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			Chapter One

			Gerard crossed his arms, protecting his bare skin from the sudden dip in temperature. If he’d known the wind was going to be this bad, he might have thought against the sleeveless Every Time I Die shirt in favor of the Every Time I Die hoodie. The warmth trapped between his back and the guitar case strapped to him was quickly becoming a prized commodity. He jerked his head, flicking his shaggy dark hair from his eyes. His toe tapped the concrete of the sidewalk, half to the music blasting in his earbuds, half out of impatience.

			This was stupid.

			Why did he believe Cassie about this, anyway? He had only recently met her at one of his band’s shows. Just a beautiful rose spotted in the crowd from the stage of the Red House. A girl like that didn’t belong in a dive like the House – doesn’t matter how much eyeliner and studded jewelry she wore. Gerard would admit, however, that he lost his strum pattern when he saw her. That was before he knew that all she would be able to talk about was him and his band, ShallowHeart.

			After they met, Cassie only seemed interested in what shows they had played, what was next, and when they would record their next album. Gerard was stunned. ShallowHeart was still pretty small-time, despite their obvious marketable edge. They had played all over town and self-produced two albums that they sold at their merch table at each venue, but to find such a die-hard fan so early on felt like vindication. Gerard always thought they would make it big, and Cassie’s infatuation was proof enough.

			No, it made sense now why Gerard stood on that deserted street in front of a derelict strip mall. Feed what feeds you. Cassie added fuel to Gerard’s ego about the band, so when she suggested that she knew a way to downright guarantee ShallowHeart would make it big, Gerard was all in.

			She practiced witchcraft, she told him.

			“The dark stuff,” she said when Gerard asked what kind.

			Seemed like a cop-out answer, but he didn’t know enough about the stuff to rebuff her in any meaningful way. Any rebuttal he might have had would have completely slipped from his mind anyway, once Cassie mentioned making a contract with the Devil. It was less the suggestion, and more her delivery that caught Gerard off-guard. There was no hint of coyness; no spooky, mystifying tone that would suggest the idea in and of itself was a far-fetched one. She suggested the contract with such bold confidence, as if suggesting for him to wear sunscreen on the beach.

			Feed what feeds you.

			“Sure,” Gerard replied.

			The simplicity of the answer did no justice to the plethora of questions that barraged his brain. Still, Cassie said she would arrange it and Gerard agreed to meet her at the strip mall.

			So, there he stood, a chill now running thoroughly through his skin, waiting for Cassie, or for the sun to break from behind the thick mass of gray in the sky – whichever came first.

			“You made it,” Cassie said, making Gerard nearly jump out of his skin.

			She smiled with excitement. Her black-dyed hair flowed gently in the wind, along with her baggy Bring Me the Horizon shirt, cropped just above her belly button. Her skintight jeans hugged her hips and opened up to the odd rip here and there.

			Gerard smiled back.

			“So did you,” he replied, readjusting the guitar on his back.

			Her smile widened and she took his arm, directing him to the door of the mall. She gripped the handle and paused briefly, turning back to Gerard.

			“Are you sure you’re ready?”

			Spooky.

			Gerard chuckled through his nose.

			“Yeah, I’m ready.”

			He wasn’t sure what was waiting for them in the building. Pentagrams, candles, Ouija boards. The only things he knew of witchcraft were from what he’d seen on TV and in movies. What he actually saw was completely unexpected.

			Cassie pulled open the door, revealing a brilliant white. Gerard looked through the large windows at the front of the shop, showing nothing more than bare and broken shelves littering the floorspace inside. There was no sign of the wriggling white beyond the door. The closer Gerard looked, the more he realized that he was staring at pure white flames slowly licking and twisting in the doorway. This was not at all what he was expecting. This was some high-budget, special-effects witchcraft.

			“Go on in,” Cassie said.

			Gerard looked at her with eyes of concern-tinted bravado.

			“Is it going to hurt?” he asked.

			Cassie’s smile never faltered, but a peculiar shadow crossed her face when she heard the question.

			“Not in the way you think.”

			* * *

			Passing through the white doorway was an odd sensation. It was like Gerard had been momentarily lit on fire by a barrage of feathers. When the feeling passed, Gerard found himself in a massive room made of black marble. Three ivory pillars on either side of the room led to a semicircular desk at the opposite end. Two sets of massive double doors bookended the desk, dwarfing the young girl who sat behind it.

			This definitely wasn’t an abandoned strip mall.

			Cassie walked in behind Gerard, the strange smile still on her face. He looked from her and back to the vastness of the room, still unsure of how to process….

			What? Teleportation? Magic? This wasn’t like any sort of witchcraft Gerard was expecting. It would make a hell of a concert venue though.

			“What is this place?” Gerard asked.

			“This is where we make ShallowHeart a household name,” Cassie replied.

			She took him by the arm and they approached the desk. A young Asian girl sat behind it. She looked exactly like the Japanese schoolgirl stereotype, which ranked among the least confusing things happening at that very moment.

			“Are we ready, Marie?” Cassie asked.

			Marie smiled and nodded meekly. “In the courtyard,” the Harajuku girl replied.

			Cassie tugged Gerard to the double doors at the left of the desk. The doors parted, allowing brilliant sunlight to slip through to the cavernous dark. The warmth was welcoming on his aggressively goose-bumped skin. Gerard tugged at the strap of his guitar case as the pair walked through to an open-air walkway framed by wrought-iron arches. Beyond the arches lay a lush plot of well-manicured grass. Three paths of separated white stone cascaded inward to an ivory fountain at the center.

			At the edge of the basin sat a man in a charcoal business suit. Though he was sitting, Gerard could tell he was tall. He had a fit frame – accentuated by this tailored suit. In his hand he held open a file folder. He studied it intently as Cassie and Gerard stepped out onto the green.

			“Last chance to back out,” Cassie said, looking back at Gerard.

			Hell no. He was way too curious now. Gerard shook his head and allowed himself to be pulled along by Cassie.

			The man at the fountain lifted his gaze from the folder, snapping it shut and getting to his feet.

			“You must be Mr. Kay,” he said with a smile.

			Gerard nodded.

			“Perfect. My name is Brian.”

			Brian extended his hand. Gerard considered it for a second before taking it hesitantly. Brian seemed normal enough. Hell, he seemed the most normal out of all the things Gerard had experienced in the last ten minutes. Somehow, however, this made him by far the strangest sight. Just a regular dude. A bit classy-looking, sure, but regular nonetheless.

			Weird.

			“So, are you the…you know…?” Gerard asked, unsure of how to phrase the question.

			“You mean the Devil,” Brian said, finishing Gerard’s sentence.

			He nodded.

			Brian shook his head. “Not exactly. I am, however, here to facilitate the signing of your contract.”

			Gerard looked back at Cassie. “I thought I was making a contract with the Devil?”

			“You are. The contract will be between you and the Devil. Brian is just the go-between.”

			Strangely, Gerard couldn’t help but feel a little offended by not actually meeting the Devil. That concept on the heels of all the weird shit he was just exposed to was terrifying. Yet, making a contract with the Wolf of Wall Street somehow diminished the romanticism of the transaction. It’s weird how you want what you can’t have, regardless of how dangerous or absurd it might be.

			“As long as you tell me you can still make my band famous,” Gerard rebutted, a little jaded.

			“Without a doubt. First things first though.” Brian opened the file folder, retrieving a page and shutting it once more. “First we go over some basic information.”

			Gerard wasn’t sure what he was expecting from this experience. A lot of fire and screaming figures in the background. A tattered scroll of parchment poofing before him in midair. Signing his name in blood, maybe? This seemed a lot more administrative, like he was applying for his driver’s license.

			“Full name is Gerard Kay. You are twenty-one years old, correct?”

			Gerard nodded.

			Brian continued. “Lead guitarist for ShallowHeart. Contracting today for the success of your band and music career. What sort of music do you play?”

			“Post-hardcore,” Gerard answered.

			Brian stared blankly at him.

			“You know, like Alexisonfire, Dance Gavin Dance – that sort of thing.”

			Brian blinked once and stared some more.

			Old people….

			“Singing with screaming mixed in,” Gerard simplified.

			“Oh, gotcha.”

			“Is that important?”

			“Not at all, I was just curious,” Brian said, sounding bemused, and turned back to his paper. “Anyway, we’ve drawn up this contract.” Brian blindly pulled another page from the folder and presented it to Gerard. “If you want to have a read over it, we can proceed to the next step.”

			Gerard looked at the page. It was big and the paper looked like a heavier stock, something closer to parchment. He didn’t read the words on the page but noticed the lettering was flowing and decorative. This part, at least, felt a little more Faustian. That being said, it now gave Gerard pause. He did not take the page. The oddities he experienced up until this point aside, Gerard still held a fairly large sliver of doubt about this whole arrangement. Something about this page, however, took that sliver away, leaving him only with anxiety and a mild sense of panic. This contract legitimized the transaction and dropped a heaping dose of dread in his heart that now coursed like ice in his veins.

			His reservations, evidently, were mirrored by Brian. His grip on the page seemed to tighten and his arm receded slightly. The difference between their pause was in Brian’s eyes. Instead of the dread that Gerard felt, the only thing in Brian’s eyes was consideration. Calculation. After another moment, Brian fully withdrew the contract from Gerard.

			“The music you play, is it angry?” Brian asked.

			Gerard’s brow creased. He wasn’t expecting the question, but he was glad for it. It gave him enough to redirect his attention and alleviate some of the pressure he felt a moment ago.

			“You could say that,” Gerard answered. “We do play heavier stuff, but there’s softer elements to it as well. Aggressively melodic might be the best way to put it.”

			Brian nodded as he listened. His eyes then found Cassie.

			“I’ll take it from here.”

			Cassie smiled and gave Gerard’s arm a squeeze. “Good luck with your music. It’s been fun,” she said.

			Gerard’s face screwed up slightly at the sentiment.

			“What are you talking about? Where are you going?”

			Cassie’s appearance slowly started to shift before him. Her black hair went flush of all color, leaving a near-platinum blonde behind. The shape of her face changed from a heart to a more pointed chin and sharp cheekbones; the irises of her eyes shuddered and split into fractals that seemed to reflect light from all angles. Where Cassie once stood, dressed in the same outfit, was now a completely different person – if this even was a person.

			“What the fuck….” Gerard whispered as Cassie completed her transformation.

			She waved goodbye and strode across the courtyard, disappearing behind the walls of another walkway. Gerard’s mouth hung open. Any ideas that he might have had about this whole thing being some elaborate prank went right out the window with Cassie-cum-Malibu Barbie.

			“Okay, here’s the deal,” Brian said in a very matter-of-fact tone, “this contract here, in broad strokes, is an agreement in which you offer the entirety of your soul in exchange for the wild success of your music career. In my experience, there are three types of people who end up here – those who don’t believe in a soul’s worth, those who don’t know the true worth of a soul, and those who don’t care about their soul’s worth. When it comes down to it, you’re smack-dab in the middle. You don’t know the true value of what you’re bargaining with, but you’re willing to give it up for the success of something you love doing. If I’m being honest, you’re the type I like dealing with most, specifically because you can be talked out of the contract.”

			Gerard considered Brian’s words. The truth was that he really didn’t think much of the concept of a soul. He wasn’t religious and he never thought more of himself than a chemical and biological compilation that made him who he was. He did, however, come from a religious family, and early indoctrination before his emancipation from mandated religious participation harbored in his core a fear that his soul might be real and that he was willing to give it up so easily. He couldn’t deny, though, his passion for his work. Gerard loved his band.

			No.

			Gerard loved music. He knew that if ShallowHeart didn’t work out he would either move on to the next thing, or just do his own thing. As long as he had six strings and some distortion, Gerard would be happy no matter what path he walked. Meeting Cassie, being transported to wherever this place was, and talking to Brian made the temptation of rolling the dice on his soul to guarantee that he could die happily with a guitar in his hands very palpable. A soul is one thing; fulfillment is another.

			Feed what feeds you.

			“Don’t waste your time,” Gerard began, his resolve now hardened. “I’m here to deal.”

			Brian chuckled and shook his head.

			“Oh, don’t get me wrong, I don’t mean I want to talk you out of the deal, I’m just thinking that there is some room for negotiation. I think there’s a way that we can both win.”

			Gerard’s eyebrow rose.

			“Like what?”

			“Let’s change the terms. Hell deals in the currency of souls. Don’t take it personally, but your soul is slim pickings as a one-off exchange.”

			Ouch.

			“What are you trying to say? You don’t want my soul?”

			“Not all of it. I have no need for all of it. Hell is more gestalt about its souls, so having the whole of you isn’t necessary if we can substitute what we lost with other souls.”

			“How would that work?”

			Brian turned his gaze to the contract in his hand.

			“This contract of yours is interesting. You could ask for fame. You could take the easy way to stardom, but you asked specifically for success with your music career. That tells me that you enjoy what you do but you also want a guarantee. You’re willing to put in the work on your part. That’s reassuring. With this contract, I have no doubt that you will be a success, but you won’t let the quick rise to fame go to your head. You will keep making music as long as you’re able.”

			Gerard found himself nodding along with Brian’s dissection. Truthfully, being seen as clearly as he was by him made Gerard warm to Brian a good bit.

			“So, what does that mean to you?” he asked.

			“This means you will have a large reach with your music. Music can affect people in all sorts of ways. In an extreme example, the Manson murders were fueled with ‘Helter Skelter’ by the Beatles. People used to say that you could hear the Devil speak to you if you played KISS backwards.”

			“So you want my music to be…what, evil?” Gerard asked, now feeling very offended.

			“Not exactly,” Brian clarified. “I want lots of people to listen to your music. I want it to influence them in such a way that, if they have any inklings of negative thoughts or actions, they feel just that little bit of initiative to push them further.”

			“So, no Devil talk or subliminal messages?”

			“Nothing so tangible. Just a little bit of suggestion laced into the notes of every song.”

			Gerard hesitated for a moment. He didn’t like the idea of his music being the cause of any horrific acts, but he couldn’t really decide what his music did to other people. If someone felt like starting a cult, or basing a made-for-TV movie off of the lyrics of his songs, far be it for him to try to control it.

			“So if I say yes, what’s in it for me?” Gerard asked.

			“You only contract for forty-nine percent of your soul,” Brian said flatly.

			“Still seems like a lot.”

			Brian shrugged.

			“Half full or half empty. I’m offering you a way out of eternal damnation and to still get what you want.”

			Good point.

			Gerard licked his lips and thought about the offer. All doubts had faded from his mind about Brian and the bargain he was striking. He knew his music would be heard through the ages thanks to this. What people decided to do once they heard it wasn’t his concern – crazy people do crazy things for crazy reasons. Now it came down to whether he had the stones to do what was necessary to make it happen.

			“Okay. You’ve got a deal,” Gerard said, his determination now solidified.

			“Great,” Brian said, offering the contract back to Gerard.

			Gerard’s face scrunched at the motion.

			“Don’t you need to make the changes to the contract?”

			“I already did,” Brian said, gesturing again to the page in his hand.

			Gerard took it with a skeptical look. He glanced down, skimming the contract. Everything they’d discussed was reflected in the contract.

			“How did you do that? Witchcraft?”

			Brian chortled.

			“Not exactly.”

			Brian lifted his hand and clawed his fingers. Instantly, an intricate fountain pen materialized in Brian’s hand, which he offered to a stunned Gerard.

			“I had the contract drafted like this from the start. Educated guess that you would take the new deal,” he smiled.

			Gerard shook his head in disbelief and took the pen from Brian. This guy might not have been the Devil, but he was damn good. He put his signature on the bottom next to Brian’s.

			Brian reached out his hand to accept the contract back.

			“Brilliant. Now, may I see your guitar?” he asked.

			Gerard cocked an eyebrow.

			“You play?” he asked, slipping the strap from his shoulders.

			“It’s amazing the things you pick up in Hell,” Brian replied. Gerard passed him the bright red Gibson Les Paul from the case. “For example,” Brian continued, “have you ever heard of Robert Johnson?”

			Gerard shook his head as he watched Brian strum an open chord with his thumb.

			“Looks like you’re out of tune.”

			Gerard looked on as Brian systematically twisted each tuning peg one by one before handing him back the guitar. Gerard took the guitar back and strummed an open chord. He wasn’t sure why, but the sound was richer than anything he’d ever heard his guitar produce before, even with no distortion. His jaw fell loose with astonished disbelief.

			“Gotta tell you, this whole experience has got me thinking up some pretty wild lyrics,” Gerard said with a chuckle.

			Brian shook his head.

			“Oh no, you’re not going to remember any of this. We make sure your memory is wiped. You’ll wake up tomorrow and things will just start happening for you.”

			“What, seriously? I won’t remember anything at all?”

			“Oh god, could you imagine? That would be a PR nightmare.”

			Gerard’s body felt limp and his vision blacked. The last thing he would never remember would be the calming sound of the fountain gently trickling in the courtyard.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The double doors to the courtyard closed behind Brian with a dull rumble as he entered the foyer of Hell – a cavernous, almost hangar-sized room with domed ceilings and pure white buttresses that always made Brian feel like he was inside an enormous rib cage. Annoyance prickled the back of his neck. The Swarm pulsated beneath his skin with the thought of Lucy, the Devil, shirking another contract signing, leaving Brian to do it last minute. Again. He inhaled deep from his nose, filling his chest with air before letting the breath slip slowly from his lips. He repeated the exercise, feeling the calm creep through his limbs. His composure regained, Brian quickly double-checked the folder in his hand containing Gerard’s contract and strode to the semicircular receptionist’s desk where the Hellion, Marie, greeted him with a polite nod.

			“This is the third time this month,” Brian said, a touch too aggressively, as he passed the folder over the desk to Marie. “Have you heard anything from her?”

			Marie shook her head, her black bobbed hair fluttering as she did.

			“No,” she replied sheepishly, “she has not been in contact this time.”

			Irritation began to prickle at Brian once more. He rolled his shoulders, relieving the feeling before it could build again.

			“Can you make sure those get to Records? And please get one of the Reps to escort Mr. Kay back home,” Brian said before spinning on his heel and making his way to the main foyer doors. He reached for the handle and pulled, catching a glimpse of Marie bowing in acknowledgement from the corner of his eye before the blinding white of the gateway took his view.

			* * *

			Brian passed through the flames and into the studio – the source of all the adult content produced for Sinful Media, a branch of S.I.N. Industries, the company Brian and his team started and operated for the benefit of Hell’s profits. The studio was constructed just off of the sales floor so Sal could easily make it from one area to the next as he insisted on doing double duty. His responsibilities as the head of Hell’s sales team and his rapport with the sales reps were irreplaceable, and, as Brian reluctantly admitted, his knack with the production of S.I.N. Industries’ adult media content was second only to Danika, the former head of Hell’s defunct Marketing department, so Brian allowed the straddle between departments. Four compartmented sets were constructed with rigging for lights and microphones. Large, high-quality cameras were placed in front of each set with handheld options available as they were needed. Each set was largely different to the last: the cluttered back room of a retail store, a posh hotel suite, a dark room with far too many holes in the walls, and a pristine corner office that looked suspiciously like the one Brian occupied at the S.I.N. Industries head office in the human world. The sets would change every other day, however, whenever Brian visited, it seemed the office remained untouched. Brian wasn’t entirely sure whether this was meant to be a joke for his benefit or if there was just a large enough pull for office-related adult content that a dedicated set just made the most sense. Hellions of all shapes and sizes were littered both on and off the sets, and the bustling sounds of bodies filled the air, accented by Sal’s New York accent barking orders about places and lighting to no one in particular. Thankfully, nothing was being filmed at the moment, as Brian wasn’t keen on being present when, as Sal put it, ‘the magic happens’. It was, however, the only place he could get Danika to sit still long enough to have a word with her.

			There, Brian found her sitting in a foldout black canvas director’s chair, one leg crossed over her knee, scanning the pages of a script. A small table with stacks of folders sat next to her. Her pale skin and disheveled hair was still unchanged from the day he first met her. Now, as he understood Dani a bit more, he felt the look suited her. The sound of Brian’s footsteps on the hard granite floor signaled his approach, prompting her gaze to lift from the page.

			“How’d the contract go?” Dani asked, greeting Brian with a smile.

			He shook his head in disbelief. “I cannot believe we haven’t been wiping the memories of past contracts. I am genuinely terrified to know how many people out there are roaming around knowing we exist.”

			She laughed with a snort. “I don’t think there’d be too much to worry about. Someone willing to get to the contract stage would be pretty willing to keep their mouth shut about how and why their lives have suddenly changed. Not to mention people would think they were losing it if they started spouting off about having met the Devil.”

			“Still, it’s an oversight that I’d rather not carry forward. The tighter we can run things, the easier they’ll be.”

			“Speaking of, you’d better watch yourself,” Dani said, sliding her leg from her knee and straightening herself in the chair. She threw the script on the stack of folders and quickly flipped through their labeled edges to find one closer to the top of the pile, slipping it free. She presented the folder to Brian.

			“Uh oh,” he replied, glancing at the folder, “what did you find out?”

			With the growing success of S.I.N. Industries, Brian was increasingly being approached by interested parties, news outlets, and online bloggers. They all wanted an inside look at the business publicly profiting on the bad habits and dirty deeds of humanity. While the business itself was more a means to an end for Hell’s profit margins in soul energy, Brian thought it best to keep up the facade of a legitimate business with the same pursuits as other legitimate businesses – money. That meant occasionally doing interviews for interest pieces and articles for fringe publications that took notice, all of which Brian had thoroughly vetted by Danika.

			“You’ve got a tough customer there,” Dani declared, motioning to the folder.

			Brian flipped open the dossier on his most recent scheduled interview.

			“Sasha Perrin,” Brian read aloud. “Why does that name sound so familiar?”

			“She’s a heavy hitter in the corporate journalism world. She’s been known to have single-handedly taken down some organizations with her exposés. A real social justice warrior, that one.”

			Brian flipped through the pages, scanning the articles Dani had pulled, either written by or featuring Sasha Perrin. He did recall her name as, before his time in Hell, Brian frequently kept up with the business section of the local and national papers. Sasha Perrin was a semiregular byline he’d catch with some shocking reveal of sweatshops, sexual harassment, and tax fraud from outwardly squeaky-clean businesses. A smile curled the corner of his mouth.

			“When are we booked for?” Brian asked as he snapped the folder shut.

			“Two-thirty, this afternoon. You’re actually going to do it?” Dani asked with a tone of concern-laced surprise.

			“Why not?” Brian said. “It’ll be good practice for all the preparations we’ve made, don’t you think?”

			Dani wobbled her head in aloof agreement.

			“We are pretty bulletproof at this point,” she concurred.

			* * *

			Brian took the gateway to an abandoned bodega at the end of the busy downtown street where the head office of S.I.N. Industries was located. The office building was the tallest on the block – a monolith of brushed steel and teal-tinted glass that gracefully twisted near the top. As Brian had a few minutes before his meeting with Miss Perrin, he thought he’d walk to the office and clear his head. The earlier annoyance of Lucy abandoning her contract appointment begged to claw its way back to Brian’s focus, but he stuffed it down by grilling himself on all the public relations talking points he, Dani, Stephanie, and the rest of the team developed for the media. Brian knew that spin was a necessary evil when it came to S.I.N., and he wanted to make sure he was ready for anything.

			As he entered the building, the two security guards on duty nodded to him and offered a cheery greeting.

			“Lucius,” Brian replied, nodding to the stout, broad man leaning against the tiled front desk. “Harlow,” he said, throwing another nod to the taller, thin man next to him.

			Harlow jaunted over from the desk to press the elevator button for Brian. He thanked the guard and stepped into the elevator, pressing the button for the fourteenth floor. The doors were just about closed when a slender hand thrust between them, causing the doors to clunk to a stop and open once more. A young woman entered the elevator and moved to press the fourteen button, stopping short as she noticed it was already illuminated. Her hand paused briefly before retracting back into the pocket of her forest green trench coat. A gaze from hazel eyes darted to Brian as the doors closed and the car began to ascend.

			“You wouldn’t happen to be Brian Lachey, would you?” the woman asked with a soft rasp.

			Brian returned her stare and punctuated it with a smile.

			“I am. And, I gather, that makes you Miss Perrin?”

			A smile spread wide across her face.

			“Quite astute, Mr. Lachey,” she replied, presenting a hand to Brian.

			He took it and shook, assessing the woman in the moment. She was young – maybe in her mid- to late twenties. Her hair rolled down in wild waves of oaky brown that lightened to blonde at the tips just below her shoulders. The warm notes of her skin would have been at home on a Mediterranean beach, as would the soft scent of coconuts that followed. Her attractiveness was not without its viciousness hiding just beneath the surface. The smile on her face didn’t quite reach her calculating eyes. Brian could tell that she was already sizing him up and looking for weaknesses. Predatory and cunning.

			“Pleasure to meet you,” Brian said.

			The pair rode the elevator in tense silence for less than a minute that felt like an eternity. The jingle of a digital chime twinkled through the car and the doors opened to the entryway of Brian’s office.

			A royal blue carpet covered the area from the elevator door to a small, vacant receptionist’s desk opposite. On the left of the desk was a contemporary leather bench with a potted Ficus on either side. To the right, a glass door with a brushed nickel handle led to Brian’s office.

			Brian jaunted past Sasha to the glass door and opened it, gesturing her in.

			“No receptionist?” she asked.

			“Admittedly, some things are still a work in progress,” Brian replied.

			A smug smile crossed her face.

			“Hard to keep a pretty young receptionist without wanting to poach her for your adult films?” Sasha shot as she walked through the door.

			Brian laughed through his nose.

			“Not exactly – and bold of you to assume I’d only be interested in a female receptionist,” he parried.

			Sasha turned her gaze back, a look of surprised enjoyment scrawled on her face.

			Inside, the office was cozy but functional. Adjacent to the door was a short glass coffee table flanked on either side by cushy two-seater sofas in a modern gray upholstery. A tall planter box with ferns separated the sitting area from the remainder of the office. To the right was Brian’s private bathroom, a few filing cabinets, and some framed photos and magazine covers featuring S.I.N. Industries. Opposite the door and sitting area was Brian’s desk, set in front of a long wall of tall windows overlooking the downtown business district. If he really strained his vision, Brian was able to see all the way down to his old firm, BS Consulting, sitting in the shadow of his current building.

			He rounded his desk and took a seat behind it, motioning to one of the empty chairs in front to Sasha. She smiled and sat, putting her handbag down on the floor next to her and pulling off her green trench, revealing a white sleeveless shirt and high-waisted blue and white striped pants, both of which hugged her fit form snugly. She leaned over, ducking slightly out of Brian’s line of sight to dig around for an awkwardly long moment in her purse before retrieving a small coiled notepad, a pen, and a black recording device.

			“Do you mind if I record our conversation?” she asked, not waiting for an answer before depressing the record button.

			“By all means,” Brian said, lacing his fingers and propping his elbows on his desk. “Can I offer you something to drink before we start? Coffee, tea? We do have some bottles of Corrupted Spirits floating around too, if you prefer something stronger.”

			Sasha smiled her fake smile and crossed one leg over her knee.

			“I’m all right, thanks.” She flipped open her notepad and clicked her pen three times before leaning in.

			“So, Brian Lachey,” she began. “I’ll be honest, you’re not what I imagined.”

			Brian cocked his head. “How so?”

			“I thought for sure you’d be a lot sleazier-looking.”

			And so we begin.

			“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Brian replied. “To be frank, I’m rather surprised by you, too. Your reputation certainly reads more to a seasoned professional than someone so young.”

			Sasha shrugged smugly.

			“I’ve got a knack for finding the right stories.”

			“And here you are, on the doorstep of S.I.N. Industries.”

			“Well, when a burgeoning mega-corporation pops up with the mission of making a profit from the darkest facets of human addictions, spearheaded by a relatively green CEO, one tends to take notice.”

			Brian snickered, unlacing his fingers and reclining in his chair.

			“Fair point. Well, despite the subject matter, you’ll find no secrets here, so go ahead with your questions.”

			A predatory aura washed over Sasha at the invitation. She pressed the tip of her pen to the pad and poised for her first move.

			“Good to know. So, let’s start with you. How does a recently graduated, unknown business advisor working at a low-level consulting firm go about making a multi-million-dollar business almost overnight? There is very little information about you online.”

			Brian nodded.

			“That’s on purpose. My business may be an open book but I prefer my privacy. That said, it’s fairly simple. I have a knack for business – I always have. I found that I was just spinning my wheels over at BS Consulting, taking rudimentary businesses and turning them into powerhouses in their industries, and making other people exorbitant amounts of money in the process.”

			“So, you drop off the face of the earth. No notice to work, apartment left abandoned, bills left unpaid. Even your parents didn’t know where you went,” Sasha recited.

			“I thought it was hard to find information about me?” Brian replied.

			Sasha gave him a wicked smirk. “I said there’s little of you online. I never said anything about having nothing on you at all.”

			She’s good.

			“So,” Brian continued, clarifying Sasha’s recounting, “I left. I took a hard look at what I wanted and where I’d ended up and decided to make a choice. It wasn’t without a good amount of luck, however. I met someone who was willing to give me the opportunity to start something of my own. With that, I built S.I.N. from the ground up, with plenty of help, of course.”

			He smiled to himself as he reminisced fondly.

			Sasha’s pen scribbled wildly over the page but her focus was still firmly on Brian.

			“I wonder what kind of benefactor actively supports a corporation that peddles booze and smut,” she mused.

			“One that would prefer to remain anonymous. Her investment, however, has been instrumental in this whole process. Though, I wouldn’t go so far as to call her an angel investor. I think she’d be insulted by that.”

			Sasha flipped the page in her notepad and continued scribbling.

			“A female investor. Definitely didn’t see that coming. It’s usually men that sleep more soundly at night while profiting off the suffering of the average person.”

			“Want to clarify?” Brian asked.

			Sasha shifted in her seat, her posture more angular now. She looked ready for a fight.

			“You know, I was drawn by your company’s offerings. Many companies like presenting themselves as squeaky clean and family-friendly. Nothing to hide. The truth is rarely so marketable. You, however – or, rather, S.I.N. Industries – are all about being obvious and aboveboard. You dabble in the interests that appeal to the darker side of humanity, and you do it shamelessly.

			“Yet, how many families are torn asunder from the abuse of alcohol? How many pornographic depictions out there contribute to the growing epidemic of rape culture? Hell, I even hear that you are looking at getting involved in the lottery and gaming commission, adding another log to your addiction cabin.”

			She was sharp. She did her homework, not only about Brian and S.I.N., but the avenues already ventured. The approach was all wrong, though. Sasha was trying to trip him up in the morality of the company. She was using the tactics she had for companies with something to hide or some shame to their activities. That certainly was not S.I.N. That certainly was not Brian.

			“Don’t forget marijuana. Legalization has made it a burgeoning market, and not just for the day traders looking to make a quick buck,” Brian added, a playful grin on his face.

			“Look at you, a full deck. You even have the witty company name to go along with it.”

			Brian chuckled. “That was more of a happy accident, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy the connotations.”

			She smirked, seeming to finally be on the same page with how candid they could be during their meeting, allowing her shoulders to relax slightly.

			“So, then, is it all about the money? Are you just in it to profit on the weakness of humans?”

			Yes.

			“Not at all. I mean, don’t get me wrong – very few things are guaranteed in life. People’s vices, while not always virtuous, are fairly stable. Country is in recession? Lose your job, your house? Bad breakup? Vices aren’t pretty, but they’re reliable; enough that individual companies have profited considerably off a single one. However, you mentioned our adult entertainment as potentially contributing to rape culture. We have actively sought out directorial talent and work with consultants in order to create content for Sinful Media that promotes consent, safe-sex practices, and female empowerment. You mentioned our presence in the alcohol market. Thanks to low distillery and production costs, forty percent of the cost of every bottle of Corrupted Spirits is donated to Al-Anon programs nationwide. Our entry into the marijuana markets will have a large stake in recreational use, of course, but also focus on the development of medical applications for ailments of all shapes and sizes. Two sides to every coin.”

			A vicious edge crept over Sasha’s gaze as Brian finished.

			“You’d make a good politician.”

			“Ouch, thanks for that,” Brian jested, wincing and placing a hand over his heart.

			The sparring match was nonstop and Brian had to take a step back to realize how much fun he was having. The surging pulse from The Swarm concurred. Sasha was no longer pressing her pen to the pad, and it seemed like she hadn’t written anything at all in the last few minutes. With her eyes set to kill and her shark-tooth smile, he could only assume that she was enjoying herself too.

			Gentle rapping on the glass door of Brian’s office brought him back to himself. He shifted his attention from Sasha, now also turning in her seat to see the door opening slowly. Tight, black curls, noticeably less lively than he’d last seen them, poked through the gap; the usually warm notes of her dark skin undeniably colder and paler.

			“Sorry to interrupt,” Gabrielle said as she leaned into the office.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The sounds of distant laughter and exclaimed joy floated along the breeze, mixing with the crashing of the waves against the cliffside that suspended Dahlia’s beach house. She stood, elbows braced against the rail of the balcony, arms folded together, her head turned toward the public beach not far along the coast, glimpsing the tiny dancing figures of a group of children playing in the sand. Her dirty-blonde hair fluttered along with the open beach cover-up draped from her shoulders, shielding the bare skin not covered by her bathing suit from the coming chill of early evening. She wasn’t sure how long she had been watching, probably too long; spaced out as she absorbed the scene, memories of her own childhood bleeding through in her mind. She allowed her gaze to linger only a moment longer, her mind barely grazing the thought of her brother, before she roused herself back to consciousness and turned to retreat inside.

			With her soul redeemed, and a new, more significant chance at life at her fingertips, Dahlia had chosen to leave Hell and live permanently in the human world with Brian – though, he often spent many nights still at the compound while busy with work, especially lately as Lucy had all but vanished in the recent months. Dahlia had hoped to find purpose in her new life. She wanted to find meaning and a goal worth pursuing, using her newfound humanity to the fullest; however, with Brian’s frequent absences, her mother disappearing, and Dallas….

			Dahlia felt isolated and listless in this new life of hers. Brian had offered for her to work at the S.I.N. head office, even giving her the choice of whatever role she wanted, but she couldn’t fathom exercising her freedom by putting herself in a box, no matter how casually she could come and go as she pleased. So, she took the time to soul-search and see what meant most to her, hoping her heart would decide for her. Instead, she often found herself wrapped in lethargy and mourning the days in Hell with her dysfunctional family. Even when she couldn’t stand her mother anymore and escaped to the human world temporarily to pursue another degree or a taste of the humanity that eluded her, she would often find herself accompanied by Dallas.

			It was never planned, as she would find him cropped up at whatever bar, club, or gathering she decided to head out to. He would throw her some line of feeling responsible for looking after her and she would begrudgingly invite him to tag along, knowing he was just there for a good time like her. After a few drinks and enough time away from their manufactured existences as the heirs of Hell, the two would bond and commiserate, similarly, Dahlia imagined, to how real siblings would. Dahlia reluctantly admitted that she enjoyed their time together in these instances. This time, however, her now prolonged time in the human world was lonely, the void sitting heavy in her chest.

			As she turned from the railing to make her way inside, she stopped short, becoming aware of the sound of firm, persistent knocking at her front door. She grimaced, cocking her head to one side before walking through the open sliding-glass door of the balcony. She wrapped her cover-up around her frame as she crossed the open-concept living room to her front door at the opposite end. Through the three ascending panels of frosted glass beside the door, she could just make out a mess of golden blonde hair atop a petite shape draped in light blue. Dahlia took in a sharp breath and sighed hard, pausing to compose herself through the continued knocking before opening the door. She twisted the handle and yanked the door from the frame, sending Allanah slightly off balance as her incessant knocking was thrown off rhythm. She quickly straightened, plastering a dreamy smile on her face.

			“I’ve been knocking for some time. I was starting to think you weren’t home.” Allanah started, her carefree voice tinged with annoyance.

			“And yet you continued to knock,” Dahlia shot back, cocking her hip as she stood in the doorway. “What do you want, Allanah?”

			The directness didn’t faze her as she continued to beam.

			“Can a concerned aunt not visit her displaced niece simply to check in?” Allanah replied.

			Dahlia stared at her for a moment, entirely unamused. Despite her dislike for Allanah, her curiosity combined with her need for distraction forced her to step aside, making a vague welcoming gesture inward with her arm. Allanah squeaked and quickly accepted the invitation, sneaking through the doorway and into the room proper. Dahlia pivoted and made her way down the hallway to her room in the back, pulling the cover-up off her shoulders.

			“It boggles my mind that you somehow think I’ll buy any of what just spewed out of you,” she said over her shoulder as she reached her room, opening up her closet to find something to wear. “So, how about we try that again – what do you want, Allanah?”

			Dahlia threw on a white long-sleeve shirt and French-tucked the bottom into a pair of high-waisted denim capris. She slipped her bare feet into short wedge sandals and pulled the loose waves of her hair into a messy ponytail. As she made her way back to the living room, rounding the corner from the hallway, she noticed Allanah’s expression had changed. She donned a sterner look. Her chin was cocked up and her blonde ringlets framed her arms crossed over her chest.

			“I came to make you an offer,” she said. “How would you like to work with me on a special project?”

			Dahlia failed to hold back a snort, shooting a disbelieving look at her aunt.

			“‘Like’ is a strong word. I don’t think I would like that at all.” Dahlia made her way to the kitchen island and flicked on the espresso machine.

