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    Death is before me today:  
 
      like the recovery of a sick man,  
 
      like going forth into a garden after sickness. 
 
    Death is before me today:  
 
      like the odor of myrrh, 
 
      like sitting under a sail in a good wind. 
 
    Death is before me today:  
 
      like the course of a stream; 
 
      like the return of a man from the war-galley to his house. 
 
    Death is before me today: 
 
      like the home that a man longs to see, 
 
      after years spent as a captive. 
 
      
 
    --From "Dialogue of a Misanthrope with His Soul" written around 2000 BCE, also known as "Dispute Between a Man and His Ba,” taken from a papyrus of the Middle Kingdom of Egypt. 
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 Chapter One: The Day Death Came 
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    Any day could have been Lucian North’s last day on Earth. 
 
    Doctor’s visits, hospital trips, constantly being poked and prodded, a few scares, a ton of scars, a couple of bouts with depression, time in a recovery ward—the doctors had given him one year to live, and it had now been two and a half. 
 
    At least Lucian North had a family that loved him.  
 
    His brother, Connor, stopped by all the time to check on him. His mother visited daily with tupperware containers full of food, oftentimes showing up with Lucian’s favorite casserole.  
 
    His family wanted him to move away from the dangerous neighborhood he lived in near Salem, Massachusetts, but Lucian was stubborn, insistent on living on his own.  
 
    He liked his independence, however short-lived it may be.  
 
    It made him feel like he’d actually make it through this, that maybe the doctors and cardiologists were wrong about his prognosis after all. 
 
    And besides that, he liked to keep his own schedule, including playing Zero Enigma until he fell asleep in front of the television. 
 
    “Here we go,” Lucian whispered to himself as the second to last bandit fell, the man’s body lit aflame. He’d been playing Zero Engima for several hours now, lost in a quest that had a ton of working parts. 
 
    Going after the camp was meant to be a palate cleanser, and as the bandit died, Lucian jammed his thumb on the [X] button while simultaneously triggering the left joystick, allowing him to do an enhanced attack that finished the final enemy bandit. 
 
    He was just starting to loot the dead bodies when an old man took shape before Lucian, standing between him and the television. 
 
    Lucian dropped his controller, his mouth agape. 
 
    After a break-in at his home while he was in the hospital, Lucian always kept a pistol nearby, especially the times he knew he was going to fall asleep on the couch. 
 
    And as the man took a step toward him, Lucian reached for his pistol. 
 
    “You can see me?” the elderly man asked, startled.  
 
    The man’s eyes were sunk into his head, his hair long and gray. He wore dark robes, not quite black, his hands clasped together in front of his body, death radiating all around him. 
 
    “Whoever the hell you are...”  
 
    Lucian knew his heart wasn’t going to make it, but if this was his last day on Earth, if he was approaching the last breath he’d ever breathe, Lucian wasn’t going to go down without a fight. 
 
    The desire to survive was the only leverage he had. 
 
    “I’m serious,” he said, his finger trembling as he clicked the safety off. “This is your last chance.” 
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    A black mist swept into Lucian’s living room, seeping under the door and pooling at the corners. 
 
    The old man quickly drew a sword seemingly out of thin air, a look of terror racing across his face. 
 
    A screeching sound met Lucian’s ears as more dark mist filled the space. 
 
    The first creature to solidify wore blackened rags, its face covered with gauze, blood seeping through and pooling around its lips, its mouth visible under a cut in the gauze. 
 
    And as its jaw began to distend, jagged teeth popping out of its rotting black lips, Lucian changed the trajectory of his pistol from the old man to the entity that was morphing into a goddamn demon. 
 
    His first bullet tore through the demon’s bandaged skull. 
 
    Lucian’s heart contracted as the terrible being fell to the floor, landing at the old man’s feet. 
 
    Panic rising in his chest, he aimed his pistol at the next demon and blew its head off too, splattering the wall with blood. 
 
    The third came, and Lucian did the same, ending the demon’s life with a single bullet. 
 
    He blew the head off the fourth as another formed in the mist.  
 
    Lucian only had two shots left. 
 
    The next blindfolded demon came from the kitchen, and even as Lucian’s heart threw in its flag, sparking a spasm in his left arm, he still managed to fire on the creature, the demon screeching as the bullet tore through its neck. 
 
    The final demon stepped out of the mist and the old man took care of this one, cutting its head off with a swift gesture, faster than Lucian had ever seen any human move. 
 
    “Die, you foul shabbaroon!” the man said as he drove his blade into the demon’s chest for good measure. 
 
    Out of breath now, and barely able to stand in front of his couch, Lucian turned his pistol to the old man.  
 
    He clenched his other hand over his heart, his vision blurring, the floor cascading away as the room slowly started to spin. 
 
    “One bullet left, Lucian North,” the old man said as he lowered his blade. 
 
    “How… how did you…?” Lucian gasped for air now; he could feel every blood vessel in his body crying out in pain. 
 
    He swallowed hard and licked his lips, ignoring the sense of dizziness making his head spin. And even as he felt his heart convulsing, he tried to steel himself, to stay strong, his weapon still pointed at the man in the black robes. 
 
    “You saved me,” the old man said, his face now partially concealed by his long, gray hair. “And for that, I owe you your life.” 
 
     “I don’t know what the hell is going on here, but… Stay right where you are, don’t move! Stay where you are!” 
 
    The man took a step forward and Lucian squeezed the trigger. The bullet passed right through his body, no entry or exit wound. 
 
    The old man sheathed his blade. “You cannot kill what is already dead.”   
 
     “This can’t… can’t be real.” 
 
    Lucian choked back a sob; something at the back of his mind told him that this was indeed real, that he was dying, and that this was it. 
 
     Another look at the man in his dark robes and Lucian had a different vision, his eyes going wide. “Are you… the Grim Reaper?” 
 
    A smirk took shape across the old man’s face. “I am, and I was about to help you pass when those injuresouls came. Miraculous as it was, you saved me.” 
 
    “Injuresouls?” Lucian could barely get the words out, his heart exploding, his eyes starting to roll into the back of his head. “Did you say… help me?” 
 
    The old man reached his hand out toward him. “It is time, Lucian. You have saved me, proven to me that you are worthy of this role. It is time that you become Death.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two: Taking the Mantle 
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    “Where are we?” Lucian North asked, as everything solidified around him. He took in a deep breath, blinking rapidly as he tried to come to grips with what had just happened. 
 
    There was a city below, a vast metropolis full of saber-shaped skyscrapers, flying vehicles and an above-ground subway blazing with lights.  
 
    Flying vehicles? Lucian glanced again to confirm it.  
 
    Wherever they were, it definitely wasn’t somewhere on Earth. 
 
    “It has become one of my favorite places to call home,” the old man said, approaching the window and looking out. His long gray hair was now in a ponytail that Lucian didn’t remember him stringing up. “Not many distractions, either. Even better, I’m safe here from Life, injuresouls and Watchers, among other things.” 
 
    The lights of the city reflected into the Death’s sparse dwelling, which simply had a leather couch in the center of the room, a bookshelf on the other side of the room which was next to a heavy wooden door, and a stairwell leading down. 
 
    Lucian touched his chest, feeling for his heart as he often did and noticing that… 
 
    I have muscles now? 
 
    He’d never been very well built, not like his brother, Connor.  
 
    Lucian was always thin, and he grew even thinner after the diagnosis of a rare heart condition known as ventricular tachycardia. 
 
    Naturally, touching his chest led him to look down at the rest of his body to see muscled biceps, his forearms wrapped in black gauze. He also wore dark robes similar to what the old man wore. Lucian felt surprisingly light on his feet, and as he took a step forward, he noticed a bounce to his gait that he hadn’t felt since he was a child. 
 
    “What did you do to me?” he asked as he examined his hands. Lucian glanced around for a mirror but couldn’t find one. 
 
    Death stepped away from the floor-to-ceiling window and took a seat on the leather sofa. “I’ve already explained what is happening here: you are becoming Death, you are becoming me, but saying that aloud makes me think this warrants more of an explanation.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    The two stared incredulously at each other for a moment. 
 
    The old man grinned.  “I suppose.” 
 
    “Yeah, it kind of does,” Lucian continued, “because I don’t know about you, but having a man appear in your home followed by a bunch of demons, and this same man tell you that he’s turning you into the Grim Reaper is… how do I say this?” 
 
    “Unorthodox?” the old man suggested. “Deathly exciting?” 
 
    “That’s an understatement, and I’ll go ahead and ignore the pun. What if I say no? What if I don’t want to become Death?” 
 
    “You haven’t said ‘no’ yet,” the elderly man reminded Lucian as a glass of water appeared in his hand. 
 
    “Are you magic?” 
 
    “You mean am I a magician? No.” He took a sip from the glass. “And don’t accuse me of being such a frivolous thing. Any other questions before we begin?” 
 
    “Did I just sign a pact with the devil or something? And where are we, exactly?” 
 
    “My home. And no, you haven’t signed a pact with the devil! I’ve never met the guy, but he and his counterpart get a lot of credit for things they have no say or control over. But this doesn’t concern you, not yet anyway. What concerns you is your new role.” 
 
    Lucian ran his hand through his hair and noticed it was thicker than before, longer too. Not long like Death’s, but thicker than it had been just ten minutes ago when he was in his apartment back in Salem, Massachusetts.  
 
    “I will make this brief because you, my boy, need to get to work.” 
 
    “Work?” Lucian looked around at the dimly lit room. 
 
    “People need Death; they need you and me. Otherwise, they can’t successfully pass to the afterlife when they should. And you need people to get stronger. So it is a mutual relationship.” 
 
    “I still haven’t agreed to any of this.” 
 
    Death nodded, considering what Lucian had said. “I wish there was a manual for this. I’ve been at it for so long that I’ve forgotten what the first days are like. Three hundred years?” He looked up at the coffered ceiling, counting his fingers. “I believe it’s coming up on my anniversary…” 
 
    “Won’t you die if you transfer your powers to me?” 
 
    “Eventually, yes, but that’s the point.” A sad smile ran across the man’s face. “A good life deserves a good death. And I’ve lived a fairly good life.” 
 
    With that, his form started to filter away, the room expanding into a long hallway with a carpet cutting straight through it. 
 
    Please, come with me, a voice said at the back of Lucian’s head. It is time for the test to begin. 
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    The room grew even longer, the red carpet in the middle stretching into the distance, the ceiling expanding, darkening. 
 
    A white light materialized into existence, a sparkling energy oscillating around it. The light was followed by the roar of a terrible creature, its body becoming more visible as Lucian approached. 
 
    His hands tingled once his eyes fell upon a monstrous demon dog with three snarling heads, the scales of a dragon and a wicked trident on its tail. The demon dog dipped its head, snorting clouds of smoke, gnashing its three sets of teeth. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Lucian said, a shotgun taking shape in his hands.  
 
    His mind was so focused on the terrible creature in front of him that he had no time to consider the weapon that had appeared seemingly out of thin air, nor that he had conjured it. 
 
    The weapon was simply there, and not a moment too soon, either. 
 
    The monster pressed off its back feet, its tail whipping behind it.  
 
    Click, click, boom! 
 
    Lucian blew off one of its heads, the shell flying to the right as he took another shot, this one cutting into the creature’s shoulder. 
 
    It kept charging, blood misting out of its new wounds. 
 
    He got the notion that a bladed weapon might be helpful, and as if it had been in his right hand all along, Lucian noticed the glint of a broadsword, the hilt shaped into the face of a screaming demon. 
 
    Lucian jumped over the now two-headed demon dog, higher than he’d ever leaped before, and landed behind the monster, flourishing his blade as he sliced through its tail. 
 
    The creature roared out in pain, blood squirting from the space where its tail used to be, claws taking shape on its paws. 
 
    The possessed killer canine barreled toward Lucian in a mad frenzy, trying to swat him down with its claws.  
 
    Lucian rolled right and came up with his sword, which he used to beat the monster’s claws away. 
 
    Wondering just how far his magic could go, Lucian ran to the right of the room and springboarded off a wall. He turned to the creature, unleashing a blue fireball filled with daggers. 
 
    The daggers cut through the beast, charring its flesh, smoke risng off its body. 
 
    The demon dog took a lumbering step forward. 
 
    It let out a final wheeze and fell to the side, its stomach moving in and out as its last breath exited its body. 
 
    “Not bad, my boy, not bloody bad.” 
 
    The man with long white hair now stood next to Lucian, as if he’d been standing there the entire time. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Lucian asked, just starting to catch his breath, his hands still trembling. He was too shocked to notice that the weapons he’d conjured were gone, and that the two now stood in a blackened space far removed from the room he’d just been in. 
 
    “Just a simple creation; I wouldn’t let it bother you,” the old man said with a smirk. 
 
    “A three-headed demon dog? That’s not supposed to bother me?” 
 
    “What made you decide to fight in this manner? I wasn’t expecting that—then again, you are a Death of the twenty-first century.” 
 
    Lucian shrugged. “I just sort of freestyled it.” 
 
     “In my first trial, I was killed ten, no, fifteen times,” the elderly man said, his bushy eyebrows pressed together. “Maybe it was seventeen times. Old Death wasn’t very impressed, but this future Old Death, he’s very impressed.” 
 
    “Old Death?” 
 
     “Aah, he had a name, Merek, I believe. But he was Death before me, so I generally refer to him as Old Death. And soon I will become the Death before you. So you can refer to me as Old Death too.” 
 
     “I haven’t agreed to any of this,” Lucian started to tell him.  
 
    “You agreed when you decided to fight back.” Old Death smiled at him, his teeth white and shiny. “I know you’re still processing this, but trust me, everything will make sense soon enough.” 
 
    The elderly man turned, and as he did, the background began to melt away. 
 
    Lucian and Old Death now stood in an apartment block which looked like it was somewhere in Asia, the tall buildings adorned with red characters, a haze hanging over the city. There were children playing outside, a few of the older boys dribbling balls. 
 
    “Come,” the old man said, motioning Lucian forward. “This is where it gets interesting.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    A child passed right through Lucian, causing him to stop. He brought his hands to his chest, bothered and confused by what had just happened. 
 
    “You’ll get used to things like that,” Old Death said as they floated up a flight of stairs. “They are alive and you are not. There isn’t much you can do about that.” 
 
    “When you put it like that…” Lucian pressed his hand through the railing, still not sure of how he should take what he was experiencing. Part of him felt like it was a dream, an entirely surreal experience.  
 
    He had gone from sitting in his living room to battling demons, with little time to process what had happened.  
 
    “A lot of people have a misconception about what we do,” Old Death said as he moved into a dimly lit hallway, the stink of fried animal fat heavy in the air. “Most people don’t need guidance to die, but some people overstay their welcome through the help of a parasite.” 
 
    “A parasite?” Lucian asked him. 
 
     “Your heart condition. How long were you given to live?” 
 
     “A year. But it had been about two and a half when you came...” 
 
     “Precisely, my boy. The parasite I came for was keeping you alive.” 
 
    Lucian paused. “I didn’t see a parasite.” 
 
    “No one sees their own parasites, even those that become us.”  
 
    “And it was this parasite that I couldn’t see keeping me alive past my death date?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” Old Death stopped in front of a large metal door with a hand-painted number on it. “Ironically, it was you who ended up saving my life in the end. But that is partially my fault: I’ve been growing weaker as of late, and injuresouls are relentless in their pursuit of weak Deaths.” 
 
    “Why are you growing weaker?” 
 
    “I haven’t always been this way. There was a time when I could take on everything from a fallen angel to a horde of injuresouls. But those times are long gone.” Old Death looked at Lucian, a dullness to his eyes. “I’ve been hunting less and less as of late. I could grow strong again if I wanted, but…” He brought his hand to his chin. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “To officially die?” 
 
    The elderly man nodded. “But that discussion can be had another day. It’s time to see what happens when you let a person’s death be postponed, when you let a parasite get hold of them.” 
 
    Lucian was expecting to see something rotting in the next room, maybe a corpse lying there, maggots crawling out of its eyes, or a person half-devoured by demons, bite marks on their ribs, discarded entrails all that remained.  
 
    Instead, Old Death opened the door to reveal an old Asian woman sitting by the window, staring out at the courtyard below. Lucian was just about to ask what was off about the woman when something caught his eye. 
 
    An insect-like being with peach-colored skin and a pulsating stomach was attached to the woman. As it fed, dozens of eyes slowly started to rise from its body, all of them focusing on Lucian and Old Death. 
 
    “What in the fuck is that thing?” Lucian asked as he took in the monster. 
 
    “This is what we’re here to do.” Old Death drew his blade. “Kill the parasite.” 
 
    “You’re going to kill that thing?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “No, you are.” 
 
    A vein pulsed on the side of the woman’s neck as the parasite flopped onto the ground, taking the lamp and the sofa with it.  
 
    It waddled towards Lucian, tentacles ripping out of the side of its body, centipede legs sprouting from its grotesque underbelly.  
 
    It was one of the most horrifying things Lucian had ever seen. But rather than panic, he felt a sudden hatred for the creature, a desire to fight back. 
 
    His sword appeared in his hands. 
 
    “Good, now go!” Old Death shouted. 
 
    Lucian took off toward the parasite, driving his blade into what he thought was the creature’s face.  
 
    A boil on the parasite’s body popped, squirting Lucian with a burning goo that seared through his robes. Circling back around, he tossed his sword aside and went with his shotgun again, the one he’d conjured earlier. 
 
    Click, click, boom!  
 
    Lucian fired slug after slug at the parasite, shells flying all around him, the blasts ringing in his ears as the monster hissed and screeched. 
 
    An odd realization came to Lucian as he avoided the creature’s barbed tail. 
 
    He got the notion that he couldn’t die again, that he was already dead. 
 
    There was nothing this goddamn thing could do that would actually kill him. 
 
    And with this in mind, Lucian ran right at the terrible creature just as it was opening its giant mouth. 
 
    He pressed off his heels and dove straight into its open maw, two grenades appearing in his hands, the pins already pulled. 
 
    The explosion tore both his arms off and a part of his shoulder. It also tore a huge hole in the monster’s stomach. The parasite wheezed as Lucian squirmed his way out of the newly made opening.  
 
    Now on his side, Lucian looked down to the stubs that used to be his arms.  
 
    As gruesome as it was to see his own tendons and shattered bones, he was equally impressed when he noticed a tingling sensation at his elbow, that his arms were starting to regrow, that the only pain he felt was akin to an itch. 
 
    By the time Lucian rocked himself up to his knees, his arms had already regrown all the way to his wrists. His hands reformed and his fingers took shape. 
 
    The monster started to fizzle away, a surge of energy exploding from its core and pressing into Lucian’s chest.  
 
    “That’s it?” he asked. “Did I win?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Old Death asked, a look of both horror and amusement on his face. “Of course you won. And what kind of attack was that?” 
 
    “You told me to kill it; I killed it.” 
 
    Old Death shook his head. “You have a lot to learn, my boy, but… it was an interesting way to handle the task. I’ll give you that. Be careful going forward with a strategy like that; it is a surefire way to be captured by one of these creatures. Had there been another parasite lurking around, it would have latched onto you and fed off your body until an injuresoul came.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Old Death nodded. 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “And while it is possible to grenade a parasite, it also weakens you in a number of ways. For one, you are semi-immobile without arms.” 
 
    “They grew back quickly,” Lucian said as he swung his arms. 
 
    Old Death shook his head. “Yes, but wait until there are stronger parasites. My best advice: don’t sacrifice yourself to kill one of these things.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” Lucian approached the old Asian woman. There was something unsettling about the way she looked now, a glaze to her eyes. “Did I kill her?”  
 
    “No, you didn’t kill her; you killed what was feeding off her and keeping her alive past her expiry date.” Old Death took a small notebook from his robes and flipped to one of the pages. “Her name is Zhang Wei, she was born on August 21st, 1950, and she was scheduled to die on April 15th of this year.” 
 
    “You know all of that?” Lucian asked as he examined the woman.  
 
    “Thanks to my little book, yes. It’s a hard concept to process, but all humans have a date on which they are supposed to expire. Those that have lived past these dates are the ones that come onto our radar.” 
 
     “So I was living past my due date?” 
 
    “Correct.” Old Death ran his hand through his long gray hair and turned to the door. “And when I came to square things away, you were able to see me, which is one of the reasons you’re here now, why you deserve my mantle.” 
 
    Lucian looked to the woman again, who had started to nod off, her mouth open, rotten molars exposed. “So, I’m basically different because I fought back?” 
 
    Old Death motioned him forward. “Correct again. I wish there was a trophy for what I’m about to say next, but I didn’t plan ahead, and you probably don’t want a trophy anyway, so here goes: Lucian North, you have passed the trials. In fact, there weren’t trials, I just wanted to see how good you would be. I was pretty sure you had it in you the moment you pointed your gun at me. It does get more complicated and more challenging than what we’ve just done, but that’s the gist of it.” Old Death squinted at a space near the door.  “Now come, injuresouls may be here soon.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three: Drinking with Death 
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    “You see, my boy, people have us misconstrued. They think we’re out to get them, when in actuality, we’re out to help them. I, and now you, have been tasked with helping people die.” 
 
     Lucian walked over to the window of Old Death’s otherworldly apartment.  
 
    A flying vehicle wrapped in silver slowly moved by the window. The saber-shaped buildings in the distance loomed over the horizon, but they also seemed close for some reason, almost as if he could reach out and touch them. The man still hadn’t told Lucian what city it was, or for that matter, what planet they were on. 
 
    “Helping people die just doesn’t sound right.” 
 
    “You are the new Death, and with this mantle comes a power the likes of which you’ve never experienced before. It is not the most glamorous job, but someone has to do it,” he said with a chuckle. “Think of it this way: over fifty million people die each year across the planet, and even more die on other planets across the galaxy.” 
 
    “Other planets?” 
 
    “You thought Earth was the only inhabited planet? It’s mathematically impossible!” 
 
    “What city is this anyway?” Lucian asked as he looked out the window. It didn’t look like any city he’d seen on Earth. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that; just know that you are safe here. Now, as I was saying, your parasitic targets will be on Earth. Of those fifty million people who die every year, many don’t need to be shepherded, but those who have been infected need our guidance.” 
 
    Lucian turned back to the man. 
 
    “Remember the old woman in the apartment who was well past her expiry date? Those parasites, those leeches, are what you’ll be going after. And I’m telling you this again to emphasize the fact that there are others in our world, and by our world, I mean the spiritual world, who do not understand this about us. You are going to encounter beings who are trying to kill you, who do not understand you, and who do not see what you are doing as helpful.” 
 
     “I thought I couldn’t be killed.” 
 
     Old Death laughed. “If only that were the case! There are things that can kill you, like injuresouls, and parasites can feed off you until injuresouls come. And Life. Life considers us demons and will do anything to stop us.” He cast his eyes down to the ground.  
 
    “Life?” 
 
    “You may be more familiar with their colloquial name, angels.” 
 
    “Angels?” Lucian asked, raising one of his eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes, commonly referred to by Deaths everywhere as ‘Life.’ Beautiful but terrible,” Old Death said, waving his hand at the thought. “But I’ll get to them in a minute. Let’s start with what you saw back at your apartment, back to the beginning.” 
 
    Lucian recalled the strange demons that had come into his home, their faces covered in gauze-like bandanas that were splashed with blood. Their sharp teeth. The way they held themselves. Their emaciated yet muscular forms. 
 
    What an image. 
 
    “Many of the religions of your world, and of my former world, have hinted at injuresouls right in their texts, yet only the Asian religions have come close to describing the harrowing creatures. Injuresouls stem from a Death that once went rogue. She used her power to make herself tangible, and told a powerful sadhu about the terrible beings, thus creating them into reality.” 
 
    “Sadhu?” 
 
    Old Death nodded. “A holy man. This sadhu labeled injuresouls as pretas, a term which means ‘hungry ghost.’ My point is: these hungry ghosts, which we call injuresouls, hunt Deaths everywhere. They have no power over a mortal, which was why they spared you, but this doesn’t explain how you were able to fight back against them. And the only reason I was able to even stop one was because of the power I have cultivated in this role. If that group had attacked a new Death, or you hadn’t been there, then…” The old man cleared his throat. “Then I wouldn’t be here right now.” 
 
    “Why do they hunt us?” 
 
     Lucian was still getting used to using the pronoun ‘us’ to describe his new form.  He hadn’t quite accepted the fact that he was Death, even though he’d been able to call weapons out of thin air and fight in a way that he’d only seen in movies and video games. 
 
    Old Death ran his hand through his gray hair as he continued his explanation. “Injuresouls hunt for the same reason we hunt parasites. They feed off us. If there are injuresouls, leave. You won’t be able to stop them in the same way you can kill a parasite. Maybe one day, but not now.” 
 
    “And Life? You mentioned angels.” 
 
    “Do not fall into an angel’s trap either. I pray you never come across one,” he said, smiling at his pun. “But in all seriousness, while I would argue they are much worse than us and therefore shouldn’t be labeled as ‘angels,’ the terminology has stuck.” 
 
     “And Life is our enemy?” 
 
     “Yes, but only because Life sees us as their enemy. That’s the confusion in all this. No one has ever been able to unite Life and Death, and by this, I mean unite all the Lifes out there and all the Deaths, to help them come to some sort of agreement. I thought it would be possible,” he sighed miserably, “and I even fell for Life. Once. Oh, Leliel.” 
 
     “You speak of Life like it was a single person.” 
 
     “To me, Life was a single person, an absolutely stunning angel, the true Progeny of Light, and it is because of her that I’m glad to give these powers to you.” 
 
     “Did she fight you?” 
 
    Old Death sighed miserably. “She nearly killed me. But I loved her, and I still believe part of her loved me and maybe… never mind. If we had united, and if she could have truly understood what it is I do, it could have changed the course of history. And I’m talking about the history of the universe, not just your world. But I’m a helpless romantic at heart, so maybe that’s an exaggeration.” 
 
    “This is a lot to take in,” Lucian finally said, a sense of anxiety washing over him. 
 
     “It is, which is why I suggest we have a drink and discuss it for a while.” He motioned Lucian over to the couch.  
 
    “I think I’ll go with a beer.” 
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    As soon as he stopped overanalyzing all of this, Lucian’s new role started to make sense to him. 
 
    His job was to help people.  
 
    It was easier to think about it like that. 
 
    People were supposed to die at a certain time, and when they didn’t die as they were supposed to, that meant something was keeping them alive. As it turned out, this something was actually feeding off of them, thus keeping them artificially alive. 
 
    Before his heart condition sent him to his deathbed, Lucian had been in construction, where he mostly worked on remodeling homes in Salem, Massachusetts. He liked to work with his hands, and he was always the first guy out there to dig in and start working. 
 
    He had to stop working after his diagnosis, turning to video games to keep himself entertained. MMOs, RPGs, first-person shooters, anything really. There were a few days that he spent over twenty-four hours gaming online, just wasting away.  
 
    Because of his interest in gaming, there was a fledging part of him that liked the new role that he had just been given.  
 
    It gave him purpose.  
 
    But there was another part of Lucian that didn’t sit so well with him. 
 
    Old Death said that he was three hundred years old.  
 
    Lucian couldn’t even imagine being that old, having seen so many things happen to the world. And that was just to the planet Earth, not the other planets in the galaxy that were inhabited. 
 
    Lucian finished his beer, and it filled up again, a cap appearing and twisting shut.  
 
    He snapped the cap off and chugged the cold beer, still not satiated.  
 
    Sure, he could sort of feel the effects of the beer, but he also felt a sense of emptiness the likes of which he’d never experienced before. 
 
    The beer filled up for the third time, a new cap tightening on. He dropped the beer to the ground once it was finished, the bottle disappearing. Lucian then conjured up a margarita. It was as simple as thinking about the object, holding his hand out, and watching it take shape. 
 
    “I see you like to drink,” Old Death commented. 
 
    “Not normally,” Lucian said before draining his margarita, “but in a situation like this, sure. I’ve got a couple more questions for you. Actually, I have a lot more questions for you, but I’ll keep it simple for now. How does this work exactly? I guess we should start there. I mean, how do you know which people you need to go after? As you said, there are millions of people that die every year, how do you know if someone’s death is going to be a regular death, or one that needs your assistance?” 
 
    “I was wondering when you’d ask about the mechanics of all this. Deaths operate through what some of us old timers call the Mark System. There is a Council of Death that oversees these marks, but you don’t want to get involved with them.” Old Death procured a small notebook from his robes. “All that information is available here. Even more handy, I’m able to look at someone and then use my book to see their date of birth and date of death.” 
 
    “And how do I access this ‘Mark System,’ as you call it?” 
 
    Old Death took a sip of his tea. “It is constantly available to you. I prefer to use my notebook, but you can also just lift your hand and request it.” 
 
    Not believing this was possible, Lucian did as instructed and was surprised to see a menu appear before him. 
 
    [Choose your mark by location.] 
 
    “You can also view the Mark System through an ever-changing pamphlet, or a scroll, or in a leather-bound book like I have here. It’s really up to you.” A black notebook appeared on the table in front of Lucian. “That one is for you, if you decide to use it in this way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Lucian said, taking the black notebook and pocketing it. He returned his focus to the information on his pane of vision.  
 
    “I’ve seen other, younger Deaths use a system similar to yours,” Old Death said with a nod. “To be honest, you can easily tell how old a Death is by the way they access the Mark System.” 
 
    “I’d prefer to view it this way, over my pane of vision.” 
 
    “View it whichever way you’d like. You can also just go to a place and float around until you find something. This is great if you feel like wandering. The desire to wander is something that has never left me.” 
 
    Lucian mentally selected ‘Choose your mark by location’ and a myriad of locations appeared before him. He scrolled down to America, then Massachusetts, then Salem. 
 
    A list of names took shape before Lucian. 
 
     “It is kind of like a video game,” he said as he cycled through some of the names, looking for anyone he knew.  
 
    “The rest should be self-explanatory. You select a mark, and then you go. Or like I said, you just go and find your mark once you arrive.” 
 
    “How do I know how powerful these parasites are?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, the system doesn’t tell you that. You always have the chance of leaving before you attack, which is something I’d suggest doing. You don’t want to lose to a parasite. You should also leave if another Death has already claimed the parasite. They can be quite competitive, these Deaths.” 
 
    “They’d actually fight me over one?” Lucian asked as his margarita refilled, not feeling at all drunk. 
 
     “Correct. And the other thing, and maybe one reason why they are so competitive, is that we get stronger with each parasite we slay. This is one reason why I’ve become so weak. I haven’t gone out to satisfy my soul’s craving in weeks.” 
 
    “And you can die this way?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “I suppose, but it would take a while. One way to look at it would be like this: injuresouls can kill you; parasites can infect you and leave you more susceptible to injuresouls killing you; Life can kill you or leave you vulnerable to injuresouls; or you can simply stop hunting and watch your power diminish to the point that you are now an easy target.” 
 
    Lucian swiped the menu away and finished his margarita. “I should probably go somewhere,” he said as his glass filled again. “I need some time to think about this.” 
 
    Old Death stuck his hand out of the sleeve of his robe, pressing his thumb and pinky finger together. 
 
     “Think of the location, and make this gesture to instantly teleport somewhere.” He pressed his thumb and his pinky finger together a second time. “If you encounter anything, I suggest you return here by making the same gesture. But who am I to stop you from exploring? You’ll find your own way, or die, as is the nature of Death.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four: Angel in the Backyard 
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    Lucian pressed his pinky and thumb together and appeared in his brother’s backyard, right next to a white storage shed, some of the paint peeling from its exterior.  
 
    There was no joy on Lucian’s face when he looked through the window and saw Connor sitting at the dining room table and sobbing.  
 
    Lucian didn’t know what day it was, nor how long he’d been dead, but as he entered the home, he did notice one thing: no one saw him standing there. 
 
    Not his older brother, not his soon-to-be wife Samantha, not their toddler, Jennifer. 
 
    Lucian stood just a few feet away from Connor and the rest of his family, unable to do anything to get their attention. 
 
    That didn’t stop him from trying. 
 
    He started off subtly at first, his hand passing through the table, and from there through his brother’s shoulder. He made a face at their young daughter, Jennifer. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    The only thing that even halfway seemed to notice him was his brother’s cat, Tuck, who was perched on the countertop, watching Lucian with curiosity in his eyes. 
 
    So Lucian tried even harder, punching through the glass, equipping his shotgun and shooting at the ceiling.  
 
    Not a single thing he did got their attention, nor did it do any real damage to the place. It was as if he was on a different plane of existence, one exactly like the plane he could see yet with no tangibility, no sign whatsoever that he had raged out. 
 
    The word “frustration” did little to describe how Lucian felt not being able to communicate with his family.  
 
    They were right fucking there. He could literally reach out and touch his brother’s face, all to no avail. 
 
    So he gave up.  
 
    Rather than try to get his brother’s attention, Lucian floated just a foot above the ground, listening to what they were saying. 
 
    Connor wiped his face with his arm. “I’m sorry, Sam, this week has just been so hard.” 
 
    Young Jennifer looked from her mother to her father, tears in her eyes as well.  
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Samantha told him. “You know as well as I do that there was nothing you could have done. Lucian died in his living room, and he went rather peacefully, at least according to the doctor. It wasn’t a long death; he didn’t struggle. He just died. I think... I mean, there’s no way of really knowing, but the doctor said he basically died in his sleep, or at least, he was playing video games and simply faded away. And I think that’s true. God is watching over us, and He knows how much pain your brother was in. He’s in a better place now.” 
 
    Lucian noticed something at that moment, something hovering around his brother’s shoulders. It was clear, and as he stared at it... 
 
    There was a flash in the backyard. 
 
    As his brother continued to grieve, Lucian turned towards the flash, spotting a woman in white armor with hints of gold. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a bun, and a blue strip of paint was smeared over her eyes, almost like she was wearing a mask. 
 
    An angel.  
 
    A sense of unease spread over Lucian as the woman locked eyes with him. 
 
    Even though he knew his family couldn’t see them, he still gave them the courtesy of floating through the back door quietly, where he stood on the stoop, looking down at the woman. 
 
    He saw her throat quiver; the woman quickly got hold of herself as she unsheathed a golden sword, flourishing her blade and aiming it at him. 
 
    “I take it that you are Life?” Lucian asked, his voice barely audible. “An angel?” 
 
    As he took her in just a little more, he noticed her knuckles tighten on the hilt of her blade. 
 
    “I’m not here to fight you,” Lucian said to the woman. “I’m not here to do them any harm. I just wanted to see them again.” His voice was tinged with emotion; he found himself choking back a sob as he said his next words. “So, whatever it is you’re thinking about me, it’s not true. I would never do anything to harm them; I don’t want to hurt anyone.” 
 
    A halo of light formed around the woman’s head as she stared curiously at Lucian, not quite sure what to make of him. 
 
    “You are Progeny of Darkness, my mortal enemy,” she finally said. “You can kill me, and I can kill you.” 
 
    “So in a way, I still win.” 
 
    “You still win?” she asked, tilting her head to the side. 
 
    “You were suggesting that we can kill each other. Either way, I still win. Death always wins.” Lucian narrowed his eyes on the heavenly being. “I’ve found that out the hard way.” 
 
    The woman he knew only as Life started to form more armor. It too grew from her skin, encompassing her arms and legs, and forming a sharp, golden mask over her face. 
 
    “I’m not looking for a fight,” Lucian said.  
 
     “What is it you want to say then?” she asked as she glared him down. “Speak, Death.” 
 
    “How long have you been Life?” Lucian asked her.  
 
    “The answer to that question doesn’t concern you.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “I have so many questions,” Lucian said, lifting his hands, “but I’m more than happy to go.” 
 
     “You won’t be going anywhere.” 
 
     A bolt of light cut Lucian off his feet, sending him backward into the wall. He cracked his head against the side paneling and fell to the ground, directly next to the stoop. 
 
    Lucian pressed his pinky finger and thumb together, disappearing before the woman could land her next attack. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five: Soul Points 
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    Lucian appeared in Old Death’s strange high-rise apartment. His predecessor sat on his sofa now, asleep, an old book across his chest. He awoke almost immediately, something igniting behind his eyes. The elderly man relaxed some, happy to see a familiar face. 
 
    “An angel was there,” Lucian said, the words tumbling out of his mouth. “In the backyard, in my brother’s backyard. I saw her. She would have attacked me. She was going to…” 
 
    “You encountered Life,” Old Death said on the tail end of a yawn. “I wouldn’t expect you to encounter one on your first trip alone, but I also wouldn’t have expected you to take out those injuresouls. You’re quite unique, my boy, you know that?” 
 
    “What was she doing there?” Lucian asked, coming around the couch and standing before the elderly man, an intense look on his face. 
 
    “Someone probably prayed, and she was in the area,” he huffed. “These things happen.” 
 
    “Someone prayed?” Lucian asked, raising an eyebrow at the old man. 
 
    “That’s usually when angels appear,” said Old Death. 
 
    “That can’t be the case…” 
 
    Lucian remembered Samantha praying in his hospital room, his mom inviting him to Mass, always letting him know that God was there for him, that the mystery man in the sky would always be there for him in the end. 
 
    “Life doesn’t generally come when people pray, but newer angels can be a little…” Old Death bit his lip. “What would be a good word to describe them?” 
 
    “Beautiful?” 
 
    “Ha! You really are following in my footsteps, aren’t you?” his predecessor asked with another laugh. “No, not beautiful, well, of course beautiful, but eager. That’s the word I was looking for, eager. New angels are generally eager to help, feeling as if they can do something. But in the end, they cannot.” 
 
    “Are they the same as me?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “Are you asking if Life is the same as Death?” The old man considered this for a moment. “Actually, it’s not a bad question. And yes, they are similar. They won’t tell you this, but they feed off hope. The same way we feed off death, if you consider the parasites ‘death.’ It truly is a beautiful thing, isn’t it?” 
 
    Lucian thought about what Old Death had just told him. Even if it was his job to go after these parasites that prolonged people’s lives, Death still thrived off death, absorbing these parasites prolonged Death’s life. 
 
    And it made sense that Life fed off hope, which Lucian assumed meant that hope prolonged their lives. 
 
    “I have so many questions,” he said, sitting down. 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Old Death said, looking at his hand. He showed Lucian his fingers. They were starting to shrivel up, as if he had suspended them underwater for a long period of time. 
 
    “What’s happening to you?” 
 
    “I’m dying,” Old Death said, a satisfied grin on his face. “Isn’t it brilliant? Isn’t it beautiful? It will still take a little while for it to happen, and that’s if I don’t feel impulsive and go out for a hunt, but it’s happening.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you have died years ago?” Lucian asked. “If all you had to do was stop going after parasites, couldn’t you just die?” 
 
    “I suppose I could have, but like any creature, I have an instinct for self-preservation. And I always had the desire to pass on my mantle. I don’t know why, but it was passed to me, and I figured I should pass it on before I signed off for good. Listen, there are a lot of things to discuss, and you should begin your own hunt soon. That said, it is equally important to rest,” he said with a drawn out yawn.  
 
    “I have to rest?” Lucian asked skeptically. 
 
    “It helps for recharging purposes. The parasites you kill give you power, and that power compounds, but it can also be depleted by too much action. So rest. Funny to think of the grim reaper taking a nap, but who doesn’t enjoy a nap? Most importantly, it allows me to think, to dream.” 
 
    “You can still dream in this state?” 
 
    “The most glorious dreams,” he said, his eyes going wide. “Surreal and vivid dreams in which you are alive, which you can control. This is maybe the best part about being Death, at least later on. I may have already mentioned this, but I wouldn’t get too comfortable with dreaming. And you don’t want to die, do you?” 
 
    “I’m already dead.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” Old Death said. A door popped open on the other side of the room. “Eventually, this place will be yours and you can do whatever you’d like with it. Of course, you don’t have to stay here, but it is a place where no one can get you. For now, you can have the guest wing I’ve prepared. Do what you like with it. Goodnight.” 
 
    And with that, Old Death closed his eyes and started to snore. 
 
    “Seriously?” Lucian asked, looking down at his predecessor. 
 
    When Death didn’t wake, Lucian pulled a beer out of thin air and popped the top off, the cap disappearing before it hit the ground. 
 
    He had already realized drinking alcohol had no effect on them, but it gave him something to hold, something nice and cold, and as he walked to the room offered to him, he took a sip of his beer. 
 
    He entered the room to find a king-sized bed on a wooden frame with demon faces carved into it. 
 
    “First thing to change,” Lucian said, and as he thought this, the bed frame started to morph into something made of black metal with a backboard of cushioned black leather, sleek and modern. 
 
    The view from his balcony was nice, and he still wondered what the city was outside his window, but he also didn’t feel like exploring. 
 
    There was still work to be done in the space. 
 
    Lucian removed a bookshelf and added a couch and a side table. As soon as he thought about needing more room for the couch, the space began to expand, accommodating his wish.  
 
    With a wave of his hand, he turned the couch black, going with the overall theme of the room. He then felt foolish for doing something so cliché considering that he was Death, and the couch instantly became red.  
 
    The wood floor started to shine, and as Lucian moved toward his bed, the sheets cycled through several colors until they settled on a red that matched the couch. 
 
    “So, it looks like it’s red for today,” he said, an idea coming to him.  
 
    Lucian looked at a space in front of the bed, and a television stand appeared with an absolutely enormous TV on top. He suddenly had all the gaming machines that he wanted beneath it. Once a remote appeared in his hand, he turned the TV on and started flipping through the stations. 
 
    “Hell yes,” Lucian said to himself as he cycled through a streaming service until he got to one of the shows that he liked to watch called Infinite Dirt. The last season had ended on a cliffhanger, and the new season wasn’t out yet. 
 
    But everything else was there, and once he checked a few more stations, Lucian turned his palm around, a video game controller taking shape. 
 
    He pressed the button on it that powered up the system, and the trap-style Zero Enigma intro music started playing. Lucian even had his save record, and as soon as he pressed his finger on the X button, the game loaded up. 
 
    For a moment, he just ran around an abandoned altar in the northwest section of the map, slaying tiny demons and getting Soul Points. Eventually he stopped, and decided to visit a village, hoping to increase the level of some of his stealth skills, and do some good old-fashioned looting. 
 
    Once Lucian entered the village he turned to the house on the left, approaching the door. The cut screen let him know that he was now attempting to pick a lock, and sure enough, one of the passing guards saw him. 
 
    Launching into action, Lucian cast a fireball at the guard, charging up and casting another before switching to his enchanted blade. 
 
    More guards came running as his avatar wreaked havoc, the townspeople losing their minds, Lucian watching it all and laughing until the guards overwhelmed him. 
 
    He paused the game and returned his focus to the balcony in his room, the controller disappearing immediately after he placed it on his bed. 
 
    Lucian definitely planned to play some video games later, and possibly catch up on a few of his favorite shows, but first, he wanted to know a little bit more about this power he’d been given. 
 
    He knew that he needed to develop a system that would allow him to eventually be better than Old Death. 
 
    This wasn’t a competition, but Old Death almost had his ass handed to him, and if Lucian was going to take this role, he needed to level up. 
 
    Lucian got off the bed and slowly opened the balcony door. He stared out at the alien city for a moment, at all the lights glistening in the distance, the vehicles moving through the air. 
 
    It looked like a city on another planet, but at the same time, the place looked ephemeral, glossy. 
 
    Rather than stare out at the city, or perhaps go down and see what kind of trouble he could get into, Lucian closed his eyes for a moment, thinking about how a system for monitoring his powers could work. 
 
    He would have to get some more details at some point, but from what Old Death had told him, he gained power by killing these parasites. 
 
    The weapons he created, from the shotgun to the demon-hilted sword that he could readily call to him, were also tied to the power that he absorbed. 
 
    This made Lucian wonder if the weapons he’d already created were possibly easier for him to recall, taking less… 
 
    “Soul Points,” he whispered.  
 
    True, they were technically ‘Parasite Points,’ but the abbreviation for parasite points would be ‘PP.’ which Lucian didn’t really like.  
 
    So, SP. 
 
    That made sense. 
 
    “Soul Points,” he said again, and as he uttered the words, letters began to take shape in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Soul Points: 8 
 
      
 
    “Only eight?” he asked, a grin on his face. He was practically level one at this point, unless there was a level zero. If it cost Soul Points to make something, then he would need two additional details: expended and available. 
 
    These materialized before him as soon as he thought of them. 
 
      
 
    Soul Points: 8 
 
    Expended: 3 
 
    Available: 5 
 
      
 
    Now things were getting interesting.  
 
    Lucian didn’t understand how time worked as Death, but it was clearly linear in the sense that he could not move into the future. The television stations had shown him that since he hadn’t been able to watch the fourth season of Infinite Dust.  
 
    And hell, he could have had any version of Zero Enigma that would be out from now until the end of time.  
 
    But no, he had the same version he’d had back in the ‘real world.’ 
 
    And to confirm this, Lucian went back inside and looked at his gaming system, knowing that it was the latest model.  
 
    He tried to conjure up the next model and failed. 
 
    Lucian returned his thoughts to his concept of Soul Points. From what Death had told him, killing parasites compounded his power, which meant everyone he killed would give him more Soul Points. 
 
    The question then became how did he move expended SP back to available SP? 
 
    To verify that conjuring things used his Soul Points, Lucian imagined a futuristic grenade launcher, one that he had once used in a first-person shooter called Dead Zone. 
 
    Sure enough, the weapon appeared, and he turned it around in his hands for a moment, noticing its weight, and instantly knowing how to use it. He even practiced by aiming it at the city below. 
 
    “Pew, pew,” he said under his breath, his lips lifting into a snarky grin. 
 
    The weapon disappeared and Lucian checked his stats again, the information materializing before him on a Head’s Up Display. 
 
      
 
    Soul Points: 8 
 
    Expended: 4 
 
    Available: 4 
 
      
 
    Perhaps less complicated weapons took less SP to create. 
 
    To test this theory, Lucian conjured up a switchblade. 
 
      
 
    Soul Points: 8 
 
    Expended: 4 
 
    Available: 4 
 
      
 
    “How’s that work?” he asked aloud, noticing that ‘Expended’ and ‘Available’ hadn’t changed. 
 
    Maybe he needed them to show decimal points as well, to really give him a sense of where he stood.  
 
    As this concept came to Lucian, the information rearranged itself before him. 
 
      
 
    Soul Points: 8.00 
 
    Expended: 4.20 
 
    Available: 3.80 
 
      
 
    He could probably go even further than that, but that was enough for it to make sense.  
 
    Lucian wondered briefly how this could be an exact system, considering he had conjured it up. But it seemed to make sense, and it would give him an idea of where he stood. 
 
    Something else came to him, something that he could test tomorrow when he went out hunting. 
 
    It would be important for him to be able to look at a person and get their details instantly, rather than referring to a small book. Maybe once he got a better grip on these parasites, and how their strength was measured, he could also conjure their stats as well and better manage what he went after. 
 
    That was one thing that he didn’t like about the Mark System. It seemed like there was a real possibility for Lucian to appear somewhere and have his ass handed to him, all because he didn’t know what he was getting himself into. 
 
    The current system seemed a bit antiquated in a way, not well thought out. 
 
    But if all the Deaths and for that matter, all the Lifes, were going off a system that had been developed years ago, it made sense that no one had really decided to dig deeper into it, expand upon it using a twenty-first-century mindset. 
 
    A couple more questions came to Lucian that he would have to test out: Were different parasites worth different points? And what about crafting something? Did that take Soul Points as well? 
 
    At least he could test the second theory. 
 
    As he turned his hand over, the sword he’d first conjured took shape. 
 
    It was a run-of-the-mill sword aside from the demon grip. Lucian decided to punch it up a little bit by making the blade black and the hilt red. Figuring it couldn’t hurt, he pressed his fingers along the center ridge of the blade, a strip of lava following his fingertips. 
 
    “Not bad.” Lucian swung it a few times, the blade glowing red. As he lowered his modified weapon, his new stat system materialized before him: 
 
      
 
    Soul Points: 8.00 
 
    Expended: 5.35 
 
    Available: 2.65 
 
      
 
    Crafting took more than he had expected, which sort of made sense considering how easy it was for him to summon a weapon out of thin air. 
 
    A new idea came to Lucian, something definitely important to test. What would happen if he used all of his Soul Points? 
 
    He quickly invoked a Glock with an extended magazine. Figuring it couldn’t hurt, he doubled up and created another one. 
 
    “Whew,” he said, noticing a weight in his chest, a hunger coming over him.  
 
    The sudden fatigue he experienced reminded him of the medication that he had taken to deal with his ventricular tachycardia. 
 
    He was tired. The Glocks disappeared and he turned back to his room, the stat system he’d developed flashing before him. 
 
      
 
    Soul Points: 8.00 
 
    Expended: 7.30 
 
    Available: 0.70 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know,” he said as he stumbled to the bed. He brought his legs around, his clothing disappearing. 
 
    A feeling of bitter coldness moved over him, a chill moving down his spine. Lucian got under the blankets, now focused on the television. 
 
    He was asleep before the remote could appear.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six: Futuristic Grim Reaper 
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    It wasn’t a restful sleep. 
 
    Lucian didn’t dream, or at the very least, he couldn’t remember his dream. But he had definitely recharged, evident in the fact that his available Soul Points had reset. 
 
      
 
     Soul Points: 8.00 
 
    Expended: 0.00 
 
    Available: 8.00  
 
      
 
    And while he lay in bed, Lucian figured it would be useful to create a system to recall the weapons and items that he’d already created. It made sense to make an inventory list, rather than have to constantly think up new weapons. 
 
    Lucian hadn’t created too many weapons yet, so it only took him a second to create a menu with weapons he already had. 
 
      
 
    Blue fireball daggers 
 
    Glocks with extended mags (2) 
 
    Grenade 
 
    Grenade Launcher 
 
     Lava Sword 
 
    Shotgun 
 
    Switchblade 
 
      
 
    The next test was to see if equipping any of these weapons expended his Soul Points. Propping himself up on a pillow, Lucian recalled the two Glocks. They took shape in his hands, both of them similar to the weapon he had aimed at Old Death. 
 
    He glanced at his stats once again: 
 
      
 
    Soul Points: 8.00 
 
    Expended: 0.00 
 
    Available: 8.00  
 
      
 
    “Nice,” he said as he pointed his weapons at the wall and unloaded both magazines, shells sprinkling onto his bed. Once he was finished, he noticed a small change in what he had expended. 
 
      
 
     Soul Points: 8.00 
 
    Expended: 0.05 
 
    Available: 7.95 
 
      
 
    He heard Old Death shout something. 
 
    “Sorry, just testing!” Lucian called out as the guns, bullet holes and shells disappeared 
 
    Lucian had two systems now, one to keep track of his power, and the other to keep track of what he could conjure. The only thing they needed was a facelift, and since Lucian would probably be checking his Soul Points more frequently, he figured it would be best to modify the display screen for his SP, leaving his inventory list a scrollable affair. 
 
    Using his fingers to trace a small rectangle with a black background, Lucian imagined the SP information in scratchy white writing. Once that was set, he modified the background by painting it with something totally Death appropriate: stacked skulls. He then dimmed them to the point that the effect was subtle, not that it mattered anyway considering he’d be the only person looking at it. 
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    Seeing his puny eight Soul Points made Lucian want to go out and hunt.  
 
    After downing a cup of coffee that he’d materialized out of thin air, Lucian stepped out of his bedroom suite to find Old Death sitting on the couch before a fireplace that wasn’t there last night, a book in his hands. 
 
    “I see you’re off to a good start this morning,” his predecessor said. 
 
    “Sorry for the racket. I was testing something.” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    “I’ve developed a system that allows me to see my Soul Points and their usage in real-time.” 
 
    Old Death looked at him curiously. “Did you say, ‘Soul Points?’” 
 
    “That’s what I’m calling the energy we get from these parasites. I’ve only killed one, so I assume all Deaths start at six or seven points. We’ll see what they’re worth when I go out.” 
 
    The elderly man nodded. “It’s good that you are embracing the role.” 
 
    “I don’t know if ‘embracing’ is the right word for it, but it’s growing on me.” He glanced at the leather-bound book in Old Death’s hands. “You are always reading something, aren’t you?”  
 
    “I love fiction and nonfiction,” Old Death said. “The Book of Enoch contains both. It is glorious.” 
 
    “The Book of Enoch? I can’t say I’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “It’s a bit on the esoteric side. The first part describes the fall of the Watchers, an early group of angels that are now considered fallen angels. The rest is about Enoch’s visits to Heaven.” 
 
    “So Heaven exists?” 
 
    “I never said it didn’t exist. I only said that certain people get too much credit. And before you ask, Hell exists too. If enough people believe something, it exists. Many of the angels mentioned in these texts also exist, or did exist at one point. Some of them changed names, some were absorbed by others, others have been killed, and others have disappeared for good or become fallen angels. I try to keep track of as much as I can, but there’s too much information out there. Which I’m sure someone from your generation can appreciate.” 
 
    “You mean the fact that I’m a Millennial?” 
 
    “Take that comment however you’d like, but sure, sure. You have grown up during the birth of the Internet, in a time where almost any information to ever exist is available at your fingertips.” 
 
    Lucian nodded, noticing that Old Death wore a pair of fuzzy black slippers that he hadn’t worn the previous night. Looking out the window, he saw that it was still dark outside, the eternal night peppered by the lights of flying vehicles and the great city in the distance. 
 
    “Most of the information available to me has always been available through books, scrolls, and newspapers, those mediums. But as Deaths, we have been given this power to create anything that has ever existed, yet nothing that will exist in some unforeseen time. So if I want to read what Mohammed scratched out on a bone in a cave in the eighth century, I can read it from the source. But I couldn’t tell you what Islam would look like two hundred years from now.” 
 
    “I noticed that already. We can’t figure out the future.” 
 
    “How did you figure that out?” 
 
    Lucian grinned. “Through video games. I tried to conjure the next Zero Enigma installment and couldn’t.” 
 
    “Ah, you so are better understanding the constraints.” 
 
    “And we can understand any language, right?” Lucian asked, recalling the Asian woman they’d seen on their first outing.  
 
    “Everything is in our language,” he explained. “You and I exist beyond language, so any language you have already understood, which I’m assuming is English, is how you will understand information going forward.” 
 
    “That’s helpful,” he said, running a hand through his hair. 
 
    “Any dreams?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Old Death shrugged. “They’ll come, my boy, they’ll come. Now, before I bore you to death with an extended discussion of the fire that deals with the Luminaries of Heaven, tell me more about the Soul Points system you’ve devised.” 
 
    Lucian quickly explained to Old Death how his system worked and how it would allow him to keep track of what he had used. He also described the inventory list he’d put together. 
 
    “I’ve never considered something like this before,” his predecessor finally said. “I usually just use the same weapon.”  
 
    “That works too.” 
 
    “It does, but I like where you are going with this. It’s a fascinating take on the role. That reminds me.” The elderly man’s eyes lit up. “I just realized it’s my birthday.” 
 
    “Today?” 
 
    “I was born in 1695 and died on October 20th, 1720. So today is literally the three hundredth anniversary of my death.” 
 
