naija strolled hand in hand to the front desk. She had left the kitchen and now worked with Riya. A position that granted her more time to sneak away with Dominic. They made small talk and waited for Riya to leave. Once she was out of sight, Naija slipped him a room key.
“Be careful,” she warned and kissed him goodbye. Dominic headed up to the fourth floor. He watched his back until he finally arrived at Room 424. He entered the room and found himself in the middle of a forest with no idea where to go.
Disheartened, Dominic was about to leave until he saw smoke billowing in the distance. He hurried toward it and eventually came upon a small cottage.
Dominic tried his best to be quiet, but he’d apparently failed. The door swung open, and an impatient Gaius stood at the threshold.
“Well, get your ass inside or the bear I put out there will have you for dinner.”
It had been nearly a little over two weeks since Gaius’ abrupt return. After appearing the middle of the road, he immediately checked into the hotel, giving Riya a checkout date of, ‘Whenever I damn well please!’
Ada and Tokimasa were alarmed at his sudden appearance. The last time he left, his last words to them would have caused Death to blush, or made her proud, given her mood. Ada had restricted his ability to practice sorcery in Elysium. She’d feared it would bring unwanted attention from Death. Gaius was not a man who liked being told what to do, so he left.
His return lit up the gossip mill in Elysium, and Ada was not happy. She almost immediately notified him that the same rules applied, and Gaius accepted them without a fight. This, of course, made her suspicious, and she was rumored to have been keeping a close eye on his room.
When Dominic entered, he took a seat on the sofa. Gaius’ one room cottage was surprisingly homey. He’d expected something more on the lines of Dr. Frankenstein’s laboratory but found nothing of the sort. Hand carved furniture included  a bed, bookcases, and other items found in most homes. Gaius took a seat in the chair diagonal to Dominic.
“Are you done looking around?” asked Gaius. “I know Ada sent you here to spy. So, do what you have to.”
“The Council didn’t send me,” said Dominic. “They don’t even know I’m here. I wanted to talk to you about the future and the past. How do you know Death’s name?”
Gaius opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He held out his hand, and a large book appeared. He handed it to Dominic and walked outside. “Read this and find me if you still have questions when you’re done,”
The exterior of the leather book was bare of a title. Dominic opened it to discover it was actually a diary. His jaw unhinged after reading the first few lines.
In the beginning, there was only me. In the darkness, I waited for them. The day I touched upon this soil I knew my purpose was death. My punishment will last from the first life and cease at the final breath. So, it shall be my name. Until my own demise is written in the stars, I shall be Death.
“This is Death’s diary?” he said to himself. “How the hell did he get it?”
There were Death’s most private thoughts and feelings, and Dominic couldn’t break the trust they’d built over the years. He walked outside to meet Gaius with the book in hand. He found him on the front porch, sitting on in one of two rocking chairs that he didn’t remember seeing before.
“You didn’t read it,” said Gaius. It wasn’t a question., and he seemed to be relieved that Dominic had not given in to curiosity.              
“Only the first few lines,” said Dominic. “When I realized…wait, were you testing me?”
“What you read is the only proof that Death, as a person, ever existed. She wrote every word in that book years ago and gave it to me for when she is gone. She started working on it after learning of immortals and realizing why we existed. The physical book on Earth is hidden somewhere safe, but I wasn’t supposed to reveal it until she…left.”
“Why does she trust you so much?” asked Dominic.
“I wasn’t always a crazy kook,” said Gaius. “When she found me, we developed a friendship much like yours. She trusted me, and I believe she still does, or else I’d be buried deep somewhere. I tested you to see if you would violate her privacy. You passed, and now I will tell you a story. I don’t know who will survive this war with Hades, but my gut says you will.”
Gaius reached into his pocket and pulled out a small piece of paper. “That is where the real book lies. Dig it up, and keep it safe. You are her companion now, so promise me that you will keep it safe.”
“I swear it,” said Dominic. “Why wouldn’t you survive the war?”
“The Delaside, is the land beneath the Underworld. That is the only place that Hades cannot make his way out of. If she gets him down there, he is doomed. She’s realized that she’ll need some help while she weakens him. Once she opens the portal to the Delaside, we’ll help keep it open.”
“We?”
“Don’t worry, I’m not talking about you,” Gaius assured him. “Now, let’s train you on the art of Death.”
Gaius relaxed back into his chair and began to give Dominic a brief history on Death. “As you’ve already read, she was alone at first. For millions of years, all alone in complete darkness.”
“What did she mean by punishment?” asked Dominic. “What could she have possibly done to be deemed Death?”
“For the first time in her life, she didn’t listen and brought about a great pain upon humanity. So, she was doomed to reap their souls.”
Gaius explained, that as humans evolved, Death evolved as well. “Her power on Earth is incomparable. Inevitably, it attracted Hades. He took advantage of their close relationships with the dead. After centuries of being together, she caught wise to his deceit. He was slowly siphoning her power in a plan to usurp her. She left the Underworld, and banned him from the Earth, forever. Hades managed to rise again, once. On the island known as Atlantis, he rose and killed every human.”
Gaius paused and looked over at an awestruck Dominic. “Death discovered what he’d done, and they fought a mighty battle. “She placed a barrier around the island, and they brawled until they were both beaten and bloodied.”
“How did she defeat him?” asked Dominic.
“She opened a portal to the deepest part of the Underworld. It took every ounce of her strength, and she sank that damned island inside of it. It took her nearly a century to heal. She can’t afford to do that again. Hades is desperate and would most certainly use that weakness to destroy her.”




Chapter 17

Japan
Akari and Hiroya waved goodbye to the other villagers as they mounted the village horse. A two-week trip to the nearest market was overdue. Their homes needed to be prepared for the winter. The forest and river supplied water and wood, but warm clothing and feed for the animals were outsourced.
They packed a bag of food and supplies and headed out. Akari could have asked Ling to take them but didn’t want to bother her with such a tedious task. She didn’t want to take advantage of Ling’s abilities and worst of all, Death would surely hear of it.
It wasn’t a risk worth taking, and this task was one carried out many times before. Once a year, but never with the same two immortals. If someone recognized them, they were to say it was merely a familial resemblance.
Being immortals allowed them to go without food and water for longer than humans. Akari and Hiroya stopped only to give the horse some rest. On the third day, they camped for a few hours to have a meal. Akari opened the sack and took out a net. A nearby stream provided fish, while Hiroya prepared the fruit to go along with their meal. Once a fish was caught and cooked, they sat down by the water to enjoy their meal.
“So, Akari, when are you leaving us?”
Akari nearly choked mouthful of food in her mouth. She finished chewing and sat down her bowl. “What are you talking about?”
Hiroya lowered his head to the ground. He’d ceased aging at the age of sixteen and had been with Akari for nearly a century. He looked up to her as a big sister. “I see how close you and the Horseman are. We see how you go with her to distant places, and you don’t come back for days sometimes. I just figured you would leave one day, and not come back.”
“Hiroya, I would never leave you. She took his hand in hers and looked into his eyes. “We are a family and will always be. I won’t leave you. I promise.”
Hiroya breathed a sigh of relief, but his comfort was short-lived. In the corner of his eye, he saw a figure watching them. “Stay still. I think a bear is nearby.”
“Just put the bowl down slowly, and run for the horse,” said Akari.
“We will never make it to him, and we might even spook him,” he said. “I will run and draw it away, while you get to the horse. I’ll come back when it’s safe.”
“Are you crazy! It will rip you apart.”
“Then I will heal and make my way back to the village. Go!”
Before Akari could argue, Hiroya sped across the forest away from her. It was only then that Akari noticed that the figure was not a bear, it was a man, and he was on Hiroya’s tail. She ran for the horse, jumped on him, and rode back to the direction that Hiroya went, but by the time she’d made close to where she had last seen then, they had both disappeared.
“No!” she screamed. “Hiroya, where are you?”
There was no answer. He was gone. Most likely taken by the same man who’d taken the other immortals. Akari searched for miles to no avail. She headed back to the village to wait for Ling’s next visit.
**
Josiah handed the baby to his wet nurse, Patience. The young mother had lost her child at birth the year prior and was making a living providing her nutrients to help others. She enjoyed her time with Josiah and his family but noticed something was off about them. The way Sarah watched her was deeply unnerving, and she’d heard a member of their had family went missing. Josiah, on the other hand, was different. He’d caught her eye as soon as he opened the door.
Patience had received an urgent letter stating she was needed at the Allen home. The mother had died, and the baby would starve without her. Patience had her bag packed in minutes. In her short time with him, the baby had grown faster than anyone expected. This inspire her to give him the nickname, ‘Sprout.’
“I’m off for the day,” said Josiah. “If you need anything…”
“You don’t have to keep saying that,” said Patience. “I got everything here. Sprout and I will be just fine.”
She smiled at him as she cuddled the infant in her arms. Josiah gave the infant one last kiss on the forehead before he left. “Henrique, daddy will see you tonight.”
“Goodbye,” said Patience.
Josiah waved back as he left. Sarah had gone out without telling anyone where she was headed. Patience found it odd that a girl of her age was allowed to come and go as she pleased, but she knew it wasn’t her place to say anything, for now. Her goal was to win Josiah over and raise Henrique as her son.
Patience peered out of the window and saw it was a beautiful day outside, so she wrapped Henrique in a blanket and sat on the porch.
“Where is Josiah?”
The voice came out of nowhere. Patience turned to her left and found a woman dressed in black staring at her. “Who are you?” asked Patience.
“Forgive me, I’m an old friend of Josiah,” said the woman. She looked at Henrique and smiled. “What a beautiful baby, and it’s such a shame about his mother. May I hold him?”
Patience held the baby tighter, and he began to cry. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know you, and I’d blame myself if something were to happen. You haven’t even told me your name.”
“Forgive me,” said the woman. “My name is Mara, and you should have just given me the fucking baby.”
Thirty minutes later, Sarah returned home. She’d been searching for a spot to root herself with no success. A private mausoleum with little chance of being disturbed was the ideal location, but it seemed burials and cremations were the go-to options for most in the area. She hurried her pace when she saw the large crowd gathered around their front door.
She squeezed her small body to the front, and her jaw dropped at the scene before her. Patience’s dead body was being covered by a thin white sheet. Her throat had been cut from ear to ear. Blood was soaking the wooden planks of the porch and dripping down into the dirt.
“Where’s the baby?” she screamed. “Where is Henrique?”
“You live here?” asked the constable.
“Yes,” said Sarah. “That’s his nurse.”
“I’m afraid there wasn’t a baby here,” he said and checked his notes. “Some woman was seen taking a baby in a hurry. Long dark hair and a red streak in the middle.”
Sarah ran off in search of Josiah but was met halfway by Death.
“She got the baby!” screamed Sarah. Her eyes filled with tears. Death took Sarah into her arms and held her until she’d calmed down.
“Sarah, that was not Josiah and Alice’s child.”




