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 PROLOGUE 
 
    August 20, 1823: Rome, Early Morning 
 
    The streets of Rome were still in the early morning hours. Only a few people paid her more than a passing glance as they started their day. Gazing up she locked eyes on the Vatican, her first stop of the day. Although it had been many years since she last stepped foot on the holy grounds, walking through the gate, it felt like no time had passed at all. 
 
    She greeted Alfonso, the resident reaper of the Vatican. He was one of few stationary reapers. They were assigned to a single location and simply waited for the next death to occur. He silently bowed as she continued to her destination. 
 
    “Hmm...this one’s term was long,” she thought. “I hope the same for the next. The more years in between me visiting these grounds, the better.” 
 
    The reaping of souls was no longer a required duty for her. In fact, most of her time was spent ensuring the work was done right elsewhere. A countless number of reapers around the world could be here, but popes were and always would be her chosen responsibility. 
 
    They weren’t the only souls she guided to the afterlife. Many well-known figures most likely saw her face before their last breath. The wicked were her specialty, and those particular reapings were the ones she most enjoyed. It was the only way to subside the darkness in her without innocent suffering from her wrath. 
 
    She was in no rush to get to the pope’s bedside, but as she got closer a feeling that could only be described as emptiness filled her. It differed significantly from what she’d come to expect. 
 
    There was always a specific climate when a pope was about to die. An emotional fog that she could just make her way through. She‘d once thought it was God trying to keep her from the soul, but that would be a breach of their agreement. Acquiring the souls were her domain, and no one could interfere. 
 
    Today, something felt different. She’d made it to the bedroom door when she realized what it was, there was no fog. She sensed nothing holding her back. Almost as if a path had been cleared right to his bedside. For the first time, she felt as if she was being beckoned to the Vatican. 
 
    What the world would never know about popes were they truly spoke with God, or instead, He talked to them. 
 
    Shortly after their deaths, each one would deliver a message to her while in a trance-like state. It would always relate to upcoming events such as war, plagues, and natural disasters. They never remembered the experience, and after she received her message, she sent them on their way to the afterlife. 
 
    The routine never altered until the 15th century, when the message changed. Each time a pope died, they spoke the same phrase, “Take him and keep him safe.” When she’d asked what it meant, the pope would only repeat himself over and over. 
 
    She always assumed it meant the Holy Father himself. Maybe God was telling her to take him to the afterlife safely. Anyone else would presume the same until today. The message changed into a plea from God to protect a single man. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
    For most in the world this day would be like any other, but for some, it would be their last. For Pope Pius VII it was the latter. It would be the day he’d see her and smile, for he knew God would be the next face he saw. At his bedside, Cardinal Consalvi sat hoping his presence could make the Holy Father more at ease. 
 
    The door opened, and a young priest entered the room. “Can I get you anything, your grace?” Father Dominic Fratelli asked the cardinal. The pope had been in and out of consciousness for hours, and the faithful cardinal had not left his side. 
 
    “No, my son, the time is coming soon, and I’m afraid my appetite left me long ago.” 
 
    Dominic gave a short bow and began to leave the room when Consalvi stopped him. “Please, stay. I’m afraid I am tiring and will miss our Holy Father’s final moments. Sit and keep an old man company.” 
 
    Dominic was a man who always seemed to have the world on his shoulders. Tall and scrawny, his dark brown hair was almost too long for Consalvi’s taste, but the old man gave him a pass. He appeared to be in his mid-20s, but his dark green eyes gave many the presumption they had seen some hard years. He didn’t look Italian, but his accent sounded as if he were born in the heart of Rome. 
 
    He was reluctantly well-known throughout the Vatican for his spot-on advice to fellow servants and parishioners. He often spoke as if he’d lived many lifetimes and often his guidance would be received with grateful words. 
 
    Dominic hesitantly sat down in a chair near the bed, but he couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched. 
 
    He had never spoken directly to his superior outside of a position of duty. The request for a personal conversation unsettled him. He had only been in Rome for three years and had planned to make it home for some time. Being forgettable was vital for him and witnessing the death of a pope would not be easily overlooked. 
 
    “I must say, I’ve heard of your reputation. You seem to have knowledge beyond your years. How long have you served?” Consalvi asked the young priest. 
 
    “I joined the priesthood about 8 years ago, but I’ve only been at the Vatican these past few years, your grace. Although it feels a lot longer—. I meant that in a good way of course,” he replied with a half-smile. The cardinal gave a knowing but agreeing smile back. 
 
    They spoke for no more than a half hour when the Pope regained consciousness again and looked into the corner of the room, smiling as if seeing someone he hadn’t for a while. Dominic looked over to the corner and saw a shadow of a person who wasn’t there. Couldn’t be there. 
 
    The corner was well lit, and a shadow had no right to occupy the space it was in. Dominic blinked, and although it was gone, he still couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched. His head began to ache, and the pain slowly grew, but just as quickly as it came on, it stopped. 
 
    They watched the pope as he labored his last breaths. As Cardinal Consalvi began praying over the Pope, Dominic could almost feel the shadow this time. He glanced behind his back and swore he saw a person cloaked in black moving back towards the corner. 
 
    As he watched the space, waiting for the shadow to appear again, he realized that Consalvi was no longer speaking and the Pope was no longer breathing. Dominic and Consalvi joined in a short prayer, and Consalvi eventually left the room to prepare the announcements. 
 
    Dominic started to clean and ready the room for visitors who would adequately take care of the remains. He was headed out the door but paused when he sensed another person in the room. He turned and came face to face with a woman. 
 
    He stared into her eyes and couldn’t help feeling as if he’d met her before. If he had, it could not have been a kind experience. Seeing her gave him an immediate sense of anxiety. Although she was apparently trying to mask it, he could see a hint of curiosity on her face. 
 
    “You…see me,” she stated as a matter of fact. “I demand to know how.” 
 
    His brain was on overload just being in her presence. He hadn’t felt anything new in years. She was beautiful but had a clear disposition that said: “Don’t fuck with me.” 
 
    Her skin was brown and smooth as silk, and she stared at him with piercing brown eyes that could stop a man’s heart. Her black dress looked skillfully tailored just for her, and she was draped in a hooded floor-length cape. He could just make out the tip of her boots. She stood as tall as him but somehow made him feel like a little schoolboy standing in front of an angry teacher. 
 
    “If your done staring, I’d like an answer to my question, now!” she demanded. Her eyes changed to dark green, and he swore he saw a skull flash across her face during her brief moment of anger. He sensed a fear that felt like it had sat buried deep inside him. His mouth opened to speak but the words were lost. She glared at him, and for a moment he thought he saw a grin. 
 
    Was she amused? 
 
    Is this all a joke to her? 
 
    Dominic stood with his mouth agape, posture stiff as wood, and heart nearly beating out of his chest. She started to speak again, but he spoke first. 
 
    “I see you...because you…are here…” he managed to finally say. “You are here in His Holiness’ private residence, standing in front of me and you are not meant to be here. Why else would I be staring at you?” 
 
    His confidence grew with each word he spoke, and he tried his best to appear authoritative. “Now I demand that you tell me why you are here.” 
 
    “Can you see him?” she asked, pointing to an empty spot in the room, and ignoring his question. The confused look on his face was the only answer she needed. “How interesting. You can see me, but not the dead?” 
 
    She abruptly broke eye contact and began to walk around the room, staring at the late pontiffs remains as she strolled back and forth. Dominic stood still not knowing what to make of the situation before him. All of a sudden, she stopped and appeared to be listening to someone. Suddenly, she had her eyes on him again. Her facial expressions giving away her confusion. His head began to ache again, but this time it was much worse. That’s when he saw it, the pope was standing only a few feet from his own body and pointing to Dominic. 
 
    He was nearly transparent, but as the seconds past, he became more solid. Dominic turned to the door hoping the cardinal returned soon. When he turned back to the woman in black, and she was suddenly standing in front of him again. He fell to the floor in fear as she hovered over him. 
 
    How did she move so quickly from the window? 
 
    What the hell does she want? 
 
    Is she going to kill me? 
 
    …Can she kill me? 
 
    Dominic’s thoughts raced through his head as she stood over him. “What do you want!” he screamed. 
 
    The door opened, and Dominic turned to see Cardinal Consalvi and a few priests enter the room. 
 
    “My son, what is wrong? What has happened?” Consalvi asked as one of the priests bent down to comfort the frightened man. Dominic turned to see the visitor had vanished into thin air. He quickly glanced around the room before his eyes landed back into the concerned gazes of the other men. 
 
    “I am fine, everything is fine. Please forgive me for interrupting the care of His Holiness,” he said unconvincingly as he rose to his feet with the assistance of the priest. 
 
    Consalvi came to Dominic’s side and rested a hand on his shoulder. He looked him over with a worried gaze. “You need to rest, go to your quarters and take some time. The Holy Father has been with us for many years. Though your time with him was short, I’m sure you feel the loss just the same as us all.” 
 
    Usually, Dominic would have objected, he had a strong natural contempt for being perceived as vulnerable. This time he felt drained, both emotionally and physically. He gave a weak bow and left the room. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
    1756: Atlantic Ocean 
 
    Audrey sat in the corner of the captain quarters, adjusting her long legs for comfort. The spacious room was beautifully decorated and undoubtedly belonged to a man of good means. A sizeable ornate bed with golden fixtures sat in the center of the bedroom. As she lay there chained to the floor, she wondered if it would be the last thing she'd see death or if she would ever see dry land again. 
 
    The ship had been at sea for only a few weeks after leaving the Bahamas. She had given up seeing her family again. Her father, Tobias, was a free man on the island but had fallen on hard times. After the sudden death of his wife the year before, he sank into a depression intensified by alcohol. His work suffered and to make ends meet he borrowed heavily. When the time came to pay, he couldn’t. His lender offered him only one way out of his debt, Audrey. His oldest child and only daughter, she was one of the most beautiful women on the island. Her deep brown skin that was soft as silk made every man on the island who laid eyes on her fall in love. 
 
    Tobias refused to give her up, declaring he’d rather die. His children were all he had, and he couldn’t let them suffer because of his actions. Audrey knew her father would be murdered, then she and her brothers separated and sold into slavery. After her mother died, she filled her role and took care of her younger siblings. She now had to make the hardest decision of her life: sacrifice herself or watch her family destroyed. 
 
    That night as the rest of her family slept, she left her home for the last time. When her father awoke the next day and saw she was gone, he knew what she had done. His attempts to get her back were to no avail. His only option was to pay twice what he owed to get her back. To assure he did not attempt to take her by force, the lives of his three remaining children were threatened. With Tobias unable to find the money, Audrey was soon sold to Captain John Barrows, whose ship she now resided on. 
 
    The past few weeks had been emotional and physical torture for her. He used her as only a vile human would, but she endured. Lately, she had become ill and tried to hide it as best as she could. She’d once heard him ordering his quartermaster to throw a sick crewman overboard. She knew if he saw any weakness in her, she would be next. 
 
    The door opened and Audrey, expecting it to be the captain, did her best to appear healthy. She kept her head to the floor, but when she did not hear the heavy boots he wore, she lifted it slowly. To her surprise, a woman stood a few feet in front of her. She reminded Audrey of her late mother. Tall with dark skin and a kind face. Dressed in black with a hooded cape, she stepped forward and began to kneel down until they faced each other. 
 
    “Who are you?” Audrey asked cautiously with her strong Caribbean accent. The woman smiled, reached into her pocket, and pulled out a flask and a piece of bread. She handed it to Audrey who nervously took it from her. Audrey opened the container and gave it a quick sniff, rum. She quickly drank the liquor while stuffing her mouth with bread. The rations of food and water she was given were barely enough for anyone to survive on. 
 
    Audrey looked up at the visitor as she finished the bottle. “Thank you, I’m starving. Why are you so nice to me? Who are you?” 
 
    “I am many things to many people. Some would say I am the inevitable,” she responded with a British accent. 
 
    Audrey thought for a minute until it finally hit her. 
 
    “You are the Angel of Death, aren’t you?” The visitor smiled and nodded. Audrey laughed and gave a sigh of relief. “I will finally be free. He will no longer have me, and I will be free.” With a happy sigh, she fell back against the wall. 
 
    “You’re not going to die yet.” 
 
    “What?” Audrey looked up with frustration. “The only way I am getting off this ship is dead. I have accepted that. I welcome it!” she yelled in frustration. “If you are not here to take my soul, then why are you here?” 
 
    “I want to offer you an opportunity,” Death responded. “Yes, your time is short, but so is mine,” Death stated pointing to her own body. “This body is a vessel, and I will need a new one, and you are very special.” 
 
    Death paused to let everything she’d just revealed to Audrey soak in before she continued. 
 
    “I must confess, I am not an “angel” so to speak. I am an entity created by the universe to ensure a balance between life and death in humans. I belong to no religion and answer to no god. My job is simply to guarantee a death occurs at its set time and assure souls make it to the afterlife; usually, there have been exceptions. I’m here because every thousand years or so I need a new vessel. My own soul is hard for most humans to hold, but once every millennium, one is born that can. You are one.” 
 
    Death paused again, taking the flask of rum from Audrey’s shaking hands. 
 
    “What I’m about to say will not be easy to hear. You have noticed how ill you’ve been getting lately?” Death asked. “In about eight months you will give birth to a child, and you will not survive the birth.” 
 
    Audrey stared at Death with tearful eyes. Her entire body was now shaking as she held her stomach with both hands. “What will happen to my child?” she asked. “Will he allow it to live without a mother to nurse from?” 
 
    Death hesitated before speaking. “I cannot reveal the fate of another with a living being, and I doubt you’d want to know. In fact, I am only telling you of your own death so that you know how much time you have to make your decision. I cannot enter your body without consent. I will come to you on the day you die, and I will ask you again.” 
 
    For a few moments, there was nothing but silence between them. 
 
    “Just last year I was so happy. My mother was alive, my father and brothers all happy. How quickly life changes. I thought we were so blessed to be free, but here I am in chains looking forward to my own death.” She spoke softly with a distant look in her eyes. 
 
    Audrey suddenly started firing questions. “What do I get in exchange for this? Will you make my death quick and painless? Can I see my mother again?” 
 
    Death smiled and responded. “Your death will happen how it always would have, and I cannot promise you’ll see your mother again. The afterlife is not my territory, only getting you there. What you get in exchange, however, is revenge.” 
 
    “Revenge against…the captain? How can I get vengeance if I am dead?” Audrey asked with evident skepticism. 
 
    Death answered while her face morphed from a gentle kindness to pure malevolence. “I will personally reap his soul, but before I send him to the beyond, we will have a very long…talk. One that involves him experiencing every moment of torture and pain he put upon you, the others who came before and the ones sure to follow.” 
 
    “Yes!” Audrey quickly answered with fire in her eyes. “Yes, take my body and avenge my—” 
 
    Death raised her hand signaling Audrey to stop. “I cannot take your answer now, it must be on that day.” She pulled out a golden pocket watch and glanced at the time before continuing. “I must go now. These next months will be the hardest you’ve lived, but peace will be yours, know that.” 
 
    Audrey watched silently as Death walked towards the door. 
 
    She suddenly stopped and looked back at Audrey. “This is my only warning. Do not do anything to change that child’s fate. A person that remains in a world not meant for them is doomed to bring nothing but pain. You will make an enemy of me, and I am the last person you want to cross, understood?” 
 
    Audrey nodded her head slowly as Death turned and walked thru the door. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
    August 20, 1823: Rome, Mid-Afternoon 
 
    Dominic stood on a mountainside, looking over a vast grassy plain. Herds of sheep were scattered across the vast landscape, and he could just see a small cottage in the distance. The scent of the grass filled the air as if a fresh rain had just fallen. A feeling of serenity washed over him. He was lost in thought when he heard someone approaching. To his right, heavy footsteps were now accompanied by a booming voice. 
 
    He couldn’t make out the words, but he felt the urge to hide. A hand suddenly grabbed his left arm and just as he turned to see who, he woke in a heavy sweat. His bedclothes were drenched in sweat. He took a sip of the water at his bedside. Every night he had the same dream over and over, and it had become routine for him to leave out a glass of water before bed. 
 
    The skies over Rome were cloudy, making the temperature of his room blissful. His humble quarters were slightly dimmed by a thin curtain and only a bed, dresser, desk, and chair occupied the small space. He stood and walked towards the window looking up at the sky. Every so often the sun would peak through the clouds and shine directly into his eyes. A soft knock at the door pulled him back. 
 
    “One moment please,” he answered while putting on a robe. It had been a gift from a member of his flock before he departed for the Vatican. He supposed he shouldn’t have kept it, but the poor woman adored him and the thought of giving it away seemed wrong. 
 
    He began to walk towards the door when to his surprise, it slowly opened. He grabbed a letter opener from his desk when he saw the empty threshold. Dominic stood in front of the empty doorway before walking out into the hallway. He looked to his left, nothing. Then over to his right, no one there either. He began laughing to himself. 
 
    “Maybe my visitor is back.” 
 
    Returning to his room, he closed the door and walked back to his bed. After a short rest, he prepared to get appropriately dressed. He gently smoothed out the small wrinkles in his cassock, and once he felt ready for the day, he turned to leave. His heart nearly jumped from his chest when he found his door wide open. 
 
    He raced to the doorway but again found nothing. This time he searched the hallways more thoroughly, but only found emptiness. He started to walk back to his room, and as he turned into the door, he locked eyes with her and nearly fainted. Grasping onto the door to maintain his balance, he waited for her to make the first move. He didn’t trust his feet from not giving out beneath him. 
 
    She was still dressed in the same black sleeveless dress, but now with her cape off. He could see it was adorned with red and black gemstones. The lack of coverage also provided a more unobstructed view of her face. Her full lips were complemented by cheekbones that were somehow both faint and defined. He fought to maintain eye contact, feeling as if his soul was being invaded every time he looked into her brown eyes. He didn’t dare look away, she moved so quickly, and he didn’t want a repeat of earlier. 
 
    Sitting on the edge of the bed, she gestured for him to join her with fingers painted a dark shade of red. He chose the chair instead and closed the door behind him. He sat diagonal to her and as far away as possible. A slight smile appeared on her lips as she turned to face him. 
 
    They sat in a silent standoff, one pair of eyes locked on the other. The silence was interrupted by a short knock. Cardinal Consalvi entered briefly taking note of Dominic’s odd position. When Dominic rose to greet his superior, he suddenly realized how it would look for a woman to be found in his room. 
 
    “Your grace, it is not how it looks,” he said in a panic. 
 
    “What is not how it looks?” Consalvi asked while scanning the room. 
 
    Dominic looked back to his bed and saw that she was now wearing her hooded cape. She placed a finger to her lips and smiled. 
 
    “My room...it has not been cleaned properly. I’m afraid I haven’t had time to, your grace,” he said trying to brush off the panic in his voice. 
 
    “Your room looks fine. I came to see how you were feeling. You looked as if the devil himself had appeared to you,” said Consalvi. 
 
    “Close…” Dominic could hear her voice in his head. “...but no, I can be so much worse.” 
 
    “I am fine. Death has never been easy for me,” he told the cardinal. A lie he would ask forgiveness for later. 
 
    “Good. I’ve only just awakened myself, what little rest one could get considering…” said Consalvi. His words drifted off as his thoughts floated back to his seeing the man he considered a friend, breathe his last breath. 
 
    “Want to know when he’s going to die?” she asked. 
 
    “…well, I have to attend to the preparations, I shall see you shortly,” Consalvi said before departing. As the door closed, Dominic turned back to see that she had retaken off her cape. 
 
    “You can make yourself invisible? Are you sure you’re not the devil?” he asked sitting back in the chair. 
 
    “No, but I’ve met a devil and what a weak little man he was,” she said with a fleeting smile. “How can you see me when I’m cloaked…James?” 
 
    His breath left his body and nearly caused him to pass out. Grabbing the arms of his chair, he stood. “How do you know that name and who the hell are you?” he asked trying to control his anger. 
 
    “Well, as for your name, I can read your thoughts and see your memories. Although, there is a large space that is blocking me and I’d really like to know what’s in there,” she said mischievously. 
 
    “In regards to who I am, well I’m what you’ve been seeking for so long,” she said. Her eyes locked into his almost screaming at him to figure it out. 
 
    Dominic looked her over again, and it hit him. He smiled for a few moments before saying, “Death.” 
 
    “Oh, that smile. I don’t get it as often as I should,” she said. “I’m not really that bad if you’ve been good.” 
 
    “You’re here to take me, finally,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for so long. I must say, I’m surprised you’re a woman. I mean no offense, of course.” He sat back in the chair and the tension in his body eased immensely. 
 
    “No offense taken, almost all depictions of me are as a man, even those awful skeletons. I could kill with a single touch, but most men would still never admit to a woman’s power over them,” she said, her hands forming a tight fist. “So, how long have you been ready for me James, or do you prefer Dominic?” 
 
    He took a deep breath before answering. “Dominic and I’ve been waiting for centuries.” 
 
    Unbeknownst to those who knew him, Dominic was nearly four hundred years old. His earliest memory was waking up in northern England in the 15th century with an English accent and a small amount of money in his pocket. He made his way to a village and eventually took the name of James Hart. 
 
    He had no knowledge of why he never aged or why he couldn’t die. At times of great melancholy, he tested his immortality to no success. 
 
    “Goodness, no one has called me James for years, and I barely remember it myself. How did you know who I am?” 
 
    “It’s my job to know these things. Your memories, the ones I could find, span far too long for the average person,” she said keenly. “You are an immortal, and I like to keep tabs on things that can’t die. Somehow you’ve managed to elude me for years.” 
 
    “Immortal, but that means I’ll never die. If I can’t die why are you really here, couldn’t you just watch me from afar.” 
 
    “I could, but I don’t know how you can see me cloaked. Only the dead or those close to death can see me then,” she said rising from the bed and walking towards him. “An immortal is no exception to that rule, and you know what, I don’t like not knowing things like this.” 
 
    Her eyes began to glow red, and his feet lifted from the floor. 
 
    “Now that I’ve answered your question, you can answer mine. How can you see me?” she screamed as a skull formed across her face like a tattoo. 
 
    His heart raced as panic set in. He found himself unable to speak, so he tried another way, his thoughts. “I swear I don’t know and if you’re going to kill me, make it fast.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to kill you, I just want to see how long until—" Dominic’s body went limp after he passed out. 
 
    “I wonder what makes you so special that He thinks I should take you with me,” she pondered as he dropped to the floor. 
 
    As her face returned to normal, she recalled the message sent by way of the recently deceased pontiff. 
 
    “Take him with you and keep him safe…now!” he screamed at her while pointing at Dominic. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
    When Dominic awoke his head was pounding, and he found himself in darkness. After his eyes adjusted, he quickly realized he was definitely not in his room. He lay in a large bed centered within a meticulously decorated bedroom. 
 
    The walls were covered with beautiful and priceless pieces of art. He saw only a single window covered in a heavy floor-length curtain. A large antique armoire stood across from a hand carved mantle over an unlit fireplace. The adoration was short lived as his memories of Death came flooding back, and he quickly searched the room. To his relief found himself alone. 
 
    He continued to study his surroundings when he noticed something strange, silence. There were no sounds, not even crickets coming from outside. Rising from the bed, he realized he was completely nude. Even in the darkness, his modest nature made him feel exposed, and he quickly covered himself with the bedspread. He searched for a way to light the fireplace when it spontaneously came to life in flames. 
 
    “I know you’re here,” he said aloud. He peered through the window only to find ivy growing over and blocking his view to the outside. His attempts to open it were useless. “Sealed shut, dammit.” 
 
    “What naughty language for a priest, don’t stop,” said Death mischievously. Her disembodied voice resonated around him. 
 
    He ignored her and wrapping himself tighter, he awkwardly made his way to the armoire. The hand carved dresser opened to a full wardrobe. Browsing through the collection of clothing he realized every item seemed to fit him perfectly. He found a cassock that appeared to be his own and dressed quickly. After being a priest for many years, he had not worn anything other than religious garments in over a century. 
 
    After opening the heavy door to a pitch-black hallway, he returned to his room to find a candle to light his way. To his surprise, or not, a candelabra was sitting on the mantelpiece already lit for his convenience. 
 
    “You know you can stop the charades and show yourself,” he spoke into the open door. “I don’t know how I can see you. So you might as well just let me go.” 
 
    Grabbing the candelabra, he set out into the hallway. More artwork adorned the walls, and he noticed they were all portraits of different dark-skinned women dressed in black. Each wearing an invisible smile, with her right hand holding a giant scythe and her left a small red sphere. The last face was one he’d come to know. 
 
    “Narcissism, thy name is Death.” 
 
    “I heard that.” Death’s voice echoed throughout the long corridor. “I’m not vain, just nostalgic.” 
 
    One by one the candles in the hallway were lit aflame as he walked by. He attempted to open every door he passed but found them bolted shut. Eventually, he saw an open door ahead of him. The light from the room was illuminating a small section of the hallway. He sped his pace and found himself in a vast library. 
 
    Luxurious furniture filled the room accompanied by artifacts from around the world, and different cultures were in every corner. Books that appeared to be as old as he lined a bookcase that spanned the length of two walls. He spotted an Egyptian statue of Anubis beside a large painting of the angel of death standing in a graveyard under a dark sky. 
 
    The painting covered the entire wall and was undoubtedly the showpiece of the room. In the foreground three, uniquely colored horses stood with riders in military formation. A fourth rider less pale horse stood beside her. Death wore her usual black dress and cape, but large black wings rose from her back. The scythe appeared different from the portraits in the hall, adorned with red orbs down its handcrafted handle. In the corner stood a lone figure, looking over at Death. 
 
    Dominic circled the room admiring the many incarnations of her when he noticed the sounds. He could now hear the wind and wildlife come alive outside the large curtained windows. 
 
    “Are you enjoying my collection?” Death asked. He turned to find her sitting in one of two large facing leather armchairs. “I’ve been collecting for years, but few have had the pleasure of seeing the spoils of my labor.” 
 
    “I wonder why you seem to be such a warm person,” he bluntly responded as he sat in the chair opposite her. “Send me back to the Vatican, please.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, they either think you abandoned the church, or you’re dead. I don’t really care, you can’t go back. Oh, and drop the fake Italian accent.” 
 
    His face began to turn red with anger, and any sense of fear of her was gone. 
 
    “What authority do you think you have that allows you to hold me prisoner?” he asked, this time he spoke with a British accent. 
 
    She gave a long sigh and paused before responding. “I am one of the most powerful beings on Earth and if I want to keep you until this world turns back into a barren rock, I can,” she paused again to collect her thoughts. 
 
    “I’ve been sent a message to keep you safe, by the God of Christianity. What I don’t know is what makes you so special to Him?” 
 
    “Why He wants me protected, I have no idea. I’ve been around for many years, and I’ve been exposed to many different cultures and religions. One thing I have learned is usually when a God intervenes, something evil is on the horizon.” 
 
    “You’ve been around, huh? I should have focused more on the memories you still have instead of whatever’s been blocked off,” she said. “Although I did notice you spent a lot of time with different tribes in the colonies.” 
 
    “Yes, their views on the afterlife were beautiful. I spent many years there with many tribes, hoping one of them could help me pass on. The closest I got was a tribe who attempted to contact…you? I thought I saw something, a man dressed in black with a scythe, like yours but much smaller.” 
 
    She smiled, “I do have many reapers to assist me. As more humans began to occupy the world, the more reapers I needed to help with the souls. I think you’ve been blessed with the sight into my world. You must have done something extraordinary for someone very powerful, and I’d like to know who.” 
 
    Dominic leaned back into the chair and started searching through his years for a memory that could offer her resolution and allow him to leave, but he couldn’t think of anything to help. 
 
    “Don’t ruin that little brain of yours, I believe you don’t know how you can see me,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe it was God?” Dominic suggested. 
 
    Death quickly shook her head. “No, only the dead can give sight into our world. A god of death is most likely. Maybe Maasawu took a shine to you? Whatever the reason, you are under divine protection.” 
 
    There was silence for a few minutes as they both tried to figure out the conundrum they now found themselves a part of. Dominic grew frustrated, and his focus soon shifted. 
 
    “You said earlier that there are more people like me, immortals. How many, if I may ask?” 
 
    “You want to know more about your kind, fair,” she said with what actually sounded like sympathy. “Only a few hundred around the world. One randomly born every century or so to mortal parents. They are of various ages, race, religions, and cultures. A few clusters around the world live together as families and travel to new areas every decade or so. They’re very secretive about their…condition.” 
 
    Dominic's eyes lit with joy. In all his years of living, he had never met another genuine immortal or even heard of another’s existence at all. “Since you believe I don’t know about my ability to see you, please let me go and join one of those clusters. You will never see me again.” 
 
    “I can’t do that. In all my years, He has never asked me for anything. I reap his souls and return them to Him. That is why I was created, and that is what I will do until this world is no more. He begged me to take you with me and keep you safe,” she paused before continuing. 
 
    “I have to assume that is for a significant reason. He may very well be the one who somehow gave you the sight of my world somehow. My instinct says to keep you around, and I will do just that. After the time comes that I will need you, I will release you when your duty is surely done. I promise this.” 
 
    Dominic was clearly disappointed, but part of him understood. She had a duty to uphold. A request from God could not be taken lightly. He was about to abandon his claim to be freed when her earlier words hit him. 
 
    “They either think you abandoned the church or your dead.” 
 
    “Wait...why would anyone think I’m dead? How long have I been here?” He asked. 
 
    “Why does it matter? You’re not going back there for a long time.” 
 
    Rising from the chair, he went over to the two large windows and tried again to peer out, but found even more ivy covering them both. She watches him with slight amusement. 
 
    Dominic frantically walked over to a large desk sitting in the middle of the room. It was cluttered with scrolls and letters, and he desperately attempted to find a calendar underneath the mess. His frustration grew larger as she began to laugh. 
 
    “You’re not going to find what you’re looking for. I don’t keep a schedule, it’s all up here,” she said pointing to her head. “Besides, you’re immortal, and you have all the time in the world. Why do you care how long you’ve been here?” 
 
    “How long?” He screamed furiously as he dashed to her chair. He grasped the arms of her chair, stood over her, and lined his face within inches of hers. “Tell me!” 
 
    Before Dominic could blink Death was out of her chair, and her hand was around his throat. He looked down and saw they were both hovering mid-air. The skull returned to her face, and she whispered, “Don’t ever raise your voice to me again. You may be immortal, but I am eternal. I could torture you until the end of fucking time. I will have you screaming until your vocal chords are shredded and when I’m done, I’ll bury your ass in a fucking coffin in the middle of the fucking ocean. Now, sit down.” 
 
    She released him from her hold, and he promptly sat. 
 
    “Please, it’s important,” he said. “I have somewhere to be on Christmas Eve.” 
 
    She let out a small sigh. “You’ve only been here for a day. I brought you here because you’re in danger and your God wants you protected. I will not keep you against your will. You can leave any time you want. However, I need you to understand I feel you are here for an important reason, especially if I’ve been asked to get involved.” 
 
    Dominic writhed uncomfortably in his seat, knowing that he was under divine protection unnerved him. He tightly closed his eyes and wondered how the hell he got here. When he opened them, she was seated again and staring straight at him. 
 