			“Really?” Allanah replied, a bite in her words now. “Are you too busy around here?”

			Dahlia retrieved a small mug from the cupboard, slamming it down on the island, and nodded sarcastically.

			“Absolutely swamped. Was that all? Thanks for stopping by.”

			Allanah’s posture shifted. Her lips pursed and visible frustration etched her brow.

			“I…” She hesitated. “…need your help.”

			Dahlia was actually taken aback. The gurgling of the machine on the counter percolated the tension between the two.

			“Okay – first, I’m impressed that you can be humbled enough to ask that quickly with a little light ribbing. Second – why the fuck didn’t you start with that?”

			The tension continued to hang for a moment before Allanah relinquished her righteous demeanor. Her arms dropped to her sides and her posture slumped slightly as she donned a pathetic look on her face.

			“I don’t do this sort of thing often. I have people for this,” she whined.

			“And you’re used to getting your way through fear and intimidation, right?” Dahlia pressed, watching the coffee stream slowly into the mug.

			Allanah groaned.

			“You don’t need to rub it in, niece.”

			Dahlia shrugged.

			“I’ve dealt with my mother’s bullshit for nearly a century. You two are more similar than you could imagine.”

			“Now you’re just being cruel.”

			Dahlia walked over and handed Allanah the tiny mug filled with frothed coffee. Allanah assessed curiously and took it, tipped it to her lips and sipped. A small sound of joyful intrigue squeaked from her throat as her expression lightened. Dahlia nodded curtly, spinning on her heel and making her way back to the cupboard, retrieving another mug.

			“So, one more time with feeling – what do you want, Allanah?”

			Allanah slowly walked over to the island, pulling out one of the tall stools and gingerly taking a seat. “I’m working on something. It’s big.”

			“Uh huh.”

			“Something that will benefit everyone.”

			Dahlia shot a skeptical look across the island.

			“Define ‘everyone’.”

			Allanah shrugged, taking another sip of espresso.

			“Me, Lucy, Brian; you, if you’re interested.” She threw a coy glance over the rim of her mug as she took another sip.

			“But mostly you, right?”

			Allanah delicately placed the mug on the counter between them, drawing in a slow breath as she did.

			“Brian’s strategy with S.I.N. Industries was very inspired. He really tapped into the heart of human depravity and a well of endless energy,” Allanah continued, skipping past Dahlia’s jab.

			“Uh huh….” Dahlia prodded.

			“Admittedly, it made me assess how Heaven can innovate.”

			Dahlia could tell how hard Allanah was struggling through this. Something told her that she had little to no experience in doing any sort of liaising. It was pretty painful to watch.

			“Okay, and…?” Dahlia prodded, hoping they would get to the point before nightfall.

			“I was hoping I could get you on board with that,” Allanah stumbled to a conclusion.

			Dahlia blinked once and then stared blankly at Allanah for a moment.

			“On board with what?” Dahlia asked, visibly confused.

			“You know…‘That’. The innovating.”

			Dahlia was taken aback.

			“So, wait – you’re telling me that you came here to ask me for help on making a plan to mimic what Brian did in Hell? Like, you haven’t even gone through the conceptualizing stages of a plan? You haven’t thought of any sort of strategy where I would come into play, you’re just hoping I would do it for you?” She wasn’t sure if she was more flabbergasted or furious. After all Allanah’s high and mightiness, she couldn’t even come up with a half-cocked plan, let alone some malicious plot against Hell. Dahlia had always wondered why Allanah never tried a play for Hell before Dallas came along. It was now becoming abundantly clear.

			Allanah’s cheeks flushed red and her shoulders tensed, leaning forward to attack.

			“It’s not like I don’t have anything. I have an idea – of course I have an idea!” she blurted.

			Dahlia snorted.

			“Okay, try me.”

			“I want to unify Heaven and Hell. One combined afterlife where we’re not squabbling over who gets what. Everyone gets a slice of the pie,” she spat.

			“It’s not like you to share. What changed?” Dahlia pressed.

			Allanah’s face scrunched. She looked like she was about to burst.

			“Humans are…complicated. Altruism seems to be in increasingly short supply, church attendance is diminishing, religion is in a bad way and I don’t see it getting better.” The tension eased slightly, but Allanah’s cheeks were still colored in embarrassed-pink. “I am beginning to worry about the longevity of Heaven, especially when I see what Brian has done with Hell.”

			“Ouch,” Dahlia replied, “that must have hurt to admit.”

			“Don’t patronize me,” Allanah snapped, going rigid again, defending her laid-bare pride.

			Dahlia scoffed in disbelief.

			“Forgive me but, since I’ve known you, you’ve been in a cold war with my mother, been instrumental in the death of my brother, and now you come calling, asking for my help – understandably, my feelings toward you aren’t overly positive, Allanah.”

			Allanah recoiled for a moment. Her cheek twitched just under her right eye and the red in her cheeks cherried even further.

			“I’m…sorry.”

			Silence filled the space between the two for an agonizing amount of time. Though Dahlia was surprised to hear Allanah apologize – for anything, really – she had no intention of making this easy for her.

			“Your brother,” Allanah resumed, finally cluing in, “was an unfortunate loss. Don’t misunderstand – I have my qualms with Lucy. We have never seen eye to eye, and that know-it-all nature of hers gets under my skin. Our problems go back more centuries than I care to admit, but Dallas was not part of that. He was family. I may have problems with your mother, but that doesn’t extend to you, and it didn’t extend to Dallas. I used him, foolishly, and he suffered the consequences. So did you.” Allanah looked to Dahlia now, the expression of guilt on her face. “I’m sorry for that.”

			Dahlia didn’t know what to say. Talking about Dallas made her seethe with anger just below the surface, but the emotion on display took the edge off. Maybe she couldn’t get along with Allanah, but the troubles she, Lucy, and potentially even Brian soon had to deal with could be cut short by a little cooperation and understanding. Dahlia could make that sacrifice if it meant removing the threat of losing anyone else she cared about.

			She inhaled deeply through her nose and released a long sigh, leaning into the counter. The edge pressed into her palms and her head hung loose as she hunched, trying to shake the displeasing feeling in her gut.

			“So, how did you imagine this arrangement of yours would work?” Dahlia asked.

			Allanah’s eyes widened with excitement, perking up almost immediately.

			“I can arrange a place for you in Heaven as we work on the plan,” she dove in with a chipper tone. “I will make sure you understand the inner workings of Heaven, how we differ from Hell, and what happens to the souls we receive. I’m going to rely on you to bring your knowledge of Hell to the table so we can work together on creating a plan that benefits both parties.” Allanah excitedly clapped her hands.

			While she wasn’t thrilled about the amount of work she had just signed up for, something Allanah said piqued Dahlia’s interest.

			“I’ll get to see what happens to the soul fragments?” she asked.

			Allanah gave a cheery “mhm” accompanied by a quick head nod.

			If she could understand souls a little better, maybe there was a way….

			“Fine,” Dahlia replied, “I’ll help, but I’m not staying in Heaven.” Her mind flashed an image of a Hellionized Brian during his stay in Hell. She imagined a forced Angelic transformation wouldn’t be any better.

			“I’ll arrange access for you through Heaven’s Gate,” Allanah agreed, not skipping a beat.

			The uneasy feeling in Dahlia’s stomach had still not subsided. She tried to consider all the variables in the frenzy of information and possibilities that barraged her mind.

			“Out of curiosity – why didn’t you bring this right to Brian? Why come to me?”

			Allanah’s cheer receded slightly as a shy meekness crept in.

			“Well, the last time Brian and I spoke, it was not on very good terms. Besides, I imagine he’s busy with S.I.N. right now, so bringing him something so early on in the planning stages probably wouldn’t do me any favors.”

			Dahlia’s brow dropped and she crossed her arms.

			“Allanah.”

			“I figured you owed me a favor for purifying your soul. I was also planning on leveraging your relationship with Brian to get him on board.”

			“Yeah, I thought so.”

			“All I ask is that you don’t tell Brian about anything yet. I would hate for him to have his guard up before we can deliver the goods.” Allanah gave a jovial punch to the air between the two.

			Dahlia rolled her eyes and nodded.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“I apologize,” Brian said as he saw Sasha Perrin to the elevators, “we will absolutely reschedule this for another time.”

			He had lied to Sasha about being double-booked, blaming his lack of secretary to keep things in order. She seemed suspicious but took it well enough.

			“I hope so,” Sasha answered with a coy smile. “I was just starting to have fun.”

			Admittedly, Brian was too.

			He sent her off in the elevator, turning quickly to reenter the office. He pulled the frosted-glass doors shut behind him, making sure to lock them this time.

			Gabrielle sat on the loveseat closest to the door. She was clad in a long, white trench that was firmly done up. The rise and fall of her chest suggested that her breathing was labored.

			“Long time no see,” Gabrielle started, giving a weak smile.

			Brian nodded, sitting in the seat opposite her, and feeling very distracted by the obvious struggle Gabrielle was in.

			“Yeah, long time. How are you?”

			She chuckled. “Been better.”

			Brian wasn’t sure how to respond, given her present state.

			“Is it that obvious?” she asked. She unbuttoned her trench coat from the collar down, pulling it open at her midsection with a wince.

			“Oh my god,” Brian whispered, leaning forward in his seat.

			Crimson red bled through Gabrielle’s white dress underneath.

			“Is that—” Brian started.

			She nodded. “From Dallas, yeah.”

			Brian stared for a few moments longer at the wound, trying to make sense of it.

			“How is this even possible?” he asked finally. “You’re…well, Death. I didn’t think you could get hurt like this?”

			“Typically, no, but when the wound is inflicted by a Holy Instrument, even we immortals have trouble.”

			“You seemed fine at the time,” he said, thinking out loud, back to the invasion of Hell when Dallas stabbed Gabrielle.

			“I hate to admit that Dallas got a good shot on me, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. I didn’t want to let anyone know, especially Lucy.”

			“That explains why you left so suddenly afterward,” Brian recalled. Dumbfounded by the sight before him, Brian struggled to guess where to go next. “I don’t have any medical knowledge,” he blurted.

			Gabrielle snorted and let out a lighthearted laugh before wincing again and stifling her humor.

			“That’s not why I’m here.” She chuckled through the pain.

			He shook his head, reclining as he ran a hand through his hair.

			“No, of course not,” he replied. “How can I help?”

			Gabrielle’s lips pursed in consideration for her next words. She inhaled deeply, releasing the breath through her nose.

			“Being Death, you develop a knack for when someone is about to go,” she said, “and I’m pretty close.”

			Brian blinked a few times, trying to comprehend what Gabrielle was trying to get at.

			“I’m sorry?” he asked, hoping for clarification that would correct the grim assumptions brewing in his mind.

			“I’m dying, Brian.”

			Shit.

			“How is that even possible? Aren’t you kind of in control of that?”

			She shrugged. “To an extent, I can slow the process, but there’s no undoing what’s been done. That sword I was stabbed with was crafted out of very special material. It’s not just a sharp blade; it cuts through souls and the fabric of existence itself.”

			A million thoughts rifled through Brian’s brain all at once. Dahlia, Lucy, their relationship – what Gabrielle’s loss could mean for everyone that had become part of Brian’s life was so immeasurable but suddenly so present. No, more than that, Brian liked Gabrielle. Though their friendship was still in its early days, Brian enjoyed her company. The mourning he felt was his own; the dull pang of sadness for Gabrielle rooted in his core. Though she did her best to hide her apprehension, there was a hint of unsteadiness in Gabrielle’s voice. He knew then that, despite her detached demeanor, she was afraid.

			“How close is ‘pretty close’?”

			Gabrielle’s face scrunched a bit, considering the question.

			“It’s hard to say. Like I mentioned, I’ve done what I can to slow the process, but I could have a week or a month – I suppose it depends on how much I exert myself while I’m looking for a replacement,” she replied in a distantly lighthearted tone, “which is why I’ve come to see you.

			“I was hoping you could help me find someone to succeed me as the Horseman of Death.”

			Brian recoiled at the request. There was so much to unpack, let alone still come to terms with, but as Gabrielle said, it seemed like time wasn’t exactly a luxury they had.

			“Look,” Brian began, “I know you don’t want Lucy to know, but don’t you think she would be better suited to helping you find a successor? She’s known you a lot longer than I have, and I would assume that means she understands what would be required of Death better than I ever could.”

			Gabrielle nodded along in agreement, leaning back in her seat with a wince.

			“You’re not wrong. The problem is, I can’t ask Lucy to help me. Death is a neutral party between Heaven and Hell – all the Horsemen are. So, if I were to go to Lucy and ask her to help me, it would look like I was favoring Hell. At the end of the day, both Allanah and Lucy need to agree on the successor, and we both know what Allanah is like.”

			Brian blew out a breath through tight lips.

			“Yeah, good point.” His brow creased and he tilted his head curiously. “But I’m set to take over Hell. Isn’t that the same thing?”

			Gabrielle gave a coy shrug. “I figure, if anyone could exploit a loophole, it’d be you. I feel like I can also rely on you to keep this a secret. No one can know you’re helping me.”

			Brian massaged his brow as he squinted, considering the problem being presented. “You’re putting a lot of trust in me.”

			She smiled sweetly. “I’ve seen the work you do. I know I can trust you. All you need to do is help me find a candidate, and I will present them to Lucy and Allanah like you were never even involved. Nobody else needs to know.”

			Brian’s breath quickened. His brain kicked into analytical mode as he started going through all the scenarios in his head. There were so many complications with this plan: not being able to tell Lucy was one thing; she was rarely around these days anyways, and even if she did come around, Brian felt like he was getting a pretty good grip on using The Swarm to block out her telepathy. Dahlia was a different story. Brian couldn’t hide anything from her. She was wickedly intuitive and Brian had no poker face for her when it came to it. Not only that, but if the news slipped, any potential candidate would be immediately rejected by Allanah, and it was clear that they didn’t have time to find multiple options. This would need to be foolproof.

			“Is it just you and I that know?” Brian asked, trying to size up the situation.

			Gabrielle cringed slightly, apparently understanding his thought process behind the question.

			“No,” she replied, “my head Reaper knows too. She’s been helping me look for someone, but she’s also been taking over the lion’s share of my responsibilities as I slowly lose strength, so we thought it would be a good idea to bring in another party.”

			“That’s not terrible then, I can work with that.”

			“And one of my fellow Horsemen knows too,” Gabrielle added sheepishly.

			“Oh, come on—”

			“To be fair,” Gabrielle raised her hands in defense, “I didn’t tell him, he figured it out. He’s developed a keen sense for death over the years himself – not to mention, we’ve known each other for a long time. He’s got good intuition.”

			Brian loosed another weighty sigh, leaning forward and perching his elbows on his knees to cup his face in his hands. After another moment, he slowly slid his face back up, catching the sight of Gabrielle flashing a weak, cheeky smile.

			“Okay,” Brian said finally, “I’ll help you. I don’t have the first idea on where we’d begin though.”

			Excitement flushed color to her cheeks. She sat upright in her seat again, beaming as well as she could.

			“Don’t worry, I’ve got that covered. How do you feel about going on a little field trip?”

			“Field trip?”

			“Well,” she elaborated, “I figure the best way for you to see what you’ll be recruiting for is to experience it firsthand, so I thought I’d show you what Death and the Reapers actually do.”

			Brian’s hesitation started to calm as he considered Gabrielle’s approach.

			“That’s a start. I still have no idea how I’d begin sourcing candidates, but having some idea on who would even be considered as a candidate is at least something.”

			“Great!” Gabrielle chirped. “So, does now work for you?”

			“Now?” Brian echoed in surprise.

			“No time like the present, right?”

			He paused for a moment, assessing Gabrielle’s pleading anticipation.

			“Okay, sure,” he replied finally.

			“Thank you, Brian,” Gabrielle said in a grateful tone. “One quick hiccup though – you’re going to have to die.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Brian sat, frozen. He stared at Gabrielle, a stunned gaze plastered on his face as he processed her words.

			“That’s going to be a deal-breaker for me,” he said quietly.

			Gabrielle’s eyes went wide and she shook her head wildly.

			“Oh! No, I don’t mean you need to stay dead. You can come back. I just mean that your soul needs to leave your body. On the surface it will look like you’re dead. You won’t have any vital signs.”

			This did not ease Brian’s conscience.

			“I’m pretty sure if my body goes dead for a few hours, I won’t just be able to slip back in and all will be well. Won’t my brain be damaged without oxygen?”

			Gabrielle nodded.

			“Your brain can last for about six minutes without oxygen, so our sessions will have to be a little less than that.”

			“I don’t see us getting a lot done in five-and-a-half-minute intervals.”

			“Death time and life time are very different. Five minutes is plenty,” she said with a smile.

			“What about my corruption?” Brian added, throwing up another roadblock. “If I die, won’t I just turn into a Hellion since I’m fully corrupted?” The Swarm buzzed happily beneath his flesh at the thought and, truthfully, it made him squirm a bit in discomfort – both physically and otherwise.

			Gabrielle shook her head, sending her curls bouncing back and forth.

			“A change like that only applies once a soul has been harvested by a Reaper.”

			Brian wrung his hands as he began to rock back and forth slightly in his seat. Then, finally, bereft of excuses, he got to his feet and made his way around the planter box and into his office proper.

			Gabrielle tilted her head curiously. “Where are you going?”

			“To the bathroom,” he replied. “I would rather not…well, you know,” he said as he made for the door to the left of the office.

			* * *

			Once Brian returned, fairly certain that his impromptu death would not be messy, he resumed his seat across from Gabrielle, who was visibly holding back laughter.

			“I’m glad you’re enjoying this,” Brian shot with bashful aggression.

			“No, no – I’m just very impressed with how thorough you are. No one else would have thought of the…let’s say, secondary response of their body going dead that quickly,” she said, fingers covering her smirk.

			“Would you have told me?”

			“Eventually. Probably.” She snickered.

			Brian inhaled deep, trying to get his mind back to business.

			“So, what now?”

			Gabrielle nodded, getting to her feet slowly, fully loosening her coat until it hung open from her shoulders. The white dress beneath began to ripple and swirl, slowly unspooling into the wispy smoke material Brian was used to seeing her don. The writhing pushed in on the crimson wound, covering it entirely. From within the open breast of the coat, Gabrielle produced a large scythe, its blade black, polished to a high glossy finish that reflected the terrified figure of Brian.

			“You ready?”

			She didn’t wait for a response. The scythe dropped, blade down, to her knee before being wrenched up quickly, slicing right through Brian where he sat in the love seat.

			It felt like he had been yanked up by his sternum.

			Stripping him naked.

			Knocking the wind from his chest.

			Though, breath didn’t matter now, and Brian’s pantomime of gasping breathing seemed more force of habit or reflex than necessity. Gabrielle stood before him, a soft, reassuring smile on her lips as he floated there in an incorporeal daze.

			“That was unpleasant,” Brian said, looking his projection over to make sure that he was not actually naked.

			He was surprised to see his body draped in writhing gray smoke, similar to Gabrielle’s garb. It ran down his arms and spilled down his body, mimicking a robe. A tattered hood hung off his shoulders.

			“It’s death. It’s not pleasant,” Gabrielle replied in a matter-of-fact tone.

			Brian looked down at his body, now lying limply on one of the armchairs. He glanced to where Gabrielle sat, finding the seat empty.

			“Where is your body?”

			Gabrielle rose an eyebrow.

			“Right here.”

			“No, I mean why are you ethereal with no corpse leftovers?”

			She shrugged and gave him a look that said she rarely considered that question.

			“My body isn’t like yours. My soul isn’t like yours. I can slip between the physical and ethereal whenever I need to.”

			Brian noticed that her breath was closer to normal in this state, and the color in her cheeks was fuller.

			“You seem to be in better spirits,” he commented.

			“Nice pun, but yeah. An ethereal form uses less energy for me.”

			“Well, how about you stick to this form for now so we can extend our unknown deadline.”

			“You are killing it with these Death puns!”

			Brian shook his head.

			“And I wonder why you and Lucy get along so well.”

			He looked down again at his body. More specifically, at the watch on his wrist. It was two fifty-seven in the afternoon.

			“So, five and a half minutes, then?”

			Gabrielle shot up in excitement at the comment.

			“Right! Here, take this.” She extended her hand, palm up. In the center, a golden hourglass, about the size of a soft-drink can, materialized. Red sand began pouring down from the top as Brian took it. “That’s five minutes in living time.”

			Brian inspected the grains dropping slowly.

			“How long is it here?”

			Gabrielle put a finger to her chin and shifted her weight in her stance.

			“Time doesn’t work the same on this plane of existence, but I would say roughly an hour of what your body would feel as time. Well, I say body, but….” She motioned up and down to Brian’s ghostly figure.

			“Right. So, now what?”

			“We’re just waiting for one other party member to join in,” Gabrielle answered, turning her gaze to the row of windows behind Brian’s desk.

			A moment later, in the space just before him and Gabrielle, a sudden sparkle of light appeared. It started no bigger than a pencil, but quickly arced through the air, forming a small semicircle of shimmering silvery blue. Another brief moment passed and, slowly, the space before them shifted. Brian now viewed the glitter as light that spilled from the crack of a door. As it swung open, the sounds of jungle wildlife slowly filled the otherwise quiet office, and a small figure glided through the opening before the flap of reality shut behind her once more.

			A little girl, no more than the age of eight. She looked of Middle Eastern origins, maybe Israeli. Her dark hair curled inward just above her shoulders and cropped above her honey eyes in a crooked fringe. She wore the same sort of shroud as Brian, only hers was pure black and had no sleeves. She floated on the air to Brian and Gabrielle, holding a clipboard and sporting a friendly smile.

			“Brian, this is Mercy – my head Reaper,” Gabrielle said with a flourish of her hand toward the young girl.

			“Pleased to meet you,” Mercy said, extending her hand.

			Brian returned the sentiment and took her hand in his own. It was small, only the size of Brian’s palm.

			“I don’t mean to be rude but—”

			“You want to know how old I am, don’t you?” she said with a giggle.

			Brian nodded.

			“I told you, time doesn’t work the same here. It’s far more relative than in your plane, even compared to Hell’s time dilation,” Gabrielle reiterated.

			“All the same, despite the way you see me now, I’d say I’m about four thousand years old,” Mercy answered.

			Brian was astounded. Though she looked like a little girl, she still carried an aura of importance with her.

			“But you’re so young,” Brian said, still baffled by Mercy’s appearance.

			“Look who’s talking,” Mercy shot back in good spirits.

			His mind returned to Mercy’s entry. He’d never seen anything like that before.

			“What was that doorway you opened?”

			“Oh, the portal? Everyone uses those.”

			“Not Hellions,” Gabrielle said, reminding Mercy.

			Her head rolled slightly and she gave a quick nod, showing that she had indeed known that but had just forgotten.

			“Wait, why?” Brian asked, a little annoyed by the clear efficiency that he and Hell didn’t seem to have access to.

			Gabrielle snorted. “It was developed by Heaven originally. Allanah never shared the method with Lucy.”

			The answer was somehow more infuriating than the lack of ability, and Brian decided he needed to redirect before he spiraled into the ins and outs of how to get Allanah to give them access to portals.

			“So, how did you end up working with Gabrielle?”

			“What happens when Hell gets a fully corrupted soul?” Mercy asked.

			“A Hellion is born.”

			“Correct, and if it were pure, it would be an Angel instead. So, what happens when a soul dies without any impact from either influence – a purely neutral soul?”

			“A Reaper is born,” Gabrielle answered.

			“We should talk and move,” Mercy suggested, “or we’re going to run the clock out on just the basics.” She motioned to the hourglass gripped in Brian’s hand.

			* * *

			Flying was a very strange feeling for Brian. The physics of his new form made for a sharp learning curve. However, it seemed Gabrielle and Mercy were intent on pushing him into the deep end. Quite literally in fact.

			Brian hurtled through the window of his office and down to the street several stories below. His body braced for impact but, instead, kept sinking through the solid concrete. Only when his brain registered that he wasn’t harmed did his figure bounce upward as if displaced back to the surface of water. He breached the street slowly, catching both women laughing jovially at the shade of green he currently had on display. It only took him another moment or two to catch on to the idea that his will controlled his actions more than his nerves and muscles did. He willed himself upright and landed on his feet in front of the pair, still giggling.

			“Okay, is that out of your system now?” Brian asked, hands crossed over his chest.

			“Sorry,” Gabrielle sputtered, “newbie flight training is always my favorite part.”

			“Let’s get heading to the hospital,” Mercy said, restraining her own laughter. “We can move while we give you a rundown on the fundamentals.”

			“The hospital?” Brian asked.

			“Yep, figured it would be beneficial for you to see a harvest in action.”

			The three began to move through the streets, zigzagging through the passersby on the street outside of the S.I.N. head office. Initially, it looked to Brian like they were frozen in time. The longer he stared, however, the more he started to realize that there was movement, only dialed down to a near imperceptible degree. It was an odd thing, watching life move at a cripplingly slow pace. People walking slower than a crawl, birds in mid-flight above their heads, an abnormally large black dog further in the distance, frozen in such a way that it looked like it was almost watching the party on their mission. As they made their way through the city, Brian began to notice flickers of black darting every which way. He trained his eyes on one of the figures that breached his view as it crested a hill and headed their way. Another Reaper, a young man with a messy brown mop of hair and clad in the same wisping black as Mercy, careened past them and through the city. To understand that death was occurring everywhere was one thing, but to see it in action, Brian was at a loss for words.

			“So, let’s start with the basics,” Mercy said. “To understand how Death works, you need to understand how a soul works.”

			Brian nodded. “I’m all ears.”

			“Think of a soul like a recipe. Every recipe has lots of different ingredients in varying amounts. Your recipe is different from your neighbor’s, or from your mailman’s, but the recipes all produce the soul of a person with their own unique flavoring. At birth, those ingredients are combined to create who you are. During your life, actions you take, either pure or corruptive, assign some of your soul either to Heaven or Hell. At the end of your life, it’s sort of like you’re reduced back to your base ingredients, only now your soul is collected by me or one of the other Reapers, and the soul fragments are doled out appropriately.

			“Say your recipe makes you a chocolate cake. You go through your life and do both good and bad things. When you die, your milk and eggs go to Heaven, and your sugar and cocoa go to Hell.”

			“What about the flour?” Brian asked.

			Mercy smiled.

			“Very good. The flour alone isn’t enough to make up a whole person, so it’s collected by us and is stored with all the other leftover ingredients. Neutral soul energy.”

			“What is it stored for?”

			“Repurposing. Neutral soul energy is redistributed into new human life, and the cycle continues. It’s easiest to redistribute in family members as your leftover ingredients will closer match the recipes of your relatives. You see a lot of that come through in familial similarities. The more neutral energy, the more that gets transferred into new life. There’ve been cases of grandchildren being born with the same birthmarks or same mannerisms of relatives passed. You get a lot of reincarnation theories from that – and it sort of is in a way.”

			Brian’s brain was working overtime. He was used to dealing with the soul fragments in Hell. He knew Heaven got a portion, but he never imagined there would be so much left over.

			“So, you can know a person’s lifespan specifically—”

			“Because I can translate someone’s recipe to a lifespan? Yeah, pretty much.” She shrugged.

			It was a simple analogy. Brian understood it very quickly but, as always, there were caveats he needed information on. He turned his attention to Gabrielle.

			“So, theoretically, if you knew what someone’s recipe was, and you had access to the right ingredients, you could make that person?”

			Gabrielle’s chin jutted forward and her bottom lip pressed into her top.

			“I suppose you could, but try not to get lost in the simplification. The composition of a soul is more than just flour, eggs, and sugar. There are infinitesimal pieces, fragments of fragments that, when put into the larger mixture, can make a huge difference in a person.”

			Brian nodded along as Gabrielle explained. He was still curious, but there would be time later for more answers. Hopefully.

			“Heaven and Hell get their portion at the end of it,” Mercy continued as they glided toward the hospital at the edge of the Downtown District. “They get enough to sustain what they need to and then some. The priority, though, is the neutral energy. That is what guarantees the continuance of human life.”

			“That’s why Death is a neutral party,” Garbielle interjected. “If I were too close to Heaven or Hell and the numbers were skewed on who gets what, whether by favoritism or coaxing, it could throw the whole system out of order. Life is a very fine balancing act.”

			Brian’s brow creased as he listened. “But isn’t the amount of corruption or purity determined by the actions of the person? I don’t see how there would be room to skew anything.”

			“There are some hard and fast rules, sure, but sometimes percentages can get caught between the adjudication of both Heaven and Hell. In those cases, Reapers act as Underwriters and make the call on the final tallies,” Gabrielle explained.

			“Even if those discrepancies are few, the small percentages add up across the vast amount of souls the Reapers handle,” Mercy added.

			* * *

			The trio arrived at the hospital, floating effortlessly through the doors of the Emergency wing and through the mass of bodies in the waiting room. As they pressed forward, zigzagging through the halls, Mercy slipped her clipboard from beneath her arm and turned over the first page.

			“We’re looking for Jonathan Kristoff,” she read aloud. “He’s an elderly patient who is finally succumbing to his heart disease.”

			Brian peeked around Mercy’s shoulder to get a look at what was on the page. A photo that looked like it was pulled directly from the DMV took up the top right corner. Various descriptive lines were written below. The man’s age, date of birth, and medical history were all present. The line that drew Brian in the most, however, was one titled ‘Due Date’. The date written on it was a week in the future. Mercy seemed to notice Brian looking. She flipped the cover sheet over and passed the clipboard to him over her shoulder.

			“Nothing to hide here,” she said.

			Brian immediately flipped back to the profile of the man, finding the due date once more.

			“So, would it be a safe assumption that the ‘due date’ is when this man is scheduled to die?”

			“‘Scheduled’ isn’t the right term I would use. It’s more of a ‘Best Before’ date. An approximation,” Gabrielle explained.

			Brian turned to her in surprise.

			“I thought you could tell someone’s exact lifespan?”

			“Yes and no. Someone’s recipe can tell me how long that person is prescribed to live, but humans have free will. If this man had a history of obesity, heart disease, depression, and any other assortment of factors, we would calculate his lifespan accordingly using probability. However, if this man decided that he would break free from his family’s history as much as he could – he started eating right, exercising regularly, and supplementing his diet, his risk factors would drop and he would likely beat our estimate.”

			“That being said,” Mercy chimed in, “our calculations do include a variable to offset things like that. The due date you see there is the best calculation we can make, but we have a buffer of ten days on either end of that.”

			“So, if free will is a factor, what if someone decides to commit suicide with no prior indication for it?” Brian questioned.

			“That’s where we do a bit of underwriting,” Mercy replied. “We make a judgment call on the situation, to see if the death will actually stick. If we don’t like the numbers, maybe they didn’t swallow enough pills or cut deep enough.”

			“Why would you need to do that?”

			“To make sure they get more exposure to corruption or absolution. We want to accurately predict and mitigate the amount of neutral soul energy we get. If a soul is forced to live longer, the more opportunities it has to become corrupted or purified.”

			Brian couldn’t understand. Soul energy, as far as he was exposed to it, was equivalent to currency. More profit was always a good thing.

			“Why would you need to manage that?” he inquired.

			Mercy shrugged.

			“It’s like a trickle effect. If portions of the soul never go to Heaven or Hell, then those institutions would collapse. Then, we would be responsible for all the soul energy, corrupt, pure, or neutral. Redistributing soul energy that is already predisposed to some kind of influence usually doesn’t bode well for humanity.”

			Brian frowned.

			“Why not?”

			“Have you ever heard of evolution?” Mercy replied. “Humans born with predisposed influence are more likely to be physically different than their ancestors. Heaven and Hell provide a kind of filtration service to curb the speed at which the human race can evolve.”

			Brian’s eyes went wide. He never thought that evolution would have anything to do with souls.

			“Why are you worried about evolution?” he pressed.

			Gabrielle’s lips pursed.

			“Humans don’t do well with things that are different. With the size of the population, if Heaven and Hell don’t filter their respective influences, there would be a boom of new humans born that aren’t…typical,” she answered.

			“Give that a handful of generations and you’ll inject prejudice, unrest, war, and all sorts of population-ending stuff. The system of soul filtration has been like this for centuries now, so especially with the size of the global population, the change would be incredibly rapid. It would be the end of humanity, as you know it,” Mercy added.

			Brian’s mind was buzzing. It was as though Gabrielle and Mercy had ripped the curtain from Brian’s eyes and he was in full view of the complicated afterlife politics that happen beyond the veil. Life, it seemed, wasn’t so simple after all.

			“Wait, if both Heaven and Hell get portions, wouldn’t that leave you at a net loss per every soul?” Brian’s finance analysis kicked in.

			“Neutral energy doesn’t just come from humans,” Mercy answered. “Animals, plant life, the atmosphere – once things disappear to extinction, their energy is deposited back to us. Sadly, since humans have a wonderful knack for killing things, we’ve got a bit of a surplus.”

			“Hence the steadily growing population,” Gabrielle said, supplying further insight.

			“We’re here,” Mercy said, coming to a halt in front of a washed-out beige and teal door. Brian glanced up and down the hallway, noticing nurses in their slowed haste, crawling through time beside patients in mid-shuffle, clutching their IV poles. It was only now that he noticed a distinct lack of ambient sound. Where a hospital would be filled with voices and the noises from machines, there remained nothing but a dull, low-frequency hum that hung in the air. Noticing it, Brian felt a sudden pressure on his ethereal ear drums and suddenly wished he hadn’t noticed the lack of sound. Mercy drifted through the door, followed by Gabrielle. Brian reminded himself that he could float through the door before following.

			The room was empty aside from the older man in the bed. The dull, gray light pressing through the window reached only as far as the drawn curtain around the bed would allow it. The trio drifted to him. His eyes were closed and there were traces of pain etched in the lines of his face. Mercy reached into her robe and retrieved a sickle – a black blade clasped within a wooden handle wrapped in leather. In a smooth motion, she swept the blade into the body of the man, dragging it in a lazy line from his hips to his shoulders. She withdrew the blade from his body. Resting in the curve of the blade shone a ball of glimmering light. It was a mass of pristine white, marbled with veins of blue and orange that slowly rippled across the surface.

			“This,” Mercy said, bringing the orb closer to Brian, “is what a soul looks like.”

			He stared at it in amazement. It was awe-inspiring. He had seen corrupted soul fragments up close – a little too close, if he was being honest – but this felt different. In its presence, Brian could feel the soul. He felt the whisper of a feeling that he knew the man on the bed. It emanated a strange sense of familiarity through Brian, and he found himself almost mourning for his passing.

			“So, first things first, we need to set the soul,” Gabrielle instructed.

			Mercy nodded, as if she hadn’t done this countless times before. She pulled the sickle back toward her and, with a gentle tap, dipped her finger just below the surface of the ball. Almost instantly, the soul jiggled like it was made of gelatin, and the marbled orange and blue segregated to either pole of the orb. Mercy lowered her sickle, allowing the orb, now capped by blue at the top and orange at the bottom, to float on its own.

			“Next, we carve the sections for distribution,” Gabrielle added.

			Mercy took the sickle and sliced it through the orb, separating the orange-tinted portion from the bottom. It dropped but almost instantly dissolved into nothing, a faint fizzing noise penetrating the silence as it did. She repeated the motion with the top blue portion, leaving the center white piece behind.

			“And then we store the rest,” Gabrielle finished.

			Mercy turned her sickle so the handle was pointed at what was left of the orb. She tapped it with the butt of the hilt. The energy was drawn quickly into the sickle, sending a shimmering flash along the blade as it disappeared entirely.

			“And that’s it,” Mercy said, slipping her sickle back into her robe.

			Brian closed his mouth, which had been hanging open the entire time. It was such a simple procedure but he was sure it took practice all the same.

			“So, this process needs to be done for everyone who dies?” Brian asked, still staring where the orb had hung a moment ago.

			“You got it,” Mercy replied.

			“Has a soul ever been missed?”

			Mercy cringed and shrugged.

			“It’s not a perfect system. Things have happened.”

			“What happens to a forgotten soul?”

			“The easy answer? Ghosts,” Gabrielle offered.

			Brian’s brow furrowed.

			“Ghosts are real?”

			Gabrielle snorted at the comment.

			“You work for the Devil and you just watched a Reaper harvest a soul, and you’re having trouble believing in ghosts?”

			Fair point.

			“I guess I just chalked them up to superstition. I rarely put theology and ghost stories in the same category.”

			“You learn something every day,” Mercy said with a smug grin.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			The trio decided to stop in and observe a couple more harvests in the hospital before Gabrielle suggested they should be getting back to Brian’s body. As they traveled through the time-dilated city, Brian now felt like he had a better grasp on what the Reapers’ responsibilities were. His eyes fell on one as it approached from opposite them. She was young, not even in her teens. Her messy blonde hair billowed with her robe as she passed the party along the way.

			“I can’t help but notice,” Brian said, “that a lot of the Reapers look very young.”

			Gabrielle nodded in reply. “That’s because Reapers are made of neutrally charged souls. We don’t make contracts for full soul values like Heaven or Hell, so we have to come by our workforce naturally.”

			“I’m not sure I understand,” Brian replied.

			“Souls under a certain age aren’t charged by corruption or benevolence. Their concepts of good and bad, and the fluidity of which those attributions are applied by their respective cultures and society, cannot be quantified.”

			“Well,” Mercy interjected, “in extreme cases, their souls can be impacted, but the impact is much heavier on a numbers side of things. For the most part, when a child dies, they do so while purely neutral.”