Chapter 18

October 17th, 1862: England
Dominic strode slowly through Kensington Gardens as he headed for the manor. The late-night walk was much needed. He was now headed to see Naija in Elysium and couldn’t wait to show her the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.
As a priest, he would often find an excuse to go there. He neared Round Pond and was reaching for his cross, when he noticed an envelope laying on the ground.
Dominic’s initial instinct was to ignore it, but as he got closer, he saw it was addressed to him. He looked around to see who might’ve left it, but there was no one, so he picked up the letter and opened it. There was only a small card inside that read:
Monterrey

Canada

Naija.



 
“What the hell?” he screamed. “Who’s there? Who left this?”
Only silence replied to his screams. Dominic pressed the ruby in his cross and ran across the Pond. He entered Death’s home, ran past a startled May to his room and locked the door behind him. Laying down on the bed, he struggled to clear his mind and think of Elysium. His thoughts kept drifting back to Naija, and the danger she could be in.
Eventually, he was able to concentrate and make it to the hotel. He ran inside and found her at the front desk with Riya. They looked up to see him trying to catch his breath.
“Dominic, what’s wrong,” said Naija. She walked over to him and placed a hand on his shoulders. “Are you okay?”
“Where are you rooted?” he asked her. “Where in Canada is your body?”
“In Toronto. The Monterrey family mausoleum. Why?”
“You have to move your body,” he said, and explained the letter “I don’t think you’re safe there.”
“Who would want to kill me?” she asked.
“This is all my fault,” he said as tears began to fall from his eyes. “You’re in danger because of me. I know it. Fuck, it’s happening again.”
“Don’t do this to yourself, Dominic,” said Naija. “Immortals are in danger all over. I would never blame you.”
She kissed him and held him tightly. “Everything will be okay, sweetheart.”
Dominic began to feel better until screams erupted from outside the hotel. They all rushed outside to find Death standing in the middle of the road with a small crowd around her.
“What are you doing here?” he asked. “How are you here?”
“I never said I couldn’t come here,” she said, giving a one-sided smile.
Ada erupted from the hotel and once she caught sight of Death, looked over to Dominic with hate-filled eyes. “What have you done?”
“He didn’t know, Ada,” said Death. She turned her attention to the crowd that gathered around her. “I am not here to interrupt your way of life. I can now confirm that we have a mutual problem. The missing immortals and the death of my Horseman are connected. I need to talk to you, Ada, and Sage too.”
A window opened from the hotel’s second floor, and Sage appeared smiling and waving his hand at her.
“Hey Sage,” she said in a soft tone that Dominic had never heard her use before. “I’m coming up, okay?”
Sage smiled and closed the window. Death started to walk toward the front door, only to be stopped by Ada. “Who else knows of our home?” she asked.
“No one should know, but I don’t think Neil’s death was an accident,” replied Death. “Why kill an immortal that’s rooted, then start kidnapping, and I’m presuming, keeping the others alive. It doesn’t make sense, and I need Sage’s help. So, don’t make me move you, Ada.”
Ada’s piercing blue eyes glared at Death before she turned away and entered the hotel ahead of her. Tokimasa joined, and Death followed them to the second floor with Dominic and Naija behind her. Riya opted to stay at the front desk. She’d had enough of the tragedies that had befallen them.
Everyone gathered Sage’s room where he’d created a table large enough to accommodate them. Death sat at the head of the table with Sage beside her. Ada took the chair at the far end directly facing Death. Dominic and Naija opted to sit in the middle, while Tokimasa stood firmly behind Ada.
“Sage, can you see what happened to the baby Alice gave birth too?” asked Death.
“Baby!” Tokimasa exclaimed. “That is not possible.”
“I’m afraid she speaks the truth,” said Ada. “Sarah told me this morning. I was hoping Sage could tell me how Alice was able to conceive in the first place.”
“Sage, can you see where he is?” asked Death.
They watched as Sage closed his eyes. “I do not see him, but I can feel him. He is not human or immortal.”
“I read him just after he was born. I saw that he was mortal, but I couldn’t tell how long he had to live. There was no exact time of death in his future.”
Sage finally opened his eyes, “He is…a god. Hades has been reborn.”
“No!” Death screamed. “He cannot rise. It is impossible!”
“His soul could not rise from the Underworld,” Sage continued. “He found a way to be reborn with his powers, but he cannot use them until he is fully grown. It would take centuries for him to be fully restored and he would surely be dead by then.”
“That’s what the immortals are for,” said Gaius. Everyone turned to see him standing in the door beside Hila. He entered the room and took a seat at the table. “Our blood is a unique ingredient in Poru’s spell. Immortality in liquid form. I was worried that someone was attempting to replicate the spell, but now I know for sure. The missing immortals are most likely being drained and I suspect Neil was the guinea pig. I’ll bet anything that he died during an attempt at siphoning blood, but awakened during the process.”
“What else does he need?” asked Dominic.
“Forgive me, but I cannot speak any parts of that spell,” said Gaius. I can say that it was incomplete, and it required rare flowers and animals from all over the world.”
“I talked to Sarah a few weeks ago,” said Death. “She said the baby was growing faster than normal.”
Sage began to search again. “Alice sold her soul. I can look back through her life. She met with the woman named Mara. I keep hearing the name Poru.”
“Lies!” yelled a man’s voice. They looked to the door once again. There, Josiah stood with Sarah at his side.  “She would never do something like that.”
“She did. She wanted to give you a baby, but Hades and the woman tricked her. They did not tell her a life had to be lost.”
“He doesn’t lie, Josiah,” said Death. “He doesn’t know how. Poru being accepted in the afterlife was a mistake. He should be in an orb and buried beneath the desert. I have no doubt he had a hand in that baby being conceived.”
A speechless Josiah stormed out of the hotel, but Sarah stayed and joined them at the table.
“How can we stop him?” she asked.
“He’s most vulnerable while he is young, so I will need to draw out Mara,” said Death. “She’s most likely taken him somewhere safe.”
Over the next hour, they discussed possible ways to lure Mara and kill Hades. In the end, it was Death responsible for the hard work, something she was perfectly okay with.
Twenty minutes later, Dominic and Naija were exiting the hotel. He pulled her away from prying ears. A crowd had gathered outside the hotel of men and women hoping to get a glimpse of Death. For many of them, it was their first. Although Death had rescued a significant number of immortals, there were even more that had found their own way to Elysium.
The couple walked past the edge of town and onto the very beach they’d first made love. He carefully laid his jacket onto the sand for her to sit.
“What did you want to talk to me about?” asked Naija. She knew what he was going to say, but deep down hoped he would spare her.
Dominic placed her hands in his, looked into her eyes and said, “You have to uproot yourself. It’s the only way I can fully protect you.”
Tears began to flow down her cheeks. Brief expressions of sadness and anger flashed across her face. Slowly, she starts to shake her head, no. “I can’t go back to that world, Dominic. I’ve been here a long time, and I know it’s not any better than it was when I left.”
“Naija, I will take care of you. No one will cause harm to you, god or human. Please, I don’t want to find you like Neil.”
“It’s so easy for you to say that, you’re white. I’ve told you what I escaped from on that plantation, and I didn’t even know I was immortal yet. As far as I knew, my life was on the line.”
She was right, and he knew it. Life was more comfortable for him, but he had a plan. “I’m not just speaking empty words to you. I talked with Death before we left the hotel, and she’s agreed to take us to Canada and back to her manor. It’s the safest place you can be.”
For a few minutes, Naija said nothing. She kept her face hidden from him while she contemplated her options: Stay and live each moment in fear that someone was hovering over her defenseless body or wake back into the world she hated.
“I’d go for the second option if I were you.”
The voice came from behind them. Death stood behind them with her scythe being gripped by perfectly manicured fingers. She approached the couple, stopping in front of them and blocking out the artificial sun.
They both stood, and Naija tightly latched onto his arm. Although she had Death to save her from the outside world, she still feared her. Naija has secretly believed The Great Reaper knew exactly how to kill immortals, but feigned ignorance for an alternative reason.
“I can’t go,” Naija spoke in what could barely be called a whisper. Her voice was shaky, and she felt her feet would give at any moment. Death held out a hand to her, and for some reason that she couldn’t explain, Naija took it right away.
“Naija, I want you to know that whether you decide to stay or go, but now that you’re associated with me, you are at risk. I would hate for such a smart young woman to be taken from this world in a preventable matter. Trust me when I say this, an oasis is never meant to be a home.” 
Naija turned back to Dominic and looked into his eyes, now brimming with tears. “Please, Naija, I can’t lose you.”




Chapter 19

Naija entered the manor and immediately struck with awe. She’d expected the home of a reaper to be more…dark. It was the first word that came to mind during the walk across the pond.
Death had walked ahead of them, and when the door opened, Naija was delighted to see a familiar face, May. She finally let go of the death grip she had on Dominic’s hand, and he rubbed it gently to get rid of the numbness.
Waking up after being rooted for years was traumatic. Naija’s legs felt like heavy weights had been shackled to her feet. Dominic had to carry her to the portal, and her legs only just starting to function.
The clothes she’d been wearing were tattered and barely covered her body. Dominic had taken off his coat and wrapped it around her. He couldn’t help but notice how different it felt to touch her outside of Elysium and couldn’t wait to see what other touches were different too.
“Oh, Naija, it is so nice to see you,” said May with cheer. “You have uprooted yourself! Are you two going to travel together?”
Naija gave Dominic a solemn glance before looking to the floor.
“Naija is going to be staying in the manor until we deal with Hades,” said Death.
May’s brows furrowed. She studied the faces of all three and let out a huff of air. “Well, if someone does not tell me what is going on, I will scream.”
Death explained what was happening and why Naija had to leave Elysium. May immediately wrapped her arms around Naija and enveloped her in a warm hug. It was nice. Naija hadn’t gotten a hug like that since she’d left the plantation. She’d been ‘adopted’ by a childless woman name Lucy at birth. She loved Naija as if she’d given birth to her, but Lucy was in her fifties when Naija was born and already past the average lifespan for a slave. She died when Naija was twelve.
May let go and offered to escort her to a guest-room.
“Actually, she’ll be staying with me,” said Dominic. “In, um, the same room.”
May’s hands flew to her hips, and she appeared to be offended, but then a smile grew in the corner of her lips.
“Well, good for you two,” she said warmly. “Dominic show your guest to your room. I’m sure Death can help with some clothes.”
“Already done,” said Death. “I’m going to be out for a few days. Naija, unless you want to end up like Neil, I suggest you stay here.”
“Do you need me to go with you?” Dominic asked as she turned to leave.
“No,” she said quickly.
They watched as she walked out the door without looking back. Dominic waited until the door closed, hoping it wasn’t the last time he saw her. Naija gave him a nudge and rescued him from the awful thought.
“Shall we go to our room?” she asked with a special gleam in her eyes and a smirk on her lips.
“Yes, let’s get you out of those clothes.”
**
Mara entered a portal with the baby in her arms. For the past 36 hours, she’d been in hiding, constantly moving to keep Death off her trail. Neither she nor Hades was sure if the baby could be tracked.
When she felt safe, she called for an opening to The Underworld. A portal appeared, and she was surprised to find it led back inside the pyramid. The fire was even more massive than when she left.
“You’re excited, my love.”
She noticed there was a new addition to the room. Beneath the feet of the statues were now two stone tables.
“Place me beneath my tribute.”
Mara did as she was told and placed the infant on the table. When he began to cry, she found herself wanting to soothe him, but she was careful not to.
The fire rose from the pits and surrounded the table. He began to scream even louder until Mara couldn’t take it anymore. She ran for the door to escape the cries, but found it was sealed shut. She cowered on the floor and covered her ears. She hated the sounds of a baby crying more than anything in the world.
It made her think of her own baby. Her son would scream all day and night, taking only a few hours of rest at a time. Her husband couldn’t take it anymore and left. Two days later the baby cried itself to sleep and never woke again.
When her husband returned, Mara was still holding the baby’s corpse, and wouldn’t let go until he was pried from her arms. She refused to eat after that, and slowly starved herself to death.
Mara now lay in a fetal position by the door. Hours later, a hand touched her shoulder. She looked up and into the eyes of her master.
“Hades?”
She rose to her feet, continuing to look up into his eyes. Gone was the helpless infant, now stood before her was a six-foot man. He still bore the features of Josiah and Alice, but his soul was dark. Josiah’s eyes now hid a darkness that the world had not seen in thousands of years.
“Hello, my dear,” said Hades, his deep baritone voice filling the room. He reached out to stretched his back and limbs. Mara smiled and leaned up to kiss him, and to her delight, he returned it. The kiss deepened, and Mara was in heaven until the blade pierced her heart.
The pain was instant and immeasurable. Mara collapsed onto the stone floor and looked down in horror at the Haladie sword of a Jaded Knight, a reaper killer, protruding from her chest.
Mara watched as the black blood poured from her chest and down in a puddle on the floor. She looked back up at him with shock and confusion. She tried to speak but began to cough up the dark liquid.
“Why…I love…” They were the only words she could get out before he held up a hand to stop her. He was starting to get weak again and didn’t want to waste any more time. 
“You are of no value to me anymore,” he said, making his way back to the stone table. She watched a tall, thin figure come out of the darkness, Poru. He carried with him glass containers of blood. Hades drank one in nearly a single gulp.
Poru only stared as the life slowly drained from her body. “I cannot have someone so willing to disrespect my Persephone. You would try to kill her the first chance you got, and I can’t have that.”
He looked up at the female statue and smiled. “Whether she likes it or not, she is my queen.”
Hades felt a sudden urge of power surge through his body, but it was short-lived. As soon as it came on, it was gone, and he collapsed onto the floor. Poru ran to his side and helped Hades back on his feet.
“Master, you are not ready,” he said. His Nordic accent came out in a whisper. “We have more blood ready for you, but you need to rest.”
“Take me back to the table. My Queen will not see me in this state.”