    “I am now formally asking you to stay, and as a show of gratitude, I will introduce you to other immortals. If you say no, the front door is down the hallway and to the right. I’ll give you directions to the nearest cluster, but you’ll have to get in with them on your own. I need to emphasize that you may not last long out there with whatever has a target on your back. No one on Earth can protect you like I can, unfortunately.” 
 
    Dominic realized that Death was also in a situation she didn’t want to be in. For her to ask him to stay, put her in a very vulnerable position. He nodded his head, agreeing to visit and she visibly relaxed. “I will stay, but I get to come and go whenever I want. I have somewhere important to be around Christmas, but I must confess I’d like to know why I’m so special as well. Oh and please, no more levitation, it makes me nauseous, and it’s kind of painful.” 
 
    “Fine, as long as you come back, I have no problem with those terms and as for the pain, well…I apologize. The last person to keep a secret from me was a close friend, and my patience is almost non-existent when I’m in a situation I have little control over. There is a darkness inside me that I fight, and sometimes I break.” 
 
    Dominic could tell she had just let a wall down as an olive branch to him. 
 
    “I can empathize with that, betrayal is never an easy pill to swallow, and it has taken me many years to subside the anger from it,” he said. Death was intrigued but decided not to ask. She’d have another look at his memories when he slept again. 
 
    A knock at the door broke the silence between them. With a wave of her hand, the door opened, and a man entered the room. Dominic guessed him to be another reaper. A scythe with a handle the length of a cane hung from the holster in his belt. His tall frame was clothed in a black suit. He stood much taller than Dominic, and although he was older, around fifty, he appeared to have been in great shape at the time of his death. His body language practically screamed a lifelong soldier. He entered the room and looked over to Dominic. A brief look of confusion and he quickly recovered. 
 
    “Captain Adofo, it has been too long. What brings you here?” 
 
    “Persephone, may we speak, alone,” he said in a West African accent. Dominic looked over at her in surprise, she had a name. Death returned a look that almost dared him to say it. 
 
    “We can talk in front of him, he’s learned to keep his mouth shut,” she assured him. She then noticed the anxiety across Adofo’s face and quickly stood. “Captain, what’s wrong? What’s happened?” 
 
    The look of concern on his face worried her. Adofo had been one of her most durable, most loyal confidants and she knew he didn’t worry easily. 
 
    His life began in the mid-1600s in West Africa. The son of his tribes’ leader, he eventually took the throne himself and often participated in battles. Combat left him with many scars over his body, including a long-jagged mark that ran from his left eye to his neck. He ruled until slavers captured his village. They were separated and loaded onto ships set for the west. 
 
    Below the ship, he watched as others who became ill were led to the deck, never returning. It wasn’t long before he contracted the illness and was thrown overboard. Alive when he was thrown into the water, he quickly perished. He would awaken to a reaper before him, informing him that he was chosen to “stay on.” 
 
    Over the years he managed to gain Death’s confidence and although she would never say it, friendship. She gave him the moniker of Captain due to his soldier-like disposition, and he soon took it as a formal title. He would insist on being addressed by it from that point on. 
 
    He was now the lead reaper of deaths that occurred in the Atlantic Ocean and had thousands of reapers, referred to as Paladins, under his command. Any death that occurred in its waters he made sure the soul found its way to the afterlife. Anyone of those souls chosen to be a reaper remained under his supervision. 
 
    “A Paladin has gone rogue, and she has taken her living son with her. A son that was supposed to die three days ago in a fire.” 
 
    Her body tensed, and she reached over to the small table between the armchairs. She manifested a steaming cup of tea, turned back to Adofo and said, “Dominic...leave.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
    1757: Atlantic Ocean, Midnight 
 
    The Duchess prepared to set sail for England after being stocked with sugar and various items not recorded on the official inventory. The crewmen spent time on land enjoying the women, drink, and warm weather. Their furlough had now come to an end. Inside the ship Audrey sat in a locked room below deck, chained to a bed with her belly swollen. Captain John Barrows stood before her, glaring, as she avoided eye contact with him. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked but she didn’t answer. “Don’t make me ask again.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Do you know why your still alive?” 
 
    “God is cruel,” she said. 
 
    He only laughed at her words. “There is no God. If there were, you wouldn’t be here. That runt will catch a pretty price, especially if it’s a boy. If it can pass for white, I might actually take it home to my wife and let her raise it. Can’t hold a baby for more than a month, my goddamn luck.” 
 
    He exited the room, still complaining about his marriage on the way out the door. Sitting in the darkness, she fought back the tears. She knew the baby was coming soon and her time was short, possibly the baby too. 
 
    A short knock at the door and a young crewman entered. 
 
    Henry Allen had only been on the ship for less than two months. He became employed as the cook after the previous one succumbed to fever. When he was brought aboard, delivering food to her became a part of his duties. His fondness for her became clear to Audrey right away. 
 
    “Are you feeling well?” he asked while placing a bowl of soup next to her. Taking the keys off the wall, he unchained her hands. She gently rubbed the red marks around her wrists. 
 
    “I’m okay, not long until he is born.” 
 
    He smiled. “How can you be so sure it’s a boy?” 
 
    “I feel it in my heart. I only pray he is strong, so the captain will let him live after I’m dead.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare speak those words, you are strong. I know you will survive this. You’ve endured so much,” he spoke with fierceness in his eyes. “Let me take you away. When the baby is born, I can get the two of you far away from him. I love you, Audrey.” 
 
    She wanted to say the words back, but she knew her fate. Her meeting with Death replayed every day in her head. 
 
    Audrey reached for the soup and began eating. Henry took the message and left the room. “I will return soon to take your bowl.” 
 
    She looked at the ceiling and like every night since she saw her, prayed to Death to come just a day sooner. 
 
    Seven weeks later 
 
    Captain Barrows stood at the edge of Audrey’s bed. The Duchess had been docked on a small island in the Caribbean. He’d brought her to a small plantation where he made arrangements to sell the baby. She had been in labor for nearly 12 hours, and the baby was finally crowning. Marie, a slave who assisted with births on the plantation, had been brought in to care for her. She screamed for Audrey to push and with her last ounce of strength, the baby was born. 
 
    The infants’ screams filled the room. Audrey looked down at her son, and if his cries were a sign of health, he would live a long life. Barrows ordered the baby be taken from Audrey as she lifted her arms out to hold him. She begged Barrows, but he denied her and left to finalize the sale. Her tears flowed from her face and down her cheeks. In the corner of her eye, she noticed a figure, Death had returned for her. 
 
    Audrey looked over at Death, she was getting weaker by the minute. “He will live, won’t he? His cries were so strong.” 
 
    “Before we talk, I need your answer, please,” Death asked. “Will you allow me to take your body as my vessel?” 
 
    “Yes, take me and please watch over my son.” Audrey’s eyes grew heavy and closed for the last time. Death watched as she slowly stopped breathing. 
 
    “I suppose I’ll tell you now. He will live many years,” Death spoke to Audrey’s unconscious mind. “Henry will take care of him, I promise.” 
 
    Marie returned to the room to check on Audrey, placing a hand on her head. The fever was obvious, and her questions went unanswered. After a short prayer, she turned to leave when the door opened. Captain Barrows entered and asked about Audrey’s condition. 
 
    “She is gone,” Marie answered. Death watched the encounter from the corner of the room. 
 
    “Then what the hell are you still doing here, that thing is still screaming. Put your damn tit in its mouth and shut it up.” Marie gave one last compassionate look to Audrey and left the room. 
 
    Barrows observed Audrey’s body with contempt. “Barely got my investment out of you.” 
 
    Death continued watching and with great control fought back the urge to rip his throat out. It had been a while since she’d lost her composure and she felt herself on the brim. 
 
    “In time.” 
 
    He called a few slaves to the small shack. “Take care of this.” 
 
    She watched as three men wrapped Audrey in a blanket and carried her out the door towards a small cemetery. The night sky was full of stars and the full moon shined bright. The men placed her body on the ground and began digging. Henry found them just as they put her body inside the grave. He said a small prayer before they started to cover her body with dirt. 
 
    “Dear Lord, take this precious soul into your arms. Amen.” 
 
    After the burial was complete, the men left to resume, and Death approached the grave. Henry had watched as long as he could before walking a mile to the nearest beach. As he walked away, he swore he’d seen a light shine from her grave. He hoped his prayer worked and she was at peace. He plopped down on the sand and watched the waves. Death uncloaked herself and placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    She reached into a concealed pocket in her cape and handed him a bag of gold coins. 
 
    “Take the baby to the port and disappear. This is more than enough money to make your way to somewhere safe. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Henry stood and took the bag of coins, eyeing it suspiciously. “Are you an angel?” 
 
    “I am today, or at least at this moment. Take that little boy and raise him as your son. Tell him of his mother and what she sacrificed. He will be kept with the midwife so pay her enough to claim the baby died after birth and was buried with his mother. I’ll take care of getting a body. For a brief moment at the port, there should be just enough time to conceal him. Once you’re on a ship, you should be clear, but you must move fast.” 
 
    She handed him a small vile of liquid. “Give him a tiny amount of this, and he’ll sleep through it all, but not too much. Understood? I would take you myself, but I have a limited amount of time to complete an important task.” 
 
    Henry nodded and took the vial from Death. “Why are you doing this? God only sends angels to Earth for important reasons.” 
 
    “God has nothing to do with it, and this is important. In fact, He would probably prefer I don’t interfere at all. I’ll have to face the consequences as I did a long time ago. So do as I say, or I’ll be back for you.” 
 
    “Milk, the baby will need it. What should I do?” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it. Go!” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, she was gone, and Henry found himself alone on the beach, planning the rescue of Audrey’s baby. 
 
    *** 
 
    Inside the shack that Audrey had been held, Death stood over her remains. “Take your time,” she spoke to the trembling woman who stood at her side. 
 
    Audrey couldn’t place a name to the feeling of seeing her own body. A connection was broken, and she could feel it all over. She walked over and sat on the bed, brushing the wet hair from her corpses’ face and smoothing out the wrinkles in her dress. 
 
    She turned to Death, “I heard you earlier, talking to me about my son. Thank you.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you're talking about,” she said smiling and holding her hand out for Audrey. “Now, it’s time to go,” 
 
    Audrey rose from the bed and held onto Death’s hands tightly. A light encircled her body and tears of bliss erupted from her eyes. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, her last words to Death before she was fully enveloped by the light. 
 
    Death had built a wall up over the years but watching a vessel die was hard. From the moment they’re born until the day they died, she watched over them. She was not without enemies who’d love to see her fall and attacking a potential vessel was not beneath them. She had been searching for an eternal vessel and hoped Audrey would be the one. 
 
    She took off her cloak and sat it on the edge of the bed. Looking over Audrey’s body recalling the years she watched her grow. In all of her years, Audrey was the first vessel to die while giving life, something Death would never be able to do. Not that she was interested anyway. She had a slight fascination with children and their unique ability. Young humans were always susceptible to reapers and unknowingly carried on their images into adulthood, thus creating the myth of the grim reaper, the boogeyman, and ghosts. 
 
    As she stood, a tattooed skeleton arm slowly formed down her right arm, eventually leading to a hand. In her palm, her treasured scythe began to form. The six-foot weapon of death stretched down to the floor, and the broad blade began to extend outward. The scythe was more precious than any relic in her possession. It was an acquired tool that had quite literally become a part of her. Standing beside the bed, she spoke words she hoped to never have to again. 
 
    “Take my soul as your spirit rests peacefully, for I am Death and eternal.” 
 
    A blinding light enveloped the shack that could be seen for miles. Henry ran into the room and arrived just as Death lifted from the bed in Audrey’s body. He looked over to see the woman he met outside earlier lying on the floor dead. 
 
    “You’re not Audrey, are you?” he asked. 
 
    “No, she’s gone.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
    Death waited for Dominic to leave the room as she drank the hot tea. The second the door shut she motioned for Adofo to sit. She took several sips from her cup before acknowledging him again. 
 
    Although he had never had a reaper to abandon their duties, Adofo tried to appear as if the problem could be quickly resolved. Although they had built a friendship, he couldn’t rely on it to save him from her wrath. “Explain to me what happened and do not leave anything out.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and began to explain the events the led to a dead man currently walking around England. 
 
    “One of my subordinates, a young Paladin named Clara Lewis, had requested to reap her son Percival after learning he was to die in a fire. Of course, I said no, and told her it was against the rules for her to even know of his impending death. She went behind my back and contacted her son. How I do not know, but someone had to have helped her. When the reaper who was supposed to handle Percival’s transition realized he was not there, he notified me immediately. I have since found that both Clara and Percival are missing.” 
 
    “How long has she been dead?” 
 
    “She died 20 years ago after drowning in the Atlantic, the boy was nearly ten,” he said. “He lived in London, so I searched the entire city for days. I tracked them by the small patterns of sudden violence before I lost him. Fortunately, there have been no human deaths so far.” 
 
    “I’ll find them,” she said. Death, being the Great Reaper, could find any reaper in the world, at any time. She could even see the dead if they weren’t where they should be. 
 
    She took one last sip from her tea and stood. Adofo involuntarily braced the arms of the chair as he watched the scythe form in her hand. The room grew cold, and Death leaned her head back to the ceiling, her eyes glowing white as she began her search for Clara. 
 
    After a few minutes, her eyes returned to normal, and the scythe returned within her. She looked over to Adofo in astonishment. “What the hell? She’s here in the park, but something’s wrong. The son is not there, and I think he’s been hidden from me.” 
 
    Death’s cape formed around her as she rushed to the door. She ran right into Dominic, who had evidently been eavesdropping on their conversation. 
 
    “I…I…couldn't remember the way to the room,” he stuttered as he tried to explain, but turned to leave when he could tell she wasn’t buying it. She stopped him and motioned for him to join them. 
 
    “I believe you’re about to learn another valuable lesson,” she said with a sly smile. 
 
    Dominic followed the two reapers down the long hallway and into a large opulent foyer. To his left, he spotted the living room, full of even more handcrafted furniture and antique artifacts. It was lightened by a single candle sitting on a large stone fireplace. Ironically, only a single painting was in this room. It hung over the fireplace and appeared to be a landscape, but it was difficult to see. 
 
    Death opened the door, and Dominic saw the outside world for the first time in what felt like days. The sun was setting, and he realized where he was almost instantly, London. 
 
    “This is Kensington Gardens, my goodness, I haven’t been here in years,” said Dominic, in awe of how the city had changed in the near century since he’d last seen it. 
 
    After gazing at the sky, he looked forward to seeing Death and Adofo walking across water. When he looked down he froze, he was standing in the middle of Round Pond. He looked back up to the reapers as they walked onto the grass and stopped on the pathway. Death turned giving him an annoyed look and Dominic began to gingerly walk across the pond. 
 
    “I wonder if Jesus felt this amazed.” 
 
    “If you don’t walk faster you’ll be able to ask him yourself,” said Death. 
 
    Adofo stifled a laugh as Dominic finally made it to land. The three preceded to walk north through the park. He briefly turned back to the pond where the black and white gothic style home previously stood, but it was gone. “You can hide an entire home?” 
 
    Death ignored him as they continued walking until they reached The Serpentine. It wasn’t long ago that she reaped a soul here. The first wife of poet Percy Shelley, Harriet, drowned herself in its waters six years prior. When her name came to Death, she merely walked out her door, and she met the poor woman standing on the edge of the bank as she watched her body sink below the water. 
 
    Every Paladin carries a scroll that appears blank to all other reapers, except Death. Every day at midnight thousands of reapers around the world receive a list of names. These people are destined to die on that day, and there are usually no more than twenty names to each reaper. The higher the world population grew, more reapers had come to be needed. There were rules in place to prevent incidents like Clara’s from happening. Death had created a block, avoiding contact with close relatives. 
 
    As they rounded the path, a woman’s silhouette came into view. The young woman appeared to be in her mid-twenties and dressed in a green gown. Her face is flushed and swollen with tears flowing down her face. Death closed in and her scythe formed in record time. She held the blade to Clara’s throat and stared deep into her eyes. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Death was furious with her. “You know what happens if someone’s soul is not reaped. Who helped you commit such a foolish and dangerous act?” 
 
    Dominic watched as Clara tried not to move with the blade an inch from her throat. A reaper could die only one of two ways, and they were both at Death’s hand. If they requested to move on and Death agreed they could, she would open the portal to the afterlife. If they were disobedient, they met their end with a single swing of her blade. 
 
    “I’m not sorry for what I’ve done, I know I should be, but I’m not. Percival’s so young, and he’s just gotten married. They’re going to have a baby,” Clara said trembling in fear. 
 
    “I asked you a question, and I’m not going to ask it again.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t know, and even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you. A voice came to me in my head, and I thought I was going crazy. I couldn’t recognize it, but I could tell it was a man. He told me that my little Percival was going to die horribly in a fire. I swear at first all I wanted to do was help his soul move on, but my request was denied. Then the voice came back and told me how to break the block and contact my son. Percival should be long gone now.” 
 
    Captain Adofo stepped forward, “You should know what happens to a soul like his and what you have set into the world. His soul will rot him from the inside, and he will lash out. People will die before their time, and that rotted human could kill many sons and daughters before Death finds him.” 
 
    Death lowered the blade from Clara’s neck. “I understand your pain, but someone has taken advantage of the love you have for your son and I guarantee it’s me they want. The last time something like this occurred, it was hell on earth, and I can’t let that happen again. I will find him either by you telling me where he is or by following the trail of bodies he leaves.” 
 
    Clara weighed her options but figured either way, he would die. “I’m sorry, but what I’ve done will allow him more time, and he has a good heart. I know he will not be capable of hurting anyone.” 
 
    Death gripped her scythe and commanded Clara to kneel. Dominic quickly turned away, but he couldn’t help but hear the sound of the blade and something heavy hitting the ground. He briefly lived in France in the 18th century, and he’d seen a few public executions using the guillotine. The sound each head made hitting the basket was etched into his brain, and Clara’s falling to the ground wasn’t far off. 
 
    “Take care of this,” Death ordered Adofo. “I’m calling a gathering, this is the second time in a century something like this has happened. I don’t like it, something’s off. Dominic, you’re coming with me.” 
 
    Dominic refused to turn around. “Well, if it’s okay, I’d like to go back to my room.” 
 
    “No, I’ve decided not to let you out of my sight for now. Maybe your purpose is to stop this from happening again. You're coming with me, and that’s an order,” she said. “They’re gone, so you can turn around now." 
 
    Dominic turned to face her and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw she was honest. Her scythe was still in her hand, but no blood on its blade. 
 
    “I don’t need to lie to you, and I cleaned the blade, I don’t like Artemis being dirty. I hope you learned a lesson, don’t ever try to get over on me. It won’t end well, immortal or not. I’ll throw you in a volcano, and you’ll burn for all eternity.” 
 
    “Noted, but there is something I don’t understand. Why didn’t she run or stay with her son?” he asked. 
 
    “Because whoever helped her, couldn’t hide her from me, only Percival. Her soul belongs to me until her duties are done. All reapers agree to that when they accept their role. Percival’s soul was not mine, so it made it easier for him to be shielded from my sight. She had three days to hide him, and that now puts me three days behind finding him. So let's go, I have an important meeting to call.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
    1456: Northern England 
 
    Elizabeth lived in a small village of no particular renown. Its homes and shops were indistinguishable from nearby villages, and it had no notable residents to speak of. The town was populated with families that had inhabited the area for generations. She was the youngest of five daughters and the last one left for her father to marry off. Her sisters had all moved to different parts of England, and he would remind her almost daily of having an extra mouth to feed. Unmarried at age 19, she fought against the domestic roles women were subjected to. 
 
    She spent most of her days in the woods that surrounded the village hunting or practicing her archery. Although her father wasn’t fond of her activities, he had no problem accepting the game she brought home. It was during one of these trips to the woods, she would meet someone who changed her life forever. 
 
    That warm summer day was perfect to go into the woods and practice her shot. Elizabeth gathered her bow and arrows and headed out after preparing breakfast for her father. She’d been practicing for almost an hour when a figure in the distance caught her eye. It wasn’t an unusual occurrence, many young men from the village enjoyed disturbing her practice to flirt or even propose marriage. As the figure came closer, she saw it was, in fact, a man, but not one she recognized from the village. She assumed he came from somewhere nearby, but as a precaution, she readied the bow and arrow to defend herself. 
 
    As he got closer, she noticed his clothing looked old and tattered. His long hair and beard made his emaciated appearance even more alarming. He finally locked his eyes on her and his pace increased. Elizabeth knew she should be running away, but her feet wouldn’t allow her to move. He stopped a few yards away from her and collapsed. 
 
    She instinctively ran to his side and put his head in her hands. He looked into her eyes and somehow, she knew he wasn’t going to hurt her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    He tried to answer, but his mouth was too dry to speak. She ran and grabbed the small pouch of water she’d brought from home. She slowly poured it into his mouth before he grabbed the container and drank it empty. 
 
    “Thank you,” he finally managed to say. His voice was faint, but she could tell he was English. 
 
    Elizabeth didn’t have it in her to leave him there to die, so she helped him off the ground and led him towards her home. Her father would be out for the day, and their home stood closer to the woods than the village, allowing her to sneak him inside without anyone seeing. 
 
    With Elizabeth being the last child left, there was plenty of room to hide the stranger in the large cottage, but her bedroom seemed to be the safest option. She helped him up the stairs and onto her bed. She wondered how long he had been walking after noticing the soles of his feet were bleeding. 
 
    After collecting more water, she brought it back to him, and he drank it just as quickly as before. It wasn’t long before he fell asleep from exhaustion. Elizabeth left him to complete her chores, periodically checking on him throughout the day. He was still sleeping when her father came home later that evening. Despite not being the cook her mother was, she’d reluctantly continued the duty after she’d died two years earlier. She tried her best to act natural, but her heart skipped a beat when a noise from upstairs got her father’s attention. 
 
    “What was that? Are you keeping baby rabbits again? I told you to leave them out there, the mother will return for them or nature will take its course,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sorry father, I will return them in the morning. Please don’t make me go back out in the dark.” 
 
    He agreed the “rabbits” could stay the night but threatened to skin them if she didn’t take them back first thing. She excused herself to check on them and found the stranger had knocked a pitcher of water off the bedside table in his sleep. She cleaned up the mess and quickly rejoined her father downstairs. After the meal, he retired to his bedroom on the ground floor, and Elizabeth finished cleaning in record time. 
 
    Returning to her room, she found the man was now awake and more alert. She’d brought some food and hot water for him to bathe with. He devoured the meal so quickly she was afraid he’d choke. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she quietly asked. “Would you like some more?” 
 
    “I’m fine, thank you so much. I will get out of your way soon,” he said as she took the bowl from his hands. “Where am I - oh goodness, I’m afraid I’ve been so rude. I haven’t even asked the name of my hero?” 
 
    She smiled. “My name is Elizabeth, and you're in a village called Lewsworth. What is your name and what village do you come from?” 
 
    She watched as he appeared to be much confused by such simple questions. 
 
    “I don’t know, I sound like you do, so I must be from here too, right?” 
 
    “I’m afraid England is a bit larger than you might think and by the state of you, I’d say you’re a long way from home, sir.” 
 
    “Please, I might not know much, but I don’t think “sir” fits me well. I can’t remember what my name is actually, can you help me with one?” 
 
    Elizabeth smiled, noticing for the first time how handsome he was. She never really looked at boys before, they usually annoyed her with their attempts to convince her father into forcing her to marry. She fiddled with her dress as she thought of an appropriate name. 
 
    “Well how about John or Robert? No, James,” she said smiling brightly. “James…Hart?” 
 
    “I love it, and even if I do get my memory back, I think I’ll keep it,” he smiled brightly. 
 
    After talking a while longer, James told Elizabeth his story or all that he could actually remember. He’d awakened on a shore with no memory of how he got there, so he began walking to look for help. Hungry and thirsty, his body felt like he’d been thrown from a horse. He survived on the wild berries he found, but he hadn’t had a drink of water since it rained that first night. He’d been walking for three days when he came upon Elizabeth. 
 
    “Well, I warmed up some bathwater and found some old clothes of my father. He’s gotten too big for them since my mother died. I’ll leave you to bathe while I figure out a way to convince my father to let you stay.” 
 
    She turned to leave but looked back one last time to wish him good night. He had begun undressing, and Elizabeth gasped when she saw his back. A large jagged scar that led from his left shoulder appeared to extend down his left leg. Its color, a dark shade of blue with flecks of gold shining throughout. 
 
    “How could someone survive such a wound?” Elizabeth wondered. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry I thought you were leaving.” 
 
    She walked towards James and directed him to a mirror. She could see by his reaction that this was his first time seeing the scar. He was horrified. 
 
    “What happened to me?” 
 
    Elizabeth was confused, how could he not have remembered getting such a horrendous injury. James seemed to be deeply distressed, and she decided to leave him alone for the night. 
 
    “Just try not to make any noise. God knows what he’d do if he found you in my room tonight.” James nodded and returned looking back into the mirror. 
 
    “Who would do this to me?” James pondered. 
 
    Elizabeth closed the door and questioned if she had done the right thing by letting a complete stranger in her home. As she slipped into her sister’s old room, she decided to trust her gut, after all, it never let her down before. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
    Death’s scythe began to glow white as she banged it against the ground three times. Dominic heard the sound of hooves nearby and turned to see a monstrously large pale horse galloping towards them. The horses’ size was unearthly, and it stood taller than his six-foot frame. Its eyes glowed white, and hair seemed to shimmer in the moonlight. Death walked over to the horse and gently brushed its pale green mane. The animal lowered its head to allow her more access, and she placed her head on its muzzle. 
 
    Dominic couldn’t help but think of the irony. She had just beheaded a woman only minutes before and was now giving the most gentle affection to another creature. 
 
    “You do remember I can hear your thoughts, right?” Death asked. “I have a job to do, and she disobeyed a seriously important rule. I am not heartless, anyone who breaks the laws of death shall suffer the consequences. Besides, Nella deserves so much love.” 
 
    Nella lowered herself down enough for Death to mount her. Death signaled for Dominic to join her. He climbed onto the horse, and she raised herself and began to gallop back towards Round Pond. Nella’s speed picked up as they headed straight for the water. Dominic started to panic, closed his eyes and instinctively grabbed Death by the waist expecting to hit the murky water. Death commanded the horse to go faster, and Nella gave one last boost before a black opening formed in the middle of the pond. The horse jumped inside, and it closed just as the last hair of her tail passed thru. 
 
    Dominic felt the horse slow its pace and he opened his eyes and saw they were riding into a cemetery. 
 
    “Where are we?” he asked. 
 
    “Saint Louis Cemetery,” Death answered as she guided Nella through the narrow paths until they came to a small clearing between the crowded crypts. The horse lowered itself and allowed them to jump off. The cemetery was eerily quiet in the darkness. Despite Dominic’s quest to die, he spent little time around graveyards. He always had a feeling of being watched by the dead, but tonight felt odd. He’d say they were sleeping if it didn’t sound so ridiculous. 
 
    “It does sound ridiculous,” said Death smiling as she walked around the small area, occasionally knocking the scythe’s staff against the ground. 
 
    “Can you stop reading my thoughts, it’s rude…please?” Dominic asked cautiously. 
 
    “I’m trying to figure out how to access that odd little area that’s been blocked off from me. If it bothers you so much, I’ll just continue to do it while your sleeping.” 
 
    Before a slightly disturbed Dominic could respond, Death stopped in the center of a small clearing and appeared to be waiting. “Step to the side or get trampled,” she said. 
 
    He backed up and until he hit the front side of a crypt and in a matter of seconds from three different directions came the neighing of horses. Dominic first caught sight of a white horse carrying a tall rider. The horses’ mane was colored a jet black, and it was nearly as large as Nella. The rider appeared to be of middle eastern origin with smooth brown skin. He sported a beard and dressed in dark-colored 12th-century clothing. 
 
    He dropped from his horse and showed similar affection as Death did to hers. It didn’t take Dominic long to realize who he was, the White Rider and Horseman of Disease. 
 
    “...I looked, and behold, a white horse...” 
 
    He recited the words in his head and having read many different myths surrounding the Four Horsemen, he couldn’t help but feel excited to find out which parts were real. The White Rider approached and bowed to Death. 
 
    Dominic was shocked, “She really is their leader?” 
 
    “Samir, it has been too long. How are you, and um, things?” asked Death. 
 
    “All is well, Great Reaper, as much as it can be at least. Spots of yellow fever and plague have been rising out of nowhere. When will these humans learn to stay in one spot?” he replied in a middle eastern accent while staring into her eyes. 
 
    Dominic couldn’t help but notice they stared a few seconds too long at each other. Samir appeared to either not see Dominic or not care he was there. 
 
    Samir had been born in 12th century Persia. The oldest of six and only son of a silk merchant. He became his father pride and joy as he grew to be tall and robust. He began learning his father’s business and by the age of 20 joined him on trips to foreign lands. It was during one of these trips he contracted pneumonia and died a short time after. Samir was chosen to be a reaper, and when the opportunity presented, Death selected him to replace the previous White Rider in the late 16th century. 
 
    As they stood in the cemetery catching up a black horse with a flowing white mane rode into the gates, and Dominic watched as its rider came into view. 
 
    “...behold, a black horse; and he who sat on it had a pair of scales in his hand.” 
 
    Famine was not a man, but an Asian woman who appeared to be in her early forties. She dressed in clothing usually worn by men in ancient China. Death and Samir slightly increased the distance between them as the horse stopped and its rider joined them. Just as Samir, she also bowed to Death. She did notice Dominic and expressed the same a look of surprise Adofo had. 
 
    Death greeted her as she’d done Samir. “Ling, my friend, how nice to see you.” 
 
    “Great Reaper, we have a guest, but you never allow guests here. May I ask what is the special occasion?” 
 
    “I’ll explain when War arrives. There is much to say, and I’d rather only have to say it once,” Death replied. Ling gave a short bow and faced the direction of the sounds of a galloping horse. 
 
    Ling Wei’s life began around the year 180 BC in China. The daughter of a prominent family, her life had been planned since birth. She was married off at a young age and started a family with husband, Pei, right away. Her life was uneventful until she met Zhang, a widow, and relative of her husband. She had always been attracted to women but was forced to hide it. 
 
    Ling’s attraction to her was immediate, and when it was clear the feeling was mutual, they acted on it. Eventually, after months of the two women pretending to be only close friends, Pei learned the truth. He discovered a love letter from Zhang and had her sent away, but she suspected Zhang had been murdered. Pei punished her by locking her away from her children and starving her to death. Ling was currently the oldest reigning Horseman and Death’s closest friend. 
 
    As the sounds of the horse’s hooves came closer, a black portal opened, and War made his entrance. The beautiful red horse stopped, and its rider descended wearing an 18th-century British military uniform. 
 
    “...And another, a red horse, went out; and to him who sat on it, it was granted to take peace from the Earth, and that men would slay one another...” 
 
    Robert Waterford had been born in 1680 into a prominent English family where men went to war with no exceptions. Like Ling his life was planned for him from the moment he was born and by the age of 25, he’d married and started a family. His nearly 6’5 stature, muscular build, and quick intellect made him a natural soldier. A promising military career came to an abrupt end in 1715 when a bullet pierced his heart. 
 