			The explanation made sense; however, the idea of the Reapers being an assembly of wayward children hung heavy in Brian’s chest. For some reason, even when speaking of death so freely with Gabrielle and Mercy, the thought that Reapers were in charge of facilitating the passing of children hadn’t crossed his mind until that moment. In a brief flicker, he felt very bad for whoever it was that would be taking over for Gabrielle – he wasn’t sure he could do something so emotionally heavy himself.

			“Is that why you’re having a hard time finding a successor?” Brian posed, hoping to return his mind to the business side of death again.

			“Not exactly.” Gabrielle frowned. “The problem isn’t finding willing candidates. If I could, I would leave everything to Mercy.”

			Mercy scoffed. “We both know I don’t want your job, Gabrielle.”

			Gabrielle smiled a melancholic grin. “No, the problem has more to do with finding a soul that is still capable of being turned into Death.”

			“A human soul, to be more specific,” Mercy clarified.

			“Why do they need to be human?” Brian inquired.

			“Human souls are a unique form of existence. They can be changed up to the moment of their death. However, upon death, the state of their souls is no longer fluid. The process of harvesting sets the soul, locking it in place so it is no longer able to be changed by any action.”

			“It’s like the ingredients we talked about earlier, only, now, those ingredients have been baked – you can’t un-bake it to get those ingredients back,” Gabrielle chimed in.

			“I see,” Brian digested, “so, do Angels and Hellions respond the same way?”

			“Angels, yes – regardless of what they do, nothing can impact the purity of their souls. Modern Hellions are a little different, since they aren’t a single soul but a mixture of the various souls collected by Lucy. Their souls are closer to human than you’d think,” replied Gabrielle.

			“Is that why Allanah was able to purify Dahlia?”

			“Essentially, yes. Though her soul was made of corrupted components that were set and deposited into the bank, since they are repeatedly deconstructed and reassembled into various forms, Hellion soul fragments have evolved into their own unique type of ingredient. The only trade-off is how volatile the personalities of the souls are as they reassemble with different pieces every time, ultimately changing who they are eventually.”

			Brian’s mind backpedaled to Gabrielle’s first answer.

			“Did you say ‘modern Hellions’? Does that imply that there were other kinds of Hellions before?” Brian asked, feeling a little annoyed at how little of Hell he still truly understood.

			“Before the Hellions you know of now, Hell was populated by demons.” Gabrielle’s tone shifted, tinted in a foreboding that piqued Brian’s curiosity.

			“What happened to the demons?” he pressed.

			Gabrielle shook her head in reply. “I’m not the right person to answer that. Lucy should really be the one to tell you that story.”

			The answer sat heavy in his chest. He wanted to push for more; however, he noticed that the three had arrived back at the S.I.N. office. Gabrielle and Mercy rose up in the air, ascending to Brian’s office window. Brian willed himself to follow them, a feat much harder than it should have been thanks to his mind being a flurry of thoughts and questions from his experience with the Reapers. Despite feeling like his mind was on the verge of bursting from all the new information he’d been given, something still bugged him.

			“You mentioned before that you were trying to prevent early evolution – to prevent human extinction?” he asked either of the two women who glided ahead of him.

			“Extinction is bad news for everyone, so, yeah,” Mercy replied.

			“Why? I mean, I wasn’t religious before all this, but I was aware of the Four Horsemen of the apocalypse. Isn’t Death a Horseman that is supposed to bring about the end of things?”

			Gabrielle let out an annoyed sigh. “I really hate that the information humans are given hasn’t been vetted properly for centuries. Yes, Death is one of the Horsemen. We exist. What everyone is getting wrong, though, is that we’re not here to cause the apocalypse. We’re here to prevent it.”

			Brian’s brow creased.

			“How exactly does War, Pestilence, and Famine prevent the apocalypse?”

			“Use your imagination. It’s the same way Death does,” Mercy said, her gaze locked firmly on Brian.

			It only took him a moment, but he understood.

			“Population control,” he said finally.

			The two women nodded.

			“If human life gets too out of control, one of the Horsemen steps in to intercede. Usually, we all get involved eventually, but it’s typically one of us that starts things off.”

			“War leads to famine, famine leads to disease. All of it leads to death,” Mercy explained.

			“And Heaven and Hell exist as the filtration system for it all. They are a means of controlling the variables,” Gabrielle finished.

			Brian started feeling more and more weight on his shoulders for the Herculean task he had taken on. Finding a replacement for Gabrielle wasn’t just to keep the afterlife in balance, it was also to make sure that the human race in its entirety survived. The gravity of it, the pressure, all of it would be enough to break someone. Anyone else who was tasked with this mission would justifiably crumble under the expectations.

			Brian smiled.

			“I think I’m getting a better picture of all this. I would love to explore more when I can.”

			Mercy nodded.

			“That’s why I’m here. Gabrielle put me in charge of your training. We can meet as frequently as you like.”

			“Well,” Gabrielle butted in, “as frequently as you can handle. Your body does take a bit of a beating when it dies, even if it’s only for five minutes at a time. I’d say you wouldn’t want to do this more than once a week.”

			Brian nodded.

			“Weekly, then. Same time?” he asked Mercy.

			She smiled warmly and nodded.

			“I look forward to it.”

			The trio flew through the window of Brian’s office to find that, surprisingly, Brian’s body wasn’t the only one in the room. Two men, wearing black windbreakers over white dress shirts and black dress pants, were leaning over his corpse.

			“Lucius and Harlow?” Brian said, confused.

			Lucius looked like he was in the middle of chest compressions. Harlow was screaming something in slow motion into his handheld radio.

			“Well, this is going to be awkward,” Mercy said, looking down on the scene. “Who are these guys?”

			Brian was dumbfounded.

			“They’re part of my security staff. How did they even know I was dead? It’s been less than five minutes.”

			“I’d say hang on to these guys. They’re good,” Gabrielle said as she watched, clear entertainment scrawled on her face.

			Suddenly, and all at once, Brian was very glad he made it a point to visit the private bathroom in his office before his field trip with the ladies of Death. He took a deep breath and released it as a sigh, knowing he didn’t have time to ponder a good enough story for the two men.

			“Okay, how do I get back in my body?”

			“I’ll take care of that,” Mercy said, motioning for Brian to approach his body.

			He hovered just above his own head and Mercy pulled the sickle from her robes once more.

			“Just need to direct the soul back to the container.”

			With a downward slicing motion, Brian felt like someone had punched him in the throat and lit him on fire all at the same time. His nerves ignited and his eyes sprang open, staring at the large security guard on top of him. A sharp breath hit his chest; the sound signaled both the men to pause what they were doing.

			Lucius gave him some space but kept his eyes on Brian the whole time.

			“Are you all right, sir?” he said, the panic peeling from his face.

			Brian nodded. His head felt like it was filled with bricks. His lungs ached. His extremities tingled with an entire seamstress’s closet’s worth of pins and needles. Gabrielle wasn’t joking, Brian felt terrible. The only thing that didn’t seem to cause him pain was The Swarm beneath his skin. It felt as though it was slowly spreading through his body, devouring the uncomfortable feeling in his limbs.

			“How did you guys know I was in trouble?” Brian asked in a raspy tone.

			“We received an emergency call at the front desk,” Harlow said.

			“From who?”

			Harlow shook his head.

			“Front desk didn’t get a name.”

			Brian wasn’t sure who it could have been. Gabrielle or Mercy could have set up some kind of fail-safe in the event they took too long, but he was sure they would have told him beforehand.

			Whatever the reason, and whoever it was, Brian was glad he had someone watching his back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			The smell of burning logs and the sound of soft crackling buffered against the still silence of the living room as Dahlia sat across from the woodstove in concentration. She stared down at the page of an open notebook that rested in her lap and absently chewed the end of her pen. Scattered across the ruled lines was a mind map of sorts – a scrawled garble of thoughts, half-thoughts, and ideas that had sprung into her mind after Allanah had left. Once the idea had set in of working with her to build a plan to unify the afterlife, Dahlia’s mind was set ablaze, and her attempt to try to get it all down on paper in hopes of processing it better was starting to unravel. At this point, she had too many questions, and trying to figure anything out now was just becoming a source of frustration. All at once, she loosed an aggravated sigh and snapped the book shut, tossing it onto the short coffee table in front of her with enough force that it nearly slid right into the fire. Her head reclined against the plush of the back couch cushion and she rested her feet on the edge of the table. Her mind was abuzz with so much and an overwhelming feeling was starting to creep into the edges of her periphery.

			Just as things were about to swell, the sound of the front door shook Dahlia from her impending panic attack. Her attention snapped to the door as it swung open and Brian entered. A palpable feeling of relief swept over her. She threw her legs to the side of the table and rose to her feet, trudging toward him with a defeated slouch.

			“Hey,” Brian said, noticing her approach.

			She collapsed a step short of reaching him, allowing her body to slump into his with a slight lean, throwing him off balance with the skewed placement of her weight onto his.

			“Rough day?” he asked, wrapping his arms around her shoulders tightly so he could pull her up into a more stable position.

			The pressure of his squeeze felt nice, like her problems were being forced out of her body through the soles of her feet. As he adjusted her upward, she inhaled deep, taking his scent in and filling her with warmth through her limbs.

			“You could say that,” she replied. She didn’t like having to hide her arrangement with Allanah from Brian, especially since she knew he would be able to help her with it if she told him.

			Brian squeezed her tighter, resting his cheek against the top of her head. She responded by wrapping her arms around his waist, unable to go any higher due to the grip he had around her shoulders. Then, in sync, they both released their grip. She looked up at him and he gave her a weary smile. She noticed how worn out he looked, more so than she’d seen him in quite some time. His clothes were disheveled, his cool gray blazer hanging loose from his shoulders and shirt untucked at the waist. His eyes were sunken and he was paler than usual. He looked similar to when Dallas dropped him into the river in Hell – just coming back from the brink of death. Dahlia knew that he was working a lot more lately, especially with her mother disappearing more often, but she didn’t think it was taking this much of a toll on him. Maybe she was too wrapped up in her own head lately to notice, trusting that, if anyone could handle a heavier workload, it was Brian.

			He unslung his satchel from across his chest and dropped it onto the floor. As he did, she closed the gap once more, squeezing him this time, trying to press out his worries like he had done for her.

			“You look exhausted,” she whispered into his chest.

			He chuckled weakly. “I feel like it,” he replied.

			“Work stuff?” she asked, unsure of how to open up the conversation.

			“Yeah. I’d rather not talk about it. I already spend too much time thinking about work, I’d prefer to get my mind off it.” He squeezed her back and they broke apart once more, Brian’s eyes falling on the notebook teetering on the edge of the table. “What have you been up to?”

			Dahlia clammed up slightly. Though she was self-aware enough to understand her own reluctance to work with Allanah stemmed from her complicated feelings toward her estranged aunt, it wasn’t until that moment that she had considered how it would appear to Brian and her mother if that news were to slip. The underlying feeling of betrayal clung to her and she felt like she had just been caught doing something she shouldn’t have been.

			“I think I came up with what I want to do, now that I’m full-time in the human world,” she said, anxiously putting together a narrative as she spoke.

			“Oh yeah?” Brian asked with lighthearted intrigue.

			“Yeah, I was thinking about doing some charity work,” Dahlia said, fumbling her words a little.

			Brian threw her a curious look. It almost seemed like he didn’t believe her. “Really, charity work?”

			Think fast.

			“Yeah,” Dahlia doubled down, “I was thinking, since I spent so much time not really giving a shit about anything for so long since I was permanently corrupt, I thought I’d try and see what doing good felt like for a change.” The words tumbled out of her mouth before her brain could vet them; however, she was surprised with how reasonable it sounded, even to her.

			Brian’s eyebrows rose. His chin puckered, creasing his mouth, showing visible surprise and consideration to Dahlia’s words. He slowly started to nod. “That is surprising,” he replied, “but it’s not a bad idea. Why waste your newfound humanity on things that’ll make you corrupted again, right?”

			“Exactly!” Dahlia shouted, a little too excitedly. “That’s exactly my thought. Besides, I can always change things up if I don’t like it, right?”

			Brian’s face relaxed. He gave her a weary smile. “Right,” he said.

			She could feel him loosening up finally. She wasn’t sure what did it, but his calm started to unravel the knots in her own chest and release the tension in her shoulders.

			* * *

			After dinner and some much-needed drinks, Brian and Dahlia retired to bed. Brian barely hit the pillow before falling into a heavy sleep. Dahlia, however, remained awake for a long while – her mind still abuzz, refusing to let her get any rest. She spent most of the time sitting out on her balcony. The rolling waves in the distance and steady cool breeze helped to calm her nerves. The hue of the distant horizon had started to warm when sleep finally felt within her reach, and she trudged her now over-tired body to nestle in next to Brian.

			* * *

			Dahlia woke with a start. Her sleep was brief, dreamless, and ultimately unrestful. The morning was already well underway by the time she slipped from her sheets and tossed a loose robe around her shoulders, wearily making for the safety net of coffee. Sitting on the counter was a Thermos mug with a yellow sticky note stuck to it. A heart was messily scrawled on the note. Even in the Thermos, the coffee Brian had left her before leaving for work had already approached uncomfortably close to room temperature for her to truly enjoy it. She sat at the bar countertop and downed it regardless, rubbing the ache for sleep from her eyes.

			A loud, heavy knock at her front door sent a shock through her system, waking her faster than the coffee ever could. She spun in her seat and narrowed her vision to the blurry silhouettes that stood on the other side of the frosted-glass panels. She couldn’t make them out clearly, but there were two heads. She frowned an exhausted frown before slipping from the edge of her seat and cinching the robe shut with its silk ties. She crossed her arms over her chest and tiptoed to the peephole in the door. There, in the distorted lens, stood two men – one was tall and broad, the other slightly shorter and sporting a leaner figure. They were both chiseled and handsome but in a manufactured, uncanny sort of way. They both had long, sandy blond hair, the leaner wearing his down around his angular jaw, the broader sporting more of an undercut that was pulled back into a tight bun. They were both clad in matching dark suits, shifting awkwardly while shooting the odd darting glance this way and that. She unlocked the deadbolt on the door, leaving the chain lock secured, and slowly opened the door to allow a narrow view to the men outside.

			“Hello?” she said through the gap.

			The men both straightened their posture and directed their attention to the sliver of Dahlia’s face that they could see.

			“Miss Fair, correct?” the leaner one said presumptuously.

			“Who’s asking?”

			“Our Lord Allanah sent us to collect you,” he continued. “We are here to accompany you to Heaven’s Gate.”

			A flush of aggressive annoyance colored her cheeks and filled her chest. “Are you fucking kidding me?” Dahlia asked rhetorically. “She didn’t tell me anything about this.”

			The man put his palm across his heart, bowing ever so slightly, donning a mournful look. “My deepest apologies,” he said, “we were simply told to collect you. We are unaware of the details.”

			“Who the hell even are you guys?”

			Both men cringed at the word ‘Hell’.

			“We are Angels of Heaven’s Court.” The leaner one motioned to his broad companion. “This is Herald. My name is Hark.”

			“And I’m fucking annoyed,” Dahlia replied, restraining the urge to slam the door in both of their chiseled faces. “I’m not even dressed or ready to go anywhere.”

			“We can wait as long as you need,” Hark answered.

			Dahlia scoffed. “Hope you enjoy waiting out there, then.”

			* * *

			An hour and fifteen minutes later, after a shower, a new coffee, a full face of makeup, two or three different outfit changes, and a healthy amount of aggravated cussing during all of it, Dahlia slid the chain lock loose and opened the door. Hark and Herald were still standing there, right where she left them. Hark smiled politely and Herald looked on silently as he had done the entire prior interaction.

			“Okay, let’s go.”

			Hark bowed politely once more, motioning with an open arm to a black Lincoln waiting at the bottom of her long driveway. He shot a suspicious glance to the bushes just at the edge of the property line as she passed him.

			“What are you looking at?” she asked, half annoyed, half curious.

			Hark shook his head. “Nothing, I thought I saw a large dog in the shrubbery.”

			“No dogs around here, unless you’re counting this one.” Dahlia threw an accusing thumb over her shoulder to Herald.

			The three made their way to the car, Herald edging around quickly to open the door for Dahlia as she approached. As she entered the vehicle, she got a closer look at him. Where Hark’s looks were laced with a little more smarm, Herald looked stern, almost militaristic. He nodded curtly to her as their eyes met, before he closed the door and took up the passenger seat. Hark got into the driver’s seat and started the car, pulling from the driveway and driving in the direction of town.

			* * *

			A silent twenty-minute drive concluded with the sound of crunching gravel and the light squeal of the brakes as the car came to a stop outside of a large, beige two-story building with a sloped roof on one side. The sign just off the gravel parking lot bore a cross and the words ‘Seventh-Day Adventist’.

			“We’re here,” Hark said, shutting the engine off.

			“Seriously, this is where Heaven’s Gate is?” Dahlia said in disbelief.

			“One of them, yes. Most places of worship can be used to access Heaven.”

			Dahlia knew there were going to be some differences between Heaven and Hell, but she didn’t think her new job was going to involve any travel time. Hell’s Gate was so much simpler to access.

			The three exited the vehicle and made their way to the wooden doors of the church. Even though it was a Wednesday morning, and despite the fact that Seventh-Day Adventists worship on Saturdays, the church was open. They made their way into the dim entry. The slanted roof and raw wood beams inside made the place feel claustrophobic, amplified by the musty teal carpet that coated the floors, dulling out most of the sound. Hark moved to the opposite end of the entry, opening another set of doors that led to the nave.

			“Have a seat,” he said, motioning inside.

			Dahlia rolled her eyes, becoming annoyed with the unnecessary ceremony of this glorified commute. She entered the nave, finding a seat in a pew closest to the door. Herald entered behind her and Hark closed the door. As if the brightness had been dialed up, a flash of white forced Dahlia’s eyes closed. A rush of air and a pressure that squeezed in around her entire body forced the breath from her until, all at once, the sensations relented. Dahlia opened her eyes to a lush field of green and gentle sunlight on her skin. She was still sitting in the church pew. However, the pew was now sitting in a grassy field. A sprawling blue sky, spotted with a handful of fluffy white clouds, met the green expanse at the horizon. A few meters from the pew, a cobblestone road supported Greek- and Roman-style concrete and stone buildings, complete with pillars and arches. Angels of all shapes and sizes clad in robes were bustling among the buildings, some carrying folders, others gathered in small groups having hushed conversations. The sight surprised Dahlia as, based on her last interaction with Angels, she assumed they all looked like some variation of Hark and Herald.

			“Welcome to Heaven,” Hark said, his words filled with a tone of wonderment.

			Dahlia rose from the pew, feeling the cool air on her skin as a gentle breeze rolled through the field. She hated to admit how pleasant it was. There, at the edge of the cobblestones, Allanah awaited their arrival. She beamed at Dahlia, her fingers interlaced at her hips, shoulders tensed in excitement.

			“I’m so glad you came,” she said as Dahlia reached the edge of the strange city center.

			“You didn’t give me much choice. You sent flunkies to collect me,” Dahlia replied, still very much irked by the whole experience.

			“Oh, come now. I just wanted to make sure you had a proper escort. Now, let’s start the tour.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Brian sat in his office at S.I.N. overlooking paperwork for a distribution deal for Corrupted Spirits. His eyes moved sluggishly across the pages, refusing to absorb any of the information and simply going through the pantomime of reading. His mind was preoccupied with thoughts of Gabrielle, Mercy, and the massive undertaking that he had accepted the day prior. He began feeling like he was slowly slipping below the surface, the weight of all his responsibilities becoming too great.

			His phone dinged next to him on his desk. He turned it over, looking at the screen to see another message from Sasha Perrin pop up. She had messaged him at least six times since their meeting was cut short, and her tenacity to make contact and book another meeting was becoming an annoyance on top of all the other things he should be devoting his attention to. And then it dawned on him – Brian shot from his seat, grabbing his coat from the back of his chair, and strode across the office, yanking the door open to the licking white flames beyond. He stepped through and entered the foyer of Hell, spotting Marie at the end of the room sitting at the semicircular desk. She rose to her feet and gave a polite bow in greeting as he marched past her with purpose. A few moments later, Brian entered the studio, eyes narrowing in the dark, on the lookout for Dani. He found her sitting in her director’s chair in front of a college dorm set, chatting with Sal. They both noticed his approach, Sal gracing him with a jovial smile.

			“If it isn’t the tax man,” he said in his raspy voice. “How you been?”

			“Sal,” Brian returned, “nice to see you. Dani, I need a moment.”

			The two Hellions recoiled slightly, put off by Brian’s straightforwardness.

			“Sure,” Dani replied cautiously, sliding from the chair and shooting Sal an uncomfortable glance.

			Despite his work in Hell, Brian hadn’t actually fashioned himself an office. Most of his time spent working in Hell was done at the ground level in the various departments, or compiled back in his room in the tower, just off the courtyard. That meant having a private meeting with Danika required the use of Lucy’s office. The pair reentered the foyer and rounded the receptionist desk to the office doors. Marie stood quickly and tried to get their attention, but Brian pressed on, The Swarm prickling his neck all the while. Brian pushed the door open and motioned for Dani to enter. She scooted inside and Brian stepped in after her, pulling the door closed behind them with an echoey thud.

			“I need you to take over running S.I.N.,” Brian launched in with no preamble.

			Dani guffawed in bewilderment for a moment, registering the words.

			“You, what?” she replied in a daze.

			“Something has come up and it requires my full attention. I can’t focus on S.I.N. right now, so I need someone I can trust to look after it in the meantime.”

			It wasn’t until he said the words out loud that Brian realized how hard it was asking Dani to take over. Despite S.I.N. being a means to an end, and his ultimate goal being the throne of Hell, Brian still felt a great surge of pride over what he had built. Well – what he and Dani built, which was the whole reason why he was trusting her with the temporary operation. Still, the pang of loss, if only momentary, still rattled inside his ribs.

			“Uh, sure, okay,” Dani stuttered, “is everything all right?”

			“I’m fine,” Brian lied. “I just had a new project come up and I want to give it one hundred percent to make sure it’s done right.”

			“Okay sure,” Dani replied, still dumbfounded by the impromptu torch passing.

			“One more thing,” Brian added, “keep this between you and I for now. I don’t want anyone to get worried about it and I’m hoping I won’t be gone too long anyway. I’ll put Sal in charge of Sinful Media for now, and I’ll head over to the head office after and prepare everything for you to take over.”

			“Yeah, all right. You sure you’re okay?”

			“I’m fine,” Brian snapped, forcing Dani to go rigid. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Sorry, I’m fine. Just a lot on my plate right now, which is why I need your help.”

			With that little bit of give, Dani seemed to understand a small amount, snapping to and nodding, sending her wild hair flying. “No problem, I’ve got things covered. Just let me know what you need.”

			“I know you do, Dani,” Brian replied, feeling a slight ease in his chest, “I don’t have exact details yet, I’ll sort them out before I get you into the role in full. If you could get Sasha Perrin off my ass, however, that’d be great.”

			She chortled. “She cracked you, did she?”

			“Not exactly,” Brian answered, “she’s just the last thing I need on my plate right now. Oh, and Dani?”

			“Hm?”

			“Please get a comb or a brush or something,” he added with a cheeky smirk.

			Dani smiled back and nodded once more. The tension in the room had subsided and Brian, although sad to let go of the reins, was feeling better already.

			The sound of dull grinding perforated the otherwise quiet room, and Brian spun on his heel to see the door behind Lucy’s chair sliding open, revealing the spiral stairs and Lucy herself descending the last few steps.

			“Don’t tell me you brought Danika into my office just to give her self-care tips,” Lucy said, suspicion lacing her words.

			Brian’s throat tightened at the sight of her.

			How much did she hear? What the hell do I say?

			He forced a laugh, trying his best to sound natural. “Just trying to get S.I.N.’s image in order. Things are getting pretty big, so I’ve asked Dani to help out more at the office with me.”

			Lucy raised an eyebrow, assessing the two standing before her. Brian’s heart was beating so loudly, he was sure it was audible in the tense silence of the office.

			“Good to hear business is doing well,” she replied, a slyness to her voice.

			Brian nodded and turned back to Dani, who was white as a sheet.

			“Thanks,” he said to her, “you can go now. I’ll call for you when things are ready.”

			Dani tried to smile, but all her mouth seemed capable of doing was stretching horizontally across her face awkwardly. She spun on her heel and bolted from the room as quickly as she could, pulling the door closed behind her and shutting Brian in with Lucy. He turned once more to face Lucy – the first time he’d seen her in, what, weeks? Months?

			She stood in the doorway of the hidden stairs, her lean figure draped in a silky black blouse with loose bell sleeves and sporting a deep vee, exposing her porcelain skin beneath. The blouse was tucked into a pair of pleated black pants that ended in a pair of high black heels. Her fiery red hair was slightly more toned down than he’d last seen it, looking more auburn, parting from the left of her forehead and sweeping across her right eye before flowing down past her shoulders in loose waves. She stood, hip cocked, hands at her waist, eyes boring into Brian like she’d just caught him stealing money from her purse. Despite her notably vicious look, she smelled sweet, like vanilla and honey.

			Brian could feel her clawing her way into his psyche, trying to read his mind. He, however, had been getting the hang of controlling The Swarm enough to create a mental barrier, blocking the attempt and putting a deeper scowl on her face.

			“I didn’t just catch you attempting to cheat on my daughter with Danika, did I?” she asked, seeming to relent her psychic attack.

			The question kicked the wind out of Brian, sputtering a mixture of disbelief and laughter.

			“Cheating? Did you seriously think…?” Brian couldn’t stop the laughter from erupting. Whether it was out of relief that Lucy didn’t hear the whole conversation, or that the suggestion was just that outlandish was up for debate.

			The laughter seemed to disarm Lucy from her accusation. She relaxed her stance and her expression broke, showing signs of a grin.

			“You know, if I did find out that you cheated on my daughter, I would have to murder you,” she said, doubling down on the ridiculous premise.

			“You’d have to beat Dahlia to it,” he replied, sputtering through the laughter. Brian finally regained his composure enough to look at Lucy earnestly, seeing her once more as the friend he remembered her to be, and not the absent mentor he had been condemning her for lately. “So, you back for a while?” he asked, unsure of how to broach the conversation.

			With a look that Brian couldn’t quite place, Lucy replied, “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that, actually.” She motioned for Brian to take a seat in one of the chairs in front of her desk.

			Brian pulled the chair out, the wood echoing through the room, and took a seat. Lucy sat in her chair opposite him and relaxed into the back of it.

			“Everything okay?” he asked, noticing her demeanor had not relaxed at all.

			She inhaled sharply, holding the breath in her chest before shaking her head, eyes falling closed as she did. “No,” she said simply.

			Brian leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees, and waited.

			“You’ve probably noticed that I haven’t been around much.” She spoke in a facetious manner that quickly turned somber. “I needed some time away to figure some things out.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like, how do I cope with the loss of my son?” she replied, her lip quivering as she did.

			Brian’s heart sank. He knew Lucy’s relationship with Dallas was strained but, at the end of it all, he was still her son. She still lost a child, and Brian had a lot to do with the fact that he was gone.

			“Dallas was a shit,” she continued, forcing back her emotions as she spoke, “but that doesn’t mean that I didn’t love him.”

			“I know, Lucy,” Brian said, trying to figure out what he could say to console her. Really, he didn’t feel like he had any right to. Between he and Gabrielle, Dallas’s death was their fault.

			Lucy wiped a tear from her eye with her thumb. “And now that he’s gone, and Dahlia can’t stay in Hell anymore, and you’re taking on more and more of the responsibility down here, I’m starting to think my time in Hell has reached its end.”

			Oh, shit.

			“I don’t understand,” Brian stuttered, desperately hoping Lucy wasn’t about to say what he thought she might.

			“I think it’s time that you handle things from here. I think it’s time you take over, officially,” she said, hammering the nail into Brian’s coffin.

			His head spun. His heart raced. He swallowed dry air three times over, trying to do the mental gymnastics on how to get out of this impromptu crowning.

			“What about our deal?” he said, nearly pleading. “I didn’t hit the fifty-percent increase that we agreed on.”

			Lucy actually cackled at his words.

			“With everything I’ve seen from you, I have no doubt that you’re capable enough to meet and exceed that goal.”

			“I wouldn’t feel comfortable with that,” he lied. “I haven’t held up my end of the deal.”

			“Then let’s make a new deal,” Lucy answered, determined, “one that replaces the old one. You take full control of Hell, just like I promised. You get to run things however you see fit. It’s yours now.”

			Brian stared blankly at Lucy. His mouth was completely dry, and he was at a loss for a rebuttal.

			“I…can’t….”

			Lucy’s face dropped at the utterance.

			“What?” she asked, barely a whisper.

			Brian cringed, The Swarm working overtime trying to block out her prying. She couldn’t know about Gabrielle, and his taking over would result in the loophole she was exploiting to recruit his help to firmly close.

			“S.I.N. isn’t ready. It’s doing well but it’s not prepared to sustain Hell in the long term just yet, especially if it needs to sustain both you and me from the energy it’s banking.” He raised his head slightly, forcing himself to meet her gaze eye to eye. “I know it’s not what you want to hear right now, but I promise I will take things over as soon as I am able to.”

			A handful of emotions flashed across Lucy’s face in short glimmers – surprise, disappointment, sadness, anger – unfortunately, for Brian, it settled on the latter.

			“I sincerely hope you’re not using our arrangement just so you can play out your CEO fantasies,” she accused, her eyes narrowing as she spoke.

			Brian was taken aback. “Seriously?” The Swarm started to spread further across Brian’s mind, leeching into the crevices of his thoughts. “I’ve been here doing everything while you’ve been out mourning and soul searching. I have been busting my ass trying to make things work for you, just for you to come back and accuse me of, what? Milking our deal?” The words slipped from his lips faster than he could stop them. All the frustration built up over the times Brian had to fill in for Lucy came flooding through him, The Swarm cheering him on from beneath his skin all the while. It only took the look of anger and shock on Lucy’s face for Brian to get a grip on himself and try to spin things back into a non-accusatory light.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

			“It’s fine,” Lucy said sharply, “go on. Do what you need to do. I’ll make sure not to be a burden to you in the meantime.”

			The words gutted Brian. He could tell he’d stepped over a line and he didn’t know how to come back from it. He rose to his feet slowly, head sunken down like a scolded child, and made his way for the office door.

			“I’m sorry,” he said simply before leaving the office, pulling the door closed behind him.

			* * *

			The door to Brian’s office in S.I.N. opened slowly, spilling in light from the gate as Brian stepped through. His heart was heavy and he wanted nothing more than to be through with this business with Gabrielle so he could resume his regular pursuits. He trudged to his desk, dropping heavy into his chair and reaching to open his laptop, when a small flicker of movement caught his attention from the edge of his periphery.

			“Jesus,” Brian shouted, startled out of his skin.

			Mercy sat in the chair across from his desk, her cloak writhing silently as she stared at him in the dark of his office. She smiled a devilish smirk at Brian’s reaction.

			“I have been waiting for you all day,” she said, stifling laughter.

			Brian stuffed his heart back down his throat and took some deep breaths to try to calm his nerves. “What for?”

			“I’m here to pick you up. Someone wants to meet you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Mercy withdrew the sickle from her cloak and rose from her seat. Instinctively, Brian tensed and pulled back, recalling the last time he died, not keen on revisiting the feeling so soon.

			Mercy rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to kill you.”

			She took a few steps to the bare wall adjacent to the glass door of the office and positioned herself in front of it. She crouched down slightly and dug the blade into the wall, standing up and extending her arm as high as she could, dragging it through the wallpaper. Her arm descended once more, pulling the blade free at the baseboards, and leaving behind a glimmering arc, about five feet tall, carved into the wall.

			Brian stood from his desk and approached it slowly, the shimmering dancing in his vision.

			“Come on then,” Mercy said, pushing the leftmost side of the inside of the arc.

			As if on hinges, the small section of the wall swung inward, revealing a lush green jungle beyond. Mercy stepped through the arch, standing aside for Brian to follow. He approached the wall, ducking slightly to peer through the hole at the forest beyond.

			“You’ve got to teach me how you do that,” he said, astounded at the simplicity of travel.

			Smells of the wildlife flowed into the office, inviting him in. Brian lowered his body further to fit his whole form through the arch, the sound of crunching foliage below his feet and the smell of impossibly fresh air greeting his passage. Mercy reached behind him, grabbing the slice of wall and tugging it back into its place, dissipating the arc of light, leaving the two in dense greenery.

			“This way,” Mercy said, trudging off ahead.

			Brian followed, trying to get his bearings. The trees towered overhead, creating a seamless canopy of leaves, blocking out any view of the sun. The sounds of the jungle pressed in on all sides – insects buzzed past his face, and monkeys screeched off in the distance. The mustiness of moss and moist timber filled his nostrils as he did his best to keep up with Mercy without tripping over the large roots that jutted from the ground every which way.

			“So, who are you bringing me to?” Brian asked, his attention snapping this way and that. A shadowy figure stalked them just a few meters away, a dark body on all fours creeping between the trees, its eyes flickering against the faint glimmers of light.

			“Gabrielle mentioned one of her fellow Horsemen also knew about what’s going on, right?” Mercy said, seemingly unaware of the creature in the shadows.

			“Right,” replied Brian, half listening, half keeping his attention on what he now assumed was the panther alongside them.

			Mercy glanced back, noticing Brian’s attention waning. “You’re safe here. They’re actually quite peaceful animals. They’re probably just curious.”

			The sentiment eased Brian’s mind a hair, and he tried his best to push the worry to the back of his mind.

			* * *

			After a few more tense moments in the thicket, the trees started to thin and eventually broke at a clearing that opened to a rocky river’s edge that was fed by a glittering waterfall. Crouched in front of it was a man wrapped in writhing smoke, stroking the pitch-black fur of a large dog, similar to a greyhound. His large, sculpted arms were bare, exposing the scars that marred his dark skin. His head was sheared to the scalp and he sported a thick, black beard the length of his neck. His face showed similar scars, though not as many and not as large, save for one that looked about four inches long that ran from his left temple and curved through his eyebrow. Noticing their approach, he rose to his feet and turned to greet them. His imposing figure towered over Brian, making him feel approximately Mercy-sized next to the man. He gave off an intimidating aura; nevertheless, he smiled a kind smile.

			“You must be the Advisor,” he said, his voice deep and commanding. He extended a hand to Brian.

			Brian took the massive hand and tried to grip it firmly. “I’m Brian,” he said.

			“Pleasure to meet you. My name is Michael. Though, you probably know me better as Adam of Eden.”

			Thoughts of Brian’s first meeting with Gabrielle flashed in his mind as he recalled her story of once being known by the name of Eve.

			“Of course,” Brian replied, “Gabrielle did mention you had also become an Archangel.”

			Michael let out a low, rumbling chuckle. “Yes, that was quite a long time ago. Now, as Gabrielle, I am one of the Four Horsemen. Where she is of Death, I am of War.”

			The figure standing before him made so much more sense now. His overbearing presence was well suited toward the role of War, though his kindness was still unexpected.

			“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Brian said honestly, slipping his hand from Michael’s massive palm. “So, I heard you wanted to meet me. What for?”

			Michael paused, his brow creasing and his jaw jutting forward. He straightened his posture and crossed his arms across his massive chest. “I’ve heard a bit about you from Gabrielle, and a little again from Mercy. I understand you are assisting with finding Gabrielle’s replacement.”

			Brian nodded. “That’s right. Gabrielle asked me to help because of the work I’ve already done with Hell. Though it is supposed to be a secret, she told me you already knew something was wrong before she came looking for me.”

			“Indeed,” Michael said, casting his gaze down the gently babbling river, “I’ve known her for a long time. I noticed the moment something felt off, and Mercy confirmed the situation with me a short while after.”

			“War and I go way back,” Mercy chimed in, sounding proud.

			Michael nodded. “Almost as far as Gabrielle and I. Though it seems I still can’t get you to break the nasty habit of calling me ‘War’ instead of ‘Michael’,” he jabbed jovially.

			Mercy shrugged, a cheeky grin cracking her cheek. “It’s hard not to see you as War. Centuries now and ‘Michael’ just doesn’t suit you.”

			He chuckled and shook his head dismissively.

			Brian found the exchange interesting. Understanding that Lucy and Gabrielle had history made their relationship dynamic make sense. However, he hadn’t considered that so many of the immortals he’d come to know had been living and working together for centuries now. It only made sense that they were so familiar with one another on a uniquely intimate level.

			“My friend’s stubbornness notwithstanding, she’s been keeping me updated on Gabrielle’s situation,” Michael continued. “And when she told me you had become involved, I thought it was important to meet with you.”

			A feeling of creeping relief pressed in on Brian. “Honestly, that’s great. I’d love to get your input on the process of finding a successor.”

			Michael’s face darkened, a frown curling underneath his beard.

			“No, I’m sorry,” he said, his tone dropping further, “you misunderstand. I did not bring you here to aid you in your mission. I brought you here because I am asking you to stop your mission entirely.”

			“Wait, what?” Brian asked, completely bewildered. “What do you mean, ‘stop’?”

			“Exactly that. I need you to stop your search for a replacement while leading Gabrielle to believe that you are still working diligently. Keep her believing until her stamina runs out, and she passes from this world.”

			His heart started racing in his chest. The prickle of The Swarm made him hyper-focused on the situation he found himself in.