Chapter 20

December 25, 1862
Naija was the first to wake on Christmas Day. At her side, Dominic slept soundly in the large bed they shared. She’d never slept on such a nice bed outside of Elysium.
Her days of sleeping in slave quarters huddled together for warmth in the winter came back, and the inevitable guilt of leaving so many behind. Naija tried to persuade those she trusted to join her, but they were too frightened.
Jedediah Ghenton had a no tolerance policy when it came to runaway slaves. If you were captured, there was no beating or branding. You were lynched without mercy in full view of the other slaves. At only five years old she watched her first. She shivered at the memories she thought were buried deep. “Not deep enough.”
Naija quietly got out of bed and pulled the present out from underneath it. Thanks to May, she had something to give him for Christmas. She smiled at the wrapped gift as she placed it beside him. It made her proud to have something real to give him. Gifts had lost their magic in Elysium. If you wanted something, it was there almost before you could finish your thought.
After putting on her robe and slippers, Naija headed for the kitchen to make breakfast. She remembered how surprised she’d been to find that Death had on, but later found it had been at May’s insistence.
As she walked along the hallway, she was reminded of the many faces that Death once wore and wondered how many weren’t there. How many faces were there of The Great Reaper? She slowed when she came to current incarnation, and for the first time, noticed a small ship sailing the waters behind her.
Naija eventually continued forward, but came to a sudden halt when she saw the light of the library open. For the entire time she’d been staying with Death, it was always closed. Dominic knew of her love for books and had attempted to show her Death’s one of a kind collection, but they found it locked. Death later informed them the library was off limits, to everyone.
She slowed her pace, only intending to get a peek without Death seeing her, but when she looked inside, no one was there. A hot steaming cup of tea sat on a table in the center of two chairs. Did Death go out?
She stood with her feet just outside the threshold as she caught a glimpse of books. “Oh goodness, I would love to read that one.”
“Which one?”
Naija jumped at the sound of Death’s voice. She looked around in every direction, but saw no one. She wondered if she was hearing things, until Death appeared sitting in one of the chairs and pulling the hood off her cloak off. Naija could barely hear anything over the sound of her heart racing. Death scared her. Dying frightened her.
“I’m sorry…I just wanted to look at the books. I…I…I didn’t mean to disturb you. I was on my way to make breakfast.”
Death’s only response was the indifferent expression on her face. Naija began to walk away, but Death stopped her. “Well, look around if you’d like.”
It actually sounded like an invitation and not an order. One that Naija was pleasantly surprised to receive. Death’s presence over the last months had been spotty. If you’d added up the time that she’d physically been there, it wouldn’t have been more than a week. Dominic fulfilled his promise never to leave her side, and he’d managed to talk her into a walk around the pond, once.
“Well, are you going to just stare?” said Death.
Naija cautiously entered the library and approached one of the bookcases. Most of the books were in languages she didn’t understand, but a few caught her eye. During her time in Elysium, she studied and learned as much as she could, but Death’s collection exceeded her expectations. She pulled a copy of Othello from the bookcase and quickly pulled it into her arms when she realized it was an original printing.
“You’re a Shakespearean?” Death asked. Naija turned to the chair but was shocked to find her now standing behind her. Death eyed her with expectation.
“Yes, I suppose so. I didn’t learn to read until I made it to Elysium. The first book I finished was Romeo and Juliet. I loved it. So, Shakespeare has a special place in my heart.”
She was surprised to receive an almost gentle smile from Death. “You should go and get breakfast ready,” said Death. She pointed toward the book. “Keep it.”
“I can’t do that,” said Naija. “It’s an original.”
Death returned to her seat and with a slightly sterner tone said, “Take it. I’ve read it. Besides, I won’t need it anymore.”
“Thank you,” said Naija and turned to leave the room and head for the kitchen.
Once she was out of view, the door shut behind her, and she could hear the turning of a lock. Inside the kitchen, she placed the book on the large wooden table and started to heat the stove. In the pantry, she selected some fresh eggs, lard, and a few other items. She then headed for the icebox, taking out a large slab of bacon. Making sure the stove was now properly heated, she began cooking a grand Christmas breakfast.
“Well, that just smells amazing.”
Dominic’s voice nearly caused her to drop the plate of bacon on the floor. She turned around to find him walking over to her, an apologetic look on his face. She placed the bacon the table and kissed him good morning. “Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas, and thank you for the gift.” He held up the small pocket watch and opened it. Inside, an artists’ depiction his mother, Eve. “It’s perfect.”
“Oh, get a room, you two,” said May as she entered the kitchen. “Oh wait, you already have one, so go to it.”
They all shared a laugh before the sound of Death’s voice resonated throughout the room. “May, come the library immediately.”
“Oh dear, she always has the best timing,” said May. “Enjoy your meal. Do not wait for me.”
**
After Naija departed, Death became lost in thought. She stared at the bookcase, wondering why she bothered to collect them at all. She knew of her fate long before she collected the first book. 
Death wasn’t sure how long she’d been lost in thought before the smell of bacon filled the room. She tried to think back to the last time she’d eaten anything. She didn’t need to eat, but she liked it. It made her feel more human.
When Death heard Dominic’s footsteps walk by and head toward the kitchen and a thought emerged. She went over to the large desk that was eternally cluttered with old scrolls and notes she’d scribbled in a drunken state.
After knocking all the clutter onto the floor, Death took out a pen and paper. She sat down and began to write. When she was done, she placed it inside an envelope and sealed it before called for May.
The tiny woman entered the room within a few minutes. Death handed her the envelope.
“I want you to keep this. You’ll know when it’s time to open it.”
May let out one of her famous huffs and started to hand the letter back to Death. “I do not like to play games. What is it?”
Death looked at May like never before; she wanted no argument. “I won’t repeat myself May, not now.”




Chapter 21

January 1, 1863
Hiroya laid still on the stone table as his blood dripped into the bowl. He’d been looking at the same ceiling for the past two months. A water droplet fell from a small hole onto his face and provided him with the only steady nutrient he’d had since he arrived. It tasted awful, but he was better off than most of the others. They were only fed once a week, and it was food he wouldn’t have eaten at this lowest point on Earth, but he would likely never see it or Akari again. She came to him in his dreams, and he counted on it to keep him sane while he was awake and staring at the stone ceiling.
It took him weeks to accept his fate. He’d look around and saw the nearly twenty immortals on similar tables being drained as well. He recognized one of them as Eito, a fellow villager. Although he did not know him well, he was happy to see him alive but sad to know this could be an eternity of torture.
When Hiroya finally got a good look at his kidnapper, he was initially surprised, but then shame took hold. Although the man was taller than him, he was quite thin. Hiroya prided himself on being fit, and able to help with heavy tasks around the village.
This seemingly fragile man had both chased him down and knocked him unconscious long enough to shackle his arms and legs. The man had the gall to introduce himself with a bowl in hand, as Poru. Hiroya knew he would never forget that name.
Every two days, Poru emptied the bowls. After months of laying on his back, and being milked for his precious blood, he couldn’t take it anymore. He wanted out.
For the past month, he’d been studying his captor’s routine. He had the immortals arraigned in rows of five and always started the collection with the farthest table from the door. He’d roll around a cart with a large vat upon it, and empty the blood inside it.
Poru was always alone, and Hiroya suspected it had more to do with why they were being held, than where. It was obvious that he and the others had no way of getting outside of the Underworld, unless their captor let them go.
When he first opened his eyes and saw the dark ceiling for the first time, he panicked and naturally begged to be freed, but it was all in vain. His captor merely laughed and tightened the iron chains, causing pain to shoot up his arms and legs. Today would be the last day he’d wake up to that ceiling. The door opened, and as suspected, Poru headed for the furthest immortal. Hiroya closed his eyes and began to slow his heartbeat. The blood coming from his open wound was almost silent. It was a trick Akari had taught him, in case he’d needed to fake his death if captured by humans.
Hiroya allowed his body to go limp and waited. He fought the anxiety when he heard the cart pull up beside him. He felt a finger press against his neck and Poru quietly gasp. He heard the sound of a blade being removed from its sheath and knew what was coming. Hiroya barely had enough time to stealthily brace himself. The knife plunged into his heart and to both his and Poru’s surprise, Hiroya didn’t move.
“What’s happened to this one?” Poru asked himself as he looked over Hiroya’s body. He looked up at the ceiling and noticed the black water dripping down. He held his hand out and allowed a small amount to collect in his palm. When Poru tasted the water, he promptly spat it out. It was most assuredly from the Styx that flowed above them.
“Hmm, another way to kill an immortal?” Poru surmised. “That will come in handy one day. To the Styx you go, little one.”
Poru sighed deeply and unlocked the chains holding down Hiroya’s arms. When Hiroya felt the tension give way, he leapt from the table and with all of his remaining strength, he looped the chain around Poru’s throat. He squeezed it as hard as he could, not even bothering to let up when he heard a break, and the madman’s body went limp. No, Hiroya pulled the chain even harder, until Poru’s head separated from his body.
Before he could celebrate, the door opened a tall figure occupied the doorway. It was a man, and although Hiroya couldn’t see the man’s face, he could his eyes watching him. Finally, he moved, and Hiroya gripped the bloody chains in his fists.
“Move another inch, and I will kill you too,” Hiroya warned.
The figure stopped in a spot where his face could be seen. Hiroya didn’t recognize the face, but he wasn’t surprised at this. No one had seen another soul the entire time they’d been captured. Although, he did once see a young blond woman peeking inside the door once.
“You are strong,” said the man. “Almost worthy of being a Knight, and I would love the honor of having an immortal within my ranks.”
The realization of who he was speaking with hit Hiroya like a brick. “Hades, please let us go,” he pleaded. “We have nothing to do with your war with Death. Please, just let us go home.”
“You have everything to do with this war,” said Hades as he looked around at the immortals still chained to the tables, without a hint of compassion on his face. “Would you sacrifice yourself for them? If I let them go, would you stay?”
“Yes,” Hiroya answered without hesitation.
“No!” screamed Eito. “We take care of our own, and leaving you behind would be wrong.”
The other immortals chimed in with the same notions. None of them would leave, unless all of them could leave. Hades let a small grin form on his lips before it just as quickly disappeared. “Camaraderie is an admirable trait. Maybe I won’t kill all of you when I take my throne.”
Hiroya dropped the chains onto the floor and sat on the table he was once chained to. “We won’t fight, just please take the chains off, and feed us well. You can have all the blood you need.”
“I came here to inform my late sorcerer, that I no longer require the blood of your people or him,” said Hades. “I am restored, and I find no joy in slaying lambs. I will send you home, but with a message for my beloved, Persephone.”
“Who?” Hiroya asked cautiously.
“Death.”
Hiroya rose from the table and stoically approached the God of the Underworld. “What is your message?”