    War descended from his horse and walked over to Death, giving her the same customary bow. “Ma’am, I apologize for my tardiness.” 
 
    “War you were only three minutes behind Ling, it’s fine...this time,” she replied and didn’t appear to be joking. 
 
    War looked over to Dominic with fire in eyes and stampeded towards him. “Great Reaper, what is he doing here?” 
 
    “He’s my guest, touch him, and I will be pulling my blade from your chest.” 
 
    War immediately backed down and rejoined the Horsemen. Every so often he would glare over in Dominic’s direction. Samir finally looked at the young priest, acknowledging his presence for the first time. 
 
    “Ok, now that everyone is here let’s get this over with,” Death stated, and they all lined in a military formation before her. “We have two items to discuss tonight. First, there is a rotting soul out there that was released by a Paladin who had help from someone that I believe is another reaper. I will track down the son, but I want that damn traitor caught by the end of the day. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Great Reaper,” they all responded as one. 
 
    “This is the second time this has happen in a hundred years, that can’t be a coincidence,” said Ling. 
 
    “How may I ask did this happen?” War asked with caution. “Maybe I can talk with the reaper and get it out of her.” 
 
    “I believe it’s the same reaper as before, and I don’t know the end game, but it can’t be good,” said Death. “As for the mother, a reaper named Clara and I’ve already taken care of her. The son’s name is Percival, but I suspect he’s going by another name now. We know what happens to rotters and the people they affect, so this needs to be resolved fast.” 
 
    “Did she reveal anything?” asked Samir. 
 
    “No, she said nothing,” said Death. Dominic knew she was lying, Clara had given little, but it seemed sufficient enough for Death. “Find the reaper and inform me immediately. I want to do the interrogation personally.” 
 
    She called Dominic to stand beside her. “This is Father Dominic, and he is an immortal that I am guiding to a cluster. I figured his presence would alarm you since these meetings are just strictly the four of us, so I thought I would explain. His timing was…unfortunate.” 
 
    Ling volunteered to take Dominic. “There is a cluster in Scotland, around Edinburgh I believe. I could take him while I search for the reaper.” 
 
    “No, I want your full attention to the assigned task. Any questions?” 
 
    No one said anything, so Death dismissed the three Horsemen. “Great now go find my traitor while I’ll find the rotter.” 
 
    Dominic watched as they all mounted their horses and rode off one by one into the night, War giving him one last scowl. 
 
    “You lied to them, why?” Dominic asked. 
 
    Death turned to Dominic, “It appears I have my very own Judas and I think I may know why you’re here.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
    Nella slowed her pace as Round Pound came into view. Death and Dominic dismounted from the massive creature, and the manor suddenly appeared. Death gave the loyal mare a kiss between the eyes and watched as she began galloping into the dark before disappearing. 
 
    “Why have I been chosen? You said that you knew now?” he asked. 
 
    “I said I think I know and until I’m sure, I’m keeping it to myself.” 
 
    Dominic decided not to press the issue. He figured she’d tell him once she was sure, but there was something else bothering him. 
 
    “When I woke up earlier, I was completely nude. Did you undress me?” Dominic asked, and Death became visibly baffled. 
 
    “No, I did not undress you, it was May. She was here when I brought you home, well she’s always here. Anyway, you pissed yourself while you were unconscious, so she cleaned your clothes. Trust me she’d never take advantage. I wouldn’t let anything like that happen to anyone in my care.” 
 
    Dominic suddenly felt embarrassed, but her reaction to his safety felt deeply reassuring. “Well, I um, shall we head back inside?” 
 
    “Dominic don’t—,” she yelled, but it was too late. He started walking towards the house but ended up soaking wet in the muddy pond. “I have to make the water solid; otherwise all of London would think they were the second coming of Christ.” 
 
    Death began laughing uncontrollably and Dominic couldn’t help but laugh too, but not before noticing how beautiful her genuine smile was. She helped him out of the water and with her scythe made it passable. The door opened, and a small old woman appeared who Dominic presumed to be May. The tiny woman’s face was lined with wrinkles that deepened when she smiled. 
 
    “Oh, Persephone my dear, you’re back. How is New Orleans in the fall?” asked May with a strong Eastern European accent. She eyed Dominic’s clothing with dissatisfaction. “Well you just had to go and ruin your clothes again, didn’t you?” 
 
    Dominic apologized and thanked May for cleaning his clothes. 
 
    “Oh hush, just go to your room and change. You should have some more clean clothes,” said May. Dominic thanked her again and headed inside. “Persephone, you have a guest, it’s Ling.” 
 
    After Dominic was inside, Death turned to May and asked how long Ling been waiting. 
 
    “Oh, she only arrived a few minutes before you and Father Dominic. Is there anything wrong?” 
 
    Death was confused and slightly pissed. When she gave an order, she expected it to be followed. 
 
    Shaking her head, she walked into the foyer and caught a glimpse of Dominic standing in the living room looking at the painting. She watched him for a moment, noticing how mesmerized he was by the landscape. 
 
    As Death continued on to the library, May joined Dominic at the painting. She’d never gave it more than a passing glance, but he seemed to be captivated by it. 
 
    “Nice place isn’t it? If it were not for my allergies, I would go looking for it,” she said jokingly, trying to get his attention. 
 
    “I’ve seen it before, every night in my dreams for almost 400 years. This exact view from the mountainside, except last night. I didn’t dream last night…,” he said and suddenly turned to May. “Do you know where this is or who painted it? It’s not signed by the artist.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, I have no clue. I have been tending to this home for nearly two centuries now, and it has just always been here. Persephone does not allow anything to be changed and she never allows another painting in this room. In fact, the last painting she hung in the entire house was her last portrait in the corridor.” 
 
    “Why do you call her Persephone?” Dominic asked. “Captain Adofo called her by that name as well, but the other Horsemen called her by the Great Reaper.” 
 
    “She only allows close friends to call her Persephone and only within these walls. She chose the name years ago, but she is not the unfortunate soul from the myth, so do not ask her. She does not like to be asked about her name.” 
 
    Dominic sat on the sofa facing the painting and was joined by May. They soon began talking, and Dominic asked her how long she’d been a reaper. 
 
    “Oh, goodness, I am not a reaper, that would be hell on Earth for someone like me, I am immortal,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Dominic’s heart skipped several beats. “You’re immortal…so am I! How long can you remember back?” May held Dominic’s hand as she gave a short history of her life. 
 
    She had been born in eastern Europe in the 17th century as Maria Mikhailov. She grew up in a loving family with many siblings and married at eighteen to her childhood sweetheart. As the years passed, one by one, she watched as her parents, siblings, and husband grew old and died. She aged as well, and it was about her 95th birthday that she realized she hadn’t changed physically in decades. When her children began to grow old and gray and her appearance the same, she knew something was wrong. 
 
    One night she prayed for answers. “And that is when she appeared, Death. I thought finally my time is here. I will not have to watch my babies die, but then she tells me I will not die, ever. I am immortal. Persephone offered to take me to a cluster, and even though I did not want to leave my children, she convinced me to go. Years later, she let me come back on their last days to hold their hands and kiss them goodbye.” 
 
    Dominic’s emotions were muddled. He had finally met someone like him, but she had all her memories. There was no significant gap at the beginning of her life. 
 
    “Anyway, the clusters were not for me. They’re very nice people, but it felt forced. So, I prayed again, but to her and she answered. She brought me to her home, and I have been keeping it tidy ever since. She gave me the name May because I always would start a question with “May I,” but I cannot help it if my mother taught me manners.” She gave Dominic a quick wink. 
 
    They talked until May realized Dominic was still soaking wet and ruining the sofa. She yelled at him to get off and go change. Dominic headed to his room as if he’d just been scolded by his grandmother. 
 
    *** 
 
    Meanwhile, Death headed into the library to meet with Ling. She found her standing in front of the large painting. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Death asked. “You have an important task to complete.” 
 
    “I know you think it’s one of us, but I need to know you don’t suspect me. We’ve been friends for far too long.” 
 
    “I don’t have to explain anything and you being here is wasting both of our time,” said Death. 
 
    Ling became visibly upset and refused to leave without reassurance from Death that she was in the clear. “You know who it is, don’t you?” 
 
    “If you didn’t do anything wrong then you shouldn’t be concerned,’ Death replied, ignoring the question. “Why are you so damn upset?” 
 
    “Persephone, we’ve been friends for centuries, you might not call it a friendship, but that’s what it is. I need to know that you trust me, otherwise let me pass on.” 
 
    Death was shocked at Ling’s words. Of all the Horsemen, Ling was the one she knew would stay with her to the end. “Ling, I trust you, but I cannot show favor to any of my reapers, and you know that.” 
 
    Ling begrudgingly agreed and turned back to the painting, trying to avoid an emotional moment. 
 
    “You’re painting again, but I thought you said ever since the last renewal you were blocked? Who is he?” 
 
    Death was confused by Ling’s words until she looked at the painting. A man stood over to the side, looking forward with a menacing glare. His eyes seemed to be burrowing a hole into hers. 
 
    “I have no clue who he is,” said Death. She looked down to find her signature at the bottom of the painting. 
 
    She’d painted every piece of art in her home, but the only paintings she never signed was this graveyard and the landscape from the living room. 
 
    “I didn’t paint him,” she said. “At least I don’t remember, but after a few bottles of wine...” 
 
    She dismissed it for now, and they continued talking a while longer about the much more significant issues. 
 
    “You know what, I’m glad you are here. I need you to do some research for me.” 
 
    She gave the Horseman detailed instructions and Ling departed to complete her task. Death lingered in the library for a few more moments, staring at the figure and wondering if her theory about Dominic was right. She had only one way to confirm it, breaking down the wall inside his head. 
 
    She headed to Dominic’s room but found it empty. Walking through endless hallways and past the many rooms, she found him in her favorite one. Her workshop would be a dream come true for most artists. A large spacious room filled with art supplies of the highest quality, wide bay windows, and a large skylight. It hadn’t been used in over a half-century. After painting her last portrait, she began to suffer from artist’s block. 
 
    Dominic was busy admiring the night sky above him when Death entered the room. The home was much larger than it appeared on the outside. She joined him in looking up at the moon for a few moments before making her presence known. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, how are you so quiet? My heart nearly stopped,” he said, almost jumping out of his shoes. 
 
    “It’s a gift. I’m going to look for a dead man, and you’re staying here.” Death turned to leave, but Dominic ran over and blocked her path. “This is the safest place in the world you could be.” 
 
    “Take me with you, I don’t want to stay locked in this house for God knows how long until you need me. You said I could come and go as I please and if I’m in as much danger as you say, then I’m safer out there with you.” 
 
    Death considered his point and reluctantly came to the conclusion that he was right. “Fine, you can come, just don’t say anything. Oh and do me a favor, don’t come in here again. Everyone should be allowed a personal sanctuary, and this room is mine, clear?” 
 
    “Clear.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
    August 1456: Northern England 
 
    James awoke the next morning, briefly forgetting where he was until the last few days came back to him. After Elizabeth left him the previous night, he couldn’t sleep for hours. Staring at the scar, he wondered how he managed to survive. It's shaped almost resembled a wing. 
 
    “I must have a family out there; someone took care of me and helped me survive this.” 
 
    He finally managed to get a few hours of sleep throughout the night. A knock at the door startled him, and he heard Elizabeth ask if he was awake. 
 
    “Yes, please, come in,” he said. Elizabeth entered the room and quickly closed the door behind her. Her father had left early in the morning for a two-day trip and hadn’t noticed she slept in her older sister’s room. 
 
    “How are you today?” Elizabeth asked, handing him a small plate of breakfast. James ate the meal slowly this time. Ever since seeing the scar his appetite had decreased. He didn’t want to seem ungrateful for the meal, so he ate it. 
 
    “I’m fine, I want to give you something for your troubles.” James reached into pockets of the tattered pants he’d been wearing an pulled out a handful of gold coins. He handed them to Elizabeth who refused to take them. 
 
    “I don’t want your money, what I did for you was not for a fee,” she said. “I think I have an idea for how you can stay now.” 
 
    “My father, Edgar, is a craftsman who often travels to sell his goods. Maybe I can persuade him to give you work in exchange for room and board. He has been looking for an apprentice since the last one left a few months ago.” 
 
    Elizabeth explained that since her sisters left home there was more room and her father had briefly considered opening the house to lodgers. If James offered to work for cheap pay and a place to stay her father would most likely agree. “He’s the most frugal man in England.” 
 
    Since it would be days before she expected her father home, Elizabeth offered to take James shooting and show him around the woods. “If you bring home free food, my father might ask you to stay forever.” 
 
    After packing a small meal and her archery supplies, they headed out. They were surprised to find he was a natural archer. He hit the target nearly every time or got very close to it, and Elizabeth had to admit she was impressed and slightly jealous. 
 
    After a few hours, they sat down to have a picnic. “Are you still having trouble remembering what happened to you?” 
 
    James laid back on the blanket and tried again to remember his past, but it was almost painful. He felt like his brain didn’t want him to remember the life he’d lived before as if he wasn’t a good person. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why I have the scar,” he thought. 
 
    When he didn’t say anything, she knew what the answer was. They moved on from James’ past and focused on his future. Elizabeth coached James on how to deal with her father’s cranky attitude and ways to win him over. They eventually went back to shooting arrows before heading back to the cottage. 
 
    Two days later Elizabeth prepared for her father’s return, and James cleaned himself up, ready to impress the old man. That evening couldn’t have been a better day to get on Edgar’s good side, he’d sold many goods on his trip and came home with plenty of money. Opening the door to his cottage, he smelled a delicious meal but was surprised to find a man sitting at his dining room table. 
 
    “Who are you and why are you in my home?” Edgar asked with agitation in his voice. 
 
    All the preparation James had done seemed useless, and he found himself unable to speak. Elizabeth ran downstairs and stood between the two men. “Father, this is James Hart, and he came in search of work. He seems to be a hard worker and very polite.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for any help right now, the blacksmith might be able to give you work,” said Edgar. “Elizabeth, give the man a meal and show him out.” 
 
    James began to panic, he had nowhere to go, and he didn’t want to leave Elizabeth. “Sir, I’m very good with my hands, and I’m willing to work for only room and board.” 
 
    Just as Elizabeth predicted, this got her father’s attention. Edgar agreed that James could stay, but only if he slept in the first-floor bedroom. He saw how Elizabeth and James couldn’t stop looking at each other. He’d never seen her act this way around a boy. 
 
    “Maybe I will actually marry her off before I die.” 
 
    Edgar asked James where he came from, and the question nearly made Elizabeth cough up a lung. James managed to convince Edgar that he was an orphan from London who traveled and took odd jobs. He was now hoping to settle down in Lewsworth. Edgar didn’t press any further, he always trusted his gut, and it felt that James was harmless. 
 
    *** 
 
    Four months later 
 
    The months that followed were better than James could have hoped for. He and Elizabeth grew closer, and three months after they met he proposed. They planned to be married in the spring. Edgar had been delighted to find that James was truthful in being a great carpenter and eventually they traveled together on trips to sell goods. 
 
    Two weeks before Christmas, Edgar was suffering from a cold that left him too ill to travel. The ailment was ill-timed since it was the most profitable time of year for him. James offered to go to a nearby holiday festival alone, despite Elizabeth’s objection. 
 
    “Please, I’ve got a bad feeling about this trip, as if I’ll never see you again,” said Elizabeth as she watched him pack. “There might be a snowstorm, and you’ll be trapped out there.” 
 
    James knew she was overreacting, the winter had been unusually mild, and barely any snow had fallen. “My love, I will be back in a week, and we will celebrate with a feast. If I’m going to give you the glorious wedding you deserve, then I need to go.” 
 
    He gave her one last kiss before he hopped onto the small wagon and waved goodbye. 
 
    James made it to the village festival and sold enough to make the trip more than worthwhile. Just as Elizabeth predicted, a snowstorm suddenly hit the area and delayed his return. He managed to make it back on Christmas Eve, and as he rounded the bend that led to the village, he was shocked to find nothing there. The entire town was gone, even the backwoods. James assumed he’d made a wrong turn, but when he noticed the giant oak tree that stood near the front of the village and its unique shape, he knew he was in Lewsworth. 
 
    He rode as fast as he could to the cottage but found nothing there, not even an impression of where a house once stood. He jumped from the carriage and began digging in the snow but found nothing. 
 
    He made his way to a nearby village and inquired if they’d heard anything. A million scenarios ran through his head, but none made sense. He asked the villagers if they’d heard screams or maybe even seen a fire, but they acted as if they’d never heard of Lewsworth. James found an old woman he’d previously met while selling goods alongside Edgar many times at the local market. 
 
    “Ma’am, hello, I’m not sure if you remember me, I came here a month ago and sold you a table. Can you help me? I’m trying to find Lewsworth, but I think I’ve lost my way.” 
 
    The woman looked James up and down but seemed to be unable to place him. “I’m sorry dear, but I’ve lived in this village my entire life, and I’ve never heard of a Lewsworth. Are you sure you followed the right road?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure...I think.” 
 
    As she walked away, James couldn’t help but remember Elizabeth’s last words to him and wished he’d stayed with her. 
 
    He searched for months for someone who remembered the small village to no avail. He soon found the home one of Elizabeth’s sisters, Catherine. She’d visited shortly before the disappearance. 
 
    Knocking on the door of her home he battled with his anxiety. A small blonde-haired boy came to the door and called for his mother. 
 
    “Can I help you?” She looked at him with no recognition, and his heart dropped. “Well, what do you want?” 
 
    “It’s me, James, remember we met when you visited your father and sister? I was to marry Elizabeth.” 
 
    “Is this some sick joke?” she angrily asked. “I’m an orphan, I’ve never had a family. If it’s money you want, we don’t have any.” 
 
    She slammed the door in his face and yelled at him to leave before her husband came home. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
    As Death headed toward the front door with Dominic in tow, May got her attention. “Ma’am, may I speak with you before you leave?” 
 
    Death told Dominic the water was safe to pass and to meet her on the path. After he left May walked over and made sure he was out of the room. 
 
    “The Father, something is not right about him,” said May. “I take off his dirty clothes, and I see it, he is scarred. There is a large scar on his back. You say he is immortal, but this cannot be.” 
 
    Death knew what she meant right away, immortals are nearly immune to disease and they can never be scarred. If they are injured, it slowly heals but leaves no trace of a wound. Dominic should not have a mark on him. 
 
    “The scar,’ May continued. “It’s unique, blue and gold on the outsides. You understand?” 
 
    Death was visibly upset by the description of the scar but quickly recovered. 
 
    “Thank you, but I’ve known something is not quite right about him. This just adds to my list of frustrations.” 
 
    Death departed from the manor and made her way to the path where Dominic stood with Nella. They rode the horse into another portal, Dominic managing to keep his eyes open as Nella jumped towards the pond. The night sky faded away, and he found they were in now in a desert valley. The sun was beating down, but Dominic felt no heat. Death was bone dry, and Nella seemed unaffected as well. 
 
    “Why are we not affected by the heat?” he asked. 
 
    “Because I don’t want to be, this dress is too nice to be soaked in sweat.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something, why did you allow May to visit her children the day they died?” Dominic asked. “You executed Clara for wanting to do the same.” 
 
    Death stopped Nella and turned to Dominic, her eyes had just a glimmer of red. “Do yourself a favor and never question the choices I make. I don’t owe you an answer to everything you ask. Now, brace yourself.” 
 
    Dominic began to apologize when the ground started to rumble and thinking it was an earthquake, his instinct was to grab Death and protect her. Death’s own instinct kicked in, and she threw Dominic 10 feet away. 
 
    It took him a few minutes before he regained consciousness and found Death standing over him. 
 
    “Don’t ever grab me without warning. I’m Death, I’ll live,” she said extending a hand to help him up. 
 
    Once he was standing and the ground no longer moving he saw what caused the “earthquake”. In front of him now stood a massive cave. Death headed towards the opening with Nella, and he followed. 
 
    The entrance to the cave appeared to be a facade, and after walking through only a few feet, they were now facing a large wooden door. Death spawned her scythe and the orbs that decorated the handle shined bright red, the door opened. She left Nella untied with plenty of water and feed. Dominic wondered if the beast even needed to eat. 
 
    “Is she alive? Does she have a stable? How did she get so big?” 
 
    The questions that filled his head came to an abrupt stop when he saw what actually occupied the cave. The endless room was filled with hundreds of shelves lined with identical small red orbs and seemed to go on for miles. 
 
    Dominic walked around, amazed at the sheer number of tiny globes. Gazing into one of the orbs he saw what he thought was a tiny human, but he figured he hit his head a little harder than he realized. Looking through more of them he found there was a different person in each globe, one turned and stared him down. Dominic could have sworn the man resembled Henry VIII. 
 
    “Persephone,” a disembodied voice resounded throughout the room. “I see you’ve brought a visitor with you.” 
 
    “Show yourself Sunny, and you know not to call me that here,” said Death. 
 
    Dominic watched a hidden door open from behind the stone walls, and a small Indigenous woman entered the room. She wore only a simple dress with a single feather adorned in her long dark hair and took immediate notice of Dominic. 
 
    “You almost never visit, so what are you doing here?” she asked Death. 
 
    “I’m looking for someone, and I need your help. A dead man is walking around, and he has been hidden from me.” 
 
    This immediately got Sunny’s attention, but she was still more interested in Dominic. She walked over to him slowly and appeared to be studying him. The small woman stood no more than five feet and was a miniature compared to his towering height. Death was intrigued by the interaction, Sunny could read souls and discover even more than she could sometimes. 
 
    “You are impossible, your soul is blocking me.” Sunny looked over to Death in frustration. “What have you brought into such a sacred place?” 
 
    Death took Sunny to the side, away from a now panicked Dominic. 
 
    “What do you mean he’s blocking you? That doesn’t make any sense.” She let out a large sigh of frustration. “Listen, there is something you should know. He’s an immortal, with a giant scar on his back.” 
 
    The words hit her ears, and for the first time in a millennium, Sunny felt fear. “Come, I’ll try another way.” 
 
    Sunny led Death and Dominic into the hidden door from which she’d entered the room into what appeared to be her living quarters. The room was similar to the one Dominic occupied at the Vatican, with the addition of a kitchen and small living room. The walls were covered in traditional cultural decor from several different tribes. 
 
    Dominic had calmed down from Sunny’s outburst about his soul. He had now come to expect that something about him wasn’t ordinary and reapers weren’t fond of it. Sunny began lighting candles around the room, and he took the opportunity to look around. When he noticed the different food products, he became curious. 
 
    “Do reapers eat or sleep?” he asked but immediately regretted the question. He was still learning about their world and didn’t know what offended them. 
 
    Sunny took pity on him and answered, “It’s not a requirement, but for some of us who like to remember how it felt to be human, we do. I sleep and eat at the same time every day, I like the structure.” 
 
    She motioned for them to sit at the table and started to make tea. 
 
    “Sunny you know I can just make the tea appear, why do you insist on doing it that way?” asked Death. 
 
    She didn’t answer, so Death manifested a meal for Dominic. She realized he hadn’t eaten in hours and was probably starving. Getting used to being a human’s caretaker would take some time. He thanked her and began to devour the meal, he was so full of adrenaline over the last few hours, he didn’t realize how hungry he was. 
 
    Sunny served the tea and joined them at the table. She took Dominic’s hand in hers and stared into his eyes, but after a few minutes of searching his brain she gave up. Trying to break into the blocked off area seemed to cause Dominic discomfort. Death remembered he didn’t react at all while he was sleeping. 
 
    “Who are you and what is this place?” asked Dominic. Sunny seemed surprised and looked over to Death in disappointment. 
 
    “The Great Reaper hasn’t told you who I am? Am I not worthy of an introduction?” Sunny asked Death amusingly. She looked to Dominic. “I am the first-born reaper.” 
 
    Sunny told Dominic her history about being born in the Americas thousands of years ago. She was from a matriarchal tribe led by her grandmother, then mother and eventually her. She’d forgotten a lot about her history over the years, reapers usually passed on long before they reached even half her age. Sunny eventually died of old age, or as old as people got in those days and the next thing she can still clearly remember is seeing Death’s face. 
 
    “My face at the time,” said Death. “I’ve had to remodel over the years.” 
 
    She explained the afterlife provided some sense of closure and rest, the souls stored in the cave were deemed unworthy. Death tasked her with maintaining the Cave of Souls soon after her she became a reaper. “Never touch the orbs, ever.” 
 
    “Sunny, I need to speak with you, alone,” said Death. 
 
    Dominic took the hint and left the room. He decided to take the opportunity to explore and search through the orbs, he looking for famous faces. He found a few, one of whom was quite surprising. 
 
    He then came upon an old woman who was the poster child for the typical sweet and loving grandmother. Curiosity got the better of him, and after looking back to make sure he was alone, he tried to get her attention. “Hello, ma’am, can you hear me?” 
 
    “I wonder what she did to get rejected from hell,” he thought. 
 
    When the old woman didn’t move, he gently tapped on the orb. Before he could blink, he found himself outside of a small home in bitter winter weather. Dominic looked inside the window and saw the old woman sitting in a rocking chair and knitting in front of a weak fire. 
 
    He knew she was a rejected soul but couldn’t bother to care at the moment. The temperature outside had to be below freezing, and he wanted out. What could a little old woman do to him? He knocked on the door to get her attention. She looked up and seemed delighted to see him. She opened the door and quickly ushered him inside, offering a warm blanket. 
 
    “I’m so glad you took my offer for a warm bed Alfred, drinking at that filthy pub is not good for you,” said the old woman. Her Scottish accent reminded him of a time when he briefly lived in Glasgow. 
 
    “My husband drank himself into an early grave with those filthy spirits and ever since I’ve devoted my time to assure it never happens again. I’ve always felt my calling was to help the world as best as I can.” 
 
    Dominic knew she was confusing him with someone else but didn’t have the heart to tell her. She reminded him of the many grandmothers he met while working as a priest. He was seated in a chair near the fire to warm his body and watched as she disappeared into the kitchen. She returned after a few minutes with a bowl of stew. “Eat up dear, it will warm you faster than the fire.” 
 
    Dominic took a few bites of the delicious stew, and the old woman went back to her rocking chair and began knitting again. Halfway through his meal, he began to feel sick. His stomach felt as if it was starting to digest itself. He looked up to see her sweet smile transform into an evil scowl. 
 
    He keeled over and began writhing on the floor in pain. Unable to scream he was soon coughing up blood. The old woman rose from the chair. “Don’t fight it, love. Oh yes, one less filthy drunk animal will do this world just fine.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As Dominic exited the room, Sunny turned to Death, “That man is not human.” 
 
    Death had known this was a possibility, there were other types of beings in the world, but Dominic didn’t seem to fit any of the descriptions. They all had souls and minds that could be read. 
 
    “Let's just get to the main reason I’m here, the dead man,” said Death. “Can you help me find him?” 
 
    Sunny had a unique ability that no other reaper had, including Death. She could find a living person who had come into contact with a rotting soul. Sunny knew that despite their long history, it took a lot for the Great Reaper to ask for help. 
 
    “There is something special about this soul you’re not telling me,” said Sunny. “I’d like to know what I’m getting into.” 
 
    “This soul is the son of a reaper who had assistance from someone quite powerful. I need for you to find him soon, they tend to go mad after about a week, and we’re already three days behind.” 
 
    Sunny nodded, laid her hands flat on the table and closed her eyes. When she was in her trance, it was as if she’d entered a dream world. She was in actuality roaming through the souls of the living looking for an anomaly. Ordinary souls appeared black, but affected souls were tinted red. Rotting souls affected their environment negatively, making the people around them agitated and hostile. 
 
    As she maneuvered through the mist, she felt herself becoming angry, and she knew she was getting close. Sunny finally began to see affected souls, but there were hundreds of them and from all over the world. Pulling herself from the trance, she looked over to Death and gave her the bad news. 
 
    “Were there more groups of them in a certain area?” Death asked, hoping for a sign. 
 
    Sunny recalled her vision, “Yes, America, around the northeastern side. I saw an immortal, Josiah, slightly affected. He’d been near someone who was in contact with the rotter. I’m sorry that’s all I see, it’s like he sailed across the world.” 
 
    It was good enough for Death to go on, by now he would have brought some attention to himself. Sunny started pouring more tea when she got the feeling something was wrong. “The priest is in danger.” 
 
    Death was instantly out of her seat and into the next room. Dominic was nowhere to be seen. She knew he wasn’t far, only she or Sunny could have allowed him to leave the cave. They continued to search the halls when Death spotted a black orb. 
 
    “Don’t tell me he was stupid enough to touch one of them,” said Death. 
 
    She walked over to the orb and peered inside, as Dominic turned to her and painfully scream out. His words were silent, but she could tell he was crying for help. An old woman with a large blade was closing in on him. 
 
    Death touched the orb and was transported into the home. Dominic was relieved to see her but was in so much pain he couldn’t move. 
 
    “Oh my goodness, the Great Reaper herself,” said the old woman. 
 
    “Let him go, Emily,” said Death with her scythe in hand and ready to strike. 
 
    “I know you can come and go as you like, but he has to stay, doesn’t he? This is my personal hell, and I have to give him permission to leave, don’t I? He would have left already if he could, and you can’t help him out of here either, can you?” She laughed at an extremely frustrated Death. 
 
    “What a smart one you are,” Death replied. She walked closer to the old woman until they nearly faced to face, given a few inches in height or so. “Do you really want to piss me off? I won’t leave until he does, and you know what I am capable of.” 
 
    “I can put up with a lot of pain. I don’t know how long I’ve been in here, but I’m not the fragile little old woman I used to be.” 
 
    Dominic couldn’t believe his eyes, he hadn’t been around her for long, but he could help thinking she wasn’t challenged often. 
 
    “Emily, do you know what the “depth” is? It’s a room that houses the worst of the worst souls that have ever been reaped,” said Death. “People who have caused a colossal amount of death and pain are submerged in hot scalding water for days at a time. If you let him out of here, I’ll only leave you in there for a day. If I have to figure a way to break him out, I’ll order you to be left in there forever.” 
 
    Once Death’s last words were spoken, Dominic was back in the cave and no longer felt any pain. Sunny rushed over and asked if he was okay. He wanted to answer her but couldn’t help but look into the orb. Sunny shielded his eyes away, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 
 
    After only a few minutes, Death exited the orb and began wiping the blood off her blade. She looked over to a terrified Dominic. “There is no “depth,” only me and for the last time don’t touch the fucking orbs. We’re leaving now, Sunny got us a location.” 
 
    Dominic began to follow Death but felt an opportunity slipping through his finger. He turned to Sunny. “Can you find someone for me? I lost my fiancé, and I’d like to know she’s safe. I’m not sure if she’s alive or dead. Her name is or…was, Elizabeth Daniels. She would know me by James.” 
 
    “I’m not sure, I can try, if it’s okay with Perse- Death,” Sunny replied. Death was admittedly intrigued, she’d seen a woman in his memories over and over, but they were all hazy. She gave her consent and Sunny led them all back to the table. 
 
    “Do you have anything of hers?” asked Sunny. 
 