    “But you’re technically three hundred and twenty-five…” 
 
    “Let’s keep it at three hundred, it makes me feel younger,” Old Death said with a crooked smile. A white cat with a black streak in its bushy tail took shape next to Lucian’s predecessor. “Don’t mind Ezra, he’s been with me for some time now. He has come to wish me a happy birthday, it seems.” 
 
    “Yet you created him?” 
 
    Old Death nodded stubbornly. “He’s been with me for a long time.” 
 
    The cat purred, silence stretching between the two Deaths. Lucian turned back to the city in the distance, trying to judge the distance between here and there.  
 
    “So you are going out then?” Old Death asked. 
 
    “That’s the plan. I want to put my system to the test.” 
 
    “Then I won’t hold you up. Go out and hunt. You know how to get back here. There will be more training in the future. I am hopeful for your success. It’s gravely important that you get out there and experience some of this on your own.” 
 
    “You like puns, don’t you?” 
 
    “Humor reminds me of my humanity. Without humor, I would have been dead upon arrival. Sorry,” he said as Lucian groaned.  “Any idea of where you’re going?” 
 
    “Salem. My family lives in Beverly, which is right next to the city. I’d like to check in on them again, to see what there is to hunt in the area. Maybe I’ll just float around for a few hours. Who knows?” 
 
    “Indeed, who knows?” Old Death yawned, his hand falling onto Ezra’s head. “Good luck out there, Lucian. You can still use the Mark System, through the little notebook I gave you. Or you could just search around until you find something. You’ll get a sense of how it works, but I think for you especially that it’s best just to let you come up with your own system. I look forward to seeing what you conjure up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven: Date of Death 
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    Lucian stood atop the Hotel Salem overlooking Essex Street, the city of Salem awash in red brick buildings and little recent development. 
 
    A few actors dressed in seventeenth-century garb were gathered in the street below, trying to get tourists to come into a place that reenacted the Salem witch trials. A trolley went by. A man wearing all black stepped out of a psychic parlor. A family headed toward the Peabody Essex Museum, oblivious to the fact that Death was standing on a rooftop above them. 
 
    Everyone was oblivious. 
 
    And to test this theory, Lucian actually dropped down to the street, pressing right through an overweight woman carrying a CVS Pharmacy bag. 
 
    He paused for a moment, just taking in the scene.  
 
    Lucian floated back into the air, his lava sword appearing in his hand. He flourished the weapon and struck a pose, the movement coming naturally to him. 
 
    He couldn’t help but smile; somehow all the video games that he had played had affected him in this form. That or he was just naturally blessed with combat skills, which was something that even he wasn’t about to agree with. 
 
    He started looking around, hoping to figure out a way to hunt without referring to the book Old Death had given him. Not that he was against using something like that, Lucian just had a feeling that there might be a better way. 
 
    The only problem was that nothing seemed out of place. 
 
    He stared at people passing by, and as he looked from person to person, he started to notice a strange sensation regarding when they would die. 
 
    So Lucian went for it.  
 
    He retreated to the sidewalk out of habit, and started crafting a system that would allow him to easily access people’s death details without having to refer to another source. 
 
    His hand before him, Lucian arranged the most pertinent information in a column, foregoing a background for this one. The words floated before him: 
 
      
 
    Name: 
 
    Date of Birth: 
 
    Date of Death: 
 
      
 
    Lucian figured that this would be enough information, and he liked to keep things in threes anyway.  
 
    Besides, he didn’t need to know other details, such as family members, or gender preferences, or occupation, or where they were from, or what their favorite cereal was, or anything of the sort. 
 
    He just needed the bare-bones facts. 
 
    Once the system was set up, he glanced at a young girl walking with her father. 
 
      
 
    Name: Elizabeth Washington 
 
    Date of Birth: 11/18/2006 
 
    Date of Death: 12/02/2091 
 
      
 
    “Nice,” Lucian said as he looked to the girl’s father. 
 
      
 
    Name: Henry Washington 
 
    Date of Birth: 04/28/1973 
 
    Date of Death: 01/09/2030 
 
      
 
    Lucian felt a tinge of sadness in his chest. The man’s death was scheduled for about ten years from now; the girl was going to lose him before the age of thirty. 
 
    And as he watched the two pass, he wondered how the man would die.  
 
    It was curious that Lucian was given a date of death, but he wasn’t able to actually see or conjure anything from the future. He even tried to conjure this detail by saying, “Cause of death,” but it didn’t work. 
 
    Odd. 
 
    He focused on a woman with dark hair that had been dyed blonde, something agitated about the way she moved. 
 
      
 
    Name: Lisa Gedney 
 
    Date of Birth: 04/28/1990 
 
    Date of Death: 06/21/2019 
 
      
 
     Lucian watched her walk by for a moment, wondering how it was possible for her to still be alive with her date of death already passed.  
 
    It was October 20th, 2020…  
 
    This woman was supposed to have died well over a year ago. 
 
    Lucian sped over to her, descending rapidly, and as he grew nearer to the woman, just as she was turning down an alley, Lucian saw a bulge on her neck, an eyeball rising out of her shirt. 
 
    The eyeball locked onto to Lucian. 
 
    He brought his lava sword to the ready just as the tentacle tore out of the woman’s back, latching onto his throat and slamming him into a wall. 
 
    Lucian felt the impact. He wondered why no one else had seen it, considering that they weren’t very far off the main thoroughfare. But rather than focus on the mechanics of all this, and how it could have possibly played out, Lucian tossed his sword aside and equipped his shotgun. 
 
    He fired two shots, turning the tentacle into a fine mist. The parasite screeched as Lucian reloaded. 
 
    The parasite continued to tear out of the woman’s back as she moved through the alley, the creature’s skin bubbling and popping as it flopped to the ground. 
 
    Not certain what was about to happen, Lucian pumped his shotgun and aimed at the parasite’s center mass as a mouth took shape on its back. Its form bulged as a jaw moved through its body, appearing at the top of the parasite’s head. 
 
    Lucian fired two more shots. 
 
    He threw his shotgun to the side and it disappeared instantly, his Glocks taking shape. As the monster continued to try to grab him with his tentacles, Lucian unloaded both magazines, filling the creature with holes. 
 
    And he thought he had finished it too, especially once the parasite let out a wheeze and fell to the concrete. 
 
    Lucian was sadly mistaken. 
 
    The parasite’s tendrils dragged the creature forward as if it were a centipede hopped up on NOS. It latched onto Lucian’s body before he could load another magazine, slamming him into the ground. 
 
    The parasite started to tighten around him, its mouth reappearing right in front of Lucian’s face, its eyes blinking vertically, black tears falling down its cheeks.  
 
    The parasite gnashed its teeth once, and lurched forward. Lucian shoved his fist into its open mouth.  
 
    It was a last-ditch effort, but it kept the creature from tearing into his face, giving Lucian the moment he needed to come up with something else as the parasite gnawed at his arm. 
 
    An idea came. 
 
    Two long blades fired out of Lucian’s knuckles, pressing out of the back of the creature’s skull.  
 
    It wheezed, blood squirting onto the pavement as it loosened its grip. The creature collapsed, and just as he was about to attack it again, the parasite started shaking. 
 
    A burst of light fired up into the air, spiraling straight into Lucian’s body. He pressed himself up, the claws sliding back into his knuckles and disappearing.  
 
    Lucian smiled over at the woman, proud of himself. 
 
    And then he felt defeated.  
 
    The woman simply continued down the alley, as if nothing had ever happened. 
 
    “Wait,” he started to call after her. “Are… are you okay?” 
 
    He even caught up to the woman, his body still a bit sore from being driven into the ground by the parasite.  
 
    Lucian reached his hand out to Lisa. His fingers went right through her shoulder, and the woman turned onto another street, continuing on her way. 
 
    Her information appeared before him. The dates were still the same. 
 
      
 
    Name: Lisa Gedney 
 
    Date of Birth: 04/28/1990 
 
    Date of Death: 06/21/2019 
 
      
 
    Lucian floated in place for a moment, confusion setting in. The woman was supposed to die, and he had killed the parasite keeping her alive. Why hadn’t her date of death changed? 
 
    He decided to follow her, to see how this would play out. 
 
    As he did so, he checked his Soul Points to see that he had moved up by one. 
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    Not bad, but he had a feeling that that last parasite was a little easier than some of the ones he’d have to face off against in the future. Lucian would definitely need to spend some time crafting better weapons, things that could give him an advantage in a pinch. 
 
    But for now, he would see what became of the woman named Lisa.  
 
    After all, she was supposed to be dead. 
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    Lisa took her phone from her bag, and tapped away at it for a moment, not aware that the grim reaper was hovering over her shoulder. 
 
    She waited on the side of the street, again looking at her phone, cycling through her social media and liking a picture of a friend and his slobbery dog. Eventually, a car pulled up, and after the driver confirmed who she was, Lisa got in. 
 
    Lucian got in next to her, his form sinking into the seat. 
 
    He looked to the driver, an older man with a pierced ear, and saw his details clear as day floating over his body. 
 
      
 
    Name: Tobias Grand 
 
    Date of Birth: 06/11/1979 
 
    Date of Death: 01/07/2060 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming, Ronnie, sheesh,” Lisa said into the phone, her voice tinged with annoyance. 
 
    Lucian studied her for a moment, trying to see what could possibly kill her.  She did look thinner than she should, her skin sallow, something off about her. 
 
    He wondered for a moment if Lisa was on drugs, but that also didn’t exactly make sense to him because the parasites he was supposed to kill were those keeping the terminally ill alive. 
 
    Or so he thought. 
 
    The car continued to head out of Salem toward Beverly, which was where Lucian was planning to go next anyway.  
 
    While she continued to argue with someone named Ronnie over the phone, Lucian looked out the window, to the brief view of the coastline that the trip to Beverly provided. 
 
    He saw a small public park where he used to work out before his diagnosis, plenty of sailboats in the harbor. The driver turned onto the road that led to downtown Beverly, a quaint town center with good restaurants and a couple of really old churches. 
 
    The Drive navigated one of the more expensive neighborhoods in the area, with its remodeled capes and manicured grounds, not unlike Endicott College, which was only about a mile away. 
 
    Lisa’s argument with the man named Ronnie grew even more intense, and while Lucian couldn’t exactly hear what the man on the phone was saying, he was clearly yelling at her.  
 
    “Here’s fine,” she told the driver after he pulled onto Main Street. Still talking on the phone, she looked at one of the bars across the street. 
 
    Rather than get out of the car on the curb side, Lisa got out of the car on the street side, a vehicle narrowly swerving around her, the driver honking their horn while Lisa told him to get bent. 
 
    Lucian felt a pang where his heart should be, but by the time he had floated out of the vehicle, Lisa had safely made it across the street. 
 
    A man wearing a puffy jacket and a Red Sox baseball cap stood outside the bar, smoking a cigarette, glaring at Lisa for a moment.  
 
    His information took shape before Lucian. 
 
      
 
    Name: Ronald Gedney 
 
    Date of Birth: 04/28/1985 
 
    Date of Death: 05/03/2051 
 
      
 
    “What took you so long?” he asked. 
 
    “I already told you, Ronnie, I was running late. Why are you bustin’ my balls over here?” 
 
    “I’ve been here for an hour, Leese. How hard is it to get here from Salem?” 
 
    “I’m here, aren’t I?” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” he said finally, putting out his cigarette. “Well, should we go there? Want a drink first?” 
 
    “I’m good,” Lisa said, “but I will have one of those cigarettes.” 
 
    Ronnie handed Lisa a cigarette and lit it for her. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said after her first exhale. “I needed that. And don’t call my phone yelling at me like that.” 
 
    “Sorry, you know how Mom gets. She’s been blowing me up all day. You know you shouldn’t be smoking that either,” he said sternly. 
 
    “Ah, such a sweet big brother looking out for his little sis,” Lisa said, pinching Ronnie’s cheek, much to his chagrin. “And trust me, I know. But it’s just one cig, and more importantly, you shouldn’t smell like beer when we get there. She’ll kick you out again.” 
 
    “That’s what the cigarette is for,” Ronnie said, tapping on his temple. “And the mint.” He reached into his pocket and got out a red and white peppermint. 
 
    “If you think that will help…” 
 
    “Did you tell her yet?” 
 
    Lisa shrugged. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “You need to tell her. The doctor said…” 
 
    “The doctor doesn’t know shit, Ronnie.” 
 
    “Really? Why do I find that hard to believe? You really shouldn’t be out; you should be home taking care of yourself,” he said. 
 
    “I’m in remission, Ronnie. If it’s going to come back, at least let me enjoy the time I have left.” 
 
    Lisa’s brother buried his head in his hand for a moment. “I wish you wouldn’t say things like that…” 
 
    Lucian would have continued listening to their conversation if he hadn’t noticed something on one of the gothic churches down the street.  
 
    Two beings had landed, their wings large and white, a shimmer of golden energy radiating all around them. 
 
    Life. 
 
    And rather than stick around, Lucian slipped into an alley, out of their view.  
 
    He knew better than to go trying to deal with the angels, not yet, anyway. 
 
    And why fight them anyway? Lucian still didn’t see why they had to battle against each other.  
 
    As he made his way through an alley that led out onto a side street, which would eventually take him to his brother’s home, Lucian thought about what had just happened with the woman named Lisa. 
 
    If the parasite was keeping her alive and she was in remission, Lucian had just killed her by taking it away. 
 
    In this way, he was indeed responsible for her death.  
 
    Why then? Why wasn’t she allowed to stay alive?  
 
    It dawned on Lucian at that moment that maybe Life had the right view on Death all along, and the way that Old Death had framed it, that he was helping these people, was incorrect.  
 
    Lisa had lived past her expiry date, but who gave her this date to begin with? And what was the damage done in allowing her to live past it? What was the point in stopping these parasites anyway? 
 
    A man stepped out of his home and dropped into a chair on the front porch. He took a big drag from an E-Cig as his information took shape before Lucian. 
 
      
 
    Name: Max Thomas 
 
    Date of Birth: 02/13/1978 
 
    Date of Death: 08/31/2052 
 
      
 
    The man exhaled a cloud of smoke, looking right at him. 
 
    It startled Lucian, and for a brief second, he thought about taking one of his weapons from his inventory list.  
 
    The man’s head drifted up and to the right, looking at a bird that had just landed in a tree, a squirrel moving to another branch. Lucian let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    He continued down the street, noticing some of the more elaborate Halloween decorations.  
 
    Beverly was a stone’s throw away from Salem, and the interest in the occult, both for touristy and historical reasons, had definitely spread through the region, most notable during Halloween. 
 
    There were haunted homes tours; hayrides where they served warm apple cider to fight off the incoming New England winter; Halloween balls; Halloween fireworks near the water; the Salem Witches’ Market and the zombie walk; a haunted magic fair and a more events than anyone could possibly attend in a single visit to the famous city. 
 
    It was always a wild time. 
 
    Eventually, Lucian arrived at his brother’s home, a small, three-bedroom cape-styled home really in need of a renovation. The siding was peeling, and the roof had been beat to hell by the sun, but the garden in the front that Samantha maintained looked nice, and there was something homey about the place, something inviting.  
 
    Lucian rose into the air just to make sure there were no angels lurking in the backyard, and once he was sure he was fine to continue, he floated into his brother’s home. 
 
    He landed in the foyer, which Samantha had turned into a pretty convincing mudroom. There was a menu on the table from a local diner, some sunglasses, a pair of gloves as well. No one was home aside from Tuck the cat, who immediately came running to the door once it sensed Lucian’s presence.  
 
    Lucian stared at the cat for a moment.  
 
    “Come here, kitty,” he whispered, sinking to one knee, his hand outstretched. Tuck ran off as soon as Lucian’s fingers passed through its body. 
 
    A loud vehicle pulled up in the driveway and Lucian heard the door shut.  
 
    And even if it didn’t matter, he still stepped aside to let his brother pass through. Lucian’s sibling placed his hand on his lower back and groaned. 
 
    Lucian’s jaw dropped.  
 
    He felt a sinking sensation in his chest as soon as he saw his brother’s details appear before him. Lucian blinked several times just in case he wasn’t reading it correctly. 
 
      
 
    Name: Connor North 
 
    Date of Birth: 11/01/1980 
 
    Date of Death: 06/06/2021 
 
      
 
    Lucian’s brother was set to die within eight months.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight: ICU 
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    Lucian’s hands tensed.  
 
    He was just about to teleport away to Old Death’s home, to grill his predecessor on ways to prolong a person’s passing, when his brother dropped a white paper bag onto the table. 
 
    Connor glanced around, as if someone was looking over his shoulder.  
 
    Tuck came to him, announcing his presence with a meow and weaving through Connor’s legs until he shooed the cat away.  
 
    Connor made his way to the basement, returning with a small black kit.  
 
    After wiping his hands together, his brother opened the kit and set a small metal tray on the table. He reached into the bag and took out a long white pill. As carefully as possible, Connor crushed half of the pill into a small pile of white powder, which he straightened into a line using a razor blade. 
 
    Lucian equipped his shotgun, his finger twitching before he fired at the wall. “What are you doing!?” he cried to his brother, startling the cat. 
 
    Tuck dropped and made a hissing sound in Lucian’s direction, his ears bent back. 
 
    “Shut up, Tuck,” Connor said as he retrieved a metal straw from his black case. He bent forward and snorted the line up, taking in a deep breath as he rolled his neck, his eyes closed. “Fuck.” He bent forward again and snorted up a few remaining crumbs. 
 
    Once he was finished, Connor took the rest of the pills out of the white paper bag and stored them in an amber pill container. He started to get up, but the drug kept him down, his arms falling to his side for a moment as he breathed deeply. 
 
    Lucian was nearly in tears.  
 
    He’d had no idea that his brother was using, no indication aside from… 
 
    His eyes went wide as he recalled how his brother had looked the other day, how Lucian had noticed something floating around him just before the angel came. 
 
    It was subtle, but he knew it was there. Taking a step back now and focusing on his brother allowed him to see it again. Lucian’s nerves tensed. 
 
    A fucking parasite.  
 
    Almost clear, with a mustard yellow tint to its skin and mandibles, the parasite was unlike any he’d seen yet. No big bulge like the abdomen of a spider, nor did the parasite seem all that concerned that Lucian was standing there. 
 
    His gun appeared in his hand. 
 
    Lucian took two steps forward, a disgusted look on his face as he pressed the muzzle of his weapon to the side of what he assumed was the parasite’s head. 
 
    He fired two shots, but the bullets passed right through, the creature not at all disturbed by Lucian’s actions. He tried beating the parasite with the grip of his gun, but his strikes went right through it. 
 
    Tossing his gun aside, Lucian even tried to pry the parasite off his brother’s body, all to no avail. He then equipped his switchblade and drove it into the parasite’s body, his hand again passing right through it.  
 
    His brother’s phone rang. 
 
    “...Hello?” Connor said. “I told you I was going to lunch. Had to run home to pick up something for Samantha. Yep. I’ll be there in twenty. Got it. Yep. I know.”  
 
    He hung up the phone, cursing to himself for a moment. 
 
    Connor stood, no longer with his hand on his lower back. He packed up the rest of his stuff and took it down to the basement, Lucian following behind him. 
 
    His older brother turned to a stack of storage boxes and reached for the highest box, sliding his black bag on top of it. He took a step back, made sure it was out of view, and offered a satisfied grunt. 
 
    “You asshole,” Lucian whispered, as Connor plopped down onto an old sofa in the corner. 
 
    His brother yawned, relaxed even further onto the sofa, and promptly went to sleep. 
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    Lucian was powerful enough to conjure a loaded shotgun out of thin air, yet he could do nothing to the semi-translucent parasite on his brother’s shoulder. 
 
    It was infuriating to be so powerful yet so powerless, and as he watched his brother sleep, Lucian decided to do something about it. 
 
    He took out the small black book Old Death had given him, the one that contained the old school Mark System.  
 
    As he opened the first page, a splatter of ink began to spread across the paper, forming a map of his current location. He touched the ink once, wanting to zoom out, and as he did so the ink reformulated to a bird’s eye view of the neighborhood, red splotches appearing to indicate possible parasites. 
 
    While Lucian found Old Death’s little notebook to be interesting in a magical sense, it wasn’t practical.  
 
    Sure, it seemed intuitive, but since Lucian had already designed his Soul Point system and an inventory list, he figured reconfiguring the Mark System was well worth his while. 
 
    Lucian placed his fingers on the inked pages and moved the image into the air.  
 
    His mind did the rest, forming a search bar and a large map. Mentally pinching the map, Lucian was able to zoom in to certain areas and also zoom out, just like he was used to doing with a smart device.  
 
    He could mentally “type” a location, and it even had an autofill from locations he already knew and understood. 
 
    Now focusing on the map, Lucian noticed a hot spot just a few miles away. He pressed his pinky and thumb together and disappeared, instantly reappearing in the Beverley Hospital parking lot.  
 
    “Makes sense,” he said to himself as he looked up at the hospital, recalling the last time he’d been to this hospital.  
 
    Not many made it out of the ICU, but Lucian had, and as he thought of the place he again touched his pinky and thumb together.  
 
    His body materialized in the ICU, a light flickering above him. 
 
    A nurse and a doctor walked past Lucian, both entering the room of a woman hooked up to a blinking patient monitor. Lucian remembered being hooked up like that, the constant beeping, waking up every damn hour when the nurse came in to check on him. 
 
    Part of him had come to the conclusion that he would have gotten better faster had they actually let him rest. The constant intrusion, drawing blood, the pills, forcing him to eat apple sauce, bringing him documents to sign and going over his vitals.  
 
    It was endless. 
 
    He shuddered thinking about it.  
 
    It was a miracle that he’d made it out of the ICU. And even now, floating in the hallway, Lucian’s chest tightened, that same sense of overwhelming dread he’d once felt in this space returning to him. 
 
    His eyes settled on the real reason he was here. 
 
    A few of the goddamn parasites were so large that their walrus-like forms trailed out into the hallway. 
 
    But even if he felt a real hatred for these beings, he couldn’t help but realize that by killing them, he was allowing a person to die.  
 
    It was continuing to dawn on Lucian that Death wasn’t so innocent in this at all. Death not only increased the speed at which someone died, Death also benefited from their passing. 
 
    It was no wonder that Life had a grudge against his kind. 
 
    And Lucian felt this even more when he looked through the glass into one of the rooms to see a man lying on his back, mouth open at the side. 
 
    A peach-skinned parasite fed as a woman leaned against the man, playing music from her cellphone, letting the man listen to what Lucian assumed was his favorite song. 
 
    To his right he saw a lady laying there with her eyes open, staring blankly past him. He lifted his hand to wave at her. The woman started coughing, turning the other way as a bulging parasite fed at her side. 
 
    “It’s going to be a bloodbath,” Lucian whispered to himself as he quickly checked his power. 
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    A different nurse passed Lucian, a tablet in his hands. Lucian ignored the man as a weapon began to take shape before him. He needed something better than a shotgun, and he didn’t want to go with his Glocks this time.  
 
    It was time to level up his weaponry, and the first weapon to come to mind was a futuristic blaster called the MX-11 from the Total Destruction remake, a popular first-person shooter. It began to form, the weapon large but wieldable with one hand. 
 
    It wasn’t that heavy, and once it had completely materialized, Lucian checked the power pack on the side, just as he would have in the FPS.  
 
    A green light indicated it had synced up, and to give him a little more leverage, Lucian went with one of the pronged claws he’d created earlier. 
 
    And just before he was about to launch into action, Lucian checked his power once more, especially after conjuring a new weapon. 
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    He recalled Old Death telling him he wouldn’t die if he ran out of juice around parasites. He would simply be fed upon until he could either break free, or an injuresoul got whiff of him and came to collect, which was definitely something he wanted to avoid. 
 
    Lucian counted at least a dozen rooms in the hallway, seven or eight of them with parasites large enough to partially be in the hallway. 
 
    Figuring it couldn’t hurt, and also realizing that he’d need to create better explosives in the future, Lucian equipped a grenade and tossed it down the hallway.  
 
    The explosion caused the glass to shatter and the parasites to squeal as portions of their bodies were splattered against the walls.  
 
    Lucian rushed to the left. 
 
     A parasite’s body bulged out of the room on the right, sharp talons and eyes forming in a matter of seconds. The creature lunged for Lucian. Lucian threw his arm wide, delivering two of his claws to the creature’s throat as he fired his new weapon down the hallway, stirring up more tentacles. 
 
    Purple blood sprayed onto the ground, instantly dissolving the tiling as the parasite went down. 
 
    Lucian fired another blast of concentrated energy at a parasite with a hardened shell like that of a beetle. The creature scurried sideways along the wall, its mandibles chomping at him before he blew its head off. 
 
    Spinning into action, he kicked off the wall and extended his legs to the ceiling. Lucian ran upside down toward the end of the hallway, firing blast after blast of blistering energy at the tentacles, claws and salivating maws trying to get at him. 
 
    A large, muscled arm exploded out of one of the rooms, tripling in size as it tried to swipe Lucian away. Another arm tore from its bicep, latching onto Lucian’s neck and slamming him into the tile below.  
 
    He tried to cut and blast his way out of the hand’s grip; more tentacles came, wet and sticky protuberances clamping onto him.  
 
    Lucian kept firing and slicing, eventually able to get a leg up. 
 
    Something struck Lucian from behind, sending him right back down into the mess of parasites now pooling at his feet.  
 
    A tentacle latched onto his face, digging its claws into Lucian’s eyes as he fired blindly before him. 
 
    One of the tentacles lifted him while another formed a sharp barb, which it aimed directly at Lucian’s check.  
 
    Pain rippling through him, Lucian barely managed to press his pinky and thumb together, disappearing seconds before the barb reached his chest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine: We are Inevitable 
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    “That was some entrance.” Old Death looked down at Lucian, who was splayed before him, one arm wide and the other hand on his chest as he sucked in deep breaths, his MX-11 lying next to him. “Some gun, too.” 
 
    His stats materialized before him. 
 
    Lucian noticing that he’d killed one of the parasites, but with all the action, he didn’t know which one he’d taken out. It also appeared that combat itself took a toll on his Soul Points. 
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    He had expended quite a bit of energy, something he was keenly aware of as he sat up, wincing at a cramp in his side. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Old Death asked. He placed the book that had been in his hand next to Ezra. The cat stood, yawned, and fell back onto the couch, relaxing its head on the leather-bound book. 
 
    “Hospital.” 
 
    Old Death started to laugh long and hard, to the point that Lucian was about to teleport to his room. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Old Death said on the tail end of a laugh. “I should have told you about hospitals. They’re great places to get parasites, obviously, but the parasites grow in power when they’re closer to one another. How many did you kill?” 
 
    “One.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    Lucian nodded. 
 
    “You’re lucky you got one. Some Deaths pride themselves on their ability to clear out a hospital. I know of a Death who can clear an entire ward remotely. But most just stay away, or they go for a single parasite, rather than disturbing the herd. You’re lucky you got out. Eventually I would have come looking for you, but I’m running low on power due to lack of parasites, so I may not have been that much help.” 
 
    A chair appeared behind Lucian.  
 
    “Take a seat,” Old Death said. “I can tell something is bothering you.” 
 
    “A lot of things are bothering me,” Lucian said as he remembered his brother snorting up the line of white powder, and the epiphany he’d had after killing Lisa’s parasite. 
 
    “But you understand the system, right? You’re using the book I gave you?” 
 
    “I’ve got my own system,” Lucian said. “We come from different times.” 
 
    “Clearly.” 
 
    “And while I think it is magical as shit to simply open a little black book and be presented with a map and other pertinent details, I figured I’d turn it into more of a HUD system.” 
 
    “HUD system?” 
 
    “Head’s Up Display,” Lucian said as he took a seat. He ran his hand in front of his eyes. “Here. I’ve now created three menus that appear in front of me whenever I want to recall or check something. This makes it so I don’t have to use the book, nor do I need to remember the weapons I’ve already created.” 
 
    “Show it to me,” Old Death said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “How do you think?” 
 
    Lucian’s Soul Point data formed in front of him and he swiped his hand, sending it over to his predecessor. 
 
    “And these Soul Points are the parasites you have killed?” Old Death asked, his hand on his chin as he looked at the floating data. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why not Parasite Points?” 
 
    “It sounds like “pee-pee” if I abbreviate it. Also, and this wasn’t intentional, the more of these things I kill, the stronger I become, so they are related to my soul in that way.” 
 
    “Not at all, but I do get your reasoning,” Old Death said as he flicked his hand, moving to Lucian’s inventory list. 
 
    “The list is still small. I’ll need to spend a few days here adding more weapons and improving what I have already. It’s a work in progress.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea. I can also train you a little.” Old Death shook his head. “I’ve just been so tired. I apologize. It is wrong of me not to show you more of the things I’ve learned.” He scrolled to the Mark System that Lucian had devised. “Clever, this is all very clever, my boy. I don’t know when someone last took Death’s mantle, but I can tell you it was well before the Internet. The other Deaths will be interested in what you’ve created here. And because of that, I’d keep it a secret. For now.” 
 
    “Competition?” 
 
    Old Death nodded. “Precisely. Now, what is it you wanted to ask me?” 
 
    “We are actually killing people, aren’t we?” Lucian asked, coming right out with it. 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “If I see a kid with a parasite attached to it, and I check that kid’s date of death and go after the parasite, the kid dies. If I don’t kill the parasite, the kid lives for longer.” 
 
    “Everything dies,” the elderly man said. 
 
    “You know what I mean. The parasite is keeping the kid alive. I’ve killed the parasite. The kid dies.” 
 
    “The child dies shortly after you’ve killed it,” Old Death said. “So yes, you are correct in that regard.” 
 
    “Then why kill the parasite? Why not let it feed on the kid?” 
 
    “Because it is Death’s role to prevent these abominations from using creatures as hosts.” 
 
    “But do you see what I’m saying here? Life thinks we are the bad guy. If a kid has some condition that could kill him, and I get rid of the parasite, the kid dies. Thus, I’ve killed the kid, and Life is right.” 
 
    “Yes and no. Eventually, the parasite would have killed the kid in your scenario. I see it as ending the child’s suffering. That’s all you’ve really done.” 
 
    “I don’t buy it.” 
 
    “Then don’t kill parasites and see what happens,” Old Death said. “Your understanding of worldly morals won’t get you very far in this field.” 
 
    “It’s a profession now?” 
 
    Old Death laughed. “One even older than prostitution! Stop worrying about that aspect of it. Your feelings about redemption will go once your moral compass has shattered and reformed. And hopefully soon. It makes the job easier.” 
 
    Lucian shook his head. “What if I don’t want this job?” 
 
    “You already have the job. If you don’t want it, you know where to find heavy concentrations of parasites. Now, what is your other question?” 
 
    “I found a parasite I couldn’t kill.” 
 
    “You mean it was stronger than you?” 
 
    “My attacks passed right through it.” 
 
    “Your attacks passed right through it,” Old Death repeated, suddenly alarmed. “I’m sorry, Lucian, that just doesn’t seem possible.” 
 
    “Are there parasites that we can’t hunt?” 
 
    Old Death considered this for a moment. “Are you sure you struck it?” 
 
    “I put a gun up to its head and fired it. Nothing. My bullet passed right through it,” Lucian said, recalling his action. He remembered the bullet hitting the wall, another hitting the floor.  
 
    It was odd that his brother didn’t notice these things, but Lucian had already come to grips with the idea that his actions seemed to take place on a different plane of reality, one that only the parasite could experience. 
 
    “Frightening,” Old Death said, the look on his face indicating he was clearly disturbed by what Lucian had told him. “I will need to see it for myself.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Do you have other plans aside from going to the room I’ve provided for you and brooding?” 
 
    Lucian smirked. “That’s not what I was planning to do.” 
 
    “Right, and I wasn’t planning on sitting here, rifling through the Book of Enoch, and eventually nodding off. Let’s go,” he said, placing his hand on Ezra’s head and startling the cat. “We’ll make it quick; I want to see firsthand what you’re referring to.” 
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    Old Death and Lucian appeared in front of a well-maintained home just outside of Beverly, Massachusetts, a light breeze kicking up a pile of leaves in the yard. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m ready for this,” Lucian said suddenly. A rainstorm was on the way, perhaps the start of a Nor’easter, dark clouds hanging overhead.  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “That’s my mom’s house.” 
 
    “We all have to die.” 
 
    “I know, and that’s bad too, but I just can’t see…” Lucian shook his head. “Look, there’s something else going on with my brother. He’s using something. I caught him doing drugs, snorting some pill.” 
 
    “I see.” Old Death’s hands came behind his back as he took a few steps forward, admiring an old tree that was off to the right of the driveway.  
 
    Lucian’s mother lived in a ranch-style home, single level, with a circular driveway and a pool in the back. No one used the pool, not since Lucian’s father passed, but she still paid someone to maintain it. 
 
    Old Death turned to Lucian. “In this business, we consider hospitals, nursing homes, and locations where drug users congregate low-hanging fruit, that is, until you witness just how many parasites can gather in these places. If you are strong, which I am sure you will be in the future, it will be a place for you to truly gain power. But if you are unable to handle it…” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “Shall we go inside?” 
 
    “Well, he’s here,” Lucian said, pointing at the truck in the driveway. “Which means he went home and used drugs, skipped out on work, and came to our mom’s house instead.” 
 
    “This is just the tip of the iceberg of things you are going to witness as Death,” the elderly man reminded him. “Everyone you know will one day die, and there’s nothing you can do to stop that. There may even be other humans that you feel close to, who will also die. We are the ‘game over,’ to use a phrase that may resonate with you.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Lucian said under his breath as he pressed through the front door. 
 
    “You’ll get used to it, my boy, please trust me in this regard.” 
 
    They heard Connor talking as soon as they were inside the home. 
 
    “...Lucian wouldn’t have wanted a big thing, Ma,” he said, annoyance in his voice. “He would have wanted a small affair, and hell, he once joked about having an open bar at his funeral.” 
 
    “An open bar? Absolutely not!” 
 
    “It was his joke, Ma, not mine,” Connor said, throwing his hands up in the air to exhibit his innocence. The two sat around the dining room table, Lucian’s niece off to the right playing with big plastic bricks. 
 
    “People aren’t supposed to die this young,” Lucian’s mother said, her bottom lip starting to quiver. “And I was just planning to bring some casserole over to him…” 
 
    “Ma, come on,” Connor said, clearly trying to stop from tearing up as well. “He’s up there now, with Dad. We will all see him in the future.” 
 
    And as much as Lucian didn’t want to do it, he looked at his mother’s death date. 
 
      
 
    Name: Sylvia North 
 
    Date of Birth: 05/04/1950 
 
    Date of Death: 09/16/2036 
 
      
 
    From there he looked to his niece. 
 
      
 
    Name: Jennifer North 
 
    Date of Birth: 08/17/2017 
 
    Date of Death: 11/30/2103 
 
      
 
    It was hard for him to imagine that Jennifer would live into the next century, but it made sense. And part of Lucian had always wanted to live that long. 
 
    “It’s a done deal, Connor,” his mom said, her voice growing harsh. “And it’s tomorrow. I’m not making any changes now. Everyone has already been invited. The obituary invited people too. We’ll see who shows up.” 
 
    “It will probably just be some high school friends, maybe some coworkers, maybe an old girlfriend or two.” 
 
    “Who? Katy?” 
 
    “I sent her a message like you said. She’ll come. But other people? Who knows. He’s been out of commission the last couple years because of his heart.” 
 
    “Daddy, where’s Lucian?” Jennifer asked, looking up from her toys. 
 
    “Heaven,” Lucian’s mother answered. “I already told you that, honey, so stop asking it. Your uncle’s in heaven, with all the angels, and your grandfather. And one day, all of us will join him. We’ll live in a big house together along the coast. It’ll be fun, you’ll see.” 
 
    Connor laughed. “I don’t know about living in a big house with you, Ma.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it, Connor. Now isn’t the time to joke about those sorts of things.” 
 
    “Okay, Gramma!” Jennifer said, returning to her toys. 
 
    “I know, I know, it just helps me process it. And to just die in his living room too…” Connor’s brow furrowed. “It hadn’t been long since I checked on him, you know. Maybe I should have stuck around longer. Maybe I should have…” 
 
    “I went through the same thing with your father. There are always regrets. But at least you were there toward the end, at least you were looking after him. I wanted him to move back here, but he wanted to be alone. You know how Lucian was.”  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You always were a good big brother,” she said, reaching across the table and grabbing his hand. 
 
    “Thanks, Ma.” 
 
    Lucian had to look away from the two of them for a moment. “Do you see anything?” he asked Old Death, his hand over his eyes, barely able to contain himself. 
 
    “Your mother still has sixteen years to live, and the child will be alive for a very long time,” Old Death looked down at his little black notebook. “But I do see that your brother’s death is coming soon.” 
 
    “Not that stuff, I’m talking about the parasite. You see it?” Lucian glanced back at his brother and sure enough, he saw the semi-translucent parasite on his brother’s back, a mustard color beneath its flesh. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Old Death said. “And trust me, if there was a parasite in this room, it would have done something to us by now.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that you can’t see this?” Lucian walked over to the parasite and pointed at it, his finger going right through it. 
 
    A troubled look came across Old Death’s face. “I’m sorry, I can’t see anything. Maybe this is what happens when Death starts to die…” 
 
    “You really can’t see anything here?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of Deaths seeing parasites that other Deaths can’t see?” 
 
    “To be honest with you, I don’t try to keep up with any of the other ones. They are too competitive. You’ll see when you meet them, especially the ones that do most of their hunting in countries with lots of diseases. Maybe they would be the right people to ask, but not me. I usually only go after a parasite when I’m starving for power. My days of long hunts are over. Maybe that’s why I don’t see what you see.” 
 
    “Well, thanks for coming anyway,” Lucian said, turning away from his family. 
 
    “Always good to get a second opinion.” The elderly man brought his hand to his chin. “I’m sorry about your brother. Addiction really is a sad thing to watch. At least when his time comes, you can take him yourself.” 
 
    “Take him myself?” Lucian asked, his fists tensing. 
 
    “Sure, why not? Unless you want another Death to do it. It’s inevitable, you know. We are inevitable.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten: Portland by the Sea 
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    “We are inevitable,” Lucian whispered once they returned to Old Death’s home. He walked to the window, looking out at the futuristic city and watching a vehicle filled with light approach the top of a faraway rooftop. 
 
    “What is this place, anyway?” 
 
    “Just a place,” Old Death told him. 
 
    “And it’s on a different planet, right?” 
 
    Old Death sat down on the couch, kicking his legs up. Ezra appeared and curled up next to his owner. “I’ll explain it to you another day.” 
 
    “You’re just going to go to sleep?” 
 
    “Aren’t you tired?” the elderly man asked. 
 
    “I suppose I could use a recharge too,” Lucian finally said. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Old Death, “especially with the funeral you’ll likely attend tomorrow.” 
 
    Lucian was pretty sure that he went pale at hearing this.  
 
    It made sense for him to attend his own funeral, but it would only make him wish to be alive even more, and there was no telling who would actually show up. 
 
    “Later,” he mumbled, moving to his room and quietly shutting the door behind him. 
 
    Lucian thought about playing video games but went to the balcony instead, where he sat, looking out at the sparkling city below, noticing again that it always seemed to be night here. 
 
    His thoughts drifted to his brother. 
 
    It pained him that there was nothing he could do, that all he was able to do until his brother’s death date was sit back and watch. 
 
    “No,” Lucian whispered to himself.  
 
    There had to be something.  
 
    As far-fetched as it felt, he knew that there had to be something he could do. 
 
    He really needed to meet another Death, one that wasn’t on their way out like the man resting on the sofa inside. There was part of Lucian that appreciated Old Death, and how hospitable and overall relaxed he had been, but he wasn’t a very good teacher, and it seemed as if his plan was simply to sleep until he died. 
 
    It was another twenty minutes before Lucian went inside and relaxed onto his bed, his dark clothing disappearing.  
 
    The television remote took shape in his hand and he turned his TV on, scrolling to the latest season of a docuseries about the fentanyl epidemic. 
 
    Was this what his brother was using? 
 
    He watched as a drug dealer in a camouflage mask talked about fentanyl, how they were now cutting it with heroin to make the heroin stronger. 
 
    Lucian shook his head.  
 
    He’d had his fair share of pills because of his heart condition, but he couldn’t recall any of the doctors telling him they were giving him anything like fentanyl. It seemed way too powerful, and the fact that people could get high through skin contact only made the stuff worse. 
 
    He continued watching, now fascinated as the documentary crew followed a police unit trying to take down a dealer in Baltimore. “Maybe that would be a good place to level up,” Lucian whispered as the show panned to a wide shot of rowhouses, people just lying on the ground, high as hell. 
 
    It was depressing, but Lucian knew that to do anything in his new role, he needed power. 
 
    He fell asleep with the television on, a dream eventually starting up. 
 
    Lucian was in Portland, Maine, on a trip he had taken with his ex-girlfriend Katy when he was in his mid-twenties.  
 
    He stood on a cliff overlooking the water, somewhere near a sandy beach in South Portland. He was familiar with that location, but it also seemed foreign to him, a dream fabrication. 
 
    There were people walking along the beach, their dogs playing in the water and chasing each other, a few children swimming, and little green clumps of islands in the distance accented by sailboats. 
 
    Lucian turned to a large home surrounded by a wall. 
 
    The home looked old, definitely built in the 1800s by a wealthy family. From what he could see of it, the garden was well taken care of and balconies on the second floor of the home offered views of the sea. 
 
    It would be a grand place to live.  
 
    The rest of the dream faded away as soon as Lucian awoke. 
 
    His stats appeared before him. 
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    He could tell that time had passed, yet it was still dark outside, the city lights twinkling.  
 
    After he sat up, he decided to play with the Mark System for a moment, wondering if the home he’d seen in his dreams really existed in Portland, Maine.  
 
    A map of South Portland appeared before him, not unlike one of the more popular map services available online. Lucian could mentally zoom in or out, or he could do it manually using his fingers. 
 
    He found a location that matched the one in his dream, and he was just about to go there when he decided to play with his inventory list for a moment. 
 
    The first thing he did was equip his grenade launcher. He knew that real-world physics didn’t necessarily apply here, so he was planning to increase the size of the magazine so that he could fire twelve rounds without having to reload. 
 
    He set the grenade launcher on a table that he’d instantly formed in the corner of the room. 
 
    After taking a look at the space, he pressed his hand out, his room quadrupling in size, the ceiling now three times as high as it had been just moments ago. 
 
    A firing range. 
 
    Now looking at the weapon, Lucian began to notice the components, realizing that the way he was going to use it meant that he didn’t need the sight on top. This disappeared. As he waved his hand over the weapon, its body started to bulge outward, creating a cylinder magazine that turned the same color black as the weapon. 
 
    Another grip took shape on the front of the weapon, and Lucian lifted it, aiming it into the distance. 
 
    Fwoom. 
 
    The explosion tore into the floor. Lucian immediately fixed the damage he’d caused and ignored Old Death’s yelling at him from the other room. 
 
    As he had predicted, the grenade launcher didn’t fire like a bullet, but he wasn’t planning to use it that way to begin with. This weapon was purely for destruction, so next time he was in a hallway with parasites lunging at him, Lucian could simply equip it and start firing off rounds. 
 
    The fact that he couldn’t kill himself, and that he didn’t need to be precise, only made the weapons he could create more interesting. 
 
    His grenade launcher modified, Lucian ran his hand through the air, and a whip appeared on the table. 
 
    He wanted something that would allow him to strike an enemy, and possibly latch onto a tentacle and rip it off.  
 
    There would need to be a small amount of sentience to his new weapon as well. 
 
    With this in mind, Lucian started to press life into the whip he had created, spikes taking shape on the other side of the whip. 
 
    The spikes curled and opened. 
 
    With a quick nod, two targets appeared, the same plastic torso dummies he used to box against back when he used to go to the gym. 
 
    A smile formed on Lucian’s face as he whipped the first dummy, the tail end of his weapon wrapping around the dummy’s face and ripping it off. 
 
    “I like it,” Lucian said. 
 
    He shifted his stance and struck the other dummy. This time the whip went straight through its chest and came out the other end. 
 
    “Where did I think of you from?” he said to himself as he looked at the weapon, trying to recall which video game he’d taken this from.  
 
    It definitely had an old school Castlevania vibe, but he was pretty sure it was from a newer game than that.  
 
    Lucian looked up at the ceiling, forming a bar to latch onto. He tossed the whip up, latched onto the bar and swung forward with a kick into another dummy that had appeared. 
 
    Sure, it wasn’t a move he would probably pull every day, but it was good to know that he could use it like a “hookshot” in a way, even if he could simply defy gravity. 
 
    The whip disappeared, heading back to his inventory list.  
 
    Lucian was about to play around with more firearms when a thought occurred.  
 
    He looked down at his own hand, wondering if it was even possible. He turned his fingers to his face, watching a set of nasty claws start to grow, his fingers thickening, his wrists pulsating. 
 
    He decided to see how sharp they were.  
 
    Approaching the wall, Lucian brought his hand back and scraped his fingernails against it, the nails cutting deep into the brick. 
 
    He nodded, impressed, and with a wave of his hand the wall returned to the way it had looked before he clawed it. 
 
    He could modify his own body as well, which could make things more interesting if he could… 
 
    The ends of Lucian’s black shirt began to grow, the fabric pooling onto the floor as if he were sopping wet. 
 
    He sent all the fabric racing forward toward one of the dummies, a sharpened bit of it stabbing the dummy in the forehead. 
 
    From there, he used the fabric to lift himself and lower his own body, like he was standing on top of a wave. 
 
    “So sick,” he whispered to himself as he thought of Portland, Maine. 
 
    It would be a quick trip, and perhaps he would be able to hunt something while he was there as well. 
 
    Lucian needed to see if this place actually existed, if there truly was an old home by the sea. 
 
    But before he pinched his thumb and pinky finger together, Lucian checked his stats, to see how much of his power he had used in his little crafting session. 
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    It hadn’t been too costly, but he was also keenly aware that it would take more Soul Points if he really wanted to edge toward OP, and that was exactly what Lucian wanted to do. 
 
    There was no point in being weak now that he was Death.  
 
    Maybe with more power, Lucian could finally do something to that parasite that had latched itself onto his brother. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Lucian had been on the beach before. 
 
    There was a thunderstorm rolling in, black clouds in the distance, but it was still peaceful on the beach. 
 
    Lucian took a few steps closer to the water, letting the tide come all the way up to his shins, the water having no effect on him. 
 
    He still didn’t quite understand the physics of being Death.  
 
    How did some things adhere to his understanding of physics, and others didn’t, especially when he fought something? What happened to people nearby when he engaged a parasite? 
 
    Lucian was never big into alternative theories of reality, but if anyone had asked him at that moment, he would have surmised that Death existed on a different plane, or perhaps in a different dimension which was able to still interact with the earthly realm, yet not actually affecting what living beings saw. 
 
    Except for cats. 
 
    Lucian watched the seagull dip into the water and come back out, squawking as other seagulls joined it. He turned to his right, noticing the cliff he had seen from his dream, a house not far from the edge of the sea. 
 
    Lucian gladly took the path that led up to the space, and once he reached the soft green grass at its top, he turned back to the water. He noticed an old man sitting on the bench, looking out at the islands beyond, docked sailboats to the man’s left. 
 
      
 
    Name: Brandon Clark 
 
    Date of Birth: 12/14/1961 
 
    Date of Death: 02/28/2018 
 
      
 
    Lucian shook his head as his new whip took shape in his hand. The parasite that was attached to the man was big enough to stretch several feet away from his body, its caterpillar-like tail curled, a spike on its end.  
 
    An eye began to rise from the parasite’s body, spotting Lucian. 
 
    Spiked spider legs tore out of the parasite’s body, stabbing into the ground and giving it leverage to lift its tail, short, T-rex-like arms appearing along its body.  
 
    A hole opened on the tip of its tail.  
 
    Before Lucian could get his weapon up, a barbed tongue struck him in the chest, dragging him toward the parasite. He started to fight back almost immediately, his whip all but useless. 
 
    He went for his claws instead, his hands enlarging and fingernails growing as his weapon disappeared. Lucian latched onto the tongue and ripped in half, a mist of blood spraying in front of him. 
 
    He pivoted to one foot as a tentacle shot forward. 
 
    Still wanting to test out his new weapon, his whip reappeared in his hand, and Lucian snapped it at the top of the parasite’s body. 
 
    The spikes on the end grew large enough to take off the parasite’s tail, the monster hissing and screeching as it doubled over in pain, barbs growing from its back like that of a hedgehog. 
 
    “That’s not going to stop me,” Lucian said as his grenade launcher appeared in his hand.  
 
    It was with true glee that he fired a grenade at the now unprotected parasite, the cylinder on his weapon clicking. 
 
    Fwoom!  
 
    The first grenade took the parasite by surprise, forcing it to loosen up some. By the second it was done for, its protective barrier ripped to shreds, the third and fourth grenade sealing the deal. 
 
    An energy rose into the air, spiraling upward and funneling into Lucian as the parasite died, leaving a stain of blood on the grass. 
 
    He lowered his grenade launcher, the item returning to his inventory list. 
 
    As casually as ever, Lucian walked around the bench and took a seat next to the old man, looking out at the sea. 
 
    “Pretty, isn’t it?” Lucian asked. 
 
    The expression on the old man’s face was blank, the guy clearly lost in his thoughts, his hands trembling a little. Lucian felt for him at that moment. He felt the urge to let him know that it would be okay, even if this was a lie. 
 
    Of course, the old man wouldn’t be able to hear him, so rather than say anything, Lucian simply kept him company.  
 
    As he had before, Lucian wondered when the guy would actually die. He thought about trailing him for a moment, but then remembered he wanted to check back in with Lisa, to see if she was still alive. 
 
    His stats appeared before him, and just as he expected, Lucian had gained another Soul Point. He also hadn’t really expended too much in the fight against the parasite. 
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    He still wished there was a way for him to classify these parasites, but once he got more familiar with them, maybe that was something he’d be able to do. 
 
    Lucian also wondered about Old Death, and how many parasites he had actually killed. 
 
    There really was no telling. 
 
    “I know you are there,” the old man said suddenly, still looking out at the sea. 
 
    Lucian was startled; it took him a moment to form his next question. “You can see me?” 
 
    “I know you’re there,” the old man said again, licking his lips and shaking his head. “You have been following me around for too damn long. But soon I will join you, Steve, soon I will join you.” 
 
    Steve? Lucian watched the man bring his hand to his eyes, and wipe away a tear. “I don’t know how much longer,” he mumbled, “but hopefully soon. Hopefully real soon.” 
 
    “So you can’t hear me?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “And I’m ready to come home,” the old man growled. “Goddamn ready.”  
 
    Lucian slowly brought his hand up and waved it in front of the older man’s face.  
 
    The man kept his fixed gaze on the distance, his eyes tearing up again. 
 
    Once he was certain that he couldn’t see him, Lucian thought of Lisa, and as he did so he pressed his pinky and thumb together, vanishing in an instant. 
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    Lucian took shape in Lisa’s apartment, his black robes settling around him. 
 
    “I told you, just a quick shower and then I’ll take you out for a walk,” Lisa told a chubby French bulldog, who made a snorting noise as it followed her. She squatted in front of the dog and used a napkin to wipe his face. “You’re so snotty this morning.” 
 
    She stood again, and Lucian noticed just how rail thin she was, her ribs visible under her skin, a curve to her spine that looked unnatural. 
 
    He watched as she stepped into the bathroom. The shower was already running, steam seeping out into the hallway. He turned his attention to Lisa’s French bulldog as it slowly made its way over to the couch, where it used a little step ladder to climb up. 
 
    The pup rested its head between its paws and looked in Lucian’s direction, one of its ears bending forward. 
 
    “Can you see me?” he asked the dog, and for a moment, Lucian thought that the animal's ear had twitched.  
 
    He asked the question again and got nothing. 
 
    Lucian was just about to tap his fingers together and leave when he decided to check on Lisa’s date of death once more, to see if it had changed. 
 
    He floated into the bathroom and was glad for a moment that she couldn’t see him.  
 
    How odd would it be to be showering and then suddenly see Death standing there? 
 
    A smirk stretched across his face, which quickly morphed into a sad smile as Lucian again realized what he was, and what he actually meant for someone. 
 
    And just as he was about to poke his head into the shower curtain and take a look at Lisa’s death date, the dog started barking. 
 
    Lisa turned away from the showerhead, and pulled the curtain aside, yelling for her dog to stop. 
 
    As she did so, she slipped, going sideways, cracking the side of her head against the faucet. 
 
    A loud thunk! followed her action, and Lisa gasped for air. 
 
    “Lisa?” Lucian asked, now hovering over her, watching her cheek twitch. “Lisa!” he shouted as her information appeared before him, her date of death changing. 
 
    Name: Lisa Gedney 
 
    Date of Birth: 04/28/1990 
 
    Date of Death: 10/21/2020 
 
    He heard the dog scratching at the door. Lucian watched in horror as the woman let out her last breath, her eyes opening for just a moment, her pupils locking onto him, and then settling. 
 
    Lucian felt an overwhelming force come to his face as he tried to hold back tears. The energy passed, and his next instinct came.  
 
    He tried to lift Lisa, but his hands went right through her. He then tried to turn the water off, but was unable to get a grip on the spout. 
 
    Lucian stood, his arms crossed over his chest as he looked down at Lisa’s body. He already felt haunted by the fact that she had locked eyes on him, that she had seen him. And now what? Old Death never really explained much about that. What happened to her soul now? 
 
    It took another moment for Lucian to get his wits about him, but once he did, he stepped through the bathroom door, right past the French bulldog, which was barking maniacally and running in a little circle. 
 
    He heard another knock at the door as someone called out Lisa’s name; rather than see who that person was, he floated up through the ceiling of the apartment building, to the rooftop. 
 
    Lucian stood there for a moment, recognizing that he was back in Salem, the sea glistening in the distance even if the clouds were gray. 
 
    The implications of how he had been responsible for this came to him again. 
 
     If he hadn’t removed the parasite, when would Lisa have died?  
 
    Death really was death.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven: Funeral 
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    Strange as it was, Lucian decided to ride with his mother to his own funeral. He was still reeling from what had happened at Lisa’s, but there was literally nothing he could do about it. He only hoped it wouldn’t take a family member too long to find out that she’d fallen in the shower. 
 
    Lucian arrived at his mother’s home just as she was getting off the phone with Connor, telling him that she was fine, that she would drive herself even though he insisted on coming to pick her up. 
 
    She shook her head as soon as she hung up the phone. 
 
    “Oh, Connor,” she mumbled to herself as she got her keys. “Leave it to Samantha, as always.” 
 
    Predictably, Samantha had taken care of arranging most of the affairs, even though she wasn’t yet officially part of the family. 
 
    They hadn’t had a wedding yet, and after Jennifer was born, the two were too busy dealing with a baby to make it happen. But Connor and Samantha were planning to finally get married in December, about six weeks from now, which was another thing Lucian figured he would attend, as odd as that was. 
 
    After gathering her things and once again making sure her makeup was okay, his mother started her Toyota Corolla, soft jazz coming from the speakers. She started to cry as she looked to her steering wheel.  
 