Chapter 22

Russia
In a small alley on New Year’s Day, Percival Thomas opened a portal for Sergei Yugoslav to enter the afterlife. The old Russian was an absolute delight to reap for the young Brit. A much-welcomed surprise in the harsh region he’d called home for nearly forty years. Sergei was his last reaping of the day before he headed back to his apartment, and they’d spent much of the hour after Sergei’s death talking about life and death. Now, the time had come to say goodbye.
“See you on the other side one day?” asked Sergei. His eyes were filled with hope, and Percival didn’t have the heart to explain that he didn’t know if that was possible. The old man with no children or family to speak of, only wanted some reassurance a familiar face would be there one day.
“Of course,” replied Percival. “And you better make me one of those streusels you’re famous for. You’ve got my belly all fired up for a taste.”
Sergei’s eyes warmed at the thought of making his streusel for Percival. He shook his hand one last time and departed into the afterlife. The portal closed behind him, and there stood a shockingly familiar face. Percival stood motionless as the figure slowly approached him, fighting back the tears.
“Mother?”
Clara Thomas had been dead for close to a hundred years. She’d abandoned him to a neglectful father for a chance at a new life in America with her lover; the boat never made it to New York. It was twenty years before she’d shown up again, as a reaper, to help him escape his death, and it worked…for a short time. As expected, Death found them, and Clara was swiftly dealt with.
“My little Percy, oh how I’ve missed you,” she said, walking closer to him, but for every step she took toward him, he took one back.
“Stop!” he shouted. “Don’t come near me.”
Clara’s face dropped and tears trickled down her face. Percival looked at the woman who once read him bedtime stories and sang lullabies until he’d fallen asleep. She hadn’t aged a day. He was always disappointed about never inheriting her blue eyes and blond hair. His father’s green eyes and black hair won the genetic war.
“You’re angry with me?” she asked. “All I did was try to protect you from a terrible death.”
“If you’d never abandoned me in the first place, maybe my fate of death by fire would have changed. How do I even know you’re my real mother? Something tells me no one can come back from a beheading by Death.”
Percival gripped his scythe and began to circle Clara, never taking his eyes off her. Her eyes pleaded for him to come near, but he knew better.
“I’m so sorry, for everything, but of course I’m your mother!” she screamed. “Death took pity on me and made me a reaper again, but I just couldn’t stay away from my little Percy.”
Clara began to sing a familiar lullaby and lifted her arms, waiting for the chance to embrace him. Percival finally let the tears flow and walked over to his mother. He hugged her softly before plunging the scythe into her back. Clara screamed and pushed herself away from him. Percival looked down at his hands, his scythe now covered in red blood of a Jaded Knight.
Clara reached around her back and screamed in anguish at the pain. It would heal, but she knew he didn’t believe a word she said.
Percival squeezed his scythe, calling for the nearest Horseman.
“You went to the Underworld, didn’t you?” he asked. When Clara failed to answer, he knew. “Death never pitied you; Hades rewarded you.”
A portal opened, and Makani entered the alley on the red horse he’d affectionally named, Ghost.
He jumped down with his scythe and aimed it at her head. Clara ducked just in time to miss the blade, and lunged her sword at his chest. Makani tried to dodge the swing but before he could move, a large scythe chopped off Clara’s right arm.
Makani looked over and saw Death now stood at his side.
“Are you okay?” she asked while keeping an eye on Clara who’d fallen to the ground, wailing in agony. Death’s blow would not heal.
“Are you alright?” Death repeated.
“Yes, Great Reaper,” said Makani
She turned her attention to Percival, who stared at his mother, frozen in fear. “Makani, take him away.”
Makani immediately followed her orders, lightly pushing Percival toward an open portal. Clara made it to her feet, slipping on the blood that had pooled onto the ground.
“What are you doing upside, Clara?” Death asked, readying her next swing. Clara kept an eye on the large blade. Somehow, it seemed bigger than she remembered.
“I just wanted to see my son,” she managed to say amidst the pain. Her eyes were blood red, and tears stained her face. “He said I could see my son if I killed a reaper. Please, Percival had nothing to do with this. I just wanted a second chance. I didn’t even go looking for a reaper; I went straight for Percival.”
“How stupid could you be to let him prey on you twice?”
“I’m a mother, something you’ll never know about!”
With her last bit of strength, Clara lunged at Death, but the attack was easily thwarted with a slight dodge. Clara fell to the hard ground on her back, and Death stood over her.
“I just wanted another chance,” said Clara. “Hades plans on killing all reapers, but he would have spared Percival.”
“What else would you do for Percival?” Death asked. The question sounded promising enough to Clara.
“Anything.”
Death leaned down and placed her hand on Clara missing arm, and another grew back in its place. Clara felt better, but Death still had a tight grip on her scythe.
“I want you to tell me everything about the inner sanctum of the Underworld as it now stands. Are the immortals alive that have been taken?”
“Yes, they’re being held under the Styx. Everyone has a duty, and mine was to clean the corridors. Only Poru is allowed to enter, so I never actually got a good look at them.”
Death was elated to finally confirm that Poru was involved. When Ling had come to her about the attack on Akari, she only gave a loose description of their attacker. “That little piece of shit. I should have stuck him in a fucking orb.”
As Death paced, struggling to control her anger, Clara saw an opportunity.  “I’m sorry I tried to kill you,” she said silently. “I couldn’t go back without blood on my hands, or he would have had me tortured, and Percival slaughtered.”
“Mara wouldn’t dare come near another one of my reapers.”
Clara shook her head. “Mara has been dead for months. We all had to watch as her body was thrown into the Styx. She was torn apart by the souls…”
“Well, that saves me the trouble of k—”
Death stopped at the sight of Sage floating above them in the alleyway. He lowered himself to the ground slowly and approached them. “What are you doing here?”
“You are needed in Japan. Hades has freed the immortals, and he has a message for you.”
Before Death could question him, a portal opened with an elated Ling coming out on foot. “They’re back!”
Death turned back to Sage, but he was gone. She walked over to Clara and looked into her eyes to read her memories. After her execution, she’d awakened in the Underworld, and was put to work. Then, the vision of Hades approaching her, wearing the body of a young man who’d looked similar to Percival made her stomach turn. He knew she’d cave. Clara had good intentions, but for the second time, went about it the wrong way. Death didn’t have the heart to execute her again, but Clara couldn’t be left to roam.
Death opened a portal and called for two Paladin, who promptly appeared. “Take her to the forest and give her to the Keeper.”
Clara started to protest but was interrupted by Death. “You go there or back to Hades. I’ve read all that you know, and for that, I will spare you. Percival will be allowed to visit you once a year, for a day. Take it or leave it.”
Clara answered immediately with a yes. “Thank you!”
The Paladin escorted her into the portal “So, that was the Clara?” asked Ling.
“I’ll explain later,” Death replied. “Shall we go?”