    Dominic carefully pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and slowly handed it to Sunny. She gently held it in her hands and began going into a trance. As she started searching the world for Elizabeth’s soul, she felt as if she was being followed. Every time she turned to see what was there, the feeling was gone. After a while she knew she was getting closer, she heard a woman’s voice scream, James. 
 
    “I know who sent you, tell him to never look for me, or the Ghost will kill him. Please, and tell James I love him. Go!” 
 
    Sunny snapped from her trance and looked over to Dominic, hesitant to carry on the message. She gave him back the handkerchief, held his hands and told him the what she heard. While Dominic processed the news, Death spoke first. 
 
    “What did she mean “Ghost?” she asked. “Did she say who?” 
 
    Sunny shook her head. “It was all she said, and it seemed very dangerous for me to be looking for her. The entire time I know someone was watching me.” 
 
    Death wanted more information, but time wasn’t on their side. She placed a hand on Dominic’s shoulder. “We really need to go. We can revisit this at a later time.” 
 
    Dominic raised from the table. “Is she alive?” he asked. 
 
    “She is in a state of limbo, and there seemed to be a lot of people there with her. I heard many voices.” 
 
    He thanked her and left the room. Death began to follow him before Sunny said something that shook her to the core. “I think it was Hades.” 
 
    Death froze at the name of the God of the Underworld and asked Sunny if she were positive. Sunny nodded a definite yes. 
 
    “I felt as if I was being followed by familiar energy. I now remember where I felt it before. When he came into the cave, it reeked of him for days, and we both know he’s wiped out entire civilizations before.” 
 
    “Do not speak another word of him until I return. Once I send the rotter to the afterlife, we’ll discuss this in detail.” She left and met Dominic at the door to the cave. 
 
    After they exited, and it sank beneath the Earth. Death offered to take him back to the manor, but he declined. 
 
    “I could use a distraction now more than ever.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
    Ling rode through the desert looking for the marker described by Death. She used her powers to protect both her and Yazhu, her horse, from the hot sun. After riding over miles of sand, she finally saw what Death meant. 
 
    “Go to the very center of the Arabian Desert and ride north. You’ll soon come to an oasis. Enter, and there will be a mausoleum. Break the lock and inside you will find four sarcophagi. Your task is to make sure there is a body in each one and report back to me immediately.” 
 
    The beautiful oasis was at least a mile wide and covered in lush greenery. At its center was a large pond that was directly in front of a massive white marble mausoleum. Ling wasn’t surprised no animals were occupying the desert paradise; despite the attractive facade it felt drenched in death. 
 
    She jumped off Yazhu and led her to just outside the mausoleum. A few steps up and she began to open the door but got the feeling she was being watched. After pausing a few moments, she heard movement behind a tree and lunged her scythe towards it. Her scythe, like all other Horsemen, was a slightly smaller version of Death’s, sans the red orbs. The size of the scythe decreased with the rank of the reaper. 
 
    As she intended the blade landed in the tree, and the intruder jumped from his cover, Samir. Ling rushed over, pulled her scythe from the tree and held it to his throat. 
 
    “On your knees,” she commanded. She didn’t know if she could actually kill another reaper. Death had been the only one she’d seen do it, but she was willing to give it a try. He could have easily been the traitor about to kill her. 
 
    “Why the fuck are you following me?” Ling asked, pushing her blade close to his neck. “You have 5 seconds, or I’m separating your head from your body.” 
 
    “I saw you headed back to her home after the meeting, I was going there too. When you left I could tell something was up, so I took a chance and followed. What is this place?” 
 
    “You needed to know she trusted you too?” Ling asked. 
 
    Samir nodded. She decided to trust him but refused to tell why she was here. She couldn’t tell him where exactly they were anyway. Samir rose to his feet and followed Ling back to the mausoleum door. 
 
    “Just so you know, I will be telling her that you followed me here,” said Ling. “I don’t keep secrets from her.” 
 
    Samir acknowledged the warning, “I shall accept whatever punishment comes my way.” 
 
    Despite Death’s warning, the doors were not locked. Ling pushed them open and headed straight for the first sarcophagus to the left. Samir couldn’t help but notice how much larger on the inside it appeared. The sarcophagi seemed to be intentionally spaced as far as possible from each other. 
 
    Its lid was simple and less extravagant than the other three. On it was an engraving, written in a language neither, she or Samir recognized. They assumed it was most likely the name of the deceased, written in an ancient text. Ling began pushing the lid towards to wall and Samir joined her. He didn’t dare ask her why they were doing this. A strange oasis hidden in the middle of the desert couldn’t have been a good thing. He wished he’d listened to his instinct and not followed Ling. 
 
    They got the lid about halfway open, full enough to see a body was still there. It was tightly wrapped in linen and appeared to be male. Ling was preparing to close the lid again, but Samir stopped her. 
 
    “Don’t you want to know who this is?” asked Samir. Ling hesitated long enough for him to take the lead and slowly unwrap the head. It didn’t take long to see skin, a light brown complexion with dark curly hair. When he fully revealed the corpses’ face, Ling stopped him. 
 
    “That’s far enough, we shouldn’t even be doing this.” 
 
    They took a moment to look at the man’s body. His sarcophagus was large enough to fit his tall, muscular frame. Samir knew they were alone but couldn’t help but look behind his shoulder. Ling remarked at how “fresh” he looked. “As if he’d just be buried today.” 
 
    The dead man didn’t look familiar but could easily have been native to the nearest land. Ling wrapped the dead man’s head again, and they placed the lid back in its place. She then turned to the other stone chamber, and this one was much different from the other. The sarcophagus was entirely hand carved and meticulously made. The lid featured a young man that appeared to be sleeping with a set of tools at his side. 
 
    “He was well loved by someone,” thought Ling. 
 
    This lid was much more massive than the previous one and took both Horsemen at full strength to get it less than halfway opened. When they finally did, they found it empty. Ling had the feeling Death expected this all along. Samir, on the other hand, was much confused. 
 
    “Why would someone make such as extravagant resting chamber and not use it? It’s obvious this has been here a while.” 
 
    Ling had no answer, but she figured Death would. They closed the lid and found two other bodies in the remaining stone coffins; an older man and woman that were just as fresh as the other corpse. 
 
    The Horsemen departed from the mausoleum, and both took one last look at the paradise before them, knowing they’d never see it again. 
 
    “I would bet anything this place was made just for them, a paradise in the middle of hell on earth,” said Samir staring up at the sweltering sun. 
 
    Ling walked over to the pond and found it now filled with fish. She looked up to see small wildlife coming to life everywhere, filling their ears with sounds of nature. Samir approached a large tree abundant with many different types of fruit but was stopped by Ling before he could pick one. 
 
    “We should go, I think we’re affecting the oasis, and I don’t know if that a good thing.” 
 
    Ling and Samir climbed onto their horses and rode to the edge of the oasis. As soon as they were no longer standing on the grass, the animal noises stopped. Samir looked back at the tree and saw it now barren of fruit. 
 
    “As I said before, I will tell her everything that happened here, so I suggest you get your answers together. I beg of you not to lie to her, you know how much that angers her.” 
 
    Ling watched as Samir walked away, get onto his horse, and disappear into a portal. She headed for her own but gave one last glance back to the mausoleum before commanding Yazhu to go. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
    England: 1768, Summer 
 
    Captain John Barrows had been ill for months and knew his days were short. He hadn’t commanded a ship in nearly four years, and his wife had died the previous summer suddenly. He had nothing to live for anymore and could only hope to die soon. He was surprised he even made it to his late 50s, but he was ready to die and answer for his sins. 
 
    At his home he lay still in his bed, short of breath and unable to move. His years of sailing and smuggling had culminated into a slow and lonely death. Each breath he took caused pain that alcohol could no longer numb. Between his lungs and his liver, death was going to be a relief. 
 
    Shortly after midnight, his sleeping tonic kicked in, and he closed his eyes. When he opened them, he was met with a face from his past, Audrey. She stood across the room, blocking the bedroom door. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he screamed. “You’re dead, and you have been for years.” 
 
    “I am not the person whom you speak of, she’s at peace,” she said. She made her way to the fireplace, and he watched it come alive with flames. “I am Death, and you are mine.” 
 
    Barrows rose from the bed and rushed towards Death but stopped short when he caught sight of his body. He stared at his corpse, his face twisted in fear. He turned back to Death and asked if he was going to hell. 
 
    “I hope not, but I have an hour after you die to send your soul on its way. I plan on using every second of that hour honoring my deal with Audrey. However, if you are rejected by the afterlife, I get to place your soul in a tiny little orb and have access to you forever.” 
 
    Death formed her scythe and stood in front of Barrows. “I am going to rip out your entrails and tear you to shreds.” 
 
    Barrows’ breath became rapid, and he decided to make a run for it. He ran from his bedroom and made it out the front door before being greeted by Death, standing at the bottom of the stairs and wearing a broad grin. 
 
    “Please don’t hurt me, I know I’ve done bad, but it’s just—,” Barrows said before dashing back inside and into the kitchen. Grabbing a knife before he bolted out the back door only to be met again by Death. 
 
    “You know you can’t escape me. Are you wasting my time on purpose?” asked Death. She strolled up the stairs forcing him to back into the kitchen. Feeling cornered he jammed the knife into her chest. 
 
    “Ha! You filthy demon, I’ve gotcha now,” said Barrows gleefully. He thought he’d just got one over on her but watched in horror as she pulled the knife out of her heart and plunged it into his. He looked down as black fluid began to drip from her wound. His arms flew upwards, and he was lifted from the ground. His body was now stretched out in the form of an “X” and impaled in each hand and foot with wooden stakes. 
 
    “Please, don’t,” he begged to her. She couldn’t believe he was actually asking for mercy after stabbing her in the heart. Death closed in and began to press the stake deeper into his right foot, causing him to scream in agony. 
 
    “Did they all beg for mercy when you raped and murdered them?” she asked, digging the stakes deeper with every word she spoke. “Did you take pity on the women you slaughtered and children you sold into bondage?” 
 
    “I did nothing wrong,” he said. This angered her even more, and she drove her scythe into his chest. She began to carve him like a piece of meat. 
 
    When the hour was over, Barrows had died a thousand deaths, more than enough to avenge Audrey and the other women he’d hurt over the years. 
 
    Death released his bloodied soul from the stakes and watched him fall to the floor. A portal opened to their left, and she ordered him to stand. Barrows slowly made his way to his feet and headed for the portal to the afterlife. The second his foot entered the entrance he was thrown across the room and Death began to laugh, rejected. 
 
    “Peace will never be yours,” she said. Barrows watched as she reached into her cape and pulled out a small round ball and in one moment he went from the floor of his kitchen to the deck of The Duchess. He searched the ship from top to bottom and found no one. A captain without a crew in the middle of a still ocean. He was doomed to drift for eternity, alone. This was his hell. 
 
    Meanwhile, Death placed the orb into her scythe’s handle, so he could always be within reach. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
    Death and Dominic made their way to the small home in northeastern Pennsylvania. It was one of only a few free states. The population of former slaves and their descendants were rapidly rising, evident by the small, crowded village they had just entered. Death knocked on the door and to Dominic’s surprise, patiently waited. 
 
    The door opened, and a little black girl in a blue dress stood at the threshold. Dominic bent down and smiled, holding his hand out to shake. The small girl looked unsure of what to do and looked over to Death, who gave an approving nod. She looked back to Dominic’s hand and shook it with a timid smile. Death reached inside her cape and pulled out a heavy book. She handed it to the young girl who smiled brightly at the gift. 
 
    Dominic stood up straight when a tall man suddenly appeared behind the little girl. She left, and he took her place at the door. He was tall with light brown skin and a muscular build. He appeared to be in his mid-30s but was already mostly gray. 
 
    “Death, hello, how you been?” he said. “Come on in, we just getting ready for supper.” 
 
    Dominic noted a slight accent. “French?” 
 
    He stepped back enough for her to pass, but blocked Dominic from entering the door. “Josiah, let him in, we need to talk, and I can’t leave him out of my sight.” 
 
    Josiah still hesitated a moment before reluctantly moving to the side and allowing Dominic to pass. He closed the door behind them and led them over to a small living room. The tiny house wasn’t much, but it was well maintained and gave the impression that a loving family called it home. The smell of food cooking was causing Dominic to feel nauseous as he recalled the toxic stew. 
 
    Death stared him down, almost daring him to vomit. Instead, he asked for a glass of water. The little girl came from the kitchen and brought him a drink. She walked over to a small chair across from them and added the book to a large stack beside it. She sat, and her body language changed from the scared little girl who met them at the door to a monarch waiting to be entertained. She looked into Dominic’s eyes with conviction before turning her attention away to Death. 
 
    “I heard you had a second shadow following you around now,” she said smiling at the curious look on Death’s face. “Word travels fast.” 
 
    “How exactly did the word reach you in less than two days, Sarah?” asked Death. She didn’t like leaks of information seeping out, never knowing where it might end up. 
 
    “Been alive as long as I have, you make some friends. Friends who you like to leave in big houses all alone with no one to talk to,” she said, grinning brightly. Death took a mental note to chastise May later. 
 
    Josiah came over to stand behind Sarah’s chair. A guard protecting his queen. The little girl had to be around the age of ten, but Dominic was starting to adapt to his new environment and knew not to take anything at face value anymore. 
 
    “Tell me, what else have you heard?” Death asked. Sarah shook her head indicating nothing more. “Well, I’m looking for a rotter. He’s somewhere on the eastern side of the country, and like you said, you’ve made some friends. Heard anything?” 
 
    Sarah looked up at Josiah and said, “Tell em what you heard.” 
 
    Josiah told her he’d just returned from New York. On his way back, he’d been told a story of a man from England who was stabbed in the heart and didn’t die. 
 
    “It was a scouting trip, I was looking for our next place to stay,” he started. “Met a man who offered me some money for a ride back to Philadelphia. White man, alright fella named Eli. He had a bottle in his hand from the moment I met him, til I dropped him off. Told me he saw a man get stabbed in the heart and live. Said the man sounded British. Now, I thought it was just a tall tale or another immortal, but he swore on his dead mama the man’s blood was black as coal.” 
 
    This considerably peaked Death’s interest. “We should talk in private.” 
 
    She turned to Sarah, "This is Dominic, and he’s over 400 years old. He has only recently become aware of others like him, very recently. You mind?” 
 
    Sarah looked over to Dominic and smiled. “Okay, but you owe me one.” Death nodded and walked outside with Josiah. 
 
    Sarah asked Dominic what he wanted to know. “Everything.” 
 
    “I’m over 600 years old, we don’t have time for everything I know,” she said. “Listen, you don’t look that fresh, so I’ll just say it. How you managed to be alone for so long is strange and it ain’t natural, not even for us.” 
 
    “I had someone, a human, but she’s long gone now. Since then, I’ve been a priest in one form or another. I guess I used my flock as my cluster,” said Dominic. 
 
    She got up from her chair and went to stir the soup on the small stove. “I don’t know how long she plan on keeping you around, but once she done, find yourself a cluster and stick with them. She checks on us every ten years or so unless we need her sooner than that.” 
 
    Sarah explained that she originally from Africa. When her people realized she wasn’t aging they treated her as a god and worshipped her for centuries. “Then the white men came and took us all.” 
 
    She worked cotton fields for a few years until Death found her. “People can’t know about us. She can’t mess with history as she say, but she protects us immortals from things like slavery. She say she feel a war coming and slavery is gon be at the center of it, but a lotta death too.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Death and Josiah walked outside and sat on the edge of the porch. 
 
    “How have you been, really?” Death asked. Josiah looked over the small community he’d called home for the past few years. He was the groups youngest immortal and only joined a cluster after losing his father, the only family he’d ever known. Death found him and introduced him to Sarah and her family. Despite Sarah’s appearance, she was the matriarchal leader and protector of the cluster. Her life’s experience kept them safe and under the radar. 
 
    “I still miss him so much and think about him every day. Alice has been a godsend though. You mind if we don’t talk about that stuff?” Death eased off and changed the subject. 
 
    “Fine, tell me more about the man’s story. What else did this Eli tell you?” 
 
    If anyone but Josiah had heard the story, it would be chalked up to a drunk’s imagination, but he knew better. “Eli was in a bar named “Filthy Rascals” when he struck up a conversation with an Englishman calling himself Benjamin. He just seemed a little off and kept looking over his shoulder. After talking for a while, Benjamin just started to get angry, attacking people. That led to an all-out brawl.” 
 
    Josiah briefly stopped to greet a neighbor walking by, undoubtedly attempting to eavesdrop on the conversation between him and the mysterious woman. 
 
    “He kept saying they were trying to take his soul,” he continued. “In the middle of all the fighting that Benjamin fella got stabbed right in the heart. This black stuff, like molasses, came out the hole in his chest. Anyway, that’s when everyone started to run out. Eli swore he saw the wound start to heal when he yanked that knife out. Scared the shit outta him, so he ran too.” 
 
    Death was confused, Percival’s blood should still be red. “Has to do with the reaper helping him?” 
 
    “It’s him, has to be, rotting from the inside out. I don’t understand how he’s healing, his body should be breaking down,” said Death. She didn’t believe her own reasoning, but it was good enough until she learned the truth. “Thanks, Josiah.” 
 
    They were about to head back inside when two women approached the home. One appeared to be in her late twenties, petite with brown skin that matched her chestnut eyes. The other woman looked to be about forty years older and could have easily been her grandmother. 
 
    The younger woman held a basket of produce that was promptly taken by Josiah, who greeted her with a kiss. Dominic and Sarah emerged from the home laughing. The younger woman observed Dominic with a weary look, but Sarah gave a subtle nod. 
 
    Sarah introduced the women to Dominic as Alice and Olive, members of their cluster. Alice was Josiah’s wife of nearly 20 years. At 162 years old she was almost a century older than him but looked ten years younger. 
 
    “Death, checking in on us again already?” Alice asked. “You’re welcome to stay and eat, well, just stay I suppose.” 
 
    “I’m here for other reasons that I’m sure Sarah will fill you two in on,” said Death. “Dominic, we’re leaving now.” 
 
    Before they left Sarah gave Dominic a piece of paper, “Write anytime, and when she done with you, we got room, but you gotta carry your weight like the rest of us.” 
 
    Dominic smiled, and Sarah gave him a hug. She watched as he and Death headed toward Nella, cloaked to appear as a regular horse. Dominic gave Sarah a short wave before Nella began to gallop. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
    Death lead in front of Dominic as they rounded the corner of a brick building searching for the bar Percival disappeared from. She had to ask several reapers before one, Simon, recognized the name from a previous reaping and gave her directions. 
 
    She spotted a black door with a red stripe, just as he described, but stopped short when she felt someone following them and turned. 
 
    “You’re late, where the hell have you been?” asked Death. “If you followed my directions you would have been back hours ago.” 
 
    Ling stared annoyingly at Death. “I had to make sure I wasn’t followed. The White Rider followed me to the oasis.” 
 
    Death was more disappointed than surprised. She’d hoped Samir wasn’t foolish enough to betray her. 
 
    “I’ll deal with him later, what did you find in the mausoleum?” 
 
    Ling explained what she saw in the tomb and that the three remaining bodies were still fresh. 
 
    “How long have they been there?” Ling asked, noting Death’s confused look. 
 
    “Thousands of years, before there were horsemen and only a handful of reapers on the planet. They should be dust, but maybe it’s the paradise that’s keeping them from rotting.” 
 
    Ling described the mausoleum being unlocked, the animals, and trees. Death became extremely angry and began pacing in the small alley. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on? No one is supposed to know that place exists. Something is happening right in front of me, and I have no fucking clue what it is. Ling, go back and see if you can find any other clues of someone being there. If Samir shows up again, you have my permission to rip his throat out.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, Great Reaper,” Ling smiled and bowed before disappearing around the corner. 
 
    Dominic stepped forward snapping Death from her thoughts and rage. She cloaked herself and headed for the door. Dominic watched as she strolled through the solid wood. He attempted to open the door but found it locked. A large man opened a peephole in the door and asked for the password. Dominic was two seconds away from getting his head bashed in if he didn’t guess correctly. 
 
    “Say revolution,” said Death inside his head. Dominic repeated the word, and the door was opened before him. 
 
    The Filthy Rascal was an underground bar that catered to a particular clientele, one that usually found themselves on the wrong side of the law. Many men who drank there were wanted for crimes from robbery to murder. When Death literally walked thru the door, she surveyed her surroundings, noting many men who were about to meet their own reapers soon. It was a habit that came with the job of being the Great Reaper. Centuries ago after the first rotter, she’d ever come across was sent to the afterlife, she developed a habit of scanning large groups of people to ensure they were fresh. 
 
    Dominic in his priest attire stood out amongst the bar’s patrons. He spotted Death in a trance, standing near the middle of the room. The men in the bar seemed unaffected by the change in energy that surrounded her, except Dominic. He couldn’t describe the feeling, but it was familiar. It was like a distant memory on the edge of his brain, but it caused his head to hurt when he tried to recall it. 
 
    Death was attempting to read the room to find out if the reaper aiding him had been there as well. Dominic sat at the bar and ordered a beer, taking advantage of the downtime. He was surprised that he was tired but recalled he had been unconscious for over hours, so he’d probably gotten all the rest he’d need for a while. 
 
    He was served a drink in the filthiest mug he’d ever seen. He didn’t care, if he caught anything, it would mean a few days in bed, before he’d start to get better. He’d suffered many ailments over the years, but once he suffered through an illness, he became immune. Sarah advised him to catch everything he could. 
 
    Death continued to scan the room until she found it, the reaper’s trail led to War. His presence was strong, and when she opened her eyes, she knew why. He now stood in front of her, cloaked. 
 
    All reapers except Horsemen were naturally cloaked. They had the luxury of living in the open when they desired. Their cloaks came in different forms: War had his military helmet, Ling wore a hoodless cape and Samir, a scarf made from his father’s silk. 
 
    “War, what are you doing here?” she asked. War led her to an empty table, and they both sat. Just as before in the cemetery, he eyed Dominic with anger. 
 
    “You’re still carrying him around with you, I thought you were dropping him off with a cluster?” he asked. 
 
    “When I decided to make you a Horseman, not that long after your death I might add, I distinctly remember advising you to never question me,” she said. “So either you have something for me, or my blade is going to be dripping with blood very soon.” 
 
    Death glared into his eyes, infuriated he was wasting her time. War quickly reached into his pocket and laid a reaper’s scythe on the table. 
 
    “I took this from the Paladin who I believe assisted Percival and I’m ashamed to say he’s one of mine, a soldier. His name is Victor, and I received the information he was in a relationship with Clara. I have him tied up at my home in Ireland, shall we go?” 
 
    He expected her to be thrilled, but Death’s face was expressionless. She was clearly unimpressed by the report, and it left him baffled. 
 
    “I am not going anywhere and let Victor go with a very genuine apology,” said Death. “Captain Adofo has already cleared him.” 
 
    During their walk to Clara on the bridge, Adofo advised Death that he checked the alibis of all the reapers she was closely associated with, and Victor was one of the first ones cleared. They were still being monitored as a precaution by lead reapers. 
 
    “Now tell me, how did you take him without being seen?” 
 
    War grew frustrated at Death’s apparent distrust in him and offered to turn in his own scythe. 
 
    “Answer my question, or I’ll rip every limb from your body,” she said. 
 
    Dominic had been watching the tense exchange from the bar, and the barkeep had been watching him looking at an empty table. 
 
    “I took him when I opened a portal underneath his feet that led to my home,” said War. “I was able to catch him off guard and take his scythe.” 
 
    “Don’t ever do that again, in fact, fuck up again and I’ll remove you as a Horseman and place you in an orb. Got it?” 
 
    War acknowledged Death’s threat and was excused to continue the search. Dominic came over to the table and sat with his beer in hand. 
 
    “Before we go to the next part of our journey, can I ask you a question, please?” he asked. Her mind was elsewhere, but she managed to absently nod approval. 
 
    “The painting on the wall in your living room, I gathered that you painted it. Where is the location that inspired it, and why is it the only one in the room?” 
 
    This brought her back to the present, and she searched a memory where she’d seen the mountainside. 
 
    “I don’t know, I’ve seen every corner of this Earth, but I’m afraid the location is lost to me. Even I have my faults Dominic, and it’s the only painting because I want it to be. It’s one of my favorites. Why are you so interested in the location?” 
 
    Dominic explained the dream he had every night except the previous one, and the location appears to be the same place as her drawing. He also expressed confusion, if she’d read his memories, wouldn’t she know already? 
 
    “I didn’t see those images in your dreams, maybe they’re beyond the wall. If that’s the case, then when you fall asleep, you can access it. I should knock you unconscious again to test this theory.” 
 
    Before Dominic could protest, Ling appeared again, this time with strands of red horse hair in her hands. 
 
    “When I opened the sarcophagus of the young man, I found this at his feet, and I think you should look at it. If this is what I think it is, we’ve got a huge problem.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
    1765: England 
 
    Death rode Nella cross the field at a quarter to midnight, the massive stones came into view, and she increased her speed. Tonight was an important gathering and as the Great Reaper, being late was unacceptable. An impending storm was on the horizon, but even mother nature wouldn’t dare scatter a drop before Death had declared the meeting over. 
 
    The ceremony was to begin at the stroke of midnight, with the passing of a Horseman to the afterlife. She left Nella a few yards away from the ancient site known to all as Stonehenge. 
 
    The ruins were far from what they’d been in the years after its drawn-out completion. During a brief period when she lived openly amongst humans, these ancient peoples worshiped her. When she asked for a location to commence her Horsemen departures, they built it. She assured safe passage to the afterlife for them as gratitude. 
 
    Death arranged it to be cloaked, so the site appeared to deteriorate, but once the boundary was crossed, it was just as new. This assured privacy and no interruptions during the sacred ritual. 
 
    “Adofo, you beat me here. Are you trying to make me look bad?” she jokingly asked her friend. He bowed to his superior and welcomed her arrival. They stood at the center of the altar, awaiting the guests of honor. 
 
    “Of course not Great Reaper, why would I do a thing like that?” said Adofo giving her a smile and wink. Death had never known the feeling of having a father, but she assumed this was the closest she’d ever come to it. 
 
    “You know you could still change your mind, this job has your name all over it,” she said. “Robert will understand, or I’ll make him. I know if anyone can last in this position it’s you.” 
 
    Adofo couldn’t help but laugh, this was the fifth time she’d asked him to reconsider. “If I take the position, it means I have to leave the water. Battles are mostly fought on land, and if I became War, I would need to be there too.” 
 
    Becoming a Horseman was an honor, and it had its perks. Other than being able to roam visible to the living, they were allowed their own homes, were given a prized mare and could travel via portals all over the world. Lesser ranked reapers lived in cloaked buildings that resembled apartment buildings and could only venture out to designated areas. 
 
    Death suspected another reason for him turning down such a coveted position, his past. Adofo drowning in the Atlantic tied him to it after death, and he reaped other slaves who met a similar fate. It was this work that initially brought him to her attention. The once enslaved souls were confused and angry, usually refusing to go into the afterlife. Adofo could find ways to comfort them resulting in smoother transitions. This work was important to him, and he didn’t want to give it up. 
 
    The position of War had never been held for more than five hundred years, and Death could never figure out why. She could only guess that even after death, the effects of war still weighed heavy on the soul and even reapers had their limits. 
 
    The sounds of hooves interrupted them and in the distance were three riders closing in. Two women and a man came into view as they hitched their horses alongside Nella, who was almost twice the size of them but welcomed the company. 
 
    The three Horsemen, Samir, Ling, and Jehanne greeted Death and Adofo before taking their places around the center of the altar. This was Adofo's first time witnessing the ceremony, and he wasn’t sure why she’d invited him, but as most reapers eventually learn, never questioned her motives.” 
 
    Death produced her scythe and slammed it to the ground four times before speaking. The sound it produced resembled thunder and with the storm approaching Adofo wondered if it was a side effect of what was happening tonight. 
 
    “Jehanne, Horseman of War and protector of the souls that fall to warfare. You have been granted permission to pass to the afterlife. Although I wish you’d decided to stay on longer, you had more than earned the right to rest before you were ever a reaper. May peace be yours forever-after.” 
 
    Jehanne thanked Death for the kind words and delivered her farewell speech. 
 
    “My time on Earth was both shorter and longer than most, but I’ve made friendships that I hope will carry on to the next life. If I never see any of you again, I must say I wish you all the best and peaceful slumber. Great Reaper, I am ready.” 
 
    “I will now take the Scythe of War, so it is passed to your successor,” said Death. 
 
    Jehanne handed the scythe to Death and took her place on the North Barrow behind the station stone with Death in front of another stone nearby. On the opposite side stood the empty South Barrow, a third stone and the remaining Horsemen were close by in front of a fourth. Adofo left the altar and stood near the horses, watching the ritual that he supposed not many reapers got to see. 
 
    With Jehanne’s scythe, Death ripped a portal open with the blade. At the same time, another portal opened at the South Barrow. 
 
    “Give me your hand,” said Death to Jehanne. She placed it into her palm. Death proceeded to cut a small gash into it and then into her own. 
 
    She then pressed their hands together and said, “With your duties fulfilled I now unbound you from this world and release you into the next. May you rest peacefully.” 
 
    Jehanne walked into the portal, and her horse rode in behind her. The portal closed and on the South Barrow emerged Robert Waterford on a red mare. 
 
    Death, Samir, and Ling headed for the altar while Robert rode over and climbed down. Although the large horse was identical to Jehanne, Horsemen were awarded a new horse of their own. It would follow them from the day they were initiated until their transition to the afterlife and thereafter. 
 
    “Robert, welcome to the Horsemen,” said Death, shaking his hand. Samir and Ling welcomed him into their small circle as well. Adofo watched from the side as the ritual appeared to be over, he prepared to leave. 
 
    “Don’t go anywhere just yet.” He heard Death’s voice in his head and turned to see her shoot him a quick glance. 
 
    Back at the altar, the ceremony continued with another blood tie. Death took the Scythe of War, carved with the images of soldiers, and slit a small gash into Robert’s palm. Joining it with her own, she bound him to her. 
 
    “Robert, Horseman of War, I bound your soul to me, from now until your duties are fulfilled, and you are let to rest. My word is absolute and must be obeyed without question. You are now the guardian of souls who fall to war, be they soldier or not. Any disobedience will be met with swift punishment, and your soul will be damned for all eternity. Welcome.” 
 
    She took his helmet and gave it the power of cloaking. “Keep it safe, Robert.” 
 
    “Great Reaper and my fellow Horsemen, thank you for such a wonderful welcome. I am proud to have been chosen for such an honorable position, one I hope to hold for many centuries to come. If it’s alright with you Great Reaper, I like to now be referred to by my new title, War.” 
 
    “Fine with me, I think we’re the only two that can,” said Death jokingly. Samir and Ling failed to find it funny. “Have you named her?” 
 
    War walked over to the blood-colored horse and stroked her red mane. 
 
    “Flame,” he said, eyeing the beast with admiration. 
 
    A short time later Death dismissed the Horsemen and joined Adofo by Nella’s side. 
 
    “I wonder if I made the right decision, what do you think?” Death asked. Rarely did she ask the opinion of others and knowing this Adofo took his time to answer. 
 