    “You can do this, Sylvia,” she said to herself, choking back a sob. “You did this with Bob.” She sniffed and checked her makeup in the rearview mirror. “Bob, I know you aren’t in here, but if you can hear me, I hope you are up there with Lucian. He didn’t deserve this.” 
 
    “I’m right here, Ma,” Lucian whispered from where he sat in the passenger seat. He realized once he looked down that he actually wasn’t sitting, that he was more floating in a seated position. 
 
    While he wasn’t tangible, and technically, none of his surroundings were either, his levitating ability seemed to compensate for this, which was how he sat in the car with Lisa the other day. 
 
    It still didn’t make a lot of sense to him, but Lucian had a feeling it was a mind over matter kind of situation. 
 
    After a soft sigh, his mother backed her car out of the driveway, biting her lip again as she came to the main road.  
 
    “You can do this, Sylvia,” she said to herself. 
 
    “You don’t have to go, Ma,” Lucian started to tell her. “I’m right here. Let’s just go somewhere else. The beach. Boston. Hell, Philly. I don’t care. You and me. Just drive.” 
 
    Lucian’s mother turned up the music, tapping her finger on the steering wheel as she took the back way through the neighborhood.  
 
    She always took the back way.  
 
    This caused Lucian to smile a bit, knowing that there was a faster way, and also knowing that his mom appreciated the longer drive. It gave her time to check out the houses, some of them for sale, others in desperate need of renovation. 
 
    Now it was Lucian’s turn to bite his lip as they pulled up to the funeral home, his mom getting out and a cousin of his coming forward to give her a hug. 
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine,” his mother said. 
 
    “We’re so sorry for your loss,” said his cousin, Julia. “Mom’s in there too.” 
 
    “I’ll find her in there.” 
 
    Rather than go inside the funeral home, Lucian hovered outside for a moment, noticing how empty the parking lot was.  
 
    He felt stupid for wishing that more people were at his funeral, but he also had a feeling that most never knew who attended their burial, and seeing such an empty parking lot made him wish he had gone out more, made more friends in some way. 
 
    The owner of the funeral home came out and greeted Lucian’s mother, giving her a long heartfelt handshake, a calm smile on his face the entire time.  
 
    He placed a hand on her shoulders and led her in. 
 
    A car pulled up and Lucian saw his ex get out. They’d been together for about five years after high school, and Lucian had nearly married her.  
 
    Katy had curly brown hair which was pulled back into a frazzled ponytail. She looked utterly distraught as she sat in her vehicle for a moment, her eyes closed. Eventually, she got out of the vehicle, a clutch gripped tightly in her hands as she passed in front of Lucian. 
 
      
 
    Name: Katherine Rossi 
 
    Date of Birth: 08/21/1991 
 
    Date of Death: 06/13/2079 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Kate,” he whispered, “thanks for coming.” 
 
    Lucian watched as Connor pulled up in his big truck, Samantha having to stand on the railing to get Jennifer out of her car seat. 
 
    Connor wore a suit that didn’t fit him very well. Lucian noticed that his brother had lost weight, especially once he recognized the suit he wore to church last Christmas. 
 
    Connor walked in an agitated way, and it only took another second for Lucian to see the parasite attached to Connor’s neck, its body hanging off his back. 
 
    “You motherfucker,” Lucian said to the parasite, his eyes narrowing on its yellow, translucent form. 
 
    Connor sneezed, a bit of blood appearing on his palm.  
 
    Rather than let Samantha see his bloodied hand, he cleared his throat and told her he needed to go back to the truck for a moment, where he quickly cleaned off his hand with a rag he’d stashed in the driver’s compartment. 
 
    He returned to her side, taking Jennifer from Samantha. 
 
    Jennifer wore a black dress, similar to her mother’s, and as Connor carried her, she rubbed her eyes like she was sleepy. 
 
    “I need you acting good in here, baby,” Samantha told Jennifer as she checked the clips in her hair. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Connor said. 
 
    “You really don’t want her bursting out crying during your brother’s funeral, do you?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Connor said gruffly as they entered the funeral home.  
 
    Lucian floated outside for a moment, not prepared to go inside. Once it became clear that no one else was coming he drifted in, straight into a room where people were viewing his open casket. There was a small line, maybe fifteen people, Kate, Connor, Samantha, and Jennifer at the back of it. 
 
    There were a few people he knew from high school, a few people from his mom’s church, and some relatives. 
 
    There were also a few friends from the construction site he used to work at, the men with their hair slicked back, their wives in new dresses. 
 
    And rather than look at everyone’s information, getting a glimpse of their death dates, Lucian simply floated over to his own casket and looked down at himself. 
 
    His skin was pale, a bit of blush to his cheeks, his dark brown hair swept over to the side. He wore the same suit as his brother, a rose on his lapel, nothing in his hands. 
 
    Everything up to this point had been surreal, but seeing his own coffin, and the line of people waiting for their chance to view his dead body, topped anything he had experienced before. 
 
    And at that moment he remembered what Old Death had told him, that everyone around him would die. 
 
    Taking a look around the room reminded Lucian that there wasn’t a person in here that would live past a hundred years from now. But if Lucian kept this up, he would still be alive, still hunting parasites. 
 
    Eventually, everyone made their way past the coffin, his mom stopping the longest, but not crying. She simply placed her hand on his chest, whispering for him to save a place for her up there. 
 
    If she only knew… 
 
    Lucian remained in the corner of the room as the priest from his childhood church entered through a wooden door in the back, carrying a Bible with him. 
 
    He set it on the lectern and said a few words, asking that everyone pray with him. Once he was finished, one of Lucian’s childhood friends stepped up with a few notes. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” his friend Jason Hamilton said, looking over to Lucian and the coffin, “I really can’t believe it. You are strong, you are a good friend, and… I’m sorry,” he said, clearing his throat. “You know, you always told me that you wanted to travel the world, and I would ask you where you would go first, you told me Japan. I don’t even know why you wanted to go to Japan,” he said, and a few people in the audience chuckled to themselves. 
 
    “I was just a kid then,” Lucian said, floating closer to Tom and ignoring his death date. 
 
    “I don’t even know if you had ever eaten Japanese food before. Maybe some sushi. And I know you weren’t a big fan of anime, but you liked video games, so I suppose those come from Japan. What am I saying? I just remember that you always said you wanted to visit there, that you hope to live for several years in a different country, just to get a different perspective. You always hinted at this, that you were interested in seeing what the world looked like. And it’s not fair that you had to go this way. You never got that perspective. You never went far from Salem, or Beverly, but I can tell you this, Lucian,” he said, choking up again, “people cared about you, I cared about you, and this community will never be the same without you here.” 
 
    Jason took a seat next to Kate and Lucian’s aunt came up to the lectern. 
 
    She spoke about Lucian as a child, how curious he had been, and how creative he was. She wiped her eyes a few times, but she held it together. 
 
    Eventually, his mom came up, then Connor, his brother gripping the lectern and gritting his teeth, trying not to let anyone see him cry as he said a few words. 
 
    Lucian could only take so much more, and rather than stick around and continue to listen to people remember him, he started to move his thumb toward his pinky finger, just about to teleport away when he noticed the female angel in the corner. 
 
    Life looked the same as she had before, a blue streak across her eyes, her golden hair long and flowing, her body encased in armor, her wings slowly flapping. She locked eyes with Lucian and pointed toward the ceiling. 
 
    He understood exactly what she meant. 
 
    Lucian floated upward, and the woman floated as well, not breaking eye contact with him as they arrived on the roof. 
 
    “I thought we had been over this before,” she said, drawing her weapon, the blade shimmering. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Lucian started to tell her. 
 
    “What is there to understand? You are stalking these people; you will not kill them.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about this, do you?” Lucian said, ignoring her sword, his fists curling at his sides. 
 
    “Anything else you’d like to say before I finish this?” she asked, flourishing her blade. 
 
    “That’s my goddamn body down there!” Lucian spit, a vein pulsing on the side of his neck. “This is my funeral!” he roared. 
 
    “Your funeral?” 
 
    “Don’t you check these fucking things!?” Lucian’s MX-11 materialized in his hand and he pointed at Life. “I need you to get the fuck out of here,” he said, his stats flashing before him.  
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    The angel’s armor began to spread up her body, forming a sharp golden mask. “You think that would do any good against me?” 
 
    “I don’t know why you keep coming around, but you should find someone else to watch over. These are my people to watch over,” Lucian said, his voice tinged with animosity that he rarely showcased. “This is my family.” 
 
    “What is your name?” the angel asked, lowering her sword. 
 
    “Why does that matter to you?” 
 
    “I suppose I could just find out by looking below,” she said, starting to sink back into the rooftop. 
 
    “Lucian. Lucian North,” he said, saving her the trouble, “and down there is my brother, Connor North, my niece, Jennifer North, and my mom, Sylvia North.” 
 
    “And now you are Death?” 
 
    “No, I just float around wearing black and killing parasites. Of course I’m Death.” Lucian took a deep breath in. “It’s been a rough day. I saw someone die.” 
 
    “You claim to be Death and that you saw someone die, yet for some reason this troubles you?” 
 
    “It’s not funny,” Lucian said, “she didn’t deserve that. She was taking a shower.” 
 
    “Then maybe you shouldn’t have pushed her,” the angel said, lifting her sword again. 
 
    “Pushed her? How am I supposed to do that? I can’t really touch anything here aside from parasites. I’m guessing you are the same way.” 
 
    “I don’t hunt parasites, I hunt you.” 
 
    “Really, that’s all you do?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at Lucian. “No, I do other things.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” Lucian asked, his MX-11 still trained on her. 
 
    “Danira,” she said, a golden halo starting to glow around her head. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “I’m calling for backup.” 
 
    “Why would you do that? We’re just having a conversation here.” 
 
    “You are pointing a weapon at me.” 
 
    “Well, you have a sword that looks like it’s probably magical.” 
 
    Danira glanced at her sword. “It is magical.” 
 
    “Then I think we’re even here. Maybe if we just both lowered our weapons and talked this through…” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s that easy,” she said. 
 
    “Why? Because we are supposed to be mortal enemies? What do you even know about what I do?” 
 
    “I know everything about what you do. You go around checking people’s dates of death, and if that date has passed, you kill them.” 
 
    “I can’t kill anyone, dammit,” Lucian said, his finger coming closer to the trigger of his weapon. 
 
    “But that’s not true. You know that you can kill them, and you know how you kill them,” she said, and as those words left her lips, Lucian noticed something moving quickly toward them. 
 
    A male angel landed on the rooftop, his golden wings lifting and settling as he drew a sword. 
 
    “I really wish there was another way for us to handle this,” Lucian said, completely ignoring the male angel. “Hopefully, I will see you again, Danira.” 
 
    And with those words, he tapped his thumb and pinky finger together, disappearing in a flash, leaving the two angels standing on the roof of the funeral parlor, Lucian’s body in the coffin below. 
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    Lucian reappeared on the beach in Portland, Maine. 
 
    It had been a rough day already, but before he headed back to his room at Old Death’s Place, he wanted to look out at the beach one more time. 
 
    “Need to get stronger…” Lucian said to himself as he turned away from the water, toward the old home on the cliffside. 
 
    He would make that home his one day. 
 
    He didn’t know how this would work, but he was certain Old Death would tell him. A smile came to Lucian’s face as he drifted toward the neighborhood surrounding the beach. 
 
    There had been something morbidly poetic about attending his own funeral. Encountering Danira made it somewhat worthwhile, even if she called for backup. 
 
    No one wants to die, and now that Lucian was Death and could prolong his life, part of Lucian planned to make that happen. He would have to deal with Life, and maybe if he could form an alliance of sorts… 
 
    Lucian looked up to see a mother leading her child down to the beach, both of them bundled up. 
 
      
 
    Name: Amanda O’Malley 
 
    Date of Birth: 01/22/1996 
 
    Date of Death: 06/06/2082 
 
      
 
    Name: Jill O’Malley 
 
    Date of Birth: 09/09/2018 
 
    Date of Death: 07/16/2019 
 
      
 
    A parasite was attached to the child, dragging on the ground behind the stroller, the caterpillar-like creature pulsing as they passed. An eye lifted off its form, turning to Lucian, its skin bristling. 
 
    Lucian watched it pass and didn’t do anything about it. 
 
    He wanted an older target; he didn’t care how long the parasite lived off the child. 
 
    Accessing the HUD he had created, Lucian started looking for hotspots in the neighborhood near the water. He found one and appeared there instantly, standing in front of a large, two-story cape with an attached garage. 
 
    Pressing through the door, he heard the sound of the television in the room to the right. He floated in and found an older woman watching a game show, her hand trembling as she ate a granola bar. 
 
      
 
    Name: Elizabeth Brown 
 
    Date of Birth: 03/31/1947 
 
    Date of Death: 12/24/2019 
 
      
 
    The peach-colored parasite attached to her had dozens of little legs like a centipede, and part of it rested over the woman’s body, its other half on the floor. As soon as it sensed Lucian’s presence, an eye rose from its back and crab claws pressed out of its body. 
 
    Lucian’s whip appeared in his hand, and he managed to cut one of the claws down just as it came for him.  
 
    The creature grew in size as it lunged for Lucian, and he used his whip to cut off another one of its claws. Lucian ran up the wall, and stood sideways on it, his MX-11 materializing in his hands. 
 
    He fired a shot at the parasite, which sizzled through its body, the creature hissing as it grew tentacles and claws, all aimed at Lucian. He jumped back to the ground just as one of the tentacles slammed into his body, sending him into the other room. 
 
    Pain spread through Lucian as he sat up, his hand on the back of his head. 
 
    A tentacle slapped next to him, a thick claw emerging from it and clamping down onto Lucian’s arm. 
 
    He went with his lava sword, hacking off the claw. He drove his weapon into the tentacle, pinning it to the ground. 
 
    His hands began to transform as his own claws took shape. Lucian batted away another tentacle, and latched on to the third, digging his nails in and ripping it to shreds, purple blood spritzing the air. 
 
    His MX-11 was back in his hand in a matter of seconds, the green light indicating it was charged and ready.  
 
    Lucian squeezed the trigger and fired a shot to the other room. The parasite screeched in pain, its high-pitched squeal making Lucian cringe. 
 
    Another tentacle tried to take his legs out, but Lucian managed to jump over in time. He floated into the air and triggered his weapon again, the parasite shrieking even louder this time. 
 
    Throwing his weapon aside, Lucian’s modified grenade launcher took shape in his hands.  
 
    He began pumping shots into the other room, each explosion making the tentacles that had reached him quiver until he heard a final, ear-piercing squeal. 
 
    Energy radiated from the other room into the hallway, twisting up in the air and diving into Lucian’s body. 
 
    Another Soul Point. 
 
    His stat system hovered before him, and Lucian figured he could use what was left to craft some weapons. 
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    After all, and especially after what was said at his funeral, Lucian felt like now was as good of a time as any to finally make that trip to Tokyo.  
 
    But before he did so, he needed to pay a visit to Old Death.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve: A Scythe and Some Game Time 
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    “Wake up,” Lucian told the elderly man, who was resting on the couch in his otherworldly home. Old Death’s cheeks looked darker than they had the last time Lucian had seen him, and as he blinked his eyes awake, Lucian could have sworn he saw something fade behind his eyes. 
 
    “Lucian?” Old Death asked, as Ezra stood and yawned. 
 
    “I’ve got questions.” 
 
    Old Death laughed, a smile forming on his face. “I’m sure you do, but are they questions worthy enough to wake a man from his nap?”  
 
    A chair appeared in front of Lucian’s predecessor.  
 
    “Fine, fine, take a seat.” 
 
    “What am I?” Lucian asked after he’d sat in front of Old Death. 
 
    “Is that a trick question?” 
 
    “I mean…” Lucian thought for a moment. “How is it that I can visit anywhere in the world and fight parasites, yet I’m not able to do something as simple as knock on a door?” 
 
    “Because you can float through that door, my boy; embrace your new role!” 
 
    Lucian shook his head. “What do you really know about us, about where we exist? I mean, what plane we exist on.” 
 
    “Why does an answer as to where you exist matter? You simply exist. As hard as that may be for you to understand, that truly is the only answer I’m able to provide. I don’t know if there’s a better way to put it.” 
 
    “That answer is a cop-out.” 
 
    “A what?” Old Death asked, squinting at Lucian. 
 
    “A bullshit answer. I’m not alive.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Am I dead?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What happens after you die?” 
 
    “The same thing that happens after you’re born.” 
 
    Lucian shook his head. “Just be straight with me.” 
 
    “I wish there was a straight answer, but from what I’ve read, and from what other Deaths have told me, death is death.” He smirked at his own answer.  
 
    “Come on, you’ve got to have a better answer than that. We’ve already talked about Heaven and Hell, so they exist. And when these people die, people like Lisa…” 
 
    “Who’s Lisa?” 
 
    “I killed her parasite yesterday; I checked on her today and she slipped in the shower and died right in front of me.” 
 
    Old Death pursed his lips. “It is unfortunate that you had to witness that,” he finally said. “I probably should have told you not to check on people after you’ve removed their parasites. I learned that long ago, well before your grandparents’ grandparents were conceived. It is best not to know. It still affects you in the same way, at least it did for me, and that sense of helplessness. No sir. I wouldn’t recommend doing that, especially with family members.” 
 
    “Where did she go?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “Somewhere else.” 
 
    “Come on, man, what kind of answer is that?” 
 
    Old Death shrugged. “There are different planes of reality. People interpret these planes in different ways. There are numerous interpretations across the galaxy, and because of this, there’s no real answer that I have for you.” 
 
    Lucian shook his head. “That doesn’t tell me shit.” 
 
    “You have as long as you’d like to seek an answer to these questions. I stopped looking for them a long time ago. Personal preference.” He sighed miserably. “Sometimes it’s best not to know.” 
 
    “Who decides when people die?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, Lisa’s date of death changed before my eyes. Who decides these things?” 
 
    “I don’t know if anyone decides them, to be honest,” the elderly man finally said. “At least, there isn’t a single entity that decides them. I suppose the Council of Death has some role, but I never made it high enough on the food chain to visit.” 
 
    “After three hundred years?” 
 
    “Times flies when you’re wasting time.” 
 
    “You really haven’t done shit in three hundred years, have you?” 
 
    Old Death sat up, his eyes narrowing on Lucian. “There’s a lot about me you don’t know. Perhaps there was a time when I was like you, eager to understand my role in all this and get control over it. Perhaps having control over something is good, and maybe it makes you more powerful. But there’s more to life after death, pardon the pun, than simply being the strongest around.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lucian said, turning to his room.  
 
    “I know you don’t want to hear that, but if there’s anything I can pass on to you from my experience in this role it’s that staying under the radar can be a good thing. There’s a lot about this power I haven’t really looked into, sure, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t attempted some things that others may not have explored. Every Death handles this role in a different way. Once you meet another Death, you’ll see what I mean. Being the Grim Reaper is not all it’s cracked up to be, but it has some perks, namely being able to decide how you go about doing the job.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Lucian said, turning back to the man. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    Old Death cackled. “I said the very same thing to my predecessor. It’s nice knowing what lies in the valley beyond, but part of the fun is the discovery. So go and discover what this role means to you. I’ll still be here. Injuresouls can’t get me here, so I still have time left.” 
 
    “And you really don’t know where you’ll go after this?” 
 
    The elderly man took a deep breath in, steadying his gaze on Lucian. “I’ll let you know when I get there.” 
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    Clichéd as it was, Lucian decided he would create a scythe.  
 
    He still had around five available Soul Points left, and as he looked down at his work table, he decided to see just how powerful he could make the weapon. 
 
    He closed his eyes, imagining what it would look like, and as he opened them a scythe took shape, its snath thickening as Lucian cycled through a variety of materials. He finally settled on a sturdy blackwood that seemed to be as strong as metal.  
 
    Lucian focused on the blade, growing something that was sleek and sharp, the point curled. 
 
    He lifted the scythe just to get a sense of its weight.  
 
    The weapon was obviously top-heavy, which Lucian addressed by thickening its base, adding a blackened metal that matched the blade to it and creating a curled design. 
 
    He thought about adding a skull to the metal inlay but ultimately decided against it as he began strengthening the weapon, pushing power into it. He could see a blackened energy hovering around his hands, the edges of the matter boiling and popping as he transferred more power to the scythe. 
 
    It began to glow an almost midnight blue, and a tendril of metal rose off the blade and twisted down the snath. Another one followed the first, strengthening the attachment ring.  
 
    Lucian lifted the blade again, and twisted it around his body.  
 
    The crafting space in his room expanded as he stepped into the area, two dummies appearing. 
 
    Lucian cut them down, just getting used to the weight of the weapon. 
 
    He spun it around his body and cut through another dummy that had appeared. He noticed a trail of magic stemming off the blade when it moved. Swinging it even faster caused the scythe to leave a residue of energy in its wake. 
 
    The ceiling lifted a few feet.  
 
    Lucian started spinning the weapon, his hands moving faster and faster as he grew accustomed to using it. He stopped and threw the scythe wide, sending a blast of blackened energy across the room that left a crater in the wall. 
 
    A smile crept across his face. 
 
    He kept practicing with the scythe, trying a variety of poses and combat styles that seemed to just make sense the longer he held the weapon. 
 
    An hour passed this way, Lucian cutting down the dummies he’d created as he tested both close combat and long-range attacks. He went upside down as well, standing on the ceiling and driving his blade into the head of one of the dummies. 
 
    Perfecting moves like this would allow him to potentially ambush a parasite.  
 
    This would require some waiting as they seemed to sense his presence, but it could prove useful, especially if the enemy seemed stronger than Lucian. 
 
    Lucian fired one more shot of energy from the scythe.  
 
    “Nice,” he said, nodding to himself as the weapon faded away. 
 
    He yawned, feeling a bit weaker than normal as he made his way to his bed. His video game controller appeared in his hands. He looked at the flat-screen television across the room, and it grew in size. 
 
    “That’s better,” he said to himself as he started up Zero Enigma, loading his last save record. A sword appeared on the television, the weapon twisting as an in-game fact typed across the screen.  
 
    Once he was back in, Lucian decided against going to the big city and seeing what kind of trouble he could stir up. 
 
    Well, sort of. 
 
    His first instinct was to check the quests he had yet to finish, which he did by navigating through a series of submenus. There were the easier quests, such as finding some lady’s lost cow, and then there were the more complicated ones that involved teaming up with someone to raid a castle. 
 
    He finally settled on a quest through an infamous dungeon, one in the mountains overlooking the city of Karonyoff. He didn’t much like the city—its inhabitants were generally rude and not worth pickpocketing—but he went there anyway, journeying his way to a dungeon, where he was greeted by a green mist. 
 
    “Who goes there?” a deep voice asked. 
 
    Lucian selected an answer that was a bit snarky. Not quite, “your mom goes here,” but not far off. 
 
    “You dare come to my burial ground with such hubris!?”  
 
    A rock slid in front of the opening behind Lucian, preventing his avatar from escaping. 
 
    “Ah, come on, asshole,” he said under his breath as he tried to physically move the stone. 
 
    The deep voice laughed. “This is but a taste of my power, mortal! You have two options: bring me my chalice, which was stolen from me by a dastardly fellow known as David of Willmarth, or fight your way through my dungeon.” 
 
    Lucian was about to select Option B when he recalled that he’d read about this particular dungeon. If he selected the second option, he was pretty sure all of his healing potions and spells would be stripped from him, and that the enemies in the dungeon were a much higher level than he was. 
 
    To confirm, he needed to do a quick search on the Internet… 
 
    Lucian raised an eyebrow as he looked at his hand and a smartphone appeared. 
 
    Before he could even turn the phone on, his stats flashed before him, letting him know that he was almost out of juice. 
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    “There’s no way that this will work,” Lucian said as he pressed the power button on the sleek smartphone, a logo appearing as it booted up.  
 
    Once it was up and running, he pressed his finger on the Internet icon, his eyes going wide as it accessed the Internet.  
 
    “No way,” Lucian said as he started typing random stuff in the search engine. “No fucking way.” 
 
    He pulled up his email account and signed in to it, immediately sending a message to his brother. 
 
    Connor, I am alive. Are you able to read this email? 
 
    It actually sent, or at least Lucian thought it did.  
 
    Only a moment later he realized the email was eternally in his draft folder, that he wasn’t actually able to create an outgoing email. He also tried social media. While he was allowed to see his news feed, he wasn’t allowed to actually send someone a message. 
 
    It was incredibly frustrating. 
 
    “How is this working?” he asked as he looked the smartphone over. No answer coming to him, Lucian figured he’d use it to figure out what to do in this particular dungeon.  
 
    He typed “Karonyoff dungeon options” and found out that his gut instinct was wrong. The best choice was to go get the chalice. That was fine and all, but Lucian still didn’t understand how the Internet could possibly work. And for that matter, how did the video streaming? And if both these things worked, could he play online? 
 
    He tried to connect Zero Enigma to the Internet and failed.  
 
    He shook his head, frustrated with his limitations. Being Death was one of the most powerful things that could ever happen to someone, but the limitations were truly frustrating. 
 
    Lucian had the sudden idea to run out and tell Old Death about being able to use the Internet here, but he figured Old Death would just shrug, and let him know that “things were strange.”  
 
    Or whatever. 
 
    It would be handy, however, to have a smartphone, especially because Lucian was used to looking up information in this way.  
 
    Lucian performed a quick search for information on Lisa’s death and found an article about a woman in Beverly, Massachusetts, who had been found by her brother after slipping in the tub. 
 
    “Makes no sense,” Lucian whispered to himself as he placed his phone on the nightstand and returned to his video game controller. He selected the option of getting the chalice, and the rock behind him rolled away. 
 
    “Good luck,” the evil dungeon spirit said. “Do not return without my chalice.” 
 
    “Got it,” Lucian whispered to the deep voice. “And fuck you too.” 
 
    Lucian fast-traveled to Karonyoff, appearing at the city gates. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” one of the guards said, stepping forward as the scene played out. “I’m not allowed to let you into the city. There has been a kidnapping, and the city is on lockdown until we’re able to search all the homes.” 
 
    Lucian had put some of the Skill Points he had received into his persuasion ability, but he didn’t know if it was high enough to be able to get into the city.  
 
    Still, he attempted it. 
 
    “You dare try to bribe me?” the guard spit, drawing his weapon. 
 
    Lucian paused and went to the menu, cycling until he got to the crafting option. 
 
    He had to smile at the fact that he was about to be assaulted by these two guards, yet he still had time to craft a weapon.  
 
    He loved playing games, especially RPGs, but this part of gameplay always amused him. Here he was, mid-attack, and he’s sitting there trying to craft up a weapon and add some powers to it. 
 
    Luckily, he’d been saving some precious metals and some Skill Points to eventually create something, and now seemed like a perfect time. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Lucian said as he scrolled through his crafting options. 
 
    Sure enough, he had the option to create a scythe, which he quickly crafted, infusing it with a glass bottle of Dragon’s blood that he had taken off a random encounter and adding some gemstones he picked up on a different quest. In the end, he had a pretty awesome scythe, one that had +10 attack power and a 20% chance to evade an attack from a one-handed weapon. 
 
    As soon as he cycled back out of the menu, his scythe appeared in his hands and Lucian swung it at the guard.  
 
    The other one charged him; Lucian managed to blow him back with a gust of wind from his left hand, allowing him to focus on the first combatant. 
 
    It was a video game, so real-world physics had already been lit aflame, stomped out, shit on, scooped into the trash bin and thrown out a top floor window from the Burj Khalifa, but the game developers had done a pretty good job of adjusting how an avatar fought depending on which weapon they had.  
 
    Lucian assumed that the developers decided to give the scythe a fighting style similar to that of a spear, noticing that he was mostly jabbing at the guard rather than taking big swings at him. 
 
    But pulling down hard on the left-hand joystick allowed him to actually do a spin, using the full potential of the blade. 
 
    “Here we go, here we go,” Lucian said, nodding as his avatar killed the first guard. 
 
    A dialogue started up, Lucian able to offer the second guard the option of keeping his life or dying. 
 
    The second guard acquiesced, sheathing his sword and taking a knee in front of Lucian. 
 
    “What would you have me do?” he asked. 
 
    Lucian selected the “Tell me about the chalice” option, and the guard offered to take him to it. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the owner of the place, David of Willmarth is at the Parsneau Pub,” the guard said as they left the dead guard lying at the entrance to the city of Karonyoff.  
 
    Lucian smirked at this, imagining what this would look like in real life.  
 
    “He usually doesn’t get back to his home until late, and that’s if he doesn’t crash at Dean the Beard’s home. Dean the Beard is known across the kingdoms for his beard and his absolutely fantastic bacon.” 
 
    Lucian pressed the X button to speed up the dialogue. He had noticed several times now that some of the NPCs’ dialogue in Zero Enigma was often non sequitur, if not downright absurd. 
 
    He stopped speeding up the dialogue once they came to a two-story home with a couple of barrels in front of it. 
 
    “I give you David of Willmarth’s home,” the guard said. “Hey, if you happen to see or hear any goblins in there, let me know. There are rumors that Willmarth runs a goblin smuggling ring. The woman next door claims that she hears giddy screaming and scary flatulence several nights a week, but I have not been able to independently verify that bit of information.” 
 
    Lucian chuckled. “Were the writers high when they wrote this?” he asked himself as the guard stepped aside, letting Lucian approach the door. It wasn’t very difficult to pick the lock, and his avatar was in Willmarth’s home in a matter of moments.  
 
    He headed straight to the bedroom to rifle through the dressers and nightstands. He saw a trunk at the end of the bed and opened it to find the chalice, the item’s name rimmed in gold to let him know that this was what the dungeon wanted. 
 
    He was just about to reenter the main room when a cut scene started up, the door opening and David of Willmarth drunkenly stumbling into the home. “Bacon beard, beard of bacon, beers for all, beers and bacon, family is gone, eat some bacon, drink some beers and eat some bacon!” He paused, drawing his weapon. “Who’s there?” 
 
    And for a moment, Lucian figured he would just engage the man with the scythe. But then Willmarth turned in the opposite direction, toward the kitchen of his home. 
 
    Lucian realized that this was supposed to be a stealth escape or kill type of mission, and while he could have made it out of the home without being spotted, he figured that Willmarth could have some loot worth taking.  
 
    Then again, killing him may cause other issues for Lucian in the future. 
 
    That was one thing he liked about Zero Enigma. You really never knew when killing someone would come back to haunt you. 
 
    To loot or to kill? 
 
    Now that was the goddamn question. 
 
    Lucian weighed this important decision for a moment. 
 
    He figured he could create a save record just in case something bad happened once he took Willmarth out. After creating a save record, he put his scythe away and went for his dagger.  
 
    He snuck into the other room, hiding beside the door as Willmarth came back into the main living space. 
 
    Lucian lunged for the man, bringing his blade to Willmarth’s neck and killing him.  
 
    A skull icon and a dark piano tone let him know that he had done something that was akin to generating negative karma. 
 
    “Guards! Guards!” Dean the Beard stood in the open doorway, screaming and pointing at Lucian. “Guards!”  
 
    The city guards came running, none of them the same guy that he’d convinced to join him earlier. They quickly overwhelmed him, Lucian doing his best to fight them off but eventually dying. 
 
    He reappeared outside the city, all of his items stripped from him, his money missing. 
 
    “And that, my friends, is what the save record was for.” Lucian reloaded his previous record, with the plan to sneak out of Willmarth’s home this time rather than kill him. 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen: Yoshimi and Pachinko 
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    The first thing Lucian did when he woke up the next morning was check his phone to see if his brother had responded. 
 
    He hadn’t. 
 
    Of course, he hadn’t. His email was still in the draft folder. 
 
    The second thing he did was start researching Kyoto. 
 
    He recalled his friend Jason Hamilton mentioning in his eulogy that Lucian had always wanted to go to Japan. He figured that he would go there today, to do some hunting on the other side of the world, just to get away for a while. 
 
    After a bit of research, he settled on the Gion District, mostly because he thought it would be an interesting location, but also because he saw an article saying that this was the geisha district. 
 
    And Lucian felt like being a tourist. 
 
    He pressed his thumb and pinky together, and his form took shape on top of a rooftop overlooking a quaint canal. It was night, and red paper lanterns hung over the canal. 
 
    Lucian floated over toward one of the red lamps, eventually dropping down onto the cobblestone street. There were a few tourists about, and as he made his way down the path he noticed a small bar open on his right. The details of two men sitting out front appeared before him. 
 
      
 
    Name: Masayoshi Yamashita 
 
    Date of Birth: 02/27/1978 
 
    Date of Death: 08/22/2027 
 
      
 
    Name: Minoru Niihara 
 
    Date of Birth: 11/18/1983 
 
    Date of Death: 09/15/2086 
 
      
 
    Lucian nodded, impressed that the second guy was going to live to be almost a hundred and three. 
 
    He moved on, his scythe taking shape in his hand. He spun it once but didn’t do it again, this weird feeling coming to him that someone was watching him. 
 
    Lucian paused, taking a quick look around to see if anything caught his eye.  
 
    Once he was sure he was alone he continued on his way. 
 
    Eventually, he weaved his way out of the neighborhood, not yet seeing any geishas, and made his way onto a main street that was filled with shops and convenience stores where he found a few restaurants with intimate seating. Lucian wished he had visited this place while he was alive. 
 
    How hard would it have been? 
 
    Then again, Lucian never really had a lot of money, so pulling off the trip to Japan may have actually been difficult. There was a time in his early twenties when it could have happened when he had run into a little money from working overtime at a warehouse on the outskirts of Boston. But that would have caused some issues between Kate and him, so he ended up spending the money on her instead. 
 
    Lucian turned back to the neighborhood, floating through the houses and seeing how the Japanese people lived. 
 
    He usually stuck to the main thoroughfares when he floated aimlessly, occasionally using rooftops to move around. But moving through people’s houses, one after another, was an entirely unique experience. 
 
    Even though this wasn’t his culture, Lucian could understand what they were saying to each other, or what was playing on the television. He listened as a mother and son discussed his day at school, the father still at work. 
 
    Floating into a hostel, Lucian found a pair of French tourists having sex in their room, a bottle of sake lying on its side. “Do you love me? Do you love me?” the woman asked as she looked down at the man, her hands on his chest, her nipples erect. 
 
    “With my entire heart,” he said, and the woman moaned. 
 
    Lucian continued along his way. 
 
    Eventually, he came to a place that had geishas. One of the women was sitting next to a man who was enjoying a cup of tea, the man focused on just a small sliver of her wrist that was visible, the woman in complete control. 
 
    Lucian ignored their death dates as he continued into another home where he found an older woman kneeling in front of her family altar, speaking to her dead parents. 
 
    “If only you knew how little they could hear you,” Lucian whispered, dropping his hand under her head, his fingers passing right through her. 
 
    He still couldn’t get over that.  
 
    Whether Old Death wanted to admit it or not, Lucian was no better than a ghost. 
 
    Eventually, he floated across the main street and found several bars and hotels all clustered together along a back alley. 
 
    He passed into an establishment where a woman paid a man for him to keep her company. Lucian listened to the conversation for a moment, the man flirting with the older woman, offering to fill her drink, complimenting her taste and her style. The woman promised that she would visit in a week after a trip to London for business, that she would bring him a gift. 
 
    Lucian saw a parasite on the woman, one that he had never seen before, purple with yellow splotches and dozens of lips across its back. He checked her details, and saw that she wasn’t anywhere near her Date of Death. 
 
      
 
    Name: Kazu Makino 
 
    Date of Birth: 12/31/1969 
 
    Date of Death: 04/20/2054 
 
      
 
    After watching the parasite for a moment, Lucian equipped his Glock and brought it to the side of what he thought was the parasite’s head and fired a couple of shots. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He lowered his weapon, watching as the handsome young male continued to compliment the woman, the parasite’s body twitching with delight. 
 
    Floating back outside, Lucian saw a couple of older Japanese people shuffling into a building lit up with bright lights, sliding glass doors beckoning them in. 
 
    “Pachinko?” Lucian said as he looked at the sign. 
 
    He moved to find a slew of Japanese people sitting on stools in front of beeping machines. Something about it reminded him of Vegas, yet it was different, not typical slot machines.  
 
    There were dozens of parasites in here, most of them black and shriveled, with no eyes. He also noticed a few of the multi-legged parasites that Lucian could actually kill, the ones with the peach-colored skin.  
 
    Fat ones too.  
 
    And just as he equipped his scythe, a few eyes rose off their backs. 
 
    Lucian shot forward. 
 
    He brought his weapon back and used its weight to spin his legs around, where he pressed off one of the machines and narrowly avoided a spiked tentacle. 
 
    He hit the ground in a crouch, using his full standing force to fire off a blast of energy at the larger parasite on the left, sending it crashing into one of the machines. 
 
    Oddly enough, the black parasites, still attached to some of the people playing pachinko, were as oblivious as their hosts, not even flinching as Lucian cut through two razor-sharp tentacles. 
 
    A fist slammed into the back of his head and sent Lucian straight to the tile, where his chin left a small crater.  
 
    He kicked out of the way just in time to avoid a giant stinger from one of the parasites with a body covered in hairy feelers. The stinger spit acid at Lucian that burned through his clothing, his skin sizzling. 
 
    Even as his skin burned, Lucian went for his MX-11 and fired shots at the parasite as he ran toward the wall.  
 
    He jumped just in time to avoid another stinger from a different parasite, jogging sideways as he tried to get his bearings, as he tried to focus on taking down just one at a time. 
 
    There were four of them actively engaging him now, with a fifth on the periphery.  
 
    He would need to take them out individually rather than keep trying to fight them all off at the same time. While he may be strong enough in the future to simply take them all at once, Lucian knew he needed to thin the herd. 
 
    He moved along the outskirts of the room, only one of the tentacles chasing him now. Lucian doubled back around and fired several shots at the parasite.  
 
    Charging forward again, he focused all of his energy into his legs and delivered a point-blank shot right into the back of the parasite, its body exploding just as the stinger from another parasite struck Lucian in the shoulder. 
 
    An energy poured into him as he brought his arm back and placed his hand on the wound, healing it, and feeling just a small amount of his power drain. 
 
    He knew he still had plenty of juice left, but if he could keep healing himself as he took them out one by one, he’d likely make it through the fight. Thinking of his SP caused his stats to flash on his pane of vision, where he noted that he’d definitely killed one of them. 
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    Lucian went for his scythe again as two pulsing limbs sprang toward him. Using his scythe’s blade as a pole vault pole, Lucian launched over both of the tentacles. 
 
    He spun quickly, bringing his weapon around him and slicing through several of the tentacles and one of the parasite’s stingers. Twisting around, Lucian drove his scythe into its back, channeling energy into the weapon that exploded the creature, a bright light pouring into him. 
 
    He skipped away just in time to avoid the outstretched arm of a parasite to his right.  
 
    His scythe disappeared and Lucian went for his grenade launcher. 
 
    He was just about to pump two grenades into its open mouth when a tentacle latched onto his face from behind. 
 
    The tentacle ballooned in size, quickly swallowing Lucian’s head all the way down to his neck. Razor-sharp teeth pressed into Lucian’s skull as he tried to fight it off, as more tentacles grabbed his arms and pulled him back. 
 
    No… 
 
    He tried to touch his thumb and his pinky together but he couldn’t, one of the tentacles now wrapping around his hand, and breaking his fingers. The teeth sawed into the flesh of his face; he could feel them dig into his cheeks, scrape his teeth. Lucian was panicking, unable to move. 
 
    He fired his grenade launcher at his own feet, somehow severing the tentacle that was wrapped around his head.  
 
    More parasites latched onto him, another going for his head and biting down even harder now. He felt a sharp pang in his chest as a stinger jabbed into his body, and a group of tentacles tried to pull him to the ground. 
 
    “Stand still!” Lucian heard a woman shout, and even in the darkness, he knew that whatever was standing before him was incredibly powerful. 
 
    The parasites hissed as their bodies were torn apart. 
 
    The tentacles wrapped around Lucian’s body loosened, and more parasites shrieked. He gained usage of his hand again and pulled a lump of parasite off his face, tossing it to the ground. 
 
    Standing before Lucian was a woman who almost resembled a geisha dressed as the Grim Reaper.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen: Obscure Parasites 
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    Lucian fell to one knee, his stats flashing before him and letting him know that he’d used a lot of energy. 
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    How he had expended so much in so little time could only be explained by the parasite that had latched onto him, Lucian finally understanding what it would be like to be overpowered by the creatures. Old Death had warned him about how they would keep a reaper alive until injuresouls came, and now he appreciated exactly what that entailed. 
 
    “You are weak,” the woman said as she floated down to Lucian, tendrils from her robes reaching toward him. 
 
    The two disappeared, their bodies reforming in a small room with paper walls.  
 
    The woman’s robes gently placed Lucian on a pillow, where he was able to sit. A small table swirled into existence before him, and the woman took a seat at the opposite end of the table. 
 
    She had Asian features and her skin was a pale moon white, her hair up in a bun, her lips an intense shade of red. Everything about her seemed expertly put together, her dark blue and black robe expertly crafted. There was something majestic about the way she sat, a solemn expression on her face that spawned a sense of sadness within Lucian. 
 
    “You’re a Death?” he asked, trying to get a sense of his surroundings. The thin walls allowed for some light to come into the room. There was also a large window opening up into a small sanctuary garden with a single large tree in its middle, its limbs curled in a way that reminded Lucian of the tentacles of a parasite. 
 
    The woman nodded. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Lucian. Yours?” 
 
    “Yoshimi,” she said, as two small teacups appeared on the table as well as a piping hot kettle with steam billowing from its spout. The china was made from glowing porcelain, decorated with a blue-and-white flower motif. 
 
    “You are new at this?” she asked him. 
 
    “I am,” Lucian admitted. 
 
    Her facial expression remained unchanged. “And you have come here to find parasites?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” he told her as the kettle lifted into the air of its own accord, pouring him a fresh cup of tea. 
 
    “Please, drink.” 
 
    He carefully lifted the small cup and took a sip from it, a sense of warmth moving through him. 
 
    “This is amazing,” he said. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    Yoshimi reached for her tea as well and also took a sip. Lucian started to feel self-conscious, not knowing what the etiquette was for this type of scenario. He simply mirrored her, taking very small sips, trying to be as polite as possible. 
 
    “Your home is beautiful,” he finally said. 
 
    “I have been working on it for quite some time. Thank you.” 
 
    “May I ask how long you have been Death?” 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    Lucian waited for her to answer, and when she didn’t he asked the question again. 
 
    “I have been Death for about ninety years,” she said. “And you?” 
 
    “A few days.” 
 
    This brought a smile to her face. “And you are already here in Japan?” 
 
    “I attended my own funeral yesterday, and someone mentioned that I had talked about wanting to go to Japan. I figured since I can travel anywhere I want, I would check the place out.” 
 
    “And you chose Kyoto?” 
 
    “It seemed like the touristy thing to do.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “How long have you been watching me?” Lucian asked, remembering that he had sensed that someone was following him back in the Gion District.  
 
    “Since you arrived in Kyoto. I noticed you floating through the streets and I decided to keep an eye on you. Did you enjoy your vacation?” 
 
    “I guess,” Lucian said. “Do you ever come to America?” 
 
    “I go wherever I want.” 
 
    “You seem quite powerful,” he said, instantly feeling stupid for saying that to her. 
 
    “It comes with the territory. As Death, a near limitless power is available to you, if you choose to take it. The possibilities are truly endless, but I have reached a level that I’m happy with, and I’ll stay around this level for the next century.” 
 
    “What kind of system do you use to keep track of the parasites you kill?” 
 
    Yoshimi looked around her home as marks bloomed on the paper walls. The marks were red, and once they were done forming, Lucian quickly realized that there were thousands upon thousands of them, more marks than Lucian could ever have possibly counted. 
 
    “That’s beautiful.” He stood and moved to one of the walls, admiring the marks. Lucian turned back to Yoshimi. “How did you get these kinds of numbers?” 
 
    “Two atomic bombs.” 
 
    Lucian bit his lip. “Wow.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Do you use a little black book as well?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “To find your next target, to check an area’s map.” 
 
    “I have a journal that I use if I want to refer to a map,” Yoshimi explained. “Japan is densely populated, making it pretty easy to find my next parasite. I have slowed down my hunting now though, and only try to go out once or twice a week.” 
 
    “Because of injuresouls?” 
 
    Lucian noticed the woman’s throat quiver. “All Deaths should be worried about those creatures, among other things.” 
 
    “Angels.” 
 
    “The Progeny of Light will always be our enemy, but we are inevitable, while Life is temporary. There are beings that will never experience life, but all beings will experience us.” 
 
    Lucian sat before her again. “And your predecessor? Are they still alive?” 
 
    She offered him a curious look. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand your question.” 
 
    “You took the mantle from a previous Death, correct?” 
 
    “Ah, I see what you are asking,” she said, bowing her head slightly. “I was a young girl, sick and starving when he came. I tried to fight him off with a book, and when that didn’t work, I went for my house slippers.” 
 
    “So you fought back as well?” 
 
    “I did. What about you?” 
 
    “I tried to shoot him with a gun,” he said as he sat back down, “and when injuresouls came, I started firing on them.” 
 
    Yoshimi looked at Lucian with surprise. “You fought off injuresouls while you were still mortal?” 
 
    “I did. Stupid, right?” 
 
    “No, not stupid at all. It’s miraculous that you are even able to see them. And it worked?” 
 
    “I saved him, which is why he gave me his mantle. He’s still alive, living in a big home on some alien world.” 
 
    “An alien world?” Yoshimi shook her head. 
 
    “I think that’s what it is. I don’t know. It doesn’t look like any place here on Earth.” 
 
    She took a sip of her tea and slowly set it back down. “Have you thought about where you would like to make a home?” 
 
    “There’s one place I can think of,” Lucian said, an image of the beach in Portland, Maine, coming to him. “But I have other things I would like to handle first, such as growing stronger, and I also have some questions I would like answered.” 
 
    “Don’t we all.” 
 
    “For one, something is happening to my brother. There’s a parasite attached to him, but it’s unlike the other parasites that I’ve seen so far. It’s clear with a mustard yellow color inside. I would like to know more about this, and how I can kill it.” 
 
    Yoshimi paused, weighing her next words carefully. “And your Death didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “He doesn’t know anything about it. But I saw it, and I’ve seen it several times. In fact, back in that pachinko place, I saw some other parasites I couldn’t attack, black ones.” 
 
    After taking another sip from her tea, Yoshimi finally spoke. “It is hard for me to comprehend how someone who has only been Death for a few days is already able to see these things, but I suppose if you were able to see the injuresouls, it makes sense that you have also seen these parasites.” 
 
    “So they are real?” Lucian asked, his heart fluttering in his chest. 
 
    “They are indeed real, but you do not have enough power to do anything about them. Most Deaths never have the power to do anything about some of the more obscure parasites.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    Rather than directly answer his question, Yoshimi took a look around the room and all the markings on the paper walls. 
 
    “So you do…”  
 
    “Some of us gain luck through tragedy. Some Deaths are born at a time where there is a huge influx of parasites. My birth into this role coincided with a time like that, the two nuclear attacks giving me thousands to prey upon. I had already been Death for around fifteen years at that point, so I was used to the role. But the two events allowed me to hunt and subsequently access power that most Deaths will never receive.” 
 
    “And because you have that power, you can now kill these more obscure parasites?” 
 
    She nodded. “The parasites that we commonly go after are leeches keeping a person alive by feeding on them. The other, more obscure parasites are of varying strength and tangibility. While you won’t be able to take down some of them, others, like mental health parasites, may be something you can eliminate.” 
 
    “Do you feel any remorse for going after these leeches?” 
 
    “Remorse?” Yoshimi said the word in a way that led Lucian to believe that she had never thought of it like that before. “Why would I feel remorse for killing something that was supposed to already die?” 
 
    “But children…” 
 
    “What you are experiencing will soften over the course of your time as Death. It isn’t our role to feel remorse. These parasites are leeches, and killing them will increase your power. That’s all they are, which is why I tend to focus on the more obscure parasites. Going after them will give you power beyond your wildest dreams.” 
 
    “This is already beyond my wildest dreams.” 
 
    “A fair point, but this is just the start of a journey into the depths of the spiritual world, especially if you’re showing this much promise at such an early stage. Your predecessor has never witnessed these obscure parasites. In the future, when you meet more Death or you ever attend the Council, there will be some debate on if these parasites even exist or not.” 
 
    Lucian shook his head. “Other Deaths seriously don’t think they exist?’ 
 
    “Correct, and if I were you, I wouldn’t go around volunteering this information to people you meet in the future. As you’ve likely come to understand by now, parasites come in a variety of forms. Killing them will remove the condition from their host, but it can also lead to other complications. I can’t emphasize that enough: just because you kill one, doesn’t mean that person is suddenly free.” 
 
    “I understand,” Lucian said, instantly thinking of his brother. If he was able to remove the parasite afflicting him, what would happen to him next? Would there be another parasite to take its place? 
 
    “There are a variety of types, but like the leeches, there are reoccurring features that make them identifiable.” 
 
    “The ones in the pachinko place were black.” 
 
    Yoshimi nodded. “Those are greed parasites. Killing them sometimes leads to other parasites taking the host and filling their void. I’ve seen people successfully move on from having one of those parasites attached to them, and I’ve also seen the reverse. Proceed with caution. That is, if you care about your hosts. If you do not care about them, then proceed however you would like.” 
 
    “The parasite on my brother is clear with a yellow tinge to it. I tried everything…” 
 
    “And you will continue to try everything until you are powerful enough to kill it,” Yoshimi said, “and that could take you years.” 
 
    “I don’t have years. His date of death is in about seven months.” 
 
    Yoshimi took a sip from her tea, staring down into the liquid for a moment. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “We don’t really get hungry,” Lucian said. 
 
    “I suppose it is an arbitrary question, but sometimes it is nice to have food around, something I still can’t seem to get over from my life before all this.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll eat then.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that.” 
 
    A full spread of sushi, sashimi, small side salads and dumplings in bamboo containers appeared on the table. A pair of chopsticks and a small plate shot out of one of the dressers pressed against a wall and arranged itself in front of Lucian. 
 
    “Enjoy.” Yoshimi opened one of the bamboo containers, steam wafting into the air. 
 
    Lucian ate one of the dumplings, noticing that it warmed him in the same way her tea had. 
 
    “Thank you,” he told her. “This is excellent.” 
 
    “My ability to recreate food has gotten better over the years. It is still not the same as actual food, but it is something that I have actively worked on.” 
 
    “I can tell,” Lucian said, going for a piece of sushi with a fried bit of shrimp sticking out of it.  
 
    It was crunchy and chewy, absolutely fantastic. 
 
    “Regarding these obscure parasites: you will have to progress to a much higher level than you are right now to go after them. As your predecessor has shown you, most Deaths just stick to leeches, going around and thinking that they are doing good by removing them from a person’s body. But most times, they are just quickening that person’s death, which you’ve already pointed out.” 
 
    Lucian went for another dumpling, suddenly feeling a sense of hunger he hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    “If you truly want to grow in your new role, you will need to progress to the point that you can kill the stronger parasites. But I must warn you, no matter how benevolent you are, you are always Death. Life will see you that way, and you will create new enemies as well.” 
 
    “Injuresouls?” 
 
    Yoshimi shook her head. “That’s just one enemy you’ll have. Eventually, other Deaths will see how powerful you have become and try to kill you, and that’s not to mention fallen angels.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Why would one Death go after another Death? Aren’t we all doing the same job?” 
 
    “It’s all about power, and the ones at the top, the ones who are the most powerful, know that slaying Death allows them to absorb all the parasites that this Death has killed. Think about if that happened to me.” She glanced around the room again, the slash marks on the paper walls illuminating and fading away.  
 
    Lucian got it.  
 
    Going after a stronger Death was akin to doing something like becoming a PKer in an MMORPG. 
 
    “Have they tried to kill you?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “Multiple times,” she said with a calm look on her face. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “There’s nothing that can be done about it, and I’m sure it is something that may happen again. That’s why I’m so far out here, to be honest with you.” 
 
    “You mean here in Japan?” 
 
    “We aren’t in Japan,” she said. 
 
    Lucian took a look around. “Then where are we?” 
 
    The paper walls began to fall back, showing Lucian a starlit tundra of ice that stretched to a pair of jagged mountains in the distance. 
 
    “Are we in Antarctica?” 
 
    “Something like that,” she said as the paper walls reformed. “Not all parasites are created equal. If it is your goal to kill the one that has latched onto your brother, you will have to grow catastrophically powerful in the next seven months. That’s not to say that it is impossible, but you may have to get creative on how you take these creatures out. One thing that may help is understanding the other kinds of parasites, and knowing the ones that you can go after. The addiction parasite is one of the most powerful, but there are others that are easier to kill at your level. They will bring you more power than the leeches you would normally go after.” 
 
    “Which one should I try to go after then?” 
 
    She went for another sliver of sashimi. “Mental health parasites would be the next logical step for you. You may eventually move up to greed, or perhaps violence and anger parasites, and even hate parasites, but the mental health parasites have lots of options, and most of them should be readily accessible to you. You just need to open yourself to the possibility of finding them.” 
 
    “And you think if I do this, if I try to level up this way, I will be able to save my brother?” Lucian asked, his chest tightening. 
 
    “Perhaps. But you will also attract attention. This should be taken into consideration as well.” 
 
    Lucian nodded. “I appreciate all you’ve told me. Would you allow me to return here to ask additional questions in the future?” 
 
    Yoshimi considered this for a moment, taking a long, hard look at Lucian. “It would be nice to see someone, but I prefer to keep to myself. It is less lonely that way.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen: Nursing Homes in the Desert 
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    Lucian wished that Yoshimi wanted to keep in touch. To be able to be around a Death who was still active would have really helped improve his own power, yet he also understood her desire for solitude, for privacy. 
 
    The woman had been at it for ninety years, a third of the time that Old Death had performed these duties, yet Lucian could tell just how much stronger she was. And if she was able to do something about these obscure parasites… 
 
    Lucian cursed himself. 
 
    He was now on the balcony at Old Death’s home, pacing back and forth, wishing he could go back to Yoshimi to ask more questions. 
 
    She didn’t explicitly say that he couldn’t teleport there, but he had a feeling that doing so would be inappropriate. It was unfortunate that he hadn’t asked for her to see to his brother’s condition, knowing that he may not be powerful enough in time. 
 
    And maybe if it came to it, maybe if his brother’s date of death grew closer, Lucian would go back to Yoshimi and beg for her to help. 
 
    But hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    Lucian wanted to be the one that killed that damn parasite plaguing his older sibling. 
 
    The tea and food that Yoshimi had given him restored Lucian to fourteen Soul Points. He could go anywhere in the world at the moment and hunt for more parasites, but he felt restless, a little manic too. With all the options before him, he couldn’t make a decision, which was comical in a way considering how easy it was for him to travel. 
 
    And even if he was slightly distraught, Lucian smiled at the comedic nature of the situation. With the world at his fingertips he’d chosen to brood on some alien planet, on his predecessor’s balcony, pacing back and forth. 
 
    Was this what his life would be from here on out, Lucian just waiting to go back out there, his job as Death really no different than a 9-to-5? 
 
    Slay parasites, come home and play video games, do it all over again tomorrow. 
 