Chapter 23

Akari turned her head in time to see a portal form on the edge of the village. Death and Ling appeared shortly thereafter and headed straight in her direction. She sat on the short steps outside her hut with Hiroya in her arms. He turned and followed her gaze to the Horsemen, and she could feel him tense. Hiroya’s heart began to race as Death grew closer to him.
“It will be fine,” Akari assured him, gazing out at other returned immortals scattered about the village. “Death will ask the same questions as Ling, and then she will leave and take the others home.”
Death frightened the young immortal to his bones, but Hiroya tried his best to appear fearless before her by leaving the comfort of Akari’s warm embrace, and standing tall on his own. Still, he couldn’t help but notice the small smirk on her lips as he struck his warrior pose.
She stopped only a yard away from him and held his gaze before turning her attention to the crowd gathering around them. Hiroya saw her shoot a quick smile at the woman he’d come to know as Olive, before she turned back to him.
“Hiroya, I hear you have a message from Hades for me. I’d love to hear it, after you tell me what happened that led him to release you all.”
Hiroya fought the urge to look at Akari for added strength. He might fear Death, but she was one hell of an ally for immortals, and he didn’t want to fuck it up. He carefully explained to her the events that led up to Poru’s head becoming separated from his body. This caused Death to smile brightly, and he somehow found it comforting. “That makes two dogs I don’t have to put down. You may continue.”
“Just as I was about to unchain the others, a figure appeared at the door,” he said, but began to panic slightly. He managed to get ahold of himself, and brushed away the comforting hand offered by Akari. “A tall, dark man entered the room, walked over to me, and I realized who he was.”
“A fully-grown man?” asked Death and Hiroya nodded. “It should have taken him years to grow and build up his powers. That piece of shit Poru is to blame. If I could resurrect him just to ---”
Ling cleared her throat, and Death finally noticed the stares. She quickly calmed herself. “What else, Hiroya?”
“He said he admired my strength and that he wasn’t mad at me for wanting to be free. He said that we should all be free. That’s when he opened the portal to the village and told us he didn’t need us anymore. I unchained everyone and helped them toward the portal, but when my turn came, he stopped me…”
“What was his message?” Ling asked.
Hiroya raised his shirt above his head. He then turned and allowed Death a full view of his back. Hiroya’s back had been tattooed with words of a long dead language that no one but Death could read.
Akari screamed into her hands and was quickly comforted by Ling. His skin was still blood red and irritated from the marking. Hiroya’s immortality was starting to heal him, but Death knew the markings would never go away.
“What language is that?” asked Ling. When Death didn’t answer, she looked over to find the Great Reaper frozen. Hiroya turned back around, allowing Death to exit her haze.
“What does it mean?” Ling asked.
“It means that I’m going to London alone.”
Ling rushed over to Death in a panic. “To meet him! There is no way I’m letting you go alone.”
“You don’t have a choice,” said Death. She turned her attention back to the crowd and opened a portal. “Go.”
One by one, they entered the dark circular abyss and reached homes on the other side. Death cloaked herself and looked back at Ling before entering the portal.
**
Sage rushed out of his hut and onto the beach. The sudden presence of the missing immortals had overwhelmed him and caused a vision that terrified him, but he fought through it and alerted Death of their arrival.
Ling was taking far too long for his liking. When the portal from the Underworld appeared, she welcomed each of them one by one. It was a noble gesture, but his patience was thin, and Death needed to be there right away.
As he regained his composure, Hila approached. “Are you okay?”
Sage wiped his tear-stained face with the back of his hand. “Yes, leave me alone. I want to be on my own.”
“Are you scared?” she asked, ignoring his pleas. “Did you see anything?”
“I said, leave me alone!” 
The ground shook, and a frightened Hila ran back inside the hut, only to collide with Dominic. Once a week, Dominic had been making a trip to Elysium to check on Sage.
“He’s not in a good mood right now,” she said. “When he’s upset, it’s days before he comes down. Maybe you should just skip this week.”
“Let me try to talk to him,” replied Dominic. Hila let out a weary sigh and moved aside.
“Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Over the past months, he and Sage had gotten close. Their friendship was now a brotherly bond. Sage had shown him sides of the world he didn’t know existed, and he’d become a much-needed companion. Ada and Hila had insisted that no one know about Sage’s existence. As the most powerful immortal in the world, Hades would hunt him down relentlessly.
Dominic cautiously approached Sage. “Hey, little chap, I heard you were upset. Anything I can help with?”
“I’m not upset. I feel the pain of our kind, and there is so much today.”
“Why?”
Sage explained the events unfolding in Japan. Dominic was elated to find out the good news, but the pain on Sage’s face made the joyfulness short-lived. “What else have you seen Sage?”
“The great battle with bring death on all sides. In the heat of July, the blood of immortals, humans, and reapers will soak the Earth.”
“Sage, I don’t think anyone is surprised that will happen. Death expects casualties on all sides.”
“You do not get it. It is not how many will die. Who will die is what I am upset about.”
Dominic held his breath before finally getting the courage to ask the obvious. “Who will die?”
“I can’t say. Death says I can’t reveal it to anyone.”
“She knows?”
“No.”
Dominic now knew for sure it was an immortal or a reaper Sage was close with that was causing his distress. He racked his brain, trying to think of who it could be. His heart sank when he realized how short that list was.




Chapter 24

The guilt struck Death the second she stepped onto the Sahara Desert. She should’ve never lied to Ling, but it was for her own protection. She was confident that right now, Ling and the other Horsemen were searching around London for her and Hades, but walking away from this meeting was contingent on both parties coming alone. Not even Nella was allowed to come.
The blistering sun should have melted the sands underneath her boots, but she was unaffected. Being dead had its privileges. The dunes grew larger as she came closer to her destination. She second guessed her decision to walk for the last mile, but she wanted time to clear her thoughts.
Death stopped dead in her tracks when she reached the top of a large dune. Hundreds of figures were kneeling in a circle around a single spot. She debated calling Ling and the others, but the closer she walked, the clearer they became. She quickly realized that these were not Knights, but humans. Death took off her cloak to allow them to see her.
From what she could see, a large number of men, women, and children, had walked miles to pray around a small patch of desert. When she approached the crowd, they all turned and stood, giving her room to walk to the center. All the while, they watched her every move.
Although she didn’t feel as if she was in any danger, Death readied her scythe to strike at any sudden movement. As she neared the center, she noticed a man only a few yards away, still head down and on his knees.
The crowd kneeled once again when Death made it to the center. The man finally looked up, and she realized who he was. His eyes were the same shade as Josiah’s, but he greatly resembled Alice.
Hades looked completely different from their last meeting, but her face had changed more than a few times as well. Their eyes locked, and he grinned. He stood, dressed only in a loincloth, reminding her of the servants in ancient Egypt.
“You’re killing them,” said Death as she motioned toward the crowd. “It’s too fucking hot out here for them. Look at their feet.”
Hades turned his eyes on them and for the first time, noticed the emaciated faces and blistered feet. She was not surprised at the apathetic expression that followed.
“They’re here for you, my love,” he said. “They worship you, just as I do.”
The sound of his voice made her skin crawl. The deep sound that penetrated her ears had not changed in thousands of years.
“I came alone as a sign of trust,” she said. “They shouldn’t even be here. So, let them go, or I’ll invite some friends as well.”
A chuckle escaped his lips, and she gripped her scythe, fighting the urge to behead him. He waved a hand toward the crowd, and the distant look in their eyes was replaced by shock. Hades snapped his fingers, and they were gone.
“Back home in their beds, I swear,” he said. “Now, we’re all alone. For the first time in thousands of years, we are all alone. Take my hand.”
Hades held out a hand for hers, but she failed to indulge him. His expression hardened, and he approached her quickly. She held him back with the blade of her scythe underneath his neck.
“Don’t come near me,” she said. “You’ve taken so much from me, and I am struggling to control my anger. Why did you kill him?”
Storm clouds began to fill the sky above them.
“You’re angry with me, I understand,” he said. “To put it quite simply, you needed to feel the pain that I felt when you banished me. The feeling of loss and he was the only person that could make you truly understand.”
“I will never feel guilty for what I had to do,” she said. “You were a leech then, and you still are now. I am willing to look past what you did to Samir and the others if you go back to the Underworld.”
Hades desperately wanted to laugh, but the blade was an inch to close. “I sent the immortals back for a reason. Their blood helped me to become earthbound and restore my powers. Poru took long enough to figure it out, but now that I’m here, I’m not going anywhere. Before the Underworld dies, my army will rise and lay waste to this wretched orb.”
Death noticed how stiff his body had gotten underneath her blade. “You’re still mortal, aren’t you?”
Hades’ expression gave him away, and Death could hardly contain her bliss. She could kill him, after all. “Tell me something,” she said. “How do you want to die?”
“You can’t kill me,” said Hades. “Yes, this body is mortal, but it now has a designated time to die. You kill me, and there will be a serious repercussion on this world.”
He was right, and she knew it. When she read him shortly after Alice gave birth, she knew something was wrong. She couldn’t see his date or cause of death, only that he was to die around the age of 30.
“You don’t have long to live,” she said, looking him over. “You’re about the age in which you are due to die. You shouldn’t have drunk so much of that immortal elixir. All I have to do is hold you off until then.”
Hades began to back away from her, but she kept her scythe upward and ready for battle. “Thanks to Poru, I have the magic recipe for rising again and again. All I need is an immortal woman, and there are plenty to choose from. Alice was simply the most desperate at the time, but anyone can be made desperate enough to make a deal.”
“You will not touch them!” she shouted as the rain began to fall. His boisterous laugh filled the air, and she wanted to vomit.
“I love it when you’re angry, even the Earth bows to you,” he said calmly. The rain began to pour harder around them. His expression abruptly hardened from an almost inhuman calm. “I will leave and never return if you come home with me until the end, Persephone.”
The ground began to shake underneath their feet. “Don’t ever call me that. You are never allowed to call me that.”
“Do they know who you really are, Persephone? Do they know your real name and what you did to deserve your station?”
Her face softened and the skies cleared above them. “Who I was
is of no importance to anyone, and I would never leave this Earth for you. I’ll see your corpse sliced into a million pieces before I lay down with you again.”
“War it is then,” he said before a red cloud of sand enveloped them both. Death immediately cloaked herself to shield her eyes. When the howling sound of wind had finally died down, she looked up to find herself alone. Emblazoned into the sands was a single word:
Gettysburg
**
Gaius awoke from a heavy sleep to the sound of someone knocking on his door. He took a moment to think of who it might be. Dominic had given him the spare key he’d stolen and had not returned since their last meeting, and Riya knew not to let anyone inside. Gaius decided that since they were an uninvited guest, he would wait for them to leave or announce themselves.
Eventually, the knocking ceased, and he presumed they’d given up. He quickly rose from the bed and placed his ear to the door. While he waited for fading footsteps going away from the door, a loud voice nearly knocked him off his feet.
“Open the damn door, Gaius!” shouted a familiar British accent. The door opened, and Death stood at the threshold with Ada and Sage at her side. “We need to talk in private and reevaluate the plan.”




Chapter 25

February 17th, 1863
Victor hitched Pèle to a wooden post outside a large building in the Black Forest. The cloaked structure looked more like a restored Greek temple than a prison. He stared at the brightly painted large marbled structure as he worked up the courage to go inside.
Even in the high noon sun, the forest cast a dark shade across the the building. Pèle seemed to comprehend his owner’s fear and gently nudged him toward the stairs.
“You don’t have to be so forceful,” he said, giving the horse’s red mane a gentle rub.
Victor turned and headed up the wide marble stairs. As he neared, he could see a word etched above the wooden door: Purgatory. He was surprised to find no guards, and no one coming to greet him. This made him anxious, and he pulled out his scythe as he opened pushed the heavy door open.
Victor slowly crossed the threshold and entered a spacious lobby. It was empty and silent as the forest. Confident he was alone, Victor headed toward another oversized door on the other end of the room. The sound of his boots on the marble floor echoed throughout the empty space, and sent chills down his spine.
“I’m a dead man walking through an empty converted Greek temple in Germany, and yet the sound of my own boots is what’s creeping me out; Ay Dios mío.”
He reached for the large round handle, but the door opened on its own. On the other side was a person he’d never seen before. A small elderly man stood before him wearing a draped toga and sandals, with a small scythe attached to a holster on his hip. The man had obviously been expecting Victor and moved to the side, allowing him to pass through.
“I’m here to see —”
The man held up a hand to silence him and then gestured for Victor to follow. This room was surprisingly small compared to the lobby. They walked a few feet before the floor suddenly turned into a torch-lit stairwell. The descent took more than five minutes and led to another door. The guide opened it and motioned for Victor to go inside. Before Victor could thank him, the guide finally spoke.
“Do not touch the bars, or you will be in severe pain. Death sent word that you are only allowed this one visit, for one hour, and I am to escort you out. Are these rules clear to you?”
“Sí,” Victor replied.
“First left, second right, and third cell down. Do not acknowledge anyone but her.”
“Gracias.”
Down the dimly lit hallways, Victor followed the instructions, forcing himself to ignore the reapers pleading out to him. He wondered what had caused them to be imprisoned here. Men and women of all walks of life cried out to him from behind bars
“Get me out of here!”