    “I think war is not easy in life or death. If you have any reservations about your choice, well, you are the Great Reaper. Change it before your suspicions are confirmed.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
    Death reached and took the strands of hair from Ling’s hand. She recognized it immediately, and her initial theory was confirmed. 
 
    “War,” said Death, balling her hand into a tight fist. Dominic watched as her eyes turned a familiar red, she was furious. The sky outside the bar darkened, and torrential rain quickly began to pour. One by one people in the bar started dropping to the floor, apparently dead, except for Ling and Dominic. 
 
    Death’s anger was affecting her environment, and Ling was more nervous than fearful. She knew what Death’s wrath could do. She had been at her side for over a millennium and never had a Horseman betrayed Death. If War was, in fact, guilty of helping Clara, he deserved punishment, but what would she have in mind? She’d decapitated Clara for delaying death, but what she’d do to War, Ling could only imagine. 
 
    “Maybe he found the oasis on his own or followed you on a trip there,” said Ling. “Calm yourself and let us work through this.” 
 
    Death began pacing back and forth, unsure of what her next step should be. Her initial reaction was to find him and start slowly slashing a thousand cuts into him with his own scythe. As she continued to pace, Dominic stepped forward. 
 
    “Death, I may have some information to help,” he said. “The barkeep, I asked him about the fight. I told him I heard about it through a friend and the victim might be my brother that I’m looking for.” 
 
    Dominic paused, unsure if she even cared about Percival at the moment, but she let him continue. 
 
    “He said that a man who seemed to come out of nowhere helped him up and out of the bar. The person he described greatly resembled War, except he wasn’t wearing a uniform.” 
 
    “He’s not stupid, he would’ve stood out too much,” she said. “Besides this isn’t the type of fine establishment the authorities would be welcomed. They would have tried to eat him alive. Good job, Dominic.” 
 
    Ling asked what the next step would be, War probably suspected Death was on his trail. “Should we get Samir involved?” 
 
    “No, as much as I would like to believe that he had nothing to do with it, he followed you to the oasis. That may have been a lie, and he was already there, to begin with.” 
 
    “What is that place and why is it so hidden?” Ling asked. “It seems to be very important to you, but I’ve never heard you mention it.” 
 
    Death returned to the chair and sat down, her mind seemingly elsewhere. The wind and rain began pounding at the door. “The oasis is well known by another name, The Garden of Eden.” 
 
    It was Dominic and Ling’s turn to sit this time. Dominic couldn’t believe that in such a small amount of time his faith had been tested so much. 
 
    “The actual Garden of Eden? It actually fucking exists, wow,” said Dominic, shocking even Death with his language. “How is it still there? People are exploring every inch of this Earth, if they haven’t come upon it now, they will soon.” 
 
    Death explained that the Garden was cloaked and would never be found. “It was in one of the hottest and uninhabitable places in the world. No place for a human or reaper to be found. It can be moved in an emergency situation, and since this was one of those situations, I’ve already done so.” 
 
    The Garden of Eden stood empty for many years after the banishment of Adam and Eve. The mausoleum was built as a resting place for their remains, but after the murder of Abel, room was made for him and Cain as well. God feared their remains would be used for nefarious reasons after their notorious deaths. 
 
    “The bodies of the older man and woman were those of God’s first creations. The other two were of Cain and Abel. They—” 
 
    Before Death could continue, Dominic began to scream and grasped his head in pain. Both Ling and Death rushed to his side, and Death placed her hands on each side of his head. She attempted to find where the pain was coming from. 
 
    Thru the darkness, she saw the wall in his brain was cracked, and it was rapidly breaking down. The barrier looked different with Dominic awake, more invulnerable. She realized she’d seen one like it before and she could possibly fix it if she wanted to. 
 
    Death knew she had only two options, repair it and ease his pain, or go thru it and see what it was built to protect. The latter option would almost certainly cause more pain to Dominic. 
 
    The allure of what was beyond the wall was enticing, but she’d made a promise to Dominic to keep him safe. Her attempt to repair the crack seemed to be working. Soon the wall was complete again. The tension in Dominic’s body began to ease, and he was no longer in pain. 
 
    The wind was nearly at hurricane speeds as the weather outside grew worse. Ling assisted Dominic into the chair, and they gave him a few minutes to recover. She called Death over to the side and attempted to calm her down. 
 
    “You know you’re doing this right, the weather? You need to calm yourself.” 
 
    Death insisted she was calm, but Ling brought her attention to the people still on the floor. “Your energy is going to kill them.” 
 
    Death looked around the bar, finally noticing people lying on the floor and immediately started to calm herself. The consequence of early death was close to torture. The soul could not be reaped until the moment they were supposed to have died, and until then they were damned to roam. 
 
    One by one people began rising from the floor unaware of how they got there. The atmosphere in the room was so oppressive that the patrons started to leave, and the barkeep decided to close the bar. 
 
    Dominic prepared to leave when Death stopped him. She took a red jewel from her dress and placed it into his hand. 
 
    “Hold it tight and don’t drop it,” said Death. 
 
    Dominic watched as the barkeep quickly cleaned and locked up the alcohol. After giving the bar another look, he extinguished the candles and bolted the door. 
 
    “He didn’t see me?” asked Dominic as he glanced down at the stone now glowing. Death took the ruby back, placing it back on her dress. 
 
    “No, he did not,” said Death. “Now, shall I continue?” 
 
    They all returned back to their seats to find a beer waiting for each of them, and to Dominic’s delight, in clean glasses. 
 
    Death took a long drink from her glass before placing it back on the table. Ling gave her an annoyed look, pointing at her beer. With a wave of her hand, Death turned the beer into a cup of tea. She took a deep breath and finished her story. 
 
    “We all know the story of how and why Adam and Eve were banished and what was written of their lives after, but not everything you read in books is true. Adam was not as innocent as he is written. He resented Eve for their dismissal from paradise and never failed to remind her. Once the children were born, the two oldest sons Cain and Abel became a reflection of him. Abel grew to be bigger and stronger with a temper worse than his father. 
 
    As Cain grew, Adam saw he was becoming more like his mother, gentle and good-natured. Cain preferred to work alongside his mother than to hunt with Adam. He viewed this as a weakness and punished his son in bouts of anger. When Adam wasn’t bullying his son, it was Abel. As much as Eve tried to help Cain, it was never enough.” 
 
    Death paused, and the sound of thunder grew louder, she was getting upset again. 
 
    “When the boys were older there was a great conflict involving a deity and one brother killed the other...” 
 
    “Cain killed Abel and was doomed to roam the Earth. Wait...War is it possible he is Cain?” asked Dominic. 
 
    “Like I said, not everything you read in books is true; it was Abel who slays Cain. Abel, however, does not roam the Earth. He is the body Ling unwrapped in the mausoleum. It is impossible for War to be Cain; an immortal being cannot be a Horseman. You have to die to become a reaper, remember?” 
 
    “If that was Abel, then where is Cain?” Ling asked. 
 
    Death took a deep breath turned to Dominic, “He’s right here.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
    About Two Weeks Earlier 
 
    Clara returned to her apartment in Paris after reaping her last soul for the day. It was late in the day, and she’d just finished her shift. She was grateful for today’s short list of names, Percival’s birthday was coming up, and it was always a depressing day. She’d recently heard, by way of another reaper, that he’d just got married to a lovely young woman named Lizzie. She wondered how long until he was a father and hoped they would be better parents than her and his own father, Samuel. 
 
    Her arraigned marriage was one of convenience that elevated her family’s status and wealth. Giving birth to Percival secured a lineage and her part of the union. She had as little as possible to do with his upbringing, something she’d come to regret in her second life. Both she and her husband carried on affairs without much discretion, but she still grew restless. 
 
    Everything changed when her lover convinced her to run off with him to America. She was still young and dreamed of starting a new life with someone who actually made her happy. That night, as usual, her husband had found a reason to not be home. She put Percival to bed with a lullaby and kissed him goodnight. 
 
    She grabbed her hidden luggage and met her lover at the port. The ship they boarded hit bad weather and sank. She woke up to the beginning of her career as a reaper. Her transition was initially difficult, but she got through it with the help of Captain Adofo. 
 
    The last twenty years flew by and during that time she’d made peace with her actions and hoped to see her son again one day. Meeting Victor was a blessing, and they were eventually allowed to live together. Tonight she’d get a chance no other reaper was allowed, to see her son and possibly save his life. 
 
    Clara entered her home, and as expected, she found it empty. Victor wasn’t expected home for a few hours. The small apartment was cozy and all they would ever need. As she did every night, she lit a fire and put on the kettle for tea. She was just getting settled in when a knock at the door got her attention. 
 
    Assuming it was a neighboring reaper, she got up from her chair and opened the door without looking through the peephole. A swift breeze flew past her, but the hallway was empty. She walked over to her next-door neighbor and knocked on the door. A young black woman answered with a welcoming smile. She was dressed in a white floor-length cotton dress that had been embroidered with flowers. 
 
    “Hello, Lila, did you knock on my door?” Clara asked. A look of confusion flashed across Lila’s face. 
 
    “No, I just got in from my last soul. I had nearly a full list today, and I was about to go to bed,” she answered in a Caribbean accent. “You look scared, is there something wrong? Would you like to come inside and talk?” 
 
    “No, thank you, I thought I heard a knock at my door, but I must be tired. I’m sorry to have bothered you,” said Clara. She returned back to her apartment and found a cup of tea waiting for her. 
 
    “Victor, are you home?” 
 
    The only sound was of the fireplace crackling until the kettle began whistling. She looked back to the steaming cup of tea, and fear set in. 
 
    “Victor?” she said softly. “Darling, are you home?” 
 
    She walked over to the stove and took the kettle off. Her instinct told her she wasn’t alone, but there were few places anyone could hide in such a small space. She grabbed her scythe and checked them one by one but found nothing. Opening the bedroom door slowly, she entered the room preparing to strike anything that moved but again found nothing. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to scare you, Clara.” 
 
    Clara screamed as a man’s deep voice filled her head. “Please, sit and have a sip of tea. Now.” 
 
    “Who are you and what do you want?” Clara asked. She cautiously sat in the chair and picked up the small porcelain cup. 
 
    “I want to help you and Percival.” 
 
    This got her attention immediately. “What’s wrong with my son?” 
 
    “He’s going to die soon after his birthday, but you can save him.” 
 
    Clara panicked, she wasn’t the best mother, but she cared for her son. She asked the voice again who he was. 
 
    “If you want to save your son, I can tell you where he is, and you can save him,” he said, ignoring her question again. 
 
    Clara knew the consequences of knowing of her son’s death and what would happen if she tried to save him. She didn’t want her son to become a rotter, destined to meet Death’s wrath. Her best option was to let Captain Adofo know and hope he would let her guide his soul to the afterlife. This way, one day they could be reunited. 
 
    She declined the mysterious offer and headed out the door, nearly knocking over Lila. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just wanted to check on you,” said Lila. She looked at Clara with worry in her eyes. “Are you sure everything is okay? I could have sworn I heard you scream, but maybe we both are hearing things.” 
 
    “I’m fine, thank you. If Victor comes looking for me tell him I’ve stepped out, please?” 
 
    Lila nodded and watched as Clara descended down the stairwell. She returned to her own apartment and walked over to the fireplace and gazed inside the flames. 
 
    “She’s left again, but I suspect she will take your offer, master,” said Lila. “She is most likely going to her lead reaper, but she’ll be back. They will never allow her to reap him.” 
 
    Clara walked through the streets of Paris, occasionally looking over her shoulder for her mysterious visitor. She entered a small cafe and sat at an empty table. Reaching into her holster, she laid her scythe on the table and held it tightly. 
 
    “Captain Adofo, I wish to speak with you, sir,” she said. She waited for only a few minutes, but they felt like hours. 
 
    “This better be important, Mrs. Lewis.” 
 
    Clara nearly jumped out of her skin. She turned around to find Adofo standing behind her. 
 
    “Call me Clara, please. I wanted to put in a request, one that I’m aware is normally against the rules,” she said. “I hope there can be an exception made.” 
 
    Adofo did not respond, silently urging her to get on with it. 
 
    “I have received word that my son, Percival, is going to die soon. I wanted to be the one who guided him, please?” 
 
    Adofo was dumbfounded, no reaper should ever know this kind of information or even have the nerve to ask. Death was the only one who would know, and she would never have told her. He crossed his arms and actually seemed to be considering her request. 
 
    “How do you know such things? Rules like these are in place to protect the living. You were given the option of becoming a reaper, you accepted the role and agreed to abide by the rules. Even if I wanted to allow this, the Great Reaper is the only one who can grant that request, and she would never do it.” 
 
    Clara’s heart dropped, and tears began to flow. Adofo’s stance did not change, and neither made his decision. 
 
    “Clara, this became a rule for a good reason,” he said. “Death used to allow this, but when it came time for mothers and fathers to reap their children, they could not. Do you know what happens when a soul is not reaped? It turns evil. Good people have been turned into monsters, and Death is the one who has to deal with the aftermath. I’m sure you have heard those stories by now.” 
 
    “Yes, I have, and I would never want him to become anything like that,” said Clara. “I’m sorry, I just wanted to see him. I don’t know how long until I will be ready to go. 
 
    “Only Death would know this before the day he died. Who told you all of this?” Adofo asked. “You could not get that through The Line.” 
 
    The Line was a way the Paladins passed information on, usually about family and friends they weren’t supposed to be in contact with. Death knew of it, but as long as it didn’t cause any problems, she wouldn’t put an end to it. Lead reapers and the Horsemen were the only ones not confined to a particular location. Clara could not leave Paris unless authorized by a superior. 
 
    She knew the truth would be perceived as a lie, so she gave the most believable response. “A letter was placed underneath my door, telling me about his death and to burn it after I read it.” 
 
    With a huff Adofo uncrossed his arms, his usually stoic face was slightly kind, a rarity to see. “I would have given everything to hold my children as they died, so I know how you are feeling. How do you even know this information is true? It may all be a cruel joke.” 
 
    Clara knew this wasn’t true, her gut told her Percival was going to die. “I didn’t think about that, I guess I just wanted to be near him again. I wasn’t the best mother, and I died abandoning him to an overbearing father. I just wanted to make up for it, somehow.” 
 
    “Go home and rest, wait for Victor and talk with him,” he said. Clara thanked Adofo and headed home, secretly hoping the mysterious voice returned. 
 
    Adofo watched Clara walked back toward her apartment and hoped she would listen to his advice. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
    Ireland 
 
    War’s large Tudor-style home stood cloaked on the western coast of Ireland on a cliff overlooking the ocean. The large manor was fit for a king and was awarded by Death after his initiation. By rule, he couldn’t go back to England until a century after his death, ensuring all members of his immediate family were no longer living. After his death, he was assigned to the colonies and reaped many souls of war. It was during the Mexican-American War that he first came to Death’s attention. 
 
    Even after joining the Horseman he couldn’t step foot in England without Death’s approval. Ireland had been a compromise before his centennial anniversary, but after Death allowed him to move back to England, he declined. Ireland had become his home, and he’d even developed a slight Irish accent. 
 
    The home was filled with war memorabilia and artwork he’d collected from over the years. He’d even dedicated rooms to a specific war. Below the first floor was a room, not even Death knew existed. 
 
    He descended the short flight of stairs into the darkness. There a large heavy wooden door was securely chained and bolted with many locks. It had been carved with ancient signs meant to hide it from Death, a gamble he seemed to have won. Although he was alone, he continued looking over his shoulder. Death didn’t need an invitation to enter his home, and she could easily slip inside without a sound. 
 
    He unlocked the door and inside the small cellar were two men gagged and bound to chairs. Bleeding from repeated beatings, they barely had the strength to look up. 
 
    “Hello gentlemen, how are you today?” He mocked the men as they cursed him under the gags in their mouths. “I have good news, I’m letting you go. You both have served your purpose, and I no longer need you.” 
 
    He took his scythe from the holster on his hip and held the blade to the first man’s neck. 
 
    “Victor, I’m afraid when Death advised me to let you go, I tragically misunderstood. Screwing another reaper is disgusting in its own right, and you should have been under my blade years ago. So, any last words?” 
 
    War removed the gag from Victor’s mouth who promptly spit in his face. Victor Castillo was raised to be self-reliant. An absent father and a strong-willed mother who ingrained independence in all of her children shaped his outlook on life. He would eventually join the Spanish Army and die in battle in the late 16th century. He never took a wife, instinctively knowing his life would be a short one. Because of his childhood, he had no desire to leave children without a father. Clara was his first love and now his first heartbreak. 
 
    Victor remained stoic as War raised his scythe, not bothering to plead for mercy. The blade sliced clean through his throat but failed to decapitate him. War stood dumbstruck and continued slicing his blade through Victor’s neck. After the last try, he noticed the wound immediately healing itself. 
 
    “What the hell is happening here?” War screamed aloud in frustration. “You’re just a low bred reaper, how are you doing this?” 
 
    “How have you lived so long with such a feeble mind?” said Victor. “Only the Great Reaper can end me, you should know this Horseman. It’s not a rule she just made up, it’s law imbécil.” 
 
    “You have such a smart mouth, for a man whose girlfriend just got her head cut off,” War said, smiling as Victor’s face grew solemn. “Oh, did I forget to tell you? Death chopped her little head off for her blatant disobedience...keeping him alive.” 
 
    War looked over to the second man, Percival. 
 
    “You are never going to see your mother again, even in the afterlife. She doomed herself to the underworld for her sweet little boy.” 
 
    Percival shook to his core; this past week had been a roller coaster of emotions. His dead mother showing up and telling him he’s going to die in three days. She looked just as he’d remembered as a boy and knew things only his real mother would know. He told his wife he was leaving for a few days on business. He and Clara hid all of over London, waiting on a portal to America as promised from the mysterious voice. 
 
    War appeared, friendly and wanting to help with one exception, Clara. She would have to sacrifice herself to Death. Clara agreed without hesitation and hugged her son one last time. He opened a portal and walked him right thru to an alley in New York. He pointed him to a bar, gave him money for drinks and instructed him to wait for him until he returned. By then, he’d felt a pit of anger growing inside him. 
 
    After the knife fight War returned and carried him out to the alley. He found a blind spot and opened another portal. This one leading to the room he was now being held. War’s demeanor changed instantly, and he knocked Percival unconscious. 
 
    Percival’s thoughts were interrupted by the screams of War. The Horseman was double over in pain before his head suddenly jerked up to the sky in an unnatural position. With eyes now milky white, he appeared to be talking to someone. 
 
    “Master, I’ve done all you asked, but the spell you gave me does not kill the reaper—yes...I see. We have to move now then, I’ll prepare the trap.” 
 
    War looked down at his scythe, “Useless.” 
 
    A loud knock at the front door surprised him, and he rushed to place the gag back in Victor’s mouth. He secured the room again before he headed to the front door of the home, arriving in time to see Samir step inside. 
 
    “Brother, I thought you were in Chilé,” said War. Samir’s face expressed only anger, and it was directed straight at War. 
 
    “I know it was you and I know who you’re helping. I will rip your heart out before I let anything happen to her.” 
 
    Samir closed in on War and lifted his scythe, preparing to strike. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
    Dominic’s heart was pumping quickly, and his head was pounding. Death placed her hands back on either side of his head and took another look inside. It seemed that whoever built the wall didn’t want him to know his true identity. She now knew for sure what had to be done. 
 
    “You need to fight this, Cain! Look at me,” said Death. Dominic raised his head and looked into her eyes. “I’m afraid you need to fight through the pain and let the wall down. Claim your mind and your memories.” 
 
    Dominic looked into Death eyes and knew she was right. He closed his eyes and tried his hardest to remember. Now that he knew his real name it wasn’t hard. The wall fell, and Dominic collapsed to the floor. He saw his mother’s gentle eyes for the first time in years, but also his father. His screams were masked by the growing thunderstorm outside. 
 
    It took a moment, but his memories of Abel were now flooding through. The emotions from all the teasing and torment he suffered at the hands of his father and brother over his lifetime. That’s when he saw it, the mountainside from the painting. He was now looking over the fields and hearing the loud voice he feared from his dreams. He turned to see his brother’s face and the sharp ax in his hand. 
 
    “What makes you so special, brother,” asked Abel. “Your crops grow better, livestock stays healthier and when you do hunt your aim is better than mine. Why does God favor you?” 
 
    Abel was apparently intoxicated and conducting his anger towards Cain. 
 
    “Brother, please go home and sleep,” said Cain. “I don’t want to fight.” 
 
    This highly amused Abel, his brother had rarely fought back, and when he did, it was an embarrassing loss for Cain. He’d go onto the mountainside and carve tiny animals from wood, a coping mechanism that helped soothe him. 
 
    “I am going to gut you and skin you for father,” said Abel. He slowly approached Cain, his nearly seven-foot frame towering over his older brother. “Kneel and take your death like a man.” 
 
    Cain refused, this time begging his brother to go home. Abel objected and grabbed his brother by the collar raising the sharp ax high. Cain flinched waiting for the blade to strike him, but when it didn’t come, he opened his eyes to find Abel frozen with his arm still mid-strike. 
 
    “Are you truly your brother’s keeper, Cain? I don’t think you are, so kill or be killed.” 
 
    Cain looked over to see a young black girl standing to the side of Abel. Dressed in all black, she appeared to be in her late teens. She motioned to his left hand, he looked down and saw it now contained a large knife. Cain looked back up to the girl who moved closer to him, staring into his eyes. 
 
    “Your brother is about to kill you; do you want to go down in history as the coward who didn’t fight back?” she asked. “For once in your life, fight. Isn’t that what life is about, the fight to keep going. What else would be the point of living?” 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. She gave him a sweet smile and kissed his cheek. 
 
    “My name is Lila, and I do not want to take your soul, you deserve to live,” she said and looked over to Abel. “I want his.” 
 
    Cain looked to his brother and back to the knife again, not sure of what he should do. As he stood on the mountainside sweating profusely, all he could do is stare at the blade as it shook in his hands. He probably would have been there forever, eternally struggling to make an impossible decision. As much pain his brother had caused him, he didn’t want him to die either. His thoughts were now racing a mile a minute. 
 
    I don’t want to die. 
 
    I shouldn’t have to die. 
 
    I’m a good person. 
 
    God, why is this happening to me? 
 
    He was brought back by a touch on his arm, it was her. She held his hand and stood in front of him with big brown eyes filled with sympathy. Leaning up she gently kissed his lips. He didn’t know what to do, it was his first kiss. He decided to kiss her back, mimicking the movements of her soft lips. The moment of intimacy was soon over, and she gave him a fleeting smile, wrapped her hand around his and plunged the knife into Abel’s heart. Time no longer stood still, and Cain watched as his brother instantly dropped the ax. 
 
    Abel looked down in horror at the knife sticking out his chest. He stumbled back, staring into Cain’s eyes, now brimming with tears. His back hit the hard rock of the mountain, and he slowly collapsed on the ground. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to kill you brother, I swear,” said Abel as his eyes slowly closed. Cain’s feet buckled beneath him, and he fell to his knees. Lila bent down and took his head into her hands, gently caressing the dark curls. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, but Hades requires your brother’s soul, and I vowed to do whatever it took to get it for him. It will be the most amazing gift for my husband.” 
 
    Cain watched as Lila walked over and ripped the knife from Abel’s chest, wiping the blood off with her dress. She carelessly tossed the knife over to Cain, “Don’t be such a gloomy sweetheart, you just beat death. You were the one who was supposed to die on this rock.” 
 
    She took a scythe and opened a small portal, just big enough for Abel to walk through. Cain watched as his brother’s soul raised from his body and entered the afterlife, not before one last menacing look directed at him. 
 
    The portal closed, and Lila was about to say goodbye when the sky began to darken until it was nearly pitch black. Storm clouds began to pour. Cain looked over at Lila who had fear in her eyes. 
 
    “Hades!” she screamed, but the no one answered. “Hades my love, open the portal for me, please.” 
 
    She couldn’t go in the same portal as the soul as she was an earthbound being. He had to invite her to the Underworld each time she’d visit. Lila waited, anxiously watching the sky until finally another portal opened. 
 
    “Thank you, my love.” She entered, and it closed behind her, leaving Cain alone in the storm. 
 
    “God, please help me,” he begged to the turbulent skies. “I didn’t mean to do it.” 
 
    The storm grew silent, and the rain stopped. Just as quickly as it started, the storm was over. 
 
    “What on Earth is happening here?” 
 
    Cain looked up towards the voice. A woman wearing a cloak with a jeweled dress underneath stood a few feet away from him, holding a giant scythe. 
 
    “Who are you?” Cain asked. She didn’t answer, paying more attention to Abel’s dead corpse. 
 
    Suddenly, the storm was back. Lightning and thunder filled the sky again, but this storm was different. The woman turned back to Cain with anger across her face. Her red eyes burned it his as he made his way to his feet, preparing to run. 
 
    “What did you do and why are you still alive?” she asked, but just as she finished speaking, a massive lightning bolt fell from the sky aimed directly at them. 
 
    It was the last thing Dominic could remember, and the most painful memory to work through. He opened his eyes and found himself back in the bar with Death looking over him, and he could tell she was in pain as well. 
 
    “You didn’t remember that either, did you?” he asked. “Do you have a wall, is that why you didn’t notice me at first?” 
 
    “No, you looked different from when we first met. Didn’t you notice how your brother looked? You were a smaller version of Abel. Somehow, you’ve been switched into someone else’s body, and now I have another riddle to solve about you. I thought you were dead.” 
 
    The anger radiating from her body started the storm again. Ling placed a hand of her shoulder to calm her down again. The last time her anger was at its peak, she sank an island into the ocean. 
 
    Dominic didn’t know how to process the multitude of information he’d just received. For the last 400 years, he’d been dying to know who and what he was, now he wished he’d never known. 
 
    The silence was broken by the sound of someone beating on the door. Dominic assumed it was a drunk looking for his next drink, but Death had known who it was before the first knock. The smell of death had permeated through the air and beckoned her to the door. She opened it and stood before her was the man she’d searched the world for. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
    Percival staggered inside the bar and Death caught a glimpse of the portal as it closed. War leaned out from the other side and smiled before disappearing. Ling closed the door and helped Percival to a nearby chair. Death joined him at the table with her attention entirely on the walking corpse seated before her. Dominic could feel the angst radiating from Percival. 
 
    “You need to leave, Dominic,” said Death. “It’s not safe for you here. He can still affect you, and I don’t want to have to put you down, again.” 
 
    A warning from Death should make any man run in the opposite direction, but he didn’t want to go. If he were going to be at her side, he’d have to learn how to cope. He stood tall and said, “No, I’m okay, please don’t make me leave.” 
 
    “Fine, but if you so much as raise your voice, I will kick you thru a wall and shatter every bone in your body, clear?” 
 
    For a second, he considered changing his mind, but in the end, found the courage to say yes. 
 
    “Okay, now back to you,” she said looking over to Percival. “He wouldn’t have dropped you off right at my feet without a message, so what is it?” 
 
    “Once I tell you the message, you’re probably going to kill me,” said Percival, struggling to speak. He was in pain and speaking made it even worse. “If it isn’t too much of a bother, can I have one last drink, please?” 
 
    Death decided to oblige him and made a large glass of red wine to appear, his favorite. She looked him over, noting the dirty and torn clothing. The high bred young man from a wealthy English family was now wearing scraps a beggar would turn down. Something inside her felt sorry for him, but she quickly buried it deep. Side effects of Audrey’s emotional heart came through at what she called “the most inconvenient times,” and she couldn’t wait for when they would eventually stop. 
 
    Percival took a long sip from the wine, savoring each drop before the glass was empty. “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    “No problem, now that you’ve got your drink to tell me what happened.” 
 
    Percival started to go over what happened from the moment his mother showed up until War threw him out of the portal. “She had me draw these symbols all on my body.” 
 
    He briefly stood and pulled his sleeves up, displaying marks that unfortunately for Death, she was unfamiliar with. “No doubt they were used to hide you from me. Did she say who taught her this magic?” 
 
    Percival shook his head. “No, I was so quick to believe her it didn’t matter where it came from. I missed her so much and would have followed her into the pits of hell.” 
 
    Ling and Dominic were seated at a nearby table and kept their eyes and ears on the conversation before them. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to cause an uproar so great the grim reaper comes looking for me,” he said. Ling winced at the word “grim,” it was not one Death was remotely fond of. 
 
    “I have many names, but that is not one of them. So let me keep it simple, call me Death or I’ll rip your tongue out, understood?” Thunder cracked the silence that followed, and Dominic was thankful he didn’t have to learn that lesson personally. 
 
    “Yes, Death, my apologies,” said Percival wishing his glass was filled with more liquid courage. “Anyway, he said to tell you in these exact words: “At midnight the Great Reaper will die, and Hades will rise as the new collector of souls.” 
 
    Ling jumped from her chair in a panic, “He can’t do that! You can’t die…can you?” 
 
    Death looked down at the floor as the wind began to shake the building and the ground shook, mimicking a small earthquake. “No, but he will try and keep trying until I kill him myself.” 
 
    “Why now, after all this time is he coming after you?” Ling asked. “You two haven’t seen in other in years.” 
 
    Death looked back on the recent years, noting nothing significant except the War becoming a Horseman. She then came to a conclusion, one that made sense. 
 
    “Dominic, it has to be about you,” she said. “That is why God asked me to keep you safe. In fact, the popes started asking me to keep you safe around the time you appeared out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Why would God keep me safe if I murdered my brother?” Dominic asked. 
 
    “We’ll discuss that at a later time,” said Death. She started to feel exposed and decided to stop the conversation and focus on Percival and War. She knew the truth of what was supposed to happen that day, and this wasn’t the right time to tell him. Dominic wanted to press the issue but knew better. 
 
    “Percival, what else can you tell me? Was he dumb enough to take you to his home?” 
 
    “After we left the bar he knocked me out. When I regained consciousness, I was gagged and tied to a chair in what I believe was a cellar. I could hear the ocean, and there was another man there named Victor. He kept talking to someone inside the fire and right before he brought me here another man was tied up. He screamed his name to me before I have knocked out again, Samir.” 
 
    “He has Samir, fuck,” said Death. She banged her scythe against the ground and called for Adofo. He appeared in seconds, waiting for orders. 
 
    “I’m calling a Collection to the home of War. Thirty minutes to midnight and a thousand should do. I’m putting a barrier over the home, so no one can leave until I deal with him, he has Samir. If I have to make the call, rush inside, all of you.” 
 
    “Yes, Great Reaper. What about the boy?” Adofo asked, pointing to Percival. “He is still with us?” 
 
    ‘I’m just about to handle him now,” she said. “By the way, Lila, the reaper next door to Clara, I thought she was a recent addition.” 
 
    “Yes, she has only been dead for ten years. Why, what is the concern?” 
 
    “Bring her to the manor in an hour, she has some explaining to do. Tell her she’s going to be promoted to a lead reaper.” 
 
    Adofo gave a quick bow and left. Death turned to Percival and asked him to stand. “It’s time for you to move on.” 
 
    “Will my wife know what’s happened to me? My mother told me I couldn’t tell her where I was going. She said it would put her in danger.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to die in a fire and so you shall. I’ll have your body placed in an area of London it would be found quickly, and you will receive a proper burial.” 
 