    What a life. 
 
    “You are up late,” Old Death said, now standing next to Lucian on the balcony. 
 
    “How long have you been here?” Lucian was startled enough that his hand had instinctively shot out, his scythe starting to appear and fading away. 
 
    “It is my home, you know. Sometimes I come out on the balcony to look out at the city.” His predecessor looked at him curiously for a moment. “Is there something you want to tell me?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “And you are progressing?” 
 
    Lucian sighed. “That part is debatable, but yes, I believe I am.” 
 
     “Good to hear, my boy, then I believe it’s time we go hunting together,” Old Death said, bringing his hands together in front of him. “I’m not dead yet.” 
 
    The two appeared in the desert, the lights of a city on the horizon, stars twinkling in the sky overhead. 
 
    “I figured we could get a walk-in as well,” Old Death said as he turned toward the city. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that I have developed favorite places to hunt over the last three hundred years, but I do like the convenience of certain locations.” 
 
    “You lead the way,” Lucian said. 
 
    “It is a bit of a long walk, but the desert is beautiful at night and it will do us good. Don’t you think the desert is beautiful?” 
 
    “It is something.” Lucian took a look around again, not used to seeing a place so dry, so utterly treeless.  
 
    The moon was giving off enough light to show a few cactus clusters, which was about the only thing in the area that resembled vegetation. It was a stark contrast to what Lucian was used to in New England, with all of its trees, and the proximity to the beach. 
 
    “This is nothing like where we’re from,” Old Death said, “which is why I like it.” 
 
    “You’re from Massachusetts as well?” 
 
    Old Death shook his head. “No, I’m from New York City. I was born there in 1695, believe it or not. Not far from what is currently Central Park. My father came from England to oversee trade shipments. He met my mother, who was the daughter of a man who ran a general store and they fell in love. They had me first, and a few siblings to follow. I was dead at twenty-five.” 
 
    “What did you die from?” 
 
    “Dysentery. Not so uncommon at the time. My sister died of this too, but my brother didn’t. He moved from New York to Pennsylvania, and had a pretty successful farm there. His descendants are still alive now. I suppose there’s hope for my bloodline,” the elderly man said with a sad chuckle. 
 
    “And why did Death choose you to take his mantle?” 
 
    “I was an ornery young man, and as soon as he came for me I started screaming at him. Calling him all sorts of insults, and telling him to bugger off. I guess he liked my tenacity. Aside from that, he had been doing it for a long time, since the Middle Ages from what he told me. It wears you out, you know?” 
 
    Lucian nodded. He sensed movement to his left and turned to see a snake slithering into a hole. 
 
    His vision was enhanced as Death, something he totally appreciated in the dark desert now that he was able to see some of the wildlife go about their business. 
 
    “How many people do you think die every day?” Old Death asked. 
 
    “Must be thousands upon thousands.” 
 
    “One hundred and fifty thousand people die per day. Think about that for a moment. So when I say this job gets stressful, I mean it. There’s always someone ready to die and if there were more of us, we’d be able to really help the human population move on.” 
 
    “I still haven’t come to grips with this part yet,” Lucian said. “Why is what we’re doing helpful? What’s wrong with just letting someone live?” 
 
    Old Death shrugged. “I suppose I have stopped thinking deeply about that part. I just do the same job that Death before me did. I never much questioned it.” 
 
    “All I can do is question.” 
 
    “Maybe the difference between our mindsets, considering the eras in which we were born. Not that people couldn’t get a little rambunctious in my day, but religion kept us from really exploring our minds. And sure, there were drugs and alcohol at the time, but nothing like they have now, nothing like people have been able to use since. Well, I suppose that is incorrect, but I wasn’t born in South America, though I did know about some of the practices down there.” 
 
    “So you don’t have an answer for why you think what we do is helpful?” 
 
    “Does the lizard that runs across the desert chasing an insect know if what it’s doing is helpful or not? Does the lizard know that he’s playing part in the ecosystem by controlling the insect population? Or is he simply hungry? Everyone has a fixed amount of time to be alive, and I don’t question this. If everyone continued to be alive indefinitely, there wouldn’t be space for new people to be born.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lucian said as they started up a slope. “It seems like if we weren’t active, people would just die when they die.” 
 
    “It’s much more than that. I know that I haven’t been totally clear with you about what we do, but what we do is part of the chain of events that needs to happen for reality to progress. Of this I am certain. There comes a time when people must step aside and let others live. Did you ever think about that when you were alive?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “That you had a finite amount of time to be alive. When you were two years old, you had twenty-eight summers left. When you were fifteen, you had fifteen winters left. It is easy to think about these things in this way once you become one of us, but it is hard to accept them when you are alive. I only wish people knew. What would the world be like if people knew when they were going to die? What if they had the time to make amends, get their ducks in a row, or simply do something they always dreamed of doing?” 
 
    “It’s a little morbid to think about those things.” 
 
    “Sometimes I wish people spent more of their time realizing that they were going to die and less of their time distracted by the pleasures of reality. Had you known you were going to die a few days back, what would you have done differently? Who would you have visited? Who would you have asked to join you one last time? Instead, when I came to you, you were playing video games.” 
 
    “It’s a damn good video game,” Lucian said with a chuckle.  
 
    It was nice to be able to laugh about these things now, but at that moment he recalled what it had been like to be sitting in his living room when Death came, the injuresouls swarming in, their faces bandaged. 
 
    He still couldn’t believe firing his pistol at them actually worked. 
 
    “I suppose different cultures have different ways of dealing with Death. That is one thing I’ve come to learn in this role. From the Asians, who take care of their dying parents, to the west, who usually place them in a home.” 
 
    “My mom looked after my dad,” Lucian said, “and I’m guessing my brother would look after her. So not everyone fits the mold. But then there’s the parasite on my brother, the one you can’t see. That would stop him from being able to take care of my mom.” 
 
    “I recall.” 
 
    “You saw his date of death, right?” 
 
    “I did. He is set to die in just over seven months.” 
 
    Lucian stopped. He was about to continue walking, but he figured telling Old Death what he had learned from Yoshimi was worth his time. He detailed his visit to Kyoto, and how he had been saved by the female Death. 
 
    “She saved you?” 
 
    “Yes, and then she took me to her home, which seemed to be in Antarctica, or maybe Siberia, somewhere extremely cold and frozen. She said that what I saw on my brother was real,” Lucian said, conviction in his voice. “She can see these things too and is able to kill them. Her power came after World War II. Well, at the end of World War II, during the bombings.” 
 
    “There were a few Deaths who took advantage of that situation to grow incredibly powerful,” the elderly man said, now floating a bit faster. “And I have heard of similar discussions at the Council of Death, but there is a lot of debate about these obscure parasites.” 
 
    “Why is it so important for some Deaths to believe that there is only one type of parasite?” 
 
    “That’s not exactly what the debate is about. The true debate is about our role in handling these other parasites. We have been doing the same thing for hundreds of thousands of years, hunting parasites that were prolonging a person’s life. Hunting these obscure parasites would give us the power to free someone from different types of ailments. So that is what the debate is about. This other Death led you to believe it was about if these parasites are real or not, but that is incorrect. What it’s really about is our role in all this.” 
 
    “You acted like they didn’t even exist at first.” 
 
    Old Death shrugged. “I wasn’t ready to talk about it.” 
 
    “So you believe me then, that I can see this thing attached to my brother.” 
 
    “I believed you when you told me then; I just don’t want you to be distracted by these types of things. It is rare that situations such as this are cut and dry, and there are many sides to it that I was hoping you would avoid until you were a bit more powerful.” 
 
    “I have to do something about it,” Lucian said, his voice lowering. 
 
    “I know you do; I know you do.” Old Death looked up at the star-filled sky. “Or you will forever be haunted by his spirit. I suppose that’s not quite how spirits and ghosts work, but it will haunt you.” 
 
    “Have you encountered spirits or ghosts?” 
 
    “I have encountered many things that defy explanation, and ghosts are no exception. Regarding spirits, you should pay a visit to a Tibetan family one day and see how they handle their dead. You may find it enlightening.” 
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    The two Grim Reapers floated through the entrance of a nursing home called the Albuquerque Hospice Center, an adobe-style building with a statue of a lone cactus out front. 
 
    “As I said, low-hanging fruit,” Old Death told him.  
 
    A nurse with tired eyes and a disgruntled look on her face stepped out of one of the rooms. She tapped on her front pocket for her pack of cigarettes, licking her lips as she started to head toward the exit. 
 
      
 
    Name: Onyeka Onwenu 
 
    Date of Birth: 01/15/1965 
 
    Date of Death: 03/31/2018 
 
      
 
    “You see it?” Old Death asked, his gaze following a peach-colored parasite attached to the woman’s side. It trailed on the ground behind her, leaving a wet mark on the floor. 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    Before the parasite could respond, the elderly man equipped his sword and cut the creature in half. The portion still attached to the woman’s body doubled in size and produced spikes as it hissed. 
 
    Old Death reached out for it, and slammed his hand into the center of the parasite, yanking it off the woman as it squealed.  
 
    He brought his sword right up under the space that Lucian assumed was its chin and tossed it to the ground.  
 
    An energy radiated off the parasite’s body and spiraled into Old Death’s chest. 
 
    The nurse stopped at the door, waiting for it to slide open as she fished for her lighter in her pocket. She stepped out into the night, oblivious to the two robed men floating in the hallway, or the parasite one of them had just killed. 
 
    “Let’s continue,” Old Death said. “This will give you a chance to practice making quick kills. Just be careful here. Like a hospital, the parasites at a hospice center can all be alerted at once. Some are bigger than others; I have also seen a few of them merge together to form one large parasite. You don’t want that.” 
 
    “Definitely not,” Lucian said as they came to a room divided by a curtain. 
 
    Lucian equipped his MX-11 and fired a concentrated shot directly into the body of the parasite on the right, which had just started to notice their presence. 
 
    The creature came alive, swelling its form, stingers and tentacles lifting off its body. 
 
    Lucian blasted it again, as Old Death laughed at the weapon. 
 
    “That is quite a gun!” he said as Lucian fired off another shot, the power pack on the side of his futuristic weapon blinking. 
 
    He handed the large gun to Old Death as his scythe appeared. Lucian sliced through some of the tentacles that now spiraled toward him. 
 
    “Impressive.” Old Death aimed the weapon at the parasite and squeezed the trigger. The blast went wide, even at his close proximity. 
 
    “It packs a punch.” Lucian dove toward the parasite with his scythe overhead, where he brought the blade directly into the center of its body. 
 
    The creature let out a hiss and a squeal, energy radiating off of it and directly into Lucian. 
 
    “I prefer older guns,” Old Death said, handing Lucian back his concentrated energy weapon, the upper receiver still warm. 
 
    “I figured you would say that.” 
 
    As the two moved into a dining area, a flash of light caused both of them to shield their eyes. 
 
    Two male angels dropped to the ground, menacing looks on their faces as golden helmets formed. The one with the sword had long dark hair, the other had a charged hand and an enormous ax. 
 
    “Should we go?” Lucian asked. 
 
    Old Death slowly shook his head. “Not this time, my boy, let’s see what these backgammon players want.” 
 
    “Backgammon players?” 
 
    “You heard me,” Old Death said, his demon-hilted sword appearing as he returned his focus to the two angels. “If it isn’t a pair of dandy prats…” 
 
    Lucian dropped his hand onto Old Death’s shoulder. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Normally, I would run, and I would tell you to do the same,” his predecessor said out of the corner of his mouth, “but we were out here having a peaceful night, only to be disturbed by these two blubbering lobcocks. I spent the last hundred years avoiding Life. Now I’m ready to address it head-on. You should go.” 
 
    Lucian looked at the two angels, both of whom brought their weapons to the ready. 
 
    “I’m staying with you,” he finally said. 
 
    “Just be sure to leave if things get out of hand,” Old Death told him. “This isn’t your fight.” 
 
    The angel with the charged hand brought his arm back, pushing forth an incredible beam of golden energy. It swept toward Lucian and Old Death, tearing out a portion of the wall. 
 
    Lucian went to the ceiling, and Old Death fell onto his back, sliding under the angel’s attack. He popped right back up, his sword meeting the man’s ax. 
 
    Their weapons clinked together, Old Death spilling to the ground again. He disappeared into a mist of milky shadow, coming up behind the angel and latching onto one of his wings.  
 
    “Got you now, you filthy shabbaroon!” 
 
    He brought his sword up and severed the man’s wing in a matter of seconds, the angel roaring as he tried to throw his elbow at the Old Death. 
 
    Using his whip, Lucian lassoed the other angel’s feet and yanked him to the ground. The man swung his sword at Lucian, which clipped him in the shoulder and sent him flying backward into the wall. 
 
    He righted himself, now standing upside down on the ceiling as he charged the angel, fire flaring around his hands, flaming daggers launching from his palms.  
 
    The angel blocked most of Lucian’s attacks with his golden gauntlets, but he was unable to prevent Lucian from tackling him, and the two rolled into a wall. 
 
    They should have rolled right through it, but as Lucian had noticed before, the tangibility of this plane changed once combat began, leaving them crashing into the wall. 
 
    Now on top of the angel, Lucian kicked the man’s sword away. He started to choke the angel, feeling a hatred for the man that he couldn’t quite explain. 
 
    What had the angel ever done to him? 
 
    This moment of hesitation gave the angel the chance he needed to knock Lucian off, his sword reforming in his hand.  
 
    He rolled on top of Lucian and tried to use both arms to drive the sword straight into his chest, only to be bucked off at the last second. 
 
    Lucian had already equipped his shotgun, which he used to fire a shot directly through the angel’s body. 
 
    “You’ll never stop me!” the angel said, hacking up blood. 
 
    “We don’t have to do this,” Lucian reminded the dark-haired angel.  
 
     The man struggled to get to his feet, only to be slammed aside by the other angel. 
 
    Lucian looked up to see Old Death holding a wing in one hand, his bloodied blade in the other, his white hair his face, a dark look in his eyes as he swayed side to side. 
 
    “For three hundred years you two have been giving me hell,” he said, sheer animosity radiating off of him. 
 
    “You will die today, demon,” the man with the missing wing said. 
 
    A golden flash signaled the arrival of three more angels, two males and one female. 
 
    “Danira?” Lucian asked, taking a step back as his MX-11 appeared in his hands. 
 
    The woman with blonde hair and the blue stripe over her eyes looked to him, an enormous rifle forming in her hands. 
 
    Except hers was larger than Lucian’s, rimmed in gold with a detailed design on the handguard. A huge magazine jutted from the front of it and an energy pack bulged from its side. 
 
    “I didn’t know you played with guns,” he started to say. 
 
    “I do now, demon.” 
 
    Her first shot hit Lucian dead center in the chest, sending him through a wall. The building material collapsed on him, kicking dust up into the air. 
 
    Lucian managed to get to his feet as another blast hit him in the shoulder, an intense pain spreading through his body as he looked down to see that part of his arm was now blown off, splintered bone jutting out of the bloody wound. 
 
    Danira stepped into the hole in the wall, pointing the weapon at his face. 
 
    “They attacked us,” he started to say as the armor-clad angel brought the muzzle of the gun to his forehead. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
    Lucian’s robes came alive, pulling her down, forcing her to fire at the ceiling.  
 
    He continued to grow the size of his robes, smothering her, wrapping Danira up and tossing her to the side. 
 
    Lucian had to get to Old Death. 
 
    With this in mind, he shouldered back out of the hole in the wall, growing the claws on the good arm he had left. He met one of the male angels who now had his back to Lucian, and brought his clawed hands under the man’s face, pulling back and snapping his neck. 
 
    A blunt force struck him in the back, Danira on the attack again. The force slammed him into the ground, driving him face-first into the floor.  
 
    Lucian’s robes came up and over, swirling to protect him from any more attacks. His face now pressed to the sword, his vision dimming, Lucian saw Old Death fall to one knee. 
 
    “No!” he shouted, reaching out toward his predecessor, his hand sliced off by a dark-skinned female with bladed arms. 
 
    Lucian rolled to the side, avoiding another blast from Danira’s rifle.  
 
    His whip in his good hand, he tried to latch onto Old Death’s foot, hoping to teleport away with him. 
 
    The woman with bladed arms severed his weapon, coming toward him and driving both blades into the small of his back. 
 
    The pain reaching the back of his skull now, Lucian glanced right to see that they were wrapping a golden robe around Old Death, binding him, and the old man was on his side wheezing. 
 
    And at that moment Old Death looked to Lucian, true fear in his eyes as he mouthed the word, “Run.” 
 
    Lucian did just that.  
 
    As the woman on top of him started to twist her blades in and Danira approached with her weapon drawn, Lucian tapped his pinky and thumb together, and vanished.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen: Mental Health 
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    Rage boiled through Lucian as his form took shape in Old Death’s home. 
 
    He turned to his bedroom, falling to one knee as his stats appeared before him. 
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    Lucian punched the floor, feeling a strain in his knuckles. He started to crawl, everything dimming as exhaustion rolled over him. He was gasping for air by the time he made it to his bedroom, barely able to pull himself up to his bed. 
 
    Blinking his eyes rapidly, Lucian tried to stay awake, hoping to gain enough energy that he could sit up and get a grip on what had just happened. 
 
    But sleep came like a car going over the side of a cliff.  
 
    Soon he was out, his dreams filled with injuresouls, angels swarming at him with swords and guns, parasites lunging for him. 
 
    Lucian kept running and fighting, but they always got him in the end. 
 
    He awoke, completely groggy, a soft glaze to everything around him.  
 
    Lucian brought up his stats to see that he had indeed replenished all fifteen of his Soul Points. Even so, he still felt beaten-down and anxious. He was also angry at himself for sleeping, especially when he should have done something to help Old Death, possibly going back after him, possibly… 
 
    But what could he have done against a crew of armed angels?  
 
    Lucian needed to get stronger, and taking Yoshimi’s advice, he decided it was time to visit a mental institute. 
 
    The right side of his room expanded as he walked to his crafting space. 
 
    For one, Lucian wanted to get better control over his robes.  
 
    To accomplish this, he lifted more dummies from the ground and shot his sleeves toward them, cutting off their heads. Realizing that he needed something more versatile, perhaps a swath of fabric that would give him added range, Lucian quickly formed a dark cape that stretched all the way to the ground. 
 
    He floated up into the air and started to turn until he was standing on the ceiling, gravity not yet affecting his cape or his robes. 
 
    He liked going upside down, but he needed to make this maneuver more useful.  
 
    An idea came to him, and Lucian spent the next few minutes detaching his cape and spinning it beneath him, almost like a tornado. He dropped down into the middle of this madness, sharpened ends of fabric still spinning all around him. 
 
    His Glocks appeared. 
 
    Lucian floated them into the air, to the other side of the room. He turned them around and started firing at himself, blocking the bullets with his spinning cape.  
 
    Next, he tried returning fire, sucking up the bullets with his robes and throwing them back toward the guns. 
 
    The weapons disappeared and everything settled, leaving Lucian standing in the middle of the space, his hands at his sides.  
 
    He jumped in the air and twisted, elongating his cape and whipping it around his body. He tried the same thing with his scythe, which was an action he planned to use next time he was surrounded. 
 
    Over the course of an hour, Lucian came up with other maneuvers he could use that involved his cape and his various weapons. He would have to spend more SP to create new gear in the future, things like drones, or lethal autonomous weapons, but the animated costume was a definite improvement. 
 
    He would have to get creative, that was a certainty, but what he mostly needed right now was more Soul Points. 
 
    Lucian checked his Soul Points to see that he had used a little over two points during all of his tests. 
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    He nodded, satisfied that he still had about thirteen points left for the hunt.  
 
    Retrieving his smartphone, Lucian began searching for mental institutes in Massachusetts and came across McLean Hospital. The place had been around for over two hundred years, starting off as an asylum for the insane, and then later rebranded to coalesce with new concepts of mental illness. 
 
    It would have to do. 
 
    Lucian brought up the map on his HUD, mentally keying in the place and being presented with a few red circles, indicating that there were people in there who had lived past their dates of death. 
 
    Good to know, but that wasn’t what he was after. 
 
    Touching his thumb and pinky figure together sent Lucian directly to the mental institute, where he appeared in a swath of green surrounded by a circular drive, cars parked to his right. 
 
    He floated toward the hospital, ignoring the fact that it was raining outside, lightning and thunder, some sleet in the air as well. 
 
    He couldn’t feel any of it anyway. 
 
    Pressing into the administration building, Lucian began looking for details that would lead him to the area where patients were actually staying. There was a map on the wall and some of the locations looked promising, such as a recreation building and an admissions building. 
 
    He saw a brochure about the Appleton Center, and how it was treating bipolar and schizophrenic disorders, and quickly located it on the map. 
 
    This would do. 
 
    Lucian floated over to the building, passing over cars and trees with wiry branches, all stripped of their leaves, fall already doing a number on New England. 
 
    He lowered himself into Appleton Building and onto a floor that had patients’ rooms on it. 
 
    There was something sterile about the place, a sense of calm that Lucian appreciated.  
 
    Through the treatments for his heart condition, the doctor had recommended counseling, especially as he struggled with bouts of depression. He remembered one of the psychologists giving him a brochure to a different mental institute, one with outpatient programs.  
 
    At the time, Lucian felt proud of himself that he had managed to get through his depression on his own, that he hadn’t had to rely on outside help.  
 
    But now, standing in this place and noticing an odd sense of serenity in the air, Lucian wondered how things would have been had he gotten help. 
 
    Maybe he wouldn’t have been at home alone, waiting to die, maybe he would have spent those last few days with his family, as Old Death had suggested in their discussion of mortality.  
 
    Maybe things would have turned out differently. 
 
    There was nothing he could do about it now. 
 
    Lucian equipped his lava sword, gliding into a room with a few seated patients talking to a nurse, one sitting in the corner, drooling but content, another pacing back and forth. 
 
    And he didn’t spot them at first.  
 
    The parasites that Yoshimi had warned him about were nowhere to be seen, not until Lucian took a step closer to one of the patients, noticing a white film in the air. A translucent body started to take shape with a red filling inside, a vertical eye on its back. 
 
    Lucian sent his cape spiraling forward, the ends of the fabric clasping onto the parasite and ripping it off the patient.  
 
    The patient cried out in pain and the nurse ran to him, everything happening simultaneously on two different planes of existence. 
 
    On one plane of existence, Lucian was using his cape to hold down the parasite while he tried to kill it with his lava sword. On the other plane of existence, a mental patient was crying out in agony, the other patients taking notice. 
 
    One of them looked directly at Lucian and screamed. The woman brought her hands to her face, clawing at her own eyes, the parasite on her back bubbling over her and slipping onto the ground as it grew spikes on its body.  
 
    Lucian managed to stab the first parasite, his blade tearing into the monster’s vertical eye, and the creature hissed and screeched as it exploded into a supernova of energy that practically knocked Lucian over. 
 
    The second parasite attacked, the creature now the size of a fully-grown anaconda, feelers on its body allowing it to spin along the floor as it came right at Lucian. 
 
    His cape held it back in time for Lucian to bring his blade right into its gut. This attack did little to actually kill it, and the parasite’s tail came around and latched onto Lucian, nearly ripping his neck off. 
 
    His claws forming, Lucian tore the creature’s appendage off his face, noticing that vertical eye again and diving toward it. He sunk his claws into the vertical eye, blood and guts all the way up to his elbow as his hand broke through the other side. 
 
    Another burst of energy, more spiraling toward him. 
 
    On one plane of existence, Lucian was now battling another parasite. On the other, one that Lucian couldn’t experience, the patients were on the ground, convulsing, specialists running in, the patient sitting in the corner still drooling, watching everything play out, his eyes fixated on Lucian. 
 
    Equipping his whip, Lucian struck one of the parasites in its vertical eye, the end of the whip digging deep into his flesh and pulling out its innards. 
 
    More energy came to him, and Lucian felt stronger than he had ever felt before.  
 
    He turned to the final parasite. The translucent creature lifted two stingers off its form, blood dripping from their tips. This parasite belonged to the drooling man, who had a smile on his face as he watched Lucian try to avoid the parasite’s limbs, which left craters in the ground as they tried to take him out. 
 
    His cape whipping all around him, Lucian cut at the stingers. 
 
    He dropped his whip and went for his MX-11, firing off a few shots at the other side of the room, a chunk of shrapnel catching the parasite in its vulnerable spot. 
 
    The creature hissed, its limbs spinning around as it grew larger, forming more stingers that doubled as legs, allowing it to attack Lucian in a way that reminded him of a hermit crab. 
 
    The parasite formed a protective barrier over its vertical eye as Lucian started to cut through its stingers. His sword back in his hand, he fired forward onto the back wall and used it to springboard off toward the parasite’s body, bringing it to the ground and sinking his fist into its vertical eye. 
 
    It exploded into a supernova of energy that rose into the air and spun into Lucian’s chest. 
 
    He stood and caught his breath. The room returned to its normal form as the nurses helped the patients, one of them already on a stretcher and being wheeled out. 
 
    His stats appeared before him. 
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    Lucian quickly did the math: each mental health parasite was worth two and a half Soul Points.  
 
    Not bad.  
 
    A satisfied look on his face, Lucian was about to go after more of them when he noticed just how much distress it had caused one of the patients. 
 
    The female patient was having a panic attack, beating her fists against the metal as two of the nurses strapped her arms down. 
 
    She locked eyes with Lucian and started to scream. One of the nurses came forward with a shot that sedated her. 
 
    And as much as he wanted to continue hunting, Lucian realized he would need to see how this played out, how it affected these four, especially the woman being wheeled out. 
 
    So he waited. 
 
    Lucian stood patiently in the corner, the woman’s stats hovering in front of her every time he looked at her. 
 
      
 
    Name: Joanna Becker 
 
    Date of Birth: 08/11/2000 
 
    Date of Death: 09/24/2067 
 
      
 
    She was still sedated, and as he watched her, his eye on her death date, he thought about the two impossible tasks he had ahead of him. 
 
    Lucian had to save his brother, but he also needed to save Old Death. 
 
    In terms of the timeline, his brother still had over six months left to live, while Old Death could be murdered at any moment. Lucian still didn’t know how they were going to do that, but he assumed it wasn’t pleasant. 
 
    He felt some irony in the fact that angels had kidnapped the Grim Reaper and he was worried about them murdering him. But that was what his life had become, a dark twisted fantasy with real implications. 
 
    After he was certain that his actions hadn’t affected her date of death, Lucian floated back out of the room, leaving Joanna to rest peacefully. 
 
    Hunting in mental hospitals was definitely going to be an option for him, as long as it didn’t modify people’s death dates. With this in mind, Lucian moved through the tiled hallways, past potted plants and a few inspirational posters, looking for his next target. 
 
    He came to a room with its light on and checked inside to see a man lying on a bed, his gaze fixed on the ceiling, a blank look on his face. 
 
    Lucian saw the parasite with its vertical eye and its clear skin, the red filling in its body slowly pulsating. 
 
    Growing his claws, Lucian slipped into the room and tackled the parasite, the creature squirming as he tried to rip it open. 
 
    The parasite scrambled on top of Lucian and opened a vertical mouth filled with horizontal teeth.  
 
    Lucian punched his fist into the mouth; the creature clamped down and bit his arm off. 
 
    Taking control of his severed arm, Lucian began to shoot off fire daggers inside the creature’s body, its body ballooning with each explosion. 
 
    Lucian flipped it around and drove his clawed fingers into the vertical eye on its back, killing it instantly. 
 
    He stood, the creature letting out a wheeze as Lucian’s arm crawled out of its mouth, as a white light met him. 
 
    Rather than grow a new arm, he simply reattached the one that had been severed, watching the skin merge back together, dark tape wrapping around his forearms. 
 
    “I’ll never get over that,” Lucian said as he moved back into the hallway, his eyes on the next room over. 
 
    He drew his lava-infused sword this time.  
 
    After checking to make sure that there was indeed a parasite attached to the patient, Lucian charged in, cutting its body in half, the creature hissing and squealing. 
 
    Even though its body was severed, Lucian had failed to cut through its vertical eye, and the parasite’s other end immediately came forward with a stinger. 
 
    The stinger opened up, spitting pink acid onto his face and burning his eyes. 
 
    He swiped his blade in front of him, hoping to prevent the parasite from reaching him again as he healed his eyes. Tentacles wrapped around Lucian’s legs and brought him to the ground, just as he regained his vision. 
 
    Lucian cut through one of the tentacles and used his claws to rip another one out of the creature’s body.  
 
    Pressing forward, he drove his sword into the parasite’s vertical eye, killing it instantly. 
 
    Lucian was just about to leave the room when the patient started speaking to him. 
 
    “There you are,” the man said, looking just past Lucian’s shoulder. 
 
    “You can see me?” 
 
    “I knew you’d return for me. I know what you look like, what you are, I can see it.” 
 
    The hairs on the back of Lucian’s neck stood to attention. “Can you hear me?” he asked. 
 
    “I see you, Satan. I know you’re here with me right now. But you aren’t going to get me. I am a true believer.” 
 
    Lucian noticed a flash in the hallway. 
 
    Assuming the man had somehow called an angel, Lucian pressed through the door, leaving the patient mumbling to himself. 
 
    Instead of being greeted by a man or woman wearing golden armor looking to kill him, Lucian was greeted by a black mist rolling into the hallway. 
 
    An injuresoul tore out of nowhere, latching onto him, its jaw ripping the gauze on its face as it bared its teeth. 
 
    Lucian managed to throw it over his shoulder, but trying to drive his sword into it was useless. 
 
    The tip of his blade passed right through it, the creature squealing in delight as it threw itself at Lucian. 
 
    Another injuresoul came from behind and drove its claws into Lucian’s back.  
 
    Lucian tilted forward, sending the second injuresoul into the first. 
 
    He almost pressed his pinky and thumb together, but before he did he decided to test something, to make sure that he really couldn’t harm these things.  
 
    His shotgun appeared in his hand and he fired a shot at one of the terrible creatures. 
 
    It tore right through the monster, and the wound instantly healed up. 
 
    And before the sinister injuresoul could fully grow its claws out to razor-sharp twelve-inch blades, or dislocate its jaw to adjust for the size of its growing teeth, Lucian pressed his pinky and thumb together, lamenting the fact that he wasn’t strong enough yet to kill one of these damn things.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen: Crow 
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    “That was way too close,” Lucian said after his form had taken shape in his bedroom. He recalled Old Death telling him that he wouldn’t be able to do anything against an injuresoul, not yet anyway. 
 
    If only he were stronger... 
 
    Lucian stepped out onto his balcony, looking over at the alien city, with its saber buildings in the distance and flying vehicles. 
 
    His stats appeared before him; Lucian noticed yet again that leveling up on mental health parasites was definitely worth it: 
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    Rather than continue to stare out of the city, Lucian moved to his crafting table on the other side of the room.  
 
    While he could conjure any type of magic he wanted, Lucian liked the technological aspect of his power, the power to create weapons beyond his wildest dreams. 
 
    He hadn’t really explored this as much as he should have, and he knew that to go after Old Death, he was really going to need some new gear. 
 
    Lucian really needed to level up. 
 
    An idea came to him, one based on a video game he had played a couple of years back. Lucian remembered a pod that followed the avatar around, firing on enemies. 
 
    As he imagined his creation, a floating metal sphere formed in front of Lucian. 
 
    Turning it over with a wave of his hand, he pinched his fingers to form a beak. 
 
    His creation’s head took on the shape of a crow’s, which would work for a name as well.  
 
    “Crow,” he whispered, and a backlit eye appeared on the side of the sphere. 
 
     He created another eye on the other side and then added a compartment at the top of the sphere that contained a retractable claw with three prongs, giving the crow the ability to move something if need be. 
 
    Looking at the beak, Lucian sharpened it and curved it downward ever so slightly, making it just a bit longer. As he did so, one of the dummies rose from the ground.  
 
    With a flick of his wrist, Lucian fired the crow at the dummy’s chest. The crow spiraled through its body and came out the other end. 
 
    The hovering sphere returned to Lucian’s hand. 
 
    He examined it for a moment, paying particularly close attention to his creation’s eyes, which he pressed just a little closer together, so it could theoretically get a better view of what was directly in front of it. 
 
    Lucian’s smartphone appeared in his hand. 
 
    He floated the crow back into the air and sent it to the other room. A video feed appeared on his smartphone as it zipped through Old Death’s living room. 
 
    It was a strange merger of man and machine with a touch of magic, the crow knowing exactly where Lucian wanted to go without Lucian having to control it. 
 
    He watched the video feed as it went down a spiral staircase into a large library.  
 
    With a thought he recalled it. The crow returned to Lucian, hovering above his palm.  
 
    Lucian pocketed his smartphone and conjured a beer. He took a sip from it, the crow rotating as he gave his creation the ability to check people’s stats. 
 
    He even gave it a small amount of sentience, enough that its eyes quivered, his creation now looking at Lucian in a familiar way. 
 
    “I will give you more later,” Lucian said as he took a sip from his beer. He walked back toward the balcony and gazed out at the city on the horizon, his crow hovering above his shoulder. 
 
    Figuring it was worth exploring, Lucian floated up into the air, his beer bottle vanishing. Lucian’s robes started to spiral beneath him as he rose even higher. He pressed his arms back, aimed at the city beyond. 
 
    He blasted through the air toward one of the flying vehicles, his crow keeping up with him. Lucian reached the vehicle and landed on top of it, looking inside to see the driver was missing. 
 
    Lucian also noticed that the vehicle was unlike anything he’d ever seen before, the frame of the car from the early twentieth century, a line of light beneath it, hollow inside, nothing powering it. 
 
    Glancing toward the ground below, he started to lower himself toward the homes that surrounded the city. He dropped down into the first home and let himself in, finding that it too was empty, a light shining within the place that made it appear from the outside as if someone was there. 
 
    “What is this?” he asked the crow. 
 
    His crow’s retractable claws lifted from the top of its form.  
 
    It moved through the abandoned home, searching for things, and returned with a bit of cloth, which it handed to Lucian. 
 
    Lucian looked the cloth over and even held it up to the light, hoping it would give him a better understanding of his surroundings. 
 
    “Let’s keep going.”  
 
    Lucian exited the home and rose back into the air, his robes spiraling around him again as he took off toward the city. 
 
    He flew even higher into the air this time, his crow still beside him, turning when he turned, lowering when Lucian lowered. 
 
    The city dazzled from above, full of life and sparkle, the lights meant to draw people in, to catch their attention. But as Lucian descended into the city, flying between the buildings, he found everything to be empty, from the vehicles hovering in the air to the glitter below. 
 
    It was all fake, nothing more than an elaborate set. 
 
    He landed at the top of one of the saber-shaped towers and entered through a rooftop entrance. 
 
    His crow zipping around him, Lucian walked down a stairwell to find more of what he’d already seen on the outskirts of the city. The space was empty aside from the occasional floating light near the window to make the place appear as if it were inhabited. There was no smell, no dust floating in the air, and aside from the fact that it was cold, there really wasn’t much sensory data he could pick up. 
 
    “Why would someone go to all the trouble to create this?” 
 
    Lucian’s spherical creation buzzed around again, its eyes glowing brighter to light his path. 
 
    After taking another look around the space and checking out the floor beneath him, Lucian returned to the rooftop. 
 
    A chair appeared. 
 
    Lucian took a seat and looked out at the city, following the stretch of glittering light that led all the way to Old Death’s home, which was cut into a cliffside. 
 
    Lucian hadn’t noticed that when he’d left, more focused on where he was going than where he had come from. 
 
    And thinking this made him wonder about his family, how his brother was holding up and how his mother was doing. Lucian had been so busy dealing with taking Death’s mantle that he had forgotten what he had been before, and the people who cared for him. 
 
    At least that was how he felt at that moment as he stared out at the desolate city. 
 
    His only recourse was to get powerful enough to save his brother, and if he could do that… 
 
    Lucian nodded.  
 
    He would need to try to find Yoshimi. 
 
    She would know more about what to do with the angel situation, and where they may have taken Old Death. Lucian assumed they had taken him to heaven, but just saying that made him feel a little funny. 
 
    He had never been that religious, and to think that there really was a heaven and angels who fed off hope turned what Lucian had been taught as a child upside down. Yet before he went to Yoshimi, Lucian would need to do several things, from leveling up to creating some seriously powerful weapons. 
 
    He recalled seeing Old Death reading a book, and figured it wouldn’t hurt to check his library. Perhaps there was more information on injuresouls as well. 
 
    Lucian had gotten lucky that only two had come for him back at the mental hospital.  
 
    He had a feeling that had he stayed around longer, it would have brought more attention.  
 
    Old Death said that they were hungry ghosts, and while Lucian wasn’t quite sure how this would lead to them killing him, he figured it would be a sort of feeding situation. 
 
    He shuddered as he thought of this. He recalled the injuresouls’ bandaged skulls, what it felt like when they touched him. 
 
    It was an icy feeling, cold in the same way he felt when he was drained of his power, as if a hand had slowly pressed through him, freezing his spine. 
 
    That settled it. 
 
    Lucian would recharge and then he would start working on weapons. He’d visit his family, hit up another mental hospital, and try to get a better grip on growing his power. 
 
    Now that Lucian had a way to increase his power rapidly, he would take full advantage of it with the hopes of growing strong enough to go after even rarer parasites. 
 
    Lucian was curious as well.  
 
    He didn’t know how to contact the Council of Death, but he figured they may be interested in what had happened to his predecessor. 
 
    So that was another thing he would eventually figure out: how to get in touch with other Deaths, even if the old man had warned him against it. 
 
    Yoshimi had been kind to him, and maybe like Old Death said, people just had Death misconstrued. 
 
    Not feeling like returning to his bedroom, Lucian brought his bed to him, the bed forming in the air on the rooftop. It lowered, and then figuring it couldn’t hurt, Lucian lifted it again so that it floated. 
 
    He crawled into bed and got under the blankets, his robes disappearing. 
 
    His crow landed on his chest, staring at him fondly.  
 
    Even though it had a cold, robotic face, Lucian smiled at the device. He placed his hand on it, patting it as he would a dog. 
 
    He yawned as he watched moving vehicles on the horizon, his vision blurry, sleep coming over him.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen: Things Fall Apart 
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    The next morning bloomed into existence, the sky still dark.  
 
    Lucian stepped off his floating bed and walked to the edge of the rooftop, a cup of coffee materializing in his hand. 
 
    He took a sip of the coffee, and glanced down to the streets below, everything around him dark aside from the lights of the buildings and the flying vehicles. 
 
    He briefly recalled the surreal dream he’d had, one in which he was able to save his brother, rescue Old Death and become who he was supposed to become. 
 
    It gave Lucian hope. 
 
    The city before him had been created by his predecessor. It wasn’t an alien world. Lucian didn’t know where it existed, but it was entirely Old Death’s creation, of this he was certain. 
 
    And if it was a creation, that meant it could be modified in some way.  
 
    Lucian lifted his hand, and the night turned to day. 
 
    It didn’t even take much power; he simply had to will the night away. 
 
    The brightness caused his crow to shudder. 
 
    “You don’t like the light?” Lucian asked the spherical creature, which floated off to his left. 
 
    The crow shook itself, reminding Lucian of the way a dog behaved once it got out of the water. 
 
    He turned his palm around and the crow floated over to him, hovering, Lucian lightly placing his fingers on it and admired his creation. 
 
    “I’m going to have to invent more than one of you,” he said, and as these words left his lips, a second crow appeared.  
 
    The first one moved to meet it, and once it was satisfied, both of them turned to Lucian, tilting their heads to the right. 
 
    “A new friend,” Lucian said as the second crow faded away. “Don’t worry, you will be my first one, the best one.” 
 
    The crow made a sound that was somewhere between a whir and a cluck. 
 
    “You’re right, we should get started for the day. Let’s return to Old Death’s home and see if he left us any breadcrumbs.” 
 
    Lucian pressed his thumb and pinky together.  
 
    The two of them reappeared in the home, the great windows letting in a ton of light. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why he always kept it dark,” Lucian said, as he dimmed the sun by moving a dark cloud in front of it.  
 
    He took the spiral staircase down to his predecessor’s library.  
 
    As he made his way down, Lucian tried to remember the name of the book that he’d seen Old Death reading.  
 
    He recalled the conversation they had about the book, and how it detailed some guy’s trip to heaven, but he couldn’t remember the title. Once Lucian and his crow reached the room, his spherical creation took off toward the bookshelves, intuiting that Lucian wanted it to search them.  
 
    The compartment opened on top of its body. The mechanical arm started taking books out, dropping them onto a table, and rapidly flipping through them. 
 
    “I guess it’s as good of a time as any to give you some help.”  
 
    Lucian’s new crow appeared, joining his first crow, both searching through books rapidly, the occasional thunk signaling that they were looking through a new book. 
 
    Lucian moved to a few of the books that had been set near an old leather sofa in the corner. They were written in a language he’d never seen before, but as soon as he opened them up, the words morphed into English. 
 
    It was about something called the Progeny of Light.  
 
    Lucian thumbed through the pages, not finding anything that would help him figure out more about getting into Heaven. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time he chuckled at this thought; Lucian was literally planning to go to Heaven to find Death, a man he hardly knew. But it felt right, it felt like it was the right thing to do. 
 
    Lucian and his crows searched for quite a while before an idea came to him. 
 
    “Books about Watchers,” he said aloud, recalling that Old Death had mentioned that the book was also about a group of angels called the Watchers. 
 
    A stack of heavy tomes fell onto the table in front of him, kicking up a cloud of dust. As he looked over their spines, Lucian saw exactly what he was looking for. 
 
    “Bingo.”  
 
    He called over to his crows, the pods stopping for a moment, turning to Lucian, and then turning back to their task. “Okay, suit yourself, keep looking,” Lucian said as he opened the Book of Enoch. 
 
    Sure enough, Old Death had highlighted certain passages.  
 
    He’d even written a few notes. 
 
    It took Lucian a little while to go through all the passages that his predecessor had highlighted, but eventually, he was able to cobble together some information. 
 
    One of the main ideas Old Death was focused on in the text was an entrance to Heaven known as the South Wind, which was put on Earth to give angels a chance to escape if an evil angel known as Azazyel, leader of the Watchers, ever returned. 
 
    The only problem was, Lucian still didn’t know where this entrance was located. 
 
    But at least he had a lead. 
 
    “Guys,” he called over to his crows, his spherical creations buzzing back over to him. “One of you can stay; the other is coming with me.” 
 
    His crows looked at each other, and what Lucian knew as his first crow came forward, the other moving back toward the bookshelves. 
 
    “Good. We’re looking for information on Watchers and the South Wind,” Lucian reminded his creation.  
 
    The second crow nodded, getting back to work. 
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    Lucian pressed his pinky and thumb together and disappeared instantly, appearing at his brother’s home. Connor was down in the basement, his legs kicked up on a table, a dazed look in his eyes.  
 
    His phone rang and he ignored it. 
 
    Lucian saw the addiction parasite attached to his brother’s body, his arms tensing as he equipped his Glock.  
 
    He knew it wasn’t going to work; the semi-translucent creature with the strip of mustard yellow in its body didn’t even seem to notice him. That didn’t stop Lucian from trying anyway, his bullets passing right through. 
 
    His brother’s phone rang again, this time a different ringtone. Connor went for his phone immediately. “I’m ready,” he said as he pressed the speaker icon on his phone. 
 
    “Good,” a voice said out of the speaker. “I’m in the usual spot.” 
 
    Connor stuffed his phone in his pocket and stood, wobbly at first, then getting his balance. He made his way up the stairs that connected the basement to the first floor, and once he was there, he slipped into a light jacket. 
 
    Tuck came over to him and he shooed the cat away. 
 
    Connor paused at the door, and took his phone out again, looking down at it. Lucian hovered over his shoulders as his brother wrote a message to Samantha, letting her know that he loved her. 
 
    He stared at the phone for a moment in a stupor, his thumb eventually pressing the send button. 
 
    His brother got into his work truck, starting it up. “Dammit, you,” he said, wincing at a pain in his lower back as he backed out of the driveway. 
 
    Lucian was now in the truck with him, watching his brother with sadness in his eyes. “I wish you could see me,” he said, feeling tears welling in his eyes. “I wish you could, man.” 
 
    Connor turned on the radio, eventually choosing a station that played top forty pop hits. 
 
    He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he waited at a stoplight, licking his lips, his eyes darting back and forth across the road. 
 
    There was something paranoid about the way he drove. Connor was always a few miles below the speed limit, glancing all around him at every stop sign, sniffing and rubbing his nose against his arm. 
 
    The song changed to some overproduced pop song and he turned it up, tersely nodding his head along. 
 
    Connor got on the Yankee Division Highway and took Andover Street to an apartment complex not far from Northshore Mall.  
 
    The place reminded Lucian of some of the rowhouses he’d seen in Philly. There were a couple of cars in the parking lot that looked like they hadn’t moved in years, including two that were on cinderblocks, one filled with aged magazines and torn envelopes.  
 
    Connor braked a little too hard, bouncing forward some, cursing at his own stupidity. 
 
    He got out of his truck and glanced around again, licking his lips, hocking a loogie into the dead grass. 
 
    Once he saw that he was in the clear, he walked along a cracked sidewalk to a home at the far end of the complex with a dirty welcome mat in front of its door. 
 
    He knocked; Lucian heard the sound of someone moving inside. 
 
    Rather than wait with Connor, Lucian pressed through the door to find a guy with a shaved head looking out the peephole, a gun tucked in the front of his baggy pants. The man had a cross tattoo on his right temple and a crazy look in his eyes, almost as if he were feral.  
 
      
 
    Name: Kenny Emerson 
 
    Date of Birth: 07/02/1986 
 
    Date of Death: 04/16/2037 
 
      
 
    “It’s him,” Kenny called out. 
 
    “Let him in,” a voice from the dining room said.  
 
    Lucian turned a corner and saw another man sitting at an oak table, a small plastic lunchbox in front of him. The man wore a Patriots hat and a shirt with a small athletic wear logo on the sleeve. He was a little heavy, with hairy arms, unkempt hair sticking out of his hat, and chapped lips. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” Lucian said as the man’s information took shape before him. The man was almost two years past the date he was supposed to pass. 
 
      
 
    Name: Tim Austin 
 
    Date of Birth: 06/29/1991 
 
    Date of Death: 09/13/2017 
 
      
 
     The peach-colored parasite attached to the man’s body came to attention, eyes rising out of its flesh.  
 
    His cape flaring up around him, Lucian floated to the second floor, dipping his head through the ceiling and looking down at what was happening, as the parasite searched around the room for him. 
 
    “Hey,” Connor said, approaching the table and taking a seat. 
 
    “What’s up, man?” Austin asked. There was something strange about the way he was looking at Connor, almost as if he were trying to root something out. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good. You?” 
 
    “Just chilling as usual.” 
 
    “Great. Glad to hear it. Well, I need the, um, usual.” 
 
    “I’ve run out of vikes,” the dealer said. 
 
    “You called me,” Connor said, agitation in his voice. 
 
    “Chill,” the dealer told him. “I called you because I want you to be the first to get some of this stuff,” he said, opening up his lunchbox. 
 
    “What is it?” Connor asked as the man brought out a small bag of blue pills. 
 
    “It’s the real shit, dude. Stronger than what you have right now. It’ll last longer. Kenny’s cousin over here tested the high, and he was feeling it for a good twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Hell yes, he was,” Kenny chimed in. “It’s the real shit.” 
 
    “Just use a little. I’m serious, Connor. Just a little.” 
 
    “But what is it?” 
 
    Austin waved his question away. “This shit was banned in China last year, making it a little bit more difficult to get over here. You used to be able to just have it shipped over. But not anymore. But to sort of answer your question, what I got in the capsules here is cocaine.” 
 
    “I don’t want cocaine,” Connor started to say. 
 
    “Let me finish. This is cocaine cut with fentanyl, so what it will do is give you that pain relief you’re looking for, but also a little bit of a boost, so you’re not as drowsy. You’ve probably noticed the vikes you’ve been taking make you a little drowsy.” 
 
    Connor nodded. 
 
    “This has got a little bit of both, ‘best of both worlds,’ we like to say.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Shit, if you want to give it a try then just kick it for a minute, you could do that. I wouldn’t offer it to you if I didn’t think you’d like it. I can get you something else too, but I don’t have any vikes coming in the near future. The dude who sold them to me is taking a hiatus.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Lucian whispered, recalling what he’d watched about fentanyl on his TV at Old Death’s home. He wanted to scream at his brother, but he also knew that it would engage the parasite below, and he really wanted to see how this played out, however tragic things were about to become. 
 
    Lucian shook his head as his brother considered his options, an overwhelming sense of helplessness coming over him. 
 
    “I mean, how strong are we talking here?” Connor finally asked. 
 
    “I definitely wouldn’t take a whole pill. Fuck no.” 
 
    Kenny snorted. “Fuck that.” 
 
    “Maybe like an eighth of one,” Austin suggested. “Just a key bump. This shit is serious, man. But if you use it smartly, it’ll set you straight.” 
 
    “All right, all right, how much for a pill?” Connor asked, reaching in his pocket for his wallet. 
 
    “Normally, I’ve been charging thirty-five, but if you buy three, we can keep it at a hundred.” 
 
    “That’s a lot more than the vikes,” Connor started to say. 
 
    “If you ration it out, it’ll last you a lot longer than the vikes. What were you normally buying? Seven or eight at a time? How long does that last you?” 
 
    “Maybe a week.” 
 
    “Damn,” Kenny said, still standing near the door with his firearm tucked in the front of his pants. 
 
    “It’s my back,” Connor snapped, glaring over at the man. “I hurt it working on some stuff in someone’s basement. Fell damn near five feet backward. Fucked my spine up. The doctor didn’t give me enough pain pills for me to recover. This is just temporary; they won’t give me any more pain pills.” 
 
    “We’re cool, we’re cool,” Austin told Connor. “And shut the fuck up, Kenny.” 
 
    “My bad,” Kenny said, glancing away. 
 
    “Just look at me,” Austin said, audibly exhaling. “You know what? Fuck it. I want you to experience this stuff for yourself, see if you like it. How’s this? I’ll give you three for ninety. But next time it’s a hundred. And I’m serious, man, you have to take this stuff easy.” 
 
    “All right.” Connor counted out four twenties and a ten-dollar bill. 
 
    “Take it slow. Just a little bit. See how it is, see how it makes you feel. If the vikes come back, you’ll be the first person I call, but you may like this stuff.” 
 
    “Cool,” Connor said as the man handed him the plastic baggie. He stood, and they shook hands. 
 
    “Just hit me up when you’re ready for some more, okay? You know the number. But text first.” 
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    “He gone yet?” Austin asked Kenny.  
 
    His counterpart looked through the keyhole and nodded. “Sure is.” 
 
    “Cool. You see what I mean?” Austin gave him a smug smile. “You promise these motherfuckers the stars and they’ll give you the Earth. That dude is gonna be back in three or four days tops, and he’ll want the same shit.” 
 
    “And you had the vikes all along?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Austin pulled out a small baggie of thick white pills from his plastic lunchbox. “Like I told you, we need to move the new stuff; it’ll make so much more money once these people try it. I mean, if he had refused, I would have told him to come back in an hour, and I would have given him the vikes. You don’t want to let them think that you’re trying to play them.” 
 
    “I get it, I get it,” Kenny said. He sniffed, his throat bulging as he swallowed a lump of snot. “What’s that dude’s deal anyway?” 
 
    “Like he said, he hurt his back, ran out of prescriptions, and then I became his pharmacist. He got my number from the guy he works with. Dude has money to burn, so I help him burn it. His brother just died too.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s harsh.” 
 
    “About his bro? Yeah, that shit sucks. He had some type of heart condition or something. Connor mentioned it once or twice. Maybe I just saw about it on social media or something. Shit, I don’t know. Anyways, we need to sell all these pills today, because I need to re-up before the weekend. That’s when shit gets wild.” 
 
    Kenny pulled out his phone. “Hell yeah. I’ll see what I can find out. I know a few people that may know someone who needs something.” 
 
    Lucian floated to the ground, hovering over Austin as his cape lifted off his body. It immediately attacked the parasite, wrapping itself around the creature and squeezing the life out of it as Lucian glared at Austin. 
 
    He dropped right in front of the dealer’s face, smiling, practically eye-to-eye with him. “I just signed your death warrant,” he said, his nostrils flaring.  
 
    The parasite broke free of his cape’s grasp.  
 
    It sent a spiked tentacle at Lucian that sent him flying across the room. He stood, baring his teeth as the peach-colored parasite tripled in size, bristled limbs forming along its body, two stingers pressing out of its thorax. 
 
    “Let’s see what you can do,” Lucian said.  
 
    His crow took off toward the parasite.  
 
    It ripped through the parasite’s body and circled back around, doing it again and again until the creature flopped to the ground, spasming and spewing blood as a pool of its own life force formed around it. 
 
    A blaze of light rose off the parasite, coiling into Lucian’s chest. 
 
    “You all right?” Kenny asked. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” Austin said, wiping his brow. “I just spaced out there for a second. Is it cold in here?” 
 
    “It’s always cold in here.” 
 
    “I started feeling extra cold, though. Might have to get bundled up over here,” he said, laughing. 
 
    “Want me to get you that blanket?” 
 
    The two of them laughed.  
 
    “Sure, Mom,” Austin said. 
 
    Lucian started to scream in front of the dealer’s face. 
 
    He screamed until his voice was hoarse, until he was just about to equip a weapon. 
 
    His crow broke his attention. Dropping down in front of him, his spherical creation tilted its body in a way that made it look like it was curious. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he whispered. 
 
    The two vanished in a flash, reappearing in Lucian’s bedroom at Old Death’s strange home. 
 
    Lucian paced for a moment until he could calm his nerves, his stats appeared before him. 
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    That guy had singlehandedly taken control of his brother’s life. But as much as Lucian wanted to blame the dealer for what was happening, he knew his brother also played a substantial part in his actions, pain or no pain. 
 
    There had to have been a better answer than buying drugs off the street.  
 
    “Time to get serious,” he told his crow as it moved over to the bed. His spherical creation dropped onto a pillow and rolled around for a moment. “I don’t want to say that was cute, but…” 
 
    His crow tilted its face at Lucian again. 
 
    “Right, time to create.”  
 
    Lucian cracked his fingers, recalling some of the cooler guns he had used in video games. He remembered using an anti-personnel fully automatic carbine in a first-person shooter that took place on an alien world, a game that involved syncing up with large, gun-laden mechs. 
 
    A copy weapon started to appear in his hands, the magazine already in place. 
 
    Once it was ready, Lucian fired the gun at the far wall, instantly impressed with its power. But it needed something else, so after some thought, Lucian added an attachment that gave him a zero-point energy field manipulator, another thing he’d messed around with in that game. 
 
    He grinned at his futuristic firearm.  
 
    His new carbine was heavy but it packed a punch, and with his energy field manipulator, he would be able to do some pretty helpful things.  
 
    He activated the EFM by toggling a switch, a blast of energy rippling out of the front of the gun, which Lucian quickly painted over one of his dummies. 
 