			“What about Death? Do you have someone in mind to take over?” Brian asked, trying desperately to make sense of things.

			Michael slowly shook his head.

			“The role of Death will cease to exist,” Mercy said, her own voice brutally direct – not at all like he’d heard her speak before.

			“You must understand,” War said, speaking to Brian’s visible confusion, “we have existed for centuries. My role as War, and Mercy’s role as head Reaper, have shown us the worst of humanity. We have seen the atrocities humans are capable of. What’s worse is it is my responsibility to incite the travesties of war, and Mercy’s responsibility to clean up afterward, all with the mission of keeping the human race from running itself into extinction. It sickens me,” Michael spat, a look of disgust on his face.

			His increasing passion started making Brian feel very small, able only to listen to the Horseman speak.

			“So, we decided, when we discovered that Gabrielle wasn’t long for this world, that we would make it so the systems that keep the world in a state of delayed evolution die along with her,” Mercy spoke, moving closer to War.

			“Let me get this straight,” Brian barked, his anger beginning to overrule his intimidation, “you just decided, between the two of you, that humanity deserves to die because your job is to specifically handle the worst of it?”

			“You haven’t had to see the things we’ve seen,” Mercy replied, her words laced with horror.

			“So, what? You get rid of Death and then War launches all the world’s nukes or something? Wipe out the population?”

			War shook his head fervently. “An attack like that would render all life on this planet extinct. Without humans – without Heaven and Hell, life can finally evolve naturally on this planet, the way it was intended to. We don’t need your understanding, Advisor, we require your compliance.”

			“And if I refuse?” Brian asked, already regretting it.

			War closed his eyes, almost disappointed that he had to reply.

			“I understand that your soul is corrupted,” he growled, “so, as a businessman, I urge you to assess the risks of that venture. If we kill you, your best-case scenario is that you end up as a Hellion for the short period of time it would take for Mercy and I to force our plan into action. Your worst-case scenario is that you end up as a Hellion for eternity if we fail. Either way, you lose.”

			Brian swallowed, feeling his forehead begin to bead with sweat. War wasn’t wrong; though he was slated to take over as ruler of Hell, at the moment he found himself in a compromised position, having been fully corrupted by his repeated dips in the river. There was a sliver of a chance Lucy could do something but – no, not after their last exchange. He couldn’t trust reliably that she would do anything for him.

			He threw an accusing glare at Mercy, “I thought it was odd that Gabrielle came to me for help. Even if she thought I could, she’s not the type of person to ask for help like that.”

			Mercy shrugged, a vicious smile on her face. “It’s much easier to manipulate a human on the edge of damnation than it is to dance around Lucy and Allanah.”

			“You little b—”

			“Do we have an understanding, then?” War bellowed, cutting Brian off. “Delay your search, run out the clock, and keep your head. Then, you can live the rest of your natural life in whatever way you see fit.”

			Mercy stepped aside, circling around Brian. He tried to follow her movement through his periphery but he refused to take his eyes off of War. His blood was boiling. The Swarm was gnashing at his insides, begging to twist his fingers around War’s neck. Yet, despite the drive, Brian knew he lacked the means, the disparaging difference between them painfully obvious.

			“I trust you’ll make the right decision,” War said, stomping forward and launching his foot square into Brian’s chest, thrusting him back with unbelievable force into a portal that lay open behind him.

			He crumpled through, landing on the floor of his office. His ribs crunched and the air that had been ejected forcefully from his lungs sent sharp knives through his chest as he gasped. The portal closed, gifting Brian with a small glimmer of War and Mercy before it shut, leaving him in the black of his office in the dark of night.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			The brakes of the Lincoln squeaked to a halt as Hark pulled up at the bottom of Dahlia’s driveway. Though she was only gone for a day in the human world, Heaven, much like Hell, operated on dilated time, so it felt much closer to a full week that Dahlia had spent in the company of Allanah. Beyond the point of exhaustion, she was excited to be home.

			“We have arrived,” Hark notified, likely due to Dahlia’s delay in getting out of the car.

			Her limbs didn’t feel like responding in a timely manner, but the reminder that she was still stuck in a car with Hark and Herald was all the motivation she needed to push forward for just a couple more minutes before fully collapsing.

			“Right,” she replied finally, opening the door with a muted pop. Herald had snuck outside without her noticing and opened the door for her from the outside, offering a hand to her as she exited. She took it and felt her body being tugged into a standing position a little quicker than she was ready for. She uttered some semblance of thanks to the Angels before trudging her way up the driveway and unlocking her door, listening to the drone of the car fade off into the distance.

			The lights were on inside, but where she would be greeted by the sight of Brian on the couch or busying himself in the kitchen if he’d arrived home before her, he was nowhere to be seen. Curious, Dahlia shut the door behind her, locking it with the deadbolt and sliding the chain into place. She made her way through the house, an uneasy feeling settling into her stomach. It wasn’t any quieter than it would typically be if she were home alone, yet Dahlia still felt the silence pressing in on her as she made her way down the hallway toward the bedroom. The room was dark save for a sliver of yellow light that pressed into the inky blue from the door to the en suite bathroom that hung ajar.

			“Brian?” she called out, feeling the need to break the silence, even just for a moment.

			There he sat.

			On the floor, at the end of the bed to the far-right corner of the room, facing the chest of drawers opposite. He was shirtless, his sport coat and shirt strewn on the ground in front of the bedroom door. His knees were up, his forearms resting atop. As Dahlia stepped into the room proper, she caught a glimpse of something speckled on the front of the shirt on the ground.

			Blood.

			Her heart lurched. Throwing the light on in the bedroom, she got a better look. Down the front of the shirt was a spattering of blood, accompanied by what looked to be a large, dirty footprint in the middle. She was able to see Brian better too, catching the sight of his chin and chest stained red.

			“Jesus Christ,” she said, rushing to his side, “what happened to you?”

			She wasn’t sure if he heard her. His sight was locked forward, staring with dead eyes at the drawers in front of him. When she touched his shoulder, it was as if she could feel his skin prickle hers sharply, making her pull away for a moment out of surprise. She’d never seen him like this before.

			“Brian,” she whispered.

			His eyelids fluttered, not quite closing over his death stare, and he took in a sharp breath through his nose. All at once, his posture relaxed, and the color in his face returned to normal. He blinked twice and then slowly turned his head to look at her. His expression softened when his eyes met hers, gifting her with a forced half-smile. The tension Dahlia felt in the air suddenly dissipated.

			“Hey,” he replied, barely a croak.

			“What happened to you?” she asked.

			He flinched at the question, his shoulders going a bit tense again. He shook his head in reply.

			“I’m fine. Just work stuff,” he lied poorly.

			A flash of concerned anger gripped Dahlia. “Bullshit,” she barked. “Since when does ‘work stuff’ result in you coming home covered in blood? Whatever is going on with you, it’s obvious that you’re struggling.” She softened her tone a bit, putting her arms around him. “Tell me what’s going on.”

			His expression looked pained, like he was struggling to find the right words, or just struggling not to speak at all.

			“I think I need help.”

			* * *

			Dahlia’s mouth hung open as Brian finished his story. He had asked her just to sit and listen while he recounted the last couple of days, the goings-on with Gabrielle, with S.I.N., with Lucy and, finally, with War and Mercy. She felt nauseous. The news of Gabrielle was bad enough, but the rest was overkill. In a fit, she balled her fist and thwacked it into his shoulder as hard as she could.

			“Ow!” he cried. “What the hell?”

			“Why didn’t you say something earlier?” she demanded, holding back tears.

			He shook his head. “I already told you, Gabrielle made me promise that I kept this a secret. I couldn’t even make it two days before spilling everything to you.”

			“It was still too long,” she replied. “You should have told me right away.”

			“I wanted to, but I didn’t want to mess things up for Gabrielle. Whole lotta good that’s doing now, I guess,” Brian said, receding slightly back into his own thoughts.

			Dahlia tried to digest everything as quickly as she could. There was so much information, so many emotions, and so much trouble she had just been made aware of. Coupled with the fact that she was still trying to process her time in Heaven, she—

			Oh….

			“Well,” she started, trying to keep her tone from sounding too guilty, “things might not be as bad as you thought.”

			He snorted sarcastically. “Oh?”

			“So, remember when I said I was going to do some charity work?”

			“Yeah?” His voice curled upward inquisitively.

			“Yeah so, to be more specific, that charity work was helping out Allanah in Heaven.”

			His eyes went wide, tossing his head wildly in disbelief.

			“Doing what?”

			“She stopped by a few days ago and asked me to help her come up with a plan to merge Heaven and Hell into a unified afterlife.”

			Brian scoffed. “And you agreed?”

			“Not to help her,” Dahlia said, feeling the need to defend herself. “I just thought having access to Heaven might give me better insight on soul energy.”

			“What even for?” he pressed, still flabbergasted by her reveal.

			She fell silent for a moment, a strange feeling gripping her throat, keeping her from speaking right away.

			“Dallas and I were made of pure soul energy. I thought, if I knew more about it – if I knew enough about it – maybe I could bring him back somehow.”

			Brian hedged his expression considerably, looking at her now with a bit of understanding.

			“Oh,” he said simply.

			Tension hung in the air while the two processed each other’s news. She really had no right to be mad at Brian. Allanah had put the same restriction on her when coming to work for Heaven, and she didn’t even give it a second thought.

			“It must have been hard,” she resumed, “keeping all that a secret.”

			He nodded slowly. “It was awful. I wanted to tell you right away. I know how much Gabrielle means to you. I know how much she means to Lucy.”

			The feeling in her throat tightened at the mention of her mother. Gabrielle was like family to Dahlia, but to Lucy she was so much more. Dahlia thought for a moment what it would be like if she were losing Brian the way her mother was about to lose Gabrielle. She couldn’t bear the thought, stuffing the hypothetical back down inside, choosing instead to turn her analytical brain on.

			“Since I’ve been working with Allanah, I’m pretty confident that I’ve got her trust now. Maybe I could get her to purify you like she did with Dallas and we don’t have to worry about War’s threat?”

			“That wouldn’t help. I don’t want to end up dying and, even in the worst case, that still leaves Lucy stuck with no heir. I’d be screwing her over in the process.”

			Dahlia rubbed her fingers to her lips in thought. Every idea that came to mind with regard to helping Brian resulted in the same or worse conditions he was currently in. Gabrielle’s plan was still the best way, presenting a viable successor before dying and telling no one that Brian, and now Dahlia, were involved.

			“Well,” she said finally, “at least there’s two of us now. I can use my connections with Heaven and see if I can shake anything loose on a potential successor.”

			Brian smiled, letting out a sigh of relief.

			“Thank you,” he replied. “I have been at such a loss on how to do this. I guess there’s a lot I still have to learn and understand about the afterlife.”

			“That’ll come with time. Right now, we need to get this over with. Also…” she trailed off.

			“…yeah?”

			She paused, mulling the idea over in her mind before speaking. She doubted Gabrielle would go for it, and her mother wouldn’t be happy about it, but if the alternative was her dying—

			“I want to try and save Gabrielle,” she said finally.

			Brian straightened up at the words.

			“Is that even possible?”

			She drummed her fingers on her chin, deep in thought.

			“I don’t know for sure, but I’ve got an idea. We’re going to need to go to Hell to get it done, though.”

			Brian winced slightly. “I was thinking we should probably start operating out of there instead. Can’t trust that War or Mercy aren’t watching somehow, and who knows who else is involved at this point; they could have swayed other Reapers into their plan by now.”

			“That’s a good point. Well, let’s pack what we need and head over right away,” Dahlia agreed.

			Brian was beginning to sound better, closer to himself now that there was the beginnings of a plan in motion.

			Dahlia smiled, relieved that he was coming back around, and rose to her feet to start grabbing her things.

			Brian’s phone dinged as it lay on the bed. He gave a curious look, glancing at the watch on his wrist before reaching for the phone. The screen flickered to life and his eyes rolled.

			“Who is it?” Dahlia asked.

			“Sasha Perrin again. That journalist that I was meeting with when Gabrielle showed up. She’s been harassing me nonstop since then for a follow-up interview.” He slid his thumb along the screen to unlock it. His demeanor changed, looking now more confused.

			“What?”

			“She’s at the front door.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Brian threw a shirt on, following Dahlia down the hallway to the front door. She opened the door and, standing in the doorway, was Sasha. She looked slightly relieved when Dahlia opened the door, followed by a little confusion.

			“Hi,” she began with uncertainty.

			“Hello,” Dahlia replied, sounding disgruntled.

			“I’m looking for Brian, is he in?”

			“Who the hell are you?”

			Sasha frowned, peeking slightly over Dahlia’s shoulder and catching a glimpse of Brian adjusting his shirt by the balcony doors.

			“Brian!” she shouted past Dahlia.

			“Miss Perrin, this is really not appropriate. This is my home. You can’t just show up and expect an interview,” Brian reprimanded her as he approached the door to stand beside Dahlia.

			“What? No, this isn’t about an interview,” she said, becoming flustered. “This is about,” she glanced at Dahlia, who gave her a suspicious eyebrow in reply, “it’s about something I overheard in your office.”

			Brian’s face screwed up for a moment, unsure of what she could be talking about.

			“I’m sorry. Really, now is not the best time to—”

			“It’s about the woman named Gabrielle,” Sasha blurted, cutting Brian off.

			He froze for a moment; a fleeting thought of Sasha somehow being involved with Mercy and War’s plan skipped across his mind.

			“What are you—”

			“Look, I don’t really know if we have the time to play twenty questions here, so I’m going to just come clean. I planted a bug in your office when I was there for our meeting and overheard the whole conversation between you and this Gabrielle person,” Sasha barreled through. “I was the one who called security to go up and check on you. I’ve been messaging you like crazy since then to try and connect about this. Then, some woman named Danika called me tonight saying you’re otherwise unreachable at the moment and she could fill in for your interview. I might have panicked a bit when I heard this part and booked a ticket out here from Rain City as soon as I hung up the phone.”

			Bewildered, Brian was having a hard time digesting what Sasha had admitted.

			“Real ethical there, journalist,” Dahlia jabbed, sounding slightly annoyed and a little impressed.

			Sasha gave her a guilty smile. “Look, I’m sorry about that.”

			“How did you know where I live?” Brian asked, still boggled by the situation at hand.

			“This was the address listed on some of the S.I.N. documents and records I had a friend of mine in City Hall dig up for me.”

			Dahlia shot Brian a dirty look. “Nice one, Lachey.”

			“I know how urgent the time of all this is,” Sasha continued. “Can you please just hear me out for a few minutes?”

			Stunned for words, Brian looked to Dahlia. She returned the look, and they both shrugged in unison, Dahlia stepping aside to let Sasha in.

			“I’m Sasha, by the way. Sasha Perrin.” She extended a hand to her host.

			“Dahlia,” she replied back, taking it briefly but still sounding very nonplussed about the whole exchange.

			She stuck her head out the door, looking around to make sure no one else was there or watching, before shutting it and sliding the locks back into place. Sasha made her way in, finding one of the stools at the kitchen bar and putting her purse down.

			“You don’t have any bugs on you now, do you?” Dahlia asked.

			“What? Oh, no, I don’t want anyone hearing what I’m about to talk about.”

			Brian wasn’t sure how to approach this. Trying to put himself in Sasha’s shoes, it’s hard to think she would believe so resolutely about the things he and Gabrielle spoke about in the office, especially with no context.

			“Why did you call security?” Brian asked.

			“To get confirmation that you actually died. Gabrielle mentioned you would be dead for about five minutes, so I called security and then followed up with them shortly after and confirmed that you had no vital signs when they got up there.”

			“Okay, but why?” Dahlia added.

			Sasha took a breath, exhaling slowly. “When I was listening in, I overheard some things that really surprised me.”

			“Like?” Brian pressed.

			“Things about Heaven, Hell, Death, and you being someone tied up in all of it. Something about you being set to take over Hell – honestly, I’ve listened to the audio again and again since then and it’s still hard to imagine.” She paused, looking hesitant to speak again. “I have to ask, are you the Devil?”

			Dahlia cackled loudly at the question and Brian couldn’t help but laugh along with her. The levity seemed to reach Sasha as her awkward demeanor slipped into uneasy humor.

			“He’s not the Devil, sweetheart. My mother is the Devil.” Dahlia chuckled.

			Sasha’s laughter seemed to grow a bit at the comment before she read the look on their faces, understanding that they were not actually joking.

			“So you, or rather, S.I.N. Industries, is a literal company from Hell?” Sasha asked, trying to wrap it all together.

			“Look, if this is why you’re here, you’re not going to get the answers you’re looking for,” Brian said guardedly, his CEO hat briefly slipping back on.

			Sasha’s eyes widened. “Oh, no – that’s – that’s not,” she stammered, flustered by the situation. It was obvious she was not used to being the least informed person in any given room. “The only reason I asked is because I’m pretty sure I made a deal with the Devil before, he just didn’t look like you, and it wasn’t in some corporate office building. The Devil I met was like, six-foot-something, black, and really fit.”

			Brian and Dahlia caught each other’s glances and a knowing smile cracked both of their cheeks.

			Then, Dahlia’s eyes narrowed, assessing Sasha as if for the first time. “Wait a minute, was this like three or four years ago?”

			Sasha perked up, resuming her look of confusion. “Yeah….”

			Dahlia snapped her fingers and gestured energetically to Sasha. “I thought you looked familiar.”

			Sasha repeated Dahlia’s analytical process. “Wait, were you the receptionist in that massive waiting room?”

			“That was me.”

			“Holy shit! Wait, I thought you said your mother is the Devil?” Sasha asked.

			“Yeah, she is. She just comes built with this fun little feature where she automatically shifts her physical form to best suit the person she’s dealing with,” Dahlia enlightened, outwardly enjoying exposing Sasha a little bit more.

			Sasha’s blush deepened. “Anyways,” she bellowed, trying to veer back on track, “I sold my soul a few years back. I had recently finished school and was getting nowhere with my career. Most of the publications that I got work from were only offering me fluff pieces and opinion polls to work. The most I ever did was cover the story of the Vigilante in Rain City but, once that story got bigger and wasn’t just busy work, I was knocked off of it and back to nothing. I wanted my work to help people, to actually do some good in the world. So, when an intern at the publication started chatting me up about a way to make that happen, I was all the way on board.

			“I met the Devil shortly after, and sold my soul to make that dream a reality. Since then, I always seem to have a keen sense on what stories to follow and how best to break them. I didn’t really think much about having a soul before my success. Call me naive, but I started feeling terrified about the deal I had made and what was lying in wait for me after I died. I thought that if I could help people through exposing corporate wrongdoings, and trying to make the world a better place because of it, maybe all those good deeds would help in some way to buy my soul back.”

			Brian listened to her story, feeling sorry for her as she came to the end. It was such an odd feeling; he had been on the receiving end of enough contracts now that he had completely disregarded the outcomes of those transactions. He thought back to Gerard Kay, the young guitarist from the other day, and wondered if, one day, he would come to a similar realization. On the other hand, he was incredibly happy that he’d started making the executive decision to move forward with memory wiping the contracts once the transaction was completed.

			“Sorry to say but, no matter the deed now, your soul is spoken for,” Brian said, genuinely feeling for Sasha as he did.

			Her eyes welled a little at his words, and she swallowed back tears, instead giving a smile and a knowing nod.

			“I figured it was a waste of time, but what’s the harm in trying, right?” She wiped away a tear that snuck through onto her lashes. “That’s why I’m here tonight, though. When I overheard what was happening with Death, I thought that this could be my chance to save myself from the stupid mistake I made. I don’t know if I can be the next Death if I’m lined up for whatever damnation I’ve signed up for, but I wanted to give it a try.”

			Brian’s mouth creased into a considering frown. The idea wasn’t terrible – Sasha had proven herself resourceful and already came with some preamble regarding the afterlife, so immersion into the world of souls wouldn’t be quite such an undertaking. Whether she was capable in the role, however, was an entirely different matter. That was something only Gabrielle could know. His thoughts flickered back to Mercy and War momentarily before scampering back to the present moment, trying his best not to stress.

			Dahlia looked at him, jutting her chin forward and giving a shrug.

			“I mean, it’s not the worst idea,” she said, seemingly on the same page with his own assessment.

			Brian nodded. “We would need to have her meet with Gabrielle and go through a bit of a tutorial, just to see if it’s a fit.”

			“Still jealous you got to do that, by the way.”

			“I know.”

			“So?” Sasha interjected. “Do you think it can work?”

			He nodded slowly as pieces began fitting together in his mind.

			“I’m not sure how you being corrupted will play for what Gabrielle needs. She was specific in saying the candidate needs to be human, but I don’t know where that line gets drawn. To be safe, I’d probably just get your contract pulled from Records and have it destroyed.”

			Sasha’s eyes brightened up as Brian spoke.

			“Are you serious?” she said, an excited fervor in her voice.

			He raised his palms to her defensively.

			“I can’t guarantee anything but, you’re right, time is really not on our side.”

			“Among other things,” Dahlia added.

			“Right, so I think it’s best to get things moving quickly.”

			Dahlia pulled Brian in close for a moment. “Which means we need to get in touch with Gabrielle without Mercy or War finding out,” she whispered.

			Brian hadn’t considered that far ahead in their makeshift plan. He wasn’t sure how he was going to get in touch with her. Lucy would know a way. However, he didn’t want to invite any more interrogations from her.

			“We can figure that out when we get to Hell,” Brian whispered back. He turned once more to face Sasha. “There are some things we need to figure out first. Find a hotel in the area and message me once you’re settled. I’ll reach out to you soon, once we have things sorted out.”

			Sasha excitedly bobbed up and down, a wide grin on her face.

			“Okay!”

			* * *

			Sasha left shortly after, leaving Dahlia and Brian in the aftermath. They were both flopped on the couch, digesting the whirlwind of information and impromptu plotting. He looked to her, suddenly feeling the weariness creep in around the edges of his vision, not daring to look at the time in fear of losing steam and opting, instead, for collapsing in bed and starting fresh in the morning.

			“We should get packed,” he said finally, resuming their pre-Sasha conversation.

			“I was afraid you were going to say that.”

			He clapped her on her knee, urging himself to get up and pulling her along with him. With their exhaustion setting in, the two decided to pack only the absolute essentials, opting to acquire whatever else they needed from within Hell once they arrived. After another half hour, the two were dressed and each had a small bag slung over one shoulder. They exited their bedroom and walked to the front door. Brian unlocked the door and the two walked through the gateway, entering the foyer in Hell. As the massive doors closed behind them, the pair were greeted by the shuffling of bodies and the echoing racket of workers setting up a stage and line array speakers where the reception desk typically stood.

			“Oh god,” Dahlia said, looking at the chaos before them.

			“Welcome home,” Lucy’s voice echoed across the foyer from her office doors.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			The sound of Lucy’s heels clacked toward Dahlia and Brian. She scooped the former into a big hug that was entirely unexpected.

			“It’s been a while,” Lucy said, genuine happiness in her words.

			Dahlia awkwardly wrapped her arms around her mother in return.

			“Yeah, it’s been a while,” she echoed, shooting Brian an awkward, panicked look. He returned it with a similar look and a shrug.

			The two women broke from their embrace and Lucy stepped back to assess her daughter.

			“You look good. How have you been?”

			“Fine, I guess. What’s all this about?” Dahlia motioned to the goings-on in the foyer.

			“Oh,” Lucy chirped. “Well, it’s been a while since we’ve had a good party down here. I figured, since I’m still running things, why not indulge a little?”

			Dahlia didn’t need to know that Lucy was giving Brian psychic side-eye as she spoke. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, adjusting the bag on his shoulder like he wasn’t bothered by the jab. The tension was unbearable.

			“Weird seeing workers down here and not just materializing everything,” Dahlia said, trying her best to break the tension.

			“It’s just the setup that’s happening now. Catering doesn’t come in until tomorrow before guests arrive. We best stay budget conscious, after all. Easier to manifest human money than use up our resources.”

			Well, that didn’t work.

			“Why not stop in, let loose a little? It’s been a while since you’ve been home,” Lucy kept adding on, not at all subtle about trying to box out Brian.

			“Yeah, maybe….” Dahlia trailed off, trying to figure out some reason why she couldn’t show up to one of her mother’s ragers. Then the idea struck her. “Did you invite Aunt Gabbi?”

			Lucy bobbed her head back and forth. “You know her – I always invite her but she rarely ever comes.”

			Her heart skipped, and she could see Brian’s expression lift as well from the corner of her eye.

			“Well, tell her that I would love to see her again. I’ve been wanting to chat with her about something.” Dahlia was trying hard to express the importance without making it seem too out of place.

			Lucy gave her a sideways glance. “About what?” she asked.

			“Girl stuff,” Dahlia replied in a panic.

			Her suspicion lingered for a few moments longer before Lucy’s face relaxed. “You’re a terrible liar,” she said finally.

			Dahlia’s heart jumped up in her throat.

			Lucy eyed her down. She had long since given up trying to read Dahlia’s mind, ever since Dahlia learned how to block her out. Thanks to that, Dahlia had gotten pretty good at lying to her mother. However, on the times where she wasn’t careful about it and her lies didn’t land, the feeling was sickening.

			Luckily, this wasn’t one of those times.

			“I miss her too,” Lucy said finally, misconstruing Dahlia’s fumble as an attempt to hide her sentimentality.

			Dahlia tried not to seem too relieved at Lucy’s misinterpretation, giving her an eye-roll in reply.

			“It was just nice having her around last time.”

			“Sorry to interrupt,” Brian chimed in, thankfully. “I’m going to head to the room. I’ll catch you in a bit.”

			“Nope, I’m right behind you,” Dahlia said, jumping on the opportunity.

			She blurted out some line about being tired, bid her mother a good night and quickened her pace to catch up with Brian as he headed out the open doors to the courtyard walkway.

			“Way to bail on me,” she shot at him.

			He flinched. “I could not endure that anymore. That was the most passive aggression I’ve ever experienced in my life, and I came up from human bureaucracy.”

			Dahlia smiled, lacing her fingers with his as they made their way to the spiral stairs to the tower.

			“Aren’t mothers-in-law great?”

			* * *

			Before falling asleep, Dahlia filled Brian in on her plan to save Gabrielle. She wasn’t sure if it would work, but it was going to require Steph in Legal to work some magic, and Brian was the right person to spearhead that element of the plan. It was unclear when they both fell asleep, but the exhaustion the two had staved off since earlier that evening finally came for them.

			Dahlia awoke the next morning to the sound of the shower running. Brian was already up and a carafe of coffee with two mugs sat on the small table between the bed and cushy fireside armchair. She yawned and rubbed her eyes, slipping from the sheets and swinging her legs over the side of the bed. She poured a cup of coffee just as the water shut off in the en suite.

			“I miss the coffee on demand in Hell,” Dahlia called to Brian through the door.

			“How is that any different than when I leave you coffee in the morning before I go to work?” he bellowed back.

			She smiled, cupping the mug with both hands, savoring the aroma. “This coffee is actually hot. Also, I haven’t been able to find coffee grounds that are as good as the ones here.”

			Brian opened the door, releasing a puff of steam. He tied a towel around his waist and made his way to the wardrobe just to the side.

			“What coffee grounds does Hell use?” he asked as he rifled through the custom suits.

			“Tailored to your own personal taste. Your coffee and my coffee taste entirely different to one another, even though they come from the same pot,” she explained, taking a satisfying sip.

			Brian laughed through his nose as he pulled a heather gray suit from the wardrobe before shutting it.

			“How did I not know that?”

			Dahlia shrugged, getting to her feet and walking into the en suite, turning the shower on before stripping her sleepwear off.

			“So, what’s your plan?” Brian asked as he got dressed.

			Dahlia downed another gulp of coffee before setting her mug on the counter and stepping into the glass shower.

			“I am going to talk to R&D about our Gabrielle situation. What’s your move?”

			“Pulling Sasha’s contract from Records and then meeting with Steph. Hopefully, avoiding any interaction with your mother.”

			“Yah. Same,” Dahlia agreed.

			Once they were showered, dressed, and caffeinated, the two parted ways, heading off to complete their assigned missions.

			* * *

			The Research and Development department of Hell was rarely visited by anyone. Despite the fact that they were responsible for designing the original portals, the gateway, and the bank. Once the processes of Hell became fairly routine, demands on their department significantly dwindled. The only reason they were still around and not dissolved long ago was because Dallas insisted that, with the rise of modern technology in the human world, R&D might be able to play a bigger role in the future. Despite Lucy’s disapproval, she allowed the department to remain functioning with a skeleton crew of the two head Hellions in charge, Walsh and Kendrick.

			Dahlia entered the waiting room of the office building across from the tower. A new, mousey Hellion named Anthony was stationed at the front desk as a replacement for Marie. The waiting room was, as always, filled with Hellions queued in line for reassignments. She moved past the figures, smiling and waving to the flustered Anthony as she passed into the back section of the main floor where the elevator resided. He returned her greeting frantically, doing a double take as she passed him. She pressed the call button and the elevator doors opened with an echoey ding. Entering the small space and pressing the B2 button, the doors clattered shut and the elevator shuddered, descending slowly to the sub-basement level of Hell. A few moments later, the sound of grinding metal, followed by a jarring thud, signaled the doors to open once more to a wide, black marble hallway that ended in a set of frosted-glass doors. Dahlia exited the elevator, silently celebrating the fact that she was still alive after the elevator ride, and moved across the hallway to the doors.

			Beyond was a large, wide rectangular room. The wall directly opposite the doors was slightly concave and covered in sliding metal shutters that had a militaristic feel to them. Inside the room itself were dozens of white tables with brushed metal legs, most of which sat empty aside from two at the other end of the room close to the windows. A scrawny Hellion sat at one of them, head down, looking through a desk-mounted magnifying glass and fiddling with an older-model smartphone. Standing behind her was a taller Hellion peeking over the smaller one’s shoulder as she worked. Dahlia crossed the room and arrived at the station, knocking softly on the desktop to alert the engrossed pair.

			“Hey,” Dahlia said, announcing herself.

			The little Hellion’s shoulders jolted at the sound. She lifted her gaze to meet Dahlia’s, giving her an excited smile.

			“Hey!” she squealed, jumping out of her seat and wrapping her arms around Dahlia’s neck.

			Dahlia chuckled. “Hey, Kendrick.” She squeezed her tiny frame, lifting her to her tiptoes as she did.

			She loosened her grip, letting her slide back onto her feet properly. Kendrick pushed her thick-rimmed rectangular glasses up her nose, briefly flashing the light of the room off her honey-colored eyes. Her dark curls were pulled into a puffy ponytail and kept tidy with a paisley fabric headband that accentuated her heart-shaped face. Her plump lips were curled into an excited smile. Thanks to her oversized white lab coat draped over loose denim overalls and a dingy-colored, horizontal-striped cropped shirt, she looked smaller than she was, her figure getting lost in the baggy folds of the fabric. The sleeves on the coat were rolled up to a three-quarter length, exposing her bare caramel skin below.

			“Nice to see you,” the taller Hellion said, smiling sweetly at the exchange before her.

			“You too, Walshie,” Dahlia replied. Walsh always had a big-sister vibe to her, and Dahlia had enjoyed being around her ever since she was little.

			Her long, oaky hair was also pulled back in a lazy ponytail that was tied at her shoulders, creating a curtained frame for her angular face. Circular-rimmed glasses sat halfway down her nose bridge, forcing her to peek her pale blue gaze over the upper rim. She also donned a lab coat – much more fitted than Kendrick’s, resting comfortably on her shoulders and hanging loose over her inverted-triangular figure wrapped in a simple black Y-neck shirt and a gray plaid pleated skirt. She smiled at Dahlia, giving her a much more reserved one-armed hug.

			“Since when have you been back?” Kendrick asked, clearly very happy to see Dahlia.

			“Last night. Brian and I have some work to do down here,” she replied, a homesick feeling beginning to set in.

			“We’ve been missing you around here,” Kendrick said, melancholy shadowing her smile a bit. “You and Dallas were about the only ones that would actually come down here and visit us.”

			Dahlia embraced Kendrick once more, giving her a tight squeeze.

			“If I could stay, I would.” Despite the awkwardness between Brian and Lucy, Dahlia was enjoying her homecoming. A strange sense of regret began to bloom, forcing her to lament a little for her once-corrupted soul. “If I’m being entirely honest, I wish this was just a social visit.”

			Walsh raised an intrigued eyebrow. “Oh?”

			“I’m trying to figure out if there’s a way that you can contract and contain a soul without it mixing with the rest of the bank,” Dahlia said, trying her best not to let on too much about her true intentions.

			“Do you mean like the Emergency Protocol?” Walsh asked, her voice giving away her piqued interest.

			“The Emergency Protocol?”

			Walsh put her hands on her hips, cocking them to one side.

			“Well, when Lucy talked about creating the Emergency Protocol, we had to design a method to secure the soul energy of an individual in such a way that it could be restored to its original fabrication, even when it mixed with the bank.”

			“How did that turn out?”

			Kendrick perked up and bobbed on the balls of her feet. “Can we show her?” she asked excitedly.

			An amused smile curled Walsh’s mouth. “Sure.”

			She spun around to face one panel of the metal shutters, waving for Dahlia and Kendrick to follow. A large, red button stuck prominently from the wall next to it from a blocky console. Walsh pressed it with her thumb, sending the sound of metallic creaking through the air, accompanied by a mild rumble at their feet. Dahlia watched the shutter roll down and follow along a curved track so it extended outward horizontally. The newly constructed bridge suspended dangerously overtop a straight drop into a pit. An ominous burnt-orange glow emanated from below. The bridge connected to a pillar of dark stone on the opposite end of the walkway, a thick glass door embedded within. As Walsh, Kendrick, and Dahlia began to cross the metal panels, Dahlia peered down, realizing what was creating the orange glow below.

			“Holy shit, is that the river?” she asked, suddenly very nervous being atop the narrow path.

			Kendrick nodded. “Yep. And that,” she said, pointing to the stone pillar, “is the base of the ampoule just below the courtyard fountain.”

			Dahlia was stunned. All the years she’d spent in Hell, all the time she’d spent with Kendrick and Walsh, and she had no idea that R&D hung immediately off the river.

			“Why didn’t I know about this?” she asked, mainly to herself.

			“We don’t have a habit of opening the shutters in the lab due to the radiation,” Walsh explained.

			“Radiation?” Dahlia echoed, her worries steadily mounting.

			“It’s not harmful to you, but it does mess with us Hellions, given enough exposure.”

			“I didn’t realize this thing gives off radiation,” Dahlia said, still not convinced of her safety.

			“Most energy sources give off radiation in one way or another,” Kendrick clarified, “even the sun. Don’t worry about it, you’re good.”

			Dahlia couldn’t take her eyes from it. Two caverns on either side of the pit allowed the river to flow in, pooling just below.

			“Where do the caves lead?”

			“The river runs under the entirety of Hell through a network of tunnels and caves,” Kendrick informed.

			Dahlia was amazed at how little she felt she knew of her home and, in a guilty sort of way, how little she had cared before.

			They reached the end of the path and Walsh pulled the handle of the door, struggling a bit with its weight. The three entered a cramped, circular room. The walls were lined with dozens of glass tubes that reminded Dahlia of a pneumatic system. On a ledge that ran along the perimeter of the room were twelve receptacles where all the tubes funneled to. They were cylindrical, slightly wider than the tubes, and made of some glossy black metal. There were glyphs carved all around each receptacle, and Dahlia was suddenly reminded of Legion.

			“These canisters are designed to enact the Emergency Protocol,” Walsh explained, motioning around the room.

			“What are they?” Dahlia asked, entranced.

			“The glyphs carved on them are kind of like a filter. When the Emergency Protocol is activated, the fresh energy from the bank is pushed through these tubes and runs to the receivers. When a soul fragment comes through that matches the parameters set by each glyph, it becomes bound to the canister. Once all the glyphs are illuminated and the soul fragments that match are compiled, they create a copy of the original soul that was contracted.”

			Dahlia squinted her eyes against the shimmering light that illuminated a handful of the glyphs on the canister in front of her.

			“Why are some of them already lit?”

			“We keep them half-charged at all times,” Kendrick piped up. “The existing energy in there acts as a magnet, attracting the correct fragments and cutting down the filtration time.”

			Dahlia was in awe of the genius of the design. She knew Kendrick and Walsh had developed the most functional parts of Hell. However, she didn’t know how much thought went into them.

			“How do you know what glyphs to use on the canister?”

			“Records provides us with the original contract of the soul. From that, we can break down the soul construction and program the canister to pull fragments that match the individual parameters. It’s not a perfect match, especially since most of the souls on Emergency Protocol have been long since used and discarded. However, as the pieces assemble, they bind into a near exact copy of the original.”

			The explanation piqued Dahlia’s interest. She swallowed; a barrage of thoughts begged for her attention.

			“What about memories?” Dahlia asked. “Do the copies have the memories of the original?”

			“Not the ones we have contracts for since their original soul fragments have been used and the memories burned along with them. Theoretically, however, if the soul is fresh enough, memories would come along with it,” Kendrick clarified.

			“Sal is a good example. By the time Emergency Protocol came into effect, about forty percent of his original soul was still available, so he’s probably got the strongest original memories. They’re not perfect, but they’re there,” Walsh added, vocally theorizing. “So, is this what you were asking about?”

			Save it for later.

			“Sort of,” Dahlia said, trying to get herself back on track, “but something that doesn’t involve the bank at all. Something portable.”