    With her scythe, she opened a portal to the afterlife. She then reached in her pocket and pulled out a small bottle and poured its content over Percival’s head. She took a lit candle from a nearby table and instructed Dominic and Ling to stand back. Tossing the torch onto his body, she lit Percival on fire. 
 
    Despite being engulfed in flames, he didn’t scream. After what felt like years on the run, he would welcome death no matter how painful it was. They watched as he fell to the floor and succumbed to the fire. Before his soul had risen from his body, Death saw the telltale signs and called for a lead reaper. The black hue encircled his body after death signifying he’d been chosen. She couldn’t help but note the irony. 
 
    “If only Clara had waited.” 
 
    Zhang Yi was a lead reaper out of China. She’d been around for nearly a half millennia, and Death trusted her with delicate cases. 
 
    “Yi, we have a new recruit. I’m sure you’ve heard of the rotter I’ve been chasing around? I need you to ease him into it. I know I can count on you.” 
 
    “Of course, Great Reaper,” said Yi. 
 
    She looked over to Ling with a stern look and mockingly said, “I’ll only be gone for a few hours, my love.” 
 
    “I’m sorry dear, I’ll explain later,” Ling replied and embarrassingly looked over to Death, who couldn’t help but fight back a smile. 
 
    As soon as Percival’s soul had risen, Death informed him of his new position and introduced him to Yi. “She will explain everything to you, and I hope you accept the role of a reaper. This is the closest to a second chance you will ever get.” 
 
    “Can I see my wife again, if I stay?” he asked. 
 
    “Percival, I know you have a million questions to ask about what happens now, and I will answer them all,” said Yi. “My job is to make your transition to reaper as smoothly as possible. Unfortunately, the answer to your question is no. The moment you come near her she will feel you there, your soulmate always does. She will never want to let that feeling go and will search the rest of her life to feel it again. Eventually, it will consume her, and it’s just as awful as it sounds. Do you want that for her?” 
 
    He hung his head low and slowly shook it. “No, I want her to be happy.” 
 
    Yi placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go, and I promise everything will be okay.” 
 
    Before they departed, Death pulled Yi to the side. “Don’t let him out of your sight,” she said. “Until this is over, I want eyes on him nonstop.” 
 
    Yi nodded her head, and everyone watched as she led him into a portal. Two other reapers then entered and took Percival’s body. 
 
    “That woman is your wife?” Dominic asked, but by the Ling’s reaction, he knew he shouldn’t have. The look Death shot him could have killed him if he could actually die. 
 
    Ling walked over to Dominic and stood in front of him. Staring into his eyes a few seconds too long for his comfort. She’d lived her entire first life hiding who she was and would be damned if someone devalued her relationship with Yi. 
 
    “Is that a problem for you, Father?” Ling asked, inching closer to him with every word. 
 
    Dominic held his breath and wished for Death to come to his rescue. Instead, she walked over to the table and began drinking again. He took that as a no and looked back to Ling. 
 
    “No, of course not. I apologize if I offended you,” he said quickly. “It’s just that she seemed very nice and genuinely kind. I’ve met very few people like that over the years. I had someone like her a long time ago.” 
 
    Dominic smiled as he began to lose himself in memories of Elizabeth. He feared the thought of ever forgetting her face, and although he hated to admit it, he’d already forgotten her voice. Every time he thought of her over the years, it would sound a little different. He was now beginning to question if the face he recalled was actually hers. Ling’s tap on the side of his head brought his attention back to her. 
 
    “Listen, people have never been very understanding of my kind of love. I am very protective of her, and any disrespect will be answered to, swiftly. Understood?” 
 
    He quickly nodded. Immortals still felt pain, and she looked more than willing to cause him plenty of it for Yi’s honor. 
 
    “Good and you’re right, she is kind,” Ling said with a warm smile. 
 
    Death stood up from the table. “We need to leave so I can prepare for my chat with Lila. Dominic come with me, and Ling make sure you’re in Ireland before midnight. Don’t make me have to send Yi for you.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
    1793: France 
 
    Henry returned from working in his garden outside in the warm countryside weather. At nearly sixty his age was beginning to catch up with him. With the money Death had provided, he and the baby made it to Paris, and he raised him on his own. Eventually, they moved to the outskirts of the country, and he built a small home. Although he came close many times, he never married or had any children of his own. He would always compare the women to Audrey, and they never came close. 
 
    His son had been out for most of the day working at a nearby farm, and he needed to start dinner before he returned home. They did okay financially, but when money was tight a small bag of coins would inexplicably appear. Sometimes he’d find it on the doorstep in the morning or on the nightstand at night. He knew where it was coming from and tried to convince his son, who brushed it off as a tall tale. 
 
    Henry was exhausted after being outside since dawn. He figured he had a half hour before he had to start cooking dinner, so a quick nap wouldn’t hurt. He laid down on the small sofa and drifted off. When he woke, a figure was standing over him. A face that he’d dreamed every night for nearly forty years, Audrey. He knew it wasn’t her, but his heart wouldn’t allow his brain to find logic. 
 
    “Hello Henry, it's been a long time,” she said while sitting in a chair beside the sofa. “You chose such a beautiful place to retire.” 
 
    Henry opened his mouth to speak, but the words were lost to him. He’d forgotten how much he missed seeing her face until now. Death leaned forward, took his hand and led him to the front door. 
 
    “It’s time to go,” she said and brought his attention back to the couch. His body laid still, and he appeared to still be peacefully sleeping. 
 
    “I’m dead.” They were the only words he could get out before he suddenly went into a panic. “My son, please don’t let him discover me like this.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t change that. He’s on his way home early, and you should leave. You don’t want to watch him find you.” 
 
    Henry shook his head and gave one last look at his home. They walked outside, and Death allowed him to take in the beautiful view he’d come to love. Over the horizon, he saw the silhouette of a man and knew he had to hurry. Looking over towards Death he told her he was ready. 
 
    “Will I see Audrey again?” The hope in his eyes hit her deeply, and Audrey’s emotions came flooding through. She fought back the tears long enough to push them back down. 
 
    “I can’t pretend to know if you will, but I know soulmates exist. I can’t imagine you’d have to spend eternity without each other.” 
 
    She opened a portal to the afterlife, and after one last glimpse at his son, he walked inside. The portal closed, and she stepped inside the home, sitting in a chair across from Henry’s body. The small cottage was just big enough for the two but too large for one. She knew he wouldn’t want to stay there alone and lucky for him, she had an easy solution. 
 
    When she heard his steps approaching she uncloaked herself but turned her face away. The door opened slowly as he called out for his father. 
 
    “Papa, are you insi—?” He caught sight of Henry before seeing Death sitting nearby. He looked back to his father and realized he wasn’t breathing. Jumping to the conclusion that this mystery woman has killed Henry, he ran and grabbed a sharp knife from the kitchen. “Who are you and what have you done to my father?” 
 
    Death stood and approached him without fear or hesitation. Forming the cloak around her, she disappeared before his eyes. He panicked and began stabbing frantically throughout the empty room, hoping to hit his target. 
 
    “Do you mind not doing that, it’s annoying, and it won’t make a difference if you actually stab me,” said Death. Her voice seemed to come from every corner of the room. “I didn’t hurt your father, and I’m not going to hurt you. Take a breath, calm down and place the knife on the table.” 
 
    “What the hell are you?” As much as he tried to look fearless, his hands were trembling and voice shaking. He looked down at his father’s body, and the tears began to flow, causing him to momentarily lose focus. The knife flew from his hand and into the wall across from him. It nearly pierced the painting Henry had drawn of his mother. 
 
    His heart was beating a hole in his chest. Minutes past without a break in the silence and he began to think she had finally left. Searching the house all over he found nothing and felt safe again. He went over to Henry’s body and began to properly mourn his father. Holding his father in his arms, he wept for the only parent he’d ever known. 
 
    Two days later after a small funeral, he buried Henry behind their home. He sat down at the kitchen table to rest after the last few mourners had left. Resting his head on the hardwood as he recalled fond memories of his father. He had done this almost non-stop since Henry died. 
 
    “I really didn’t want us to meet this way.” He looked up to find Death sitting in the chair facing him. For the first time, he got a clear look at her face. It was one he’d seen every day for nearly his entire life. Henry had drawn it a thousand times over, so he’d never forget her face. 
 
    “Mother, it can’t be,” he said. He walked up to Death and touched her face. He glanced back at the painting of her. “That was you the other night, you came back for him? Are you here for me now?” 
 
    “Josiah, I’m not your mother. She has been dead a long time, and you know that. I am Death, and we need to talk about your future.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
    Death and Dominic entered the manor and separated almost immediately. After greeting May, he headed to his room, while Death retired to her library. She didn’t require sleep and now spent most of her free time, what little there was, in this room. Before her block, she would spend most of her days painting for the endless hallways throughout the manor. 
 
    The books and scrolls that lined the shelves were from ancient times. Many of them rescued from the Library of Alexandria before its destruction. She managed to have them saved just in time and read them all over and over again. Occasionally, she would gently run her hands down the spines of the books and twine holding the scrolls together. Unconsciously recalling the fond memories of past days, some of which were spent with Hades before he showed his true self. 
 
    As she sat drinking tea while waiting for Adofo to bring Lila, she wondered if now would be the best time to speak with Dominic. What she had to reveal to him would be upsetting, and he may choose to leave. The consequences of him being on his own were unknown because she didn’t fully understand why he was in danger. He’d managed to survive for nearly half a millennium with no protection. Why did he need it now? She settled on telling him after dealing with War and switched from tea to wine. 
 
    Meanwhile, in Dominic’s room, he began to undress and put on fresh clothing. Emptying his pockets, he pulled out Elizabeth’s handkerchief and tightly held it in his hand. It was the only proof he had that she ever existed. After leaving her sister’s home, he made it to a church and prayed for help from God. 
 
    He gently laid the small piece of fabric on the desk and continued, pulling out a pocket watch and the small piece of folded paper with Sarah’s address. He’d completely forgotten about the note. Given he had no intention of using the break from running around the world with Death to sleep, he sat down to compose a letter. 
 
    Dominic took a blank piece of paper and inked the quill. He figured a simple letter with a proper introduction should suffice. It took him less than ten minutes to complete the letter, but when he reached for the envelope, he realized he didn’t actually know Death’s address. 
 
    “Suppose I’ll get it from May,” he thought. “Wait, does she even have an address. I can’t just put Round Pond.” 
 
    He decided to worry about it later and opened the paper for Sarah’s address. When he did, he found Sarah had actually written him a message: 
 
    “For your eyes only. 
 
    See May and find us.” 
 
    Dominic read the letter over and over trying to understand its meaning. He was interrupted by a knock at the door. May entered shortly after and took a seat on his bed. 
 
    “I see you opened the letter,” she said, eyeing the paper still in his hand. “Are you ready to meet us all?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    May hesitated and looked carefully around the room before standing and staring into Dominic’s eyes. 
 
    “Well, I suppose she’s not in there poking around, so let us get started. I can take you there the first time, but you’re going to have to find your own way after that, okay?” 
 
    This only confused him more and his face made that clear. “Go where May?” 
 
    “The immortal world of course,” she said, smiling brightly. “Now, hold my hands and close your eyes.” 
 
    Dominic expected to hear her speak an ancient chant or maybe a passage from a book, but he heard nothing. The fireplace had now gone silent, but he could still hear the sound of May breathing. As he waited for her to tell him when to open his eyes, he began to hear faint noises. What sounded like the voices and movement of many people around him. He strained to listen in on them, but May interrupted his eavesdropping. 
 
    “You can open your eyes now. Welcome to our world, my dear.” 
 
    When Dominic opened his eyes, he was shocked to find himself in what appeared to be a small coastal town, surrounded by a large forest. Dominic could smell salt in the air from the ocean nearby. He noted how odd the homes looked. They all seemed to come from different parts of the world and periods of time. It didn’t take him long to realize many of the townspeople were pointing at him. 
 
    He and May stood in front of a large hotel oddly named: Dream Hotel. May quickly ushered him into the lobby. The opulent room’s decor rivaled the Palace of Versailles and architecture was like nothing he had ever seen before. While he studied his surroundings, he started to notice the stares again. 
 
    There weren’t very many people besides them, but he saw the strange looks he got from every other person that passed him. These people would quickly whisper to those unaware of his presence. As May led him to the front desk, he noticed the clerk eyeing him with trepidation. 
 
    The beautiful Indian woman was dressed in a bright red sari with her long dark hair in a single braid down her back. She darted her eyes over to May, and he couldn’t help but notice a hint of anger. 
 
    “What on Earth is he doing here, does Ada know?” 
 
    Dominic looked over to May, confused at how the woman knew him. He didn’t recall having met her before and had no idea why his mere presence would anger her. 
 
    “Riya, Sarah has already arraigned a meeting with Ada to discuss him. He wears Peter’s body, but this is not him. His name is Father Dominic Fratelli.” 
 
    Riya looked over Dominic again, confusion clouding her thoughts. After checking a small red book on the counter, she confirmed the appointment. “Fine, but I’m sitting in on this one. Neil!” 
 
    A small neatly dressed man quickly came out of a hidden door behind the desk and took Riya’s place. He also took a double take at Dominic before turning away to shuffle random papers behind the front desk. 
 
    Riya led them up the stairs and past many rooms. Dominic found it odd that none of them were labeled. He swore he heard the chanting of “Hail Caesar” coming from one room and the sounds of battle from another. After many turns, they stopped at a door that had been labeled: “Appointment Only.” 
 
    “Wait here,” said Riya. She entered the room and closed the door behind her. Dominic peered over to the side and noticed a green door marked private slightly ajar. A pair of eyes looked back at him before the door slammed shut. 
 
    May leaned over to Dominic and said, “Do not be afraid, but show respect to the Council.” 
 
    “What is the Council?” Dominic asked, but before she could answer Riya appeared and ushered them inside. 
 
    The room was a lot smaller than he expected. A large table sat in the center with three chairs on the opposite side. The dim lighting gave the room an ominous look and Dominic fought the urge to run. The uncertainty of where to go or how to get back to his room grounded him. 
 
    A door opened to his right, and two figures emerged. He immediately recognized the first one, Sarah. She was dressed differently than the last time he saw her. Her short stature was draped in a blue robe with gold trimming. She gave him a quick smile and stood beside the first chair. The small gesture meant a great deal to him. At this point, he knew something he was about to be judged for; something he’d done. 
 
    He turned his attention to the man that followed her. The middle-aged man appeared to be of Asian descent and wore a similar robe to Sarah. He paid very little attention to Dominic while taking his place beside the third chair. 
 
    “Riya, so nice to have you here,” he said. Dominic could hear a distinct Japanese accent. 
 
    “Tokimasa, I’m happy to be of assistance in any way that I can.” 
 
    She gave him a not so subtle wink and turned back to the side door. Despite Sarah’s age, the dramatic eye roll she gave them could only be described as adorable. 
 
    The door opened again, and an elderly black woman emerged who Dominic assumed was Ada. Judging by her appearance, he wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d ceased aging at nearly a century. She wore the same blue robe as the others but carried a large staff made from the root of a Joshua tree. In spite of her apparent age, she managed to quickly and effortlessly walk to the middle chair. Her long grey hair fell down her back, and her arms were adorned with golden bracelets. Sarah pulled the chair from the table for Ada. 
 
    She took her seat, resting her staff against the table, all the while never taking her eyes off Dominic. Her bright blue eyes stared into his soul. Sarah and Tokimasa took their seats and waited. 
 
    Dominic could still feel her stare as he turned his attention to the floor. Ada studied him, perplexed by his timid stance. 
 
    “Peter,” she said, her African accent was slightly similar to Adofo. “How did you dig yourself up?” 
 
    Dominic was confused. She was talking to him but calling him by a name he’d never gone by. He looked over to May for help, but she didn’t acknowledge him. Sarah had even turned her attention away. He was on his own. 
 
    “I’m sorry ma’am, but I’m not Peter. My name is Dominic,” he said. “May I ask, why am I here?” 
 
    “You should know why you’re here. Five hundred years in the ground and you expect us to forget,” said Tokimasa. “My apologies, Ada. I did not mean to interrupt your questioning, but this is the murderer who put us all in danger.” 
 
    Dominic began to panic. He wondered if they meant his brother? He had to get out of this room. 
 
    “May, I’d like to leave now.” 
 
    May turned to Dominic, “Just answer the questions, and everything will be fine.” 
 
    “Come to me so I can see you better,” said Ada. Sarah looked to Dominic and gave him a reassuring nod. He slowly walked over to the table and stood in front of Ada. She reached her wrinkled, and he placed his hand inside hers; she studied it intently. 
 
    “Soft and new skin, but the soul is old,” she said. She let his hand go, and he rejoined May. Ada looked over to Sarah, “You say he came with the Great Reaper?” 
 
    Sarah nodded. “Something is special about him, she keeps him at her hip. Even more than May and we know how special she is.” May didn’t acknowledge the comment and Sarah continued. “If he is Peter, she would have known. She reads us all, and I’m sure he was no exception.” 
 
    “Why are you so special?” Dominic asked May, but she didn’t answer. Instead, she continued looking straight ahead and remained silent. 
 
    Ada looked him in the eyes. “Tell me everything about you, and if I think that you are lying, you will be buried more efficiently next time.” 
 
    Dominic took a deep breath and told his story. How he’d awakened in England, the scar, how he eventually became a priest and meeting Death. Ada was noticeably interested in Death. Dominic was careful not to tell her everything he’d seen over the past few days. If it ever got back to her, he was afraid of what she’d do to him. 
 
    “From May, I have heard the scar is unique, but in the nearly 8000 years I’ve walked the Earth, I’ve only seen a few like it. The Strike of God. I know where the other two who wear the mark reside, which leaves one. You must be Cain, son of Adam and Eve, and the innocent murderer of Abel.” 
 
    Every pair of eyes in the room were now wide open, except for Ada’s. She rose from the chair and made her way around the table. Resting on her staff, she stopped in front of Dominic and reach her hand to his cheek. 
 
    “Death is not the only one who knows the true story. Hmm, there is something about knowing one of her secrets that excites me,” she said joyously. Her smile stretched the many wrinkles on her face. “Walk with me.” 
 
    Dominic offered his arm as support, but she declined. “The staff is not for physical support, it belonged to my father. Now, let us walk...alone.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
    Death was on her second glass of wine when Adofo entered with Lila close behind. The young reaper was in a joyous mood and quickly bowed to her superior. 
 
    She was expecting to be promoted to lead reaper, and this rarely happened to a Paladin less than a century old. Being a lead reaper had its perks. Besides being able to travel anywhere, they were one step closer to becoming a Horseman. Lila figured she had another hundred years before she’d have her chance at the position. 
 
    “Lila, welcome,” said Death. Adofo took his position by the door as Lila shook Death’s hand. “By the smile, I can assume you know why you’re here?” 
 
    “Yes, Great Reaper. I have been working hard these past ten years. Never late for single reaping and volunteering to help other reapers complete their lists. I am devoted to your work...our work.” She was beaming with joy, she’d be the youngest reaper to be promoted. 
 
    Death smiled, and Adofo knew something was off. She had purposely not advised him of the real reason Lila was there. “Tell me about yourself.” 
 
    Lila went into a spiel that she had obviously practiced more than a few times. She’d been born a slave in Jamaica and worked on a sugar cane plantation until one day she collapsed. “I always had problems breathing, but that day my lungs gave up on me. I woke up a reaper, and here I am.” 
 
    “Come, let me give you a short tour before the initiation.” 
 
    Adofo opened the door, and Death led Lila down the endless hallways. She kept her attention with questions and advice about the importance of being a lead reaper. Before Lila knew it, she had lost track of how many turns they had made. Each hallway looked precisely like the previous one, and the paintings offered no help either. They all seemed to look the same after a while. 
 
    Death stopped in front of a green door and turned to Lila, “It’s time, are you ready?” 
 
    Lila nodded enthusiastically, and Death opened the door. The room was huge with only a large chair in the center and another smaller one directly in front of it. No other items occupied the ample space. Death took a seat in the smaller chair and Lila in the other. 
 
    “Are you comfortable? This won’t be an easy process,” said Death. Lila nodded yes. Death snapped her fingers, and metal restraints clamped down on Lila’s arms, legs and neck, securing her tightly to the chair. Lila screamed and tried desperately to free herself, but she was securely bound. There was no escape. Death patiently waited until Lila had tired of struggling. 
 
    “Are you done?” she asked. “I don’t mind waiting. You’re going to be here a while, Lila. Is that your real name or did Hades give it to you? He likes to give little nicknames.” 
 
    Lila froze at the mention of the god’s name. With trembling lips, she answered, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just a reaper, and I’ve done nothing wrong. Please Great Reaper, let me go.” 
 
    Death knew she was lying. In Dominic’s memory, it was Lila she saw seduce him. “Did you feel anything when you plunged that knife into Abel’s chest or is killing second nature for you as well?” 
 
    Lila continued to feign innocence and Death’s patience was running out faster than she realized. Forming her scythe, she held it to Lila’s neck. 
 
    “I have Cain, and his memories are intact. I do not like to be lied to, it fucking infuriates me,” said Death. The sound of thunder shook the manor. Adofo cleared his throat to get her attention. 
 
    “Please, don’t let it get to you,” he said before turning his attention to Lila. “If I leave this room, so does any chance of you leaving here in one piece. For your own sake, speak.” 
 
    Lila’s demeanor changed, and she no longer appeared fearful of Death. A smirk stretched across her lips. “My mission was never going to end with me alive. I accepted that a very long time ago. He put me through thousands of years of rebirths until I was finally chosen as a reaper. Now look at me, I made it all the way into the lion’s den.” 
 
    “Hades,” said Adofo. “How many vile creatures like you walk among our ranks?” 
 
    “More than a few, not sure but wouldn’t say even if I did. We’ve been learning all about you so that when he rises, it’ll make it all the easier for us to take over,” said Lila. “And you will go back to being his queen Persephone, or he’ll destroy you.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that, and I was never his queen!” Death screamed. “He lied and deceived to get access to my powers, but I broke free. You are still under his power, but I’m going to give you the opportunity to help yourself. Give me the names of the other reapers and I will kill you. You’ll be sent back to the underworld to worship that worthless piece of shit. Don’t, and I will place your soul in an orb, and you know what happens in those orbs, right?” 
 
    Lila’s faith in Hades was strong, and she refused to turn on him. “I don’t give a shit if you torture me, I will never turn on him. He is the future. He is the mak-” 
 
    “Maker of all and rightful lord of the dead. I know the spiel so save it,” said Death. “Just tell me what he has planned for tonight.” 
 
    Lila spat in Death’s face and laughed. Adofo grabbed his scythe and was preparing to strike when Death stopped him. 
 
    “Adofo, leave,” she said calmly as she wiped her face. 
 
    Adofo didn’t bother trying to talk her out of hurting Lila. His sympathy for the young reaper was gone. Knowing there were spies within their ranks was the final straw. He hated traitors and considered them cowards, so he left the room quickly and waited outside the door, expecting to hear screams at any moment. 
 
    Death walked over and pressed a flat hand onto the left wall. Lila was able to slightly turn her head to see a concealed cabinet open. It was filled with knives, hooks and other tools designed to cause pain. Death took her time selecting which one she’d use first. Finally settling on a small serrated knife, she turned her attention back to Lila. 
 
    “This won’t work, I’ve died a thousand deaths, and it will take a million years of torture before I betray him,” said Lila with no hint of fear. 
 
    Death admired her courage. Hades was attracted to strong women and the challenge of breaking them. If there was one outcome of their relationship she was proud of, it was knowing she was stronger than him. He never broke her. 
 
    Lucky for Death, it wouldn’t take a million years to know how to find Hades’ spies. She noticed Lila’s struggle against the restraint had caused a small cut in her wrist. Her blood was a bright red and reapers only bleed black. This couldn’t be a coincidence. She placed pressure on the wound, and the red liquid started to seep out and flow down Lila’s arm. The Great Reaper smiled, and this time it was genuine. 
 
    “You really should have taken my offer,” said Death. 
 
    “Even if you find us all, Hades will find a way back to you,” said Lila. “Whatever made you so important anyway?” 
 
    Death stood and called for Adofo, and he entered almost immediately, surprised to find Lila still in one piece. She slammed her scythe to the ground, connected with Ling and requested her presence. Adofo and Ling were two of her oldest and most trusted friends. 
 
    Ling arrived with seconds, confused at the sight of Lila. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Hades has infiltrated us with spies, and I’ve found the first one. I need both of you to test all of the lead reapers, and if they bleed red, you have my full permission to kill them on sight and place them into orbs. If they bleed black, they are to perform the same test on their subordinates until all reapers have been tested. Am I clear?” 
 
    “What about Yi?” Ling asked. “You want me to test the love of my life? Hell, what about me?” 
 
    Before Death could respond, Adofo took his scythe and pricked his finger. Black. He placed the scythe back into his holster, bowed and left. 
 
    “I trust the two of you more than anyone else, and I don’t question where you stand,” said Death. “As for Yi, I cannot make an exception for her. Favoritism will not be given. Despite Adofo’s grand gesture, I’ve seen him bleed before tonight, you and Samir as well.” 
 
    “How do I explain to my wife that I have to check if she is a traitor?” Ling asked, her voice filled with emotion. She loved Yi more than anyone, but a small part of her feared the worst. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” said Death. “I’ll go to China and test her. In fact, I won’t even make her a priority. I’ll go after we handle War. I’m sure everything will be fine.” 
 
    Death’s reassurance calmed Ling’s nerves, slightly, and she left. Lila began to laugh, taunting the Great Reaper. 
 
    “Aww, such a beautiful moment,” said Lila. “Are you still fucking her too, or just Samir? Oh yeah, everyone knows about you two. It’s a wonder how you’ve kept your history with Hades a secret for so long.” 
 
    “Are you done?” Death asked. Lila’s taunting was getting more annoying by the second. Her attempts at being an even opponent were comical. Besides, there was one thing still bothering Death. “Tell me, how did War get his blood to bleed black at his ceremony?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean, he’s not one of us,” said Lila. She actually seemed genuinely confused. “Why do you think I was so excited to become a lead reaper. One step closer to you.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. You managed to deceive me for years, and I won’t let it continue,” Death said as she gripped her scythe tight. She pulled out an empty orb from her cloak and smiled. The hell she designed for Lila was perfect. She would spend every day for the rest of eternity dying a different death. 
 
    Death unlatched the restraints and ordered Lila to kneel, but she refused. “I will take my death on my feet with my head high.” 
 
    “So be it.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
    Ada and Dominic walked out of the Council Room and back down the hallway. Standing in the center of the imperial staircase they watched the near-empty lobby. The small man behind the desk busied himself with cleaning between checking in new guests. Dominic figured the hotel was similar to Death’s manor, endless amounts of empty space to lose yourself in. Ada guided him down the stairs and into the lobby. 
 
    “What is this place?” he asked. “How does Death not know it exists?” 
 
    Dominic had many questions and was unsure of how much time he had to get answers. Death could walk into the room at any time and find them gone and he’d promised her he wouldn’t leave before letting her know. 
 
    Ada chuckled at his enthusiasm. “Are you hungry? I think it’s lunchtime.” 
 
    Dominic couldn’t bear the thought of eating, but before he could answer, she was entering a door to the right of the check-in desk. The small dining room could comfortably fit about twenty people inside. A couple of diners were eating at tables on opposite sides of the room. They stood and acknowledged her presence with subtle bows. Ada sat at the table located in the center that had been marked: Reserved. Dominic sat across from her after greeting the other diners. 
 
    There were no menus, and the meals on the other tables were drastically different cuisines. After being seated for less than a minute, a tall woman appeared from a door at the back of the room. Dominic estimated her height to be a few inches taller than his. 
 
    She flowed across the room in a green silk gown with matching shoes. A hand-painted corset accentuated her hourglass figure. Her brown skin could only be described as sun-kissed, and he would have placed her origin somewhere on a beautiful island. Her hair was put carefully in a neat bun and decorated with tropical flowers. He saw not a single strand astray. 
 
    “Dining with a friend today Ada, how nice,” she said with an accent that confirmed Dominic’s guess. She looked over to Dominic and to his surprise, smiled. 
 
    “Don’t worry my dear, word travels fast around here. I know you’re not that awful man. Welcome to our home, I’m Helena. I run the kitchen and can usually get you anything you need. What would you like to eat, anything at all? I guarantee we have it.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” said Dominic. Her warm welcome came at just the right time. She was the first person here besides Sarah, who hadn’t greeted him with animosity or fear. “I would love a cup of tea to settle my stomach.” 
 
    “My pleasure and Ada, the usual?” 
 
    Ada nodded, and Dominic watched as Helena gracefully walked back into the kitchen, leaving them alone. 
 
    “That is the tallest woman I’ve ever seen in my life,” he said. “Where does she come from?” 
 
    “An island in the Pacific, I believe,” said Ada. “She describes it so beautifully. I will never leave Africa, but I’m tempted when she speaks of her homeland. I’ve seen my continent at its greatest and now...well. I know someday we will be rise again. Sarah tells me of war coming that might change things, but in my experience change never comes easy.” 
 
    Helena returned from the kitchen and placed Ada’s soup on the table with a small cup of a tea to the side. She gave Dominic his tea and set a plate of cookies down as well. 
 
    “My favorite cookies, just in case you can get something down. If you need anything else, please let me know.” He thanked her, and she walked back into the kitchen leaving them to continue their talk. 
 
    “Forgive my confusion, if you’ve never left Africa and I’m currently in England then how are we sitting at the same table? Can you please finally tell me what this place is?” 
 
    Ada took a few sips of her soup before responding. “This is the closest to the afterlife any immortal will ever be, we call it Elysium. Some millennia ago a small group of three immortals traveled together as a unit. We didn’t know it then, but there were only five of us in the entire world. We grew close over the years. One fateful day during one of the worst droughts I’ve ever experienced, we joined hands and prayed for water.” 
 
    “God answered your prayers with all of this?” 
 
    “No, we answered our own. During the prayer, we unlocked something magnificent. A world of our own. In the beginning, there was nothing, but I spoke aloud my desire for water, and it appeared before us. We asked for shelter, and it was there.” 
 
    “How do you know it wasn’t God?” Dominic asked. “And what happens to our bodies if this is all in our minds?” 
 
    “Your soul may have been a creation of his, but we are not. Immortals are not God’s creation. He made that very clear long ago and to put you in one of us to keep you safe is—, well I have no words. A scoundrel such as Peter should never again see the light of day.” 
 
    Ada’s temper flared for the first time since he’d met her. It caught the attention of the other diners with one of them walking over to check on her wellbeing. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if I upset you. I’ve spent a lot of time on my own, and I’ve always found comfort in thinking someone is looking out for me. That I’ve never been truly alone.” 
 
    “It appears you happened to be right,” she said before consuming the green tea in a single gulp. “You asked what happens to our bodies while we are here. Right now you are still in the position you were before you arrived. Many of the people who live and work here are “rooted.” Our physical bodies are buried in mausoleums around the world.” 
 