    It lifted the dummy, allowing him to slam it into the wall without actually touching it. Another dummy rose from the floor, and Lucian lifted it, throwing it to the far wall and toggling to the carbine, filling it full of holes. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked his crow. 
 
    His spherical creation simply rolled to the other side of the pillow, in an almost comical way. 
 
    “I will take that to mean you like it,” he told it. “And you are really going to like what I pull out next…” 
 
    Lucian imagined a weapon from a different game, a game he once played on one of the old NES system emulators on Connor’s laptop. 
 
    His eyes closed, Lucian imagined holding the weapon, its weight in his hands, what it would be shaped like and what it would look like in real life, even if it was slightly pixelated in the game. 
 
    He opened his eyes as the dark gray energy weapon took shape, the piece much larger than he had originally anticipated. Lucian adjusted his stance by widening his legs. Sticking the gun under his arm, he pulled back a lever attached to its upper receiver. 
 
    A rippling blast of thermal energy fired out of his newest creation, searing a line through the floor. 
 
    He pushed the lever forward to stop the thermal energy. 
 
    “A plasma blowtorch,” he told his crow. “I figured this would help thin the herd if we run into too many parasites.” Lucian triggered the weapon again, burning another hole through the wall that healed up relatively quickly. “It definitely has some kick.” 
 
    His weapon disappeared as he made his way over to the bed.  
 
    He sat down on its edge, a beer materializing in his hand. Lucian took one look at the beverage, realizing he could get a little more creative than just a beer. The color of the bottle lightened, Lucian now holding a hard cider. 
 
    “Cheers.” He reached his hard cider forward and tapped the bottle against his crow’s beak. With his first sip in, an image of his brother came to him.  
 
    Lucian sighed bitterly, no longer enjoying the cider.  
 
    If only his brother could see what was happening, how he was spiraling further and further down. If only there was a way for Lucian to get a message to him, to tell him he needed to get help before it’s too late. 
 
    Setting his cider down, Lucian retrieved his smartphone and tried to send another email to his brother. The email went straight to the draft box, where it stayed, Lucian perennially out of touch. 
 
    His other crow, the one that he had left in the library, came sailing into the room, chased by a cat. Lucian recognized the white cat with the black streak in its tail almost immediately, but couldn’t recall its name. 
 
    The cat hopped onto the bed, staring at Lucian curiously.  
 
    “Here, kitty, kitty,” he said, reaching his hand out to the cat. It came forward and Lucian found it had a leather collar with the name ‘Ezra’ etched into it.  
 
    “That’s a good Ezra,” he said, the cat purring as he scratched behind its ear.  
 
    It struck him as odd that Ezra had been hiding out this whole time, but then again, cats were known to do things like that. He didn’t question it much after the initial thought; it was good to have company. 
 
    His two crows floated forward to investigate Ezra. The cat ignored them as Lucian continued to pet him. 
 
    “Got anything for me?” he asked the crow that had been in the library.  
 
    The crow took off, its retractable claw pressing out of the top of its head as it left the room. It returned a moment later with a torn piece of paper from one of the books. 
 
    The crow dropped it on Lucian’s lap, and once he picked it up, it pointed its beak at one of the passages. 
 
    “Damn, you guys are smart,” Lucian said as he checked out the passage. 
 
    Great fear and trembling shall seize them, even to the ends of the Earth, the passage read. The lofty mountains shall be troubled, and the exalted hills depressed, melting like a honeycomb in the flame.  
 
    There was more to the passage, mostly having to do with a doomsday prophesy. But Lucian got why Old Death had highlighted it, especially the second line. If only he knew where this entrance to the South Wind was. 
 
    “Good work,” he told his crow, “but it still doesn’t tell us how to get there.” 
 
    His crow dipped its head in shame. 
 
    “It’s not your fault; I’m simply stating the obvious. We’ll get to the bottom of it,” he assured his crow, “and soon.” 
 
    Lucian’s stats appeared before him: 
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    He definitely had plenty of available Soul Points, and while it may be helpful to craft some more weapons, he also knew that it would be even more helpful to visit another mental institute. Lucian stopped petting Ezra, his smartphone reforming in his hand.  
 
    “As much as I’d like to stick around, we still have work to do,” he told his two crows. And after a quick search, Lucian chose a mental institute in New York City. 
 
    It was time to test out his new weapons.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen: Pink Reaper 
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    With Salem’s proximity to Boston, Lucian had only been to New York City a few times. If he wanted a taste of the big city he had it readily available, and besides, there wasn’t much to do in New York that he couldn’t do in Boston aside from some of the more famous landmarks. 
 
    Yet flying over Manhattan as he was doing now, starting from the financial district and working his way toward Midtown and the Upper East Side, gave him a newfound appreciation for the place. 
 
    And because he was able, Lucian flew through some of the higher apartment buildings, through the penthouse suites and their rooftop terraces, shocked at how the other half lived. One of the homes he had to stop and marvel at was near the West Village, an absolutely stunning place with multilevel gardens, fountains, views of New Jersey, buildings sprouting along the horizon and new ones coming up. 
 
    It made Lucian interested in the history of the area, how it had gone from a strip of land to the center of the world. 
 
    But he wasn’t here for tourist reasons, and as he rose back out of the home, Lucian’s HUD took shape before him, giving him a directional arrow of where he should be flying next. 
 
    This was something he had thought up upon arriving at the Statue of Liberty, where he had started his journey.  
 
    Lucian knew that he could just teleport to the Manhattan Psychiatric Center, but he figured with his power, he might as well enjoy the trip.  
 
    And it was enjoyable.  
 
    One of the things he thought of as he floated over Times Square, people like ants beneath him, was how strange it was that the Grim Reaper was flying over the city. Picturing it made it even weirder for him, especially since he could look to some of the buildings and actually see his reflection in their glass windows. 
 
    Lucian certainly fit the part now.  
 
    He wore all black, his face partially obscured by a hood attached to his cape. His robes were long, hanging past his feet. The parts of his arms that were visible were wrapped in black tape. 
 
    As he flew, Lucian wondered what it would be like to change his image.  
 
    With this in mind, he playfully turned his robes to a vibrant pink. Lucian laughed at himself as he spun once in the air, his reflection spinning next to him. 
 
    A pink Grim Reaper wasn’t exactly what he was going for so he changed his robes to green, then electric blue, then back to black. Maybe he would play around with his look later, but the black suited him in some way.  
 
    Perhaps it was a stereotype worth keeping. 
 
    Lucian’s crow appeared, his spherical creation immediately moving in front of him, spiraling forward as Lucian tried to keep up. His other crow took shape, trying to catch up with the first one. 
 
    “You guys are way too fast,” he called after them, his robes beating in the wind as he picked up his pace. 
 
    He saw a long stretch of green on the horizon, Central Park coming into view. He started to fly over the park and his arrow veered to the right. Lucian followed it until he came to the Manhattan Psychiatric Center. 
 
    He hovered before the building for a moment, almost intimidated by the structure.  
 
    There was something very imperial about its design and the way the exceedingly tan building loomed over the park before it. It was a complex, for sure, and its massive size would give Lucian plenty of hunting ground. 
 
    He floated down to the front entrance and made his way in, stopping in front of the receptionist. 
 
    “Can you point me in the direction of the psych ward?” he asked the woman, who was busy pecking away on a computer. 
 
    Her details appeared before him. 
 
      
 
    Name: Tricia Johnson 
 
    Date of Birth: 07/05/1993 
 
    Date of Death: 10/19/2070 
 
      
 
    “I guess I’ll just find it on my own.” 
 
    His two crows looked to each other, and then back to Lucian. 
 
    It was something he’d wanted to test, and now that he was in a place to test it, he simply took a seat in the waiting room, the two crows taking off. His smartphone out, Lucian turned it sideways, their video feeds appearing with the split down the middle. 
 
    Figuring he could use a slightly larger device, Lucian morphed his into a foldable smartphone to give him additional viewing space. 
 
    “That’s much better,” he said as his crows made their way to the wards. And just as he had predicted, his creations were also able to see people’s dates of death. 
 
    It was when one of his crows passed a doctor who was living past his date of death that Lucian truly got to test his creation. This would be his second crow, on the screen on the right, and as it passed the doctor it stopped, turning to the man and tagging him. 
 
      
 
    Name: Martin Chao 
 
    Date of Birth: 03/14/1964 
 
    Date of Death: 08/06/2019 
 
      
 
    Lucian looked up, a schematic of the crow’s path materializing before him. He noted the doctor’s general location, now outlined in red.  
 
    Mentally taking control over the crow, or at least that was what it felt like, Lucian turned back to the doctor as the man stepped into his office, Lucian’s crow following him in. 
 
    He noted the peach-colored parasite attached to the back of the doctor’s neck, the rest of its body hidden by the doctor’s white lab coat. 
 
    An eye rose off the creature’s thorax, spotting the crow. 
 
    “Get out of there,” Lucian whispered as his creation pressed back through the door, exiting the room. 
 
    The parasites could clearly see his crows, but it was unlikely that they would be fast enough to act upon it. If they did, he could just create another one, even if he had an affinity for the first that he had made. 
 
    This gave Lucian a new idea. 
 
    As his other crow continued to search the wards for targets, Lucian sent the crow back into the room, where he found the doctor relaxing, his hands behind his head. 
 
    “Attack,” Lucian whispered. 
 
    His crow tore through the doctor’s lab coat, right into the body of the parasite. After a quick breath, Lucian focused completely on what was happening in the room. 
 
    He was the crow now, able to dodge the parasite’s tentacles, the creature shaking wildly as his crow tore through its body again. Blood splattered against the wall and Lucian turned upwards, narrowly missing sharp claws that tore through the drapes.  
 
    He opened his eyes, watching the video feed again, willing the crow to take his power and kill the parasite. 
 
    His spherical creation was now moving faster than Lucian had seen it move before. It dodged stingers, claws, even acidic spit that melted through the floor. 
 
    He drove it into the creature’s body again and again until the parasite finally died, and a light filled the room. 
 
    “Shit, yes,” Lucian whispered, his stats appeared before him. 
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    He sent the crow on its way, ideas coming to him on how he could really exploit the system with this ability.  
 
    It would definitely be something he could test later, but for today, and for right now, especially after what he had seen go down with his brother, Lucian had the urge to hunt. 
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    Lucian stepped into a hallway, his fully automatic carbine with its zero-point energy field manipulator at the ready, the curls of his cape lifting up behind them as his two crows shot forward. 
 
    They zipped into the first room on the left and blasted back to the hallway. A clear tentacle tore through the door in hot pursuit, the plane of existence changing and the background suddenly tangible. 
 
    The creature grew, parts of it bulging out of the wall, another patient’s room also exploding outward as its creature came alive. The two parasites meshed together, their skin clear with red on the inside. Lucian was already firing his carbine in the time it took them to merge. 
 
    His bullets tore through one of the tentacles, awaking yet another parasite on the opposite side of the hallway, giving him three opponents. 
 
    This parasite broke out of the wall, sending debris into the air as Lucian toggled to his energy field manipulator and latched onto it. He slammed a portion of its body into the parasite on the left. 
 
    Lucian tossed the gun aside, his weapon dematerializing in an instant as his plasma blowtorch came into his hands. He pulled the lever back and unleashed a beam of thermal energy, his cape fighting off the tentacles and stingers trying to get him. 
 
    Zipping through the air, his crows looked for angles to attack the vertical eyes on the parasites’ backs. They were fast, and soon the first parasite went down, the second quickly following the first. 
 
    As Lucian continued to battle tentacles, his crows focused on the parasite on the right, easily able to take it out as he distracted the creature. 
 
    The energy swelled around Lucian as his stats appeared before him: 
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    “Here we go,” he said as he made his way down the hallway, the light flickering above him, the ground wet with the blood of parasites. 
 
    He took a left and a right, coming to more rooms.  
 
    An idea came to him.  
 
    Lucian’s cape and hood lifted off him, swirling in the air next to him. He peeked into the room on the left where he saw a man trying to write in his journal, his hand a little shaky. The clear white parasite attached to the man was pulsing, little feelers curling in the air, their tips red. 
 
    Lucian looked to his crows, and then to his cape, motioning them into the room. 
 
     His cape swelled to twice its size, immediately engulfing the parasite, the plane of existence changing as the parasite tried to slam the cape into the wall. 
 
    Lucian’s cape managed to grab the parasite and stop its tentacles and stingers from protecting its back, exposing its vertical eye, allowing his crow to kill it instantly. 
 
    The energy spiraled into Lucian.  
 
    His cape and hood resettled on his body as Lucian’s crows returned to him. 
 
    The first crow he created moved toward the end of the hallway, Lucian following behind it. He came to the next floor and equipped his scythe, his cape swirling around him. 
 
    An extension of the idea he’d had earlier came to Lucian.  
 
    He handed his scythe to his cape, the black material forming a clawed hand and taking it from him. 
 
    “You know what to do?” 
 
    The cape’s hood nodded. 
 
    With his crows leading the way, the cape took off into a room on the left and Lucian turned his attention to a room on the right.  
 
    He looked closely at the woman sitting on her bed, not noticing anything about her other than the fact that she was going to die in the next ten years. 
 
    He was just turning to the action when a tentacle tore out of the window he’d just been looking in. It wrapped around Lucian’s throat and slammed him into the door.  
 
    Lucian’s claws formed as he tried to pull the tentacle off of his neck, his fingers digging into the parasite. 
 
    But the tentacle only grew in size.  
 
    Lucian’s Glock appeared in his hand and he lifted it behind him, firing the entire magazine into the door. The creature let up for just a second, giving Lucian the time he needed to go for his lava sword. 
 
    And not a moment too soon either as two tentacles tore out of the wall to his left, followed by a red stinger, the parasite inside hissing and squealing as Lucian began to cut through its appendages.  
 
    A burst of light behind him signified that his cape and his crows had taken out the other parasite. 
 
    The three returned to Lucian and launched into action again, his cape using his scythe to sever a muscled white and red arm that was crawling out of the room. Lucian’s Glock reformed in his hand and he took out the arm crawling toward him. 
 
    A blob of something blue and sticky slammed into Lucian, tossing him to the opposite wall. A tentacle slapped on top of him, wrapping around his neck again and lifting Lucian into the air. 
 
    He went upside down, planting his feet on the ceiling and struggling to get the tentacle off his neck.  
 
    Lucian’s crow shot right through the parasite’s limb, severing it, allowing him to equip his carbine, which he fired into the other room. 
 
    His magazine finished, he tossed it aside and another one materialized. Lucian clicked it into place and fired again. 
 
    Lucian’s cape spun into the room before he could unload his magazine. It held the demon bug, allowing for Lucian’s crow to take out its vertical eye. 
 
    The parasite died, Lucian still upside down, his carbine aimed at the room with its partially blown out wall, smoke billowing into the air. 
 
    “Fuck,” he whispered, his crows now hovering before him. “You guys are awesome; I’m going to give you some brothers and sisters soon.” 
 
    Lucian dropped to the ground, righting himself. 
 
    His cape returned to him and he stopped it. “Actually, let’s keep you separated for the time being,” he told it, “and hold onto the scythe as well.” 
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    Lucian’s stats appeared before him. 
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    He continued down the hallway, following his crows as they zipped around the corner and into a gathering area. He stopped in front of a door with keycard-only access and dipped his head in, where he found six patients and a nurse. 
 
    Lucian pondered for a moment how he could do this and make it quick. If he killed all six, he would get fifteen SP, which would be sweet as hell. And he knew he could do it too, especially if they were in pairs, or possibly groups of up to three.  
 
    But six all at once? 
 
    That was going to take some strategy. 
 
    He equipped his grenade launcher with its cylinder magazine and nodded for his crows and his cape to gather around him. “We’re going to go in blazing. I’ll create a distraction in the center of the room; your goal is to focus on one target at a time and kill it. Only come help me if I truly look like I need help. Let me be the distraction; you three be the assassins.” 
 
    His cape nodded, and his two crows twitched, letting him know they understood his instructions. 
 
    Lucian took a few steps back, realizing that the explosion to follow was going to be quite large, not that he couldn’t handle it. 
 
    He triggered his weapon, firing three of the grenades into the center of the room in front of him, each grenade disappearing through the door. Once they exploded, everything became real. The explosion rang in his ears, as his cape and crows took off, the cape flourishing Lucian’s scythe. 
 
    Lucian kicked into the room with his carbine in one hand and his lava sword in the other, firing and swiping at tentacles and stingers. One wrapped around his leg; Lucian sliced through it, coming back up with a round of bullets as a muscled tentacle took shape in the corner of the room, two parasites merging together. 
 
    Everything was burning, smoke rising off the tables and the ground, the parasites hissing and screeching.  
 
    Lucian stepped into the air and avoided one of the parasite’s sharp blades, his focus on the muscled tentacle forming. He reached it, driving his lava sword in and firing his carbine behind him at the same time. 
 
    Going upside down, Lucian equipped his plasma blowtorch and cut through the muscled tentacle in the corner of the room, an inferno raging all around him as more plumes of blue fire rose into the air. 
 
    He saw a flash in the corner as his crows and his cape took out another one of the parasites, energy pouring into him. 
 
    A blackened stinger tore out of the front of his body before Lucian could react, the parasite hooking him from behind. 
 
    It lifted him to the ceiling and slammed Lucian into the floor, everything going black and red. 
 
    Lucian’s claws formed as he tried to fight off more tentacles coming for him.  
 
    Cutting them down didn’t seem to work. 
 
    Still pinned by the stinger sticking out of his chest, Lucian conjured blue fireball daggers from his hands. 
 
    Another flash of light and another. Two more of the parasites went down, meaning that there were three left. 
 
    His hands on the stinger, Lucian started to push it through his body, the wound expanding until he reached its tip. Lucian severed the stinger and dropped a grenade at his feet. 
 
    He exploded forward, his legs blown off, a huge gaping wound in his chest as his torso slapped into a table, and slipped right under it. 
 
    “Fuck…” Lucian whispered as the wound began to heal on his chest, his thighs and legs reforming.  
 
    More tentacles came toward him, pulling Lucian out from beneath the table. A flash of light told Lucian that his cape and crows had moved onto the final, conjoined parasite.  
 
    Lucian started swiping the tentacles away, and once his legs were reformed and he was able to use his feet, another tentacle slapped him in the face, pressing into his mouth, nose, and eyes.  
 
    He bit down, severing the limb and spitting a piece of it out. 
 
    His Glocks reformed in his hands and he blindly unloaded two magazines at the conjoined parasite in front of him. He tossed his guns to the side and yanked at the tentacles wrapped around his face, pulling their feelers from his nose and eye sockets.  
 
    His eyes still punctured and healing, Lucian equipped his plasma blowtorch again, pulling the lever back and spraying thermal energy in the general direction of the giant parasite. 
 
    More screaming, more hissing, and just as Lucian’s vision returned, his cape and crows took out the conjoined parasite. 
 
    “Damn,” Lucian said as he fell to his knees. his cape returned to him, wrapping around his shoulders, his hood falling over his head. “That was crazy…” 
 
    A beer appeared in his hand and Lucian popped the top off, taking a long drag from it. He went for another pull, breathing heavily now as his body healed, as his eyesight solidified. 
 
    His stats flashed in front of him, and Lucian saw that he had definitely grown more powerful. 
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     “Hell yes,” he said, cheersing his crows. 
 
    It was risky going after so many at once, and it would have to be something he did more cautiously. 
 
    He finished his beer and was going for another when a golden portal opened in front of him. 
 
    Danira stepped out, her large, futuristic rifle aimed at Lucian. 
 
    “I thought I would find you here,” she said, a grin taking shape on her face. 
 
    “It’s not what it looks like.” Lucian waved his beer at the fires raging all around him, the blood splattered across the wall, the shattered glass, the parasite carcasses, utter destruction everywhere he looked. “Maybe it is what it looks like.” 
 
    “It’s time we handled this,” Danira said, her weapon charging. 
 
    After a deep sigh, Lucian tossed his beer over his shoulder. “I was afraid you’d say that.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty: Life and Death 
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    Lucian’s cape shot off his shoulders, pulling Danira to the ground, her shot going wide and striking the ceiling.  
 
    Golden armor formed on her body, pressing out of the cape and tearing it to shreds. The armor continued to spread up Danira’s body until it formed a facemask with sharpened ends as she fired her energy weapon at Lucian. 
 
    The pieces of his cape trailed after him as he narrowly got behind a pillar in the room, which took the brunt of her attack. His cape reattached to his body, morphing back into its normal shape as he pressed off the wall, fire sword in one hand, his Glock in the other.  
 
    Lucian swung at Danira.  
 
    The angel stopped the blade with the butt of her weapon and pushed him backward, her gun morphing into the same golden sword she’d used back in his brother’s backyard. 
 
    “Tell me where you took him!” he roared, unloading his magazine at Life. 
 
    Danira came around with a kick that connected with his chin, sending Lucian sideways, where he pressed off the wall again as if it were a trampoline.  
 
    He launched himself forward, swinging his lava sword through the air, Danira again meeting it with her own blade. 
 
    Lucian landed and spun, throwing his sword at her as his scythe appeared.  
 
    He tossed it to his right, his cape zipping off his body and taking the scythe, the ends of its dark fabric cutting through the air as his crows flew past. 
 
    Lucian’s carbine materialized in his hands.  
 
    He toggled the weapon to the energy field manipulator and fired a beam that attached to Danira’s body, allowing him to slam her into the wall. 
 
    Her blade morphed back into a gun and she tried to fire at him, only to be slammed into the wall again, the angel struggling to break free. Her white wings kicked up feathers as he slammed her repeatedly. 
 
    One of his crows blasted toward her, and Danira batted it away with her golden gauntlet. 
 
    “There’s plenty where this came from,” Lucian said as he continued to slam her into the wall, all of her shots going wide.  
 
    His cape flew into action, digging the scythe into Danira’s side. 
 
    The weapon actually tore through her armor, something that surprised Life as she struggled to break free from Lucian’s grasp. 
 
    And before she could reform her armor, his second crow flew into the open wound. 
 
    Danira stopped struggling for a moment, staring at Lucian with hatred in her eyes. 
 
    “You can’t kill me,” she said. “Not like this.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you.” 
 
    “Get this thing out of my body…” 
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    “Get this thing out of my body!” she cried. Lucian watched as her armor bulged, his crow moving around inside her. 
 
    “It’s explosive, you know,” he lied, while simultaneously thinking that would be a great modification to add to a future creation. 
 
    “You can’t kill me.” She bared her teeth, a halo forming around her head. 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you; I want to talk to you. Talk to me, and I will recall my creation.” 
 
    “I’ll talk,” she said, glaring at him through her sharp golden helmet. It started to ripple back, revealing her face, her blonde hair spilling out, blue paint over her eyes. 
 
    “This will only take a minute,” he said. “If you call any of your friends, you know what will happen.” 
 
    “You cannot kill me,” she told him again. 
 
    “Do you really want to test that theory out? You can kill me, who says I can’t kill you?” 
 
    She gulped. “I won’t attack you for now. You have my word.” 
 
    Lucian toggled his carbine to fully-automatic mode. His cape floated behind the angel as she sat up. Lucian’s scythe was at the ready, his crow flying a circle above her head. 
 
    “When did you die?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “You mean recently?” 
 
    “Um, sure.” 
 
    “February 14, 2019.” 
 
    “Valentine’s Day,” Lucian said, his weapon still trained on her. 
 
    “Cute.” 
 
    “We are more like than you think. I passed on October 19, 2020.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” Danira was on one knee now, her hands at her sides, her wings ruffling. Lucian could see his crow inside her body, slowly moving back and forth so she couldn’t pry it out as easily. 
 
    “Are you in any pain?” 
 
    “Does any of this stuff hurt you?” she asked in response. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “It’s the same for me.” 
 
    “And when were you born?” 
 
    “You mean recently?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “why do you keep asking me that?” 
 
    “I was born in 1995, five years after you.” Danira scowled at him. “I can’t believe I’m talking to you; I can’t believe you have trapped me like this…” She shook her head. “Why are you here, anyway? What could you possibly want with a mental hospital?” 
 
    “We will get to that in a moment. I want to know where you took my predecessor.” 
 
    She glared at Lucian. “We took him to a place where you won’t be able to get him.” 
 
    “Heaven?” 
 
    “Like I said, a place you won’t be able to get him.” 
 
    “We don’t have to be enemies, you know,” Lucian told her.  
 
    “You prey upon people, we help people through prayer. Tell me how we aren’t supposed to be enemies.” 
 
    “You feed off hope. We grow stronger by killing the parasites that are artificially keeping people alive. I don’t see why that’s so hard for you to understand.” 
 
    “That’s not what…” She bit her lip. 
 
    “That’s not what you were told? Because that’s exactly what’s happening here! All the Deaths in our world, and any world to possibly exist, are aiding people who have lived past their expiry dates.” 
 
    “Thus killing them,” she said. “Admit it. Admit what you are.” 
 
    Lucian thought about Lisa, and how she had died just after he killed her parasite. 
 
    “Admit it,” Danira said, her nostrils flaring, a curl of her golden hair falling in her face.  
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” Lucian finally admitted. “I don’t want to deal with parasites that prolong people’s lives, not if I don’t have to.” 
 
    “So you have come here to a mental hospital to prey on the weak?” 
 
    “What? No, nothing like that. I have come here to…” Lucian hesitated for a moment. “I’ve come here to hunt other targets.” 
 
    “Looks like you have done a bang-up job of it,” she said, glancing around the room; a few of the fires were still burning. 
 
    “You and I are similar, admit that. Hell, we’re even from the same generation.” 
 
     “You know nothing of the generation I hail from.” 
 
    “And we’re both utilizing our powers in new ways,” Lucian continued. “How many of the other angels use guns?” 
 
    “A few.” 
 
    “Ones like yours?” Lucian asked, going with an assumption he had made the first time he’d seen her aim her golden weapon at them, that she had been inspired by his creation. 
 
    “No,” she finally said. 
 
    “And how did you track me?” 
 
    “I know everything about you,” she told him, “your history, what you have been through, your family…” 
 
    “Yet you attacked me while I was at my own funeral, as I was checking in on my brother?” 
 
    “I had to be sure.” 
 
    “Sure? Do you know what my brother is doing?” he asked, anger rising in his voice. 
 
    Danira nodded. “And hopefully God will be able to help him.” 
 
    “No one is going to help him. Connor is going to die in seven months, with or without God. Have you even met God?” 
 
    “I have been in His presence, yes.” 
 
    “How do you even know it is a he?” 
 
    “Is this the conversation we need to be having right now?” 
 
    “Maybe not. What I care about is saving my brother, actually doing something, so if you want to know why I’m here, and why I do what I do, that’s why. I’m trying to make a difference...” 
 
    “I’m trying to do something too,” she said, conviction in her voice. 
 
    “Can you kill the parasite that is attached to him?” Lucian asked. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him. “Parasite?” 
 
    “Just like the things I killed in here.” Lucian waved his hand around the room. “Only stronger. He has one, and it’s the thing that is fueling his addiction. I saw it; I have seen it. I saw it as recently as today. My powers are useless against it. Yours?” 
 
    Danira gasped. “You can see the demon that has attached itself to him?”  
 
    “The demon? It’s a parasite,” Lucian told her. “It has clear skin with yellow inside its body. It’s not as large as some of these other ones, but that thing is damn hard to kill. Anything I’ve done so far simply passed right through it. That’s why I’m trying to grow stronger. Maybe if I grow stronger…” 
 
    “You’re really able to see the demon?” 
 
    “What kind of demon looks like an insect to you?” 
 
    “That’s not what it looks like to me at all,” she said. “To me, it’s just this force that has attached itself to him. It has wrapped itself around his body, bringing its claws into his chest, constantly feeding on his neck.” Danira clenched her fists together again. “I hate it, and I hate the other ones I’ve seen.” 
 
    “An angel that hates?” Lucian smirked. “I believe I’ve seen everything now.” 
 
    “The thing attached to him is a demon, just like you,” she hissed. “Maybe it is time to come to terms with what you are.” 
 
    “What I am? Look at you. I’m not trying to do anything to disturb you, yet you continually come after me, and you and your kind kidnapped my predecessor, who…” Lucian nodded. “Who has become my friend in all this.” 
 
    “He attacked us, we responded.” 
 
    “Being the Grim Reaper is lonely,” he said, the vulnerability he had just displayed making his voice quiver. “Going around and seeing all the things that are feeding off people, living past their lives, fighting these terrible creatures…” 
 
    “Am I supposed to feel sorry for you?” 
 
    “You are supposed to have compassion,” he snapped. “I thought it came with the wings.” 
 
    “You have a mouth on you. I don’t know if or when I’ll encounter another Death, but hopefully, he’s not as mouthy as you.” 
 
    “There you go assigning genders again. Death can be male or female or probably anything in between. I don’t know. I’ve only met two. And my name isn’t Death, it’s Lucian. Just like how your name is Danira.” 
 
    “That’s my angel name,” she said. “When I was human, I went by the name of Danielle Morales.” 
 
    “And how did you take your role, anyway? Did you just die and become an angel?” 
 
    “No, I died helping someone, and then I returned to my original form,” she said, her voice softening. 
 
    “Original form? What happened?” 
 
    “There was a shooting. I was at a club with some friends, and some guy angry with the way his life turned out stormed the place with an assault rifle. There wasn’t much time to act, and as it happened, I shoved my friend behind the bar. In the process of helping another person get to cover, I was shot six times.” 
 
    “Did the shooter die?” 
 
    “He killed himself at the scene, and now he rots in hell.” 
 
    “So since you died doing something good, you were reborn an angel? Is that how that works for Life?” 
 
    “Sort of. Some have been angels for thousands of years; others like to return to Earth and live as humans. This was the path I chose. I’d been an angel before, and decided to take the life of a human again. Of course, I only came to understand this after I died. While I was Danielle Morales, I didn’t know I’d once been an angel.” 
 
    “That’s interesting.” Lucian ignoring the fact that the fire behind him had started to burn through a support beam. 
 
    “I could return back, you know,” she said, looking at Lucian earnestly. “I could return back to Earth and go through the whole process again. Maybe one day I’ll do that. As for now, I’m happy being an angel again. It was nice taking a small break from it, even if it was just a short amount of time in the grand scheme of things.” 
 
    “Well, you already know my story, otherwise this would be the part where I tell you about who I was before all this. At least I can tell the truth in how I became Death. I’m guessing you don’t know that part.” 
 
    Danira shook her head. “I don’t know much about how you became the demon that you are.” 
 
    “First of all, I’m not a demon. Stop calling me a demon.” 
 
    “I suppose I can refrain from calling you that for the time being.” 
 
    Lucian took a deep breath in. “Since you say you know everything about me, you already know about the heart condition I had, ventricular tachycardia. But anyway, I was playing video games when Old Death came for me. I could actually see him, which is apparently a rare thing. I had a gun sitting next to me because I lived in a rough neighborhood. It made me feel safe. I aimed the gun at Old Death, and as soon as I did, injuresouls came. I’m guessing you know about them, right?” 
 
    “They are a particularly nasty class of demon, but let me assure you, Lucian, there are things worse than injuresouls.” 
 
    “But they can kill us, right? At least that’s what Old Death told me.” 
 
    “That is true,” she said softly. 
 
    “But for some reason, they can’t kill someone who is mortal. And since I could see Old Death, I could see them as well. So I started shooting and I killed like five of them, and he killed one.” 
 
    She tilted her head at him, his crow still moving in her body. “He was powerful enough to kill one?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know it by looking at him, but yes, he has been Death for three hundred years, and even though he’s semi-retired now, which is possibly the only reason that you and your little group of angel buddies were able to take him, he’s quite powerful.”  
 
    Lucian recalled the city that Old Death had seemingly created from scratch, far enough away from civilization that it seemed like no one would find him there. While he hadn’t quite put his finger on it, he knew his predecessor was more powerful than he let on. 
 
    “And he gave you his mantle after you saved him,” Danira said, connecting the dots. 
 
    “That’s exactly what happened, and here we are.” 
 
    Lucian had been too busy talking to notice that a black mist had started to seep into the room from underneath the door. Danira pointed her gun at Lucian, her eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “Hey, you said…” 
 
    She fired her weapon directly over his shoulder, Lucian stepping aside to see her blast go straight through the body of an injuresoul and exit out the other side, the creature experiencing no injuries whatsoever. 
 
    Several of them formed out of the mist. Lucian lifted his hand and instantly recalled the crow from inside Danira’s body, which tore out from her armor, the woman cringing as it returned to Lucian’s side. 
 
    “Sorry about that!” He equipped his lava sword, even though he knew it would do little good against the injuresouls. 
 
    He drove his sword into one of the injuresouls’ chests. The creature gnashed its teeth at him, its jaw dislocating as its tongue burst out of its mouth, wrapping around Lucian’s face. 
 
    His crow shot right through the tongue, and as Lucian stumbled away, he watched the tongue fall to the ground and slick its way back to the injuresoul, moving up its body like a slug and reattaching itself.  
 
    The injuresoul charged Lucian and slipped around him, digging its claws into the back of his head, slamming him to the ground. 
 
    He saw a burst of golden light above him. Danira’s shot forced the injuresoul to stumble backward, which gave Lucian the second he needed to slip out of the way. 
 
    The next injuresoul that came managed to duck Lucian’s first swing, but not the attack from his cape, which spun behind the injuresoul and drove Lucian’s scythe into its back. 
 
    Danira lifted up into the air, her wings flapping as two of the injuresouls leaped to meet her, the angel knocking them back down to the ground with her sword. She dove toward one of them and drove her blade into the top of its skull, all the way down into its body. 
 
    But rather than die, rather than fall to its knees and give in, it simply tilted its head up, its mouth opening, cheeks starting to tear as it began to suck in air. Its mouth grew even larger, to the diameter of a beach ball. Danira used her blade to stop herself from being sucked in. 
 
    Even though he was still fending off one of the demons with his lava sword, Lucian equipped his whip and cracked it in the injuresoul’s direction, the end of his whip latching onto the injuresoul’s lip and yanking it to the ground, stopping its attack. 
 
    This also had the effect of helping Danira pull her sword out of its skull, her weapon immediately morphing into a gun which she used to fire on an injuresoul leaping in the air toward Lucian. 
 
    They locked eyes, nodded at each other, and continued fighting back. 
 
    Lucian knew it was an unwinnable battle, but he planned to stick around as long as Danira was still here.  
 
    To tilt the odds in their favor, he equipped his plasma blowtorch and pulled the lever back, unleashing a rippling blast of thermal energy on the injuresouls forming in the dark mist. 
 
    Lucian didn’t let up either.  
 
    As he tore through them, he screamed for Danira to get out of the area. 
 
    Lucian’s cape continued to protect him, flying before him and severing some of the demons' limbs, only for them to grow back.  
 
    His crows did the same, slamming into the injuresouls’ chests and tearing out the other side, Lucian still screaming as he painted the mist with his plasma blowtorch. 
 
    He was too focused on the action in front of him to see one of the injuresouls come from the side. The demon tackled Lucian to the ground, its jaw snapping open as its face enlarged like a blowfish, sucking in enough air to cause a small windstorm. 
 
    Lucian could feel his skin pulling away from his face, his cheeks starting to tear, his hair whipping from the back of his head, his clothing shredding. 
 
    Lucian equipped his carbine and unloaded a full magazine into the creature trying to inhale him. 
 
    His cape slapped against the injuresoul, wrapping around its face and trying to stop its attack.  
 
    The demon’s serrated teeth tore through Lucian’s cape, but it still managed to stab the injuresoul in the back with his scythe. 
 
    Everything turned upside down after a hand wrapped under his shoulder, pulling him upward through the ceiling, an explosion allowing him to break through the ceiling and sail into the sky.  
 
    Gray clouds, New York City on the horizon. Lucian took a deep breath in as he realized that Danira had saved him.  
 
    The angel pulled him higher and higher into the air, his cape following after him and his crows not far behind. 
 
    Lucian’s stats flashed before him, everything blurry, his focus on the Soul Points he had left. 
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    Something wasn’t right. They were going too high up, way higher than he’d ever flown before. 
 
    And even though he could barely keep his eyes open, Lucian equipped his lava sword, the weapon hanging at his side as they continued through a cloud. 
 
    He would fight her if he had to.  
 
    If she tried to take him while he was weak, if she tried anything, he would fight back. But he also had a backup plan, his other fist closed, his pinky finger next to his thumb.   
 
    The city spun around him as Danira suddenly lost steam. She began to plummet, careening back toward the Earth.  
 
    It wasn’t a graceful landing. 
 
    The two crashlanded onto a rooftop, Lucian’s body flipping up and over, and rolling a few times before finally being stopped by the outer ledge. 
 
    Danira was on her side, one of her wings splayed out, her eyes half open as she looked over at him. 
 
    “Don’t try anything,” he said, the words fumbling out of his mouth. Lucian lifted his sword, cringing as he did so, and pointed it at her.  
 
    “You fucking asshole,” Danira told him, a grin stretching across her face. 
 
    “Angels aren’t supposed to cuss,” Lucian told her, his sword dropping to the rooftop, its sound drowned out by the city. 
 
    “Are you going to teleport away?”  
 
    She tried to press herself up, failing and falling back to her side. 
 
    Lucian kept his arm where she couldn’t see it, his thumb and pinky still grazing each other. “Not just yet.” 
 
    His crow landed in front of him, hovering just above the ground and tilting its head sideways as it looked at Lucian. His other spherical creation followed suit, landing next to the first. 
 
    “Those things are pretty awesome,” Danira said. 
 
    “They sure are helpful.” 
 
    “So we fought injuresouls together.” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    She swept some of the hair out of her eyes. “Care to come clean about why you were at the mental hospital in the first place?” 
 
    “I told you, to gain power by killing parasites,” Lucian said. “Not only do I gain more power by killing the ones at the mental hospital, but…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t feel as responsible for what I’ve done.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed on him. “So you admit that that is what you do, that you go around forcing people to die?”  
 
    “Paint the picture any way you’d like, I’m just trying to help my brother. And I would like to help my predecessor as well, so…” Lucian pressed himself up, groaning as he did so, his vision blurring and refocusing. “Either help me, get out of my way, or face the consequences.” 
 
    Life and Death stared each other down for a moment, electricity sparking between them. 
 
    “I suggest you leave then, and remember, I’ll be watching you,” Danira finally said. “You aren’t the only one with advanced technology.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to make of that answer, but as long as you stay out of my way, I will stay out of yours. But I will rescue Old Death, with or without your help, even if I have to fight my way through Heaven to do so.” 
 
    Danira shook her head. “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “If you want to…” Lucian looked to his cape, which floated to the left of Danira, ready to attack. His crows tilted their heads at him in a way that made Lucian feel sheepish for what he was about to say. 
 
    “If I want to what?” 
 
    “If you want to do this again sometime, without having to fight each other…”  
 
    Lucian pressed his thumb and pinky finger together, vanishing before he could get the words out, and before he could hear her response.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One: Power-Leveling 
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    “You’re such an idiot,” Lucian whispered to himself as his form took shape in his room at Old Death’s home, where he found Ezra asleep on the bed. 
 
    While it hadn’t been very long since he had taken Death’s mantle, Lucian was starting to understand how lonely it was. Without his predecessor around to give him advice, or anyone else to talk to for that matter, he wondered what it would be like to do this long-term. 
 
    And for three hundred years? 
 
    One of his crows floated above his chest, tilting its head as it looked at him. 
 
    “I know, you’re my friend,” he told his spherical creation. 
 
    The other one flew out of the room, checking the place as his cape had settled on the back of a chair in the corner. 
 
    He brought his hand to his crow, feeling its smooth, metallic surface. “Sometimes, it’s just nice to have someone around.” 
 
    Lucian took a seat on his bed, a margarita appearing in his hand.  
 
    He took a sip from it, shrugged, and finished the glass.  
 
    Ezra made its way over to him looking for pets. Lucian listened to its soft purr. 
 
    “I’ve got to recharge,” he eventually told the cat as he moved it aside, bringing his feet onto the bed.   
 
    The lights in the room dimmed, and Lucian slowly drifted off to sleep. 
 
    His dreams rolled over him, the background turquoise and yellow, Lucian on a fishing trip with his dad and his brother. His dad had borrowed a friend’s boat, and Lucian stood in the back next to the engine, watching his brother fish off the front. 
 
    Connor turned to him and smiled, giving Lucian a thumbs up.  
 
    The fishing line jerked almost as if he had willed it, and the boat started to drift forward as Connor tried to reel in the biggest fish in the lake.  
 
    Lucian didn’t know exactly what his dad was saying, but he could sense that he was encouraging Connor to hold the line steady, to lead the fish a little and tire it out. 
 
    Connor kept reeling, the fishing pole about to snap, an overwhelming sense of wonder coming over Lucian as he watched the scene play out. 
 
    But there was no resolution. 
 
    Connor never caught the fish. 
 
    He just kept reeling in the line and laughing, looking back at Lucian, the small boat drifting toward the horizon. 
 
    Lucian awoke, his stats flashing before him. 
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    He sat up, noticing that it was still dark outside. He made the split-second decision to raise the sun just a little, to add a sense of that early-morning blueness to the room. 
 
    The sun did as instructed. 
 
    A cup of coffee appeared in his hand and he drank it, turning his television on.  
 
    He would have to get stronger.  
 
    If he wasn’t going to be able to figure out how to get to heaven through Old Death’s library, there was only one other place he knew to look for an answer. 
 
    Lucian finished his cup of coffee and set it on the nightstand, his video game controller appearing in his hands. 
 
    “Just for a minute,” he told himself as he started Zero Enigma. 
 
    The game started up, and he finished returning the chalice to the cave, completing his last mission. He then went to his menu of available quests, looking for one that allowed him to get into the action. 
 
    There was a particular quest that involved storming a small keep on an island to the south, which seemed like it would be something he could do relatively quickly.  
 
    He selected this quest, and an icon appeared over the city of Murgnar. 
 
    He figured he would pick up a companion on the way, and upon fast-traveling to Murgnar, Lucian went straight to a local market. After a quick jog around the market, he found a pub with a hooded female mage sitting outside, her cleavage partially revealed.  
 
    “It won’t be cheap to hire me,” she said, her voice feminine, yet still with an edge to it. “I have slain everything from the warlocks of the north to ghost people of the Lawless Lands. You won’t be disappointed with my services.” 
 
    Lucian selected the option that allowed him to persuade her to lower her price. 
 
    “You dare insult me?” she asked, a powerful magic rippling around her fist. 
 
    He was then presented with an option to either fight her, or pay her 25% more, which he accepted.  
 
    As soon as he did, another cut scene played out. 
 
    “What would you like to call me?” she asked. 
 
    Lucian selected the option that suggested the female mage already had a name. 
 
    “I do, but you won’t be able to pronounce it. Please, give me a nickname.” 
 
    Lucian grinned as he typed in the name Danira. 
 
    “Danira,” the woman said, the game’s AI pronouncing it ‘dah-nye-rah,’ rather than ‘dah-nee-rah.’ 
 
    He went to the port, Danira following behind him as Lucian carried his scythe like a badass. A few of the townspeople actually commented on him, most saying it looked like he needed to see a doctor. 
 
    “If you only knew,” Lucian whispered as they approached the captain of the ship, a Nordic man with a handlebar mustache, and asked for passage to the island. 
 
    His first crow landed in front of him, nudging Lucian away from the video game controller. 
 
    “I’m going to have to program you not to bother me when I’m playing,” he started to say until he noticed that the crow had a sense of urgency to it. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Lucian said as he paused the game, powering down the system. He followed the crow to another room of Old Death’s home, one that he stupidly hadn’t checked before. 
 
    Lucian had never thought to go into his predecessor’s bedroom.  
 
    As strange as it was, he never really thought about the other door across the main living area. He was so used to seeing Old Death on the leather couch that looking in the room hadn’t crossed his mind.  
 
    Lucian shook his head as he stepped into the adjacent room, his eyes going wide as he took in the space.  
 
    His predecessor’s room had all wood furniture and a bed that looked like it hadn’t been slept in for years. There was a picture hanging above the bed of a great ship, a wave lifting up before it with a golden placard on the frame, and the place smelled of sandalwood with a light hint of lemon. 
 
    A seven-foot-tall mirror leaned up against the wall, and as Lucian approached it he saw his own reflection. 
 
    He didn’t usually spend much time looking at himself in this world, but standing before the mirror definitely inspired Lucian to look himself over.  
 
    He turned to the side and rolled up the front of his robes, looking at his chiseled abs. Lucian had a feeling that he could change the way he looked, and to confirm this, he returned his gaze to his own face, to his brown eyebrows and short brown hair.  
 
    His hair began to turn black, then white, a beard growing on his face and disappearing, his nose enlarging, his skin turning sallow, his forehead raising and his ears sharpening. 
 
    Lucian snapped his fingers and everything was the way it once had been. 
 
    His cape came tearing into the room, startling Lucian.  
 
    It settled on his shoulders and the hood came up, hiding his face. 
 
    It was almost like a Halloween costume, the kind that someone had spent days putting together.  
 
    His two crows came to him, buzzing around his shoulders and leading him to the other side of the room, where Lucian found a desk with books on it and… 
 
    A map? 
 
    The map was tucked under one of the books. It was old, and it showed a great mountain with other mountains surrounding it. He didn’t recognize the location, with its long plateau that separated the lower half from the top, and nothing was labeled on the map aside from a simple compass to the right of one of the mountains. 
 
    “Who found this?” he asked his crows. 
 
    The first one turned to the second, nodding his head. 
 
    “Good job. I don’t know what it’s a map of, but it must be important. I’ll figure it out. And I know who can help,” he said as he carefully folded the map, “but I’d like to get stronger first, and we’re going to need more weapons.” 
 
    Lucian turned back to his bedroom, ready to come up with some high-tech awesomeness. 
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    Lucian North and his crows appeared in a different hallway of the Manhattan Psychiatric Center, his cape immediately detaching itself. 
 
    “You sure are eager,” he told the swath of fabric as it floated in front of him. 
 
    He took a look at his stats, noticing that while he hadn’t invented that much, it had still taken a good chunk of his Soul Points. 
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    Actually, it wasn’t a huge chunk, but considering he only created two new things, it was a considerable amount.  
 
    Just like a video game, the more powerful Lucian became, the more it would cost him to create items that he needed. 
 
    But he was fine with it, especially now that he was power leveling at the psychiatric ward. 
 
    Lucian looked down the hallway, ready to launch into action.  
 
    His scythe took shape and he handed it off to his cape. Lucian went for the new weapon he had created.  
 
    The weapon had three muzzles, and when he squeezed the trigger they fired an energy-laden trip wire that was able to wrap around an enemy and pin it to the wall or to the ground. 
 
    He had tested it multiple times back in his apartment, and it was a fairly awesome way for him to quickly overpower a parasite. Once he had developed the main concept, he also added an electric shock factor to the trip wire, which would give Lucian even more leverage as he cut through the demon bugs. 
 
    Lucian motioned his cape and his crows into the room on the left. He pressed through the wall to find a woman sitting on the ground, her knees to her chest as she scraped her fingernail on the floor. 
 
    The parasite on her back flared up, and Lucian fired his weapon and pinned it to the wall behind the woman.  
 
    As it struggled to get out of the grasp of his trip wire, the parasite’s form sizzling due to its electric confines, one of Lucian’s crows tore into the vertical eye on its back. 
 
    A spiral of light drained off its body as he stepped back out to the hallway. He noticed that he had disturbed the next two rooms, and the parasites were tearing through the wall, firing tentacles at him. 
 
    Mouths on the end of the tentacles opened, cutting through the air as Lucian’s cape shot forward, bringing its scythe through several of the tentacles.  
 
    His crows helped out as well, both of them zipping into either room, trying to take out the parasites’ vertical eyes. 
 
    Not able to use his trip wire gun, Lucian went with his MX-11 and his carbine, running toward the two groupings of tentacles and firing both weapons at once.  
 
    He jumped into the air, sailing over a tentacle that started to produce a sharp blade, and from there he hit the wall, bouncing off and landing again, finishing the magazine on his carbine, and the power pack on his MX-11. 
 
    The glass facing the hallway shattered, and two huge blobs of parasites spilled out, merged together, and spiraled toward Lucian.  
 
    He went with his lava sword, cutting the tip of the tentacle just as they reached him, more tendrils going for his legs. He cut through another large blade heading in his direction, his legs now completely wrapped up by clear tendrils with a red residue inside. 
 
    They tightened, and Lucian responded by hacking them away, his flesh searing as the tendrils released an acidic liquid. 
 
    A blade the size of a surfboard shot out of an opening on one of the tentacles, stabbing right into Lucian’s chest and pulling him upward and slamming him against the ceiling. He managed to pull his body off the blade and fell to the ground, his cape coming around him and protecting him as Lucian healed. 
 
    That was another thing he had practiced back in his bedroom, his cape making a barrier around him, not unlike that of a porcupine, its structure enhanced by his own clothing, which merged with it, making it stronger and sharper. 
 
    Once Lucian was healed up, he pressed back to his feet, using his claws to fight back at some of the tentacles. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    Four crows appeared in the air, these ones all black with red circles around their eyes.  
 
    They shot off toward one of the conjoined parasites at the far end of the room and dove into its body, all exploding at once. 
 
    The blood and guts hit the air, enough to cause Lucian to shield his eyes. 
 
    He felt the light moving into him as he conjured four more of what he was calling injurecrows, sending them off toward the room on the right.  
 
    The injurecrows found their target and exploded. A grin crossed Lucian’s face as he avoided a set of razor-sharp teeth coming right at him. 
 
    He grabbed a neck-like limb and squeezed it with his claws, ripping it in half as his cape sailed into the final room, clutching his scythe.  
 
    Lucian quickly joined it, watching as the parasite tried to fend off his cape. Stingers took shape on its back and curled forward, and Lucian drove his fists into the creature’s body. 
 
    He felt the burn all the way up to his forearm, and as he pulled out, the creature tried to spit acid in his eyes. Lucian’s other arm came up just in time to swipe away its mandibles. 
 
    Lucian kept its mandibles at bay as one of his crows sunk into the vertical eye on the back, the monster letting out a hiss before finally dying. 
 
    Lucian stumbled out of the room, his stats appeared before him. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Not bad,” he said to himself as he turned to the stairwell, making his way up to the next floor. 
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    Lucian’s form took shape in his brother’s backyard. 
 
    He felt stronger than ever, having taken out another eleven additional parasites back at the Psychiatric Center.  
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    His killing spree had done a number on his available SP, but he had the advantage of gaining more with each kill, which helped pad expenditure to a degree. 
 
    His newest creations, especially his injurecrows, were going to go a long way in making him a formidable opponent. 
 
    While no one had come after him aside from Danira, Lucian knew that his sudden increase in power would raise some eyebrows.  
 
    Old Death had suggested that others like him were quite competitive, and with this in mind, Lucian planned to be ready for anything going forward, banking Soul Points just in case he had to fight his way out of the situation. 
 
    Some yelling from inside Connor’s home interrupted Lucian’s thoughts. He floated into the house to find his older brother arguing with Samantha. 
 
    “There was nothing I could do about it!” Connor said, the tone of his voice telling Lucian that he was trying to stop himself from getting too angry. 
 
    “You have been there how long? Seven? Eight years? You must have seen it coming.” 
 
    “It’s not my damn fault.” He dropped his fist onto the counter. 
 
    “Stop beating on things,” Samantha growled. She looked intimidating at that moment, but Lucian could see she was starting to back away. 
 
    “I will find another job,” Connor said, turning away from Samantha. “And I’m sorry. Sorry for yelling.” 
 
    “How were you just fired? It doesn’t make any sense. From what you told me, you’ve been doing everything you’re supposed to be doing there.” 
 
    “I have been, above and beyond.” 
 
    “Then why were you fired?” 
 
    “I told you, Sam, I don’t fucking know!” 
 
    “You have to know something!” 
 
    “I… The boss is looking to hire new people,” he said with a grunt, not making eye contact with her. “It’s not my fault.” 
 
    “What are we going to do about the mortgage?” 
 
    Connor shook his head, and at that moment Lucian noticed that his nose had started to bleed. His older brother wiped the blood away, keeping his back to Samantha as he made his way down to the basement. “I’ll figure it out,” he said with finality, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    Lucian watched Samantha sit on the kitchen floor. She brought her knees to her chest and started sobbing. He wanted to say something to her, even if he knew his words would be of no help. 
 
    Tuck the cat made his way toward Samantha, looking up at Lucian and pausing. 
 
    “That’s it,” he told the cat, “go to her.” 
 
    The cat froze until Lucian backed away.  
 
    Rather than stick around, he pressed thumb and pinky finger together, reappearing in Old Death’s home. 
 
    Lucian sat down on his bed and pinched the bridge of his nose. One of his crows appeared before him. He looked at the crow for a moment and bit his lip, hating that he wasn’t able to help his brother’s family in some way. 
 
    “With all this power…” he whispered to himself, remembering how strong he had just been at the Psychiatric Center, whirling and cutting through parasites, getting better and better with his weapons, with his heavy artillery. 
 
    In the end, he was still powerless. 
 
    Lucian moved to his balcony, looking out on the sparkling city in the distance, his heart heavy. A breeze picked up, and Lucian took this is a signal that he needed to rest up. 
 
    Hoping to enjoy the cold breeze, he floated his bed out of his room, the mattress pressing through the glass as if it were merging into a waterfall. Lucian climbed on top and floated out just a little bit further, lowering it toward the valley below, to the banks of a small river.  
 
    His crow following him, Lucian sat on the bed with his legs crossed, staring out into the distance. Once the bed was in place over the river, he lay back onto it, feeling even colder than he had been on his balcony.  
 
    He got under the blankets, and shut his eyes, a deep sleep coming to him. 
 
    When Lucian awoke it was still night.  
 
    He didn’t know how long he had been out, nor did he really care. 
 
    After checking his stats to see that he had indeed charged back up to over a hundred SP, Lucian tried to remember the exact location of Yoshimi’s beautiful Japanese home.  
 
    His eyes shut, he pressed his thumb and pinky together, reappearing in the air over a vast stretch of snow and ice, a thick mist hovering above the landscape, bits of moonlight pressing through it. 
 
    Lucian’s cape took shape over his shoulders, the hood coming up. 
 
    He could not feel cold, but seeing the thick ice and snow below and hearing its howl definitely tricked Lucian’s mind for a moment, causing him to cross his arms over his chest, and consider pulling out his lava sword for added warmth. 
 
    His two crows materialize in the air in front of him, both of them tilting their heads as they looked to Lucian. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure this is where she was supposed to be,” he told them. “But don’t quote me on that.” 
 
    Wondering if an explosion would draw her attention, Lucian equipped his grenade launcher and aimed it at the ground, firing two shots that kicked up fire and smoke into the air. 
 
    The wind stopped. 
 
    He recalled Yoshimi telling him that she didn’t want to be bothered, and while he didn’t want to fight her, he was prepared for anything. 
 
    But it wasn’t a female Death that Lucian now saw floating toward him. Instead, he saw a muscled angel, with black wings and dark gray armor. 
 
    “Shit.” Lucian equipped his scythe and tossed it into the air, letting his cape take it as he went for his plasma blowtorch.  
 