 
“Help!”

 
“I’m not supposed to be here!”

 
He finally made the last turn and fought to keep his feet moving toward the cell. When he arrived, she was sitting on her bed, reading. She looked up, and their eyes met briefly before she quickly looked down to the floor.
“Clara, please look at me,” Victor said softly. He glanced around her cell and saw the small comforts Death had afforded her. The room was furnished with a bed, a small desk equipped with writing supplies, a chair, and a small bookcase. A window supplied her with artificial sunlight and a view of a landscape that changed every hour.
“Why are you here?” she asked but didn’t give him enough time to answer. “You know what, I don’t care. I want you to leave, right now.”
“I will leave when you tell me why you didn’t listen to me,” he said. “I warned you not to do it. I loved you, Clara, but you put both of us in danger. Did you not worry about what would happen to me?”
Tears began to pour from Clara’s eyes, but she still could not bring herself to look at him. “I always put Percival last, and I needed to make up for that. I’m sorry, but I never meant to cause you any harm. Besides, look at us now, you’re a fucking Horseman. Shouldn’t you be thanking me?”
Clara’s coldhearted tone sent a surge of anger rushing through him. At one point they lived as man and wife, now she wouldn’t give him the decency of eye contact.
Victor looked around at the stone walls and the iron bars that separated them and lightly chuckled. “I don’t know what I expected by coming here, but I’m glad I did. Now, I can fully move on. Enjoy eternity in the bowels of hell.”
With those last words, Victor turned to back toward the hallway, the sound of his boots hitting the stone floor filled the now silent corridor. Clara jumped up from her bed and raced toward him, careful to not touch the bars. “I’ve been to hell; this is nothing!”
She watched Victor turn the corner and out of sight before screaming what would most likely be her last words to him. “I still love you!”
Clara could hear Victor’s footsteps abruptly stopped, and her heart swelled when she heard them grow nearer until finally, he was standing in front of her. His eyes were filled with anger as he stared her down.
“You think you’re some kind of savior, but you’re not,” he said. “Clara, you died being selfish, twice. The first time in betrayal of your son and the second in betrayal of me. You should be grateful it wasn’t me who responded to Percival’s call in that alley. Only God knows what I would’ve done when I saw you.”
Clara watched miserably as he departed for the last time.




Chapter 26

June 30, 1863: Gettysburg
Death stood cloaked at the edge of the city, watching as many soldiers marched toward their end. When she closed her eyes, all she could see was the inevitable result of war. The lives of many men and boys on both sides, would be extinguished over the next few days. Both she and Sage had seen this battle coming for years. A large red dot on her radar that got bigger and as time grew on.
Her mind kept lingering back to her own soldiers. Many of the Paladin were ordinary people who’d lived average lives, only to become warriors in the afterlife. A tinge of guilt surfaced in her, but it was quickly suppressed. That was happening more often lately, and as hard as she fought to deny it, she knew why. Her own end was coming, and she wondered if she’d made up for the mistake that cost her everything. The mistake that cost humanity everything.
“Great Reaper!”
Death turned to find a Paladin standing behind her. She knew of every reaper amongst her ranks, but his face wasn’t remotely familiar. A young man of twenty now eyed her with fear. She peered inside him and saw his gruesome battlefield death during the Revolutionary War.
“I’m sorry to yell, but I’d been calling you for a while, ma’am.”
“What is it?”
“A Jaded Knight has been captured near the center of town. The Horseman of War has it…or her, detained. Would you like me to show you to—”
“No,” she said quickly and disappeared inside a portal before the young reaper’s eyes. On the other side, she came upon the Jaded Knight being held to the ground by Adofo, Victor, Makani, and a Paladin. They held their scythes to her throat, the sharp ends drawing trickles of blood that wet the grass beneath her. She glanced around the empty field for any possible entry from below but found nothing.
She knelt and moved Makani’s blade from the Knight’s throat. “Name?” asked Death.
The Knight responded by spitting in Death’s face. Makani raised his scythe to strike, but Death lifted a hand to stop him. She then reached down and tore a piece of the Knight’s shirt and slowly cleaned her face.
“How did you get upside?” Death asked. The Knight fixed her mouth to spit again, but Death quickly shoved the fabric down her throat. The Paladin looked on as the young woman began to choke while Death held her mouth closed.
Although the stories amongst reapers were legendary, Makani had never been exposed to this side of Death, and he struggled with the urge to turn his head away.
Death opened the woman’s mouth and extracted the gag. “Name?”
With tears in her eyes she said, “Rosa, my name is Rosa.”
The answer elicited a smile from Death. “Rosa, I want you to tell me how you got here, and why you are here.”
“If I tell you, he will send me into the river when I return. I’d rather be at your mercy, than his.”
Another smile formed on Death’s lips, but this one was more sinister. Rosa had realized, she’d just issued a challenge to The Great Reaper.
“Back away from us,” Death ordered.
Makani stepped forward. “Great Reaper, I highly—”
“Do you want to personally learn what happens when my orders go unfollowed, Makani?”
Without a word, Makani backed away several feet and stood beside the others. Death put some distance between her and the Rosa, allowing the Knight to get back onto her feet. Death held her scythe as Rosa stood before her unarmed.
“Give her back her sword,” Death ordered. Victor complied right away, but not without shooting a worried look at Death. 
Rosa watched as Death’s dress transformed into a fitted leather outfit that consisted of pants, and hoodless chainmail armor. “If he sent you here alone, it was on a scouting mission. So, that means you’re due back very soon. I shall send you back in pieces.”
Death rushed at the Knight, who did the same toward her. They met in the middle with Death delivering a hard kick Rosa’s chest. Makani and the others watched as the heated battle continued, but Victor recognized what Death was doing. He knew Death could’ve easily killed the woman.
“She’s playing with her prey.”
Death blocked Rosa’s swing at her neck and sliced into her back. Exhausted, Rosa tried again, this time she aimed lower, nearly making contact with Death’s abdomen. She did manage to damage the chainmail.
The adrenaline of nearly causing Death injury gave Rosa a rush like nothing she’d ever felt before, but it quickly proved to be her downfall. The pain of Death’s blade entering her back was also like nothing she’d ever felt before.
Rosa’s screams carried across the empty field and were heard by reapers for miles around. Death pulled the blade out of Rosa’s back, and the Knight fell to her knees.
“I see he’s scraping the bottom of the barrel for Knights,” said Death. Her adrenaline was soaring throughout her body and causing an ecstasy she hadn’t felt in years.
Death stood behind her and kicked the Haladie sword away, ready for the final swing.
“Any last words?” she asked. Rosa slowly shook her head.
Makani watched as Death knelt, and whispered into Rosa’s ears. He saw the worry in Rosa’s eyes when Death had finished. They were just out of earshot, and he would have given everything to know what she’d said. Through the pain, Rosa lifted her neck, seconds before the blade sliced through it.
The reapers and Horsemen watched in awe as Rosa’s head fell to the ground. Death picked up the Haladie sword off the ground and called for Victor. She handed him the sword and said, “Hold on to this for me; I’ll need it again.”
Victor glanced down at the weapon in confusion, but he knew better than to question her. He slid it onto his holster as she walked toward Nella.
“What about the body, Great Reaper?” he asked.
Death mounted Nella, opened a portal, and said without looking back, “Burn it.”




Chapter 27

July 2, 1863
The Battle of Gettysburg raged on into the second morning. Victor had his work cut out for him but was performing impressively. He fought to keep the smile off his lips when Death told him.
The men who fell on the battlefields were being reaped at a steady rate, and Death had imposed a rare mandatory crossing over, meaning none of them were to become reapers. Hades was too close to this particular battle, and she wanted no tainted reapers among her ranks again.
Victor watched his subordinates complete their duties at an excellent pace, and as he prepared to call in their replacements, a familiar silhouette caught his eye.
“Oh shit,” he said under his breath. He was utterly confused at the sight of her. Death had announced Mara’s demise to him and assured him she was no longer a threat. “Mara…is that you?”
When she didn’t answer, he quickly grabbed his scythe and headed straight for her. When he got close enough, he could see the vacant expression on her face. He felt his feet halt beneath him. This was not the same woman he’d seen many times before; something was wrong here. Just then, the sound of something speeding over his head caused him to duck.
He turned to his right and saw twenty Jaded Knights heading directly toward him. Before he could scream for the occupied Paladin to come to his aid, the Knights suddenly stopped dead in their tracks. Victor then noticed they were no longer concentrated on him; they were looking past him now. He turned his head and saw Ling, Makani, Adofo, and roughly two thousand Paladin standing in military formation behind Death. Jackson stood proudly beside his grandfather. Death’s army wore the same chainmail as she, and their sharpened scythes shined brightly in glare of the sunlight.
“Get on your feet,” Death said evenly. Victor quickly stood and quietly took his place beside his fellow Horsemen. Death glared at Mara, now dressed in a red Union soldier’s uniform.
“You’re supposed to be in the Styx, and not even Hades can pull you up from there,” said Death. “How are you here?”
“Clara saw what she was supposed to see,” said Mara. “Yes, he killed me as punishment, but he brought me back. You see, he knows that I am worthy of existence. Now, I am completely one of his. You really should have kept Poru on your good side. The man…was…very talented.”
Death admittedly had not prepared for Mara’s attendance, but she’d slaughter the traitor just as well.
“Where is he?” Death shouted to Mara and the Knights, but they said nothing. They only stared at the crowd of reapers before them.
The only sound was that of the gunshots and cannons in the nearby field, but still, the silence of the Knights was deafening. They would never give up Hades, and she knew it, but she needed to stall until the plan was ready. She and the immortals had not been expecting Hades to act until the last day of the battle. Nevertheless, here they were, and she would fight until either she or Hades fell.
“Ling…go.”
Ling opened a portal, and jumped inside and it quickly closed behind her. Death raised her scythe and quickly lowered it. The first row of reapers that consisted of a hundred Paladin, charged and suddenly flared out in a circle, enclosing the baffled Jaded Knights. The second row of reapers followed suit. Mara was now on guard with her sword held tightly in her hand. She quickly surveyed her surroundings, and Death knew she was looking for an exit.
“Coward.”
Death encircled the area in a barrier, ensuring not a single Knight could leave. “Are you sure you don’t want to answer my question?”
“I’d die a thousand deaths before I sell out the love of my life,” replied Mara.
“That could be arranged,” said Death. She recalled Lila, a reaper she’d discovered as a spy not long ago, who was currently dying a new death every day in an orb. “Take their heads.”
In an instant, the surrounding Paladin attacked, taking the heads of every Knight within minutes. Death watched with pride as the last Knight fell, knowing she’d taken no losses in the brief battle. When the dust settled, she found Mara cowering in the middle of the massacre in a fetal position.
“Kneel.”
Mara didn’t move an inch. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” she said. Her voice was shaky and muffled. Death remained cautious by keeping a safe distance. “Why couldn’t he just be happy with me!”
Mara jumped up a launched an attack on Death. The sword hit the metal of Death’s armor, who pulled her own Haladie sword and jammed it into Mara’s neck. Mara pulled the weapon out in one quick move, laughing at the harmless wound.
“Idiot! Hades would not design a blade that would kill his own.”
Death began to laugh. “Hades is not the only one with a personal sorcerer.”
Death then pulled the blade out of Mara’s neck, allowing the ebony blood to soak the green grass. Mara fell to the ground as the remainder of her life was drained. Death stood over her former pupil’s body and recalled the time when Mara was on the fast track to becoming a Horseman.
In part, Death felt responsible for Mara’s turn to Hades. They were friends. Mara had been one of the few she’d told in detail of her relationship with Hades. That is what lit the fire in Mara.
How could a man cause Death to be so blind? She had to find out. Now, as her body lay on the Pennsylvania dirt, the destiny of a lover of Hades was fulfilled yet again.
Death pulled a small glass container from her cloak and poured it over Mara’s body. She stood back as a storm began to rage above them. There was only a single lightning strike, but it landed perfectly on Mara. Thousands of reapers watched as her body burst into flames.
Death was preparing to relieve half of the Paladin when the ground underneath Mara’s ashes began to cave-in. A dark circle began to grow larger, forcing the reapers to retreat. Death held up her scythe, causing the storm to worsen.
When Hades stepped out of the darkness, she lowered it. Hundreds of lightning strikes hit him, one right after the other, but he remained unscathed. The smile he wore made her skin crawl. He held an elongated Haladie as he walked toward her; the Paladin closed in. Behind him, she could see the red soldiers rise.
There were nearly a hundred Knights behind him when he paused. Hades couldn’t help but admire the constant state of defense Death always seemed to be in. He loved it even more now knowing that he was the cause.
“My love, I knew you would enjoy the satisfaction of causing Mara’s demise,” he said. “I gave her to you on a silver platter, as they say. Now, give me something?”
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me?”
The smile disappeared from his face in an instant. “Give me this world, or I reveal your name. Give me this world, or I reveal him.”
Death could count from memory the number of times she’d been afraid. Now, she had another. She held secrets that almost no one knew.
“You have just as much to lose as me,” she countered. “How would your soldiers like to know about the limitation of your loyalty to them?”
Hades balled his fist in response, and she knew she had him.
“He never has to know,” continued Death. “And as long as I’m on this planet, he never will.”
“Kill them all!” screamed Hades.
Thousands of Knights flowed out of the portal and started to scatter. Death raised her scythe once again. Hades watched in horror as at least twenty-thousand more Paladin surrounded them. She raised her scythe higher, and another ten-thousand formed behind them.
On her command, Death’s army raced into battle as she charged her former lover head on.
Their blades met, but the Great Reaper’s scythe was more powerful on Earth. Hades launched a kick into her abdomen, temporarily knocking the wind out her. She recovered but not before he grabbed her, and pulled her inside the portal.