    She pointed to her empty cup, “Tokimasa developed this tea long ago. One cup a day and it maintains our bodies so that we never have to leave. Used to be we could only stay for no more than a month. Over time as more of us came to be, Elysium flourished. Our energy combined maintains this world. Imagine what we can do when our numbers continue to rise, and they are rising.” 
 
    Elysium served as a haven for many immortals, especially those who chose a life of solitude or had escaped bondage. “Death thinks there are only a few hundred of us, but we’re near a thousand strong. More of us are being born every century than ever. Sarah chooses to lead in the outside world and assist other immortals like yourself.” 
 
    “Did she help Peter?” Dominic asked. “And what exactly did he do?” 
 
    “Peter endangered our entire existence by murdering innocent women,” she said, startling Dominic. “We immortals are a docile people. That is why Death has become such a powerful ally, we do no harm. Peter was a rare exception, and when we discovered what he had done, we took action.” 
 
    She paused briefly and leaned forward before continuing. “If Death knew that we were capable of murder, she'd have to figure out a way to dispose of us all. So, we handled it. We buried him twenty feet underground in a chained coffin, on an island off the coast of Japan and banned him from Elysium.” 
 
    Dominic recalled his earliest memory, “How did I end up in England?” 
 
    “That is a good question,” said Ada. “I believe it has to do with Peter being English and wanting you not to stand out too much.” 
 
    Ada looked up to see May entering the dining hall. 
 
    “Ada, ma’am, I’m afraid Dominic and I have to leave,” said May. “We’ve been gone quite a while, and she might check in on him soon.” 
 
    “But, I’m not done. I have so many more questions,” he said. “How do I get back here?” 
 
    “May will show you, but you need to leave,” said Ada. “Before you go, you must promise to never tell Death about this place. We must have our secrets.” 
 
    “Of course, I promise.” 
 
    He left the table and joined May by the door. “Hasn’t she always been good to immortals?” Dominic asked. “What if she’s needed to protect this place?” 
 
    Ada stood and approached him. “It has never needed her protection and never will. We must have our secrets. She may be powerful on Earth, but there are others who would see us fall. Who think of us as abominations and simply harder to kill. Those people are why we keep this place unknown. We are fortunate that for some odd reason she doesn’t see it when she reads us.” 
 
    “I understand and until we meet again.” He bowed and opened the door for May to exit. 
 
    They walked into the lobby and stood in the center. “Close your eyes and picture your room as we left it. Focus on your bed, the sound of the fireplace crackling and the smell of the burning wood.” 
 
    Dominic closed his eyes and did as she told him, but he didn’t feel anything. “I’m sorry May, I don’t believe I’m doing it right.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    When Dominic opened his eyes, he was surprised to find himself sitting on his bed beside her. “I did it! Wait, is that how I get back?” 
 
    “Yes, but please be quiet,” she said softly. “Just picture the hotel as you last saw it and concentrate.” 
 
    Dominic was elated. He had now discovered a way to ensure he’d never feel alone again. He couldn’t help but feel curious about what made May special. “May, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “What makes me so special?” she asked as she approached the fireplace, gazing into the flames. “The oldest known immortal is nearly 10,000 years old. In all of that time, only five immortals are known to have produced children but never after we’ve stopped aging.” 
 
    “You’re blessed.” 
 
    “No! I was cursed,” said May, her eyes tearing. “I saw my beautiful children grow old and die slowly,” she said. “That is not a blessing.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
    War angrily paced around the grounds of his home. He was a sitting duck. After he’d discovered the barrier too late, he knew it wouldn’t be long until she arrived. She’d taken his powers and his ability to cloak himself, but he had a Horseman as his hostage, and that gave him leverage. 
 
    “She won’t win,” he said to himself aloud. “I can’t go back as a failure.” 
 
    Despite it all, most of his anger was caused by the sight of Flame beyond the barrier. His love for the horse was unmeasurable, but she no longer loved him. The creature’s eyes were filled with rage. She made multiple attempts to charge at him, but the barrier held her back and caused her to become even angrier. 
 
    In the cellar, Victor and Samir struggled to break free from their binds. Samir could see his scythe in the corner near the fireplace. He had been severely weakened by the fight with War that left the foyer in ruin. War played dirty, temporarily blinding Samir with ashes from the fireplace and he was knocked unconscious. Thankfully, War hadn’t gagged him. Whether it was out of negligence or indifference, it played to Samir’s advantage. 
 
    Victor was still silenced by the fabric in his mouth but tried his best to communicate with Samir. It was useless, the indiscernible sounds were muffled. The two men were bound with their hand behind their backs and a thick knot around each wrist. Although Victor had managed to slightly loosen one wrist, he wasn’t able to completely untie himself. He thought maybe he could undo Samir’s restraints. 
 
    He grunted loudly enough to get Samir’s attention and turned his chair so that he was now facing away. Samir got the message and with what little strength he had left, did the same. Victor scooted his chair back until he could feel the first knot and began working on it. 
 
    After a short time, he managed to get Samir’s left wrist loosened enough that he could slip it through the knot. This bit of progress gave Samir the strength to keep going, and he started helping with the other knot when the door opened, and War entered. It didn’t take him long to realize what they were up to, but before he could react, Samir fought through his frailness and charged. 
 
    The two men fought as Victor helplessly watched on. Samir managed to knock War’s scythe across the room, giving himself a small advantage. He reached into the nearby fireplace and began to beat War with a large block of burning wood. As he pummeled War’s head, he failed to realize his hands were being burned. The sounds of Victor’s muffled screams flooded his ears, causing him to regain his focus, dropping the wood to the floor. He took a brief moment to look down at War’s bloody head and smiled at his defeated opponent. 
 
    “You piece of shit,” said Samir, before spitting onto War’s face. He freed Victor from his restraints, who immediately took the gag out of his mouth. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” he said graciously, rubbing his sore wrists. 
 
    “I should be the one thanking you,” replied Samir as he grabbed his scythe from the wall. He failed to see War rise from the ground, Victor did not. He grabbed a brick from the cellar floor and repeatedly made contact with the back of War’s head. 
 
    “Thanks again, my friend,” said Samir. With great frustration, he found himself unable to create a portal. He wasn’t sure if it was on account of his lack of strength or if War had somehow affected his powers, but there was a third option. One that he desperately hoped was the right one. 
 
    “We should leave,” said Samir. He’d had enough of the cellar and needed to be as far away from it as possible. “Be on guard, do you have your scythe?” 
 
    “No,” he said, looking over to the fire. “He burned it when I first arrived. Told me I wouldn’t need it anymore.” 
 
    Samir grabbed War’s scythe from the floor and handed it to Victor. “I can’t make you a Horseman, but I say you’ve earned the right to carry this more than he ever did.” 
 
    Victor took the scythe, revering the four-foot piece of hand-carved wood and its blade. He never thought he’d ever hold it in his hands. Alive, he’d dreamed of commanding a great Spanish fleet one day, but his military career was short. Since then, his new goal was to become a Horseman. Holding the Scythe of War, even for a moment, was now a dream come true. 
 
    Samir cleared his throat, getting the reaper’s attention. Victor quickly composed himself and stood ready for orders as any good soldier would. “Let's go, we must leave now. Watch my back.” 
 
    “What about him?” Victor asked, looking over to War. 
 
    “Only Death can kill him,” said Samir. “When we escape this hell, she’ll come back for him. 
 
    They exited the room slowly and ascended the stairs with their scythe ready to attack. Exiting the top door to the cellar, they saw a long hallway ahead of them. The numerous doors down the long corridor put them even more on edge. 
 
    “Let’s hurry and strike anything that moves,” said Samir. They moved softly but swiftly, Victor kept his eyes on every door they passed and silently praying they didn’t open. He studied his surroundings, and he couldn’t help but think, War was an asshole with good taste. 
 
    “The front door!” Victor exclaimed, but his enthusiasm was short lived when he saw Samir struggle to open it. “Locked?” 
 
    Samir nodded and said “Let’s find a window. Maybe we can get out that way?” 
 
    Victor had no desire to wander through the manor. He wanted out. “No,” he said defiantly. “We go out the front.” 
 
    Victor held the scythe tightly as he began to kick the door with all his strength. Samir had almost no energy left but joined his efforts. After a few minutes of kicking, the door had not budged. Paranoia was setting in, and they both wondered how long until War regained consciousness. 
 
    Victor was about to agree in searching for another exit when he noticed the lock on the door had a unique shape and he recognized it right away. It matched the bottom of the scythe. He placed it inside and turned and to their delight the door opened. 
 
    Samir’s suspicions were confirmed when he saw the transparent hundred-foot wall that encircled the grounds. “She’s put a barrier up, that’s why I couldn’t open a portal.” 
 
    If Death was not inside the barrier, any reaper inside was rendered powerless. Samir and Victor ran across the vast field to the edge of the wall, but Victor stopped a few yards away. 
 
    “What’s wrong,” asked Samir. 
 
    “If what I know about barriers is true, if we try to exit we die...permanently,” he said. “When I am ready to pass on, I wish to have an enjoyable afterlife.” 
 
    Samir had not considered the consequences of trying to exit the barrier. “You’re right, we should —” 
 
    Samir was interrupted by someone screaming. He looked back to the manor and saw War. The disgraced Horseman carried a sword, charging rapidly across the fields. He was heading straight towards them. Victor and Samir had only two choices, fight or die. They looked to each other and silently agreed before bolting towards War. 
 
    With no more than a few yards between them and War, Victor and Samir’s scythe’s began to glow red, and the reapers disappeared inside of a giant black cloud that had rapidly descended from the sky. The cloud lifted and dissolved into the heavens, leaving War dumbfounded. 
 
    *** 
 
    Death stood with eyes a milky white in the middle of a large empty room within the manor. She’d been checking in on War and spotted Samir and Victor as they charged to battle, getting them out just in time. She opened her eyes to see them drop the floor, still screaming their battle cry. 
 
    It took them a second or two to realize where they were. Samir glanced up to see Death staring with eyes filled with worry. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Death asked. “I couldn’t see you while you were inside.” 
 
    Samir raised from the ground slowly and kissed her without saying a word. They held each other as if they hadn’t seen each other in years. As they reunited, she healed his wounds, restoring his strength. The embrace only lasted a few minutes, but it was long enough for Dominic and May to have reached the room after hearing the screams. Samir and Death finally noticed they had an audience and quickly separated, pretending the moment never happened. 
 
    Victor took the first step towards breaking the awkward silence in the room. He bowed and approached Death, “Great Reaper, it is an honor to finally meet you. My name is Victor Castillo, and I believe I have something that belongs to you.” 
 
    He presented to her the Scythe of War, but the Great Reaper did not accept it. Instead, she placed a hand on each side of his head and looked into his soul. She saw what he did to help them escape and how much he respected the title of Horseman. He was worthy. The black blood from his wounds gave her no added comfort, but she had no choice but to trust him. She was down a Horseman and needed a fighter. 
 
    “Keep it for now,” she said. “You’ve earned the right to carry it, at least until I have Wa—Robert, dealt with. You’ve heard of Clara’s fate?” 
 
    Victor took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes, as much as I loved her, she broke the rules and had to suffer the consequences.” 
 
    Ling appeared outside the door. “Great Reaper, the search has been completed. Seven reapers have been found and eliminated upon your instructions. I have a list of their names here.” 
 
    She entered the room and handed a piece of paper to Death. There wasn’t a single notable reaper amongst the bunch. Not surprising, they’d want to keep low profiles. She handed the list back to Ling and turned back to Victor and Samir. “Tell me what happened during your capture. Did you see anyone else?” 
 
    “No, we would not have made it out alive if there were,” Samir explained. He was mostly unconscious during his time there but detailed their escape. The story baffled Death when she viewed inside the manor, she only saw War pacing back and forth. Victor described War talking into the flames and addressing his “Master.” 
 
    “Still using my tricks, ass,” said Death. “May, take Victor to a room so that he can change. We have only about an hour before midnight, he’ll need to be ready. Ling, I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Dominic took the hint and left with the others. Before the door slammed shut, Death and Samir were already in each other arms once again. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
    North Africa 
 
    Death opened her eyes to find an elderly woman looking down at her with a smile. Her brown eyes were oddly comforting. When she lifted her head slightly off the ground to check her surroundings, pain blinded her. She laid her head back on the floor and kept her eyes closed until the pain subsided. 
 
    She could tell that she was inside of a large hut made from the skin of several different animals. She had been tightly wrapped in a blanket made from a soft fur. This strange feeling of being weak and helpless angered her. 
 
    “How long have I been here?” asked Death impatiently. “Who are you?” 
 
    The woman did not respond. Instead, she held a small bowl of soup to Death’s lips. “Drink, it will help.” 
 
    “I do not need your remedies, I will heal on my own,” said Death, who mustered the strength to push the bowl from her face. “Answer my questions, please.” 
 
    The old woman looked toward the opening of the hut and back to Death. “My name is Ada, and you have been with me these past four nights. I saw an unearthly lightning strike not far from my hut and followed it. I found you near dead with a large scar spread across the right side of your back. You’ve been in and out for hours, speaking nonsense.” 
 
    Death managed to produce a small chuckle. “Ada, I assure you, I am as dead as one can be. Why are you helping me?” 
 
    Ada smiled, “I don’t know, but few people cross a desert without a purpose, and you were so close.” 
 
    Death was still untrusting of this strange woman and her generosity, but she was in no position to be ungrateful. 
 
    “Show me the scar, please," she said. 
 
    Ada helped her into a sitting position and pulled the blanket down to expose her back. Death gasped at the large blue and gold scar the ran down the right side of her torso. The shape resembled a wing and stretched nearly the entire right side of her body. For the first time since she’d awakened, she tried remembering how she got to the desert. 
 
    “...Cain. God?” 
 
    The memories of what occurred on the mountain came flooding back, and the last thing she could remember was the strike of lighting and then darkness. Her anger increased, and Ada saw the red slowly fill her eyes. 
 
    Death quickly stood and for a brief moment appeared to have regained her strength. After taking only a few steps toward the hut’s entrance, she collapsed again. This time Ada force fed the soup down her throat until the bowl was empty. Most of it ended up on the floor, but Ada was content with the amount that didn’t and left an unconscious Death to recover. 
 
    Four days later Death exited the hut with Ada close behind her. She’d been honest about who she was, but the Ada blamed it on the fever. Death draped the blanket across her body and surveyed the land before her. Ada’s home sat on the outskirts of a small village near the Nile River. She spotted two similar huts nearby, each with a set of curious eyes peeking out at her. 
 
    A large camel approached her slowly but abruptly stopped a few feet away. Ada attempted to ease the spooked beast, but it grew weary of Death and began putting some distance between it and her. 
 
    “You better hope he comes back or I’m sending you after him,” said Ada. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Death had begun walking into the desert, ignoring Ada’s objections. She was feeling much better and now wanted answers that only He could answer. After traveling nearly a mile in the desert heat, she’d seemingly failed to notice Ada still following with her staff in hand. Despite the woman’s apparent age, she’d managed to keep up with Death’s fast-paced stride. 
 
    Ada watched in awe as the blanket dropped to the ground and a black dress and cape began to form on her body. Death finally turned to acknowledge Ada for the first time since leaving the hut. “Thank you for everything, but your assistance is no longer needed.” 
 
    She picked up the blanket and carefully folded it. Ada took it and held it to her chest. Before she could blink, a scythe was now in Death’s hand. “Death, you have come for me after all these centuries, at last?” 
 
    “Centuries?” Death was confused. “How old are you?” 
 
    “I can’t remember, two thousand years or so I believe,” said Ada. 
 
    Death approached with Ada caution and placed her hands on each side of her temple. She looked through the years Ada had lived, noting how many times she should have died. Quick recoveries from deadly illness and injuries that healed within hours. 
 
    “What are you?” Death asked. She was bewildered at this impossible woman that stood before her. 
 
    “I wish I knew,” said Ada earnestly. 
 
    Death stretched Ada’s arm out and cut a gash with her scythe. To her astonishment, the wound began to heal before her eyes. 
 
    “You’re immortal,’ said Death shockingly. She then recalled the leering eyes. “The other huts, how many?” 
 
    “Two. We are the only of our kind,” Ada answered quietly. She was disappointed. “You cannot take me, can you?” 
 
    Death smiled. “No, I don’t think it’s my job to do so. I will, however, watch over your kind, as a show of gratitude. I’d like to meet the others in due time.” 
 
    Ada smiled and nodded. Death turned to the sky and spoke to the heavens, “Now, I deserve an explanation from you!” 
 
    The skies darkened, and dark storm clouds covered the desert. Heavy rains beat upon the arid desert sand. One cloud slightly parted to reveal a serene blue sky. The two women watched as a ray of light shined down and crossed the desert, eventually landing on Ada. 
 
    Ada’s eyes turned blue, and the blanket fell from her hands. She turned to Death and approached her. 
 
    “I owe you nothing,” said Ada defiantly. She crossed her arms as she stared Death down. 
 
    “Oh yes, you do,” Dead said boldly. “I am Death, and my duties are not to be interfered with, by anyone. So, why did you strike me and how was Cain still alive?” 
 
    The two were now in a standoff. Death approached and placed her scythe to Ada’s neck. “There is a village nearby, and I will take my rage out on every soul in it. Don’t tempt me.” 
 
    “Fine,” she replied quickly. “I was not aiming for you. Hades interfered and took Abel’s soul by way of forced fratricide. Cain was supposed to die, so I assured it. You should be thanking me.” 
 
    This infuriated Death, and she threw her scythe to ground. “I was there to do my job, on time. I owe you nothing.” 
 
    Death was not surprised to find out Hades was involved. In fact, quite the opposite. 
 
    Ada stepped forward again. “I was not aiming for you, but when I realized you were hurt, I put you in Ada’s path. I knew she would help.” 
 
    “Speaking of your vessel, why was I not made aware of immortals?” Death asked, almost suspiciously. “This woman has been around for two millennia, and I don’t believe for a second I failed to notice out of negligence.” 
 
    Ada turned and picked up the blanket, shaking the sand off. “I kept them hidden until you were at their mercy. I knew if you found a human that couldn’t die, you’d try to find a way.” 
 
    “True,” thought Death. 
 
    “Why did you create them?” she asked. “Are they what I think they are?” 
 
    “They are not a creation of mine,” said Ada defiantly. “And yes, I believe they are. These are a kind and gentle people, you of all people should want to keep them safe. I cannot interfere with their safety, but you can.” 
 
    “I suppose I should,” she said quietly. “Is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    Ada began to speak but paused. “Yes, but not now. In due time.” 
 
    Before Death could ask her why Ada collapsed onto the hard sand. Death rushed to her side and found her eyes were still blue. 
 
    By the time Ada had awaken, she was in her hut and wrapped securely in the blanket. She was surrounded by her fellow immortals and Death was nowhere to be found. 
 
    *** 
 
    When Death arrived at her destination, she opted to climb up the mountainside slowly, hoping to sense something she missed the last time. Nothing. It was almost too clean. She couldn’t even tell a death had recently occurred nearby. 
 
    As she turned the bend, she could hear someone weeping. She saw a woman facing away from her, kneeling. It took her only a brief moment to realize who it was, Eve. A mother mourning the death of two children. 
 
    “I’m almost done, Adam,” said Eve without looking back. “Just a few more moments, please?” 
 
    “I’m not Adam,” said Death. “Have as much time as you need.” 
 
    Eve jolted up and turned to face Death. “It’s you?” 
 
    This was not the reaction Death had expected. She had never revealed herself in her current vessel to a human, and there was no plausible reason for Eve to know her. She looked her over and noted Abel was his mother’s twin. Her long dark hair and light brown skin were the same shades as both of her boys. “Who do you think I am?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I saw you here when my precious Cain was taken,” Eve said, her voice filled with emotion. Her eyes were now bloodshot from crying. “I felt my son was in danger and came to check on him. I saw you with him shortly before the lightning strike. My poor boy, he was thrown miles, and it took days to find him.” 
 
    “Abel’s dead too,” said Death shrewdly. Although her intent was not malicious, she couldn’t help but gage Eve’s reaction. 
 
    “I know,” Eve said, showing no emotion. “We buried him two nights ago. Adam insisted a special sarcophagus be made for his son, while Cain was buried in a plain...box!” 
 
    It seemed that Eve was rid of the son she despised, but at the cost of the one, she loved. 
 
    “What else did you see?” 
 
    Eve shook her head. “Nothing, the lightning strike blinded me for a brief moment. When I could finally see again, I ran here and found—” 
 
    “Abel,” said Death. It seemed she had hit a dead end, but Eve was not done. 
 
    “Yes, but there was something else,” Eve said. “A note for someone called Persephone. It lay near Abel’s head.” 
 
    “That’s me,” said Death. Eve reached into a hidden pocket inside her shawl and handed it to her. 
 
    “I assure you, I did not read it or show Adam,” Eve said as she watched Death read the letter. Whatever it said, the message pleased Death so immensely, she smiled. 
 
    “Who are you?” Eve asked cautiously. 
 
    Death grabbed the hood of her cape and placed it upon her head. Eve fell to the ground when the mysterious woman disappeared before her eyes. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
    In her library, Death briefed Victor on what to expect from Hades while Ling and Samir observed nearby. If Victor and Samir’s observations were sound, the absence of other reapers in the manor was a red flag. 
 
    “If he tries to rise, he won’t be alone,” said Death. “He will rise from the flames with his army, The Jaded Knights, in an attempt to usurp me. He knows he will fail, but the last time he tried, I had to kill thousands to keep him down. This time it will be millions, and the consequences of that many untimely deaths will cause a ripple that could destroy this world. That is his ultimate goal. Everyone and everything will die, forever. Do you understand how important this fight will be?” 
 
    “Yes, Great Reaper,” said Victor almost immediately. “I have battled to the death before, I will not hesitate to do so again.” 
 
    “Good, survive this, and in three nights time you will wear the title: Horseman of War, permanently.” 
 
    Victor poorly fought back the smile forming on his lips. “Thank you, Great Reaper, for even considering me for such a prestigious position. I am truly grateful.” 
 
    “Don’t be yet,” said Ling. “You still have to make it out...dead?” 
 
    The Horsemen shared a much-needed laugh. It was difficult to do so in their present situation, but it helped lift some of the heaviness in the room. 
 
    Death took out her golden pocket watch and checked the time. “It’s nearly midnight, we should leave. Victor, ride with Ling to Ireland, and I will meet you all there shortly.” 
 
    Once, Ling, Samir, and Victor had departed the library, Death walked over to the large painting of the cemetery. The mysterious figure was in the same position, staring her down with dark eyes. A knock at the door freed her from the enchanting stare. 
 
    “Enter,” she said and turned her attention back to the painting. Dominic entered the room and joined her. 
 
    “Death, I saw the Horsemen leaving and hoped to have a chance to speak with you about—,” he suddenly stopped speaking and pointed to the painting. “Why did you move him?” 
 
    “What do you mean moved?” Death asked. “Moved from where?” 
 
    “The first time I entered this room, he was staring at you,” he said wearily, noticing the confused look on her face. “You didn’t paint him, did you?” 
 
    Death shook her head slowly and gently pushed Dominic away from the painting. She formed a small knife and carefully cut the figure out of the painting. As she held it in her hand, it smiled and winked before bursting into flames. 
 
    “Hades, you fucking bastard,” she whispered to herself. He had infiltrated her home, and this would not go unanswered. Death turned her attention back to Dominic. “I have to leave, what did you want?” 
 
    “I want to go with you,” he said. “I think whatever you need me for, it’s waiting there.” 
 
    Before she could respond, the manor began to shake, and May screamed for help. They both ran towards her screams and found her at the front door. May pointed outside the door, and they found the pond was bone dry. 
 
    “Hades?” Dominic asked. 
 
    Death shook her head and walked down to the bottom step. She looked up at the sky and said, “Is this your way of telling me to bring him?” 
 
    Suddenly lightning strikes the bottom of the empty pond. “I believe that means yes,” said May. 
 
    Dominic stifled a laugh as Death side-eyed May. “Well, I guess you were right Dominic. It appears our destiny awaits.” 
 
    Heavy rains began to shower down upon them, and in mere seconds the pond was filled with water. “May, if I don’t come back —” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” May interjected. “I know you will, both of you.” 
 
    Death gave a subtle nod and headed across the water. Dominic hugged May tightly and proceeded to follow Death. Nella met them at the path, and they rode off into a portal, landing just outside the barrier. 
 
    Death was surprised to find Flame attempting to cross it. She jumped from Nella and approached the horse slowly. Flame did not care if it was Death who stood before her, she wanted Robert Waterford’s trampled body beneath her hooves. 
 
    “You poor girl, I am so sorry you had to serve someone so undeserving,” said Death. She slowly placed her hand on Flame’s mane to soothe her. After a moment Flame had calmed down, and Death led her towards the cliff. She opened a portal over the water and Flame charged into it. 
 
    “Where will she go without a rider?” Dominic asked while approaching the steep cliff. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Death said solemnly. “I wish I did.” 
 
    Death turned and approached the barrier. Her scythe now in hand, she slammed it to the ground, and Dominic watched as hundreds of reapers appeared encircling the manor. Not one inch was unguarded, even the cliff side had reapers hovering in midair over the rocky waters. 
 
    Death gripped her scythe tightly and pointed the blade towards the manor. The reapers immediately closed in on the home. The sea of reapers consisted of men and women from all over the world. They all dressed in black and stared straight ahead as they held their scythe in the air, parting only for Death as she made her way through. The Horsemen and Adofo stood at the forefront of the crowd, awaiting their leader. 
 
    Dominic followed close behind, desperately holding on to his last ounce of bravery. He’d realized that if this was his purpose, he might not make it out alive whatever the outcome. 
 
    Death stared at the home but could only see the former Horseman pacing in circles. She now knew this was another ruse. At the same time, Samir and Victor were attempting to break down the door, she’d seen no one there. 
 
    “Dominic and I will search the bottom floor, Ling the second, and Samir the third,” she said. “Victor, I need you to lead the Collection. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    “It would be an honor, Great Reaper,” he said valiantly. 
 
    Death took one last look at the large group of reapers and entered the home with Dominic and two Horsemen in tow. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
    After leaving Eve on the mountain, Death headed for the graves of Cain and Abel. The brothers had been buried not far from their home in the grassy plains where they once worked the land. 
 
    Something had been bothering her ever since she left the desert, where was Cain’s soul. She had confirmed with all of the Paladin that no one had reaped him; they’d all assumed she had already done so. 
 
    She stared down at the freshly dug holes in the ground and waited. Sure enough, a large antelope broke off from the herd, walked over to her and stood still. Almost immediately, a ray of light beamed down from the sky and landed on its large antlers. His eyes quickly turned to a familiar shade of blue, and he glared into her eyes. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked her. “Once they’re gone, you have no right to them.” 
 
    “Cain’s soul was not reaped, and that is my domain,” replied Death. “It wasn’t on the mountain, and I can’t find him anywhere, so where is it?” 
 
    The antelope walked closer to her before resting on all four legs. “I didn’t take it,” he said. “I thought you or one of your kind had reaped him and placed him in an orb. He didn’t make it to me, that I do know.” 
 
    “Hades, again?” Death speculated aloud. She didn’t understand why he had gone through so much for Abel and Cain’s souls. Something about them was special to him, but precautions could still be made. “I need to read Cain’s body, but he has to be above ground. He’s one of yours, so I need permission to unearth his body.” 
 
    The buck turned his head to Cain’s grave and back to Death. He eyed her for a brief moment before nodding his head. With a snap of her finger, the dirt on top of Cain’s grave shot into the air, landing yards away. She jumped down into the grave and opened the wooden box he’d been buried in. “Well, Eve did not exaggerate, he deserved better than this.” 
 
    His corpse had been wrapped in linen from head to toe, but she could smell the decay. His fragile coffin had been easy work for bugs to break into and feast upon his remains. She didn’t bother to unwrap him and placing a hand on either side of his head, she entered a trance. The search for his soul didn’t take long, it was still inside him. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    She looked up to the antelope and exclaimed, “He’s still in there, but he’s dead. Souls don’t stay in dead bodies.” 
 
    “Can you take it out?” asked the antelope. 
 
    “I’ll try, but I don’t know.” Death placed both hands on his chest and searched within him. Once she was able to grip his soul, she pulled as hard as she could. She was surprised to find that his soul was dormant, it showed almost no sign of activity. She continued to pull it outward when something started to pull it back. She struggled harder to get it out until something pushed her so hard, she was thrown out of the grave and onto the hard ground above. 
 
    She quickly recovered and looked back at Cain’s body in shock. She looked up to the antelope, “Your turn.” 
 
    Another ray of light came down from the sky and onto the corpse. The energy it gave off nearly suffocated Death, so she put some distance between it and her. After a while, it was apparent his soul was not going to make an appearance. “I...can't get it, it’s quite persistent.” 
 
    “What kind of magic can withstand both of our powers?” Death asked. “It can’t be Poru, he was nowhere near powerful enough.” 
 
    “There is someone out there that is not only able to hide from both of us but can bind a soul,” he said. “We must find this person and hide these two.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Death. She’d figured there was only one reason to keep a soul in its body and ensure it’s not reaped, to reserve it. “His soul is being saved, and I don’t think I want to discover why.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be cruel to leave him inside forever?” asked antelope. “Morally can we leave a man in the ground, tied to a rotting corpse.” 
 
    “No, but he’s not awake,” she said. “Let's just let him sleep for eternity in The Garden.” 
 
    “No!” screamed the antelope. “That land is sacred and will remain untouched until Adam and Eve are dead and again after that.” 
 
    “I’m taking them there, whether you like it or not,” said Death. “He’s both of our, and it’s the safest place on this oversized rock. I will make it secure and give him a proper burial. Precautions will be made, and only my most loyal will be allowed to enter as a last resort.” 
 
    He raised from the ground and headed back towards the plains. “So be it, but if something goes wrong…” 
 
    The ray of light that shined on him returned back into the sky, and the antelope briefly glanced back at Death before running away. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
    Death slowly entered the foyer with the rest of the group behind her and scythe in hand, ready to swing. It didn’t take long for her to see the same symbols on Percival’s body all over the walls. She realized she’d probably never actually saw what was happening inside these walls for some time. 
 
    “Shit, who knows for how long he’s been planning this?” said Ling. 
 
    “I have to get rid of this,” said Death. “If he rises, Victor and the reapers outside will never see them coming.” 
 
    Death floated high above the ground and Dominic could feel the floor beneath him begin to tremble. The walls started to shake violently, and he desperately searched for something to hold onto. Ling and Samir had steadied themselves on the fireplace as large cracks formed in the wall, slicing through the symbols and rendering them useless. 
 
    She slowly descended back to the floor. “Samir, check with Victor and make sure he can actually see inside, come back in and search your area. Ling proceeds to the second floor and Dominic, you follow me. Don’t engage if you find him, call for the rest of us first. We meet back here in an hour.” 
 
    Samir and Death lingered for a brief moment before she turned in the direction of the long hall with Dominic. She handed him a small scythe, “Don’t hesitate to use it.” 
 
    As they check each room, Dominic begins to experience flashes of his life as Cain. The emotional and physical abuse he’d suffered became more intense the closer they got the cellar. They were only a few feet away when he collapsed in pain. 
 