			Walsh’s brow creased. She crossed her arms on her chest, a hand coming up to create a perch for her chin.

			“I’m not sure I understand.”

			Dahlia was going to need to be clearer with her request, otherwise this would be a waste of time.

			“Is there a way that we could take a freshly contracted soul, lock it in its own self-contained canister, and then make it portable so the soul can manifest like the Hellions do without being bound to the bank?”

			“Why would you need to lock in a single soul?” Kendrick inquired, beginning to sound a little too interested.

			Dahlia started to sweat, feeling like her ramshackle plan was beginning to collapse on her.

			“Look, I need you guys to keep something a secret.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Stephanie’s office was on the third floor of the office building. Directly above Dani’s old PR office. It was more a closet than an office. The eight-by-ten space was taken up mostly by her desk, a worn, wooden blocky design that gave slivers on-sight. A filing cabinet was stuffed into the back right corner of the room, and an uncomfortable chair was positioned in front of the desk for any visitors. The whole thing was enclosed by a shabby wooden door with a rippled glass window that reminded Brian of his grade-school classrooms. There were no exterior windows, only a harsh fluorescent light directly above the desk, uncomfortably illuminating the off-white walls of the box.

			Despite the depressing environment, Brian found Stephanie sitting in her little corner of Hell, happy as could be while flipping through some contract wordings. He knocked on the open door, pulling her attention from the papers before her.

			“Hey,” she said, looking up at him with a smile, “long time no see.”

			“Yeah, long time,” Brian returned. “I was hoping I could pick your brain on something.”

			“You here to talk about the incessant S.I.N. partnership proposals? They just keep rolling in, business must be good.”

			He hesitated for a moment. “No, something a little different.”

			She cocked an intrigued eyebrow. “Oh?”

			He took a seat in the uncomfortable chair and leaned in, closing the gap slightly between them.

			“Can you recall if there has been any incident where an immortal was contracted to Hell?”

			Her gaze squinted, scrunching her face into a look of confusion. “Not that I can think of. Then again, I can’t imagine why there would ever be the need to do something like that.”

			“So, hypothetically, if someone were to contract an immortal to Hell, would it work?”

			“I mean,” Stephanie calculated, rubbing her chin, “from what I know of immortals and their soul makeup, I don’t see why it wouldn’t work. I couldn’t give you a solid answer though.” She gave Brian a confused look to punctuate the oddity of his questioning.

			The answer was unsurprising, but still disappointing.

			When Dahlia told Brian the night before of her plan to have Gabrielle make a contract with Hell in order to keep her alive, Brian immediately thought the idea wouldn’t work. Still, it was a small chance to save someone they both cared for, and he was willing to do whatever he could. Stephanie’s answer, however, made it feel like much more of a roll of the dice than a viable option. Still, what else was there to do?

			“On an unrelated note,” he resumed, trying to be cautious, “what would be the ramifications of a Sales contract being cancelled?”

			Stephanie’s eyes widened. She exhaled hard and reclined in her seat, crossing her arms.

			“Hard to say. Every contract is different, so the results vary.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Well,” Stephanie replied, her eyes drifting upward as she thought, “every contract requires a different amount of influence in order to come true. Someone wanting to be popular or famous is pretty small potatoes – we just use some of Hell’s influence to tap the right people into becoming interested in a certain trait or quality of the individual, and the rest handles itself. However, if someone, say, wanted peace on Earth or something ridiculous like that, despite the fact that we’d never approve a request like that due to budget, the request itself requires heavy lifting. The influence required to make something like that is widespread and ongoing as times and global circumstances change.”

			Brian nodded along, wrapping his mind around the concept. “So, with that popularity example in mind, what would happen if that contract was thrown out?”

			“Space abhors a vacuum,” Stephanie said in a more solemn tone. “The influence to make the request has already been issued, and the exchange is a soul’s worth of energy. It’s a profit-loss scenario. We gain more than the output required to fulfill the request in the end, so if, all of a sudden, there’s no end gain, things backlash really quickly. Things for the contracted individual alone start to fall apart in awful ways since it was negative influence to begin with that was used to enforce the request.”

			“How bad we talking?” Brian asked, starting to become worried.

			Stephanie exhaled through pursed lips and squinted. “In this scenario? Your popularity could suddenly flip to unhealthy infatuation or stalking. Infamy could be the result as well, but this is a simple example. In more intense cases, the individual is more than likely to just lose their life in some way just to make up for the energy expenditure – like cutting losses early, you know?”

			Brian’s throat tightened at the explanation. “How quickly does this backlash happen?”

			She shrugged. “There’s no way to know, sadly. There are plenty of factors at play, and it’s not an exact science, just documented results. I’ve only seen a couple of cases in my time, so I’m no expert.”

			“Do you have any info on those cases?”

			Stephanie laughed. “You’d be better to ask a historian than me. Ever heard of D.B. Cooper and Amelia Earhart?”

			Brian scoffed. “You’re shitting me.”

			“Even we don’t know what happened to them. For one reason or another, their contracts were shredded and the rest is history. Why the sudden interest in all this anyway?”

			“Just a little passion project that I’m working on,” Brian lied, improvising as he scrambled. “Ever since Dallas made off with my contract, I’ve been wondering about how it all works and if there’s a more efficient way to do things.” Brian reached into a file folder at his side, pulling a thick-stock paper from it and placing it onto the desk. “Just out of curiosity, I pulled a random contract from Records. Would you be able to tell me how this one would react if it were lost?” Brian tried to keep his fingers on the contract in a natural-looking way so it would keep Sasha Perrin’s name covered near the top.

			“A random one, huh?” Stephanie echoed, suspicion clearly laced in her words, though she took it no further than that before leaning in to give the contract a cursory skim. She snorted and leaned back, shaking her head.

			“That’s a nasty one you pulled there,” she replied. “Just a quick glance tells me that a ton of influence would have been used for this. To be in the right place at the right time all the time is some serious influence-based luck mechanics we have going here.”

			Shit.

			Brian pulled the contract back and slid it into the folder once more, the weight of the thing feeling slightly heavier than it did only just a moment ago.

			“Interesting stuff,” Brian responded, trying to sound more interested than stressed. “One last thing – is the result always at the expense of the contracted individual, or are there other factors?”

			Stephanie bared her teeth in an unsure expression. She shrugged once more. “Theoretically, there could be. Again, I’m not an expert but, at the end of the day, a certain equilibrium needs to be maintained.”

			“Right, makes sense,” Brian said, subtly wiping the sweat from his palms on his pant leg. “Thanks, Steph.” He rose to his feet to leave.

			“Brian,” she blurted, forcing him to pause mid-stand, “is…is everything okay?”

			“Yeah, why?” he lied.

			Her skepticism was being delivered heavily as she regarded him sideways. “If there’s anything I can do to help….”

			Brian nodded. “I know, Steph. Thanks,” he replied in a manner that suggested he couldn’t go into more detail, before giving her a small wave and quickly exiting her office.

			* * *

			The buzz of the caterers in the courtyard echoed up to the hallway just outside Brian’s room in Hell. He stood, overlooking the staff dressed in black as they bustled around setting up small, circular tables and draping cloths overtop. Brian wasn’t sure when guests were arriving for Lucy’s party, but he assumed it would be soon with all the preparations almost complete. His anxiety was cranked to eleven and, if it weren’t for The Swarm steadily devouring the mounting worries in his mind, he was sure he would have been huddled in a ball somewhere out of anyone’s eyesight.

			In a moment of disassociation, his mind drifted back to the first night he spent in Hell. His first meeting with Lucy, his first moments with Dahlia, the first time he stood in that hallway and felt, for the first time in a long time, that he was happy. The juxtaposition to his feelings now was nauseating and, despite The Swarm, the sickening sensation of wanting to disappear was becoming overwhelming.

			His melancholy was interrupted by the sound of echoed footsteps creeping up the spiral staircase at the end of the hall. Moments later, Dahlia’s head bobbed into sight, and his shoulders seemed to relax, even if only a little.

			“Hey,” she called to him as she reached the landing.

			“Hey,” he replied, “how did things go for you?”

			“Well,” she said, drifting off for a moment, “Kendrick and Walsh know.”

			“What!”

			“It’s okay, though,” Dahlia said, putting her hands up. “They won’t say anything. No one goes down to R&D and they just want to help. Well…” her face contorted into a curious scrunch, “…I think they’re actually just excited for the challenge of building the Pacemaker.”

			“The Pacemaker?” Brian echoed, incredibly confused.

			“Right, we sort of equated what we want them to build as a soul pacemaker. They said that if we get Gabrielle to make the contract, this would keep her from meshing with the bank but, just like Lucy, her life and vitality would be bound to the bank. Theoretically, she gets to roam around a free woman, just being kept independent by the device they’re designing.”

			Brian nodded. “Right, Pacemaker,” he said, finally getting the analogy. “Now comes the hard part of selling her on the idea.”

			Dahlia frowned. “Yeah, I’ll be honest, I don’t know if she’ll go for it. Gabrielle is such a straight shooter, I feel like she’d just turn the idea down on some moral ground of it being unnatural or something ridiculous.”

			Brian shrugged. “The only thing we can do is try. It would kill me knowing we had an option for her and didn’t offer it.”

			“Me too,” she replied.

			She stepped forward and collapsed into Brian, forcing him to react and catch her weight in an off-balance hug. They melted into one another, their mounting worries being squeezed away by their embrace. Brian smirked as he recalled Stephanie’s words, ‘influence-based luck’, and wondered if that was the reason he and Dahlia had found each other. As they stood silently in the hallway for a few more moments, Brian stifled the thought of that luck running out sooner or later.

			A certain equilibrium needs to be maintained.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Dahlia’s eyes slowly opened, her cheek still buried in Brian’s chest. She soaked him in, his arms around her, his scent, the feeling of warmth between them. She was glad that he chose to share what had been worrying him, the troubles with War and Mercy, and the heavy burden that Gabrielle laid at his feet. She was happy he confided in her and needed her, but she couldn’t help but wish it were over already so they could just get back to the way things were.

			With the thought, Dahlia’s dreamy gaze glanced out the windows and fell upon a familiar figure waltzing through the courtyard below. Her brow creased and she corrected her posture, turning to the window to get a better view. There, amidst the courtyard, was Gabrielle. The coils of her hair bobbed along as she walked hand-in-hand with Lucy under the full moon light and gentle spray of the fountain.

			“Holy shit,” she breathed.

			Brian gave her a confused look, noticing her eyeline and following it to the women below.

			“Holy shit.”

			Her pulse quickened and she was suddenly very aware of the high-pitched whine in her ears as she tried to think.

			“We need to get them separated if we’re going to get her up to speed on everything,” Brian said, taking point of the situation.

			Dahlia nodded. “Yeah, easier said than done though.” Her focus locked squarely on Lucy and Gabrielle’s linked hands. “They are already all cozied up; splitting them up now is going to be tough.”

			Brian groaned. “Gabrielle isn’t the problem. She had enough sense to know to accept the invitation, so I get the feeling she knows why she’s here. It’s Lucy I’m worried about.”

			They watched as the women strolled leisurely, slowly circling back to the walkway that led to the foyer.

			Brian swallowed and gave a sharp nod. “You get Gabrielle. Tell her everything. I’ll deal with Lucy.”

			“Wait, what?” Dahlia blurted but it was too late. Brian was already down the hallway and rushing down the steps to the courtyard. She chased after him, catching up at the bottom of the stairwell, and the two approached Lucy and Gabrielle.

			“Aunt Gabbi!” Dahlia squealed, lunging forward in exaggerated excitement. She broke Lucy’s grip on Gabrielle’s hand with an obnoxiously aggressive hug that took Gabrielle back a step.

			Visible confusion was scrawled over both Gabrielle and Lucy’s faces. It wasn’t like Dahlia to react like this to anyone, but time was short and they had a mission – they could always clean up any messes from sloppy performances afterward.

			“Dahlia,” Gabrielle said with a smile and a wince, “I missed you too. I heard you were asking for me?” Gabrielle shot Brian a look from over Dahlia’s shoulder.

			“I did,” she replied, not skipping a beat. She turned to her mother and clasped her hands together. “Sorry, I need to steal your girlfriend for a minute.”

			“Hold on a—” Lucy began, on the edge of protest.

			“That’s fine,” Brian stepped in. “I had something I wanted to talk to you about in private.”

			A slight scowl crossed her lips as, without another word, Dahlia ushered Gabrielle off in the other direction toward the office building.

			Once they were far enough out of earshot, Dahlia linked arms with Gabrielle, pulling herself closer and whispering, “We need to talk.”

			Gabrielle gave her a confused look, her eyes darting back to Brian once more before she donned a forced smile.

			“Okay,” she said, “about what?”

			Dahlia could hear the struggle in her voice. It was subtle, but it was there, and it put an ache in her chest as she began to feel the real weight of the mission that she and Brian were on. They entered the office building, now emptied so as not to cause any commotion during the impending party. The room was darkened, illuminated only by the moonlight that spilled in from the glass walkway and the twinkle lights that had been hung in the courtyard. Taking a moment to look around and check for any lingering Hellions, Dahlia released her grip on Gabrielle’s arm, lining up face to face with her.

			“Brian told me,” she began.

			“I knew it!” Gabrielle exclaimed, clearly disappointed. “That man cannot keep a secret.”

			“Not from me, no,” Dahlia agreed.

			She knew what she needed to say next. She knew their time was short and Brian would only be able to distract Lucy for so long before she broke free and came looking for Gabrielle. Dahlia knew that this meeting was important but, as the tears began to streak her face, and the pressure in her chest and throat mounted, she couldn’t help herself. Dahlia threw herself at Gabrielle, wrapping her in a hug and breaking down into heavy sobbing. Her shoulders tensed and she gasped for air amidst her weeping. After a few moments, she felt arms wrap around her shaking frame, squeezing her as tightly as they could. Despite her obvious fragility, Gabrielle’s warmth was still there, and it made Dahlia feel better, yet somehow even more sad.

			“I’m sorry, love,” Gabrielle whispered, stroking her hair, “I should have told you.”

			Dahlia shook her head, stifling her sobs, yet unable to stop the tears flowing.

			“I understand why you couldn’t,” she sputtered, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand.

			Gabrielle had been an important part of Dahlia’s life. In the struggle of understanding the purpose of her creation, her rebellion against her mother, and the resulting unending, dreary existence in Hell, Gabrielle was always a spot of levity and kindness that Dahlia relished at every opportunity. She was family, and now she was on the brink of death with Dahlia very nearly not even knowing. She slowly regained her composure, now very aware of their impending time limit, and corrected her posture, meeting Gabrielle’s look of mournful sympathy. It almost broke her again, forcing her to pull Gabrielle in for one more hug before setting her mind to business.

			“Brian told me everything,” she resumed, “but there’s some new developments.”

			Curiosity took hold of Gabrielle as she cocked an eyebrow and waited for Dahlia to continue.

			“You’ve been double-crossed.”

			Gabrielle recoiled for a moment, her face screwing up in confusion.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Mercy,” Dahlia replied. “She and War kidnapped Brian. They threatened his life.”

			“I don’t understand—”

			“Gabrielle, they want you to die and for the rest of humanity to go with you,” Dahlia blurted.

			A stern look crossed Gabrielle’s face. She looked Dahlia up and down, considering her declaration.

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said in a hushed tone, sounding almost offended.

			“Brian told me that they want humanity to die off because they’re tired of dealing with the horrors of war and death. They don’t want to exist anymore, but they also have it in their heads that humanity doesn’t deserve to continue. Brian said something about them wanting evolution to continue like it was meant to.”

			Gabrielle stood silently, processing what she had just been told. Dahlia suddenly felt very ill-equipped to be talking to her then. On the heels of her emotional display, her giving secondhand information that upset Gabrielle’s whole view was beginning to feel like a bad matchup. The message was too muddled in the gravity of it all, but the only thing to do now was to keep pressing forward.

			“Look,” Dahlia said softly, “I know that’s probably a lot to take in, but it was important to know for the next thing I had to tell you.”

			Gabrielle scoffed. “What’s that?”

			“That we found a candidate for a successor. That, and…” Dahlia trailed off, unsure of how to broach the next item on the agenda.

			“And what?” Gabrielle pressed. Her fervent tone was unclear; Dahlia couldn’t determine whether she was excited, upset, or growing impatient. It could have been all three.

			“I think we might have a way to save you,” she replied sheepishly.

			Gabrielle’s eyelids fluttered before going wide with surprise.

			“Dahlia, nothing can save me,” she said regretfully.

			Dahlia shook her head. “No, we think there might be a way. It’s a bit of a long shot, but it could work.” She swallowed the apprehension building in her chest. “I have R&D working on a special apparatus for you. If you make a contract with Brian, you’ll be able to continue living off of Hell’s energy. You can leave it all behind to your successor, and you and my mother can finally have a life together.” The last of Dahlia’s words sounded more like a plea than a plan.

			She assessed Gabrielle, trying to get a feel for what she was thinking. It was no use. Despite the time she spent with Gabrielle through her life, Dahlia only ever saw her in good spirits. She was always happy and kind. The emotions on display now were completely foreign to what Dahlia was used to seeing from her, and it left her in a state of agonizing uncertainty.

			“Just—” Dahlia struggled with her words for a moment, stifling the urge to cry again, “—just meet with our candidate. Stay the night in Hell where it’s safe, and then go with Brian tomorrow to meet with her while I finish up the plan for the contract. If you decide to, the option will be there for you. If not, then I understand.” Dahlia choked on the last of her sentence, her chin balling up as tears welled in her eyes once more.

			Finally, a look she recognized adorned Gabrielle’s face. She smiled a warm, kind smile, scooping Dahlia up into another hug.

			“Thank you,” she said quietly. “Thank you for doing this for me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Brian pulled the door to Lucy’s office shut behind him as the two entered. Lucy made her way to the desk, perching herself on the edge, crossing her arms and showing no reservation on her mood. She was annoyed and angry – whether because Brian took her from Gabrielle, or just because of Brian’s presence on its own, he wasn’t sure. The Swarm crawled along the nape of his neck and behind his ears, eating away at the anxiety that had built up. It wasn’t clear whether this was a good idea or not, but it was the only one he had. He tried to relax his posture, sliding his hands into his pants pockets. His gaze lingered on the floor for a moment as he composed himself.

			“I know you’re upset with me,” he began.

			Lucy snorted. “What, me? No, why would I be mad?”

			“Can we cut the crap?” Brian snapped. The built-up tension left him with no room to play along with her games, even if he was meant to distract her.

			The scowl on her face deepened. “Fine then. Say what you need to say so we can move on.”

			His jaw clenched, hands balled into fists inside his pockets.

			“Let me get something straight with you,” he said, his voice guttural and more savage than he was intending. “Since you’ve been gone, I have been doing absolutely everything I can to make sure things down here are running smoothly.”

			“Watch your tone,” she growled.

			“I’m not done,” Brian snapped back. “I’ve also been killing myself with S.I.N., trying to ensure your retirement is accounted for.”

			“Are you quite done now?” she spat, teetering on the edge of losing her patience.

			He didn’t care – whatever dam that he’d built while keeping things under control was on the precipice of breaking under the pressure of everything else, and he was intent on letting it happen.

			“So, when you came back, after weeks, if not months, of being away and leaving me with all of the responsibility, telling me you’re ready to move on, I wasn’t surprised. I understood, and I get why you were gone, but don’t think for a single second that I declined because I was trying to pull something over on you – and you even suggesting that was a fucking slap in the face to everything I’ve done for you.”

			A look of surprise cut the fury in Lucy’s glare. The look was enough for Brian to bite back the fire in his throat a bit, feeling himself regain control of his emotions. He hadn’t noticed The Swarm was rampaging beneath his flesh. He released the fists in his pockets, withdrawing his hands entirely and letting them hang loose at his sides.

			“Lucy,” he resumed, his voice much more under control now, “at the end of the day, you’re my boss. Sure, but, once upon a time, we did consider each other friends, too.”

			Lucy’s shoulders relaxed slightly at his words. With each blink, her face softened and she almost looked sad.

			“Brian,” she said, barely a murmur.

			He raised his hand to stop her. “I know that losing Dallas was hard. I can’t imagine the pain of losing a child, even in the circumstances that you lost him. I know that, no matter how much you try to apply logic to the situation, you still feel like I’m responsible, in some way, for his death.”

			Her eyes widened. “How do—”

			“Because I feel responsible,” he answered. “If it wasn’t for me, he wouldn’t have found his way to Allanah. He wouldn’t have done what he did, and he certainly wouldn’t have died. I try to ignore the feeling. I try to think my way through it with the facts, but the lingering feeling that I robbed you of your son threatens to kill me every time you and I interact.”

			Lucy’s mouth hung open slightly. Tears streamed down her face. Her eyes couldn’t linger on him anymore, darting around to everything else in the room, as was her habit when things got serious.

			“Lucy,” Brian croaked, “I’m sorry.”

			She cupped her mouth as the tears streamed harder now. Her fingers covered her eyes and she folded at the waist, her hair falling in a curtain around her face.

			A sick feeling that had been festering in Brian’s stomach for some time was finally beginning to ease.

			“If it’s still your wish, all the preparations I’ve been making should be completed in the next couple of days, and I should be able to fully take over from there. You can be free of Hell if that’s what you want.”

			A small knock came from the office door behind him, and Brian turned to see Gabrielle’s curls poke through the door, followed by her curious look.

			“Everything all right in here?” she asked, slipping through the crack and into the room proper.

			Brian nodded. “I’ll leave you two to your evening.” He spun on his heel and made his way past Gabrielle to the doors.

			“Brian,” Lucy said, composing herself for a moment.

			He turned back to look at her, tears staining her cheeks, but a glimpse of contentment underneath.

			“Thank you,” she said.

			He smiled a melancholic smile at her and left the office.

			Brian exited the foyer out to the courtyard, now filled with guests draped in the finest evening wear. The cool night air hit his lungs and washed over him in a wave of relief. He spotted Dahlia in the crowd chatting with a small group of people, champagne flute in hand. He crossed the courtyard to stand beside her. She noticed him and quickly bid the small group good night as she broke away, tugging at Brian’s sleeve for him to follow.

			“That was the worst thing ever,” Dahlia said, downing her champagne and grasping for a passing Hellion carrying a platter to deposit her empty glass. Brian retrieved two filled glasses from another Hellion and passed one to Dahlia.

			“Agreed,” he said, mimicking Dahlia and draining his glass.

			The two began to circle the perimeter of the courtyard, separate from the mingling and socializing, decompressing from their respective exchanges.

			“Did Gabrielle bite on your plan?” Brian finally asked, breaking the somber silence.

			Dahlia’s bottom lip puckered in a frown. “I really don’t know. She will go with you tomorrow to meet with Sasha though, so I guess it’s still a win.”

			He nodded in reluctant agreement. He knew it wasn’t the response she was looking for but they couldn’t exactly force Gabrielle’s hand into contracting with Hell. The idea in and of itself was ridiculous, but what other choice did they have?

			As they walked, a curious look crossed her face and she slid her gaze to Brian.“How did you keep Lucy busy that whole time?”

			He snorted, shaking his head in reply. “I called her out on all her bullshit,” he said with a chuckle, “and I also apologized.”

			“For what?”

			“Dallas,” he said, almost ashamed.

			Her head dropped slightly. “Oh.”

			Brian had long since told Dahlia about the responsibility he felt regarding Dallas’s death and, like he tried to justify in his own mind, she attempted to convince him that he wasn’t responsible for his choices and their result. It did little to assuage his feelings, and he knew it was something he would carry with him. Corrupting humanity as a group was one thing; the taking of a life, and one so intrinsically tied to the people he loved most, was something entirely different.

			The two continued their stroll, occasionally correcting their path to intercept additional drinks. Lucy and Gabrielle never rejoined the party so far as they saw, and with their missions complete, at least for now, an uneasy sense of release crept over them, smoothed by the alcohol and the libations they found themselves amidst. Eventually, the apprehension slipped from them entirely, and they actually began enjoying their evening – a moment’s reprieve from the heavy thoughts and feelings that had built up.

			All the while, Dahlia’s words from his first night in Hell rang in Brian’s mind, keeping a smile curled in the corner of his mouth.

			“It’s not so bad here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Brian slipped from his room in the early hours of the morning. Despite the drinks and the nostalgic evening with Dahlia in Hell, his mind refused to shut off, offering him very little sleep. He opted, as he did when rest eluded him, to pour himself into the work ahead in hopes of easing his mind.

			As he crept out to the hallway and into the early morning light, he was greeted by a familiar figure waiting for him.

			“Good morning,” Gabrielle said softly, greeting him with a smile. The stained glass played along the white dress she wore, her curls set ablaze at the ends from the sunlight only just cresting over the compound.

			“Hey,” he said in surprise, “I wasn’t expecting to see you for some time still.”

			She shrugged, her gaze drifting out the window toward Lucy’s room across the courtyard. “Lucy’s still sleeping, I couldn’t lie in bed anymore,” she replied.

			He laughed, amused. “Like mother like daughter.”

			“Don’t let either of them hear you say that. Even I couldn’t save you from that sort of death.” She chuckled, wincing slightly and gingerly placing her fingertips over her stab wound.

			The gesture was enough to set Brian’s mind back onto the task at hand.

			“Our candidate is ready whenever we are,” he said, slipping his phone from his pocket and retrieving Sasha’s texts regarding her whereabouts. “Just let me know when you’re ready.”

			“No time like the present,” she replied with a smile, motioning toward the staircase at the end of the hall.

			The pair made their way from the tower and down the open-air walkway to the foyer. All signs of the party the night prior had been removed, leaving only the gentle trickle of the fountain to accompany them on their otherwise quiet walk.

			Brian swallowed the hesitation, burying his hands in his pockets and throwing his gaze to his feet. “Have you had time to think about Dahlia’s offer?”

			“I have,” she replied. A look Brian couldn’t quite place washed over her face.

			“And?” he pressed, the moment lingering a bit too long.

			“And I don’t know,” she replied, uneasiness in her voice, “it feels wrong. It feels like an unnatural extension to my already unnaturally long life. It feels like favoritism and, being the one in charge of death for so long, shouldn’t I be the one to most abide by those rules?”

			Their tread slowed as Gabrielle expressed herself, tears welling in her eyes.

			“…but?” Brian kept the pressure on.

			At that moment, the facade dropped. Tears spilled over her stoic confidence, dissolving it to the truth hiding beneath. “I’m scared, Brian.”

			The pair stopped walking entirely. Gabrielle wrapped her arms around her middle, hugging herself tightly.

			“After all these years – these centuries – I know death so intimately. I’ve been the one waiting for people at the end of their time and I’ve always prided myself on that. No matter who it was, what their lives were, how alone they might have been, there was always someone at the end with them, even if it was just to do my job.

			“All this time I’ve spent experiencing death, and I never came to terms with my own. I never thought about how much I feared my own death, especially knowing that no one will be waiting for me like I waited for others. How hypocritical is that?”

			She sniffed, tears pouring down her face. She shook, trying desperately to hold herself together. At that moment, Brian couldn’t just be the observer anymore. He grabbed her, pulling her into his arms and squeezing her tight. With the pressure of his arms, she broke, burying her face in his chest and heaving sobs in the quiet of the courtyard.

			“All these years, I thought I had more time,” she said, forcing the words through her tumult. “I thought I would have more opportunities to spend time with Lucy – to love, to exist outside of my purpose. I was always chasing some goalpost that just kept moving the closer I got. I was never done, and it was never enough. I just wanted to do everything I could before I allowed myself the time I wanted, the life I needed.”

			Her words ripped into the heart of Brian. The familiarity of those sentiments felt too close.

			He held her there in the walkway for a while, her fear and sorrow spilling out as Brian tried his best to just be there. He didn’t know how to console her, not really. He understood all too well what she explained about the work coming first and that the end was never within reach but, for the life of him, he couldn’t allow himself to process past that, making him otherwise useless beyond being a literal shoulder to cry on.

			“Gabrielle, none of this is on you. You have been fulfilling a role – something you were told to do. In all likelihood, something you were forced to do, with no end in sight. All I know is that there are people who want you to be in their lives, and there’s a possibility that you still can be. What’s there left to think about?”

			The blunt, matter-of-fact consolation seemed to shake Gabrielle from her sorrow. She pulled back from Brian slightly, her hands slipping up to her face to wipe the tears with the heel of her palms. She sniffed and corrected her posture, looking at him with a kind smile.

			“Let’s go meet your candidate,” she said with a whisper, “and maybe we can talk about the details of your plan after.”

			Brian’s heart leapt at her words. He smiled and nodded, stepping aside so Gabrielle could resume her tread, his mind buzzing with excitement.

			* * *

			Brian and Gabrielle took the gateway to Pasadena. Sasha booked a hotel room on the fourteenth floor of a contemporary hotel tower in the heart of downtown. It looked more like an office building than a four-star accommodation. The palm trees in front of the building swayed in the steady breeze and the unassuming doorman was trying to shoo away a black stray dog from the alleyway alongside the building. It stopped when Brian and Gabrielle approached, its gaze locked on them in a way that made Brian feel unreasonably uncomfortable, before scampering off down the alley and away from the doorman. The portly man wrapped in a gold-trimmed burgundy vest took the cap from his head to wipe his brow, exhaling his exasperation before returning a warm smile to his face and a curt nod as he welcomed the pair to the hotel, pulling the door open for them to enter. The inside was finished to an immaculate level. Modern furnishings atop marbled floors were lit by natural light thanks to the many tall windows that bordered the room. A bustling concierge staff behind the soft-lit check-in desk fluttered here and there, tending to their patrons, mostly from the upper class, based on their attire. People were dotted around the lounge, making it feel very full. Brian had hoped Sasha would have chosen something less conspicuous, but there was no going back now. He and Gabrielle made their way past the check-in desk and to the elevator bay, entering a car alongside a couple dragging their suitcases behind and chattering loudly to one another on their feelings about the lobby and staff thus far. They rode the elevator up, exiting on Sasha’s floor, and traversed the unnaturally quiet hall to suite fourteen-ten. Brian knocked and, after a few moments, a heavy clack knocked the handle of the door and Sasha’s head appeared through a small crack between the door and lintel.

			“Finally,” she said, yanking the door open and urging him and Gabrielle to enter.

			She dropped the ‘Do Not Disturb’ door hanger on the outside handle and shut it once more, securing the lock.

			The room inside was lavish, sprawling out before them, large enough to house a small dinette close to the entry door, tucked into the back right corner, a full entertainment area with three different couches in a U-formation toward the center of the room facing a wall-mounted flat screen, a writing desk opposite the couches, and two armchairs perched on either side of a small round table that housed a coffee and tea station banked just against the westward-facing windows draped by sheer curtains. There were fake potted plants filling every conceivable space through the room, and even more, from what Brian could see, in the bedroom that lay on the other side of the wall where the flat screen hung. A sickly gray daylight attempted to illuminate the room despite the suite facing away from the morning sun already cloaked in a thin veil of clouds.

			Brian turned to face Sasha. She smiled a nervous smile, her eyes darting between him and Gabrielle. “Have you had any trouble since checking in here?”

			She shook her head, her oaky locks flopping side to side with the movement. “Nothing. I’ve been keeping an eye out for anything suspicious. Though, you didn’t give me much to work off of, so I didn’t really know what to be on the lookout for.” Her gaze settled finally on Gabrielle. Her eyes widened and her breath became obviously weightier. “You’re Gabrielle, aren’t you?”

			Gabrielle smiled, giving a small nod and curtsey. “I am,” she replied with an ethereal, dreamy tone.

			Sasha’s excitement swelled. She held her breath and brought her hands to her chest, wringing them as she assessed the Horseman. “It’s so amazing to meet you,” she said after another few moments of silent reverence. She shot a hand out, gripping Gabrielle’s and shaking it frantically. “Thank you so much for giving me the chance to take on this responsibility.”

			Gabrielle’s head dipped down slightly. She raised her palms to face Sasha defensively. “Slowly, now. I love that you’re eager, but I need to know you are capable of understanding what’s required before I can make any kind of consideration.”

			Sasha nodded wildly. She tried to suppress her excitement a little, though it still looked like she was close to bursting at any moment.

			Brian smirked as he watched the exchange. He understood this was a chance for Sasha to evade her fate, skipping her damnation in favor of becoming an immortal instead. However, Sasha was treating it like she was meeting a celebrity.

			“So,” Brian said, wanting to press on, “what do you think is the best way to do this?”

			Gabrielle cocked her hip to one side, putting a finger to her chin in thought. “I was thinking of doing another field trip,” she replied.

			Brian nodded. “Makes sense. Do you think it’ll be safe with you-know-who on high alert?”

			“It can be a short one, and local, too. I’m sure I can rustle up something in the books.” A cheeky grin crooked her lips. “Or strategically make something happen. We’ll see how desperate the times are.”

			Sasha rapped her hands against one another rapidly at the words. “Is this like what happened at Brian’s office? Am I going to have to die?” The strange subject matter aside, Sasha’s excitement was becoming infectious, spurring a lighter mood from both Brian and Gabrielle as they watched her eagerly awaiting her own death for the chance at salvation.

			While Gabrielle began to explain the process to Sasha, Brian walked across the room toward the windows opposite. He pulled the sheers aside, peeking out to the landscape beyond. The sun struggled behind the overcast sky, spilling a blanketed gloom over the city. There were only two or three other buildings in the immediate area that were as tall as the hotel, so the view was mostly rooftops and an overhead of the alleyways that intersected this way and that. Across the street, the building opposite rose only as high as the tenth floor of the hotel and atop the roof was a curious sight. Brian’s head tilted as his eyes narrowed, trying to get a better look at the thing on the roof. It was pitch-black and roaming around on all fours. It circled slowly, its head never looking away from the hotel.

			No – never looking away from Brian in the window.

			After a few moments, another body appeared, looking as though it had jumped straight up from the alleyway below. The two dark quadrupeds circled, eyes locked on Brian, sending a shiver through his body. The Swarm began to prickle beneath his skin, sensing his unease and the increase of his pulse. Another body joined. And another, and another, now gnashing and snapping at one another as they prowled, but never relinquishing their stare.

			“Guys,” Brian said, a quake in his voice as he stepped back from the window, “we need to leave. Now.”

			The two women shot him a curious look as he hurried to them.

			As if the figures across the street knew what he had said, a sudden, deafening silence filled the room. The light pushing through the window began to darken, taking the attention of the room’s occupants. A low rumble reverberated the air and, with a percussive blast, the windows imploded. Shards of glittering glass fired into the room, forcing everyone to duck and shield their faces. The razor-sharp spray ripped through Brian like shrapnel, catching him in his side, ripping through his clothes and flesh beneath. He buckled under the sudden flash of pain, falling to his knee. Gabrielle flinched as she tried to fold as quickly as possible from the glass, taking a few slashes due to her lack of speed from her injury. Sasha cried out in pain. Glass shards and debris buried into the flesh of her arm and she cradled it, wailing from the shock. Brian turned in time to see the dark bodies from the rooftop below stream into the room through the destroyed opening.

			Six dogs – mangy, scrawny dogs, similar to greyhounds. They looked the same as the dog the hotel doorman was trying to shoo down the alley. Their matted fur was pitch-black and looked slick, like their bodies were made of tar. Their jagged teeth were yellowed, jutting out from their jaws at disturbing angles. Their eyes were no more than sunken white hollows, glowing eerily against the black of their bodies. Their hackles were raised and they growled, their fangs bared in the direction of Brian, Gabrielle, and Sasha. They grouped together, looking ready to strike at any moment, until one of them raised its head. Its ears perked up and its gaze turned to the shattered window. The rest followed suit, their pack dividing down the middle. Another form blocked out the light beyond the tattered sheers. It slowly descended; heavy footsteps thundered as the figure made its way down the gap.

			The Swarm surged through Brian, trying desperately to numb the pain of his pulped flesh as War stood before him, a heavy ax gripped in his massive hand. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			The fire alarm for the hotel began to sound. The furniture had been thrown askew, the upholstery shredded here and there, exposing the padding beneath. Glass and scraps of pottery from the destroyed planters littered the ground, and a steady stream of Brian’s blood joined the mess.

			He gripped his right side, the fleshy cavity between his hips and ribs. Two large pieces of glass had embedded themselves in his body and an array of smaller debris perforated his leg, arm, and face. The Swarm was working double time to try to eat the pain that clawed at Brian and, while he knew it was being dulled to some degree, it was still nearly unbearable. His breath was labored, and he couldn’t rouse himself to stand quite yet, staying in a buckled position on one knee. Through the tears in his eyes, he saw War, his head slowly tracking across the room to assess the scene. His gaze settled on Brian, and a menacing look of disappointment crossed his face.

			“I was hoping for better from you,” he said, his voice a low rumble.

			“Michael,” Gabrielle breathed from further into the room. She looked broken, emotionally and physically, a red stain saturating the middle of her white dress.

			“I apologize, Eve,” War addressed her, almost sounding sincere. “I had hoped to let you pass in peace. I don’t have a taste for violence like I once did.”

			Gabrielle shook her head wildly. “Don’t call me by that name. Eve died a long time ago when Gabrielle, the Horseman of Death, was born.” She looked angrier than Brian had ever seen her.

			A mournful look now donned War’s face. “I am sorry to hear you say that. The days I spent with you as Adam in the Garden were the best of my life.”

			“That Garden was a fucking prison and you know it,” she spat back.