Chapter 28

As they landed, Hades pinned Death to the ground, her scythe fell out of reach, and her chances grim. She was not as powerful here as she was on Earth.
Hades had done what he so expertly does, distract her. His Knights were on the surface, being led to slaughter. He knew he’d never win a battle with her army on Earth after Abel had blown his last shot years ago, but here she was, on his territory. His beloved had returned.
Death assured his joy was short-lived with a kick between his legs. It had been years since he’d had human form, and the pain that shot through him was immeasurable. Death pushed him off and scurried toward her scythe. With her weapon in hand, she made it to her fee and turned back to Hades, but the god was gone.
“Where’d you go, asshole?” she yelled.
She began studying her surroundings while still keeping an eye out for Hades. They’d fallen on the banks of the Styx. The dark and putrid river flowed directly in the center of the Underworld city. It had been a long time since Death had seen the true form of the Underworld. The dark city hadn’t changed much in thousands of years.
After a while, Death was starting to feel exposed. In her mind, every little sound was a Knight getting ready to ambush. She would’ve opened a portal back to Earth, but she needed to follow through, or else, he’d just rise again. The sound of Hades’ laugh bellowed throughout the city sent a fire through Death.
In the buildings surrounding her, Knights began to appear looking out the windows. They said nothing. They only watched the Great Reaper with dead eyes.
“Well, come on!” she shouted at them, but they didn’t move. Thousands of pairs of dead eyes stared vacantly as she moved through the streets.
“They will not touch you, my love!” said Hades. “If they lay a finger on you in my world, I will have them for dinner. Come, you remember the way to me.”
She did. Death knew where he wanted her to go, and that she wouldn’t leave until he was defeated. At the edge of the city, was a mountain, and at the top of that mountain was a temple. The Temple of Hades was the last place she’d ever want to be again. Still, she made her way toward the black marbled building in the distance.
It didn’t take her long to reach the base and come upon a creature of infamy, Cerberus. The three-headed hound that now guarded the path to Hades. He snarled at Death as she neared him, but Death was unafraid.
“Cerberus, I know it has been many years and many faces since you’ve seen me, but it is me. Let me pass, my little puppy.”
Each head of Cerberus stopped and turned in confusion. Death held her hand out, and let all three noses sniff it. The large beast did exactly what she didn’t want him to do, pounce. She was knocked back to the ground as each head of Cerberus licked her face. It took her a minute, but she managed to get him off. He graciously accepted the head scratches she offered.
“He always liked you more than me,” said Hades.
“Everyone does,” she fired back.
Death continued her journey up steps carved into the rock with Cerberus at her heel. Along the way, a thousand thoughts went through her head. Most of them were ways to kill Hades.
Once she reached the top, she found the door to the temple open. Death held her scythe tightly as she entered. The large temple had only a single large room.
The torches on the walls gave Death just enough light to make her way inside. She gasped when she saw the paintings of every face she’d worn over the thousands of years since her departure. She paused when Hades appeared in the center of the otherwise empty room.
“Welcome home!” he shouted with a smile. “This is all I ever wanted. You, me, and the end of the world to look forward to.”
“What the hell is it wrong with you?” she asked. “I could never love you again. In fact, I don’t think I ever did. Manipulation can be one seductive bitch.”
“What about him?”
“He will never know!” she screamed. “You made that promise for a good reason. If the other gods found out about him, we all are fucked.”
“He knows about you,” said Hades. Death looked down in shame. “He should know where he comes from.”
“I had to tell him,” she admitted. “It was the only way I could get close to him. He was scared when I found him. If he finds out the truth, I’m afraid it will unlock something evil in him.”
Hades began to approach her slowly, but stopped when she held up her scythe. “Are we going to do this? Are we really going to fight to the end?”
“Until you give me my full strength, this is not a fair fight. If I lose, I promise that I’ll stay, but you have to leave the humans alone, and accept the end.”
Hades thought it through, before waving his hand. Death immediately felt like herself for the first time since she’d arrived. “You have your powers, but you won’t be able to heal, and to show good faith, neither will I. Are you ready?”
Death planted her feet on the ground, silently answering his question. Hades formed an elongated Haladie again in both hands. She charged at him with all her might, ducking just in time to miss his swing. She turned quickly and sliced a gash into his back.
He screamed, but quickly recovered before puncturing her right leg with his sword. The adrenaline pumping through her helped with the pain, and she charged again.
This time she allowed him to take hold of her, and stab into her back with his sword. Hades never saw the Haladie sword she used to puncture his lung. His swords fell to the ground as she struggled to breath.
Death quickly put distance in-between them, dropped her scythe, and held up her fists.
“This battle should be fought in the same way as the last,” said Death.
Hades grabbed his sword, and they each charged at one another one last time. Once inch before he would’ve made contact with Death’s jaw, the ground gave in beneath his feet. She delivered a blow to his back, effectively breaking his spine.
As Hades lay on the temple floor, Death eyes began to turn black as she let the darkness inside her take over. What she and Sage had realized was that it was truly the only way to open a portal without Hades.
Hades watched as Death reach up, and the roof of the temple flew off before crashing into the city below. He panicked when he couldn’t lift his feet, and down to see his legs were slowly sinking into the floor like quicksand. Death raised her hand, and opened a portal to Earth. Out of the dark circle, Gaius, Sage, and Dominic were being led by Ling.
Death placed a hand on Hades’ head, and her eyes turned a shade of red that Dominic had never seen. Gaius started speaking in an archaic language and pointing at Hades.
Death looked at Sage and nodded. The little immortal boy’s eyes turned white and he grabbed Gaius’ hand. Gaius’ speech became both slurred and hurried. Dominic watched as Hades began to scream in agony.
“No! He must know!” He pointed toward where the immortals were standing. Dominic looked toward Death with a face riddled with confusion. When he looked back over to Gaius, blood was flowing from his nose. Death retrieved her scythe and opened another portal. A ray of light shined through the portal, landing on Hades and his screams worsened.
The Knights had made it halfway up the mountain when Cerberus stopped them. The hound’s three heads separated from him and formed bodies of their own. The three then tripled in size, daring the Knights to move an inch.
Inside, Gaius fell to his knees and said the last words of the spell. The ground around Hades began to close, and as the darkness consumed him. Death fought through the pain and ran over to Gaius. The Ancient Greek had collapsed and was unresponsive. The light withdrew back into the portal.
“Did we do it?”
Death smiled weakly at him and nodded. Sage pulled Dominic’s arm and jumped with joy.
“Take Sage to the surface,” Death ordered, before handing Dominic the book. “Guard this with your life. Ling, go with them.”
Dominic nodded and led Sage to safety. Ling wanted to protest, but decided against it, and left.
Death turned back to Gaius, who was now breathing his last breaths. “Let me take you up, and we’ll see if something can be done.”
“I’m dying, finally,” he managed to say. “Don’t stop it, please. Just stay with me.”
Death sat down beside him. “I’m going to tell him everything.”
“He will not take it well,” Gaius whispered. “He knows of you, and that is all he needs.”
“He will figure it out, eventually.”
Gaius coughed up blood and took a deep breath. “By that time, you will be gone too, and we both know that. Let him be, Persephone.”
Death tightly closed her eyes.
“Okay,” she relented. When she opened them, Gaius was gone. She closed his eyes and quickly burned his remains. Before leaving, she whistled, and a single-bodied Cerberus came running through the door. Death was giving the loyal beast and congratulatory pet when she heard a familiar voice behind her.
“Leaving so soon?”
“Please tell me it’s not you,” she said without turning around.
“He intercepted my soul.”
Death felt arms softly grab her shoulders and turn her around. Samir’s brown eyes stared lovingly back at her, but he was dressed head to toe in red.
In the solitude of Hades’ temple, she allowed herself to cry. “I’ll try until the end of time to bring you back,” she promised.
“Please, don’t,” said Samir. “I’m not like the other Knights. I came back different. I’m stronger than them and I can lead down here; that means you’ll have nothing to worry about. This world will die as it is supposed to.”
Death and Samir held each other one last time and kissed goodbye. Cerberus followed her into the portal and out of the Underworld.