    Death helped him up and peered into his head. Someone was deliberately casting the memories into his brain. She had no doubt who it was, but she had a solution. She would build a barrier and block off his mind for good and even though it meant she could never reread him, he wouldn’t be in any more pain. She felt slightly guilty for not doing it in the bar, but if his destiny were to be here, she wouldn’t need to search his memories again. 
 
    His pain decreased as the wall grew until finally, he opened his eyes to find Death staring at him with concern. “Are you okay?” she asked, continuing to hold his head in her hands. 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” he said. Death lowered her hands, and they continued on until reaching the door. She made quick work of the lock and used her scythe the destroy the symbols that marked it. They slowly made their way down the darkened staircase before facing a large wooden door. 
 
    Death turned to Dominic and asked, “What do you see?” 
 
    He described the door and the ancient texts that had been carved into the wood. “Some of them look fresh, I can still see the wood chipping on the floor,” he said. “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t see anything but a pit of blackness,” she answered. “Whatever those words are, they’re powerful. He has to be behind this door, I can feel it.” 
 
    Death attempted to destroy the door with her scythe but when she swung into the darkness it became stuck, and something began to pull from the other side. With full strength, she was able to pull it back out. 
 
    “Can I try?” Dominic asked. “Maybe it was made only to keep you out?” 
 
    She stepped aside, and Dominic gripped his scythe tightly before rapidly swinging at the door with all his might. When it made contact with the hardwood, Death was relieved to see an entry slowly form before her. He continued to jam the blade into the door until she stopped him. 
 
    “That’s enough, Dominic,” she said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go inside.” 
 
    When she entered the small dimly lit room, seeing the overturned chairs and dried black blood on the floor enraged her. She approached the unlit fireplace, and the flames instantly ignited before her. 
 
    “I am not entertained by all of this bullshit, and I cannot wait for the day I thrust my blade into your spineless back.” 
 
    The flames extinguished, and the room darkened again. Death turned to search the cellar, “This room is too small, there has to be something else here.” 
 
    She walked over to the other side of the cellar’s brick wall and searched for another entrance. Dominic took her place at the fireplace and gazed into the hearth. A small flash of light was the last thing he saw before being catapulted across the room and against the wall. Death rushed over to check on him when she noticed a light coming from a crevice. 
 
    After helping Dominic off the ground, she turned to the wall and began to quickly remove the bricks. He joined in, and it wasn’t long before a hidden hallway was revealed. Death led the way as they advanced through the candlelit passage until they came to another door. The word “HOME” had been etched into the wood. 
 
    She gripped her scythe tightly with her right hand and looked back to Dominic, “I can’t see what’s behind this door, be ready.” 
 
    Dominic firmly held his weapon as Death kicked the door open. It took only one kick, and the door flew open. What they found on the other side of the door rendered them both speechless. They were now outside, in the plains that were overlooked by the mountainside they were struck from thousands of years ago. The door stood unattached in the middle of the grassy field. Death circled the door, unable to explain how Robert was able to create such vastness in his home. 
 
    Death was so enthralled at the scene before her, minutes had passed before she’d noticed Dominic running toward a small home in the distance. She tried to create a portal to intercept him, but it failed to appear. She attempted calling for Ling and Samir, but the results were the same. This meant only one thing, they were in the underworld. She started running toward him and quickly caught up. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “That’s my home,” he said with tears in his eyes. “That is where I grew up, it’s what I been seeking for hundreds of years. I want to know why he cares about me this much?” 
 
    “Listen, this is not your home, so stay behind me, and we’ll both figure this out,” she said. Dominic stood back, and she took the lead. “Now, let’s go get some answers.” 
 
    They headed toward the house and was nearly there when the door opened. Dominic froze when Adam stepped outside. 
 
    “He can’t be real, I reaped his soul myself,” said Death, she was just as stunned as Dominic. She read Adam’s soul and found it was the same one she escorted to the afterlife, secretly hoping he was rejected. 
 
    As Adam descended the stairs, Death noticed his heavy boots were too modern for him to have owned in life and the same for his clothes. Someone was taking care of him. He’d have been at least six-foot-five and over two hundred pounds. His tan complexion had been darkened by the hot sun. 
 
    He stood at the bottom of the stairs staring at his son. “I was told you’d be here soon, but I didn’t believe it,” he said, looking at Dominic in disgust. “My little runt has returned. Oh yes, you might have a new shell, but I can see the puny little rat hiding inside.” 
 
    Dominic found himself unable to speak and dropped his head to the ground. His fear was immobilizing him, and his legs had gone numb. Death approached Adam, stopping only a few yards away. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here and who told you we were coming?” she asked. “You should be in the underworld. There’s no way you made it to the top.” 
 
    “I didn’t answer to women in life and I sure as hell won’t start now, you filthy bitch,” he said smugly. He started walking toward Dominic but was stopped when Death placed her scythe at his neck. 
 
    “Lay one finger on him, and I will cut your balls off and shove them down your throat, bitch.” 
 
    Dominic raised his head and saw his father cowering under the blade. His heart swelled as he watched Death defend him. Not even his mother would have been so bold. 
 
    Adam backed up to the bottom of the stairs and looked toward the door. “Eve, your boy is here, and he brought a guard dog.” 
 
    The tears in Dominic’s eyes began to flow when his mother walked out the front door of the cottage. Her brown eyes started to water as she approached her son for the first time in thousands of years. She’d gotten only inches past Adam when he placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Let her go,” said Death, but Adam didn’t move. She walked closer and said, “I don’t do well with men who think they own women, so don’t make me come and get her.” 
 
    Adam smiled and lowered his hand. Eve ran to Dominic, and they held each other tightly. She looked into his eyes, and despite not watching the same as the boy she raised, she saw her son inside. 
 
    “I missed you so much,” they both said simultaneously, causing them to laugh. Eve held is head in her hands and looked him over. 
 
    “My baby has returned, but you must run,” she said quietly. “Run far away, before he comes for you.” 
 
    “Adam is not going to do anything,” said Death, who’d been listening in. “Are you Adam?” She returned the smug smiled he wore. 
 
    Adam ascended the stairs and stood beside the door, “It’s not me she’s talking about. Abel!” 
 
    The skies suddenly darkened and the silence around them was deafening. Death and Dominic stared in disbelief as Robert Waterford appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Hello, brother.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
    Ling was relieved, she was finally down to the final room on the second floor. It stood at the end of the hall and was a different color than the rest. “How many damn rooms does he need?” 
 
    She opened the door with one hand and her scythe in the other. What she saw on the other side of the door took her breath away. The sight of the home she once shared with her family nearly brought her to her knees, but it was seeing her children playing outside that brought tears to her eyes. 
 
    Ling screamed their names, but they were too far away to hear. She should have known it was a trick, but she didn’t care. They had been dead for over a thousand years but were the same age as the last time she saw them. She wanted to hold her babies. 
 
    She started to run toward them but stopped when she saw Pei exit the home and call them inside. When he turned his head and looked directly at her, she gripped her scythe tightly and charged. 
 
    Pei didn’t move an inch and waited for her to reach him. “My dear wife, how are you?” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Ling asked. She heard the laughter of children and looked toward the door. Pei took this opportunity and kicked her in the chest. She landed hard on the ground but quickly recovered. When she got on her feet, he was now holding a small sword. 
 
    They squared off, waiting for the other to make the first move. “Do you ever wonder what happened to your precious whore, Zhang?” 
 
    “Don’t call her that,” said Ling. “And she satisfied me more than you ever did.” 
 
    Pei charged at her, but she quickly moved out of his way, managing to stab him with her blade. He screamed, and Ling watched as bright red blood began flowing down his arm. 
 
    He looked down at his wound and back to Ling. “Ha, looks like we’re even.” 
 
    Ling looked down to see the black liquid seeping out of her abdomen and soaking her shirt. He charged her again, but this time she was ready and dropped to the ground, extending her leg and tripping him. Now on his back, she repeatedly kicked his chest, crushing his ribs. 
 
    She stood over him as he struggled to breathe, enjoying the sight before her. “What did you do to her?” 
 
    Pei’s breathing was ragged, but he managed to respond. “I sent her…away until…you were…dead, and then…I married her.” 
 
    Ling was horrified to think of what he put Zhang through. When she heard the door open behind her, she assumed it was one of the children. Her maternal instinct was still intact, and she placed her blade behind her back as she turned. When she came face to face with Zhang, she started to run back to the door. “You’re not real!” she screamed. 
 
    Zhang called her name, causing Ling to stop dead in her tracks. She turned to her and begged, “Please don’t do this. It took me forever to love again after you.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to be here,” said Zhang. “We were all resting peacefully in the afterlife until this morning. A man brought us here and told us this was how it would be, forever.” 
 
    “War.” 
 
    Ling walked back to Zhang and hugged her tightly, keeping an eye on the still immobilized Pei. “I will figure out a way to free you, I promise.” 
 
    “I thought I was free of him. He forced me to marry him, you know? I died giving birth to his child.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, I thought we were careful. I should have hidden that letter in a safer place, it was all my fault.” 
 
    “I never blamed you, ever!” Zhang kissed Ling softly. “Now, leave and free us.” 
 
    Ling nodded her head slowly, but before she left, she walked over to Pei. He was still struggling to breathe. She stood over him and jammed her scythe into his chest. “I’ve never hoped that hell existed more than ever.” 
 
    When he’d stopped moving, she took his head and separated it from his body. She gave his sword to Zhang. “Just in case he doesn’t stay dead this time.” 
 
    Ling opened the door and turned back to Zhang one last time. She blew kisses to her children, who were now standing in the doorway and left. As she walked down the hallway, she tried not to wonder why they were still the same age as when she last saw them. 
 
    When Ling descended the stairs, she found Samir at the bottom. The third floor was much smaller and had fewer rooms to search. He’d been waiting for some time for one of the other Horsemen to come back. 
 
    “Ling, did you find anything?” 
 
    She hesitated before telling him everything. “I have to help them, even if it’s the last thing I do.” 
 
    “I understand, and I’m with you,” he said. “I think we should check on Death.” 
 
    Samir had confirmed the foyer was visible to reapers outside and was now starting worry. He tried calling for Death but she didn’t answer, and it had now been over an hour. Ling agreed they should look for her. They reached the cellar and other than the door being damaged, they saw nothing else that would have caused alarm. 
 
    “Where the hell are they?” Ling said. 
 
    Samir stood silently in the room he was held, hostage. Nothing was as he and Victor left it. The chairs were gone and the fireplace dark. He walked over to it and bent down. It was still warm, and he could see a kindling fire in the back. He watched as it grew larger and flames began to rise. 
 
    Ling rushed over and pulled Samir away from the fire. It began to grow faster and soon the flames were outside of the fireplace and as tall as the ceiling. Ling looked closer into the fire, and when she noticed a hand coming out of the flames, she grabbed Samir and pushed him towards the door. “They’re coming!” 
 
    The two Horsemen ran outside of the manor and straight into Victor and Captain Adofo. They had seen them coming and were already ready for battle. At Victor’s insistence, they separated outside the manor, taking the lead at various points of exits and waited for what seemed like hours. 
 
    The first knight of Hades’ army emerged from the fire and headed straight for the front door, and it wasn’t long until more followed. The souls from the underworld carried long Haladie swords, double-edged daggers that could slice through a reaper with ease. 
 
    The knights exited the house from every door and window, dressed in blood red clothing, they were almost a mirror image of the reapers. Counting the ones still inside the home, Victor estimated there were at least a thousand of them. The collection was outnumbered. 
 
    Hades’ army, The Jaded Knights, did not engage and instead stood only feet away from the Collection, staring. Victor knew exactly what they were doing. He used his thoughts to speak to his comrades. 
 
    “They’re sizing us up,” he said. “We need more reapers, can either of you call more? 
 
    “Not with the barrier up and Death missing,” said Ling. “If any reaper attempts to cross on either side, they die if she’s not here. We need to retreat and put more space in between—” 
 
    Ling was interrupted by the sudden simultaneous movement of the army. They’d started engaging the Collection in battle and were attempting to single out the leaders. 
 
    Adofo and the Horsemen were each surrounded by their strongest fighters while the Collection battled. For the moment the reapers had the upper hand, but the knights were only briefly injured before rising again. Victor knew he wasn’t going down and that Death was counting on him. She trusted him to defend the barrier, and he desperately needed to prove her right. 
 
    Adofo was horrified to see reapers being stabbed and not getting back up. Hades’ had designed weapons that could kill reapers for good and Death had no idea. 
 
    It was Victor who made the first move. He had been eyeing the biggest guard and rushed him, dodging the sword a second before it would have penetrated his heart. He was able to get his scythe into his neck, temporarily disabling him. He kept swinging and eventually decapitated the large man. Victor was elated to see he did not rise again. By this time, the others were now in combat with the other knights. 
 
    Victor screamed as loud as he could, “Take their heads!” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
    Dominic’s breath had left his body, and he was close to passing out when Eve placed a hand on his chest. “Breathe, my boy.” 
 
    Death’s reaction was entirely different, her eyes went blood red as she stared daggers at Abel. She instantly changed her attire from her black dress to form-fitting pants that would make it easier for her to maneuver in. 
 
    He lightly chuckled at her change in clothing, but she failed to find any humor in the situation. Abel’s vessel of an 18th century Englishman had effectively fooled her for nearly two centuries, and she was furious. “How the hell did you get so close without me noticing who you are?” 
 
    Abel’s only response was laughter, and this pissed her off even more. This level of disrespect was not going to go unanswered. She kept her eyes on him as he strolled back and forth in front of the small cottage. She recognized the large sword in his hand, it was a gift from her to Hades during the good times they shared. It couldn’t kill her but it could do enough damage to slow her down. 
 
    “The Great Reaper wants to know a “great secret,” said Abel joyfully. “Well, when I was killed by my brother, I was already dead. Everything that happened on that mountain was for your entertainment. We knew you were coming for Cain anyway and I was due to die soon after from fever, so it had to happen on that day.” 
 
    It took her only a second to realize what had actually occurred. At some point, Abel sold his soul to Hades in exchange for eternal life. “You didn’t want to die. After all that pain you inflicted on your brother, you knew where you were going.” 
 
    “Yes, but I wasn’t going to go, ever,” he said. “So, I gave my soul, and my master awarded me with all of this.” 
 
    When Adam and Eve died, their souls were intercepted and sent back to the cottage to spend eternity with Abel as part of his deal. 
 
    “But, why us?” Dominic screamed at Abel. “Why would Hades give you all this? We were just simple people, working our land.” 
 
    It was Death who answered Dominic. “You were His first-born creations. How did I not realize this, you’re twins. I only focused on your deaths, not your births. First borns of any species are the most powerful, and you would never have agreed to Hades’ plan, you have a virtuous soul.” 
 
    The pieces were finally coming together, and she realized she would have never seen of this coming if I hadn’t been for Dominic. When his soul was confined to his body, it was for her sake. If she had reaped him, it would have been unattainable for whoever put him inside an immortal’s body. It was no mistake that he had been at the Vatican at the same time she was. 
 
    “You recognized Dominic at the cemetery, that’s why you were so aggressive toward him. You knew you had to speed up your plan, didn’t you? You feared he would recognize who you truly were inside and tell me.” 
 
    Abel’s smile had faded, and he looked over to his brother, still holding onto Eve. “All that planning, nearly gone to waste. I was supposed to get you here alone and distract you long enough for the army to rise and lay waste to those miserable people out there.” 
 
    “How did you bleed black?” Death asked. She wanted to keep him talking while she figured out a way to disarm him. Adam was of no concern, she knew she could take down quickly. 
 
    “That wasn’t me, yet,” he said. “I knew one day, I would have to deliver on my part of the deal and Robert was perfect. He was the first Horseman that we knew could be turned.” 
 
    Hades had come to Robert shortly before his ceremony and offered him reincarnation in exchange for this shell. “He gladly took it, and when he came home to this beautiful gift of yours, I took over and made it…comfy. Now that stupid bastard is dead for good.” 
 
    “The spies, Lila and the rest of them, they didn’t know anything about you being Robert, did they?” She slowly moved closer to him as they talked. She knew she’d have one good swing before he could react and she wanted it to count. 
 
    “No, Lila’s job was to go along with the ruse on the mountain, she had no idea who I was. The master knew if you discovered any spies, you’d break one of them eventually and—.” 
 
    Abel was interrupted when Death rushed and struck him with her scythe. The blade penetrated his neck but did not sever it. She quickly pulled it out and started to swing again when Adam sideswiped her with a large block of wood. She fell to the ground and her vision blurred. Abel held his neck tightly, stopping the flow of blood. 
 
    Dominic and Eve watched in horror as the large wound began to heal. Adam ran over to Dominic and pulled Eve from his arms, throwing his wife to the ground. Her head landed with a hard thud and Dominic rushed to his mother’s side, but he found her unresponsive. He calmly stood and walked back to his father, eyes now filled with rage. 
 
    “What are you going to do you little —.” Adam started to say but was interrupted when Dominic impaled his scythe into his neck. He kept swinging, even after Adam was beheaded. Dominic was soaked in blood as held his father’s head in his hands. He held an emotionless stare as he looked down at the man he once feared. 
 
    “Fuck you, father.” 
 
    Dominic checked on his mother and saw she was now awake. He soon turned his focus on Death. She had recovered in time to block a swing from a now fully healed Abel’s sword. She and Abel were now in the midst of a bloody battle. His strength was near equal. Hades had patiently waited thousands of years to get him ready for her. 
 
    The fight eventually stretched across the plains, and each time she’d make contact with her blade, the wound would heal before the next swing. They were directly in front of the mountain when Dominic screamed to his brother. 
 
    “Am I my brother’s keeper?” 
 
    Abel looked over to find Dominic holding the head of his beloved father. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Am I my brother’s keeper?” Dominic repeated louder, his face red and filled with anger as he stared into his brother’s eyes with pure hatred. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” said Death. A light bulb had gone off in her head. She backed away from Abel and approached Dominic. “It has to be you, that why he had you “murder” him, he could have just had Adam do it. You’re older, stronger and a first-born, you’re the first-born. Only you could kill him then, and only you can kill him now.” 
 
    Dominic and Abel locked eyes and charged at one another. Death watched as the two brothers engaged in a battle that thousands of years overdue. Dominic was no longer the small boy that was towered over by his brother. They might not have matched in height, but he was much stronger. He strength overpowered Abel, and his cuts did not heal. 
 
    She smiled proudly as Dominic slammed his weakened brother into the ground and stabbed his scythe into Abel’s heart. He pulled the blade from his brother’s chest and watched the crimson blood flow. Death grabbed Abel by the throat and dragged him up the mountain as he choked on his own blood. Dominic watched as she held him over the edge of the mountainside. 
 
    “I would ask you to send Hades a message, but I’m sure that’s exactly what he wants. So, this is where you will spend all eternity.” 
 
    She held up an empty orb with her free hand and watched him breathe his last breath. Once she was sure he was dead, she tossed his body off the edge of the mountain. It landed not far from Dominic’s feet. He walked over and just as with his father, took his brother’s head. 
 
    Death turned to find Abel’s soul behind her, looking down in shame. His demeanor surprised her. 
 
    “Don’t expect me to fight this,” he said. “I will take my punishment as I should have, long ago.” 
 
    “Why now?” she asked. “Why didn’t he wait until you were further embedded?” 
 
    “Can he get to me in there?” Abel asked, pointing towards the orb. Death shook her head no. “He’s getting weaker. In another millennium there will be no God of the Underworld, and without him, the underworld will cease to be an all souls within it.” 
 
    Her reaction was not one that he expected. She smiled brightly and even began to laugh. “I knew it.” 
 
    When she turned and saw a bloodied Dominic and Eve had joined them, she handed the orb to Dominic. “I think you’ve earned it.” 
 
    Before Abel’s soul flowed into the orb and it slowly changed to the familiar shade of red, he walked over to his family. “I’m sorry, I just wanted to be the son I thought I was supposed to be.” Death inserted the orb into her scythe as she didn’t want Hades to any chance of acquiring his soul again. 
 
    Dominic cradled his mother in his arms as she wept. When his brother was gone, Death gave him the bad news. “I have to take Adam’s soul...and hers.” 
 
    “No!” he screamed and stepped in front of his mother. “I just got her back, please don’t take her.” 
 
    “You haven’t forgotten about Percival have you,” she said. “She cannot exist in this world, let her rest.” 
 
    He knew she was right, and so did Eve. She pulled herself away and kissed his cheek. “I will wait for you, however long it takes.” 
 
    “You know what you have to do,” said Death. While the tears flowed down his face, he hugged his mother one last time before shoving the scythe into her back and through her heart. 
 
    “You should leave and wait for me in the cellar,” said Death. “Don’t look back.” 
 
    Dominic began the long walk to the door, fighting his hardest not turn around. He took one last look at the land before him and walked through the door. After the door shut closed Death took Eve’s soul and escorted her to the afterlife, again. 
 
    “Take care of my baby, please,” she said. “He deserves a second chance at life more than any of us.” 
 
    “I know, and apparently someone else does too.” 
 
    Once Eve was gone, she slowly descended the mountain and placed Adam in an orb. The old man was not as remorseful as his son. She made a mental note to actually create the depth. 
 
    Still recovering from the fight with Abel, she made her way back to the door. Halfway there, she heard a loud explosion behind her. The house was being engulfed in flames. 
 
    “This is not over,” a man’s voice spoke from the flames. 
 
    “It will be the next time you crawl up from your hole,” she replied, turning away. 
 
    She exited into the hallway and found Dominic leaning against the wall. “I’m sorry,” she said as she walked past him into the cellar. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
    Victor pulled his scythe from the head of the last knight just as Death and Dominic emerged from the manor. Death examined the sight before her. She estimated the loss of reapers at less than a few hundred, far more than what she’d expected. She knew that if the Knights had risen, they do some damage, but nowhere near this much. 
 
    Death was relieved to find all the Horsemen and Adofo were okay, she congratulated them all before hugging Samir tightly. They couldn’t help but notice she was still recovering from serious injuries. 
 
    She called all the remaining reapers before. “For some of you this has been the first battle in centuries, some the first ever, and for an unfortunate few, the last. I am grateful for the sacrifices you all have made and though they will never know what happened here tonight, so is mankind. I only wish I could have been here to fight with you. We must protect this world for as long as possible. Thank you all.” 
 
    One by one the remaining reapers and Horsemen raised their scythe’s to the skies. “Great Reaper!” they yelled in unison. 
 
    Death painfully raised her scythe to air and smiled. “Go home and rest,” she spoke loudly. “I will take care of everything here.” 
 
    She dropped the barrier to allow them to leave. “Victor, I’ll see you in England in three nights. Ling and Samir, we’ll talk tomorrow.” 
 
    They bowed and joined The Collection as they crossed the wall and were sent home. Samir rode away only after Death repeatedly assured him that she was okay. A still silent Dominic received a ride back to the manor from Samir at Death’s insistence. 
 
    Ling approached Death and told her of Zhang. Without a word she turned and headed upstairs with Ling close behind. When they opened the door, Ling gasped and ran inside the now empty and much smaller room. “Where are they?” she asked Death, hoping she had an answer, but Death looked at her with solemn eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t know.” Ling collapsed and desperately searched the room, hoping to find a clue but found it was spotless. Death helped her up off the floor and down the stairs to her horse. “Go home to Yi and rest, and that’s an order. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    Ling rose off and disappeared into a portal. Death looked over the bodies of her fallen reapers and mourned for their souls. Hades had them now, and there was nothing she could do about it. She raised her palms upward and closed her eyes. When she opened them their bodies and the manor were gone. Walking over to the cliff side, she called for God, and a large hawk circled the cliff before landing on her shoulder. 
 
    “I believe my part of the deal is complete,” she said. “Why didn’t you tell me Adam and Eve did not cross over.” 
 
    “The afterlife is none of your concern, remember?” he said. He was right, but she was still upset about not knowing. “There was no way for me to know they were a part of his plan. I assumed they went to the underworld for the mistreatment of Cain. As you know, neither one of us has authority there. Nevertheless, she is safe now, and I thank you.” 
 
    “You owe me,” she said. “You said it could be done.” 
 
    “I said it, and I meant it.” The hawk flew from her shoulder and disappeared over the horizon. Storms clouds filled the sky and thunder roared as she was struck by lightning over and over again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dominic and Samir arrived inside Death’s home and parted ways. He had not spoken a word since leaving the underworld, and Samir didn’t bother engaging. He was still not sure of Dominic and honestly didn’t care for him. During their long relationship, he had asked many times to be open with their affections and live together. She declined each time, giving many reasons why it couldn’t be. The most common being that she didn’t want people to think he held any favor with her. Her authority could be questioned, and that wouldn’t stand. 
 
    Samir entered a large bedroom, one that he and Death had shared many nights and began to undress. He laid in the soft bed slowly and waited for her to return. 
 
    Dominic stepped inside his room and sat on the bed. He didn’t know what to do with his life now. The reason he was brought back had come to pass, and he felt no purpose to go on. His mind kept drifting back to Eve and her waiting on him. She didn’t know he was immortal now and that they’d never see each other again. 
 
    “Unless I become mortal again!” he exclaimed loudly. “I have to find who put my soul in this body and maybe they can undo it.” 
 
    He rushed over to the desk and began to write a goodbye letter to Death. If it took him until the end of time, he would become mortal again. After completing the message, he packed a small bag and headed toward the library. He placed the letter on the small table between the two chairs and turned to leave. The painting caught his eye once again, and he walked over, it had been repaired. He recognized the face right away as his own. 
 
    “Mary Mae?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he’d been staring at the painting, but when he turned to leave, he found Death sitting in her chair. She was reading the letter with a peculiar look on her face. She motioned for him to join her. 
 
    “You’re leaving,” she said plainly as he sat down. He kept his head down, finding a sudden interest in his shoes. “It’s okay if you want to do so, you were always free to leave. Will you go back to the priesthood?” 
 
    “I know, and I think it’s for the best if I go,” he said, still not making eye contact with her. “I will continue my vocation as my faith has not been shaken only strengthened by these past days. I have a new purpose, my own.” 
 
    “I know you want to become human again, but I’m afraid you can’t do that,” she said. “You are Hades’ only hope for rising now, so I had to block off your mind and soul from all, even me.” 
 
    “What!” Dominic screamed. “Why would…” His words drifted off as he fell back in the chair. He clenched his eyes shut in a failed attempt to stop the tears. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but if he gets to you then Earth, the afterlife, and the underworld could be his. You will never see your mother, but this way she’s safe. You have to find comfort in that.” 
 
    She was right. He was the key to hell on Earth, and she had to ensure he was out of Hades’ reach. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with my life?” Dominic asked. Death hesitated before speaking. 
 
    “You can stay with me for as long as you want,” she said. “In fact, for your bravery, I’m awarding you a cloak.” She pulled a red stone from her dress and placed it onto his cassock. The gem embedded itself into his clothing and for a brief moment shined brightly. “Press it when you want to leave the manor or become unseen to humans.” 
 
    Dominic smiled brightly. “Does this make me a reaper?” 
 
    She laughed. “No, but you are welcome to join me on my duties anytime, and we can discover what powers you may have. I’d like to keep you as an ally, Dominic.” 
 
    “Of course, Great Reaper,” he said as he stood from his seat. “I think I’m going to sleep and try to find heaven in my dreams.” 
 
    “Call me Persephone…only here of course.” Dominic smiled as he left the library and returned to his room. “Goodnight Dominic and enjoy Paradise.” 
 
   


  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    Dominic opened his eyes to find himself outside of the hotel. He wandered the streets and greeted everyone he passed. People from every walk of life past him by. This time the reception was not hostile. Word had passed around Elysium about who he truly was and that there was no reason to fear him. 
 
    He walked for hours around the seemingly endless and diverse landscapes before returning back to the hotel. He’d gathered that people who had rooted themselves built homes and the hotel was for immortals on the outside. He greeted Riya at the front desk. 
 
    “Hello Riya, I’d like a room please,” he said softly. Riya smiled and handed him a key. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Room 303 and how long will you be with us?” she asked. “Do you know how the rooms work?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not. May wasn’t around when I returned,” he said. A sudden movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention, Helena. 
 
    “I’ll show him,” she said gleefully. “Oh, this will be so much fun. We haven’t gotten a new visitor in a while.” 
 
    She rushed him up the stairs and to the third floor. When they got the door, she took his key and opened it. He was shocked to see nothing there, just a small empty room. She doubled over in laughter at the sight of his obvious confusion. 
 
    “If you could be anywhere in the world right now, where would it be?” Helena asked. She smiled as if she knew a secret and was dying to tell it. 
 
    “Lewsworth, England,” Dominic said almost immediately. “With Elizabeth, my mother and I guess Edgar too. He wasn’t so bad.” 
 
    “Close your eyes and picture them all there and waiting for you,” she said. Dominic did as she said. Recalling the forest, the cottage, and the town as he remembered. The sounds of the animals and the clank of the blacksmith’s tools as he labored. “Wow, I would miss this too.” 
 
    Dominic opened his eyes and nearly fell to his knees. Before him was Lewsworth, his home. He heart skipped a beat when he spotted Elizabeth, Eve and Edgar standing side by side. He and Elizabeth ran to each other, and he held her tight, joyous to find she was as solid as a real person. He kissed her lips and secretly hoped she never went away. 
 
    “I’ll leave you now and remember, they are here as long as you believe they are,” said Helena. She blew a kiss before closing the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    After Victor’s ceremony, Death and Ling departed for China. She had chosen a home near the Great Wall and enjoyed the view with Yi every day. It was time to test Yi’s blood, and Ling had been dreading it, so much so that she failed to advise Yi that she would not be excluded. 
 
    When they arrived, they found Yi in the back of the home with Percival chatting over tea. Ling held back as Death approached and greeted them. “How is everything going here?” They stood and bowed to her. 
 
    “Great, I would say he’ll be ready to start reaping soon,” said Yi, brightly looking over to Percival. “He’s done so well the past few days.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” said Death. “Percival, can you give us a moment?” 
 
    “Of course, Great Reaper,” he said proudly. He had come to like the perk of being a reaper and being able to see the world evolve. 
 
    Once he had departed, Death stood directly in front of Yi. “We have to talk,” she said. “You are aware of what happened a few days ago?” 
 
    “With Hades and his spies, of course,” she said. “I hope you found them all, Great Reaper.” 
 
    “I believe we have, but there is something I need to do,” Death said quietly. She turned to Ling, closely watching the interaction. She looked back to Yi, “I need to test your blood too. I’m afraid I can’t show any preferences.” 
 
    Yi was taken aback by Death’s words. “Surely Ling has seen my blood, don’t you trust her?” 
 
    “With my life, but she can’t recall ever seeing you injured and either way I’d like to see for myself.” 
 
    Yi balled her fist in anger and paced in a tight circle. Ling couldn’t wrap her brain around Yi and her defiance. She wondered why she was fighting the test. They had been together for two hundred years, and she’d never had any reason to suspect her as a traitor. She ran over to Yi’s side and stopped her. “Just show her your blood, and it’ll be over with, please.” 
 
    Yi stared into Ling’s eyes and grabbed the small scythe from her belt. “Okay, my love.” 
 
    She cut into her hand, and Ling’s heart shattered as the crimson blood began to flow. 
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