			He dipped his head and closed his eyes, looking hurt by the rebuttal. “I suppose, for you, it would have been. Alas, you got out of your prison, and now I seek an exodus from my own.”

			From behind War, a small figure entered the destroyed window, touching down with the lightest of steps, barely even cracking the glass below her feet.

			“Mercy,” Gabrielle said, nearly pleading, “after all these years….”

			Mercy shook her head, hateful frustration laced into her gaze. “No, Gabrielle, you don’t get to take the moral high ground here. Not once did you stop to consider that, maybe, I didn’t want this life. I died and then, suddenly, I was staring at your face, smiling at me like you did me some kind of favor by bringing me back.” Tears began to streak her face as her voice rose. Her fists were clenched at her sides and she leaned forward with intent as she barked at a seemingly heartbroken Gabrielle. “You know how I died and, for some reason, you thought bringing me back and subjecting me to harvesting the souls of millions of girls like me around the world was somehow a good thing?”

			War reached out to Mercy and placed his large hand atop her head. With the small gesture, Mercy’s anger began to recede and her breath steadied, but the hate never left her eyes.

			“We both may have our qualms with you, Eve, but understand that this is not personal. This is something that needs to happen.”

			The Swarm had kicked into overdrive now, devouring all of Brian’s pain and feeding him with a fresh dose of adrenaline. He could feel his heartbeat in his hands, hear it in his ears. He rose to his feet, loose debris dropping from his body as he straightened his posture. He shot his hand downward, clawing his fingers and tensing his palm. The tingling sensation of a medieval-style longsword manifesting in his grip shot through his arm.

			“Right,” Brian interjected, his breath still heavy from his wounds, “you decided that humanity is better off extinct.”

			War tossed an annoyed glance back at him. “I do not expect you to understand. I have experienced countless lives during my existence. I would wager that even you would come to the same conclusion if subjected to the same horrors. All for the purposes of those damned sisters and their greed.”

			“Bullshit,” Brian snapped back, “you’re just a maniac with a superiority complex who wants to extinguish an entire species. I bet you think you’re better than Lucy and Allanah, but you’re exactly the same as them – only concerned with what you want.” The words spilled from Brian before he had time to even think of them. For a fraction of a second, it felt like The Swarm was speaking on behalf of Brian, taking him out of the driver’s seat of his own body for the briefest of moments.

			The verbal attack seemed to have touched a nerve with War. He was done talking, choosing instead to rear back and snap at the hips, swinging the ax straight for Brian’s neck. His reach was long and would have cleaved Brian’s head from his body had Brian not instinctively manifested a broad shield in his free hand, raising it at the last moment to block the heavy blow. The force crushed the shield into his shoulder, sounding off a series of sickening crunches beneath his flesh. His feet left the ground and he was sent flying sideways from the immense pressure. He landed hard on his back and, in a sudden rush, the snapping jaws of the twisted dogs were upon him. He blocked his face and torso with the large, buckled metal of the shield, trying his best to retract as much of his body under it as he could to protect himself from the attacking creatures.

			Mercy took War’s attack on Brian as permission to begin her own assault, lunging at the wounded Gabrielle, brandishing her sickle and slashing wildly. In response, Gabrielle quickly shifted her body from a physical form to her ethereal one. Her dress morphed from fabric to writhing smoke and ease returned to her movements as she quickly withdrew her own sickle to block Mercy’s attack. Parrying Mercy’s attack, Gabrielle put some distance between them and tugged at the handle of her sickle, extending it to the length of her body. The blade expanded as well, morphing from sickle to scythe. With a quick sweep, Gabrielle sliced through the bodies of two of the dogs that had Brian pinned to the ground, allowing him enough reprieve to shove the others off him and quickly scramble to his feet.

			One of the dogs lunged for his throat. With a snap of its jaws, it just nearly missed as Brian shifted his weight and swung his body out of the way, using the momentum to swing his sword down on the creature’s neck, separating its head from its body. It fell with a thud and lay motionless on the ground for a moment before the blackened flesh began to crumble from the inside out, like it had been made of ashes. As his back was turned, another dog jumped at him. The Swarm twisted Brian’s body, thrusting the shield hard into the thing’s rib cage and sweeping upward with his sword at another dog that looked as though it were about to try its luck. It hopped back, clearing the swing before rearing once more to jump. Brian threw himself to one side to avoid the attack and put some space between him and the remaining pack. The pain was intense but, somehow, felt like it was fueling Brian, at least for the moment. Though the chunks of glass were lodged in his side, blood forced its way through the edges of the wounds at an alarming rate.

			He glanced back at Gabrielle, watching her clash with Mercy. She commanded the scythe masterfully, blocking attacks and using both the butt of the handle and the blade itself to attack. Despite her fervor, Mercy looked to be on the back foot, unable to make any actual gain on Gabrielle. The fire alarm continued to ring through the scuffle, and a sinking thought grabbed his heart in a chokehold.

			Where is Sasha?

			Brian quickly scanned the room, trying to see where Sasha had disappeared to in the scuffle. His focus returned to the pack, throwing his body forward with a heavy downward strike of his sword, successfully bifurcating one of the creatures down the length of its body. The two remaining dogs stepped back in hesitation as the body of their packmate disintegrated into compacted ash on the floor. Brian looked back once more, noticing War was slowly walking toward the bedroom door.

			“No!” Brian shouted, stuffing the mounting pain down and taking off after him.

			Mercy seemed to notice the situation, breaking from Gabrielle momentarily to try to slow Brian down. Feeling as though The Swarm was taking over control of his body, his reflexes were keen, hopping back to avoid a swipe of the sickle directed at his knee. Her eyes narrowed as she continued her pursuit. Her smaller stature and size were a deadly combination along with her ferocious speed, sending a panic through Brian and putting him permanently on the defensive, forced into only evading as best he could.

			Thankfully, Gabrielle used the opportunity to skirt behind Mercy and after War. She grabbed War by the shoulder and, with shocking strength, dug her fingers into his flesh, wringing a pained scream from him. She threw him backward through the wall and into the main room once more, bowling Mercy over in his fall. The flat screen exploded off the wall and shattered on the ground. The electrical wiring inside the wall sent a spray of sparks into the air, their destruction cutting off power to the fire alarm.

			Not waiting for the dogs to jump in and pick up War and Mercy’s slack, Brian bolted to Gabrielle, his eyes scanning frantically for Sasha.

			“Where is she?” he screamed, blood loss beginning to take hold on his focus.

			Gabrielle assessed the area, noticing a walk-in closet in the back corner of the room. She moved for the door but was stopped short by War’s ax slicing through the air. The blade sank into the adjacent wall and blocked her path with its thick handle. They both looked back through the gap in the wall to see War and Mercy approaching. Brian tried to ready himself for another bout; however, he was beginning to fade as blood continued to spill down his body. War rushed forward, his monstrous size upon Brian, gripping the edges of his shield so tightly, the wood began to buckle and splinter. War stared into Brian’s eyes, a terrifying menace bleeding into their struggle. Brian held on as tightly as he could to the handle; however, his tenacity worked against him as War used his grip on the shield, twisting himself around at the hips and throwing Brian with force out of the bedroom. He crashed through a piece of drywall not yet destroyed and collided hard with one of the overturned couches, impacting in such a way that plunged the glass further into his body, breaking off the exposed excess. Cold nausea swept through Brian as the pain swelled. He didn’t have it in him to stand or fight anymore, and his consciousness was dangerously close to fading entirely to black. His head turned, trying to see what was happening in the room, his vision blurred from his own sweat and exhaustion.

			War gripped Gabrielle by the throat, suspending her at arm’s length in midair while she clawed at him, kicking wildly to free herself. Her scythe was useless as War kept a firm grip on its handle with his other hand. Muffled screaming could be heard from the closet, becoming louder as Mercy exited, dragging Sasha behind her by the hair. Sasha’s hands were wrapped around the section of hair just before Mercy’s grip to keep the strands from tearing from her scalp. She bucked wildly across the floor; a look of tearstained terror was etched into her face. She looked around wildly, horrified confusion in her gaze.

			Oh my god, she can’t see them.

			The realization came that everyone other than Brian was in an ethereal body now, something he had adapted to be able to see, whether due to exposure, or The Swarm. To Sasha, her room had been obliterated, chaos and destruction was happening all around her, and she was now the victim of an invisible, malevolent force. It must have looked like some kind of horror movie played out before her. The thought urged Brian to try to get to his feet again, but he felt the pressure of paws on his back. They weren’t heavy, but they were enough to keep him pinned down in his exhausted state, helpless only to watch as Sasha was brought before War.

			With a jerk, he ripped the scythe from Gabrielle’s hand, tossing it across the room and well out of reach. Slowly, he moved, Gabrielle’s throat still in his clutches, and claimed the ax that had embedded in the wall near the closet. War looked down at Sasha who was on her knees before him, terrified sobbing ripping from her throat. Gabrielle clawed and kicked more frantically now, trying desperately to utter some kind of protest through War’s grip on her throat. His head turned to her, assessing her at that moment. A mournful look shadowed his face as he muttered something to her – something meant only for the two of them to hear. He reached back, pivoted his ax to the side, and thrust the heavy wooden hilt into Gabrielle’s rib cage with a sickening thud. A stifled cough rattled from her as War tossed her aside through the bedroom door like a doll. She collapsed on the ground, only a few feet from Brian, and he could see the blood from her wound had saturated even her ethereal gown. He tried to reach out to her, but the dog that held him down snapped at his hand. He was helpless to watch as War now turned his attention on Sasha.

			“I’m sorry, young one,” he said, almost in a whisper, “it was unfair of them to put so much hope in you. I hope you find peace in the new world you’ve helped to forge.”

			He pulled the ax over his head with a single hand, his focus locked on Sasha as she cried, doubled over, and devolved into a shaking mess.

			Brian tried once more to get up. He could feel The Swarm surging through him, dulling the sensation of pain, the feeling of passing out. He pushed hard against the ground, shoving the dog from his body and swinging backward with the sword to rip its eager jaw from its skull. As it collapsed, Brian’s attention snapped back to Sasha. He watched as War brought his arm down.

			“NO!” he screamed. His outcry startled Sasha from her panic, and her eyes locked with his from across the destruction.

			They were wide and full of terror. They pleaded with Brian, and he was helpless to do anything but watch as the ax moved effortlessly through her neck, and her head dropped from her body with a wet thud onto the floor.

			Like a reflex, Brian dashed to Gabrielle’s side, scooping her up in his arms with a strength he didn’t know he had. He bolted to the hotel room door, frantically unlocking it as Mercy rounded the corner, ready to descend upon them. As she raced toward them, Brian steadied himself on his back foot, bringing the other up and thrusting it angrily into Mercy’s chest with a feral cry. She careened backward, falling limp into the piles of rubble. Without another moment of hesitation, Brian unfastened the locks and wrenched the door open to the gateway beyond, throwing himself and Gabrielle through the flames and onto the cold, hard marble of Hell’s foyer.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Dahlia was woken abruptly by the sound of frantic banging at the door. She rubbed her eyes and sleepily scanned the room for signs of Brian. The banging continued, forcing Dahlia to slip from the sheets and throw on a loose-fitting pair of pants and pullover sweater as she called out to whomever was on the other side of the door, assuring them she was coming. She trudged to the door, rubbing the weariness from her eyes, and turned the handle. The door swung open and Marie stood in the hallway, panic fully encapsulating her – eyes wide, chest heaving, drawing in heavy breaths.

			“Please, hurry,” she said, a foreboding tone in her voice.

			Drowsiness peeled away from Dahlia at her words, replaced now with a furrowed brow and an elevated heart rate.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“It’s Brian and Gabrielle,” Marie replied, looking as though she were trying to figure out how to explain as quickly as possible. After a moment, she abandoned the attempt, shaking her head wildly instead and grabbed Dahlia by the wrist, tugging her from the room and down the hallway at an accelerated pace.

			Dahlia’s heart was in her throat. She had never seen Marie like this before – something was horribly wrong, and Brian and Gabrielle were involved. The anxiety soured her stomach as she broke into a sprint down the walkway and into the foyer. The double doors were already open and she gasped when she crossed the threshold. Lucy was kneeling on the floor. Gabrielle’s upper body was laid across her lap, her head cradled in Lucy’s arms. Her usually flowing white gown rested lifeless on the ground around her, soaked in blood from her abdomen. Her skin was pale and tears were rolling silently from her eyes as she stared up at Lucy, drawing haggard breaths that shook her chest as it rose and fell.

			On the ground next to them was Brian. The sight of him nearly shattered Dahlia – he was laid on his back, a pool of blood steadily growing from his right side. His clothes were in tatters and the flesh underneath was mulched and battered. His eyes were closed and he looked like he was unconscious.

			“Help me with him,” Marie said over her shoulder, grabbing a bundle of bandages that were atop the receptionist desk and rushing to Brian’s side.

			Dahlia fell to her knees, sliding the rest of the distance to his body on the cold marble floor. Delicately, she stripped the sport coat from his torso, trying to keep her composure while looking him over as more and more injuries were becoming exposed. She peeled the bloody shirt from his body, seeing two massive gouges in his side with what looked like glass embedded within. Dahlia choked back tears. Brian’s body had been battered all over. Shallow cuts, bite marks, gashes, and stabs. His skin was pale and he looked like he had lost a lot of blood. Dahlia pulled him up onto her lap in a similar manner as Gabrielle on Lucy. His torso now bare, Marie quickly examined him, manifesting a long pair of tweezers between her fingers, and began extracting the glass from his body, the clink of it being dropped on the marble muted slightly by the blood that settled beneath. As the glass was removed, the blood flowed faster, quickly coating Dahlia’s hands, making it hard to support him while her own body trembled as she watched in horror. Marie worked quickly and diligently, making sure she hadn’t missed any scraps in Brian’s flesh before grabbing a bottle of disinfectant, dousing a rag, and placing it over his open wounds. Dahlia flinched as the strong-smelling dressing was pressed firmly to his skin and Marie started wrapping the bandages into place around his midsection. Dahlia did her best to help suspend his body so she could get around his torso.

			“What happened?” Dahlia could barely get the words out; the shock was strangling her.

			“War and Mercy. They had spies.” Gabrielle took a shallow breath. “They attacked us.” She closed her eyes, a painful look crossing her face. “Sasha is dead. Brian carried me through the gateway with his last bit of strength. He saved me,” Gabrielle said, her voice impossibly weak, speaking to Dahlia.

			Lucy shushed her and stroked her hair, tears silently flowing as she held her love in her arms. Quickly, however, Lucy’s sorrow slowly tinted with anger. Her eyes rolled to meet Dahlia’s, sending a terrifying shiver through her entire body.

			“Why didn’t you tell me what was happening?” she demanded.

			A sinking feeling hit Dahlia hard, her composure mere threads away from shattering completely.

			Slowly, Gabrielle raised her hand to Lucy’s chin, directing her gaze back down to her. She smiled a melancholic smile. “I told them to keep it a secret. I’m sorry.”

			“Gabrielle,” Dahlia said, her voice cracking.

			Gabrielle raised a hand to her, telling her it was okay.

			Lucy’s rage faded back into sorrow. She adjusted her hold on Gabrielle, tugging her closer.

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			Gabrielle shook her head. “You know why.”

			The look on Lucy’s face showed that she knew exactly why Gabrielle would hide this from her, but she still struggled with the reality of the situation.

			“I’m sorry,” Gabrielle said, her chin quivering as she spoke. “After Dallas, the last thing I wanted to do was worry you. I didn’t want you to suffer anymore because of me.”

			“So, what? Your plan was to disappear for ever without saying a word?” Lucy replied, pleading in her voice, looking for something to grasp on to, to make sense of what was happening.

			Gabrielle shook her head slowly once more, Lucy’s sorrow now bleeding into her own expression. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” she replied.

			Her words sparked a thought in Dahlia. Quickly but gently, she slid Brian’s now-wrapped body from her lap and rose to her feet. She struggled for a moment, her heart begging her to stay with Brian and make sure he was okay, but her brain gave her the peace of mind knowing Marie was there and The Swarm should be working to help heal him like Brian had told her it had done before.

			“This doesn’t have to be it, Aunt Gabbi,” Dahlia said, her legs already shuffling backward toward the doors to the courtyard. “Just hold on a little longer.”

			“Dahlia—” Gabrielle uttered, but it was too late.

			Dahlia took off, racing through the doors and down the walkway to the office building. She wrenched the doors open, shoving past the queue of Hellions in the reception area and back behind Anthony’s desk. She arrived at the elevator and smashed the button repeatedly until the doors opened. Her heart raced. Her chest heaved, and her mind was a flurry of panic and hope as she rode the car down to R&D. The door chimed and Dahlia wedged herself through as soon as the opening was big enough for her to slip through sideways, her blood-soaked shoes nearly sending her flying as they slipped against the marble floor. She collided hard with the frosted-glass doors, shoving them open and barreling inside, startling Kendrick and Walsh at the other end of the room where they sat at one of the brushed metal tables with a half-dismantled typewriter on top.

			“Dahlia?” Kendrick said with fright, spotting her crimson-stained clothes and frantic approach.

			“Is it done?” Dahlia shrieked.

			“Yeah,” Kendrick replied, holding up a small, gold and obsidian canister the size of a soda can. “We finished up the inscriptions last night.”

			Intuitively, Walsh snatched the canister from Kendrick, tossing it across the room to Dahlia to save her the trip. “Tell us later, just go!” she bellowed.

			Dahlia caught the canister. It was heavier than she was expecting, feeling like it had been carved from stone. She quickly pivoted and sped back out the doors before they closed when she’d burst through. The elevator car was already waiting for her at the end of the hallway. She threw herself in and pressed the Lobby button, taking the moment to catch her breath, her lungs burning and the sick feeling in her stomach threatening to make a further mess of the elevator floor. The door chimed once more upon arrival to the lobby, and Dahlia threw herself into overdrive, bolting from the car and back out the way she had come. She felt like she was going twice as fast on her return trip, feeling that sense of hope beginning to win over the despair as she crossed the threshold into the foyer.

			Like a twist of the knife, however, the scene that greeted her was enough to make her aching legs buckle from under her. With a loud, dull smack that echoed through the foyer, Dahlia collapsed at the sight of Lucy. She cradled Gabrielle, their cheeks touching while Lucy’s face was buried in the crook of her neck. Lucy gripped a fistful of Gabrielle’s hair tightly as she silently heaved and sobbed, her body quaking as she shuddered to take in a loud, agonizing breath. Gabrielle’s arms lay limp at her sides, and her head only moved with the shudders of Lucy’s sorrow.

			Gabrielle was gone.

			Pain erupted through Dahlia’s chest, puckering her chin, tightening her throat. Her grip on the canister slipped, allowing it to roll away while Dahlia doubled over, loosing a guttural scream into the otherwise quiet room. The shrill echoes of her pain bounced off the walls and attacked her from every angle, feeling the loss double with every repetition. All of the planning, all of the hope, all of it was now gone. Gabrielle was gone, Sasha was gone, and Brian was barely clinging to life. Dahlia had never felt so lost before, and she knew that, above all else, Lucy was feeling this loss infinitely more than she was – and Dahlia felt responsible for that. All the ‘would-haves’ and ‘should-haves’ came for her all at once. Every choice they should have made becoming clearer as the gravity of the situation very quickly put the preconceived plans well into the realm of hindsight. Every opportunity to tell her mother that the love of her life was dying, just so she could cherish the time she had with her now a sliver embedded in Dahlia’s heart.

			It was all too much, and Dahlia was unable to process anything anymore. She was reduced to gripping herself tightly around the middle as she buried her face in her knees while she and her mother both mourned the loss of Gabrielle.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Dahlia was lost.

			After a while, she and Lucy couldn’t cry any longer, and they both sat in silence in the foyer. Dahlia asked Marie to arrange for Brian to be moved to his room and kept watch over, hoping his condition would improve. While a group of Hellions lifted him onto a stretcher and carried him away, Lucy had somehow slipped from the foyer with Gabrielle’s body unnoticed, leaving only Dahlia in the room alone with nothing but the gore that was still splattered across the floor. She didn’t know where to go or what to do, and found herself drifting through the front gate and into the wasteland beyond.

			Her chest and throat ached from crying. Her eyes felt raw, and her mind was a cloudy mess as fractions of thoughts begged for attention so they could fully form. After a few more minutes of silent wandering, she let herself think again, trying not to focus on what had been lost, but what needed to happen next. Gabrielle said Sasha was dead, so they were back to square one regarding a successor. With Gabrielle gone, no souls were being harvested since her existence was keeping the Reapers bound in an ethereal form. War was also probably already out, inciting conflicts in order to speed up the process. Brian had said War wouldn’t resort to triggering all-out war between nations because the Earth would suffer too much damage from it, so there was at least that silver lining.

			As Dahlia began to sift through the current state of things, the immediate needs presented themselves: they needed a new successor, someone both Lucy and Allanah would agree upon. War needed to be stopped; not only that, but they also hadn’t considered the fact that War would also need to be replaced to keep the balance the Horsemen provided. The Reapers needed to be restored so that harvesting could resume.

			There, embedded in the analysis of the situation, was a nagging thought that Dahlia was trying desperately not to listen to. She knew what it wanted, and she knew that it made sense but, for her own fear and selfishness, she didn’t want to give it the credence it deserved. As she struggled, a flash of white off in the far distance caught her attention. Her eyes narrowed, training on the movement just ahead, watching it approach her at an accelerated pace. It wasn’t long before she noticed the familiar sight of pure white wings flapping brilliantly in the sunlight. Two Angels were en route to her, flanking something glittering yellow-gold and wreathed in blue sky between them. Their speed was incredible, crossing a sizable distance in a short period, putting Hark, Herald, and Allanah within reach of Dahlia in only a few short moments.

			“Allanah?” Dahlia called out.

			“Niece,” she said, slightly altering her flight path to intercept.

			Even though she had no wings, her body soared above the ground like it was being propelled with great force. She and the two Angels came to an abrupt stop right in front of Dahlia, a plume of smoke and dust billowing up from the force of their arrival.

			“What are you doing here?” Dahlia asked, relieved to see some familiar faces.

			“Something is happening in the human world. There are disasters cropping up everywhere around the world and there are no Reapers in sight,” Herald answered as he stood at attention.

			“We were looking for Gabrielle, but none of our Angels could find her,” Hark continued, mimicking Herald’s vigilant stance.

			“So I figured, if anyone would know where she is, it’d be your mother,” Allanah finished, a certain level of snark in her tone. “We took the sequoia portal here as soon as our search didn’t turn up anything.”

			“The what?” Dahlia asked, her mind flashing to the dead tree she saw in Heaven upon her first arrival. “That tree is a portal?”

			Allanah nodded. “The sequoia was the very first portal across the dimensions of Heaven, the human world, and Hell. My father, your grandfather, planted that tree and petrified it in a way that it would never be damaged and could always connect the three dimensions.”

			A whole world of questions came exploding into Dahlia’s mind at Allanah’s words, but there were more important things at hand.

			“Gabrielle is dead,” she said, trying not to choke on the words and stumble back into despair.

			Allanah’s head tossed back in bewilderment. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

			Dahlia rounded the group, positioning herself behind Herald. “I’ll tell you as we fly.” She jumped onto his back, wrapping her arms around his neck, throwing him off balance for a moment. “We need to get to Lucy.”

			* * *

			As the group arrived at the compound, Dahlia was finishing up the abbreviated version of the situation. A look of pale shock took Allanah while Hark and Herald exchanged uneasy glances. Dahlia dismounted from Herald, quickly edging around him and shoving the doors to the foyer open. The floor had been cleaned of gore, and Marie had resumed her station at the desk. She hopped to attention as they entered, throwing a curious look to Dahlia’s party members.

			“Have you seen my mother?” Dahlia called out to Marie from across the room.

			She folded her hands in front of her hips and nodded curtly. “She is in her chamber preparing to leave,”

			“Leave? Leave to where?”

			“She has arranged for Gabrielle’s remains to be put to rest. She has instructed a group of Hellions to build a pyre in Eden.”

			“Shit.” Dahlia took off toward the office doors, throwing herself into them to push them open. She stopped short at the sight of Lucy and Stephanie, their heads snapping in surprise at the dramatic entry. Lucy looked as though she was leaning over her desk, about to inspect whatever document Stephanie was in the process of sliding onto her desk.

			“What do you want?” Lucy asked flatly.

			“You can’t leave yet,” Dahlia blurted.

			Fiery fury streaked across Lucy’s face as she shot daggers at her daughter.

			“I am trying very hard right now not to blame you and Brian for what happened because I know it’s what she wanted, but you are toeing a fine line right now.”

			Dahlia’s chest tightened at her mother’s biting words.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, trying to recover. “I just mean that we need you here, just for a little bit longer. We need a replacement for Gabrielle, otherwise things will spiral out of control very quickly.”

			Lucy scoffed, straightening her posture and crossing her arms across her chest.

			“Who is ‘we’?” she fired back, her gaze darting past Dahlia through the open office doors. Her face went red at the sight of Allanah and the Angels standing in the foyer. She puffed out a disbelieving exhale and rounded her desk, shoving past Stephanie who was trying her best to stand as still as a statue during the entire interaction. Lucy stormed past Dahlia and through the doors toward Allanah, who returned her aggressive stare with her own look of defiance.

			“What the hell are you doing here?” Lucy barked.

			“Trying to sort out your mess, like I always do,” Allanah snapped back, not showing any signs of being provoked.

			“How dare you,” Lucy replied through bared teeth.

			The sisters glared at each other, the mutual hate palpitating through the entire foyer.

			“The human world is a mess,” Allanah said finally, trying to steer things into a productive direction.

			“You think I don’t know that?”

			“Well, when you’re packing up to go have a funeral instead of dealing with the problem at hand, it’s hard to tell what you know or if you give a damn.”

			“All I give a damn about right now is giving the woman I love the care she deserves. Everything else can wait.”

			“Of course, carry on feeling sorry for yourself while everything Gabrielle worked for falls apart around you while you get your shit together.”

			“Don’t you dare try and act all high and mighty with me. If you didn’t have this fucking grudge against me, Dallas wouldn’t even have had that sword, she would have been fine, and none of this would be happening. Now I’ve lost both of them because of you but, no, you’re here to clean up my mess? Go fuck yourself, Allanah.”

			“Enough, both of you!” Dahlia screamed as she strode from the office. “All we need is someone to replace Gabrielle. Once the two of you do what you need to in order to anoint the new Death, then you can take care of what is important.”

			“Then figure it out quickly, because I will not stand another minute in the presence of this self-righteous piece of shit,” Lucy spat, appearing to barely hold herself back from clawing at Allanah’s face.

			“Like it or not, this is something we have to do together, Luciafher,” Allanah replied, confidently handling the imposing energy oozing from Lucy.

			She scoffed, jerking her chin toward Hark and Herald. “And who is going to take over, Lefty and Righty over here? For us to make a new Horseman, they need to be human.”

			“I’ll do it,” Dahlia jumped in, nearly choking on her own words.

			Her declaration took the wind out of both sisters’ sails, and they turned to look at her.

			“What did you say?” Lucy asked, her voice softening to a disbelieving whisper.

			“I’ll take over for Gabrielle,” Dahlia replied, more confidently this time.

			Every impulse in her body screamed at her for finally saying aloud what she had been thinking for so long. She was terrified by the idea, and was already mourning her short-lived humanity. However, despite the fact that they were out of options, Dahlia felt like it was the right choice. She felt like taking on the responsibility would be doing right by Gabrielle.

			“No,” Lucy replied, still in shock.

			“We don’t have time to debate it, Mother.”

			“I refuse to watch you throw your life away like this,” she said, tears welling up.

			“I’m not throwing it away, I’m putting it to good use. A Horseman can only be made from the soul of a human. We have no other options and, honestly, I think Aunt Gabbi would have been satisfied knowing it was me who was taking over,” Dahlia reasoned out loud, trying not only to convince Lucy, but herself as well.

			It wasn’t taking. Lucy slowly shook her head as the tears rolled down her cheeks. “She wouldn’t have. She would be so heartbroken to know you were willing to step into this responsibility.”

			“Why?”

			“Because she knew how consuming the job was. She wouldn’t want that for you – for Brian.”

			Dahlia looked at her mother, watching her struggle with the mirror image of the love she and Gabrielle could never truly have come dangerously close to being reflected by her and Brian. It put a pit in her stomach as she thought about it, knowing all too well how much pain her mother endured through the years while not being able to be with the one she loved so deeply. She didn’t want that for herself, and she didn’t want that for Brian.

			“It doesn’t have to be like that for us,” she said, again, trying mostly to convince herself more than anyone else. “We don’t have any other option. The longer we wait, the worse things are getting out there.”

			“Lucy,” Allanah began, genuinely looking sympathetic to her sister now, “we have no other option.”

			Lucy sniffed, wiping the tears from her eyes as she stared at her daughter, a heartbroken look across her face. She opened her mouth and a barely audible sound uttered from her lips.

			“Fine.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Lucy and Allanah stood on either side of Dahlia. Hark, Herald, and Marie watched intently from the side, their eyes wide with anticipation.

			“There’s no going back from this, niece,” Allanah shared the empty warning.

			Dahlia nodded. She understood what was about to happen and, while she knew she was going to regret it, her sense of responsibility took hold of her, forcing her to plant her feet and ready herself for whatever transformation awaited her. She steeled her resolve, balling her fists at her sides and dropping her head low. She turned her attention to her mother briefly, her resolute gaze being met with one of broken despair and sadness.

			“I’m sorry,” Dahlia said, finding no other words or explanations suitable for the moment.

			“She wouldn’t want you to do this,” Lucy replied, her voice filled with a deep ache, “but she would be damn proud of you for doing it anyway.”

			Allanah steadied her stance, raising her right hand so that her outstretched arm faced her palm toward Dahlia. Lucy mirrored the movement on the opposite side.

			“Immortal souls are composed of a unique type of energy,” Allanah began to explain. “Human souls are bound by this dimension and plane of existence, whereas immortal souls are built by the energy that builds up the fabric of reality itself. The energy that comprises your soul is going to be replaced, bit by bit, with the higher-frequency equivalent.”

			“Am I still going to be me?” Dahlia asked, worry creeping in around the edges of her determination.

			“In a sense,” Lucy answered. “You’ll have your memories and personality, but your fundamental makeup is going to be entirely different. You’ll see things and understand things you never could before as the energy of the universe will become naturally embedded into you.”

			“Sounds pretty cool,” Dahlia replied, trying to focus on the positives.

			“I’m not going to lie to you, niece, it will be agonizing. Your soul is essentially being ripped apart while simultaneously rebuilt. The knowledge of the universe will begin to unfurl in your mind and test the limits of your mental fortitude. This is not going to be pleasant, but it will, at very least, be short.”

			Dahlia tried to swallow the lump in her throat, but the anxiety wouldn’t allow her. If Allanah was trying to calm her down, she was doing a shit job.

			“Why do both of you have to do this?” she asked, her panic and hesitation forcing the involuntary delay in any way she could.

			“We serve as conduits to the energy transference,” Allanah explained. “However, our souls are not entirely composed of the type of energy required to create an immortal, so the speed to which we can conduct the exchange is slower than if a true immortal were to do this.”

			“If it were just one of us, it would take twice as long to convert the energy. There’s a margin of error in doing it slowly that risks the entire process. Your soul needs to go through this transformation quickly, otherwise it will rip itself apart, so Allanah and I need to work together to get this done in a permissible amount of time,” Lucy added, not at all helping Dahlia’s mounting anxiety.

			“I thought you were both immortals?” Dahlia didn’t want to prolong the anticipation any more, but her mouth blurted out the question before her brain had time to stop it.

			“We are, but not in the purest sense,” Allanah said, sounding a little embarrassed by the admission. “Since our mother was human, we are only half-immortal. We can prolong our lives by linking our existence to the energies we’ve both attuned to. The Horsemen, however, are different – they don’t require anything in order to continue their existence.”

			“They are closer in design to the old gods than either of us are,” Lucy embellished, seeming to take joy in the humbling the line of questioning was providing to Allanah.

			So many questions swirled in Dahlia’s mind. She understood so little of her heritage. In a way, she never really considered it to even be her own heritage since she and Dallas were crafted from the bank. That feeling always seemed to block her from taking any interest in the intricacies of immortality and the afterlife system she called home for the longest time. She simply existed and used it to her advantage whenever possible, while living the rebellion of refusing the purpose of her design. Now, on the precipice of being transformed into an immortal, she sorely regretted not doing the required research.

			She took in a sharp breath, attempting to cleanse her mind of any other distractions and nagging thoughts that could delay things any longer. She focused on Gabrielle. She focused on the damage being done to the world in her absence. She focused on the responsibility she felt for the current situation. Even though Gabrielle came to Brian and swore him to secrecy, Dahlia felt much closer to this than, she was sure, he ever could, and that carried with it the heavy burden of regret and a penance that needed to be made.

			“Okay, let’s do this,” Dahlia said, steeling her resolve, trying to stay focused on the task at hand. She caught the gaze of her mother from her periphery, and turned to look at her – Lucy’s face twisted in a mixture of painful emotions.

			Lucy feigned a smile that didn’t quite match the struggle in her eyes. “You’ll do great,” she said, the palm of her hand beginning to glow a white-blue just beneath the skin.

			Dahlia turned her head to look at Allanah, who simply gave her a confident nod as her hand also illuminated. With a sudden whoosh, an elliptical casing of light enveloped Dahlia, forcing her to squint against the brightness. Her heart started beating faster now. She wiped her clammy palms on her pants and tried to keep focused on the mission. Lucy and Allanah had both closed their eyes, looking as though they had fallen into some kind of trance as their hands were pressed firmly against the illuminated casing.

			A low-frequency hum began to repeat within the confines of the light. It pressed in from the sides and through Dahlia’s body, making her feel like her bones were vibrating. Then, all at once, the frequency echoed off her bones and suddenly turned sharp, the feeling of millions of nerve endings firing at once. Dahlia gasped as a wave of pain swept over her entire being, like countless needles were being buried into her flesh. Dahlia’s body tensed, her mouth falling open to a soundless scream as her face twisted with agony. The dark behind her eyelids fractured with streaks of translucent blue, like bolts of lightning that etched along the inside of her skull. It seemed like an eternity since she’d last taken a breath. Her chest was tight and felt like it had been filled with cement, the weight threatening to bring her to her knees. Instead, she lifted from the ground slowly, hovering a few inches above the marble. Her arms were outstretched, her fingers curled into empty claws. Then, just like the light that emanated from Lucy and Allanah’s palms, Dahlia’s body began to glow. The luminescence from beneath her skin ran through her entire body, brightening more with every second that passed until she was glowing brighter than the enveloping light around her. Finally, the pressure that choked her relented enough to allow a bellowing scream to rip from her throat. Her voice cried out in a multilayered harmony that echoed the eternal existence that was being stitched together within her body.

			Just as the pressure eased, so did the pain. Slowly, like the needles were being withdrawn one by one, the agony relented, giving way to the difference Dahlia became aware of from within. With each needle of pain that slipped from her flesh, Dahlia could feel more and more of her soul. It felt like it was no longer confined to the prison of her physical body – like it expanded out beyond the bounds of her flesh, encircling her like a nebula. Her mind was opened beyond what she ever thought would be possible, the expanse of reality sprawled before her like it was something she was intimately familiar with. The vastness both frightened and excited her.

			Her body slowly drifted back down, her toes touching the cold marble beneath, finally coming to rest on her soles, her legs still feeling a bit unsteady. The loose-fitting sweats no longer clad her body. Instead, a writhing dress of white smoke with a deep-plunge neckline and an open back wrapped her frame. As odd as it was to think, Dahlia felt like the dress was somehow part of her being, like she was draped in her soul itself, the writhing now feeling like the life within her that was no longer contained just within her flesh. Her mind was ablaze with activity. It was as though a thousand hidden memories had been revealed to her, a treasure trove of things she felt like she had once known waiting to be rediscovered.

			The egg of light around her faded, leaving her standing between a very exhausted Lucy and Allanah. They both dropped their arms and hunched over, mimicking each other’s poses, bracing their palms against their knees, their heads hanging down with fatigue, gulping air loudly while their bodies heaved.

			Something reminiscent of the low-frequency hum inside the casing of light continued to buzz beneath Dahlia’s flesh. She stretched her fingers and arms, rolled her shoulders and her neck, trying to track the feeling throughout her body. She felt lighter, like she was being partially suspended from her middle, displaced in the energy of the room and bobbing along weightlessly. The sensation was odd, but it also felt incredibly familiar, only feeling strange when considering it from within Dahlia’s own body. The energy from her surroundings slowly began to bleed into her field of extrasensory vision. The sisters that flanked her emanated in space with a powerful pressure, similar to Dahlia’s own. It was as though they were two giant boulders in a running stream, breaking up the flow of everything else in the room around their imposing auras.

			Lucy’s haggard breaths were interrupted briefly as she considered her daughter, now clad in the ethereal garb of an immortal.

			“You did great,” she said, giving a somber smile. “I’m proud of you.”

			“You’ve chosen a difficult path, but one you knew was the right path to walk,” Allanah chimed in, not to be outdone by her sister. “I am also proud of you, niece.”

			Dahlia smiled, somehow feeling above the pettiness of the sisters, and just enjoyed their words of support. “Thank you,” she replied – mostly to her mother.