    He placed his hand on the lever, aiming it at the angel, his weapon starting to charge. 
 
    “That will do little good against me,” the man said, now floating behind Lucian, just a few feet away. 
 
    “How did you...?” 
 
    Lucian’s carbine appeared in his hand, and he pointed it at the angel. 
 
    “Another weapon that would not affect me. I’m not here for you, Lucian North. I’m here for her. You have progressed, but I’m only interested in targets that present a challenge to me,” the man said, his mask peeling away and revealing a chiseled face, the man’s hair long and dark, his eyes golden. “And you are not a challenge.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Most call me Azazyel, and you may call me the same. I know that she is around here somewhere, but it may be awhile before I find her. No matter. She will be mine in the end, mark my words, Lucian.” 
 
    Silence stretched between the two men. 
 
    “Perhaps we will meet again.” Azazyel finally said. He flapped his black wings, slowly rising above Lucian, his armor reforming. “For your sake, let’s hope that isn’t the case.” 
 
    A column of black and purple light struck the angel, the man exploding toward the sky, leaving Lucian standing there with his gun in one hand, his jaw wide open. 
 
    His two crows buzzed next to him. 
 
    “That would have been bad,” Lucian said, noticing that there was still an electric feeling in the air leftover from the angel’s strange energy. 
 
    And was it an angel?  
 
    He hadn’t seen one with black wings yet, which made Lucian think it might be something else, perhaps… 
 
    “A fallen angel,” he said, nodding at his crow. “A Watcher.”  
 
    His cape resettled on his shoulders, his scythe fizzling away. Lucian was just about to press his thumb and pinky finger together when he saw something flash below him, Yoshimi’s home coming into shape. 
 
    Lucian bolted toward the place, landing on the rooftop and watching as a manicured tree in the backyard began to rise, swiveling as its branches curled, as color returned to its leaves. Blue cherry blossoms started to form on the tree, falling to the ground below. 
 
    Lucian slowly descended, clearing his throat to announce himself. 
 
    “Yoshimi, it’s me, Lucian,” he told a wall made of blackened glass. “I’m sorry to disturb you. But I figured if anyone could point me in the right direction, if anyone knew the answer to the question I have, it would be you. I’m sorry again for coming here.” 
 
    He lowered his head, waiting for her response. When one didn’t come, he turned back toward the tree behind him, which had started to shed its flowers, the blue and white petals floating to the ground below. 
 
    There was no snow in the courtyard, and regardless of the tundra outside, it was warm enough to be able to have a small pond with large white and orange koi fish moving under the water, circular stones stacked on top of one another in one corner of the pond, a well on the other. 
 
    “I really wished you hadn’t come here,” Yoshimi said, suddenly floating in front of Lucian. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lucian started to tell her. “So much has changed, but that’s not why I’m here, why I’m here…” 
 
    A portion of the courtyard expanded, a table taking shape. 
 
    “Please, sit.” Yoshimi lowered down to the other side of the table.  
 
    Lucian did as instructed, a small stone kettle slowly materializing in front of him.  
 
    It lifted into the air and filled a stone cup without a handle. Lucian gripped the stone cup with both hands he took his first sip, the tea warming him. 
 
    “Your tea is always amazing,” he told the woman, who wore a traditional Japanese kimono tied off by a dark blue obi. 
 
    Yoshimi took a sip of her tea as well. “Tell me what troubles you; tell me why you are here.”  
 
    “I’m here because of my predecessor. We went out for parasites, his idea, and he was taken by angels.” 
 
    Her dark pupils twitched. “Taken by angels?” 
 
    Lucian nodded. “I have been doing my own research through some of the books that he kept, and I believe he may have been taken to Heaven through something known as the South Wind. Have you ever heard about it?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “He also had this map,” Lucian said, the map appearing in his hand. He was just about to hand it to her when one of his crows used its retractable claws to carry it over to Yoshimi.  
 
    “A map of the Middle Kingdom,” she said after looking it over, Lucian’s crow hovering near her. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Your predecessor knew that the entrance to the South Wind would be here, but he didn’t know how to find, which is why he had this primitive map. The South Wind is the entrance to Heaven on Earth. It is always open. It was developed by Life as a quick escape just in case the Watchers, or any other fallen angels, grew powerful enough to prevent them from simply teleporting away.” 
 
    “Watchers, huh?” Lucian said as his crow returned the map. “That brings me to a new development.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “There was an angel looking for you, one with large black wings. His said his name was Azazyel.” 
 
    Yoshimi finished her cup of tea. She set it on the table, her stone kettle refilling it. “That’s the type of news no one likes to hear,” she finally said. 
 
    “He’s a fallen angel, isn’t he?” 
 
    She nodded. “One of the most powerful ones out there, one who hunts Life and Death alike. He was banished from Heaven because of the gift he gave man.” 
 
    “Which gift was that?” Lucian asked, trying to remember if he’d ever heard this story at Sunday school. 
 
    “He gave man swords and armor, and in doing so taught them about weapons.” One of the blue cherry blossom petals spiraled down to the table, and Yoshimi picked it up and examined it. “I will have to move my location, possibly somewhere that he will never be able to find me.” 
 
    “He didn’t even blink at me. He said I wasn’t strong enough for him.” 
 
    “You are lucky; he would have destroyed you in a matter of seconds. He has been doing this for thousands upon thousands of years and he generally only hunts those worthy of a fight against him. I suppose one way I could take this would be as a compliment, that he considers me strong enough to fight. Then again, perhaps he has just killed the Deaths that are stronger than me, and now he has moved down to another level.” 
 
    “He didn’t say much, only that he was looking for you.” 
 
    “Unfortunate, but to be expected. Well, I wasn’t expecting this for another century or so, but it is hard to predict these things.” She shook her head. “Regarding going after your predecessor, you do realize that this is not possible, correct?” 
 
    Lucian grimaced. “I was hoping you wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you shouldn’t try, I merely said that it wasn’t possible.” 
 
    “Do you know how to get to the South Wind?” 
 
    She nodded. “Getting there is not as hard as it sounds. Dealing with those that guard it is where the difficulty lies.” 
 
    A spark of white energy signaled they had company.  
 
    Two Deaths appeared in the courtyard with large swords drawn, their blades jagged and defined by a blistering purple light that rippled from the top to the bottom of their weapons. 
 
    “Yoshimi,” the male Death said, his skin dark, a white skull painted across his face. “We were hoping to find you here.” 
 
    “I will take the rookie,” said the female Death, her eyes black and a swath of black paint smeared across her face. 
 
    “Menor, Alice.” Yoshimi floated to her feet. “You will regret coming here.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two: Death Hunters 
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    A sphere enveloped the four Deaths, collapsing and then reforming in a vast desert, the sun setting on the horizon. 
 
    “Is this the place you choose?” the Death named Menor asked. 
 
    “I’d rather not stain the courtyard of my home with your blood,” Yoshimi told him as dark robes took shape on her body, two black katanas forming in her hands. 
 
    She brought her two weapons to the ready as a large ax appeared in Menor’s hand, the cutting-edge forming sharp teeth that gnashed together. 
 
    “Last chance,” Yoshimi said. 
 
    “Last chance indeed,” said the female death named Alice as she fired a pair of black revolvers at Lucian. 
 
    The bullet struck Lucian in the shoulder and chest, sending him to the ground. 
 
    He responded by launching his injurecrows at her, four of them digging into her body and exploding. One of Alice’s legs flew in the opposite direction, a huge hole in her chest now, her arm missing. 
 
    Lucian’s carbine appeared in his hand as Yoshimi and Menor’s weapons met. He approached Alice, unloading his magazine into her fallen form. 
 
    His feet were swept out from under him before he could finish shooting, the ends of Alice’s robes pulling him to the ground and wrapping around his body. Lucian’s own clothing fought back, but the distraction gave her the momentum she needed to heal, and the woman was standing again by the time he broke free. 
 
    “Fancy guns will only get you so far,” she said as Lucian’s eyes jumped from Alice to Yoshimi and Menor, who continued to trade blows, neither overpowering the other. 
 
    “That’s not all I have.” 
 
    Lucian went for his whip, throwing it forward and wrapping it around her ankle. He dragged her over to him, his lava sword appearing in his other hand. She stopped his next attack by crossing her arms, a devious look on her face. 
 
    And before Lucian could interpret the way she was looking at him, a giant barb extended from her gauntlets, tearing through his chest.  
 
    She flung him face-first into the sand, her weapon returning to her gauntlet. 
 
    Rolling on top of him, Alice began choking Lucian, a wild grin on her face.  
 
    “So young to die,” she said, her grip tightening, claws beginning to tear out of her fingertips. 
 
    Lucian conjured more injurecrows, which immediately struck Alice’s body and sent her flying off him. He rolled to the side, his hands coming to his chest as he gasped for air, as he felt the hole in his chest start to reform. 
 
    Once he was back on his feet, Lucian invoked a few more injurecrows, which he spun off in Yoshimi’s direction, hoping to aid her some. 
 
    His cape separated from his body just as his scythe took shape, which he quickly handed off, and not a moment too soon. 
 
    Alice slammed into Lucian, tackling him to the ground. She brought her fist back and Lucian caught it with his own clawed hand, digging his nails in and flipping her around. 
 
    The woman headbutted him, and Lucian’s cape drove his scythe into her body. The cape managed to pull her off his body, giving Lucian the second he needed to conjure fireball daggers. Alice spawned a shield that deflected them all and sent them right back at him. 
 
    She tossed her shield to the side and went for her black revolvers again, firing them at Lucian, the bullets exploding once they reached the inside of his body. 
 
    Lucian fell to the ground, his torso in tatters, trying to get back to his feet and heal at the same time. 
 
    He equipped his tripwire gun and squeezed the trigger. The three-muzzled weapon shot a blue electric rope that wrapped around her body, bringing Alice to the ground. 
 
    His body still healing up, Lucian went for his plasma blowtorch.  
 
    He pulled the lever back all the way and started frying the female Death, the heat causing the sand around her to turn to glass, the woman’s form sinking into it as Lucian laid on more thermal energy. 
 
    And he might have finished it too had it not been for a blast of sharp magic that sliced Lucian’s torso in half. 
 
    His upper body went to the left, his lower body to the right. Lucian was shocked when he saw that his waist and legs were a few feet away from him. 
 
    “Don’t panic, don’t panic,” he whispered to himself as he tried to crawl back toward his legs, the sand not giving him anything to use as leverage. 
 
    He felt hopeless at that moment, paralyzed, the grains of sand impossible to grip, Lucian growing frantic. 
 
    Menor had cast the magic. The dark-skinned man with the white skull painted on his face was up in the air, firing similar blasts at Yoshimi, who was speeding in a curve around Menor, clearly charging up. 
 
    She fired a blue sphere of rippling energy at Menor, which formed a barrier around him that prevented the man from attacking. Try as he might, every attack he used against the spherical barrier was simply absorbed. 
 
    Yoshimi flashed over to Lucian as his cape brought the rest of his torso to his body. 
 
    “You should go now.” She looked from Menor, who was still struggling with her sphere of energy, to Alice, who had just started to press out of the molten glass, her arm reforming, an absolutely furious look on her face. 
 
    “I want to help you,” Lucian said, gritting his teeth. 
 
    “You are sweet.” She placed a hand on his shoulder. “And powerful. But these two are just getting started.” 
 
    “I… I can help,” Lucian said. More injurecrows materialized before him and took off toward Alice. 
 
    “I will be leaving soon as well. They won’t win this fight, not today anyway,” she said. 
 
    “How did they find you?” he asked. 
 
    “These two have been tracking me for a while; this isn’t the first time they have attacked me.” 
 
    “Why don’t you kill them?” he asked point-blank. 
 
    Yoshimi shook her head. “I’m not that kind of Death. And I believe you aren’t either. I will come for you in three days. Wherever you are, I will find you. I will help you get to the South Wind, but you are on your own after that.” 
 
    “I want to stay and help,” Lucian told her. 
 
    “You have three days to grow as strong as you possibly can. Now go.” 
 
    Lucian’s cape settled over his shoulders, his crows hovering just above his body. He took one more look at the mysterious woman and nodded. “See you then.”  
 
    Lucian pressed his thumb and pinky together, cursing under his breath. 
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    Lucian fell onto his bed, his cape settling around him.  
 
    He pressed himself up and immediately touched his thumb and pinky finger together, trying to teleport back to where he’d just come from, feeling like a coward for leaving. 
 
    Try as he might, Lucian wasn’t able to return to the location. 
 
    To make sure that he could still teleport, he pressed his thumb and pinky finger together again. 
 
    His form took shape on the beach in Portland, Maine. 
 
    The sun was starting to set, and a few bundled-up Portlanders sat on an old quilt sharing a bottle of wine and watching waves sluice against the shoreline. Seagulls landed near Lucian, one approaching him and then stopping dead in its tracks, turning away. 
 
    His stats hovered in front of him: 
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    Lucian had expended almost half of his SP in the fight against the two Deaths.  
 
    He still didn’t quite understand how the mechanics of this worked, why some fights took more of a toll than others, but his assumption was it had to do with a number of factors, from the intensity of the battle, to how strong his opponents were. 
 
    Regardless, he needed to get stronger, and now he had a timeline. 
 
    Lucian floated along the beach and up to the small cliff that overlooked the sea. 
 
    He saw the bench that the old man had been sitting on when he first visited this place, the one that was repeatedly muttering the name Steve. Lucian took a seat on the bench and looked out at the sea, closing his eyes for a moment. 
 
    It had already been an eventful day, from meeting the fallen angel to the fight he’d been in with the two Deaths. Now he had three days to get stronger, three days until Yoshimi came for him. 
 
    If she came for him. 
 
    Part of him worried if she would make it through the fight; the other part of him had this feeling that she was holding back, that she wasn’t going full-throttle. 
 
    Regardless, it was time to hunt, and while he figured it would be helpful to find new hunting grounds, there was still plenty to clean up at the Manhattan Psychiatric Center. 
 
    Lucian tapped his pinky and thumb together, and appeared on the rooftop, looking out at Midtown, skyscrapers blinking all around him. A smog hung over the city, and he had the urge to fly over it once again, to see Times Square at night, but he suppressed this urge, knowing that it was time to get down to business. 
 
    Lucian’s crows took shape in front of him, and as they did, a map formed before him of the wards he’d already cleared. As Lucian had expected, there was still plenty of hunting to do, but to really level up, he was going to have to find a place that was severely infested. 
 
    He descended into the hallway beneath him, moving past a series of offices, a few lights still on. 
 
    He saw the peach-colored tail of a parasite and passed by it, even as an eye lifted off the limb. 
 
    If he could help it, Lucian wasn’t planning to hunt normal parasites any longer, not when he could get two and a half SP for the parasites that haunted those with mental health issues. 
 
    Lucian felt for these patients too, knowing that they were suffering, and hoping that his actions would alleviate a little of their pain. 
 
    He would have to check back in on one of these people in the future, perhaps one of his first kills, to see if there had been any change.  
 
    But at least he wasn’t signing their death warrants. 
 
    So there was that.  
 
    Lucian’s crows zipped ahead, swerving through the hallway, his cape following them. Two male nurses passed him, both their death dates appearing before Lucian as they spoke. 
 
      
 
    Name: Michael Truax 
 
    Date of Birth: 01/26/1978 
 
    Date of Death: 12/03/2052 
 
      
 
    Name: Shalim Nolasco 
 
    Date of Birth: 10/24/1982 
 
    Date of Death: 04/19/2070 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know, I’ve got to get up there,” the first nurse said to the second. “I have been meaning to use my vacation time to head up, but you know how it goes.” 
 
    “It’s cheaper to go right now,” the second nurse explained. “Leaf-peeping season is over, and winter hasn’t come just yet. Soon, though. You don’t want to go up there when winter hits. Trust me there.” 
 
    “Winters are for cruises.” 
 
    “I did that two years ago. We tore up the Bahamas, ha! Just make sure you buy the drink package, which is only a couple hundred dollars more. Otherwise, you’ll get taxed on booze. You could try to smuggle some in. I heard about people doing that, but it’s easier just to prepay for drinks.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Lucian continued past the men, heading toward the ward that his crows had prescreened.  
 
    As he floated on, he thought about the fact that he’d never been on a cruise before. Not that it was really on his bucket list, but now that he could do anything… 
 
    Lucian smiled. 
 
    He could go anywhere in the world, yet he mostly stuck to Massachusetts and New York, with a quick trip to Japan. Once he got better at this, once he was able to rescue Old Death, Lucian would do more traveling. There was no telling who he’d encounter, and it would give him time to improve his power, with the hopes of eventually helping his brother. 
 
    Lucian came to the floor in question, his crows and cape stopping at the end of the hallway. 
 
    “How should we do this?” he asked aloud. His first spherical creation made a gesture that looked like a shrug. 
 
    “One of these days, I’m going to give you more sentience,” Lucian told it. “But I guess you are right, it is my decision.” 
 
    The rooms were close enough together that if he went after one parasite, the others would come too. 
 
    But Lucian also didn’t like inviting all the parasites out to the hallway at once. While this could be a dynamic fight, it was also one that he could end up getting caught up in, one that could be detrimental to him, especially if he grew weak and injuresouls came. 
 
    Lucian counted six rooms. The hallway took a left turn, and it was pretty clear there were more rooms on the other side. 
 
    Lucian pulled out his smartphone, and as he normally did when he pulled out his phone, he checked to see if the email to his brother had sent. 
 
    Of course, it hadn’t. 
 
    The video feed appeared on his phone, linked to his first crow.  
 
    He sent the crow forward, zipping into all six of the rooms, noting that the patients were asleep and ignoring the death dates. He then sent the crow down the hallway, where he found six additional rooms, two of which were empty. 
 
    Ten parasites in total. 
 
    Wanting to make this as quick as possible, Lucian created forty injurecrows. 
 
    They all hovered together in a wall behind him now, which would allow him to send them at his will. It would also create a barrier for him to get behind if the parasites all tried to overwhelm him at once. 
 
    He would deal with this part of the hallway, then the next. 
 
    Lucian equipped his MX-11 and handed it to his cape. The swath of black fabric looked down at the weapon, and looked back up to him. 
 
    “Point and squeeze,” he said, and the cape nodded. 
 
    His cape took off to the other side of the room, giving Lucian what looked like a thumbs-up gesture as it got into place. 
 
    After his cape was ready, Lucian sent four injurecrows into the room on the left, followed by four into the room on the right. The explosions rang out into the hallway, blowing out parts of the walls.  
 
    Tentacles and muscled stingers ruptured out of the space before the dust could clear, and Lucian hacked away at them with his lava sword. 
 
    He planned to switch to heavy artillery in a matter of moments, but he wanted to get better with his sword, especially since the older Deaths seemed to fight with more traditional weapons. 
 
    One of the tentacles slipped around him, slapping Lucian in the back of the head and sending him to the ground. His clothing caught him and threw him back up to the ceiling, Lucian now upsidedown as he hacked away at the parasite’s limbs. 
 
    Activity in the other rooms signaled more parasites were on the attack, clear tentacles breaking through the window, seeping under the door and eventually taking the door off its hinges as they made their way down the hallway. 
 
    While Lucian engaged the first two, his cape started firing on the others, and more injurecrows entered the equation, twisting around the hallway and exploding anything they came into contact with. 
 
    Unfortunately, the blast radius of a particular injurecrow came too close to Lucian’s face, blinding him momentarily, allowing for one of the sharpened parasite stingers to stab into his chest and yank him to the ground. 
 
    The parasite lurched out of the room, carried forward by muscular arms with sharp claws, a mouth opening on its center mass. 
 
    It reached Lucian’s foot before he could get his next weapon equipped, chomping down and quickly severing his leg from the knee down. 
 
    Now with his plasma blowtorch in his hands, and at a completely awkward angle, Lucian pulled back on the lever, blasting the creature with thermal energy. 
 
    This also had the effect of sending him skidding into what was left of the wall behind him. A tentacle reached out of the adjacent room and immediately grabbed him by the neck.  
 
    Lucian continued to blast the parasite in the opposite room, his claws coming to the tentacle covering his face and ripping it off. 
 
    He saw his crow spin through the air, divebombing into the room across from him. The parasite gave up and a white light spiraled into Lucian’s chest. 
 
    He was still engaging the parasite behind him, and rather than continue to try to pull its tentacles off his body, he let it take over, the monster pulling him into its room. 
 
    His leg now healing up, Lucian met the parasite head-on, blasting a hole through its semi-translucent back with his plasma blowtorch, making the parasite hiss and screech. 
 
    One of his crows catapulted into the room and found the vertical eye on its back, diving right in and killing the parasite. 
 
    Using what was left of the wall for support, Lucian hobbled to one leg, the sound of firing weapons and explosions meeting his ears in the hallway outside. 
 
    He saw one of his crows blaze past and sent a few of his injurecrows after it. 
 
    Lucian stumbled into the hallway with his sword in one hand and his carbine in the other, hacking and firing his way toward the back of the hallway. 
 
    It was a bloodied mess now, the air tinged with smoke, the occasional explosion sending more debris out to the hallway, tentacles wrapping around him just as quickly as he could cut them away. 
 
    An oversized fist came out of the room on his right and knocked Lucian off balance. The hand slapped him to the ground, and everything went black for a second.  
 
    One of its tentacles dove into his mouth. Lucian bit down on it and spit it out as he fought the hand away. 
 
    His feet were whipped out from beneath him, and he hit the ground again, losing his weapon this time. Using his clothing to press himself off the ground, he shot up to the ceiling, where he stuck as if he had been caught in a spider’s web. 
 
    His cape zipped beneath him and came to the other side of the space, turning and firing Lucian’s MX-11, his creation barely able to stabilize itself as the gun fired off blasts of concentrated energy. 
 
    Lucian commanded more injurecrows to come forward. His spherical IEDs flew into the room beneath him, all exploding at once, the parasites hissing and screeching. 
 
    More light poured into him as one of his crows was able to cut into one of the parasites’ vertical eyes.  
 
    This left three more in the hallway. Lucian dropped back to the ground and charged into the room on his left, his sword drawn again as he cut away the limbs aimed at him, narrowly avoiding a stinger tipped in red which grazed the side of his face. 
 
    He drove his blade into the mouth of the parasite, pressing it up to the top of what would be its skull. 
 
    And even though it clamped down on his arms, its teeth tearing into his flesh, Lucian held it in place, his bicep bulging, veins appearing on his arm as his crow smashed into the parasite’s vertical eye. 
 
    The parasite gave in, an energy lifting off its body and filtering into Lucian’s chest as its mouth slipped off his arm. 
 
    He caught his cape whipping by again out of the corner of his eye.  
 
    Lucian went for his scythe this time, advancing toward the hallway. He threw his scythe into the air, his cape latching onto it and spinning wildly, exuberated. 
 
    The parasite on the right burst out of what was left of the wall, muscled arms carrying it forward, its body lifting up like the tail of a scorpion. No stinger on top; there was a mouth that started to open like a flower instead, revealing hundreds of razor-sharp teeth. 
 
     It struck Lucian in the shoulder, its teeth digging in.  
 
    Lucian held what could be considered its neck with one hand, his claws digging in as his crow flew up and around, diving into the parasite’s vertical eye. 
 
    The creature died. Lucian slouched for a moment, his hand on his shoulder as it healed up. 
 
    “Here we go,” Lucian said as he equipped his grenade launcher, firing four rounds into the next room. 
 
    The parasite squealed as its limbs were ripped from its body.  
 
    Lucian’s crow zipped over his shoulder, moving into the now darkened space and finding its target. More energy poured into his chest. 
 
    With all that commotion, the four parasites remaining were definitely disturbed, the monsters now out of their rooms and forming a pulsing abomination in the middle of the hallway. 
 
    Two claws started to tear out of Lucian’s knuckles. 
 
     He kicked into action as a slew of tentacles reached him, spinning and lobbing dagger-ridden fireballs at the giant parasite. 
 
    His cape charged forward as well with his scythe, using it to dig into a huge limb, only to be flung back into the wall, the end of the tentacle collapsing open and latching onto the cape, pinning it against the wall. 
 
    “I’ve got you!” Lucian shouted to his cape as he fired off the rest of his injurecrows; they connected with their target, splattering the wall with chunks of flesh. 
 
    An orifice opened up at the front of the parasite, a sharp tail firing out of it. Lucian was barely able to get out of the way in time. 
 
    The tail brought a portion of the ceiling down as Lucian leaped onto the wall. He started running sideways toward the parasite, still cutting away at the tentacles reaching for him, his MX-11 tucked under one arm. 
 
    Lucian severed the tentacle pinning his cape down with the long claws still jutting out of his knuckles. From there, he turned his attention back to a large parasite, his plasma blowtorch reappearing in his hands as he lit the fucker up. 
 
    He kept blasting it with thermal energy, oblivious to an arm crawling in his direction, a large stinger attached to it. 
 
    The arm popped up, grabbing Lucian by the throat and sending the stinger through his body. As soon as the stinger cut into his chest it started to grow in size, tearing all the way down to Lucian’s waist and up to his neck, ripping him apart. 
 
    Dropping his plasma weapon, Lucian began hacking away at the parasite’s limb with his lava sword, yet he could do little to stop the movement of the stinger inside his body. 
 
    A portion of it tore out of his shoulder, and Lucian’s arm fell to the side.  
 
    Another struck out just above his hip, severing his leg.  
 
    He fell backward as the stinger continued to increase its size. Lucian tried to pull it out of his body, focusing all of his might into the arm he had left. 
 
    Realizing it was hopeless, he equipped his grenade and pulled the safety pin, pressing it against the stinger with his one good hand. 
 
    The explosion tore it to shreds, but it also destroyed most of Lucian’s body aside from a portion of his other shoulder, his neck, and his head. 
 
    What was left of Lucian slapped against the wall, blood trailing as slapped onto the ground. 
 
    “Crap…” Lucian whispered, his vision flashing red and black.  
 
    Another tentacle came for him. 
 
    Before it could reach Lucian, he was swept up into the air by his cape, which pulled him away from the main fight, around the corner to the entrance to the hallway. 
 
    As his body started to heal, Lucian conjured a dozen injurecrows, and sent them around the corner to protect him. Once he had an arm again, and a portion of the side of his body, he equipped his grenade launcher and peeked around the corner, firing all twelve rounds. 
 
    A tentacle lunged for him, only to be pinned to the wall by one of his crows.  
 
    Still floating in the air, Lucian had now reformed the top of his torso and both arms, his legs started to stitch together beneath him. 
 
    He looked down to see his waist taking shape, his thighs, his knees, his shins, and finally his feet. 
 
    With his plasma blowtorch raring to go, Lucian turned the corner, searing what was left of the giant parasite with thermal energy. 
 
    “Go!” he called to his crows, both of them zipping to the other side of the conjoined parasite searching for vertical eyes. 
 
    The creature weakened substantially after one of his crows found the first target point. It let out a wheeze and died, energy coming into Lucian.  
 
    His weapon overheating, Lucian tucked his carbine under one arm and his MX-11 under the other, alternating blasts of bullets and concentrated energy while his crow searched. 
 
    The parasite grew smaller once they found another vertical eye, and even smaller when they found a third. Losing its power now, and unable to defend itself, the parasite went into panic mode, dozens of spiked tentacles emitting from what was left of its body. 
 
    Lucian’s cape wrapped itself around as many of the tentacles as it could and pulled them back, exposing the parasite’s vertical eye.  
 
    His crows finished the job, one of them driving itself deep into the parasite’s body, and the monster let out a gasp and died. 
 
    Lucian waited for the last bit of energy to fill him.  
 
    He collapsed to one knee, sucking in deep breaths as his stats took shape in the air. 
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    He had killed ten parasites, giving him twenty-five SP. But he also had taken quite a beating and didn’t have a whole lot left. 
 
    Still, he could hunt slowly, and with this in mind Lucian pressed back up to his feet, his cape settling around his shoulders, his hood coming up over his head.  
 
    His crows were just about to take off when he noticed a black mist seeping into the space. 
 
    “Injuresouls,” Lucian whispered. 
 
    And before the first bandaged monstrosity could show its grotesque face, Lucian vanished.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three: Wide Open Spaces 
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    Lucian appeared over his brother’s home. 
 
    He didn’t know if he was strong enough, and if he was, he only had thirty-one Soul Points. Regardless, it was worth a shot.  
 
    This was one of the reasons he had been power-leveling. 
 
    Lucian descended into the home, coming into Jennifer’s room, where the three-year-old was having a bedtime story read to her by Samantha. 
 
    “Hi, Sam; hi, Jennifer,” Lucian said as he floated into the hallway. 
 
    There were family pictures hanging on the walls, including one of Lucian taken years before he was diagnosed. Some of the folks he worked with were in the picture as well as his ex-girlfriend Kate, a thin smile on her face. 
 
    Lucian looked back to his own image, acknowledging just how different he looked now. 
 
    He could see his own reflection in the glass of the picture frame, the hood obscuring his facial features.  
 
    Lucian pulled the hood back, and as he did so, Tuck the cat stepped into the hallway. The hairs on the back of the cat’s body stood to attention as he reared back, hissing in Lucian’s direction. 
 
    His crows floated down to the cat, examined it, and looked back at Lucian. 
 
    “We already have one at home,” he reminded his spherical creations.  
 
    One of Lucian’s crows, which he identified as the first one he created, dipped its head as if it were sad. 
 
    “Don’t give me that, bud.” 
 
    His crows returned to his side as Lucian drifted into the kitchen. The TV was on in the other room, the New England Patriots playing a game. 
 
    He didn’t find his brother in the living room, and assuming he was downstairs, Lucian lowered himself into the concrete foundation, where he moved forward until he reached the basement. 
 
    And that’s where he found Connor lying on the ground, his mouth open, his older brother barely breathing. 
 
    Lucian checked his death date again just to be sure it hadn’t changed. 
 
      
 
    Name: Connor North 
 
    Date of Birth: 11/01/1980 
 
    Date of Death: 06/06/2021 
 
      
 
    It hadn’t, and once he got that detail out of the way, Lucian focused on the semi-translucent parasite on his brother’s back, its body pulsating. 
 
    “You piece of shit,” Lucian said to the parasite as he equipped his carbine. He walked right up to it and unloaded his magazine, all the bullets passing right through it, just as they had before. 
 
    The parasite paid absolutely no attention to him as it continued to feed on his brother. Lucian was completely distraught as he tried to pry it off, his clawed fingers going right through it, right through his brother, who continued to lie on the ground. 
 
    “It’s too strong,” a voice said from behind him. 
 
    Lucian turned, his carbine disappearing and his claws sharpening as he took in the angel’s form, her golden armor accented in white, the blue strip over her eyes. 
 
    “Danira?” 
 
    His crows buzzed next to the woman, looking to him for confirmation as to whether they should attack. 
 
    “You’ve got quite a creation here,” she said, looking at his crows. 
 
    “They are helpful,” Lucian said as his claws retracted.  
 
    Lucian felt his cape tense and settle. He watched as Danira took a step closer to his brother. 
 
    She dropped to one knee, her wings pulling back just a little.  
 
    They were smaller in the basement than they normally were, likely because of the size of the space, which led Lucian to believe that they could grow on command. 
 
    Danira placed her hand on his head, a golden energy forming and sparking, then the angel pulled her hand away. “The demon’s hold is incredibly strong.” 
 
    “Aware,” Lucian said, feeling salty again. 
 
    He was completely embarrassed by his brother and his behavior.  
 
    Lucian had always looked up to Connor, and now he’d gone from being a more or less responsible guy to a jobless drug addict with a child and a soon-to-be wife upstairs. 
 
    He wanted to lift his brother and shake him, to scream in his face, to tell him to wake up and see what he was doing. 
 
    And Lucian knew that this wouldn’t work.  
 
    He knew that one would have better luck asking a tree to lower a branch to the ground than they would discussing an addict’s chemical dependency. 
 
    “I wish that there was more that I could do, but the hope in this household is starting to wane,” Danira warned him as she got back to her feet. 
 
    “And you feed off hope,” he said bitterly. 
 
    “Is there something wrong with that?” 
 
    “I really don’t know. Is there something wrong with me expediting a person’s death?” 
 
    Her sword started to take shape in her hand, but rather than point it at Lucian, she sheathed it at her side. 
 
    “Is that supposed to be some type of threat?” 
 
    “No, it’s just better to be armed when demons are around.” She shook her head at Lucian. “You seem troubled.” 
 
    “You think?” He threw his hands in the air. “My brother is dying before my very eyes, and you and your kind have taken a friend of mine.” 
 
    “I thought he was your predecessor?” 
 
    “I suppose he was a friend too.” Lucian suddenly felt bashful for saying so, and he didn’t know why. Why wouldn’t Old Death be considered his friend? How many friends would he actually make in this form anyway? 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear about your friend, but he attacked us, and he is where he should be.” 
 
    “Where should he be? Your kind attacked us,” Lucian said, “not the other way around. Let’s stop all the bullshit. Just tell me where he is. That’s all I really want to know. I already have an idea of his location. I just want confirmation, I just want to know how to get to him.” 
 
    “You will not get to him, and whatever you think you may know about his location would be worth forgetting. I have called a temporary truce with you, Lucian,” she reminded him. “The other angels do not know about this; I’m trying to help you here.” 
 
    “Life trying to spare Death, huh?” 
 
    “Call it what you will,” she said, starting to turn away from him. 
 
    “Danira, wait.” 
 
    She stopped, lowering her wings ever so slightly. 
 
    Lucian felt his cape tense again as if it were telling him to get ready to defend himself. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I met a fallen angel,” Lucian said. “I was looking for another Death that I know, one that seems to have good advice.” 
 
    Danira kept her back to Lucian, not even looking over her shoulder at him.  
 
    He took in her form at that moment, her shapely figure, the way her wings almost resembled a cutout heart in the way the tops were curved, the bottom of her feathers pressed together. 
 
    “Did the angel tell you their name?” she asked carefully. 
 
    “Azazyel,” Lucian said. “He seemed powerful. Big black wings, sort of a gloomy, depressing guy, if you ask me.” 
 
    “You saw Azazyel?” She turned back to him, concern in her eyes.  
 
    “Do you know him?” 
 
    Danira nodded. “He’s one of the most powerful of the Watchers, one who has Life and Death on his hands.” 
 
    “He was hunting my friend.” 
 
    “Then she must be incredibly powerful.” 
 
    “I believe she is.” 
 
    “And you got lucky that he didn’t kill you just for fun.” 
 
    “He didn’t even bat an eye at me. He basically told me I was a weakling, and that was it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Azazyel always had a warped sense of morals. He would rather let a Death go than kill one that wasn’t prepared to give him a good fight. Same with my kind. And each one of us that he slays increases his strength.” 
 
    “What about God? Why won’t your God do something about it?” 
 
    “My God is your God is everyone’s God.” 
 
    Lucian snorted. “I find that hard to believe,” he said as he raised both his hands, looking down at his blackened form, the ends of his cape swelling around him. 
 
    “And true higher powers don’t get involved in these affairs,” Danira continued. “Things that play out in the spiritual realm don’t really matter so much to Him, not as much as they matter to us.” 
 
    “None of this matters to me,” Lucian said, indicating that he was talking about spiritual hierarchies. “The only thing that matters to me is my family, and finding the guy who gave me this power.” 
 
    “Why do you want to find him so badly anyway?” she asked. 
 
    “Because he gave me this role, and I owe him that much. If I am able to save my brother, it will be because of him. As I continue to understand what being Death truly is, I want to use this role to do good, as odd as that may sound.” 
 
    “Death isn’t really known for its benevolence. Your confidence in things you couldn’t possibly understand will be your downfall.” 
 
    “Good and bad, Life and Death, does it have to be so black and white?” 
 
    Danira couldn’t help but grin. “What kind of dumbass question is that?” 
 
    “I thought angels weren’t supposed to cuss,” Lucian said. 
 
    “While it is convenient to use the word ‘angel’ to describe me, I’m not actually an angel. I am Life, the Progeny of Light. You are Death, the Progeny of Darkness. ‘Angel’ is the term that humans have given to me. ‘Demon’ is one of the many terms that humans have given to you. Which one sounds more benign?” 
 
    “So you don’t consider yourself an angel?” 
 
    “I consider myself Life, and the promise of life is hope.” 
 
    “And the promise of death?” 
 
    “Despair.” 
 
    Connor’s phone rang. He gasped as he came awake, scrambling to get his phone out of his pocket. He pressed himself off the ground and shook his head. 
 
    “Hello?” he groaned. “Are you serious? Where am I supposed to…?” 
 
    He listened for a moment, nodding. “Are you sure about that? Look, this stuff is…It’s not bad, but it’s too much. I’m just looking for those, you knows. I get it. But there’s nothing else? Okay, hit me up.” 
 
    Connor grunted as he made his way over to the small couch in the basement. He sat, shaking his head when he saw that his little black case was open, some of the supplies visible.  
 
    He quickly packed up and stored them away. 
 
    “I have a strange question for you,” Lucian said, returning his attention to Danira. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you want to go somewhere?” 
 
    She looked at him curiously. “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “I want to know more about all this, and more about you, more about who you were during your last life, and before that. I don’t think standing in the basement here is a great place to talk about these things. Seeing my brother like this depresses the hell out of me.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “So, do you want to go somewhere?” 
 
    “Not now,” Danira finally said, turning away from him again. “But perhaps…” 
 
    She disappeared before she could finish her answer. 
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    Lucian’s body took shape in his bedroom back at Old Death’s home. His cape lifted off his form and settled on the back of a chair, relaxing as if it were tired. 
 
    He shook his head, his mind gravitating from how he had found his brother to the conversation he’d had with Danira, especially with how it ended.  
 
    She seemed interested in meeting with him one day, and as he took a step out to the balcony, staring out at the hollow skyscrapers in the distance, Lucian wondered about the previous relationships Life had with Death. 
 
    He recalled his predecessor mentioning something, but he couldn’t recall what he’d said, and he was certain that Old Death hadn’t elaborated on it.  
 
    Ezra came out onto the balcony and hopped up to the railing. Lucian was initially concerned that he might fall. 
 
    The cat shrugged off his concern as he made his way over to Lucian, allowing him to scratch behind his ears. 
 
    “You’re not a bad kitty, you know that?” 
 
    Ezra purred and purred, a cat smile on his face. 
 
    Lucian eventually turned back to his bedroom, looking at it from his balcony.  
 
    “It’s time to switch things up.” 
 
    Bringing his hand up, Lucian began to form a spiral staircase in the practice area of his room, the space instantly reorganizing itself.  
 
    Once it solidified, he started up the staircase, where he created a short hallway and finally a door in the rock. 
 
    He let himself out, the city behind him, a vast swath of dark forest before him. His crows took off immediately, followed by Ezra, all making their way toward the tree line and reminding Lucian of what dogs were like when they were let out to piss. 
 
    Preferring to be by the water, Lucian began to walk with his hands in front of him, the trees getting sucked back into the ground as the space cleared. He threw his hands out as if he were conducting a symphony, and all the trees to his right flattened. 
 
    Lifting his right arm into the air, Lucian began to pull water from the soil, creating a massive lake that stretched farther than the eye could see. He clapped his hands together, and the water became tumultuous, lashing against the shore as if it were the ocean. 
 
    Lucian always liked the sea, and he knew it was safer for him to be here next to the water than it would for him to be in Portland, Maine, or perhaps near his birthplace in Salem.  
 
    He would grow stronger, especially now that he had figured out a ‘Death life hack’ of sorts, and that meant that other beings would be searching for him, fallen angels included. 
 
    There was still plenty of space to his left, and Lucian figured he would use this area to create a testing ground and an actual workshop for him to create new gear.  
 
    It didn’t seem like he actually needed shelter out here, not with the fact that he could control the weather, but he still lifted a large garage from the ground with a flat roof on it, his human instinct telling him that it would be more comfortable that way. 
 
    As the structure erected itself, Lucian decided on a curved rooftop instead, something that was appealing to the eye, something that matched the movement of the waves. 
 
    He’d worked in construction for enough time to know how to put something like this together, but it was much easier with magic, or whatever dark force Death was able to control. 
 
    Once the structure was finished, he stepped inside, contemplating if he should add a garage door and opting for a fancy awning in the end, with the option of adding an actual door later. 
 
    Still not done with his world-building, Lucian swirled his hand, creating a fire pit next to his new workshop. He put down a few comfortable chairs next to it and called the forest in closer, the trees reappearing. 
 
    Lucian now had a workshop on the left with trees behind it, a long stretch of land for him to use to test his weapons, and a huge body of water on the right. 
 
    He checked his stats, seeing what he had left: 
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    Lucian nodded, happy to have enough SP to really be able to craft some things. He realized it would be helpful to up his elemental abilities. 
 
    As his crows returned to him, Ezra still off in what was left of the forest, one of the dummies rose from the soil. 
 
    Lucian launched a fire dagger at it, and the dummy ignited.  
 
    He lifted another, and this time he did the same thing, only using ice. The magic attack struck the dummy in the chest, ice instantly crystallizing its body. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Lucian said, figuring it would be good to add a little spark to the mix. 
 
    He hit the next dummy that popped up with a dagger of electricity, instantly frying it. 
 
    Lucian would need to add one more element to the mix, and to do so, he pulled up the final dummy, performing the same attack, this time making it a wind-based dagger, the dummy flying off its stand and landing thirty feet away. 
 
    He now had fire, ice, electric, and wind daggers, and while these wouldn’t be his main form of attack, it would give him some options rather than constantly torching the place. 
 
    There were times when he didn’t need a weapon associated with his attack, so Lucian performed all four maneuvers, this time without invoking a dagger. 
 
    He first shot a huge ball of fire out of his palm, completely torching the dummy and the ground around it, the fire kicking up black smoke. 
 
    He cooled this down with ice and then lit it up again with electricity. Finally, he performed the same maneuver, this time throwing forth a giant gust of wind. 
 
    Figuring it would be awesome, and wishing he could do things like this in a video game, Lucian conjured fire with one hand and wind with the other, using the wind to swirl up the fire and send forth a tornado made of flames. 
 
    He did the same with ice, and just for shits and giggles, Lucian created the same attack using electricity. 
 
    He thought for a moment of also conjuring up water. He didn’t know that it would be that helpful, but he figured it couldn’t hurt, quickly adding the ability to his list. 
 
    It felt good to be so OP, and bad to know that while he was pretty much a demigod in whatever strange spiritual world he inhabited, he had absolutely no power in the world that he came from. 
 
    Lucian thought about adding elemental abilities to his weapons, but decided against it, especially once he checked his stats, noticing that he had used quite a bit of Soul Points. 
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    He was just about to turn back to the stairwell that led down to his room when Lucian figured it wouldn’t hurt to create a bed and a television set-up in his workshop.  
 
    He quickly did so, his bed facing the water, a flatscreen television lowering from the ceiling. Lucian settled on the bed, his two crows resting onto a velvet pillow that he had conjured.  
 
    Ezra joined them, and the three cuddled together. 
 
    The television flickered on and his video game controller appeared in his hand. The Zero Enigma logo let him know that his game was loading up, facts presented on the screen. 
 
    “To the island dungeon with Danira,” Lucian said, using his thumbs to move the joysticks up and down. 
 
    One of his crows looked at him and Lucian laughed. 
 
    “What? Who says I can’t be friends with an angel?” 
 
    His crow turned to the other side in a playful way, Ezra’s tail flapping near it. 
 
    “Don’t judge me,” Lucian said as his avatar formed, the camera panning out. 
 
    Lucian practiced a few swipes with his scythe. Danira also brought her arms to the ready, her avatar responding to his. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” he said as they got on the boat. “Now let’s go kick some ass.” 
 
    “The seas between Murgnar and Isle of Skye are very dangerous, so it’s best we move quickly,” the Nordic captain of the ship said. “Do you have any experience on a boat?” 
 
    A couple of options appeared, and as usual, Lucian chose the snarkiest one. 
 
    “You were not born on a boat,” the captain grumbled. “Only a fool would say something like that.” 
 
    The ship started moving, and the captain turned away from Lucian and Danira, his hands behind his back. “Please be prepared for anything. You will find your quarters below.” 
 
    Lucian explored the deck for a moment, checking in some of the crates, making sure no one saw when he stole a potion that gave him a permanent boost to his stamina. 
 
    He also thought about pickpocketing a few of the men on the ship, but every time he tried, they would tell him to bugger off. 
 
    He went downstairs, and as he did, another cut scene started up.  
 
    It showed Lucian’s avatar resting in a bed, Danira seated at a table across from him, both looking relaxed. The boat shook, the men above yelling for help.  
 
    The action returned. Lucian was standing on the deck of the ship with his weapon drawn, Danira next to him with her hands charging. 
 
    Pirates boarded the boat, and as soon as they saw Lucian’s avatar, they ran toward him. 
 
    Lucian hacked the pirates down, setting one on fire while Danira swirled purple magic in the air. 
 
    There were seven pirates in total, and once they killed them, another cut scene started up, showing the pirates firing on their vessel. 
 
    Lucian ran along the deck, avoiding the cannon fire. He climbed up to the gun deck, where a blinking arrow told him to press the [X] button. 
 
    He did so, and his avatar jumped just in time to catch onto the mainsail which was flying through the air, Danira also performing the same action. From there he swung to the pirate ship and landed on the deck, where enemies ran at him with swords drawn. 
 
    “Bring it, motherfuckers,” Lucian whispered as he spun in the air with his scythe, cutting them down, occasionally lighting one on fire. 
 
    It took them a moment, but they eventually reached the stern of the boat, where they encountered the pirate boss. He stood behind a harpoon gun, a witch on either side of him. 
 
    The witches disappeared into the ship and came up next to Danira and Lucian. They attacked them, spinning quickly and reappearing on the other side before Lucian could take one of them down. 
 
    His health bar flashed, letting him know he was getting low on juice. 
 
    He pressed [L1] and immediately chugged the elixir, also pressing [L2] to regenerate his MP through another potion. Back in the fight, Lucian charged toward the captain and his harpoon gun, figuring it would be best to go for the head of the snake. 
 
    The captain fired his weapon and Lucian pressed the joystick down just in time, able to slip to the side of it and keep running.  
 
    He met the captain head-on with his scythe, occasionally peppering his attack with a fireball. 
 
    One of the witches appeared behind Lucian and tried to cut him down. Lucian triggered [L1] again to consume a healing potion.  
 
    He noticed that he was running out of steam, so he quickly cycled to the menu and went for the permanent stamina potion he had looted earlier, which would not only increase his stats, but also refill his stamina bar. 
 
    He selected it and pressed [X], back to the fight in a matter of moments. 
 
    Lucian thought the captain of the ship was about to die, but rather than give in, the two witches turned into a fine mist, spiraling into the captain, not unlike the way that Soul Points came into Lucian. 
 
    The captain grew in size, now four times larger than he had been just moments ago, his hands charged with energy. Lucian tried to chop him down, but the captain swiftly knocked him to the side. 
 
    He charged the man again, hacking like crazy as Danira blasted the pirate boss with purple energy. 
 
    Lucian’s avatar chugged another healing potion and continued his attacks, the captain eventually coming down to one knee. 
 
    “Got you,” Lucian said as he tried to light the big man on fire. 
 
    Unfortunately, the captain wasn’t done yet, and his mouth opened, a ray of energy firing from his lips. He torched the deck of the ship, nearly putting Lucian and Danira down for the count. 
 
    After pressing the [L1] button again, Lucian tapped both joysticks down at the same time, conjuring his special attack. 
 
    An incredible force beamed down to Lucian from the sky, charging him to the point that electricity was licking off his body. 
 
    He ran forward, able to perform combo after combo on the pirate captain, lightning crackling in the distance, all of his hits connecting, the captain’s damage points flashing in the air. 
 
    Danira struck the pirate captain with another blast of purple energy, and the boss battle was suddenly over as the man fell forward, shrinking in size, everything returning to normal, Lucian awarded a shit-ton of XP. 
 
    “That’s how you do it,” he told the crow that was still looking at him. “That’s how you take down the captain of a pirate ship.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four: New Hampshire Casino 
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    Lucian awoke just as the sun was coming up on the horizon. Pink and purple tones reflected across the body of water in front of his new workshop, instantly calming him. He yawned and brought his feet to the ground, a cup of coffee appearing in his hand. 
 
    He looked over to see his crows, both bundled up together as if they were sleeping. Ezra was awake and licking his tail. 
 
    “I know you two are awake,” he told his crows. One of them slowly started to turn its beak to him as he took another sip from his coffee. He stepped outside his workshop, recalling that Yoshimi had used some of her power to make food taste better. 
 
    He focused on his coffee, and saw it start to boil. His first crow came over to him, hovering over Lucian’s shoulder and looking down at it. 
 
    “I’m trying to make it taste better,” Lucian told his spherical creation. 
 
    He took a sip of it, nodded, and then wondered if it truly tasted any different than it had before. Before, there had been no flavor, just hot liquid. Now there was definitely a taste to it, a hint of cinnamon even.  
 
    But it still wasn’t as robust as he would like. 
 
    Lucian focused on the liquid again. His crow moved closer to the coffee cup, tilting its beak toward it and watching the liquid boil. 
 
    “I don’t think you would like coffee, little guy,” Lucian said as he placed his free hand on the head of his creation. 
 
    The crow vibrated. Lucian looked to it and grinned. “You like that?” he said as he patted it.  
 
    His crow vibrated in response. 
 
    “All right, let’s give it a shot,” he said as he lifted the coffee cup to his lips and took another sip.  
 
    It was markedly better now, and as he drank his first cup Lucian saw that he’d used almost two SP in improving the flavor of his coffee. 
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    “Definitely worth it,” he said as he made his way to the waterline. 
 
    He could actually feel the sand. Lucian curled his toes in it and enjoyed the view and the earthy smell of the water. 
 
    His clothing disappeared and he sat down along the shoreline, the water coming up to his waist as he continued to sip from his cup of coffee.  
 
    His other crow floated over to him, both of them now to Lucian’s left, Ezra slowly approaching and dropping down next to him.  
 
    One of his crows started to speed away, the other chasing it, the two looping around each other. 
 
    As he drank yet another cup of coffee, Lucian watched his two creations, laughing as they playfully dipped in and out of the water. 
 
    “You two really need names,” Lucian said. He had never been that great at naming things. His family had a dog when he was younger named Sparky, but it didn’t seem to fit either of the crows. 
 
    His creations returned to him, obediently waiting for him to give them a command. 
 
    “Just have fun,” he told them. “And it’s going to be a while before I can figure out the names for both of you.” 
 
    He thought about searching for good pet names on his smartphone, but realized that now wasn’t the time to work toward something so frivolous.  
 
    He still needed to ‘level up,’ as it would be considered in video game parlance. 
 
    And Lucian wasn’t planning to visit the psychiatric ward today, not if he could help it. He wanted to try something else, and he had a pretty good idea of where he could get started. 
 
    Lucian finished his cup of coffee and stood, his skin instantly drying and his clothes reforming. His cape burst out of the door that led downstairs, settling on his shoulders. 
 
    His crows returned to him as well, one hovering over each shoulder. 
 
    “Are you two ready?” he asked, pressing his pinky and thumb together. 
 
    Lucian’s form took shape in front of the River Casino in Nashua, New Hampshire.  
 
    The casino wasn’t fancy like the ones they had in Connecticut and Upstate New York. The parking lot was a patchwork of various gravels, the building itself a mismatch of brick and curved awnings with banners welcoming people to the establishment, some of them faded by the sun, yellowed with time. 
 
    A couple of older gamblers stood out front smoking cigarettes. Lucian instantly checked their death dates. 
 
      
 
    Name: Ned Jahn 
 
    Date of Birth: 05/30/1948 
 
    Date of Death: 01/26/2032 
 
      
 
    Name: Mark Linville 
 
    Date of Birth: 06/29/1951 
 
    Date of Death: 11/13/2026 
 
      
 
     They looked like many of the people he had seen in New Hampshire, a fierce yet insolated independence to their eyes from the lifetime pursuit of life, liberty and happiness. 
 
    Lucian floated past them right into the casino, where he was met by a barrage of noises from the slot machines, blinking lights, and people moving around with buckets of coins. 
 
    It struck him at that moment that this wasn’t much different than the pachinko place in Kyoto, only the people looked different and there was a wider variety of games. Other than that it was the same, people hunched in front of machines and pulling levers, hoping to win big. 
 
    And while Lucian could say that this was a generational thing, there were a few younger people in the crowd too, and it wasn’t like people his age didn’t gamble online or head to Vegas when the opportunity presented itself. 
 
    There really was no difference in the end, and while everyone didn’t have one of the parasites Lucian was looking for, a few of them did. 
 
    The greed parasite was black and shriveled, something tar-like about it.  
 
    Lucian did a quick count and saw that there were eighteen in total, as well as three regular parasites, “leeches” as Yoshimi would have called them. 
 
    The peach-colored parasites had already noticed Lucian was there, eyeballs rising off their forms as they locked onto him.  
 
    Lucian’s scythe appeared in his hand.  
 
    He handed it off to his cape, which spun as it went to meet the first parasite, Lucian’s two crows following it. 
 
    To test if he was strong enough now, Lucian equipped his Glock, firing three shots into a black parasite to his left. 
 
    The creature squealed in agony, black ink exploding from its form lifting like wings into the air and wrapping around Lucian. 
 
    He was flung into the ceiling, where the ink tried to dive into his eyes and nose, Lucian tearing it away with his claws. 
 
    More of the black parasites responded as Lucian ran along the ceiling, his injurecrows taking shape behind him.  
 
    Still with the Glock in his hand, he went for his spiked whip, which he used to yank one of the slot machines into a series of black parasites that had started to grow in size, inky limbs forming on their bodies and spinning razor-sharp appendages in the air. 
 
    He fired more shots from his weapon, emptying the magazine before switching out to his carbine.  
 
    Lucian swung from the ceiling, holding onto his whip and firing his weapon as he kicked into one of the regular parasites, its arms and tentacles flaring around him. 
 
    He hit the ground and rolled, tossing his whip aside as his cape flashed past him, tearing through some of the black ink with his scythe. 
 
    He gave the command, and several of the injurecrows blasted off toward two of the parasites in the corner of the room, exploding them. A light came into Lucian. 
 
    “That was easy,” he started to say, perhaps too soon as a wave of black ink slammed into him, and spun him back into the ceiling, cracking Lucian’s head against the tiling, piledriving him to the ground below. 
 
    The ink continued to spill on top of him, pulling at his flesh and moving into his mouth, his eye sockets, his nostrils, and his ears. Lucian tried to heal himself and fire his carbine at the same time, eventually finishing his magazine and going for his plasma blowtorch. 
 
    He used this as an opportunity to get away from some of the parasites, blasting backward and killing one of them in the process, more light flowing into him. 
 
    Ready to test out some of his new skills, Lucian conjured electric daggers, which he sent across the room, his crows moving out of the way just in time for the sharp bolts to strike one of the peach parasites that had ballooned in size.  
 
    The electricity caused the parasite to tremble and shake, its form collapsing and then re-lifting. A few of the black parasites oozed toward it, forming a thick, molasses-like armor over the fallen parasite. 
 
    A tentacle struck Lucian from behind, sending him straight into a slot machine. His body screamed in pain as he was continually slammed into the machine, shattering it, its knobs and glass poking and stabbing at Lucian’s flesh. 
 