Chapter 29

When Death walked out of the portal, she witnessed the carnage left behind. Her decision to call in thousands upon thousands of more reapers than normal had saved the lives of many. She lost several Paladin and truly mourned for their souls, but the results of the battle pleased her.
In the distance, the human battle raged on. The soldiers, unaware of how close they’d come to a meaningless death.
Her happiness was short-lived at the sight of a large circle of reapers gathered around a body. Ling and Victor attempted to block her path, but she effortlessly pushed them out of her way.
Captain Adofo was lying on the ground with Jackson sitting next to his body. Death fell to her knees beside Adofo and tried with all of her might to heal him, but it was too late. Once the soul had left the body, he was no longer one of hers.
“How did this happen?” she shouted.
Jackson looked at up at Death with tear-filled eyes. “He died protecting me. It was all my fault.”
Death shook her head. “No, you shouldn’t have been here at all. I shouldn’t have allowed you to fight in the battle. I’m sorry.”
Death ordered Makani to take care of Jackson in his time of need. After spending a few more moments with Adofo’s body, she rose and walked toward Dominic and Sage. Cerberus followed her every move, frightening the reapers with his three-headed snarls. Death knelt and hugged Sage tightly.
“I know you liked Gaius, and I’m sure it was hard to see him sacrifice himself, but it had to be done,” she said. Sage nodded and smiled.
“I know,” he said aloud. Dominic was floored to see the little boy actually speak for the first time. “Will you take me to see the picture, please?”
“Of course,” said Death with a smile. “Let’s go.”
She turned back to the mourning reapers. “Tonight, we celebrate them all!”
The crowd shouted in celebration as Death lifted her scythe. When she lowered it, the bodies of the fallen reapers were gone. She then turned her gaze on the corpses of the Knights and said with disgust, “Let them rot.”
**
On the other side of the world, Percival Thomas walked beneath the Black Forest. He’d been deemed unfit for battle and decided to take the opportunity to see his mother. The sight of her behind bars was one he’d never thought he’d ever see.
“Mum?”
Clara’s head shot up, and she instinctively ran to the him. She was so excited to him that she gripped the bars without thinking. The shock of the excruciating pain that radiated through her body caused her to collapse. It took her more than a few minutes to recover.
“I’m so stupid!” she shouted. “I’m sorry you had to see that, Percy.”
Percival fought the urge to reach out to her. “It’s okay, Mum. I’ve brought you a surprise.”
Percival looked around to ensure they were alone. He then reached inside his coat pocket and pulled out a small book.
“It was right where he said it was.”
Clara was confused. “Who is he?”
“I’m not going to let you rot in this prison, Mummy,” said Percival. “Years ago, Poru came to me and told me about a backup plan. If Poru or Hades fell to the Great Reaper, I was to carry on his work. He needed an apprentice that she would never suspect. I’m sorry I had to stab you, but you would have ruined our plans.”
Clara panicked and lowered her voice. “Take that to Death, or you will meet the same fate as I did.”
“But mother, I —”
Percival was cut short by a blade slicing through his neck. Clara jumped back in horror, screaming at the sight of her son’s decapitated head.
Behind him stood the man she knew as the Gatekeeper. Clara watched as he cleaned his blade with the bottom of his toga and place it back in the holster. The Gatekeeper then picked up the book and called for a Horseman.
Ling appeared within seconds. “Yes, Gatekeeper?”
He handed her the book all the while never taking his eyes off of Clara. When Ling saw what it was, she thanked him. “I’ll make sure she gets it and knows how it was discovered.”
“I had nothing to do with it!” Clara screamed.
The Gatekeeper nodded at Ling. “Then your life will be spared, again.”
Ling departed, and Clara watched as the Gatekeeper picked up Percival’s head in one hand, and drag his body out of view with the other.




Chapter 30

Dominic walked softly to the door of the library. It was only slightly open, but he could hear Death and Sage inside. In front of the cemetery painting, they stood hand in hand.
“Why can’t I come here more often?” asked Sage.
“Because you cannot be seen. You are special, little one, and must be protected at all times.”
Sage let out a heavy sigh. “Is that why you won’t let me be rooted?”
“Yes, little one, Elysium is your safe haven, and you must stay there. I know you like to visit the Earth, but the immortals are your protectors, and you must let them do their jobs; even if they don’t know the truth.”
“I like Dominic. Will he stay forever?”
“Yes, I believe he is the one destined to be your guardian when I have to sleep forever.”
Dominic could hear Sage begin to cry. “Don’t cry, little one. We both now know of the inevitable. We must be happy with the time I have left. I will come to see you more often. Now, that they know I can come into Elysium, we don’t have to sneak our visits.”
Dominic’s heart began to race. He peeked inside the small opening and saw her hugging Sage, and…crying. “I love you, my little god.”
Sage giggled and sniffed her. “You still smell like jasmine, mommy.”
A stunned Dominic slowly backed away from the door while holding his breath. When he felt it safe, he rushed back to his room and pulled out a heavy book from underneath his bed. He was now grateful for May’s offer to take Naija on a walk around the city. There was no way he could explain what he’d just heard.
Before he could even begin to figure out where he needed to look, he felt her presence behind him. Dominic stilled at the sound of Death’s footsteps growing near.
“I could’ve sworn I warned you about eavesdropping when we first met,” she said softly. Her voice had not an ounce of menace, but Dominic still feared what she’d do. He looked up into her soft eyes.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’d never heard him speak before, and I didn’t know you two were so…close. So, I had to know what you would talk about.”
Death sat on his bed and motioned for him to join her. He sat as far away as he could.
“I sent him home, but I knew you were listening,” she said. “I wanted you to. What I tell you cannot leave this room. If you mention this to Sage, I will kill you. I won’t like it, but I will do it. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” he whispered.
“I am not Sage’s mother,” she said. “I’m his aunt. His mother was my sister and my best friend. I’ve lied so much about my past, that even I’ve come to believe most of it. I had a name before I chose Persephone, but I had to change it due to its…notoriety. I did something in a previous life, that has caused pain to everyone on Earth. It will continue to do so until my sentence is over.”
“I don’t understand,” admitted Dominic.
“You will when you read my diary. I know Gaius gave you to it a while back. That old bastard trusting anyone is a miracle, so he must’ve really like you.”
Dominic couldn’t help but grin. Death picked up the book and turned to a page before handing it to him, and walking to the door. “I will never speak of what is in that book, so don’t ask questions. Goodnight, Dominic Fratelli.”
“Goodnight,” he replied and looked down at the passage. Dominic nearly dropped the book as the words began to change from an unrecognizable language to English.
I left Eve on the mountain fifteen moons ago. Her Creator left me a note in my new name. He promised that if I can one day ensure his flock is not used for Hades’ gain, my need for vessels will come to an end.
There is a storm coming with that family. I can feel in my soul. The one they call Abel is gone, and I know not where. The one they call Cain is locked inside his own body. Someone powerful walks this Earth, and I want more than anything to meet them.
I came to open this book again, not because of them, but I’ve found my sister’s child, and I’ve discovered the future. I’ve found the ones who are worthy of this world, and he is not just one of them, he is the first-born!
My poor sister, Persephone. After our battle, he took revenge and stole her from the heavens. Persephone gave her life when she bore him a son. A son who the Underworld could not hold. Most importantly, Hades could not find him.
His name is fitting, Sage. He’d been alone for years until this woman, Hila, found him.
When I was weak, one of Sage’s kind helped me well. I went back days later, and he was inside one of the nearby huts all along.
I knew who he was the moment I saw him, but I told no one. I took him aside and into my arms. He called me…mother. I hadn’t the heart to tell him of Persephone’s true fate. That she’d died at her own hands after he disappeared in her arms. He can still sense family. He knows we share the same blood, but that is all. I can sense his power, and it will surely grow. If I cannot keep Hades in the Underworld forever, then one day, Sage will. I know it
Sage must never know Hades, and I will fight to the end to ensure it. To know the evil that most assuredly lurks deep inside him, is what helped give him life would awaken his father’s evil in him. I will not have such a precious child go mad.
I will spread new stories of Persephone and ensure she lives on. Her memory will no longer be linked to mine, and she will live again in me. 
I believe the beginning of the end has undoubtedly come. It will be a while before I rest, but I welcome eternal rest more than any other soul.
My curiosity has caused so much pain, and it is surely do more. I always listened and did as I was told. I was always good. They would say, ‘look at how well-behaved Pandia is.’ 
Pandia…no one has called me that in years. It’s a name that no-one will remember because of the other one. The one time I failed. The one time I gave into temptation, my fate was sealed, and it was Pandora that was banished to this world.
It was not a box, but a pithos that doomed me and humanity. They said don’t open it, and that bad things are inside. I wondered, how can all the bad things fit inside such a small thing. Surely, there are many, many bad things, and to fit them all inside the pithos would be impossible!
I only wanted to see the inside for a second, but the bad things had a life of their own. No one told me that. I lifted the lid only an inch, and they opened it the rest of the way.
The darkness flooded out and fell to Earth. Zeus was so angry with me. Everyone looked at me with either shame or disgust…or both. He banished me to this world until there are no humans left for the bad things to hurt. Until the ones who the bad things cannot hurt take over are the only ones left.
They are finally here, and I will protect them until my final breath.




Epilogue

Sunny sipped the last bit of her tea before starting her duties. She walked down the endless rows of shelves, making sure everyone were in their rightful places. Just as she turned to go back, a black orb caught her eyes.
“This wasn’t right,” she thought.
There was no one in the cave but her. Sunny recognized the orb’s inhabitant right away, Arwyn Crane. Before she could call for Death, hundreds of orbs began to turn black before her eyes. She peered down the long corridors and saw the same on every shelf.
She grabbed her scythe and called for help. Death appeared minutes later, and Sunny didn’t need to speak a single word.
Death walked over to Arwyn’s orb and picked it up. When nothing happened, she picked up another black orb, but it had the same result.
“They’re not here,” said Death. She turned to Sunny, who was just as confused as she. Then it hit her. Death finally knew why Hades risked everything to distract her.
“He never wanted to save the Underworld. He wanted to make my last days on Earth pure hell and it’s all because of Sage.”
“What are you talking about?” asked Sunny.
“Arwyn was a Trojan horse,” explained Death. “He did leave the fucking cave, but just long enough for them to work the spell. They just put him back where you’d find him. He knew I’d put his orb in holy water, and I bet that is what activated the spell. They’re all gone.”
Sunny had never seen the look of panic that was Death’s eyes before. “Where did they go?”
“Before I had Sage destroy Poru’s original spell book, I read it. There is a spell that was only half finished, but Poru must have worked it out after he died. He was trying to figure out how to release a soul from an orb, and reincarnate it into a new body.”
Sunny felt sick and rested against the wall. “Well, we know he’d figured that last part out. What are you going to do?”
Death formed her scythe, turned to her oldest friend and said, “Kill them all.”
***
April 15th, 1865: Washington D.C.
Outside of a brick boarding house, Death watched as a large crowd stood outside. She could nearly reach out and touch the tension that filled the air. Guards held them back as she walked passed by them, and through the door. She could sense his soul growing restless, knowing its release was finally near.
When Death entered the bedroom, the men surrounding him shifted. Her presence thickened the emotional atmosphere caused by an imminent death. Slowly, she maneuvered through them and observed the peaceful look on his face. It would be a hard-earned rest.
His left eye raised barely a centimeter and through blurred vision, he watched her lean over. She smiled, held out a hand, and said softly, “Hello, Mr. President.”
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