			Curiosity drew her attention to Hark, Herald, and Marie, who still stood off to one side, awestruck by the display they had witnessed. Their respective presences were significantly less than Lucy and Allanah’s, their existence feeling almost malleable and shifting. Then, as if drawn to it, a pressure from off in the distance drew her attention. It was faint, but only in the sense that it was farther away than all the others in her immediate surroundings. The fact that she could feel it at all was jarring, even in her very green opinion of these things she was discovering. Still, the presence of Brian’s soul reverberated through space in a way that the others didn’t – like he was made up of two fully formed souls at war with one another.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			A sharp breath hit Brian’s lungs as if he hadn’t breathed in days. He shot up in his bed, the searing pain in his flesh sending a shot of adrenaline through his system and his mind into overdrive. He took in his surroundings for a brief moment, realizing he was sitting up in bed in his room within Hell. His eyes darted around, as if trying to gather the fragments of memories within his skull to piece together how he had arrived there. The last thing he remembered was grabbing Gabrielle and throwing them both through the gateway.

			Sasha….

			A wave of nausea swept over him as the memory of War cleaving through Sasha Perrin’s neck was ignited in his brain like a searing-hot brand. He squeezed his eyes shut, making the image more potent instead of saving him from it. But what happened to Gabrielle?

			The pain in his body could wait, he thought, and Brian pulled the covers from his body, swinging his legs with great effort off the edge of the bed. He stood slowly, the weight on his feet feeling dangerously unsteady at first. As if responding, The Swarm shot down his legs, making him feel solid enough to walk. It was then that he noticed his condition.

			Brian stood, shirtless, looking like he had been dragged from a moving vehicle for a respectable distance. He was a mess of bruises and bandages, neither of which quite captured how broken his body truly felt, even with The Swarm trying its best to devour the pain that scratched at his nerve endings. With some struggle, he made his way to the wardrobe, grabbing a gray zip-up hoodie to throw over his shoulders before he twisted the door handle and pulled it open. Two Hellions stood on either side of the doorframe. Both looked startled at the sudden appearance of Brian, and they turned to face him and gave him a nod as he exited the room.

			“Sir,” one of the Hellions, a middle-aged, dark-skinned woman with shoulder-length brown hair, greeted him.

			The other Hellion, a young, fresh-faced boy with a mess of curly black hair atop pale, gaunt features, looked at him nervously.

			“Where is Gabrielle?” Brian asked.

			“I….” the woman trailed off, leaving a lingering silence that never found the rest of her sentence.

			Brian grunted in frustration, turning to make his way down the hallway to the spiral stairs at the end.

			“Sir,” the boy piped up, “we’ve been instructed to keep watch over you.”

			“I’m fine,” Brian lied as he tried his best not to limp down the hallway.

			The Hellion shouted something back in weak protest, but Brian didn’t have the patience to stop and listen. He quickened his pace to the stairs, making his way down and to the walkway leading to the foyer. When he arrived at the landing, an odd density coursed through the air, pressing in around him like he’d just sunk into deep water. With The Swarm continuing to take the edge off of his pain, Brian pushed himself past the wrought-iron arches, pressing both hands on the double doors, pushing them open with a groan of the hinges that echoed into the room beyond.

			There, Brian saw something he was not prepared for. Marie stood behind the receptionist’s desk closer to the doors he had just entered. On the other side of the desk stood two Angels, one built like a soldier with a tight bun of sun-bleached brown hair pulled back, the other scrawnier, hair of a similar hue flowing gently around his face. Beyond them stood Allanah and Lucy. Both looked drained, like they had just run a marathon. Their chests both heaving, their postures straining against the weight of themselves. Between them stood Dahlia. She was wreathed in a writhing white dress that danced in a nonexistent breeze. He wasn’t sure how, but Brian knew immediately that the dense feeling in the air was coming from her. He knew then all he needed to know about what happened after he and Gabrielle arrived in Hell. The sick feeling from earlier that had politely gone quiet reared its head once more, sending a cold shiver through his limbs. The ache of loss reverberated through his body, twisting pain through all of his bandaged wounds.

			“No….” he uttered quietly, though audible enough to draw the attention of everyone in the room to his presence.

			“Brian,” Dahlia breathed with worry-laced excitement. She darted from her place, almost weightlessly, and swept him into her arms.

			She felt warm and radiated with such intensity that it seemed to set The Swarm on edge, sending a strange ripple through his body like he had hit the funny bone of his entire soul. Regardless, he pulled her in and embraced her with everything he had. Whether it was the fact that he was on death’s door a short time ago, the fact that she had accepted the position of Death, or that he had failed spectacularly on every aspect involved, he truly couldn’t say.

			“I’m sorry,” he whispered to her, feeling his incompetence clawing at him from inside.

			She shook her head and squeezed him tighter. “Don’t be,” she replied. “I’m honored that I can carry on for her.”

			“She would have hated you saying that.”

			Dahlia snickered. “I know.”

			Brian withdrew, taking in Dahlia as she stood before him. She looked the same, albeit slightly more ethereal than usual, but she felt very different. Her presence was almost overwhelming and he wondered if that sensation would dull over time, as Gabrielle didn’t seem to share the same impact on him.

			“How do you feel?” he asked, worried for the answer.

			She considered the question, seeming to look inward while she assessed herself. “Different, yet the same,” she replied. “I still think of myself as me. I still feel my own feelings when it comes to myself, you, and everyone else, but it’s like there’s a whole other level of myself to understand and explore now. Something that is entirely new, but oddly familiar.”

			The explanation didn’t do much good helping Brian ease his concerns, but he tried to focus on the piece he was mostly concerned about. “So, you’re still you in there?”

			She nodded with a reassuring smile. “Definitely.”

			“Ahem,” came a voice from behind Dahlia and Brian.

			They turned their attention to Allanah, who was staring at them with a look of impatience. “Glad to see you, Brian. However, I think we have some pressing matters at hand.”

			The gravity of the situation came crashing down on him with Allanah’s words. With Gabrielle gone, even if Dahlia had taken over, War was still inciting all kinds of chaos in the human world while there were no Reapers to harvest souls.

			“Of course,” Brian replied, giving her an agreeing nod and noticing that Lucy no longer stood where she had been just a moment ago. He looked around the room for her, but it seemed as though she had slipped from the foyer silently while he and Dahlia reunited. He tried to push the thoughts of guilt from his mind as he considered for a moment what Lucy must be feeling. Instead, he focused his attention on the new mission at hand.

			“We have to stop War,” he said, his resolve reaffirmed.

			Dahlia nodded, a confident look in her eye.

			“Yes, lovely, but do either of you have a plan?” Allanah chirped.

			Brian and Dahlia looked at each other for a brief moment.

			“We need to start with the basics. I need to get out there and start recovering the Reapers. Since Gabrielle was the one keeping them bound to their ethereal forms, now that she’s gone, I’ll need to step in and redo that,” Dahlia launched.

			Brian nodded. “Reapers and harvesting take priority. We can’t have things getting too out of balance or this can still go in War’s favor. Thankfully, Mercy was bound to Gabrielle as well, so that’s one player that’s been taken out already.” Brian thought back to how viciously Mercy fought him and Gabrielle, and how much of a blessing it was that she was no longer a threat.

			“Well then, maybe I can help with the harvesting,” Allanah chimed in. “If Michael is triggering conflicts, I should be able to locate where those are happening so you can hit the bigger threats first – people always seem to find religion in times of need. Heaven can filter that information and pass it along to you.”

			Dahlia nodded and turned to look at Hark and Herald for a moment, before directing her attention back to Allanah and motioning to the two Angels that stood at attention. “Any chance I can borrow these two for backup?”

			“They are yours, niece,” Allanah acquiesced.

			“Good.” She looked to the two Angels who were now revering her dutifully. “I’m counting on you boys. I need you to relay location information for me and watch my back in case War decides he doesn’t like what we’re doing.”

			“Of course, Lady Death,” Hark said with a slight bow and a sharp smirk, and Dahlia replied to him in kind.

			“Speaking of War, he and I have a score to settle,” Brian added angrily, albeit hesitantly.

			“Maybe this will help,” Lucy’s voice called out from across the foyer as she exited her office, Stephanie plodding behind in her wake. She strode with purpose, arriving at the desk and slamming a couple of sheets of paper atop the marble surface.

			Brian’s brow creased. His head tilted as he assessed the pages under Lucy’s palm. “What is that?”

			“Sign it,” she replied simply, yet commandingly.

			Lucy pulled back from the pages as he approached. He lifted them to get a better look, seeing instantly what she had in mind.

			“Are you sure?” he asked, uncertain of what to take from the gesture, especially on the heels of his biggest failure.

			She paused for a moment, lingering on the question. Finally, weakly, she spoke. “I’m done with this place. It’s taken too much from me. It’s yours now,” Lucy said, a fountain pen manifesting in her fingers. She offered it to him, a blank look in her eyes as she did.

			This wasn’t at all what he was expecting. While the last short while was a little more chaotic than he would have hoped, Brian still imagined his ascension to the throne of Hell to have a little more ceremony to it. He wasn’t expecting some coronation or anything so ridiculous, but this current scenario felt so much more like a back-alley deal than anything close to even the actual contracts he and Lucy had facilitated in the past with potential leads.

			He approached her slowly, taking the pen from her and looking down at the contract. There were only two pages and, whether it was the awkwardness of the situation, or the belief that Lucy was too emotionally broken by the loss of Gabrielle to try to pull something over on him, he didn’t feel it necessary to even skim the contract wording before turning to the second page, leaning over and scribbling his signature on the dotted line. He rested the pen on the page and stepped back, allowing Lucy to close in and scratch her own signature onto the line opposite his own.

			“Congratulations,” she said in an impatient tone.

			With a finishing jab of the pen nib on the page, Brian suddenly felt a wave wash over him. It was similar to the feeling of walking through the gateway – like fiery silk swept up from his feet and over his entire body. The Swarm danced beneath his flesh, the usual tingle dialed up to eleven and closer matching the sensation that encapsulated him. It was unpleasant, and Brian was suddenly aware of how thin his skin felt against the pressure both outward and within. Still, it was clear to Brian that his control over the energy of the bank was far more intuitive now. Where he had only ever been able to manifest things, typically, in cases of extreme danger and stress, his mind felt clearer and the ability much easier to manipulate.

			With a fleeting thought, Brian’s bandages disintegrated. The tattered flesh beneath stitched itself together, instantly easing the lingering pain he had felt. His clothing melted around his body in a ripple of black smoke, shifting briefly before forming once more into the shape of a tailor-fit black open blazer against a crisp white shirt, the top two buttons left undone. His lower half sported a matching slim-fit pair of pants and highly polished shoes. Everything was precisely the way he imagined it in his head, confirming the feeling of growing control over the energy at his disposal.

			Dahlia placed her hands on her cocked hips and gave a catcall whistle. “Damn,” she said, sizing him up.

			“You’re one to talk,” he shot back, deflecting the compliment.

			He assessed himself for a moment, scanning for any difference in feeling or emotions now that he was, officially, the King of Hell. There was a faint but demanding terror there, hoping that his commitment to an existence of damnation would not alter him in any way, but with relief and surprise, he felt no change, save for the overwhelming strength he felt that coursed through his veins and the strange feeling of The Swarm permeating now slightly beyond his flesh, like a surrounding aura of corruption.

			Good. This will work nicely.

			Lucy scooped up the pages and turned to Stephanie, who was waiting in silent tension, handing her the contract. “Get these filed.”

			Stephanie nodded curtly and moved to make her way to Records. “Congratulations,” she uttered to Brian, clearly happy for him but in a hesitant sort of manner that suggested she was still scared to speak.

			He smiled in response and nodded, ushering her off to her next mission. He turned his attention to Lucy once more. She was poised to turn and depart at any moment, and Brian could sense her desire to be far from everyone and everything in the room.

			“Thank you,” he said simply – he was entirely unsure of how best to show his gratitude to her, and he could tell she didn’t quite receive it in any way that resembled how he truly felt for the honor he’d been bestowed.

			“My advice? Learn from the past. Don’t let this place do to you what it did to me,” she replied, sounding as though Brian’s thanks were in contradiction to the weight she had just placed on his shoulders. Her gaze slipped from Brian to Dahlia, and a mournful look filled her face. “That goes for both of you.”

			She spun on her heel and quickly tread to her office doors.

			“Where are you going now?” Brian asked, suddenly apprehensive watching her walk away.

			She stopped mid-step and turned to look over her shoulder. “To put the woman I love to rest.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Dahlia stared at Brian for a moment, trying to get a read on his soul with his newly anointed royal status. It was curious, but there wasn’t much difference in him, only a slight surge in the surprising pressure she had felt from him earlier, like the second soul inside of him started bleeding outward slightly. Compared to her own transformation, Brian’s seemed notably lackluster. She wasn’t sure whether it was because she was still untrained at understanding things of this nature, but Dahlia was still unable to quantify the second soul. She knew Brian was corrupted thanks to his dip in the river – his affectionately referred-to ‘Swarm’ – but that shouldn’t have changed his fundamental makeup or the way his soul felt.

			She tried her best to push it out of her mind; it was a puzzle for another time. They still had pressing matters at hand.

			“Okay,” she said, grabbing the attention of all still in attendance, “we need to get moving before War does too much damage. There’s one final piece we need to take care of.”

			Brian threw her a curious glance, cocking his head slightly. “What’s left?”

			“We need a replacement for War,” Allanah answered.

			Dahlia nodded. “Right, and I think I’ve got an idea for that one.” Dahlia considered for a moment the best way to explain what she was about to attempt.

			“I know it’s still fresh but, since I’ve had my mind opened by all these new abilities, it’s like I’ve always just been on the other side of a thin veil from them. They’re so familiar and I feel like I understand them to such an intimate degree, even though I still can’t quite conceptualize all of them. I think, like this, I might be able to use the energy from the bank to piece together a full-fledged soul that can serve as our replacement for War.”

			Brian turned to her, his eyebrows raised, “Any soul in particular you have in mind?”

			Yes.

			“Maybe.” She smiled at him, confident that he knew what was coming.

			He regarded her with a look of amused disbelief. “I’ll never get tired of watching you getting exactly what you want. You head to R&D. I’ll go to Records and pull the file Lucy had on him. I know she’s got one down there; she was a meticulous recordkeeper.”

			“Excuse me,” Allanah chimed in, clearly becoming irritated that she was being left out, “who exactly are you trying to manifest?”

			Dahlia looked at her, the complicated feelings she had toward her aunt and the reason she even needed to do this churning in her stomach.

			“Dallas.”

			* * *

			She took off at a determined stride toward the courtyard doors. Brian, Allanah, Hark, and Herald took off after her as she made her way to the office building once more to call the elevator car. As the door chimed its shrill bell, she turned to see the party gathered behind her, wondering if they would need to make two trips to get them all down to R&D. She rolled her eyes and gestured with her arm for them all to pile into the cramped car to save on time. Hark and Herald crammed themselves into the back corners of the elevator, their wings smushed into whatever space they could fill to allow room for Allanah to squeeze in between them. Dahlia and Brian forced their way in, their arms pinned to their sides and just enough give for Dahlia to slightly shrug her shoulder so her thumb could depress the B1 and B2 buttons, commanding the doors to close in on the group and begin its uneasy ride to R&D. The ride was brief but it felt like an uncomfortable eternity, and Dahlia was suddenly very glad that her body was a little more on the ethereal side now, taking a little bit of the edge off of the mounting claustrophobia.

			The elevator dinged and the doors slowly opened at the first level of Hell’s basement – the Records department. It was a sprawling room, almost too tall for what was such a short descent in the elevator, roughly carved of dark stone. The whole thing was rounded and domed on the top, with a handful of sconces dotted here and there along the walls casting weak yellow light upward. The expanse was filled to the brim with stacks of filing cabinets, towers of folders, and shelves of scrolls, parchment, and scraps of paper and other material that had various writings on them. The room smelled of musty paper, but in the endearing old library or quaint secondhand bookshop kind of way. At the front, a small desk, dwarfed by the size of the room, flanked by two velvet ropes tethered by waist-high bronze posts that were embedded into the stone floor. Margaret, the old Hellion that sat behind the desk, was deep in conversation with Stephanie when the elevator car arrived, the sound of its chime jolting them to attention.

			Brian shoved his way through the cramped elevator, relieving a little space for everyone to spread out a tiny bit more. He turned to Dahlia and nodded. “Head down, I’ll be there in a minute.”

			Dahlia nodded in kind and pressed the button again for B2, the doors shuddering closed. Another short moment later, the elevator sounded once more and the doors opened to the marble hallway that led to R&D. Without waiting for the remainder of the party, Dahlia strode down the hallway, the nostalgia of her earlier visit not even two hours prior still fresh in her mind, and the wound of the loss still raw. She pushed the glass doors open and saw Kendrick and Walsh sitting at the same table they were at when she last saw them, the typewriter now fully dismantled and a desk-mounted magnifying glass positioned over some tiny components with the pair peeking through the wide lens. They turned to greet the group, obvious surprise etched into their faces.

			“Kendrick, Walsh, this is Allanah,” Dahlia said, throwing a lazy gesture over her shoulder.

			“Holy shit,” Kendrick murmured, eyes wide as Allanah and the two Angels breached R&D in glorious fashion.

			“You could try calling her that, but I don’t think she’d like it much,” Dahlia uttered in return, prompting a snort from Walsh, raising two fingers to her lips to try to stifle the inappropriate response.

			She walked over to the shutter door that led to the bank and pressed the button on the side panel, prompting a metallic screech as it began to slide down and out to the ampoule.

			“What are you doing?” Kendrick asked, getting up from her seat and looking on with concern.

			“I need to borrow the bank for a minute,” she replied as she turned to the orange glow of the chasm beyond. She closed her eyes and let out a slow, steady breath.

			The bank pulsated beyond her. It was almost as if she could hear the energy that was contained in the ampoule. Its pressure was immense – stronger than anything she had felt yet and, even though that roster was small, it was notable that her first dip into sensing the energy of a soul included the two most powerful deities in known history. The river just below was an entirely different feeling. Where the pressure of the bank felt overwhelming, like the depths of the ocean, the river flailed and clawed and scratched like a wildfire that threatened to consume anything that dared break its otherwise calm surface. The soul fragments in there were too hard to pin down for Dahlia to use them, so the bank was the only option.

			Her eyes opened, renewed focus filling her lungs and reaching to the tips of her fingers and toes. She started across the bridge, the metallic echoes of her footsteps reverberating through the cavern, the only audible sound Dahlia could perceive through the extrasensory barrage of noise that she was surrounded by. She opened the heavy glass door on the other end and entered the room of pipework beyond. Her eyes traced the ledge around the perimeter and the twelve canisters atop. As before, they were all half full and awaiting the remainder of their contents on the demand of the Emergency Protocol.

			Dahlia turned to lean back through the door toward the group across the bridge. The other shutters had been opened, allowing them all to watch Dahlia through the long windows in the room.

			“Hey, Walsh. If I remove one of the canisters in here, am I going to break anything?”

			Walsh shuffled from one of the windows to peek through the open door. “So long as the Emergency Protocol isn’t activated, and you return it once you’re done doing whatever it is you’re doing, you should be fine.”

			Perfect.

			Dahlia spun back around and yanked the closest canister from its place on the ledge, setting it aside gently once she felt the weight of the thing upon removal. Then, she placed her palms under the open pipe in the shape of a shallow bowl. Her eyes closed once more and she began to draw in slow, steady breaths as she focused on pressing her consciousness beyond the span of her mind and into the primordial concoction that surrounded her. Though her own soul was no longer what it used to be, the memories of its makeup still lingered deep in her being. Within that existence were the memories of everyone she loved, and the resonance of their own souls on hers. She concentrated, trying to quantify the impact the soul of her brother had upon her own during their time living together within the compound of Hell. It was as though she were parsing through her own past to find the specific details of a long-forgotten book that she had once read, desperately trying to remember, in as much detail, the full story. Every word. Every sentence. However, the memories were too faint, they were too tainted with her own messy story, and anything she was able to skim was only a feeling, with no details of the soul those feelings came from.

			Death, she thought, was such a strange thing. With the passage of time, trying to remember those who had been lost revealed they no longer resembled what they actually were. They simply became a collection of feelings and emotions that held up a mask of the person remembered. As much as Dahlia felt confident that she could reconstruct Dallas’s soul from her own memory and their relationship, all she could do, even now, was grasp at those intangible feelings.

			In her rumination, Dahlia didn’t notice Brian had made his way across the bridge and stood before her, a thick folder clutched in his hand.

			“Gotta give her credit,” he said with a reassuring smile, “your mother kept meticulous notes.” He handed her the folder, flipping it open to a section he had saved with his thumb.

			A full dossier of Dallas was documented on the pages. Everything from his physical traits to the desired personality and skillset Lucy tailored for her would-be heir. Confidence, charisma, charm, persuasiveness. It was clear from reading the breakdown that Dallas was intended to be the smooth-talking Devil that Lucy saw leading the charge – the counterpart to Dahlia’s own more laid-back, but highly analytical personality. It was enough to give Dahlia the start she needed, separating the feelings she had for her brother from the person he actually was. She handed the folder back to Brian and placed her palms under the pipe, beginning again, searching the bank, commanding the soul fragments that would have belonged to him to begin flowing through the pipes within the room. As they reached the spout where the canister would be, the energy blobbed out a brilliant blue-white. The energy pooled in Dahlia’s cupped palms and she could feel the pieces as they compiled, igniting the familiar, helping her search along as, with each fragment, a clearer image of what she was trying to piece together began to form in her mind. Aided by her own memories, she continued to draw the energy in until, at last, a completed sphere of soul energy rested in her palms like a glowing ball of jelly.

			Slowly, she withdrew her hands from the spout. The patchwork soul she held was no larger than a cantaloupe, and it glowed and rippled within itself with every movement.

			Brian regarded the mass in her hands, nodding toward it with an apprehensive look. “Do you think that’s really him?”

			Dahlia felt the energy of the soul as it started to stitch itself together, emanating its own sense for her to see with her own. She nodded. “I think so. I suppose it was a good thing you ended up corrupting him again before the end. At least we know that all of him was in the bank.”

			Brian cringed slightly at the comment and she knew she had touched the nerve of his lingering guilt over Dallas’s death. He replaced the canister that Dahlia had removed under the pipe and, carefully, the two crossed the bridge once more and re-entered the main area. As the bridge squeaked unpleasantly back into place as a door, Dahlia looked to Allanah.

			“I think I have him, but I don’t know what to do next,” she said.

			Sympathetically, Allanah closed in, looking at the orb in Dahlia’s palms.

			“Death isn’t meant to create, that’s why you’re at a loss. That ability is something only my dear sister and I possess.”

			She extended her arms so her palms hovered over the orb, opposite Dahlia’s. Immediately, it glowed more vibrantly, eliciting a mild frequency across the room. Allanah closed her eyes and began moving her hands like she was shaping clay on a potter’s wheel. The orb grew in luminosity until it was too bright to look at directly. The weight in Dahlia’s hands suddenly became too much for her to hold, her arms forcefully dropping away as the shape of light morphed into the figure of a man. As it took full shape, the light dimmed, allowing the colors of the form to fade in slowly.

			He was tall, lean, and clad in a casual, pinstripe charcoal suit. Two massive white wings sprouted from his back and curved slightly around his body. His dirty-blond hair was styled in an undercut, pulled away from his face and flowing to one side with a few lazy waves. His jaw was square and sported the look of two days’ worth of stubble. His pale blue eyes fluttered open as if he were waking from a deed sleep.

			Dallas, the son of the Devil, had returned.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			The sound of a sharp breath being pulled in through Dallas’s nose cut through the quiet reverence in R&D. His chest swelled, arching his back slightly and giving his wings a wide stretch before exhaling loudly through slightly parted lips. He opened his eyes fully, glancing around the room, looking amused at the odd situation he had been awoken to.

			“Isn’t this a strange concoction of attendees,” he said with amusement etched into his face. “Kenny, Walsh, how you doin’?”

			Kendrick rapped her fingers together excitedly as she bobbed up and down on the balls of her feet. Walsh gave him a warm and welcoming smile.

			“Welcome back, nephew,” Allanah said in an airy tone, lacing her fingers together in front of her body and looking quite proud of her work.

			“Wow, Allanah in Hell – never thought I’d see the day!”

			Dallas’s attention found Brian standing off to the side. While he had his regrets when it came to his involvement with Dallas’s death, Brian’s feelings toward him were lukewarm at best, so he did what he could to stay out of the homecoming that was happening in front of him.

			“And there’s the big man himself,” Dallas fired, the smarm having fully returned. “Are you officially running this place now or what?”

			Brian sighed. He did not miss Dallas. For Dahlia’s sake, he was glad Dallas was back, but he had no patience for him, even less so now as his presence felt like it was grating on every nerve.

			“Welcome back, Dallas,” he simply replied.

			A mischievous grin curled the corner of Dallas’s mouth.

			Finally, he turned his body to face Dahlia. All the smarm and amusement dropped away and he regarded her with a look of genuine happiness and longing. “Hey—”

			Dahlia twisted at the hips, cocking a fist and snapping quickly, cracking her knuckles hard across his jaw. The sound of a dull crunch and impacted flesh bellowed through the sparse room as Dahlia’s punch sent Dallas flying sideways, sprawling out onto the floor with a heavy thud and a groan of pain.

			She strode toward him, her chest puffed and shoulders squared, a look of unrivaled anger strewn across her face. She looked down on him as he propped himself up on one elbow, gingerly touching his jaw while shifting it back and forth, feeling for any breaks. She bore down on him for a few moments, her anger and frustration drilling into him from her stare. Then, all at once, her posture relaxed and she extended her hand to him.

			He flinched slightly, looking first at her hand and then up to her. He laughed breathily through his nose and shook his head, a smile on his face. “Okay, yeah – I deserve that one.” He took her hand and was pulled up from the ground into a sweeping hug from his sister.

			“You’re an idiot,” she said as she squeezed him.

			His eyes closed and he nodded. “I know.”

			“You’re an asshole.”

			“I know.”

			“A total fucking moron.”

			“I agree.”

			He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in, “I’m sorry.”

			The siblings broke from their reunited embrace and he finally took notice of Dahlia’s appearance.

			“What happened to you?” he asked.

			“I’m Death now,” Dahlia answered bluntly.

			“Oh. Shit.” His cocky demeanor dropped away entirely and something resembling guilt filled his face. “Last thing I remember, Aunt Gabbi was turning me into dust. What happened?”

			“Long story short,” Brian chimed in, anticipating how easily this could spiral into a long-winded session of remorse and mourning, “Gabrielle wasn’t able to recover from the stab wound you gifted her. She needed a successor and Dahlia stepped up to fix things.” His last few words had a bit more bite in them than he was anticipating.

			“Brian,” Dahlia uttered, noticing his rising temper.

			“We’re in a mess right now because of you. You’re only back so you can help us fix it,” he spat, feeling like he was having trouble getting a grip on his temper.

			“Brian!” Dahlia snapped sternly.

			Reflective regret bled into Dallas’s demeanor at the outburst and, despite him upsetting Dahlia, Brian was content in not beating around the bush.

			Dahlia’s head dipped slightly and she fell silent for a moment.

			“He’s not wrong,” she said finally. “You left us in a big mess. We need some help now, and I think you’re the right person for the job.”

			Dallas’s brow creased as he cocked his head. “What job?”

			“How do you feel about taking over the role of the Horseman of War?” Allanah asked, cutting right to the chase.

			“I hate to admit it, but I actually agree that you’d probably fill the role pretty well,” Brian added, reluctantly.

			“What happened to the other War?” Dallas asked.

			“Nothing, yet,” Dahlia answered.

			“We need to go kill him,” Brian clarified.

			Dallas’s eyes widened in excitement. “Oh.”

			* * *

			Dahlia and Brian quickly filled Dallas in on the situation at hand, skipping over the gory details and associated heartbreak as much as possible. As they explained, Dallas diligently listened, nodding along and donning a serious look all the while. Brian had never seen him so focused before and he wondered if it was because he was actually feeling remorse and responsibility for his role in things, or if Dahlia had reformed his soul with some additional empathy.

			“So,” he said once he was fully caught up, “you want me to ride along with the bossman here, then?” He casually slung an arm over Brian’s shoulders, forcing the first surge of The Swarm through his body he’d felt since ascending the throne of Hell. It somehow felt different, like the sensation was somehow stifling him in favor of increased intensity. It was jarringly unpleasant.

			Brian sloughed off Dallas’s arm, mainly due to the fact that The Swarm demanded it, but partially because it would be a long time before he was okay with Dallas’s presence in any capacity – emergency or not.

			“We need to find War and take care of him. Between the two of us, we should be able to do it,” Brian clarified, unsure of the latter part of his statement.

			Dallas nodded, a fire sparked in his eyes. “So, no holds barred, then?”

			“Just don’t cause any unnecessary collateral damage,” Dahlia replied, seemingly picking up on the mounting bloodlust in the air.

			He clicked his tongue and shot her a wink. “Easy-peasy.”

			Dahlia rolled her eyes, an uneasy look shadowing her face. Something Brian loved about her was that the two of them were similar in mindset, so he could tell she was starting to feel a little apprehensive about Dallas now that he had returned and was fully in play once more. He was an unquantified element, especially since he had been reborn with his Archangel abilities, based on the presence of his wings. Still, with the situation as dire as it was, and Lucy otherwise occupied, they could use all the help they could get and deal with the consequences after the fact. Brian was fairly confident that his new abilities should be able to handle anything Dallas could throw at him. The increasingly noticeable hum of The Swarm concurred with his conclusion, easing his mind if only a little.

			“Right,” Allanah said, donning a face of determination. She took a squared stance with her hands on her hips and regarded the group. “I’ll head back to Heaven and feed you what intel I can get.”

			Dahlia nodded, turning then to Hark and Herald. “I’m counting on you boys,” she said, her words softening toward the Angels, sounding almost endearing.

			Herald gave a sharp, curt nod, while Hark crossed his arm over his waist and gave a little bow, a satisfied smile on his face. “Leave it to  us,” he added.

			With that, Dahlia slid her hand along the hipline of her dress, slipping it into an unseen pocket and retrieving a sickle from the extra-dimensional storage space she had somehow accessed.

			“Okay,” she breathed, “let’s see if I can do this.” She closed her eyes and extended her arm upward. In a smooth motion, she curved the blade outward, sinking it into nothingness. She drew it horizontally, leaving a wobbly streak of glittering light as she traced an uneven rectangle through space. The blade withdrew and, with a nudge of her fingertips, the panel swung open, revealing an expanse of vibrant green topped by a clear, blue sky above.

			Allanah’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “You’re getting quite the handle on those abilities, niece,” she commented.

			Dahlia exhaled coolly and smirked. “Yeah, I’m pretty awesome.”

			Allanah approached her, placing her hand on the back of Dahlia’s arm, just above her elbow. “I’m proud of you, Dahlia.”

			Everyone in the room was shocked at the expression of pride, Dahlia mostly, as made very obvious by the look on her face.

			“Th-thanks….” Dahlia replied, clearly taken aback.

			Allanah smiled warmly as she crossed through the portal to Heaven. She launched from the grass in a burst of speed toward the plaza of Heaven. The portal swung closed from the burst of air in her wake.

			* * *

			The remaining crew opted to return to the foyer to await Allanah’s intel. After a little while, Hark’s brow dropped. He turned slightly away from the group and concentrated intently on the blank space beyond.

			“A riot is currently breaking out at a war protest in France. It’s getting violent. There’s no guarantee that War is there but it’s a good place to start,” he said, reciting the information he received telepathically. Brian nodded, backhanding Dallas’s shoulder and motioning for him to follow. Dallas perked up and quickly followed behind, giddiness in each step.

			“So, this is our little field trip, huh?” he asked excitedly.

			“Last time you and I went on a field trip, I nearly ended up dead,” Brian replied sternly.

			“Yeah, sorry about that. This time I promise not to do that. Pinkie swear,” he said, sounding far too jovial for Brian’s liking.

			He tried to push it from his mind as he grabbed the handles of the main doors, opening them to the gateway beyond. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Brian and Dallas stepped out from the shattered glass door of a strip mall along a busy street. It was incredibly noisy, the air filled with the smell of smoke and the sound of unrest as bodies pressed past them fervently. Brian’s eyes instantly began scanning the rushing crowds and the cityscape beyond for any sign of War. There was plenty of evidence of conflict – overturned cars, riot police struggling to suppress heightened crowds. Stores along the curving street had their windows shattered, leaving trails of glittering glass everywhere. Outdoor patio tables were tossed through displays, awnings were torn down, and the odd street sign had been uprooted. This event may have started out as a peaceful protest, but it was clear at this point that things had gotten well out of hand, and there was a good chance someone provided help to get it to this point.

			A flash of movement from the corner of Brian’s eye caught his attention. A flicker of black shadow weaved through the crowd, speeding its way to a man with a bandana wrapped around the bottom half of his face, standing on the roof of a yellow car, holding a Molotov cocktail in his hand. He lit the rag that draped out of the neck of the bottle and positioned to throw it at one of the shops across the street. As he reared back, the streak of black sped up over the back of the car and dove through the man’s midsection. The ethereal figure exited the other side of his body and he showed no signs of even noticing what had just happened. Then, as though suddenly possessed, he repositioned his aim and pitched the bottle at a group of riot cops a few yards in front of him. The bottle shattered across one of the officers’ helmets, sending a spray of makeshift napalm across he and his partners, breaking up their formation and sending a rabbled cheer from the crowd into the air. As Brian continued to watch, he noticed more and more of the shadows plunging through rioters, twisting their actions and turning them more and more violent. After a few moments, he got a better glimpse of one of the shadows as it ran up the side of a building and alighted the roof. One of War’s dogs stalked the ledge of the building, surveying the scene and, presumably, assessing where next to strike.

			“He’s definitely here,” Brian said to Dallas, motioning to the dog.

			“We should get to higher ground too,” he replied, spreading his wings and launching from the ground with a massive flap of feathers.

			Brian watched as Dallas gently landed a few rooftops away from the dog. Annoyed, Brian scanned the streets for some way to climb up and join him.

			Just jump.

			A feeling overtook Brian and, with a small crouch, he pressed against the concrete beneath his feet, sending himself flying upward with unexpected force. His trajectory, though unplanned, still somehow landed him directly next to Dallas with a stumble.

			Dallas turned and gave him a surprised look. “That was pretty cool.”

			Despite his distaste for Dallas, he couldn’t help but reply with a shocked and, admittedly, slightly endearing, “Yeah, it was.”

			From the higher vantage point, the pair could see the dogs racing through the crowded streets below, inciting increasingly rash acts of violence and escalating the conflict. After a few moments, a flow of their movements became apparent. A stream of dogs raced further up the street and into what looked like the downtown core of the city. A handful of skyscrapers dotted the skyline before them and, atop one of the highest buildings, packs of dogs ran up and down the glass windows that reflected the fiery orange setting sun. Brian knew they would find War at that building, and he urged Dallas to follow him as he traversed the rooftops with a surprising ease. Pressing further into the downtown, it was clear from the scene below that Brian and Dallas had emerged on the outskirts of the chaos. Crowds below clambered and fought, the shattering of glass and the sounds of sirens accenting their spiritually enhanced rallying. As they approached closer to the skyscraper, a group of the dogs all halted their jaunt up the building’s side and turned, locking their hollowed, glowing eyes onto the pair. Brian and Dallas stopped for a moment, an uneasy feeling leeching in as the creatures stared at them with ravenous intent. Then, a shadow flickered across the rooftops before them, quickly growing darker until, with a thunderous shockwave, War came careening down from the top of the skyscraper, landing hard in a crouch two buildings before them. He stood slowly, menace being drip-fed to his onlookers, his ax gripped tightly in one hand. The setting sun bounced off his muscular form, making him look as though he were wrapped in a wreath of flame.

			“The Advisor,” he growled, staring Brian down from beneath his heavy brow. “I am genuinely surprised that you’re still alive.”

			“Yeah, he’s definitely got cockroach-like qualities,” Dallas chirped, a devious smirk curling his mouth. Despite War’s imposing figure, the manic excitement etched into Dallas’s face was obvious; he was barely holding himself back.

			“And who might you be?” War grumbled, regarding Dallas with a curious, yet no less imposing look.

			Dallas was trying to contain a fit of laughter. His right arm extended out to his side and his fingers twisted into a rigid claw, sparking a burst of flame in his palm that quickly took the shape of the flaming sword he had stabbed Gabrielle with.

			“My name is Dallas. I’m the son of the Devil, the rightful heir to the throne of Hell, an Archangel of Heaven’s court, and,” he snapped the blade forward, brandishing it at War, “soon to be the new Horseman of War.”

			War’s mouth split into a wide smile at this, crossing the handle of his ax over his torso to grip it with both hands.

			“You’re a cocky one,” he replied simply.

			“You’ll have to forgive me, I’ve been dead for a little while, so my usual tact isn’t what it used to be.”

			“Allow me to return you to your grave, then,” War replied, dropping his shoulder and taking off, careening forward.

			The smirk on Dallas’s face bloomed into a wicked smile as he readied himself, planting his feet and angling the sword to defend.

			Brian watched as War and Dallas clashed together, Dallas not yielding an inch to the juggernaut despite their size difference. Smoothly, he parried War’s ax downward, shifting his weight to step sideways and throwing a slash at War’s throat from below.