    He dug both claws into the tentacle, a freezing energy blasting out of the palms of his hands. 
 
    The parasite began to crystallize, and as it did, Lucian shot forth a wind attack that blew back some of the black parasites lunging for him. 
 
    The colossal leech parasite with its black ink armor continued to fend off Lucian’s cape, and he knew it wouldn’t be long until he had to address the big bastard.  
 
    But if he could take out a few of the smaller ones… 
 
    More light coursed through him as he finished the parasite he had frozen. Lucian was surprised that it had worked so quickly.  
 
    With this in mind, he charged forward, freezing some of the greed parasites, their forms crystallizing and shattering, light cascading into him. 
 
    “Here we go, here we go,” Lucian said as a stinger shot right at his face. Lucian flipped up just in time and landed on the ceiling.  
 
    As soon as electricity touched them they began to grow stronger, muscles bulging along their forms, veins popping as they merged together, solidifying into a giant mass of scabby parasite with dozens of pinchers, stingers, and tentacles with sharp teeth on their ends. 
 
    “Got it, don’t shoot them with electricity!” 
 
    Lucian narrowly avoided another stinger, which blazed by him so quickly that he was surprised it didn’t cut him in two. 
 
    He called for his cape, solidifying it and allowing him to ride it like a surfboard as he tried to get some distance between him and the giant black parasite. 
 
    There were two huge parasites left: one was made of all black parasites that had joined forces, and the other a peach-colored parasite that the greed parasites had merged with, forming a black armor over its body. 
 
    Lucian figured some grenades in the mix would help out, perhaps taking one of the big fuckers down. 
 
    His grenade launcher appearing in his hand, he tossed it to his cape, which grabbed onto it, the cylindrical magazine clicking as it started shooting. 
 
    Lucian conjured tornadoes of fire, which he flung at the large black parasite, the creature hissing and squealing as each attack hit. He also created more injurecrows, which he sent to the other parasite. His spherical IEDs exploded into the monster, sending bits of tentacle and purple blood into the air, as his regular crows dipped in and out of the fray. 
 
    Lucian’s cape finished its magazine of grenades and looked to him. Lucian immediately tossed it his lava sword. 
 
    His cape took off, blasting the air and cutting through the blackened, inky tentacles trying to stop it. 
 
    More light swirled into Lucian’s body.  
 
    Since the parasite with the black armor was smaller, he focused on this one, going for his MX-11 as he bolted toward it, each shot bringing the demon bug closer to annihilation. 
 
    Lucian tore into the parasite with ice daggers, ignoring the fact that tentacles had started to wrap around his leg and tear into his thigh. 
 
    The partially frozen creature let out a final gasp as it fell, shattering to bits, a huge wave of light moving into Lucian just as his feet were pulled out from beneath him, one of his legs ripped off. 
 
    “Dammit,” he whispered as he crawled forward, ignoring that his leg had been taken away from him. 
 
    Lucian shifted onto his side. He equipped his plasma blowtorch, his focus now on finishing off the giant black parasite in the center of the room. 
 
    His cape flew all around it, injurecrows occasionally exploding into the monstrosity.  
 
    He fried the hell out of the big black parasite, wincing as the thermal energy blast pushed him along the ground.  
 
    He held strong, his cape continuing to cut at it, his injurecrows sending debris and parasitic flesh into the air. 
 
    The creature let out a final garbled lament and fell forward. An incredible wave of light energy blasted out the parasite, tearing a hole in his back, and spiraling into Lucian’s chest. 
 
    He pushed himself up, still missing one of his legs.  
 
    Rather than deal with the details here, Lucian pressed his pinky and thumb together, appearing on the rooftop, a smile coming to his face. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” he whispered. 
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    Lucian watched as his leg finished healing up. His cape settled on his shoulders as his stats flashed before him. 
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    He remembered there being three normal parasites, the rest greed parasites. If there were three, they were each worth one SP. Since he had gained thirty Soul Points, that meant that the greed parasites he had killed had netted him twenty-seven points. 
 
    He recalled counting eighteen of them… 
 
    Lucian got out a smartphone and quickly went to the calculator app, dividing twenty-seven by eighteen, and getting one point five. This meant that each greed parasite was worth one and a half SP, so less than the mental health parasites. 
 
    “Good to know,” Lucian said as he pocketed his phone. 
 
    If he was trying to grow powerful quickly, it would be smarter to go after the parasites in mental health hospitals, rather than the ones in casinos and other places where the greed parasites congregated.  
 
    The greed parasites also seemed to be stronger when they joined together, especially when they connected to a different type of parasite, like they’d done in the casino below. 
 
    Looking at his Soul Points again, and seeing that he now had one hundred and fifty-seven, Lucian made it a goal to reach two hundred by the time he met Yoshimi. 
 
    “Sound doable?” he asked one of his crows, which hovered to his left.  
 
    His other crow was a bit ahead of the first one, its beak aimed toward something in the distance. 
 
    “What do you see, buddy?” he asked, taking a step forward. 
 
    Lucian noticed a flash of gold over a brick building a couple of blocks away, Life making its presence known. 
 
    And rather than run this time, he decided to equip a weapon, to see how this would play out. 
 
    Lucian went for his carbine, triggering the switch that gave him a zero-point energy field manipulator. He also equipped his scythe, which he quickly handed off to his cape. 
 
    The angel flew into the air, sweeping up and over to Lucian. It was a male angel, muscled, with bulky golden shoulder pads and a matching helmet. 
 
    “I would suggest moving on,” Lucian said as he aimed his weapon at the man. 
 
    “You are no threat to me,” the angel said in a deep voice. 
 
    “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”  
 
    Lucian squeezed the trigger, his tractor beam hitting the angel before he could even lift off the rooftop.  
 
    He swiped the angel into the rooftop on the left, and lifted it again, swinging it to the other side, leaving a small crater, brick and debris kicking up in the air. 
 
    A golden energy took Lucian off his feet, sending his weapon to the side. 
 
    The armored angel tackled him before he could get back to his feet, the man’s wings whipping to his sides, the two of them twisting into the air. 
 
    He slammed Lucian into an adjacent building, and grabbed him again before Lucian’s cape could reach the angel. 
 
    Twisting down toward the street below, the angel dragged Lucian head-on through incoming traffic. 
 
    And even as he took the damage, even as he felt his bones breaking, Lucian knew that a part of this wasn’t real, that their action was playing out on a different plane of existence. 
 
    With this in mind, Lucian punched his fist into the ground, digging his claws into the asphalt, which threw the male angel off balance. 
 
    He rolled out of the way just in time to avoid a golden burst of energy, the angel flaring up again as Lucian ran along the sidewalk. 
 
    His cape attacked the angel, slicing at it with Lucian’s scythe. His crows did the same, cutting in and out of the angel’s body.  
 
    Given a moment to catch his breath, Lucian went for his lava sword, which he flourished as he took to the air. The angel barely managed to block his attack with his golden gauntlet. 
 
    Letting out a terrible cry, the angel tore Lucian’s cape to shreds, emitting an oscillating blast of golden power that sent Lucian, what was left of his cape, and his crows careening for a brick wall. 
 
    The breath knocked out of him, Lucian went for his plasma blowtorch and pulled the lever back, tearing into the man with a concentrated beam of thermal energy.  
 
    As he was blown backward into the air, the angel conjured a golden spear, his armor thickening around his shoulders. 
 
    The spear pegged Lucian to the ground. 
 
     The angel landed, his golden mask peeling back to reveal a man with bronze skin and dark black hair. Lucian recognized him from the Albuquerque Hospice Center where Old Death was taken. 
 
    “I was wondering when I would come across you,” the angel growled. 
 
    One of Lucian’s crows came at the man and he caught it, squeezing it and destroying the spherical creation. 
 
    He tossed it to the ground before returning his focus to Lucian. 
 
    “Things don’t have to be this way,” Lucian told him. 
 
    “Didn’t you say something similar back in Albuquerque?” the man asked, twisting the spear in even more, Lucian wincing. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Hashul.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Hashul.” Lucian wrapped both hands around the spear. A bolt of electricity quickly reached the angel and blasted him backward. 
 
    Still pinned to the ground, Lucian went with his gun that fired an electric trip wire, which he used to bring the angel to the ground, hoping to keep Hashul engaged until he unpinned himself from the spear. 
 
    Lucian’s black cape twisted around the spear and tugged up, not able to actually pull it out, the fabric straining with each pull, desperately trying to help Lucian. 
 
    With a loud grunt, Lucian used all his might to pull the spear up, the weapon’s barbs cutting along the way. 
 
    He got the spear out and dropped it to the side, immediately placing his hand over his wound. 
 
    Hashul continued trying to break free of the tripwire, his wings sizzling every time he tried to lift himself back into the air. 
 
    It was only a second later that Lucian’s cape settled on his shoulders. 
 
    He spun in the air toward the angel and scrambled on top of Hashul, pressing the muzzle of his Glock to the angel’s forehead. 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” Hashul said, baring his teeth. “You don’t know what kind of war you would start if you did.” 
 
    Lucian brought his hand around the angel’s neck, his claws started to dig in. 
 
    “Next time, you won’t be so lucky.”  
 
    Lucian fired a shot just a few inches above Hashul’s head. The angel twitched, and as he did Lucian released his hold on Hashul’s neck, quickly pressing his pinky and thumb together and disappearing. 
 
    Fighting angels wasn’t going to get him Soul Points, and it was too late in the game to get distracted.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five: OD 
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    Lucian’s form took shape in his brother’s backyard. He still had his Glock in his hand, just in case the angel named Hashul had figured out some way to follow him. 
 
    Thunder caught his attention. Lucian looked up, expecting a portal to open. 
 
    As he stood waiting for whatever was to come, the crow that Hashul had destroyed took shape. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to let him do anything to you,” he told his creation which quickly joined its counterpart, both of them zipping around the backyard like dogs chasing one other. 
 
    “We’re supposed to be serious here,” he reminded them, still on edge. 
 
    But they had the right idea.  
 
    While it was starting to rain outside, there really wasn’t any immediate threat.  
 
    Once he was sure that he was in the clear, Lucian’s gun disappeared, each crow settling over one of his shoulders as he made his way into his brother’s home. 
 
    There was no one there aside from Tuck the cat, who looked up at Lucian, hissed, and ran to the other room. 
 
    “Of all things that can see me here…” Lucian said, not finishing his statement. He knew that his brother had lost his job, and Samantha wasn’t here… 
 
    “Mom’s house,” he said, tapping his pinky and thumb together. 
 
    He appeared outside her driveway. Connor had parked a little crooked, one of the wheels partially in the grass. 
 
    Floating through the front door, Lucian found his brother at the kitchen table talking to their mother. 
 
    “…I just can’t believe it,” his mother said. “He seemed like such a deadbeat, and here Frannie tells me he joined the National Guard. He’s been deployed to California to help with the wildfires!” 
 
    “I never thought he was deadbeat,” Connor said, “I just thought he was sort of out there.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying, Connor, honey, he was different. After graduation, he moved up to Vermont for a while doing a bunch of odd jobs. You know how they are up there. Jack of all trades and masters of none, anything to survive. I think for a while he was even working at a government office up there, some immigration thing.” 
 
    “In Vermont? Who’s immigrating to Vermont, Ma?” 
 
    Lucian’s mother laughed. “Federal government office, sweetie. They deal with the immigration paperwork, at least that’s what Frannie told me. But who knew he was actually in the National Guard there in California,” she said, showing Connor her phone. “So brave.” 
 
    “I’m glad we don’t get fires like that here,” he said. 
 
    “It’s so dry out there,” she said, bringing her coffee to her lips. “I’m glad too.” She took a sip from it and smacked her lips. “It’s a little lukewarm, but still good,” she said, mostly to herself. 
 
    “Well, Ma…” 
 
    “I know, I know, you need to get going,” she told him. “Don’t worry about Jennifer, she’ll be happy here today.” 
 
    “Yep, and Sam will be around to pick her up a little bit later.” 
 
    “She’s a really good mother, you know that.” 
 
    “Who, Sam?” Connor grinned. “She’s all right.” 
 
    “You need to treat her right.” 
 
    “Come on, Ma,” Connor said, rubbing the back of his head. “You know I do my best.” 
 
    “Sometimes you gotta do better than your best,” she said sternly. 
 
    “Hey, what’s this about?” 
 
    “It’s not about anything, it’s just your dear old mother here is sensing something.” 
 
    “We have both been stressed with our jobs,” Connor said, looking away from her. 
 
    “No, it’s something else.” Lucian’s mother licked her lips and looked at Connor carefully for a moment. Her eyes started to well up. 
 
    “What is it now, Ma?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Connor, honey, sometimes you just look so much like Lucian, and both of you look like your father. Same dark hair, light eyes, a stubborn look on your cute little faces.” She laughed through her tears. 
 
    “Stubborn?” 
 
    “You two both took your father’s genes, not mine,” she said, touching her white and blonde hair. “Nope, you two always had that dark hair, especially you. The first thing I saw when the nurse handed you to me was that brown cowlick of yours.” 
 
    “It’s still sort of there,” Connor said, bringing his hand to his forehead. 
 
    “Stop acting like you’re going bald. You’re not. You’ve just got a bit of a receding hairline. Your father had it too, and it never went much further back than where it is right now. So nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Connor said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’ll quit holding you up. You sure you don’t want some casserole? I made some the other day. Still plenty left.” 
 
    “I’m fine, but I’ll take you up on the offer next time.” 
 
    She smiled. “You better, because I’m running out of room in the fridge! Good luck out there, and I’m serious, do something nice for Samantha. She deserves it. Maybe drop off Jennifer here for the night and take Sam on a date. Get a hotel somewhere, somewhere a little to the south where it’s warmer.” 
 
    “We can’t afford a hotel right now; we have a wedding coming up.” 
 
    “I know that, but your old mom here can afford a hotel. Where do you want to go?” 
 
    “I haven’t really thought about it…” 
 
    “Somewhere within driving distance. You know, I had a friend who worked in Stamford, Connecticut. Maybe you two could go down there for a couple of days. Not too long, just a day or two, but then you can take the train into New York if you’d like, do a little shopping on Fifth Avenue, and then come back to Stamford.” 
 
    “Why would I go to Stamford, Ma? Why would anyone go to Stamford?” 
 
    She laughed at the look on her son’s face. “I don’t know, it’s just something to do. Be thinking about it, and I’ll be thinking about it as well. You and Sam deserve it.” 
 
    Eventually, Lucian’s brother left their mother’s home. 
 
    Lucian followed him out, saying goodbye to his mom over his shoulder even though she couldn’t hear him.  
 
    Of course, she couldn’t. 
 
    Lucian glided through the front of his brother’s truck and stopped at the passenger seat, turning around, sitting in his own special way. 
 
    Once Connor started the truck, he looked at his phone and quickly sent a message to someone, tapping on the steering wheel as he waited for a response. He rolled his head on his shoulders, wincing and letting out a deep sigh. 
 
    His phone buzzed and he looked at the message, cursing under his breath as he backed out of the driveway. 
 
    Connor took the long way to the highway, past Beverly High School and a couple of chain restaurants. Once he reached the Yankee Division Highway, he did the loop around, slamming on the gas pedal and quickly moving to the fast lane. 
 
    He flicked on the local rock station, his eyes darting across the road as he got behind a Toyota Supra with a New Jersey license plate.  
 
    The driver started to slow down.  
 
    Connor honked his horn and yelled for him to get out of the way. 
 
    The driver slowed even more, and Connor was forced to hit the brakes. 
 
    He swerved around the driver, flipping him off as he drove past. 
 
    “Piece of shit drivers from Jersey,” he said as he drove by an SUV with New Hampshire plates. 
 
    “Chill,” Lucian said, knowing full well that his brother couldn’t hear him. 
 
    His brother almost got into an accident while pulling off the highway, narrowly swerving around an elderly woman driving a compact gray Kia. 
 
    He came to a stoplight and took a left toward the Northshore Mall, straight to the same rundown apartment complex that he’d visited the other day. A young guy was standing out front this time, his hands in his pockets, a cigarette in his mouth. 
 
    Connor didn’t make eye contact with the youth as he found a parking spot. He checked his wallet again to make sure he had enough cash on him. He separated some of the cash by stuffing some in his front pocket, keeping the rest in his wallet. 
 
    Lucian followed Connor through the same door that he’d visited the other day, finding the man with the shaved head that had been here last time. 
 
      
 
    Name: Kenny Emerson 
 
    Date of Birth: 07/02/1986 
 
    Date of Death: 04/16/2037 
 
      
 
    A guy in a tank top sat on the couch, his hair greasy, a dazed look in his eyes. 
 
    “Where’s Tim?” Connor asked. 
 
    “I told you, he got sick.” Kenny took a seat at the dining room table and motioned Connor over. “I think it’s bronchitis. He had to go see the doctor and shit. Get some x-rays.” 
 
    Lucian noticed the man on the couch twitch, and as he turned, Lucian could see the parasite on his back, the same kind his brother had, clear with yellow running through it.  
 
      
 
    Name: Brad Kabler 
 
    Date of Birth: 02/28/1989 
 
    Date of Death: 10/07/2041 
 
      
 
    “But I got what you need.” Kenny placed his gun on the table and motioned for Connor to sit in front of him. “How was that shit last time?” 
 
    “Strong, but good. Went way faster than I thought it would.” 
 
    Kenny laughed, his laugh reminding Lucian of a horse choking on an apple. Even though he knew his brother was doing this, that it was his brother’s choice to be here, Lucian still felt hatred in his heart for Kenny, for enabling Connor. 
 
    “I got something else for you to try, if you’re down. Some people don’t like those blue pills, so they get these instead. But these are real strong; you’ll need to chill if you take it.” 
 
    “You're giving me a sample?” Connor asked. 
 
    Kenny nodded. “That’s right. Look, I know that Tim did things his way, but I do things my way. I care about my customers. And I want you to at least get a taste of what you’re buying before you walk out of here like you did last time.” 
 
    “Okay,” Connor said as Kenny took a single gel pill out of a small metal container.  
 
    “The stuff is cut with Dsuvia. Heard of it?” 
 
    Connor shook his head. 
 
    “Look it up sometime, but it’s stronger than that shit you got last time. Believe me there. Just take a little,” Kenny said as he dabbed a small amount of the powder onto a piece of glass. “You got something to snort it with?” 
 
    Connor went for one of the bills in his pocket, rolling it up until it was a thin tube. 
 
    He bent over and snorted the powder up, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “Good, right?” Kenny asked. 
 
    Lucian’s hands trembled as he watched Connor lick his lips, his brother glancing left and right, his eyes bloodshot as he looked around.  
 
    His breaths grew shorter and shorter. 
 
    “Whoa, chill,” Kenny started to say. 
 
    Connor fell. 
 
    He hit the ground and rolled onto his back, salivating, his throat quivering.  
 
    Lucian dropped beside his brother and tried to help him up, but his hand slipped through him. 
 
    “Connor!” Lucian cried, willing his power forward, hoping that he would be able to wake his brother. 
 
    Kenny’s form pressed through Lucian, and Lucian immediately stepped back, wondering what he was doing.  
 
    What Lucian saw next made his blood run cold.  
 
    Connor’s date of death started to pulse, to fade away… 
 
    “No!” Lucian cried as Kenny jammed something up Connor’s nose, squeezing it. Connor’s eyes came open as he gasped for air. 
 
    The guy sitting on the couch didn’t even glance over to see all this was happening. He merely stared at the wall, a dazed look on his face. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kenny said as Connor started to sit up, his date of death solidifying, still listed as the sixth of June, 2021. 
 
    “What the hell? What the fuck!?” Connor asked, gasping. 
 
    “It’s a reaction,” Kenny said, wide-eyed as he attended to Connor. “You’re cool, you’re back. You just OD’d.” 
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    Lucian hovered over his brother, watching as Kenny helped him sit on the couch. 
 
    “You stupid motherfucker,” Lucian whispered, his fists clenched at his sides.  
 
    He wanted to slug his brother; he wanted to grab him by the shoulders and shake him, to pull him out of his own body so Connor could see the people he was hanging out with versus those he was hurting. 
 
    He also felt incredibly sorry for him.  
 
    Connor hadn’t always been the best brother, but he had always protected Lucian when they were young, and he’d never minded if Lucian tagged along, even as they grew into their teenage years. 
 
    He was never the brightest guy, but Connor was always hard-working and loyal to his family, which was at odds with how he was currently behaving. 
 
    Connor had changed.  
 
    The thing that had changed him was the pain, followed by an addiction to painkillers. 
 
    And as Lucian floated over his brother, still wishing he could do something, anything that would beat some sense into him, this thought swam in circles at the back of Lucian’s mind—Connor had been and still was in pain.  
 
    His pain had persisted.  
 
    The pills he had initially been given by the doctor had helped with the pain, but they had also hooked him, and once his prescriptions were no longer able to be filled, he went looking elsewhere to kill the pain. 
 
    How many people in Lucian’s vicinity had started off in the same boat as Connor? 
 
    And Lucian knew that he, especially as the Grim Reaper, wasn’t the person to solve this crisis.  
 
    In actuality, he benefited from this crisis, and others like him did as well.  
 
    Life benefited through the false hope the opioid epidemic created, and Death benefited from the lives that these medications took. 
 
    But there was another side to this, a side that Lucian had experienced with his own heart condition.  
 
    There were those that needed these types of medications and actually benefited from them, many able to stop taking them once the pain subsided, never going to the same extremes as Connor, who now sat on the couch in a stash house, his hands on his chest as he took in deep breaths, staring up at the ceiling. 
 
    So there was something else at play as well, something else that the pills did for Connor.  
 
    The drug revealed a hidden part of his older brother’s personality that rarely showed itself, and not just his inclination toward addiction, but a thirst for numbness. 
 
    “I wish you could hear me right now,” Lucian told his brother, tears coming to him. “I wish you knew that I was here watching you destroy yourself, that I know when you’ll die, that you don’t have much longer unless you do something. Fuck, Connor, I just wish you knew…” 
 
    One of Lucian’s crows hovered in front of his face, slowly starting to turn. 
 
    “You don’t get it,” he told his spherical creation, pushing it to the side so he could see his brother. He felt his cape bunch up as if it were trying to massage his shoulders, to warm him, but all Lucian could focus on was the person in front of him, the one who was seven months away from his deathbed. 
 
    All he could think about was how useless he was to prevent it from happening. 
 
    Lucian brought his hand to his face, wiping away a couple of tears, steeling himself. 
 
    “You have to hunt,” he whispered as he slowly started to turn away from his brother. “You have to get stronger.” 
 
    Lucian thought about looking over his shoulder at his brother again but stopped himself, ready to be done with this scene.  
 
    Pressing his thumb and pinky finger together sent Lucian away, his form reappearing in yet another one of the wards at the Manhattan Psychiatric Center. 
 
    He looked down the hallway, which was lit by a few sterile halogen lamps, the place clean and polished, an abstract portrait on one of the walls. His cape slowly started to slip off his shoulders, appearing at his side. 
 
    “What weapon do you want?”  
 
    His cape morphed into the shape of a gun. 
 
    “Ask and you shall receive.” Lucian’s MX-11 appeared in front of him, a green light on the side of the power pack indicating it was charged and ready to go.  
 
    He handed it off to his cape. 
 
    His two crows buzzed in front of him, both tilting their heads as they looked to Lucian for instructions. 
 
    “What are you looking at me for? You know what to do.” 
 
    His crows took off into the first room, rooting out the parasite as his cape moved to the end of the hallway. The wall bunched, the parasite’s clear tentacles breaking out and finding their way into the hallway. 
 
    Electricity flaring around his hands, Lucian charged the tentacles. 
 
    His brother had almost died right before his very eyes. 
 
    It hit him again at that moment, harder than it had as he had watched it play out.  
 
    Electricity shot out of the palm of his hands as he went upside down, his feet on the ceiling. 
 
    He continued to shock the parasite, knowing that he needed to kill eighteen of them to bring his Soul Points over the two hundred mark.  
 
    It was arbitrary to reach that milestone, but as more of the parasite spilled into the hallway, its vertical eye presenting itself, Lucian made it his goal. 
 
    It was nice having a finish line. 
 
    One of his crows speared into the vertical eye, killing the parasite just as another one tore out of the room directly across from where Lucian had been standing.  
 
    As he absorbed the energy, Lucian mentally switched to his ice daggers, still upside down as he fired them at the tentacles swatting at him. 
 
    He heard the building’s structure creak as more parasites started to awaken, their bodies squeezing into the hallway. 
 
    Lucian continued to pour cold energy into the parasite in question, an icy blue starting to move down its semi-translucent form.  
 
    One of his crows dove headfirst into its vertical eye and destroyed it, pressing out the other end as the ground trembled. 
 
    Tentacles, stingers, claws, and fists descended upon Lucian. They were met by a wall of injurecrows, his spherical creations flying forward and exploding on contact as he equipped his plasma blowtorch. 
 
    Pulling the lever back, Lucian cut into the mass of parasites from his position on the ceiling.  
 
    The mass of parasites before him was so voluminous that he couldn’t tell where his cape was firing from.  
 
    Aside from the occasional squeal or hiss, the parasites were generally quiet, the only sound associated with them being a squishy noise that reminded Lucian of an amplified version of someone walking on a waterbed. 
 
    Lucian hoped to keep the killing contained to this hallway, which was why it took him off guard when a tentacle burst through the ceiling, wrapping around his feet and immediately cutting into his flesh, moving under Lucian’s skin toward his head. 
 
    He tried to jump off the ceiling, dropping his weapon as he felt something move under the skin of his back.  
 
    Lucian grew his claws and bent forward, ripping the exposed part of the tentacle to shreds. 
 
    He smacked into the tiled floor below, what was left of the tentacle in his body still moving under his flesh. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck…” he whispered, panic washing over him.  
 
    Lucian shifted to his side.  
 
    He brought his nails into the side of his back and tried to find what was left of the demon bug’s limb.  
 
    His clothing swelled and pressed back, exposing his skin, the tentacle moving every time he was finally able to locate it. 
 
    One of his crows dropped in front of him. 
 
    “Get this fucking thing out of me,” he said as he rolled to his stomach.  
 
    He conjured dozens of injurecrows, and his spherical IEDs took off toward the giant mass of mental health parasites. Figuring it would be helpful, he also equipped his carbine, firing it at anything that made it past his injurecrows. 
 
    A visceral amount of blood and guts misted into the air as Lucian waited for his crow to deal with the tentacle moving beneath his skin. 
 
    His spherical creation spotted the tentacle and dove in, Lucian clenching his jaw shut as his crow moved through his body. It tore out of his back, a foot-long strip of tentacle held in the crow’s beak. 
 
    “Thanks!” Lucian said, back to his feet, his clothing reforming over his back, his eyes shut for just a second as the wound healed up.  
 
    Two waves of light came into him, his cape and his other crow still shredding their way through parasites on the other side of the hallway. 
 
    “Fourteen more to go,” Lucian said as he launched back into the fight. “I think.” 
 
    Rather than doing the math, he equipped his grenade launcher, the cylindrical magazine clicking as he fired at the conjoined monstrosity.  
 
    Glass exploded, the ceiling started to collapse, the halogen lamps shattered into a million bits and pieces. 
 
    Lucian dropped his grenade launcher and went for his lava sword, charging into the fray and narrowly avoiding a sharp stinger extending down from the ceiling. 
 
    Another wave of light flowed into him. 
 
    “Thanks!” Lucian called out to his crows or his cape, whoever had done it.  
 
    He cut through a fat limb covered in hairs and razor bristles.  
 
    A tentacle with suction cups wrapped around his foot and brought him down. Lucian launched a series of fire daggers into it. 
 
    Adding fire to the mix only made it harder to see in the hallway, which was covered in debris, writhing tentacles, smoke, and now a terrible inferno. 
 
    Feeling like he was his avatar in Zero Enigma fresh off a quick save, Lucian charged right into the fire with his sword held high. 
 
    He tore into a tentacle that tried to wrap around his face, swinging and swinging his lava blade even as two more bursts of energy swirled into him.  
 
    His crows were doing a damn good job of picking off the pieces of this parasite, and hoping to make their lives easier, Lucian continued to distract the conjoined bastard, alternating between using his sword and blasting it with electricity. 
 
    A large arm swooped down from the ceiling and tried to grab him, Lucian pressing back just in time to avoid it. 
 
    He fired an electric tripwire at the parasite attacking him from above. The tripwire wrapped around the arm coming from the ceiling, preventing it from engaging Lucian. 
 
    Since his surroundings were now tangible, Lucian had to blast through the ceiling to get to the parasite above, which he did using his plasma blowtorch, cutting a hole for him to jump through. 
 
    Once he reached the floor above he was greeted by a series of enormous appendages, one immediately severing the arm holding his plasma blowtorch.  
 
    The arm and his weapon hit the ground, Lucian spilling off to the right to avoid another bladed attack from a parasite that was in the hallway, an absolutely terrifying one with cleaver-like spikes all over its body. 
 
    A thermal energy burst from the plasma torch hit the creature; Lucian looked over to see that his severed left arm had flipped around and pulled the weapon’s lever, his arm now using the wall to stabilize itself as it shot the creature. 
 
    “That’s new,” Lucian said, wondering if… 
 
    He looked at the stub where his left arm used to be, and the appendage immediately started to regrow. This did nothing to the other arm that was still using the wall as leverage to fire the plasma blowtorch. Lucian quickly realized that like his cape, severed portions of his body could also be used as a weapon. 
 
    “In that case…” Lucian equipped his lava sword. 
 
    He held his right arm out and sliced it off at the elbow, wincing in pain as the burning blade cauterized the wound. His sword disappeared and he conjured his switchblade, which he threw on the ground to his severed right hand.  
 
    The hand wrapped around the switchblade. He picked up the appendage with his left hand and lobbed it at the sinister parasite. 
 
    Sure enough, the parasite was so busy being fried to death by his plasma blowtorch that it didn’t notice Lucian’s appendage land on its side.  
 
    The hand swiftly used the switchblade to drag itself forward, workings its way around until it found the parasite’s vertical eye, ending the creature’s life. 
 
    As the light spiraled into Lucian, he went and picked up his left arm, which still held his plasma blowtorch. He then sifted through the mess of the parasite’s splattered body to find the right hand tightly gripping his switchblade. He reattached his right arm from the elbow down, nodding as it healed. 
 
    It was still utterly bizarre to see his own flesh reach forward, fibers connecting, muscle stitching together and bone grafting until he had full usage of his right hand. 
 
    Figuring it couldn’t hurt, he looked at the hole in the ground, where his cape, his crows and a few injurecrows were still engaging the parasites below. Lucian dropped the arm that was holding his plasma blowtorch into the hole, jumping down after them. 
 
    As soon as he landed, a couple more arcs of spiraling light moved into him, bringing Lucian closer and closer to his goal. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long until he reached his goal of two hundred Soul Points.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six: Legging an Arm 
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    Lucian appeared in his bedroom at Old Death’s home to find Ezra the cat resting on his bed. He turned toward the spiral staircase that led to the top. 
 
    “Do you want to come up?” 
 
    It was night outside, as always, which perfectly matched the fact that Lucian was tired. 
 
    Ezra stood, curled his back, and dug his claws into Lucian’s comforter before hopping off the bed. The cat twisted up the spiral staircase, Lucian’s crows chasing after it. 
 
    “What about you?” Lucian asked as his cape lifted itself off his form, settling on the chair. “I’ll take that as an indication that you would like to stay here.” 
 
    Lucian took the stairs to the top and opened the door, letting Ezra and his crows out to play. His stats flashed before him and he smiled. 
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    He had reached his goal, as arbitrary as it was, he still had enough SP to tinker around with some ideas he’d had during his last fight. 
 
    Lucian turned toward the stretch of land between his workshop and the large body of water that lay beyond, observing as Ezra slinked along the waterline, his crows zipping in and out of the water as they chased each other. 
 
    It was a strange life he lived now; Lucian was well aware of this, and while some of the things that brought him happiness were the same, such as video games, other things like watching his crows play with each other were a true pleasure. 
 
    And just thinking of the video game made him want to play Zero Enigma in that moment, to escape from his reality, his concern for his brother and his desire to get OP as quickly as possible. 
 
    But he knew that he also had work to do, especially if he was supposed to meet up with Yoshimi the following day.  
 
    “Crafting, crafting,” he said, getting back in the proper mindset. 
 
    One of the things that Lucian needed was something to watch his back, and not something like his crows, which were often busy moving in and out of places and acting as his eyes in the sky. 
 
    What he needed was a semi-autonomous weapon, one that was on his person.  
 
    He recalled a tabletop game he had played in his teens in which one of the mechs had a shoulder-mounted cannon. 
 
    With this in mind, Lucian began to create a shoulder pad, a table appeared before him, giving him a place to set it on while he modified the piece. He didn’t want it to be very large; he wanted the weapon piece to work the same way the retractable claws on the back of his crows worked. 
 
    But before he could get to that part, he needed to design the shoulder pad proper, which gave him plenty of time to experiment. Lucian cycled through a variety of options, his creation corresponding with his ideas.  
 
    It reminded him, yet again, of playing an RPG and customizing a weapon on the dashboard. 
 
    His concepts came from things he had seen and experienced in the past, his mind always a step ahead of him as he built the main base of the autonomous weapon.  
 
    He didn’t want something that was bulky, not like a football shoulder pad, and he also didn’t want something fancy akin to what a nineteenth-century French general might sport. 
 
    Mostly, he wanted it to blend in, which caused his other construction materials to darken and become opaque. Lucian also needed it to be sleek; the pad decreased in size to the point that it almost looked like an overturned bowl. 
 
    He picked it up and placed it on his left shoulder, the appliance matching the contours of his body.  
 
    Once that was set, Lucian set it back on the table and worked on the energy weapon portion.  
 
    Tracing his hand over the shoulder pad caused a circular indent to form. It lifted, and as it did, the top section retracted by splitting down the middle and pulling to the sides. The muzzle of a weapon took shape, telescoping out of the new opening in the shoulder pad. 
 
    “Retract,” Lucian said, and the muzzle did just that, the circular cover reforming and lowering back to the shoulder pad. The outline of the circle was the only indication that there was even a weapon there. 
 
    “Let’s see you in action,” Lucian said as he placed his new device on his shoulder, his clothing melting backward and merging fabric and metal. 
 
    Lucian invoked a few injurecrows, his spherical IEDs floating in the air. 
 
    He took several steps back, and as he did, he felt the rumble of his shoulder pad as the compartment opened, the muzzle of the weapon pressing out. 
 
    “Fly in front of me,” he instructed his creations. The black injurecrows moved out before him in a cone, swirling as they flew higher into the air. His autonomous shoulder-mounted cannon tracked them and quickly exploded his devices. 
 
    Debris rained down from the sky, Ezra staring over at him as his crows continued to play. 
 
    Lucian lifted some of his dummies from the ground and drew his sword, testing his ability to engage while his shoulder-mounted cannon fired at the next set of injurecrows he conjured. 
 
    It was definitely an improvement, and it would make him a tougher opponent to take down in the future. 
 
    “Sweet,” he said, his thoughts shifting to the next item on the docket. 
 
    Lucian held his arm out and used his lava sword to cut through just above the elbow of his right arm. The visual of this made him cringe, but the pain wasn’t as bad as it should have been.  
 
    His severed arm dropped onto the table as a new arm re-grew. Lucian waited a moment for a portion of his bicep to form, followed by his elbow, his forearm, his wrist and finally his hand. 
 
    “Cute,” Lucian said, turning his attention to the severed arm, which was slowly drumming its fingers. 
 
    He picked the arm up, noticing its weight, and flipped it over so the bottom side was exposed.  
 
    The fabric that was left on the arm peeled back, scooting along the table until it reached Lucian’s side so it could rejoin the fabric on his body. Once that was set, Lucian brought his hand to his chin, looking the severed arm over. 
 
    While it had worked against the parasite back at the Manhattan Psychiatric Center, it was difficult for the severed arm to stabilize itself. 
 
    “That’s going to be weird,” Lucian said, as his idea took shape. 
 
    Eight centipede legs grew from the side of his severed forearm, each about three inches long, and two and a half inches thick.  
 
    He then increased the flesh around the base of each leg, mentally strengthening the bone inside. The eight legs curled up, Lucian watching as his arm started to turn itself over. 
 
    His severed arm crawled to the other side of the table, where it hopped onto the ground, picking up speed as it took off toward one of his dummies. It reached the dummy and quickly scaled up to the top of its torso, wrapping itself around the dummy’s neck. 
 
    “Goddamn, that’s creepy,” Lucian said as his arm scrambled back over to him. 
 
    It flipped onto its back, the legs curling just a small amount. The flesh started to strip away, revealing the bone inside. Lucian took notes on how each of the centipedal legs was connected to his radial bone and his ulna.  
 
    He created a joint that allowed the centipede legs to fold out and then press back to spaces along to his radial bone and his ulna, stacking so that they wouldn’t create any bulges in his flesh. 
 
    He then reformed the flesh around his severed arm, noticing that it was now helpless again, not able to do much more than flip itself around and then use its palm to scoot forward. 
 
    The centipede legs tore out of it, giving the arm mobility again. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” Lucian said as he looked down to his own arms, imagining his skeleton and the retractable centipede legs attached to it. 
 
    Now, if his arm was ever severed, or if he had to sever them himself, he would be able to utilize them in the same way he used his cape and his crows, as distractions and for other tactics to take down parasites, or anything else that came at him, from angels to injuresouls, his own kind as well. 
 
    After all, there was no telling what Yoshimi and he would encounter on their way to the South Wind.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven: Shigatse 
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    Lucian awoke the next morning.  
 
    He placed a hand on Ezra’s head, blinking as he looked out at the glistening lake beyond his workshop.  
 
    The sun was coming up on the horizon and everything had a pink tone to it, the smell of nature in the air, a scent of wet soil and budding flowers. 
 
    “Do you like it up here?” he asked the cat as he scratched behind its ears.  
 
    His two crows, perched on a pillow at the end of the bed, started to wake, turning to Lucian and then turning away.  
 
    “You two are sleepy this morning,” he said as he dropped to his feet, a cup of coffee appearing in his hand. 
 
    Lucian walked toward the water, sipping his coffee. He paused once he reached the shoreline, taking in a deep, satisfying breath. He continued forward, the water coming up to his ankles as he made his way in. He looked down at his bare feet, noticing that the temperature of the lake was just right, not too cold, not too hot. 
 
    He assumed that Yoshimi would not be able to find this place, that he would need to make himself available in the real world. 
 
    This last thought caused Lucian to chuckle.  
 
    The real world?  
 
    There must have been something better to call it than that, considering it was only real to the people who were able to inhabit and interact with it.  
 
    His first crow joined him. It dipped into the lake, shaking off the water once it came back up. 
 
    He raised his coffee cup to the crow, his spherical creation naturally tapping its beak against his cup to cheers him. Lucian finished his cup, the tasty beverage instantly refilling as his cape came to him, settling on his shoulders.  
 
    “Sleep well?” he asked his cape, the fabric bunching up and relaxing in response. “I will take that as a ‘yes.’” 
 
    Lucian smiled as his stats flashed before him.  
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    With two hundred Soul Points, he was much more formidable than he was a few days ago when he would grow exhausted by the end of one battle. With his regen rate clearly tied to resting, it was imperative that he continued to increase his SP going forward. Lucian could only imagine how strong he would be in a year’s time, let alone one hundred, or even three hundred like Old Death. 
 
    He looked back to his outdoor workshop, and even though it didn’t matter, he mentally created a garage door that would shut it off from the outside world. Nothing inhabited the space, and he controlled the weather, but it felt very human to close something up, to separate it from the rest of the world. 
 
    As the door started to retract, Ezra slipped out, followed by his second crow. His predecessor’s cat waited by the door that led downstairs, and after letting him in, Lucian walked to the side of the cliff that overlooked the empty city in the distance. 
 
    He took another sip of the hot beverage, nodding as he stared out at the lake. 
 
    Lucian’s coffee cup disappeared as he pressed his pinky finger and his thumb together.  
 
    His form took shape on the beach in Portland, Maine, on the small cliff overlooking the Atlantic. He saw the bench that he’d sat at a few days ago and made his way to it, yawning as he took a seat. 
 
    His coffee cup reappeared in his hand, and he took another sip, staring out at the sea, at the small clumps of islands in the distance. He could see that there were homes on the islands, reachable only by ferry. 
 
    It was something he planned to check out the next time he came to Portland. And that wasn’t all that he wanted to see. Lucian had the ability to go anywhere in the world, yet he’d only been to New York, Salem, Portland, and Kyoto. And it wasn’t like he had to get on a flight and deal with jetlag or an annoying child a seat in front of him. 
 
    He smiled at this thought.  
 
    How many people had the world at their fingertips only to stay at home, or in places that were comfortable to them? 
 
    One of his crows took off, the other following it. Lucian watched them chase each other, the two dipping down toward the water and diving in, coming back up, spinning in the air, the sun reflecting off their forms. 
 
    “You two really are like having a pair of puppies,” he said, taking another sip of his coffee. 
 
    Lucian sat like this for a good hour, staring out as the water sluiced back and forth, a sailboat slowly drifting away from one of the islands in the distance. 
 
    At some point, his crows returned to him, spiraling around Lucian before finally settling on the ground in front of the bench. A woman in warm athletic wear walked by, stretching her arms over her head. 
 
      
 
    Name: Elizabeth Thompson 
 
    Date of Birth: 10/10/1947 
 
    Date of Death: 09/19/2029 
 
      
 
    Lucian watched her do her warm-ups, the elderly woman moving slowly, talking to herself, going over her plans for the day. 
 
    Eventually, she pressed on, jogging slowly once she reached the beach. 
 
    “Are you ready?” a voice asked him from behind. 
 
    His crows jumped into the air at the sound of Yoshimi’s voice. She wore dark robes similar to Lucian’s, although hers were in the fashion of a kimono tied off by a black obi with subtle red dragons on it. 
 
    “Ready whenever you are,” Lucian said, standing. 
 
    “Any new creations you want to tell me about?” she asked, observing his crows. She had white makeup on similar to that of a geisha. Aside from her eye makeup, she wore a two-inch strip of black on either side of her face that reached all the way to her hairline. 
 
    “Let’s just say I have a few tricks up my sleeve. I appreciate you coming with me.” 
 
    “As we discussed, I won’t be able to go with you all the way. It will be up to you to get inside the wall guarding the South Wind if you plan to rescue your predecessor.” 
 
    “Aware. Do you have any ideas on how I could go about doing that?” 
 
    “I have one idea, but you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    Rather than teleport away immediately, Yoshimi walked to the bench and took a seat. She motioned for Lucian to sit next to her. 
 
    “This is a beautiful place,” she said as she looked out at the ocean, at the islands in the distance. “It reminds me of Enoshima.” 
 
    “I haven’t been there.” 
 
    “I know, but you should go next time you visit Japan. Now, regarding a possible way to get past the South Wind…” 
 
    Lucian listened intently as Yoshimi told him of her plan.  
 
    There was a level of risk involved that he wasn’t quite comfortable with, but there really wasn’t another way in.  
 
    It was a risk he was going to have to take. 
 
    Once she finished, the woman stood, offering Lucian her hand. “Shall we?” 
 
    Lucian’s crows dropped onto his shoulders; he touched her hand and the two of them disappeared. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Lucian said as he took in the view of a city spread across a valley, a white castle-like building towering over the homes. It was late in the day, and there were a few clouds in the sky, the view of mountains stretching as far as the eye could see. “What is this place?” 
 
    “Shigatse. It was the capital of Tibet hundreds of years ago.” 
 
    “And that building?” Lucian asked, impressed by the sheer size of the structure that loomed over the city. The structure was as wide as some of the mountains, almost as if it had been chiseled in the stone. Its walls were white with red trim. A series of stairs ran along the perimeter of the structure. 
 
    “The Shigatse Dzong. It was a monastery until the Chinese destroyed it,” she explained. “It was rebuilt from pictures starting around 2005. It is now a museum for Tibetan culture.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “It is, but it was more interesting before they destroyed it,” she said, pursing her lips. 
 
    Lucian looked to her; a vulture overhead circled once and moved on. “You visited it then?” 
 
    She nodded. “You may have noticed by now, but one can get pretty bored as Death. I tried, and continue to try, to visit as many places as I can. As you can imagine, places that have gone through great changes, of which there were many during the twentieth century, produce easy targets for people like us. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    Lucian nodded. 
 
    “I know that can sound cruel, but it is a reality that we have to navigate.”  
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    Yoshimi turned toward Shigatse. “We will continue through these mountains to reach the South Wind, but before we set off, perhaps we should take a quick float around the city.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Lucian said. He watched her form rise into the air and slowly pick up speed as she moved down the cliffside. Lucian joined her, his crows flying behind him. “Anything you are particularly interested in seeing?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know when I see it,” she said as they started to move through the dusty streets.  
 
    The homes of Shigatse were all built in a similar style to the giant monument on the hillside as if they had risen as clay from the Earth and someone had shaped them and smoothed out their surfaces. There were none of the interesting grooves or the clean lines of the classic New England architecture that Lucian was used to, which itself was styled after Greek Revival houses. 
 
    And while it didn’t have the same curb appeal, the homes here were practical, beautiful in their own way, all with flat rooftops, the construction crude, and their outsides painted white or red. The city was a perfect match for the flat valley that surrounded it, the occasional ridge from the start of the hill or the top of a golden stupa adding some variety to the horizon. 
 
    “Is there anything in particular we are looking for?” Lucian asked after they had flown around for a good twenty minutes. 
 
    “I was hoping that we would be able to witness a Tibetan death ritual,” she said. “It appears none are happening at this moment.” 
 
    “Old Death mentioned something about that as well. What’s so interesting about it?” 
 
    “You would have to see it to truly appreciate what they have devised.” Yoshimi slowed to a stop. She turned to Lucian, his two crows continuing on and checking the area out. “You’re your predecessor have a name? Perhaps I know him.” 
 
    “Actually, he never told me his name. I usually just refer to him as Old Death.” 
 
    She considered this for a second. “I suppose if he has been Death for three hundred years, he may no longer care to use the name that he was born with. What else do you know about him?” 
 
    “He was born in 1695 and died in 1720. He has some pretty wicked old-school insults, he’s fond of puns, and like you and me, he tried to take on Death, which was how he got the mantle. His mentor was Death for like a thousand years or something.” 
 
    “I see,” she said, turning away from the Shigatse Dzong, the colossal structure now casting a shadow over a portion of the city. 
 
    “But that’s about all I know.” 
 
    “Yet you are loyal to him?” 
 
    Lucian nodded. “If not for him, I wouldn’t have the opportunity to save my brother. I’d like to return the favor.” 
 
    “If you make it through this, you should return here someday; it is worth witnessing one of the rituals.” They reached the end of the city, and Yoshimi floated down to the ground. “Let’s go on foot for now. It will give us an advantage if the Progeny of Light are running patrols.” 
 
    “I’d like to avoid them as much as possible.” 
 
    “While they wouldn’t admit this now, the Progeny of Light was the name first used by the Watchers, most of whom have now been exiled,” Yoshimi said, a strand of her black hair falling into her face. “They are mentioned in various books associated with the Abrahamic tradition, there are even some accounts that divide them into good and bad Watchers, but I’ve yet to encounter a good one. According to the books, they were sent by God to instruct the children of men, angering Heaven once they started cohabiting with mortal women and teaching people things that would lead them astray, such as Azazyel teaching men how to make weapons.” 
 
    “Is this stuff actually true, though? Did these fallen angels literally do that?” 
 
    Yoshimi shrugged. “You may have already noticed that we aren’t able to see into the future, and while we can conjure things from the past, there are still mysteries and enormous pockets of information lost to eternity. Was Azazyel, the one who is hunting me, truly responsible for teaching men how to make weapons? Or did men figure it out when they developed a taste for meat and a desire for conquest? Or was it something else? Could there have been a force that is neither spiritual nor of this world that taught people to kill? I don’t know. What I do know, however, is that every ancient civilization that has ever continued long enough to see its ideas spread to modernity have had their own creation myth, their own deities, and their own interpretations of how things came to be the way they are.” 
 
    “That’s better than I could have put it,” Lucian admitted. “But I’ve basically thought the same thing before.” 
 
    “If you truly utilize the power given to you in your new role as Death, you can travel around the globe and see these things for yourself, which can be a good and a bad thing. Good, because your perspective widens; bad, because the more you learn, the smaller you feel in the grand scheme of things.” 
 
    “So you don’t believe that Azazyel and the other Watchers were banished?” 
 
    “No, I believe it.”  
 
    Yoshimi came to a stop.  
 
    “You do?” 
 
    She looked up at a ledge above them; pockets of snow were now visible on a few of the edges that jutted out from the cliffside. “I do. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be going around with their wings tucked between their proverbial legs. I just believe their contribution isn’t what they actually think it is, and while they may have had influence in one region of the world, predominantly the areas along the equator spanning from Africa through the Middle East, I believe there’s more to the story. Regardless, I don’t like the fact that he is hunting me. And who would? He’s monstrously powerful.” 
 
    “It seems like everyone is hunting you.” 
 
    Yoshimi smirked, still looking up at the cliffside. “Let’s move this way.” She floated sideways, her feet lightly finding a place on the side of the cliff.  
 
    Lucian joined her, noticing his perspective switch.  
 
    It wasn’t the first time he’d walked along the side of a wall, but he was usually in the middle of a battle when he did so, his focus on killing demon bugs rather than actually thinking about the action he was performing. 
 
    “I think I understand why the Watchers would be hunting us,” Lucian said, “considering they were probably brainwashed with the same stuff all the angels seem to be brainwashed with about us being evil and all. But why are they hunting Life?” 
 
    “The Watchers were banished, and the new Progeny of Light were instructed to kill any of the offspring that they had with mortal women. You might find this hard to believe, but the Progeny of Light were stronger then than they are now. The angels were actually tangible back then, visible to mortals, something that is no longer the case. The Watchers who had fathered children were angered even further after their offspring were slaughtered, which is one of the main reasons they go after Life.” 
 
    “Sometimes I feel like this is just the tip of the iceberg…” 
 
    “It is, and the water around the iceberg is murky at best.” 
 
    The two came to a mountain pass, a cold breeze picking up and blowing glistening bits of snow over the cliffside. 
 
    “What ended up happening in the fight you had against those two Deaths?” Lucian asked her after they’d walked for another fifteen minutes in silence, his crows occasionally checking out the area and returning. 
 
    “I left Menor and Alice relatively quickly after you exited the battle. They are relentless in their pursuit of me, and I would prefer not to permanently end their existences.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Death hunters are frowned upon in our community, obviously, and killing one usually conjures others. My hope is that they give up when they realize it’s impossible for them to kill me. I understand the appeal of rapidly gaining power. If you kill another Death, you absorb all the power they have taken from parasites. But they’re going about this the wrong way.” 
 
    “It’s like a cheat code,” Lucian said. “No, power-leveling. Actually, it’s more like power-leveling.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Leveling up a character in a video game as quickly as possible with the least amount of playtime. I equate this to going after parasites in mental health institutes rather than the ones artificially keeping people alive. One mental health parasite is worth two-point-five Soul Points, the regular ones, ‘leeches’ as you call them, are worth just one Soul Point.” 
 
    “Soul Points?” 
 
    Lucian shook his head. “Not power-leveling, sorry. Death Hunters are more like Player Killers. They go after high-level Deaths, like you, to speed up their own progress.” 
 
    “I’m still wondering what Soul Points are,” Yoshimi said. 
 
    “I didn’t explain them to you?” 
 
    She shook her head, and Lucian launched into an explanation of the system he had devised and how it worked. 
 
    “Fascinating,” she said once they came to the edge of a ridge that overlooked a dip in one of the mountains.  
 
    A corona of light in the distance tucked between two of the mountains caught Lucian’s attention. “That’s it, isn’t it?”  
 
    Rather than answer, Yoshimi floated down to a pass covered in snow.  
 
    Lucian joined her and they continued onward. 
 
    “Every Death has their own way of interpreting this role, but to be honest with you, Lucian, you are the first one I have met from the twenty-first century, so your interpretations are of great interest to me. I have met a good amount from the twentieth century, such as Alice, and they have their ways of going about weapon creation and managing this role. But yours is entirely different.” 
 
    “I’m trying to make the best of it,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “I believe you will, if you can make it to the South Wind and get out alive. You do realize that this may be the end, do you not?” 
 
    “It’s not my time to die, not in this role, not yet anyway. I didn’t battle a terrible heart condition to become Death only to die within a week. I still have my brother to save, and there are so many questions I have about this world, and the spiritual world for that matter, that I would like to uncover. My point is: I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t believe I could get out.” 
 
    Yoshimi turned back toward the light radiating from the distance, the ends of her robes lightly grazing the top of a fresh dusting of snow. “Let’s hope that this is the case.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight: Progeny of Darkness 
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    Lucian could see a series of towers in the distance, framed by an incredible amount of light. Before the towers stood a great wall made of hardened rock and ice, an imposing structure that loomed over the land, not unlike the Shigatse Dzong. 
 
    They were still far enough away that a gargoyle perched on the wall wouldn’t be able to spot the two. Lucian was glad for this when white sparks fizzled before them, Alice and Menor appearing. 
 
    “We were just speaking of you,” Yoshimi said, her black katanas taking shape in her hands. 
 
    Menor stepped forward, his eyes narrowing on Yoshimi.  
 
    He wore black with a gunmetal gray trench coat, a white skull painted across the dark skin of his face. An ax began to form in his hands, the end of the ax opening up, snarling teeth pressing together. 
 
    Alice was dressed differently than she had been before, now in what almost resembled a wedding dress, albeit completely black, the ends of the dress trailing far behind her and slowly curling into the air. 
 
    “Strange to see you all the way out here,” Menor told Yoshimi. “It’s almost as if you are itching to die.” 
 
    “We don’t have to do this,” Lucian said, his MX-11 appearing in one hand, his carbine in the other.  
 
    His cape flared off his shoulders, fingers forming in the fabric and taking his MX-11 from him as his crows pressed back. 
 
    “You are right,” Menor said, lowering his weapon. “Simply give yourself to us, and this will be over relatively quickly. Besides, if we don’t kill you, the Progeny of Light will. Would you rather your power go to us, or them?” 
 
    Rather than respond, Yoshimi swung into action, cutting through Menor’s torso before he could even bring his weapon back up. His body split apart at a diagonal angle, the top half of his torso sliding to the snow as his legs fell backward.  
 
    Menor scrambled for his legs, hoping to reattach them to his body while simultaneously casting one hand in Yoshimi’s direction. An eruption of energy slammed her into a rock wall, snow and bits of rock falling onto her as she tried to stand. 
 
    Lucian turned his attention back to Alice. 
 
    “Why do I always get the new guy?” she whined, ignoring Menor’s grumbles as he reattached his top half to his lower half. 
 
    Lucian took advantage of their momentary exchange to cut Alice down with a bolt of electricity, immediately firing his carbine at her as her body hit the ground. His cape lifted up into the air and began tracking her with his MX-11. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Alice’s long black dress quickly formed a shield in front of her body. 
 