			With a flash of surprise in his eyes, War quickly backstepped, throwing his chest backward to dodge the quick attack. His burly frame was unable to clear the path of Dallas’s blade fast enough. A shallow slice carved through the flesh of War’s shoulder as he stumbled back, dashing a few strides to gain him some distance. He assessed the wound and noticed blood beginning to trickle from it.

			“That was the weapon that killed Gabrielle, wasn’t it?” War asked, a pensive tone laced in his words.

			“So, you have heard of me!” Dallas shouted back, poised for an attack of his own.

			This time, Brian readied himself as well. The confidence that bled into the situation was palpable, and he couldn’t help but feel the lingering trauma from his last tangle with War being stuffed down by Dallas’s current display and vigor. He had to admit, it was a little intoxicating. His mind cycled through a series of weapons he could manifest to join into the fray, landing on a Viking-style ax with a stout hook and long edge and heel as his weapon of choice. The wooden handle curved slightly, and it felt good in his hand, like he was already familiar with how to wield it. As much as he hated to admit it, the fact that he opted to manifest an ax was a testament to how much War had rooted in his mind as an opposing force, and he drew on that inspiration when choosing a formidable weapon.

			War noticed Brian’s stance and, with the sweep of an arm, a pack of black dogs descended on him, their teeth gnashing and snapping, forcing the impulse in Brian to manifest his go-to rounded shield to block the sudden attack. As the dogs surged forward, pinning Brian down, Dallas launched forward for his next exchange with War.

			The bodies banging against the steel of the shield drowned out the sounds of discord on the streets below. Though there were plenty more dogs than the five Brian had to fight off before, he felt much more prepared this time around, the power from the bank surging through his body as the onslaught didn’t even make him budge. As they continued to batter the shield and circle him to close off his movements, a little smile of his own curled Brian’s mouth. It was like he could feel a glimmer of what Dallas was clearly enjoying as he clashed with War. He waited for a moment’s reprieve before quickly pivoting and twisting the shield horizontally, throwing it forward and between the open jaws of the next lunging dog, cleaving it clean through the middle with his blunt force. It was at this moment that Brian was able to get a view of the size of the pack that had been commanded to handle him.

			At least thirty sets of yellowed, crooked teeth sprawled across a handful of surrounding rooftops and snapped hungrily at him.

			Brian’s smile grew a little bigger at this revelation.

			With a feral yell, he threw himself forward, swinging the ax with such force that he carved through six of the dogs with a wide arc. The beasts descended upon him and it was almost as if Brian could feel their intent as they drew closer to him, giving him the edge on when and where to swing to dismantle the army of mangy creatures with relative ease and far more enjoyment than he was expecting. The Swarm rippled in and out of his body, at times feeling like it was almost puppeting Brian as it cleaved and hacked and butchered the slowly dwindling force. He had never felt like this before. He had never been one for violence, and only was ever concerned with defending himself when situations called for it. Now, however, he was fully swept up in the bloodlust, a fervor that he’d never experienced before coursing through his veins like liquid fire.

			As he beheaded another dog, he caught a glimpse of odd movement in his periphery that grabbed his full attention. A few rooftops over, a pack of dogs were pouncing on one another, forming an undulating mass. They scratched and bit at one another, tearing each other’s flesh from their bones in an attempt to devour their packmates. Wild yelping and growls crested over the sounds below. As this happened, two of the dogs in the middle began to grow exponentially, their feeble limbs swelling with muscle with every one of the creatures they tore to pieces and consumed in a frenzy. Brian watched as their numbers dwindled while more dogs joined the skirmish, ultimately feeding the two hulking creatures in the epicenter. Their fur was so dark, it felt like all the surrounding light was being swallowed up, making them feel like bottomless voids in space rather than ethereal creatures. Their hollow, glowing eyes radiated intensely, and their teeth were dripping with drool and scraps of fur from their prey. It wasn’t until the entire pack had been divided between the two creatures, both now the size of commercial cube vans, that they turned on each other. Their skirmish was brief, one dog being faster and striking, with deadly accuracy, at the throat of the other, immediately eviscerating the beast and quickly settling into devouring, its body growing bigger with every bite.

			Brian’s pulse quickened as the black mass began to eclipse his rooftop view of the sunset horizon. The sole creature, now the length of a school bus and twice as tall, released a bloodcurdling growl that rumbled through the air and through Brian’s own being. Bits of flesh and fur lay scattered around its paws, slowly disintegrating and seemingly being absorbed by the remaining dog – if it was even fair to call it a dog anymore. A ripple tore through him, The Swarm shivering his body inside and out. Brian tightened his grip on the ax hilt and hunched his shoulders. He stared viciously at the monster before him, a manic smile splitting across his face.

			That’s more like it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Dallas tore from his place on the roof toward War. His wings rose up at a sharp angle and snapped, forcing a massive gust to propel him forward. He gripped his flaming sword in both hands and swung at War with a counterclockwise strike that carved a streak of flame in its wake. War was no stranger to combat, decisively ducking his bulky frame under Dallas’s strike, setting him up for a counterattack from below.

			Dallas’s eyes quickly followed War’s movement and threw his left wing over his right, barrel-rolling him in midair to avoid a heavy upswing from War’s battle ax, the pocked and chipped iron slab just barely grazing past his nose as he evaded.

			“You’re quick,” War commented, looking as though he were beginning to enjoy himself slightly.

			“You have no idea,” Dallas replied, evening out his stance to pivot his sword horizontally. “One of my favorite hobbies in Hell was sparring – do you know how hard it is to get the upper hand on a demonic rōnin schoolgirl?” Flame spilled down the hilt of his blade, reshaping it into a longbow. He drew back a fiery arrow that spawned within the bowstring and loosed it at War, aiming for his head.

			War dodged it with ease and a knowing smile broke his menace for a moment. “Are you talking about Sato Mariko?” he asked with a hint of nostalgia in his voice.

			“How do you know Marie?”

			“Sato Mariko was one of the fiercest warriors in history. I worked with her often before her eventual death. Had she not been already contracted to the half-breed you call a mother, I would have conscripted her services for my own.”

			“Typical Marie – she’s everyone’s favorite.” Dallas smirked, drawing and releasing another three arrows in quick succession.

			War continued to dodge the arrows, tracing a perimeter around Dallas, trying to get into a blind spot to launch another attack. As he moved, his attention was drawn to the sight of his dogs completing their cannibalistic transformation. He let out a considerable grunt as he regarded the beast and Brian squaring up to one another.

			Dallas followed War’s gaze and noticed the creature as well. He lowered his bow, shifting it back into the form of a sword, and let out an impressed whistle. “Would you look at that.”

			“My dogs don’t consume each other like that unless their foe is formidable. All of them pooling into one is curious – they’re just tasked with killing the Advisor,” War commented, sounding unsure of the situation.

			Dallas snickered, shifting his posture to rest all his weight on one leg. “He ain’t just an Advisor anymore. That right there is the newly appointed King of Hell.”

			War turned back to Dallas, a look of surprise scrawled on his face.

			“I know, I’m disappointed too.” Dallas launched once more, his sword brandished and ready to find an opening in War’s defense while he was processing Brian’s promotion.

			* * *

			The giant dog lurched at Brian baring its jagged teeth and snapped down hard. He threw himself to one side, rolling along the rooftop and coming to a stop just before the ledge. He hadn’t been fast enough to escape the edge of a jutted tooth slicing through his upper arm, letting loose a steady stream of blood. Propping himself up on one knee, he positioned his body as much as he could behind the shield as another snap of the creature’s jaws clamped down on the metal edge, forcing it to buckle slightly under the pressure. The dog exhaled with a growl; foul breath that smelled of blood and rot filled the air around Brian. With surprising ease, he put his weight onto his planted foot, pushing himself up into a standing position and forcing the dog back with the shield embedded in its teeth. The intoxicating feeling of power that surged through Brian took his attention for a second too long, leaving him oblivious to the dog’s jaw twisting, snapping its head to one side and releasing its bite on the shield, forcefully tossing Brian the length of four rooftops before he came crashing hard into the brick of an access stairwell and collapsing with a gasp, his lungs searching for the breath they’d left behind.

			The pressure of The Swarm created a slight cushion between him and the impact, but Brian’s body still left a crater of his silhouette in the brickwork. His vision went black for a moment, leaving him alone with the searing pain in the back of his skull, the warm sensation of blood spilling from his nose, and the high-pitched whine ringing between his ears. He stumbled back to his feet though, admittedly probably before he was prepared to, his vision still returning in a fog, but the impending threat of the dog bounding across rooftops after him compelled him to stand up.

			Get it together. This thing is nothing more than a quadruped Hellion. You’re the fucking Demon King now.

			The words echoed in Brian’s mind and, while they weren’t wrong, they were definitely not his own. His brow creased with concern for their source but his body readied regardless. He took a firm stance, shield at the ready in front of him, and braced for impact. The dog clomped toward him, bearing down with its jaw opened wide enough to devour Brian in a single snap.

			Then, as if time had slowed, he looked up at the pitch-black gullet of the beast and quickly calculated the timing. In lieu of dodging, Brian instead took his chance at jumping directly into its mouth, the shield pulled up over his head in the event of a reflexive chomp threatening to impale him with a jagged fang. He found footing on the inside ledge of its bottom jaw and, with a quick step to the right, he jumped again, pushing off the left inside jaw of the dog, gaining him enough reach to quickly slash with his ax at the mandible. With surprising force, the ax buried with ease into the wet flesh, tearing through and obliterating the bone beneath.

			With a shocked and pained yelp that nearly blew Brian’s eardrums, the dog recoiled, tossing its head back and snapping its jaw shut from the force.

			Instinctively, before tumbling down the esophagus, Brian rolled across the foul, spongy tongue and swiped once more at the other side of its jaw. With another yelp and a spray of blood that exploded across the amber sky, the beast’s jaw dropped open as it stumbled backward in pain.

			Its head still tilted upward, and at no risk of an impaling bite, Brian tossed his shield aside and used his now-free hand to lunge and grip one of the upper fangs, nearly losing his grip on the viscous drool that coated it. Leveraging the other fangs like a ladder, he quickly scaled upward to where the teeth shortened and swung himself onto the snout of the creature, burying his ax in the flesh to create a grip while it flailed in pain and fear. It tilted its head back once more, allowing Brian to slide down to its brow. As his heel hit the frontal bone, Brian pushed off, jumping high, similar to how he bounded from the street below to the rooftop. He hung in midair for a moment, his focus locked on the parietal bone, right where the thing’s brain should be. He reached up and gripped the ax handle tightly with both hands as he careened back down. With what felt like an additional push from The Swarm, propelling him faster, Brian brought the ax down unforgivingly hard. A dull crack ruptured from below, followed by a geyser spray of blood that covered him from head to toe. A guttural noise bellowed from the depths of the beast, trailing off as its life bled out. With the ax embedded deep into the skull and brain of the dog, Brian held on as tight as he could as the creature’s body lost all constitution and started to collapse. Its legs buckled under its weight, leaving its upper half to hit the ledge of the building hard, slipping from the roof and dropping, nose-first, to the street below, Brian holding on for safety atop the falling carcass. Its unhinged jaw caught on the ledge, tearing open more and releasing a massive spill of blood down the side of the building as the rest of the corpse collided hard with the ground below. A plume of dust erupted into the air, clinging to the viscera that draped Brian while he stood, desperately clutching the ax. As the body fell still, so did all the sounds that filled the air around him, leaving him with the buzzing of his own body and the thump of his heartbeat in his ears. Slowly, the body of the dog began to peel away in strands that disintegrated into flecks of ash before disappearing entirely. The blood that coated Brian seemed to be doing the same, along with the trail on the side of the building. And there, the King of Hell stood – a vicious smile splitting his face as the ashes of his enemy dissolved around him in a plume of swirling black. He was a block away from where his fight started and, despite their own fight, Brian caught sight of both Dallas and War standing still as statues, evidently watching the results of the battle.

			* * *

			Mid-battle between Dallas and War, the deafening yelp of the dog drew both of their attention and, despite their own engagement being fairly fast-paced, they both stopped to watch in awe as Brian felled the thing, even going so far as to make it look a little easy. An air of surprise and respect tinted Dallas’s face. Conversely, a disgruntled expression of disbelief was scrawled over War’s.

			“Damn, didn’t know the little pencil pusher had it in him,” Dallas said, mostly to himself, but loud enough to annoy War.

			“It doesn’t matter. I have more dogs,” he replied, putting his thumb and middle fingers between his lips. He released a high-pitched whistle that echoed over the rooftops and into the atmosphere beyond.

			“Guess we should finish things up, then,” Dallas said. He put his hand around his mouth to call out, “Heads up!”

			From down below, he saw Brian’s head swivel to find the source of the voice. War mimicked the movement, but it was too slow. Dallas had torn through the sky, throwing his body into a full-frontal tackle, taking War at the waist and propelling him down to the streets below. With a growl of anger, War reached his ax upward to bring it down on Dallas’s back, but the two collided with the concrete before he could strike. He impacted the ground hard, his limbs sprawling out from the force. Due to the angle of his tackle, Dallas’s face and left shoulder took most of the impact, sending him rolling and bouncing violently across the ground toward Brian. He came to a halt in a cloud of ash from the disintegrating corpse of the dog, staring up at Brian and flashing him a cheeky smile.

			Brian looked over to War and then back to Dallas. Despite his current state, Dallas seemed relatively all right and, with the vigorous display from earlier, Brian was beginning to think they might have a chance at ending War here and now. He reached down, offering his hand to Dallas, who gave it a surprised look before gleefully taking it and being quickly wrenched back up into a standing position.

			“That was a hell of a maneuver,” Brian said, keeping his eyes on War as he also rose to his feet, dusting debris from himself and delivering a menacing glare to them.

			“Sometimes, you gotta take a hit to get yourself in a better position to win. You taught me that, chief,” Dallas replied, smacking Brian’s lapel jovially with the back of his hand. “With the both of us, we should be able to keep even this husky boy on his toes. You’ve got yourself some interesting new moves there, Your Highness.”

			He wasn’t sure whether the adrenaline from the battle was altering him, or if the thrill of the fight – which he was still trying to deny – was getting to him, but Brian didn’t find himself becoming annoyed by Dallas’s antics. Hell, he was even kind of enjoying them.

			Brian gave him a smirk back. “Think you can keep up?”

			Dallas hooted at the comeback, seemingly enjoying the verbal joust. “I think I might like you better this way.” He chuckled.

			Brian nodded. “I think I might like you better this way, too.”

			Without saying another word, both Brian and Dallas charged toward War, their weapons brandished, ready to finish things.

			War poised himself to defend once more. He bared his teeth and took a wide stance, eyes darting between both his attackers. While War had seen his fair share of conflict through the years, it was unlikely that he ever fought any immortals during that time, only humans with which he had a clear strength advantage. However, the King of Hell and an Archangel were an entirely different matter.

			Dallas and Brian struck in tandem – Dallas swinging high and Brian swinging low, forcing War to choose in a split second which attack to block. His ax stopped Dallas’s blow from above but allowed Brian’s own ax to carve through his thigh. He stumbled for a moment before jumping back to gain some space, but it wasn’t enough as the two stayed on the offensive aggressively. He growled as they approached and, just as the three were about to collide, a swoop of pitch-black cut between them and circled War. The shadow quickly shifted into a dozen more dogs who immediately began snapping at Brian and Dallas to keep them at bay. Another shadow broke from the pack and poured itself into War’s own shadow. His eyes widened and he shot up, staring down at Brian and Dallas.

			“Souls are being harvested again. You found a replacement for Gabrielle?” he asked, furiously astonished.

			Neither Brian nor Dallas answered, though both gave him smarmy grins, apparently enjoying the distress scrawled on War’s face.

			He shook, his knuckles white as he gripped the hilt of his ax with enough strength to splinter the wood beneath his palm. With a rageful bellow, War threw his arms up in the air and brought them down hard into the concrete before him. “I’m too close to fail now!” He carved a rough circle in the ground that shimmered blue-white, and kicked open a portal to somewhere Brian couldn’t see. With a sweeping motion, he commanded the pack to pounce on Brian and Dallas while he disappeared through the portal.

			Dallas slashed at the dogs as they attacked, throwing him the first serious look Brian had seen since his resurrection. “He’s going after Dahlia!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			The attack came suddenly and unexpectedly while Dahlia and her Angelic escorts were working as diligently to restore the fallen Reapers as possible. From seemingly nowhere, a pack of ravenous dogs emerged from the desert sands and began their assault on the trio, derailing them from their time-sensitive mission. Instinct took over and Dahlia quickly drew her sickle, transforming it immediately to a scythe, and readied herself. She wasn’t used to the weapon yet so her attacks were sloppy, not nearly as effective as she would have hoped. The dogs recoiled backward and reapproached from different angles.

			In contrast, Hark and Herald whipped mercilessly through the creatures with their own weapons. When the dogs descended on them, the Angels quickly donned gold-trimmed obsidian armor and were armed with flaming swords, similar to the one Dahlia saw Dallas use during the invasion of Hell. Hark broke from his prey to assist Dahlia with the pack that moved quickly to surround her.

			“Can you handle the rest?” Dahlia shouted to him.

			He looked over his shoulder and gave her a confident nod, so Dahlia resumed where she left off, spinning the Reapers in the area back together.

			With Gabrielle gone, the energy she expended to keep the Reapers bound to an ethereal form went with her, leaving all the Reapers as masses of neutral soul energy dotted around the world. Drawing from the inherent knowledge that had passed to her, she did her best to mold the Reapers back to their forms, giving them frantic orders to harvest as many souls as they could get to while she got to more Reapers.

			They were in a war zone somewhere in the Middle East. The night sky had completely shrouded the desert so, thankfully, most of the conflict had paused for the time being. Dahlia could feel the amount of death waiting to be attended amidst the cold desert and it propelled her forward, grasping for all the neutral energy she could find while dodging the thinning pack of dogs that still snapped at her every limb.

			Then, as if everything fell still, an eerie quiet rolled over the desert, and Dahlia couldn’t help but feel like something was amiss. She scanned the sands for anything out of place. Hark and Herald had made quick work of the dogs and were moving on to clear the stragglers, but they stopped as well, seemingly feeling the same thing she had. When Dahlia spotted the sight of a large man holding an ax standing amidst the sand, a chill ran through her entire body.

			War.

			She’d never seen him before; however, Brian’s description, coupled with the foreboding sense of dread he brought with him, gave Dahlia no doubt that he stood before her now. Confirmation came in the form of the Angels swiftly flying to Dahlia’s side, their weapons at the ready.

			“You must be the new Death,” he said.

			Even in the vast open of the desert, his voice rumbled across like thunder.

			Bile rose up from her stomach as she was reminded of what he did to Gabrielle. “You must be the asshole that killed Gabrielle,” Dahlia bit back.

			He looked like he had just come from a fight. He was bleeding and had scrapes and scuffs all over his flesh. Still, it looked like he didn’t feel the damage he carried and stared Dahlia down with a manic fervor. He laughed in his throat.

			“You’re feisty. I can see why they chose you. The Advisor’s last candidate had a lot less spine than you.”

			That did it. Dahlia didn’t know Sasha very well, but she liked her. She didn’t deserve to be butchered by this psychopath, and her death certainly didn’t need to be made light of by him either.

			Her better instincts thrown to the wayside, Dahlia squeezed past Hark and Herald to charge at War. A scream of protest from the Angels bled through the air rushing past Dahlia’s ears.

			War smirked and lifted his ax in defense.

			Dahlia drew the scythe above her head with both hands and brought it straight down. She released the hilt, letting the blade fly from her grip. As War batted it away, Dahlia slipped into an opening, landing a heavy punch across his face. The impact forced War to step back, a wince of pain mixed with a look of surprise beneath Dahlia’s fist. He clenched his teeth, tossing his head to one side to brush off the blow. He drew the hilt of his ax across his body, crashing it into Dahlia’s ribs. He shoved her off of him, giving Herald enough room to rush in with an upswing of his sword. The blade sliced the hilt of the ax, splitting it in two and leaving a deep gash across his chest. War stumbled backward, quickly discarding the scraps of his weapon. He let out a loud roar of anger, grabbing Herald by the collar of his breastplate and slammed his head into his opponent’s. As Herald’s body crumpled to the sand, War threw a leg into Dahlia’s stomach. She was sure that her new abilities as Death numbed most of the strike, but it didn’t stop her from tasting blood on her tongue as she doubled over in pain, her arms wrapped around her stomach; her knees buckled, dropping her face inches from the sand. War reared up, his knee brought against his chest, ready to drive his heel into the back of Dahlia’s skull. Hark shrieked in protest and threw himself between them as War brought his foot down. With a dull impact, the Angel slammed the sand beneath and War’s heel bore into the armor, buckling it around his foot.

			Dahlia clambered to her feet and tried to put some distance between her and War. She knew he was a threat but the ferocity on display now looked more like reckless desperation. She was sure he wanted nothing more than to kill her and make sure his plan wouldn’t fail. That desperation made him even more dangerous, and it filled Dahlia with a level of fear she wasn’t expecting.

			Herald came at War once more, his sword brandished and a feral yell echoing through the desert. He sliced wildly, carving War’s flesh where he was too slow and tired to dodge. His wear was showing but his determination refused to relent as he stepped in and stopped a diagonal swipe from Herald with his massive forearm. Like a snake, War quickly wrapped his arm around both of Herald’s, forcibly pulling him in closer to the Horseman. War delivered three devastating headbutts to Herald’s nose in quick succession, the wet impact of flesh amplifying after every strike. Then, suddenly, War dropped to his knees, forcing Herald to follow before War shot up once more, torquing the Angel’s elbows the opposite way and snapping them both. With an anguished scream, Herald dropped to the ground and writhed in pain. As War slowly made his way to Dahlia once more, Hark tried to stand, only to be delivered with another crushing stomp from War to his buckled chest plate, forcing him to project a spray of blood into the air from between his lips before collapsing.

			Terror swept over Dahlia. She nursed her ribs and stomach while trying to find the energy to run. Though War had gotten some good blows in on her, the level of exhaustion didn’t fit the damage, and Dahlia was beginning to worry that reviving the Reapers had taken more of a toll on her than she expected it would. She didn’t imagine Gabrielle had manifested Reapers en masse before like she was now doing, and the weakness in her knees was a result of not only her fear, but the exhaustion that swept through her body. She collapsed to the ground, struggling to stand once more. Tears started welling, though she refused to let them drop out of sheer spite.

			With no one left to stop him, War took his time catching up to Dahlia. His breathing was labored, and each heavy exhale burst from his gritted teeth in a plume of nighttime mist. His heavy footfalls were muted by the sand beneath, and each step he took kicked piles into the air as he struggled to pick his feet up.

			Dahlia watched as he closed the gap between them. He stood before her, blood dripping from his wounds, his fists balled and his striated muscles rippling in the moonlight. Then, all she could notice was the heat. The sand began to boil like the midday desert sun had been beating down on it not moments prior. It got hotter until Dahlia started seeing flecks shimmering between the grains. With a steady rumble, the sand shifted, allowing a jagged shard of glass to erupt from beneath, piercing through War’s calf.

			He let out a pained scream, buckling to his knee. He shattered the glass, pulling the piece from his leg before three more spears burst from below, impaling both biceps and his unwounded leg. Another brief moment later and several smaller shards sent sprays of sand into the night air as they punctured War’s bulky frame all over, fastening him to the spot in a slouched crucifix position. He screamed while blood poured from the wounds and pattered onto the desert below.

			Dahlia’s head swiveled around looking for who was responsible, finally catching a silhouette against the full moonlight. Her fiery red hair danced in the nonexistent breeze along with her dress stitched of black smoke. She descended the night sky, touching down next to Dahlia, and Lucy, the former Queen of Hell, helped her daughter to her feet.

			War’s eyes narrowed. Blood poured from his lips, yet he still delivered a menacing scowl as his gaze bore into Lucy.

			“You….” he growled.

			Lucy returned his menace with her own, unflinching and refined but equally, if not more so terrifying.

			“Me.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			As Dallas tore through the remainder of the dogs with ease, Brian quickly manifested a handheld radio and depressed the button on the side. A crackle of life popped from the speaker. “Deborah, you there?”

			“I’m here,” Deborah, the Hellion in charge of Hell’s Finance department replied in a tinny tone through the handset.

			“I need you to pull the last file you closed. I need a location – where was the soul harvested?”

			Silence hung in the air for a moment, and Dallas quickly joined Brian, awaiting the reply.

			“It’s hard to say, since files have been coming through, we haven’t closed them all yet, it’s caused a bit of a backlog. I’ll need a minute to sift through to find the last one that we received,” Deborah answered.

			“Shit,” Brian said, racking his brain on how they could get Dahlia’s location. They were wasting time, and War could be after her already.

			Suddenly, Dallas’s eyes went wide and he buckled slightly. His head darted around frantically in a paranoid fashion. “Woah, what the hell?”

			“What?” Brian asked, looking on curiously.

			“Uh, Allanah’s in my head. She’s telling me where Dahlia is,” he replied, putting his finger to his ear like he was wearing some kind of Angelic earpiece. He nodded a few times before saying, “Okay, got it.”

			“Where is she?” Brian asked excitedly.

			“The desert,” Dallas replied with a smile.

			“Which desert, Dallas?” he reiterated, annoyed.

			“I can’t pronounce it, just follow me,” Dallas said, staking his flaming sword through the fabric of space in front of them and carving a haphazard door of light, similar to what War and Mercy were capable of producing.

			“Why can everyone but Hell use these portable doorway things?” Brian asked, further annoyance filling his words.

			“Heaven developed the method a long time ago and shared it with the Archangels and Horsemen. Since Allanah and my mother have their feud, the knowledge was never shared with Hell, and R&D never cracked the code on how it worked. The closest they got was the gateway.”

			“Great, so that’s something I’m going to have to deal with when this is all done,” Brian said to himself as he moved to step through the portal Dallas created. He pressed the button once more on the handheld. “Cancel that order, Deborah.”

			* * *

			The pair entered the desert in the black of night. It took a moment for their eyes to adjust; however, once they had, the sight of Lucy and Dahlia in front of them sent relief through Brian’s heart. Conversely, the sight of War impaled on shards of glass and slowly bleeding out into the sand sent a jolt of excitement that quivered through his body – a feeling, once again, he was entirely sure didn’t belong to him. As the portal closed, Dahlia and Lucy turned to see Brian and Dallas. Dahlia struggled over to Brian and he rushed to her, scooping her up in a tight embrace. While she looked battered and exhausted, she was okay. They broke from one another and Brian’s attention was drawn to Lucy. She stood there, shock scrawled on her face as she stared with wide eyes at Dallas. He sheepishly smiled and scratched the back of his head.

			“Hey, Mom,” he said, appearing unsure of how best to proceed.

			Lucy closed the gap between them and assessed him for a moment. Then, with a flash of anger, she balled her fist and struck him hard across the cheekbone, sending him flying backward and sprawling into the sand. Then, once she crossed a fair amount of desert to stand in front of his crumpled body, she extended her hand to him. He gripped it and was pulled up into a hug.

			“You’re an asshole,” she whispered to him.

			“I know,” he replied, squeezing her tightly in response.

			The two returned to stand with Dahlia and Brian before the beaten and bloodied War. His breathing was heavy, and he looked exhausted; the only thing supporting his weight now were the numerous blades of glass that stuck up from the desert sand. His gaze slid across each of them in kind, his aggression bubbling just beneath the surface of his battered body. Finally, it was Lucy that broke from the line, treading closer to War, coming to a halt directly in front of him.

			“You damned half-breed,” he growled, staring down at her with contempt.

			“How hurtful,” she answered, feigning insult. Her palm hovered at her side, her fingers weaving the air, commanding another spear of glass to shoot up and embed itself into the flesh of his throat, not quite piercing through, but enough to let flow another steady stream of blood.

			“Not as hurtful as killing the woman I love.”

			War laughed at this, sputtering blood and choking past the glass. “Did you forget that I loved her too?”

			Lucy’s eyes narrowed. “That was a long time ago.”

			“Long enough for her to admit she never loved me. Not long enough to ever say I stopped loving her. Killing her was hard, but living another day of this perpetual existence was harder.”

			“Take it up with Allanah. I didn’t make you a Horseman,” Lucy spat back.

			“No, but it was both of you that ruined my life. You both chose me, plucked me from my life, and dropped me into your little experiment.”

			“You were a damned orphan living on the streets. Your life would have ended a long time ago had we not come along.”

			Another gurgled laugh sputtered from War. “Maybe, but that is precisely the reason I resolved to end this world. You and your damn sister don’t care about anything but yourselves, so you continue to peddle human life to perpetuate your own meaningless existences. Without humans, you wither and die, and the world resets. Change is necessary, and the world only exists in the way it does now because you two are afraid to let go.

			“I thought you were saving me from a life of poverty and squalor when you chose me for Eden. I thought I was being rewarded for the pain I’d suffered in my young age. The gift of safety, security, and even a woman to love, chosen by gods exclusively for me. It was all a lie, and I was just the first in a long succession of humans you chose to manipulate for your own goals.”

			Despite her rage, War’s words seemed to rattle Lucy slightly, though she quickly recovered her composure.

			War, however, noticed the crack in her defense and kept pressing, a sadistic grin splitting his cheek. “Change is inevitable. I might die here, but at least I die knowing that you are also temporary.”

			A flash of anger swept over Lucy. Her fingers went from their weaving to a tense claw. “You’re absolutely right,” she said, a malicious tone lacing her words, “you will die here.” With a flick of her wrist, her fingers balled into a fist and the shard of glass that pressed into War’s throat erupted from beneath. The tip pierced through his flesh, forcefully slicing through his neck as the shard grew, decapitating him where he hung, near crucified by the glittering shards. His blood spilled down the glass and soaked the ground beneath him, darkening the shadow cast by his body even further. His head dropped with a dull thud and, suddenly, the desert night was quiet.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			With some convincing, Lucy agreed to return to Hell for a short time while things were organized in the wake of War’s defeat. Dahlia, while injured and exhausted, chose to continue chasing down the awaiting Reapers and restoring as many of them as she could to their original forms. To everyone’s surprise, she made a request to Allanah to have Hark and Herald assigned to her as new Reapers, anointing them with the ability to restore other Reapers and help her bring balance back as fast as possible. An even bigger surprise was Allanah’s agreement, releasing the two Angels into the custody of Dahlia. It took the three of them almost an entire month of nonstop work before all the original Reapers were back at one-hundred-percent capacity. Understanding some of Mercy’s motivations, she promised them all that, once the lingering souls awaiting harvesting were collected and accounted for, she would release anyone who no longer wanted to be a Reaper, and that the choice would always be theirs to be relinquished of duty at any time. Though both Allanah and Lucy protested the decision, Dahlia felt like it was the right thing to do, and she would sort out any worker shortages when the time came.

			Reluctantly working together once more, the sisters channeled their abilities to make Dallas the new Horseman of War, but not before he made a formal apology to both Lucy and Brian for his insurrection, and an oath never to make any moves for the throne of Hell again. There was less negotiating than Brian would have thought, however. Dallas confessed that, while Hell was his home and he would always be a better candidate to rule it than Brian, he thought the role of War suited him better and eagerly awaited the opportunity. He was quickly put to work and sent out to cull any large-scale conflicts that the old War had started to ensure Dahlia was not fighting an uphill battle harvesting souls.

			Despite his reluctance – stemming primarily from the fact that he knew he would be taking the entire project – Brian couldn’t deny Allanah’s assistance in their struggle against War and Mercy, and agreed that they would work together on a plan to unify the afterlife like she had suggested to Dahlia. He informed Allanah that, once he sorted some things out as the new ruler of Hell, he would begin the planning stages and involve Heaven as much as he was able. Giddy, she returned to Heaven to await further news and, as a gift, told Brian she would provide Kendrick and Walsh with the information they needed to access the same means of portal travel as the Horsemen and Angels.

			Finally, with all the moving pieces ticking away like clockwork once more and normality beginning to set in, Brian found himself sitting with Lucy in her office. They hadn’t truly spoken since her party the night before Gabrielle’s death, and he wasn’t sure how to begin their conversation, so the two mostly sat in silence for the first twelve minutes of their meeting. Deciding enough was enough, Brian took a deep breath and readied himself for the plunge.

			“Look, let me just go ahead and say it,” he said, verbally preparing himself.

			Lucy shook her head. “Don’t bother. I know.”

			He looked at her, taken aback. “Know what?”

			“Your feelings about Gabrielle’s death. I know you only did what you were instructed to do.”

			“Oh.”

			Lucy sat forward in her chair and rested her elbows on the desk. She cupped her hands and laid her face in them. After a moment, she took in a deep breath and exhaled, moving her face from her palms.

			“This job is insanely difficult,” she began, skipping past the prior conversation thread, “it takes a lot out of you. It demands a lot. It takes the right kind of person to be able to roll with the punches and make this place work for them, not the other way around. That’s why I chose you, Brian.”

			He stared at her, surprised by her candid words. “I obviously know some of it, but I can only imagine what else this place has taken from you.”

			She shook her head. “It was never easy; there were sharp learning curves and hurdles to get over. Going from demons to Hellions, considering my legacy and creating Dallas and Dahlia, and the general fuckery associated with Allanah. Honestly, while I don’t know how you can stomach her, you’re already off to a much better start than me since you seem to be on good terms with her. I’d love to tell you that losing the woman I love was the last straw, but I’d be lying because that straw was laid decades – no, centuries ago.”

			Brian’s new title afforded him a lot of new abilities, one of which was telepathy. Like Lucy, he was beginning to learn how to peer into people’s minds and, in the event that he was unable to, he was at least able to get a clear empathetic read on their emotions. Right now, Lucy’s melancholy was suffocating. The weight of her time as the ruler of Hell was pouring out of her in an uncontrollable wave, and Brian was having a harder time trying to shut it out than read and understand it.

			Lucy reached behind her desk, pulling out one of the lower drawers. She retrieved a large, heavy book bound in cracked leather and placed it on the table.

			The History of Hell.

			“You and Dahlia are both heading down a scarily familiar path. I don’t want you two to make the same mistakes I did, and the best way to make a better future is by studying the past.” She slid the book across the desk to Brian.

			Brian reached his hand out for the book, hesitating for a moment before gingerly placing his fingertips on the cover and sliding it closer.

			She was right – Brian was already justifying things away but, since becoming Death, he had only seen Dahlia twice in the last month. It was easy to believe that she was working through the backlog of souls and Reapers that still needed attending to, but it was such a simple thing to see it becoming routine. Of all the things he’d encountered during his time in Hell, losing Dahlia was the most terrifying.

			“Thank you,” he said solemnly. He knew what was coming next, and he wasn’t ready to face it, despite their strained relationship over the last while. “So, what’s next for you?”

			Lucy inhaled deeply as her gaze began to wander. She exhaled slowly, reclining back into the leather chair.

			“I think I’ve lived long enough.”

			Brian’s heart jumped up into his throat. He stared at her, unsure of how best to interpret the words that had so little ways of interpretation.

			“I….”

			Lucy laughed breathily through her nose and slowly shook her head. “I’m not going to off myself, Brian,” she reassured him with a chuckle. “I’m just saying that, with you in charge, your life force is going to be sustained by the bank now. The plan was originally to increase profits so we could both survive but, honestly, with Gabrielle gone, I think it might be time for me to let go of things as well. I know they’re in good hands, and my whole purpose for moving on has gone off ahead of me. I think it’s time I let things proceed as they should have centuries ago.”

			“So, where does that leave you?”

			“Doing what all retired people want to do – living out their final days in peace and quiet. I’m going to go live in Eden. Once I stop feeding off the bank, I’ll start to age again. If I avoid using any of my abilities, I can stretch that time out a little longer but, honestly, I’m kind of good either way.”

			“What about Dahlia and Dallas? Are you going to tell them?”

			Lucy paused at the question, suggesting she hadn’t considered it till that moment.

			“Maybe when my days are running shorter. They’ve got their own lives to lead.” A pained smile curled her lips as she looked up at Brian. “I can’t thank you enough for helping to bring Dallas back, especially after all that happened.”

			Brian shook his head. “Honestly, that was all Dahlia,” he deflected.

			“You would have been well within your right to protest, though. I think it speaks volumes that you were quicker to help than you were to hinder.”

			A warmth began to spread in Brian’s chest. Whether it was the relief of the guilt he carried around since Dallas’s death finally being released, or the sudden understanding that he was desperately going to miss Lucy, he wasn’t sure. Her impending departure lingered on his mind and, with everything in him, he thought of as many things as he could to keep her there. Still, he knew that none of them would work and, more than that, he couldn’t bear to keep her any longer. She was right – Lucy, the Devil, was now retired, and she deserved her peace and quiet at last. Who was he to stand in the way of that?

			“I’m really going to miss you,” he said, surprised that he was choking back strong emotions.

			A heartfelt smile spread across her face. She slid her hands over to his and gripped them tightly; the heat from her palms reminded him of the first time they’d met.

			“I’m going to miss you too.”

			The two sat in the office for a few more minutes of silent farewells before Lucy departed. Brian watched as she left through the main gateway of the foyer, her silhouette being swallowed up by the white flames beyond, the nauseous feeling of not knowing if he’d ever see her again taking hold. With a dull echo, the doors closed, shutting out the brilliant white light and plunging Brian back into the natural dark of the foyer.

			And there, without his mentor, his partner, or even his rival, the King of Hell stood alone in his kingdom – dread beginning to take root in his heart.
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