    His bullets now useless, Lucian tossed his gun to the side along with his lava sword, advancing on Alice. 
 
    She appeared behind him before he could reach her, coming at him with a pair of charged scimitars. 
 
    He managed to block her first attack, but Alice was too fast, spinning one of the blades up and slicing his arm off.  
 
    She wasn’t prepared for the semi-autonomous energy cannon that rose up from his shoulder, blasting her in the face and carving a huge gash that stretched from her temple to the back of her head. 
 
    She came up with a heel and the end of her dress, kicking up snow as her foot connected with Lucian’s chin. 
 
    He hit the ground, his arm regrowing, shoulder cannon firing on her again.  
 
    Alice was too busy avoiding his shots to see that his severed appendages had sprouted legs, his mobile arm casually moving forward until he could get behind her. 
 
    Just as she was about to attack him again with her scimitars, Lucian’s cape fired a shot that tore through Alice’s chest, their fight momentarily interrupted by an enormous blast from Menor, who had completely healed up. 
 
    “Leave,” Yoshimi called to Lucian. “They will come!” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you this time!” Lucian said, his focus returning to Alice. 
 
    Alice’s dress wrapped around his body. It pulled Lucian toward her and swirled around both of them, Alice now floating above him. 
 
    His arms were yanked back and wrapped by a swath of fabric that quickly hardened into steel, his legs bound too. Alice looked down at him with a smile on her face. 
 
    “There’s a part of me that would like to let you grow stronger before I do this,” she purred, blackness swirling all around the two of them as her dress started to constrict, the only bit of light coming in from a hole at the top of the fabric. 
 
    Lucian saw his cape trying to come to his aid, blasts from his MX-11 making large bulges in the fabric. His crows flew in through the hole in the top, a tendril of Alice’s dress stopping both of them from approaching her. 
 
    “Such a fresh, new Death,” she said, lowering herself down to him so that her face was only inches away from his.  
 
    Alice had high cheekbones, black paint smeared across her face, a serene look in her dark eyes as her cheeks lifted into a smile.  
 
    Her jaw began to dislocate, her lips tearing as it elongated, not unlike the injuresouls Lucian had battled. 
 
    Lucian conjured several injurecrows, three of which flew directly into her mouth and detonated on contact, bits of Alice’s flesh and pieces of her skull exploding in Lucian’s face. 
 
    Her dress dropped its hold on him, swirling away. Lucian stumbled backward as the now headless woman took a lumbering step forward.  
 
    His cape started to blast her, Lucian immediately going for his plasma blowtorch and doing the same, both of them lighting Alice up. 
 
    His severed arm pounced, latching onto her neck and shoulder, digging Lucian’s claws into the opening on her neck. His fist pressed itself into her body, using its centipede-like legs to send it further down to her neck hole. 
 
    Alice dropped to her knees, her face prevented from reforming by Lucian’s arm.  
 
    Lucian’s cape quickly bound her hands and exposed her chest, his crows tearing into her body, leaving openings so injurecrows could join them. 
 
    “Alice!” Menor said, and just as he was turning to fire a shot of energy at Lucian, a giant purple beam struck the ground. 
 
     Azazyel now floated in the air above the fight. 
 
    “How interesting,” the fallen angel said, his black wings settling, dark gray armor forming on his body. 
 
    Lucian’s injurecrows exploded, tearing Alice to shreds. A tremendous wave of blackened energy lifted into the air and spiraled into Lucian. 
 
    “No…” he saw Yoshimi whisper, the woman looking from Lucian to Azazyel. 
 
    “Damn you!” Menor shouted, conjuring up an enormous blast that separated Lucian’s legs from his body.  
 
    The Death hunter dove toward what was left of Alice’s body, landing on the reddened snow on his knees, trying to collect the pieces, screaming at Lucian as he did so. 
 
    Azazyel watched all of this happen, and even though he now wore a mask, there was something curious about the way he was looking at them, as if he were debating if he should jump into the fight. 
 
    Lucian’s cape retrieved one of his legs, while Lucian quickly started to regrow the other, scooting away from the fallen angel and from Menor, who continued to try to pick up what was left of her entrails, bringing the bloodied mass up to his face and looking down at it, sobbing bitterly. 
 
    Menor looked up at Lucian, his eyes going white. 
 
    “Enough,” Azazyel said, his focus now on Menor. “Collect what is yours and leave. I am not here for you.” 
 
    “The fuck you aren’t,” Menor hissed, his ax appearing in his hand. 
 
    And just as he was about to take on the fallen angel, Menor stopped. He looked to Lucian, and then back to the mess that was Alice, which he held close to his body.  
 
    “This isn’t over,” he growled, disappearing in a spark of white. 
 
    “Go, Lucian,” Yoshimi said, her eyes now locked on Azazyel. “This is between me and him. Do not say anything. Go. Stick to the plan. And good luck.” 
 
    “I’m glad you finally understand this is inevitable, Yoshimi-san,” Azazyel said, his voice eerily calm. “Although I will admit, finding you near the South Wind is strange indeed. Did you have goals of reaching Heaven?” 
 
    “That’s not why I’m here,” she said, bringing her two katanas to the ready. 
 
    “Why else would anyone come here?” Azazyel looked to Lucian, and then back to Yoshimi. “Is this because of him? I find it odd that a ranking member in the Progeny of Darkness would take any interest in a new recruit.” 
 
    “Anything else you’d care to discuss?” 
 
    Azazyel took a deep, sinister breath in through his nostrils as he spread his black wings. “I suppose we should cut to the chase, the Progeny of Light will be here at any moment.” 
 
    Yoshimi looked to Lucian once more, nodding for him to leave. “Go now, before it’s too late.” 
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    Once he got his footing, Lucian rose into the air, spiraling toward the South Wind, his crows twisting around him. 
 
    He started to descend toward the structure. A wall of ice and chiseled stone protected the entrance, the towers peeking over the wall. 
 
    His cape zipped to the front and floated before him. Lucian conjured dozens of injurecrows, and his spherical IEDs took refuge inside the folds of his cape. He equipped his scythe and his MX-11, handing them off as well. 
 
    “You have to go too,” he told his crows, one of them slowly turning to the side and giving him a gloomy look. 
 
    He was about to say something when his stats flashed before him. Lucian’s eyes went wide. 
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    “Fuck me…”  
 
    Lucian had gained a thousand Soul Points from killing Alice.  
 
    He shook his head, deciding that he would deal with that later, once he was away from here. 
 
    “Go,” he told his cape and his crows. His creations slowly drifted off to the left, while Lucian continued forward. “You know what to do,” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    It wasn’t much longer before flashes of light indicated that he’d been spotted. Two male angels dropped to the ground, their faces shielded by sharp masks with white-gold accents. 
 
    “You have come far enough, demon,” one of them said, pointing an elaborate spear at Lucian. 
 
    “There’s a fallen angel…” Lucian nodded over his shoulder. “Just back there.” 
 
    He waited for a purple flash or an explosion, anything to indicate that there was a fight happening on the other side of the hill behind him. Unfortunately, none of these things came, and Lucian slowly turned back to the two angels. 
 
    They charged him without warning. Lucian batted their spears away with his lava sword. 
 
    He had to at least look like he was putting up a fight. Equipping his carbine, he fired and sliced at the angels as they mostly blocked his attacks. 
 
    A few of his bullets went through one of the angels' wings, the man yelling in both anger and pain, a golden rope appearing in his free hand.  
 
    Lucian saw the next blow coming, but rather than swat it away with his sword, he left himself open, letting the spear tear through his chest. 
 
    He fell to his knees as the angel with the golden rope lassoed him, the rope spiraling around his body and ensnaring Lucian. 
 
    Lucian recalled them doing the same thing to Old Death. And as he bowed his head, he couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “You will now be taken to be judged.” 
 
    “You two are some real assholes, you know that?” 
 
    One of the angels yanked Lucian to his feet, the man gripping his arm tightly. “Your predecessor was much better with the insults.” 
 
    “Yeah, he definitely had a knack for that,” Lucian said, struggling in an exaggerated way. “I always knew you guys were into some kinky stuff, but golden ropes? Which one of you two likes to be on top?” he asked, receiving a chop to his upper back for his question. 
 
    “You joke now…” the lead angel warned him.  
 
    “You said I was going to be judged, right?” Lucian asked as they walked toward the wall of ice, a gust of wind picking up and swirling snow around them. The two angels tensed, looked to each other, and nodded, one stepping back with Lucian while the other one took a few steps forward, his weapon at the ready. 
 
    “That is right, demon. You will be judged.” 
 
    “It sounds to me like you’ve already made your judgment.” Lucian winced as the angel leading him gripped his arm even tighter. “Do I have any rights to legal representation?” 
 
    “Stupid questions like that will get you nowhere,” the first angel said. 
 
    “They seem to be getting me somewhere.” 
 
    A flash of golden light indicated that another angel had landed, this one a female with caramel skin and white hair, a golden visor casting a shadow on her face. 
 
    “Hi,” Lucian said to her. “Nice hat.” 
 
    “Do not speak to me, demon,” the female angel hissed. “The gates will open soon; all those waiting to be judged will make their way to the lower heavens.” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to visit Heaven,” Lucian told her. 
 
    The angel guiding Lucian shoved him forward. “Keep your mouth shut. You’ve already said more than you should in our presence.” 
 
    Lucian shook his head, his muscles tensing.  
 
    He knew it was too soon to enact his plan, but he also didn’t like being treated as a second-class citizen.  
 
    The female angel had looked at him with utter disdain; the two male angels were already convinced that he was a criminal, and there was nothing short of a true miracle which would convince them to think anything different. 
 
    Not wanting to rile them up any more, and realizing it could be to his detriment, Lucian kept his mouth shut until they reached the entrance to the South Wind. 
 
    It was the largest door Lucian had ever seen, fit for a giant, stretching as high as some of the buildings in downtown Boston, the top obscured by dark gray clouds overhead, snow lightly falling to the earth. 
 
    “The whole thing is going to open?” Lucian couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    “Not unless you’re a giant,” the female angel said as she approached the smaller door cut into the wall.  
 
    She brought her hand up, a golden energy radiated off her fingers as the door changed in color from gray to bronze.  
 
    It slowly started to open, the female angel stepping in, then the male angel, followed by Lucian and the angel leading him. 
 
    They turned back to the door, and as it began to shut, Lucian’s cape burst through the opening, releasing all of his injurecrows. 
 
    His cape swooped up, firing down on the angels with his MX-11. 
 
    The centipede legs that Lucian had grafted to the bones in his arms tore out of his flesh, burning as they lifted the golden rope off him, pressing it up to his shoulders, where he was able to wiggle out of it. 
 
    One of the male angels came for Lucian, and rather than toy with him this time, he blasted the man down with electricity from his open palm.  
 
    The semi-autonomous energy cannon grew from his shoulder, shooting the angel repeatedly as he tried to scramble away. 
 
    His opponent shot into the air; Lucian sprang into the air and pulled him back down. Just as he’d seen Old Death do, Lucian tore one of the man’s wings off. He drove his claws into the back of his head and shoved him to the ground. 
 
    The female angel slammed Lucian into the wall behind him.  
 
    He grabbed her by the neck, his claws tightening as his shoulder cannon fired directly in her face, momentarily blinding the woman.  
 
    Dropping back to the ground, Lucian slammed her repeatedly into the wall until she let out a small yelp, her body hitting the ground. 
 
    His cape and his injurecrows still taking care of the last angel, Lucian turned to look at a few of the towers, biting his lip as his two crows appeared in front of him. They buzzed frantically, definitely picking up on the nervousness coursing through him. 
 
    With a deep breath in, Lucian cast his hand over them, multiplying their numbers until there were a hundred replicas. 
 
    “Just for now, just for now,” he assured the original two. “Go, all of you. Find him and lead me there.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine: Golden Crows 
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    An idea came to Lucian as he watched the snow continue to fall. 
 
    As more angels arrived he took control of the wind, whipping up the snow until it was impossible to see more than a few feet. 
 
    Pressing his back into the wall, Lucian started to slip to the side, intuiting that his crows would find him, occasionally hearing his cape blast one of the angels. 
 
    There was a terrible roaring in his ears as Lucian poured his power into creating more wind, conjuring tiny tornado after tiny tornado. 
 
    His carbine tucked under one arm, he toggled to the zero-point energy field manipulator, waiting for the inevitable. 
 
    The inevitable came in the form of a muscled female angel, her wings sluicing through the wind as she dive-bombed him. Lucian managed to entrap her with his energy beam at the last moment, slamming her repeatedly into the wall until he was certain she was down. 
 
    He leaped up into the air, moving far enough away that she couldn’t see him. To aid in obscuring his dark form, Lucian conjured even more wind, snow whipping all around him. 
 
    He saw a glint of light coming toward him. His crow skidded to a halt in front of him, Lucian recognizing it as the first one he had created. 
 
    “Did you find him?” 
 
    His crow nodded. 
 
    “Take me there, and let’s try to avoid as many angels as we can.” 
 
    Lucian conjured up another wall of injurecrows, sending them into the fray. 
 
    He then equipped his grenade launcher. As he followed his lead crow, Lucian randomly fired rounds into the snowstorm he’d created, using his wind power to throw off their sound to create even more chaos. 
 
    He couldn’t see where he was going, only the back of his spherical creation. 
 
    He fired two more rounds of grenades and popped out the cylindrical magazine, another one materializing in his free hand. 
 
    He clicked the new one in and continued on, firing until they came to a door at the base of one of the tall towers. 
 
    “Please don’t be a magical door, please don’t be a magical door,” Lucian said as he reached for the door handle, finding that it was already open. Before stepping in, he conjured more injurecrows, at least a hundred of them, sending them all into the snowstorm along with another blast of wind.  
 
    Lucian slammed the door shut. Once it was clear no one was coming in after him, he followed his crow down a flight of stairs and into a basement. The space was entirely empty, the stone floors cold, absolutely no light coming in.  
 
    “Where to now?” he asked his crow, which responded by moving to an open doorway Lucian hadn’t noticed upon entering the room.  
 
    He moved into a passageway that was completely dark, a musty smell hanging in the air. He touched the wall and brought his hand to his face, noticing a thin layer of grime on it. 
 
    Dust fell from the ceiling every time an explosion rang out, but Lucian’s crow continued onward. He came to a room lit by a single light, and Lucian’s eyes fell on two human forms, their arms and legs splayed, golden chains attaching their limbs to the far corners of the room. 
 
    “Lucian?” Old Death whispered. He started coughing up blood, a terrible look on his face as he blinked his eyes again and again. “Is that really you?” 
 
    “I’ll get you down.” Lucian went for his sword and struck one of the golden chains, the clank! echoing down the hallway as his sword bounced back. 
 
    Old Death whispered to the brunette across from him. “He is the one I was telling you about… Can you hear me? Leliel, can you hear me?” 
 
    The woman took a deep breath in and looked up, her face bruised and battered. She was an angel Lucian had never seen before, with gray streaks in her dark brown hair, both of her wings torn off. 
 
    “Go,” Old Death told Lucian. “Save yourself…” 
 
    Lucian returned his focus to the golden chain suspending Old Death in the air. “How do I break through it?” 
 
    “Nothing I’ve been able to do works…” His predecessor coughed. “But I admit I am weak, and these dull swift cinder-garblers have beaten me to hell, Lucian. Perhaps that is why I’m not able to break the chain…” 
 
    “Just look away for a moment,” Lucian said as he equipped his plasma blowtorch.  
 
    He pulled back on the lever, the beam of thermal energy hitting the chain, sending sparks flying into the air. 
 
    “My word, Lucian!” 
 
    One of the links turned red and started melting away, and Old Death’s arm eventually dropped. 
 
    “It worked,” the angel named Leliel said, her hair falling in her face, a blue vein pulsing at her temple. 
 
    Lucian melted through another of Old Death’s chains, then the two other chains suspending his predecessor. 
 
    “I’ve got her,” Lucian said as he made his way over to the angel, burning through her chains as well. 
 
    Old Death scooted on the floor toward the woman.  
 
    He tried to stand and failed, cursing his legs as Lucian burned through the angel’s last chain. His predecessor caught her in the end, bringing the angel into his arms as more explosions sounded above them, more dust falling from the ceiling. 
 
    “I’m going to get you two out of here.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have come for me.” Old Death said firmly. “Do you realize what you’ve done? This was…this was the way it had to be.” 
 
    “Are you saying…?” Lucian gasped. 
 
    “You understand now?” Old Death asked, a twinkle in his eye. “I had to give it one more shot…I had to try. And look what they did to her in response,” the old man muttered, his lip quivering. “Leliel,” he said, kissing her forehead. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It was my choice,” she told him, her hand on his chest. “Thousands upon thousands of years…It was my choice…” 
 
    “They will come for me, and they will come for her, and now, my boy, now they will come for you…” Old Death coughed. “I’m too weak to teleport. You must save yourself, Lucian, go before they realize what you’ve done!” 
 
    Rather than respond, Lucian simply placed his hands on Old Death’s arm; the man’s skin was cold to the touch. He focused some of his Soul Points forward, or at least that’s what he told himself he was doing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    As Lucian opened his eyes he saw that Old Death now recognized what was happening, the color returning to his face, his breaths getting deeper, fuller, his power returning. 
 
    Old Death slowly got to his feet. He stooped forward and lifted the angel into his arms, the woman’s eyes settling on him. “You are so beautiful,” she whispered. 
 
    “As are you, my love.” Old Death turned to Lucian. “Are you okay? Do you still have energy left?” 
 
    “It feels like I do,” Lucian said, his stats materializing before him. 
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    He shook his head, a grin stretching across his face. “Definitely.” 
 
    A golden crow with seraphim wings burst into the underground space.  
 
    It spotted Lucian and made a beeline toward him, cutting right through his body and sending him to the ground. 
 
    Another golden crow appeared, followed by a female angel with a blue stripe across her face. “This is the end, Lucian,” she said, aiming her golden energy weapon at him. “You knew this was coming.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty: Imminent 
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    A pillar of purple energy tore into the basement dungeon, causing Danira’s blast to go wide, bringing down more of the bricks. 
 
    Everything was now backlit, the light pouring out of the ceiling made muddy by debris. 
 
    Lucian equipped his carbine. He pointed it at Danira just as she was getting to her feet. 
 
    One of her golden crows speared into Lucian’s stomach, tearing out the small of his back. 
 
     And in response, Old Death, who still held Leliel in his arms, cast his hand at Danira, sweeping her feet out from beneath her. 
 
    Old Death’s blade took shape and he tossed it into the air, his sword seemingly having a mind of its own as it sailed straight through the angel’s body, pinning her to the ground. 
 
    “We have to go,” he told Lucian, fear racing across his dark eyes. “This is going to be worse than I could have possibly envisioned.” 
 
    Lucian’s own crows entered the basement, chasing after Danira’s golden replicas as the wound in his chest healed up. 
 
    The ceiling shook, rocks plunging to the ground as another purple blast started to cut into the basement dungeon, this one starting on the far side of the space and work its way toward Danira. 
 
    With little time to think, Lucian yanked Old’s Death’s sword out of Danira’s body, rolling her out of the way just in time to avoid the blast. He used his back to shield her, screaming as the energy burned through his clothing, sizzling his flesh. 
 
    Danira blinked her eyes open. “Lucian?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have saved you…” he said, nearly collapsing onto her. He caught himself just in time, wincing as his flesh continued to burn, as he felt his energy dissipating. 
 
    Their faces were inches away from each other now, tears forming in Lucian’s eyes as he bottled the pain. 
 
    “He’s here…” Danira whispered. 
 
    “Azazyel?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Then maybe…Yoshimi is still alive,” Lucian said, sucking in a deep breath. “I have to go.” 
 
    “I have to stop you.” 
 
    He heard a buzzing noise as Danira lifted her energy weapon, bringing it to the right of his chin. 
 
    “Is that…really what you want to do?” Lucian asked her, his vision slowly stabilizing. 
 
    “No, but it’s what I was put here to do.” 
 
    They stared each other down for a moment, Lucian waiting for her to squeeze the trigger. 
 
    Instead, she angled the muzzle to the right and blew off his arm, the blast momentarily blinding Lucian as he was tossed to the side. She rolled on top of him, straddling him, her golden rifle aimed at his face. 
 
    “This is it…” 
 
    Lucian smiled at her. “If you say so.” 
 
    His cape struck Danira from behind. 
 
    It wrapped around her body and tossed her aside, her blast firing out of one of the new holes in the ceiling.  
 
    Lucian got to his feet as his cape started to increase in size, forming a thick cocoon around Danira as the two continued to struggle. He began reforming his arm, watching his muscles stitch back together, the bone clicking back into place, his flesh hardening over it. 
 
    Lucian’s stats appeared before him. 
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    “Let me out of here!” Danira cried, a golden energy repeatedly trying to tear through Lucian’s cape.  
 
    But every time she fired his cape just reformed, thicker and tighter each time.  
 
    “We must go, my boy!” Old Death called over to him. He stood near the exit of the basement, motioning for Lucian to follow him. 
 
    But rather than go with his predecessor, Lucian looked up at the hole in the ceiling, detritus hanging in the air, blotting the light. 
 
    “I have to help Yoshimi,” he finally said. “You go. I will join you soon.” 
 
    Lucian’s cape went berserk, slamming Danira into the ground until she stopped moving.  
 
    Once it was sure she was out, his cape cautiously retreated from her form, rejoining Lucian and leaving the angel behind. 
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    Lucian erupted out of the hole in the ceiling.  
 
    Explosions blared all around him as his injurecrows continued to fend off angels. Snow swirled in the air in what was once a courtyard between the towers, and what was now a battleground. 
 
    Lucian dodged left, narrowly missing a male angel heading right toward him.  
 
    He equipped his MX-11 and threw it to his cape, who immediately started firing it as the angel whipped through the air. 
 
    Lucian could barely make out the structures around him any longer, the snow too heavy, but he could see the pillar of purple energy that was cutting another hole into the ground, Azazyel at the top of it, his black wings flapping. 
 
    The fallen angel was relentlessly blasted the ground, a bored look on his face as he laid waste to his surroundings, Yoshimi and a couple of angels still trying to stop him. 
 
    The male angel that had already tried to attack Lucian came in for another strike, but his cape snagged the man from the side while Lucian struck him from the front with a combination of fire and electric daggers. 
 
    The angel twisted toward the ground below, Lucian conjuring up another wall of red and black injurecrows. He sent half of them into the fight with the goal of wreaking havoc. The other half he sent toward Azazyel, the Watcher so busy engaging other opponents that he was unable to stop the injurecrows from reaching him. 
 
    The explosion threw Azazyel off balance. 
 
     Yoshimi’s black robes spiraled behind her as she cut into the fallen angel with both her katanas. She spun and hit him again, the man blocking her attack with his glowing goblets. 
 
    A sphere of energy formed around him, thrusting Yoshimi backward, and Azazyel turned his attention to Lucian. 
 
    “Fuck…” Lucian went for his plasma blowtorch, unleashing a beam of crippling thermal energy at the fallen angel. 
 
    Azazyel absorbed most of the attack, his head lowering as he changed his trajectory, now aimed right at Lucian. 
 
    He appeared in front of him before Lucian could get a weapon up, his hand coming to Lucian’s throat. 
 
    “I warned you,” Azazyel growled, a powerful force radiating from his eyes, his hair whipping in the wind behind him. 
 
    Lucian’s semi-autonomous energy cannon rose from his shoulder, blasting the fallen angel in the face, burning away his armored mask. 
 
    His shoulder cannon charged up; Azazyel swatted it away at the last second, the blast going wide.  
 
    The distraction was the moment Lucian needed to deliver his next attack, his protracted claws tearing out of the knuckles on his right hand, his carbine appearing in his left.  
 
    He pulled his fist up, puncturing the underside of Azazyel’s chin. Lucian triggered his weapon at point-blank range and blasted holes in his armor as bits of black feathers scattered in the air behind him. 
 
    Much to Lucian’s dismay, Azazyel held strong, a dark energy charging around his hand as he let Lucian finish his magazine. 
 
    Lucian felt his power starting to drain from him. Danira appeared just as everything started to fade away, her gun morphing into a sword. 
 
    That wasn’t all. 
 
    Yoshimi was there as well, spinning with both katanas, Azazyel forced to drop Lucian so he could defend himself against the two. 
 
    Lucian cracked the small of his back against a lump of stone from one of the towers, crying out in pain as he rolled onto his side. 
 
    He could still feel the fallen angel’s hand on his neck, the metallic clank of swords above him meeting his ears.  
 
    Lucian scrambled to heal himself. 
 
    An angel touched down in front of Lucian, a spear appearing in his hands. It only took Lucian a moment to recognize the angel known as Hashul, the man who had tried to take him down on the rooftop of the casino in New Hampshire. 
 
    “You really don’t give up, do you?” Lucian said as his cape lowered behind the angel. 
 
    “You have brought Azazyel here, hellspawn! Do you have any idea what you have done!?” 
 
    Lucian’s fingers bulged as his claws grew from them, as he watched his cape quietly move closer to the angel. 
 
    Hashul charged at Lucian with his spear, but he only made it two steps before his cape leveled the angel, the concentrated energy blast tearing a hole out of the left side of his chest, ripping off a portion of his shoulder. 
 
    The angel stumbled forward, his arm broken, held by strips of meat and burning flesh as Lucian’s cape blasted him again, this time in the other arm.  
 
    Hashul fell face first before Lucian, gritting his teeth as his flesh started to heal back up. 
 
    Once he was on his feet again, Lucian’s shotgun materialized in his hand. 
 
    He pressed the muzzle of the weapon against the back of Hashul’s skull and squeezed the trigger, the blast practically disintegrating Hashul’s skull, bits of blood, bone and brain matter staining the snow. 
 
    Lucian could tell the angel was still alive by the way his fingers were trembling, his flesh already starting to heal. 
 
    Lucian looked back up at the sky, at Danira and Yoshimi, both still fighting Azazyel. He equipped the gun that fired the electric tripwire, yelling for them to get out of the way as he flew toward the three, his finger on the trigger. 
 
    The tripwire wrapped around Azazyel’s body, sending electricity coursing through him. 
 
     Yoshimi came in with an attack that looked like it was going to take his head off; the fallen angel pivoted just in time, the ends of his wing sharpening and cutting Yoshimi in half.  
 
    Her body sailed to the ground, the two pieces landing twenty feet apart from one another. Azazyel broke free from Lucian’s binding. He threw the flickering tripwire at Danira, ensnaring her wings. 
 
    The fallen angel hit her with a purple blast that sent her flying backward, straight into the side of one of the towers. 
 
    As Lucian conjured more injurecrows, Danira spun toward Azazyel, firing on him, her seraphim crows twisting around her. 
 
    Lucian bolted toward Yoshimi’s legs. He retrieved them and brought them to her, the woman breathing hard as her eyes settled on him. 
 
    “You need to leave,” she said. 
 
    “We are all leaving. You, me and her,” Lucian said, nodding up at Danira. 
 
    “The angel?” 
 
    “We have a bit of an understanding,” he finally said. “Come on…” Lucian lifted the top of her torso. 
 
    “I hate getting separated like this,” she said, bowing her head an inch. “It’s so humiliating.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Lucian said, his cape coming down over his shoulders.  
 
    He noticed the numbness in his body that he hadn’t felt before, his vision fuzzy.  
 
    Lucian’s stats flashed before him; he really was running low on power. 
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    He didn’t feel like he had conjured enough to utilize that many Soul Points. Some of it clearly had to do with the way Azazyel had attacked him earlier. 
 
    And before he could pull Yoshimi out of the way, a purple pillar of energy struck the earth, tearing through both of their bodies. 
 
    All that remained of Yoshimi after the blast was her head, her neck and a portion of her shoulder.  
 
    The rest of her body was entirely disintegrated.  
 
    Lucian was bad off too, missing most of his torso and an arm. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” he told her, pulling his good arm around what was left of her body. Yoshimi gritted her teeth. “I’ve got you…” 
 
    “I can heal from this, Lucian…. It will only take me a minute.” 
 
    “This is a fight we can’t win,” he told her, everything clear to him as he watched Azazyel continue to pummel Danira. “I know it; you know it.” 
 
    It was like an anvil had fallen from twenty thousand feet up in the sky. 
 
    Danira’s body left a crater next to what was left of Lucian and Yoshimi, the Progeny of Light letting out a barely audible yelp. 
 
    “Get her,” Lucian said, his cape instinctively wrapping around Danira’s body and dragging her over as his crows hovered around him. 
 
    “He’s too strong,” Danira mumbled, her face bloodied, the blue makeup smeared and her hair matted on her forehead. 
 
    “You two go,” Yoshimi said. “I can fight him.” 
 
    “None of us can beat him,” Lucian said. 
 
    Azazyel began to descend toward them. His shadow loomed over the three, a purple sphere of energy forming behind him. 
 
    “Two of you aren’t worth what I’m about to do next,” he said, baring his teeth. “But I will consider both of you a bonus. It has been a pleasure, Yoshimi-san.” 
 
    Azazyel was just lifting his arms to deliver the sphere of purple energy when two blistering forces came out of nowhere, striking the fallen angel at the same time. 
 
    Lucian looked up to see Old Death flying through the air, his sword loose in his hand, a smile on his face.  
 
    The other force that had struck Azazyel was Leliel, a giant golden ax in her hands, wings on her ankles keeping her afloat. 
 
    “Go, Lucian!” Old Death cried.  
 
    He swatted away a purple blast from Azazyel, who couldn’t quite figure out where they had come from, a confused look on his face. 
 
    The fallen angel gasped.  
 
    And from there, the part of his mouth that was visible under his shattered mask lifted into a smile. “So there you are, Cuthbert,” Azazyel said. “And for so long, I thought that you had given up your mantle.” 
 
    “I guess not, you cock robin!” Old Death cut his blade into the air, an arc of energy slicing into Azazyel and shattering the front of the fallen angel’s armor. 
 
    “And you, Leliel,” Azazyel said, still jovial, still actually excited to see the two. “It seems as if your own kind has already started judging you considering you no longer have your wings.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” the brunette told him, glaring at the fallen angel. “I’m with the one I love, and we will destroy you together.” 
 
    “Now, Lucian,” Old Death shouted over his shoulder. “Go, my boy! Go!” 
 
    With his hand wrapped around Yoshimi’s shoulder, and his cape holding Danira next to his body, Lucian pressed his thumb and pinky finger together, going to the first place that came to mind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue: Matter of Time 
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    Danira stumbled to her feet, elbowing her way out of Lucian’s cape. 
 
    She fell to one knee and stood again, slipping on the sand, wincing as her golden gun took shape in her hands. She pointed it at Lucian, who still had his arm wrapped around what was left of Yoshimi’s body and was missing both legs. 
 
    “You attacked the South Wind!” she said, her weapon charging up.  
 
    Danira fired a shot into the sand directly next to Lucian, her eyes narrowing as her mask reformed over her face. 
 
    She lifted her gun again, and turned it on her own leg, firing at herself. Her knee gave way, her shin shattering, spritzing the sand with blood as she fell. 
 
    “You asshole,” she said, glaring at Lucian. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” he asked as Danira trained her weapon on him yet again. 
 
    “I’m going to call for backup.” She fired at the sand again, her concentrated energy blasts leaving a glassy spot with a curl of smoke rising from it. 
 
    “She’s lost her damn mind,” Lucian said, starting to press away from Yoshimi. 
 
    “No, she’s helping us,” Yoshimi said, the realization dawning on her. 
 
    The powerful female Death had already regrown most of her torso, her wrists and hands forming as her legs took shape. 
 
    Danira fired her weapon at the ground again. “I’m going to call for backup,” she said, louder this time. 
 
    “I get it, I get it.” Lucian pressed himself up, moving around so he could sit on his ass, his thighs starting to reform as his crows hovered over him, watching Danira’s golden crows. His cape was in the vicinity as well, partially flared up, ready to engage if need be. 
 
    “You have made a wise choice,” Yoshimi said, bowing to Danira. She turned to Lucian, biting her lip. “I don’t know when we will meet again…” 
 
    “Look, if it’s about what happened to Alice, I wasn’t trying to do that,” he said, trying to gauge the concern on her face. “I was just trying to fight…” 
 
    “They’re going to hunt you now, Lucian, to the point that it will be detrimental for me to be around you. I think I may need to disappear.”  
 
    A breeze picked up, whipping a strand of her dark hair. The sun was setting on the horizon, the bay in Portland, Maine, as beautiful as Lucian had ever remembered it. Its rays were reflected in Yoshimi’s dark eyes; Lucian was actually able to pick out individual arcs of colors. 
 
    “Please…” he whispered. 
 
    “Did you see the power that it gave you?” she asked under her breath. 
 
    Lucian nodded. 
 
    “And you don’t crave more of this power?” 
 
    “I can get power the other way,” he said. “I don’t want to become a Death hunter.” 
 
    “I’m going to call for backup,” Danira said again, firing her weapon. 
 
    “Just give us a minute,” Lucian told her. “We’re going.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Lucian,” Yoshimi said. 
 
    “No, no,” he said, watching as she started to press her pinky and her thumb together. “I don’t want…” 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Just don’t think of me in that light. You don’t fully know me, but you know me better than that. I don’t plan to hunt my own, but I do plan to defend myself. Surely you understand this.” 
 
    Yoshimi slowly nodded. A smile started to form on her face as she stared at Lucian. The smile hardened and she bowed her head, her form fading away. 
 
    He turned his attention back to Danira. 
 
    “I’m going too,” he assured her. 
 
    She fired her weapon at the sand again.  
 
    “Remember, you shot yourself,” Lucian started to say. “Next time we meet, I don’t want that on my shoulders.” 
 
    “I shot myself for you. You weren’t supposed to save me. I could have gotten out of there on my own.” 
 
    “Sure you could have,” he said, falling back on the sand. Lucian looked up at the darkening sky, his legs continuing to reheal. A few stars were already starting to appear, the moon the shape of a clipped toenail. 
 
    “How did you know we were holding him at the South Wind anyway?” 
 
    “I partially figured it out through a book, and Yoshimi helped me the rest of the way.” 
 
    Danira shook her head. “You really don’t realize what you’ve done, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t know what I’ve done, but I’m not ashamed that I did it. Hopefully, my predecessor got away as well, Cuthbert.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “And another thing. Do we have to fight each other every time we meet?” Lucian asked, looking over at her. 
 
    Danira considered this for a moment. “If other angels are around, yes. If it’s just us, perhaps not.” 
 
    “What about right now? Can we just relax for a moment? That was an insane fight. Azazyel is on some next-level shit.” 
 
    “I suppose we could…” She lowered her weapon. “But I’m going to have to make this look like there was a serious fight here.” 
 
    “You’ve shot the sand like six times; I’m sure that will be enough. And then there’s your leg.” 
 
    “It’ll probably grow back before they get here.” 
 
    “I thought angels were fast.” 
 
    “The Progeny of Light travel at their own pace; I haven’t called them yet.” 
 
    “So we can hang out for a minute, then?” 
 
    “I guess,” she said with a huff. “But I’m not healing up my leg.” 
 
    Lucian laughed, his eyes drifting to her golden crows, which continued to hover before her, awaiting an order. “Do your crows ever go off and play by themselves?” 
 
    “They do. Yours?” 
 
    “They seem to have a mind of their own.” 
 
    She nodded. “Have you named yours yet?” 
 
    “No. You?” 
 
    “No, but I have some names in mind,” she said, a look of fondness coming over her face. 
 
    “I’ve been contemplating names since I created them. The only name I can come up with is Sparky, which is a dumb name.” 
 
    Danira shrugged. “Why don’t you name them after Odin’s crows? He had two, you know.” 
 
    “Did he? Does Odin even exist?” 
 
    “Norse mythology exists; Odin, no.” 
 
    “I mean, it’s not much of a stretch to think he exists if you believe…” Lucian cleared his throat. “Never mind. I’ll look up their names.” 
 
    “Good, because I don’t remember them.” 
 
    Lucian motioned for his two crows to go play in the ocean.  
 
    “Also, you keep stealing my designs. Just saying.”  
 
    Danira’s golden seraphim crows looked to her, both tilting their heads until she waved them away as well. “Isn’t there some quote humans say about imitation and flattery?” she asked. 
 
    Lucian watched his spherical creations dip into the water, Danira’s crow’s following them, the stars shining off their bodies every time they rose from the waves. 
 
    “I think so. But I’m not human anymore,” Lucian finally said as he scooted closer to Danira, his cape settling on him like a blanket. He was about five feet away from her, his focus partially on the ocean. She too faced the shoreline, her hands behind her to stabilize her body, some of the thicker parts of her armor starting to fade away. 
 
    Her mask was the last part to disappear. 
 
    “I’m glad you have finally come to grips with what you are,” she finally said. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to say ‘demon?’”  
 
    She nodded, her lips bunching up as she tried not to smile. “You didn’t let me finish.” 
 
    “You sure like baiting me.” 
 
    Danira shrugged. “We are mortal enemies, after all.” 
 
    “I suppose so. How long have you been an angel?” Lucian asked after a long pause. “I’m not asking since your last death, I mean in general.” 
 
    “I joined the Progeny of Light over four thousand years ago,” she said proudly. “Are you familiar with the Akkadians? Sargon the Great? Manishtusu? The city of Nineveh?” 
 
    “Not exactly. The names sound somewhat biblical, or maybe from a fantasy book. Maybe a video game?” 
 
    She shook her head, one of her crows returning to her, doing a spin in the air, and taking off again.  
 
    “That’s the problem with humans,” Danira said. “They were actually pretty good at writing stuff down thousands of years ago, but everything got lost to time, conquest, and decay. Since you discovered the South Wind in a book, perhaps you could look up the Akkadians, and the area they inhabited in what we now call Mesopotamia.” 
 
    “Crap, I really need to write all that down,” Lucian said. 
 
    A thin smile formed on her face. “I wasn’t always the type of person that I am now. I grew up worshiping Ishtar, if you can believe that.” 
 
    Lucian nodded.  
 
    “But I saw the light, and here I am.” 
 
    “That fast, huh?” 
 
    She smirked. “Sometimes it seems that way. I have tried to live once or twice every millennium. It keeps me up-to-date with what’s happening, what people are experiencing. And of course, every time I do it, I don’t know that I’m a member of the Progeny of Light temporarily inhabiting a human’s body.” 
 
    “That would definitely taint the experience.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised how many people are walking around the world as some sort of rebirth that they have no concept of.” 
 
    “And once they die, they discover it?” 
 
    “Some of them. Others don’t.” Danira smiled. “It really depends on what they believe.” 
 
    “You believe that what you believe is the strongest? The one and only?” 
 
    “I believe in hope, Lucian,” she said, avoiding the topic. “That’s what I believe in you. You?” 
 
    “Hope never did much for me,” he finally said, recalling the time he’d spent in the hospital. “Not that it’s a bad thing, I just think it is exploited.” 
 
    “Now there’s something we can agree upon.” 
 
    “See? We really aren’t that different.” 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that, demon,” she said. “You know, I was under the impression that men weren’t supposed to ask women their age, yet here you go, pretty much your first question out of the gate. Is this making a comeback for Millennials?”  
 
    “It’s relevant, is it not? And trust me, you don’t look a day over…” 
 
    “Please, don’t make that joke.” 
 
    Lucian and Danira laughed. “How did you know I was going for that one?” 
 
    “You’re much more predictable than you think, which is why I’m usually able to find you.” 
 
    “You never revealed to me how you actually found me, though,” he said, “especially back at the Psychiatric Center.” 
 
    “I have my ways.” 
 
    “Apparently.” Lucian shook his head. “I can’t believe we’re actually sitting here talking to each other, especially after what just happened.” 
 
    “You and me both.” 
 
    “We almost killed each other.” 
 
    “I was far from dying; you, on the other hand…” 
 
    “There you go, baiting me again. To be honest with you, I would prefer if we weren’t enemies for as long as we keep these roles. I realize that you have to make it look that way,” Lucian said, glancing around at the shots she’d fired into the sand, “but I’m going to have enough people trying to kill me without adding another powerful angel.”  
 
    Her smile starting to fade. “I really wish it were that simple.” 
 
    “I was afraid you would say something like that.” 
 
    “It is our nature, Lucian. As crazy as that sounds, this is who we are, this is what we are. You are the Progeny of Darkness, and I’m the Progeny of Light. It’s only a matter of time until we have to rectify this.” 
 
    “You saw my predecessor and the angel that was with him.” 
 
    “A traitor,” she said bitterly. 
 
    “What makes you think that they weren’t once like us? Just two…” Lucian shook his head. 
 
    “Two what?” 
 
    “Never mind. It sounds lame.” 
 
    “Well, you have already made it this far…” 
 
    “Maybe they are just two lost souls, just like us, just trying to make sense of all this.” 
 
    Danira stared out at the ocean for a moment, eventually noticing that her leg had healed all the way up to the knee. “I’m going to have to blast my leg again, you know that, right?” 
 
    “If you really want to make it look authentic, I can shoot it for you.” 
 
    “Please, my weapon is stronger than yours.” 
 
    “Your weapon is based on mine; the only thing that it does differently is morph into a sword.” 
 
    Danira shrugged. “I thought you would like that part.” 
 
    Lucian couldn’t help but grin. “I did.” 
 
    “I figured.” 
 
    “Where are you going to go after this? Where does an angel go?” 
 
    She smirked again. “That’s a pretty lame question, you know that?” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Lucian said. 
 
    “I’m going to rest after this. You?” 
 
    “Video games; I need to unwind. But first, I plan to check on something.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Lucian watched his crows zip across the yard, spinning around one another. It was night now, cloud coverage overhead, an icy breeze drifting past, winter imminent. A couple of the neighbors had their chimneys going, the smell of burnt wood in the air. 
 
    It was peaceful and relaxing, familiar New England. 
 
    “Cuthbert,” Lucian said under his breath, giving a name to his predecessor. 
 
    He wondered if Old Death was still out there, if he had survived along with Leliel. 
 
    And what was their story?  
 
    He’d had his suspicions earlier, but now that he could properly process what had happened, what he had experienced, Lucian knew that their trip to the hospice center in Albuquerque was purposeful. Old Death had been trying to get captured by the Progeny of Light, not unlike the strategy Lucian used to rescue him. 
 
    And it was for a girl. 
 
    This thought produced a grin on Lucian’s face. Three hundred years as the Grim Reaper did little to thwart the course of love. 
 
    For his predecessor to risk everything, his feelings for the angel must have been bigger than life. 
 
    And Lucian appreciated that. 
 
    He appreciated that the man who had given him this mantle stood for something in the end, that he was willing to go through Hell to get to Heaven. 
 
    And regardless of what Danira had called the angel, the woman had seemed willing in the end to do the same for Old Death. 
 
    One of Lucian’s crows returned, tilting its head as it looked to him. He lifted his hand and placed it on the crow, his spherical creation vibrating as the other appeared. 
 
    “Names, names,” he said, patting the other one as well. His smartphone appeared and he typed in ‘Odin’s crows,’ learning that they were named Hugin and Munin. Hugin came from the nordic word Huginn, which meant ‘thought.’ Munin came from the Nordic word for ‘memory,’ Muninn. 
 
    Thought and memory.  
 
    “Hugin,” he said, looking to his first crow. “Munin,” he said, looking to his second. The two crows looked to each other and back to Lucian, both nodding.  “One last thing to check on before we blow this popsicle stand.” 
 
    Lucian stopped at the back door of his brother’s home, seeing his reflection in the glass, his face obscured by his hood, Hugin and Munin hovering over his shoulders. 
 
    He really was the Grim Reaper.  
 
    This wasn’t a sudden revelation or anything of the sort, but seeing himself now, backlit by what little light the stars could get through the clouds overhead, his facial features hidden, the fabric on his shoulders bunched up, and the fact that he was floating, only solidified this thought in his mind. 
 
    And not only was he Death, but in the span of twenty-four hours, he’d fought his way through the gates of Heaven, killing another Death in the process and carving his name on Heaven’s radar, possibly getting the attention of the Watchers too. 
 
    Lucian had made more enemies in a day that he had in a lifetime, and it was befitting of the role.  
 
    After all, who, aside from a predatory animal, was an ally of Death? 
 
    Lucian kept his hood on as he melted into the home. 
 
    He found young Jennifer watching TV, Samantha in the kitchen, Tuck the cat perched on the headrest of the couch. The cat bared his teeth at Lucian. Hugin made its way over to Tuck and began swirling around his head. 
 
    “I see you too,” Lucian told the cat as he started to lower himself into the ground. 
 
    “Jen, baby, it’s time to go to bed.” Sam came around from the kitchen, her hands still wet. “Do you want me or Daddy to read to you tonight?” 
 
    “Daddy!” Jen said, a big happy smile on her face. 
 
    “Connor!” Sam called out. “It’s time for night-night!” 
 
    Lucian paused, halfway sunk into the floor, waiting to see what would happen. 
 
    “I’ll be up in a minute!” Connor called from the basement. 
 
    Lucian continued downward. 
 
    He found his brother sprawled out on the basement couch, his hands behind his head, a dazed look on his face. 
 
    Connor blinked rapidly, taking in short breaths, eventually wincing as he sat up. His hand on his lower back, Connor started to stand and stopped. He relaxed again, his hands behind his head. 
 
    His stats appeared before Lucian, his date of death the same. 
 
      
 
    Name: Connor North 
 
    Date of Birth: 11/01/1980 
 
    Date of Death: 06/06/2021 
 
      
 
    Lucian could see the clear parasite attached the side of Connor’s neck, a strip of yellow running through it. 
 
    As he had done before, Lucian equipped his Glock and walked toward the parasite, unloading a round that went straight through it, and straight through his brother. 
 
    “Not yet,” he whispered as he lowered his gun in defeat. 
 
    Lucian was turning away from the parasite when a bit of movement caught his attention. 
 
    He glanced back to see the skin on the parasite’s thorax begin to bubble, something rising out of its flesh.  
 
    An eye took shape.  
 
    The eye locked onto Lucian, slowly blinking as eyelashes formed. 
 
    “No way…” Lucian said, waving his gun, the parasite’s eye following his weapon. 
 
    The parasite afflicting his brother had finally recognized Lucian’s presence. 
 
    Lucian popped a new magazine in and unloaded it into the parasite, his bullets going straight through its body, the eye barely flinching.  
 
    He sicced Hugin and Munin on the parasite, both of them passing right through, doubling around and trying again, ultimately failing. 
 
    Still, this was a sign. 
 
    It was only a matter of time now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The end. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Back of the Book Content 
 
      
 
    Reader, 
 
    Your reviews are what drive my series and help keep me doing this full time.  
 
    This book is one that is very close to my heart, and after I asked for you to review it, I will get deeper into some of the inspirations for it, and what I was thinking about and going through when I wrote it. 
 
    Please take a moment to review this book.  
 
    Unfortunately, the visibility of this book is greatly affected by how many reviews it has, which should not be the case, but it is the world that independent writers, such as myself, are forced to navigate. 
 
    It does not need to be a long review, and every single review helps. 
 
    Thanks! 
 
    -Harmon Cooper 
 
    Story origins 
 
    From about November 2017 until his death in May 2018, my father was in the hospital in Texas. He moved between assisted-living facilities, hospitals and finally the ICU.  
 
    It was quite depressing what he went through in the end, and terribly painful for him. What started off as a festering wound from diabetes eventually merged in stage four bone cancer and pneumonia, my dad strong all the way to the end. Even a week before he died, he would still say with confidence what he planned to do when he got out of the hospital. 
 
    It was in this environment, and at a time when I was having my biggest success yet through the Cherry Blossom Girls series, that I started conceptualizing Death’s Mantle in February 2018, while I was also writing another series of mine that is become a bestseller called Cherry Blossom girls.  
 
    Originally, I wanted this book to start off with Lucian in the hospital, going through some of the things that my dad went through, from constantly being poked and prodded to losing comprehension regarding the passage of time. 
 
    The idea of an expiry date on someone was also my dad’s idea, something he always reminded me even up to the end (and something I don’t actually agree with, but worked for this story). 
 
    I knew I couldn’t start a story with a depressingly long stay in the hospital, at least not one that would later turn into a dark fantasy piece more in line with genre writing than literary fiction. But I wanted to utilize what he experienced, so I wrote the first six chapters and then got so busy with my other series, setting Death’s Mantle aside. 
 
    And I didn’t look at it again until May of 2019, around the one-year anniversary of my father’s death. 
 
    I reread the first six chapters and posted some of it on my Patreon, my most loyal readers encouraging me to continue the story.  
 
    One of the things I had run into trouble with in the initial conceptualization process was how I would introduce GameLit elements to the story. It was something I wanted to do from the start, considering it is a genre that I have been working in since 2015, when I first published The Feedback Loop.  
 
    But I couldn’t quite get the mechanics of how it would work (the parasite-soul point system), and as natural as it seems now, it took me well over a year to finally get it in a way that ties back into the story. In July 2019, I took a trip to Portland, Maine with my wife, staying near the very same beach in South Portland that Lucian likes to visit.  
 
    It was there that I gave up trying to actively force something to the story that possibly wouldn’t fit, and instead gave into the possibility of letting a system emerge naturally. 
 
    The story, and how Lucian comes to utilize game mechanics for his role, is a direct result of this trip. It is also why the story introduces the game mechanics piece by piece. I originally wanted to use a more LitRPG style stat sheet, but eventually went with something similar to what I used in Monster Hunt NYC, sticking to the basic feel of my notes. 
 
    The element that I’d been searching for over a year was born, and the story unfolded from that point. 
 
      
 
    Hell of a drug 
 
    I was a musician for a while, long enough to record over two hundred songs, if you can believe that, none of them seeing the light of day.  
 
    Being from the music capital of the world, I was around a lot of drug usage from the age of 18 to 26. For a few months actually lived with a drug dealer, although they were only dealing pot, and there was even a time in which some people came to steal stuff from him and a friend of mine had to pull a shotgun on them. 
 
    Not great. 
 
    The opioid epidemic hit some of the people I knew early on, between 2004 and 2007. While still trying to play music and going to community college, I formed a deep friendship with a coworker who had recovered from a serious addiction to heroin. He was a talented musician and a friend, and I ended up recording a few songs with them. 
 
    The last time I saw him, he had fallen back into the trap of opioids, a weird twitch to his eyes, his personality suddenly disturbing. 
 
    I didn’t hear from him after that, and then one day, I visited a coffee shop I liked to frequent near Barton Springs called Flipnotics (sadly closed now due to people not keeping Austin weird).  
 
    It was at that coffee shop that I saw a picture of my former coworker hanging behind the register. I asked the barista why she had his picture up, and she told me, with tears in her eyes, that he had died of an overdose. 
 
    I know a couple other people that have died from opioids, and two people I know actually got over their addiction, one by replacing it with alcohol.  
 
    Time went on, and for those of you who have read the other books I have written, you would know that I ended up moving to Asia to spend five years in Mongolia, Nepal, India and Japan before returning to America to settle on the East Coast. 
 
      
 
    Connor and his addiction 
 
    When I first conceived Death’s Mantle, I didn’t plan for Connor to have an opioid problem.  
 
    I planned for him to be doing something else, something like having an affair, something that would make Lucian ashamed of him. But with the conception of the game mechanics, and how there was a possibility for a variety of parasites, I began to see that this was a more powerful angle, something that I could really sink my teeth into. 
 
    And then I went to Brattleboro, Vermont. 
 
     I was sitting in a small sandwich shop downtwon when I heard some commotion.  
 
    A woman had overdosed, and she was lying on the floor next to the register. One of the men in the coffee shop, homeless by the looks of his clothing, announced that he had Narcan, and immediately ran over to the woman with a nasal inhaler. 
 
    I couldn’t actually see her, aside from the bottom of her shoes, and not being a trained healthcare professional, I had no idea what to do.  
 
    Luckily, a college student sitting near me seemed  to have some training, and eventually the ambulance arrived, and the woman who had overdosed wheeled out. 
 
    And as shocking as this experience was, what shocked me the most was the other patrons in the restaurant.  
 
    There was one man that was sitting within viewing distance of all this, who simply continued eating his sandwich during the whole ordeal, ignoring it. There were others too, simply collecting their orders and going around the scene. 
 
    It seemed as if the opioid epidemic had hit the East Coast so hard that people were becoming desensitized to it. One homeless man announces that he had Narcan on, which helps reverse the effects of an overdoes (yes, that explanation is simplified), everyone else goes back to the business while medics arrive.  
 
    Hell, I hadn’t done anything either, aside from sitting there wide-eyed not knowing how I should react, and then seeing the history of the people I know play out before me, including my friend who had died. 
 
    And from that moment forward, it was clear what Connor was suffering from. 
 
    There will be some people who read this book who are absolutely offended by the concept of mental health being a parasite, or how I interpret heaven and hell through the story, or (insert some reason to be pissed at the author here). 
 
     They may even review the book poorly, and I am fine with that. I’m not trying to make some big statement here, only that we are all human, and it is important for us to take care of one another, to recognize addiction as a health issue, and mental health issues as something not to be taken lightly. 
 
    It is fiction, and there is room for it to be whatever it needs to be for the story to happen, for a battle between life and death to play out. The people that don’t appreciate this probably won’t get to the statement, but at least it is in the book, at least I said it. 
 
    Regarding an answer to the opioid epidemic, that is not something I have.  
 
    All I can say that it has affected my life, and it continues to affect the lives of people around me, as did crack in the 1980s. We are trying to deal with these things differently as a society now, and perhaps there is a light at the end of the tunnel. Just because a medicine is abused does not mean it is not a medicine that is necessary for people. There are plenty of people who have chronic pain who depend on this medication to go about their lives, so that’s not a message I’m trying to promote as well, that these types of medicine aren’t necessary. 
 
    But they do cloud the mind, and there is an irony in the fact that one of the most abused opioids was first introduced as a way to get people off heroin, which is a historically devastating opioid that is caused several wars. 
 
    Other inspirations 
 
    I was a big fan of the Spawn comic books when I was a child, reading the series probably before I could process just how darkly disturbing it was. I was also inspired by Neil Gaiman’s Sandman series, especially with the mood in some of the arcs. 
 
    The concept of parasites came to me from the anime called Parasyte, which has similar creatures attached to people’s bodies, albeit not once tied to various ways people can suffer. It also came to me from a Tibetan concept that people’s demons follow them around, and if they’re strong enough, the demons can be visible. Perhaps I’ll touch on this in the next installment, or more appropriately, my wuxia cultivation series Way of the Immortals. 
 
    In terms of LitRPG and fiction, was inspired by the Awaken Online series, especially in the way that the first book lays out its mechanics, by slowly unfurling in a way that made me as a reader flip to the pages. There are also elements of the book On A Pale Horse in this one, especially with the intro scene.  
 
    Many of the names and terms were pulled from the Book of Enoch and A Dictionary of Angels, 
 
    The crows were inspired by some of the visuals at a Flaming Lips concert, specifically the ones utilized by the opening band, Particle Kid. Seriously. Also, it is apropos that I was thinking of this story a lot at the concert (two concerts to be exact as my wife and I saw them twice back to back), as some of the Flaming Lips songs are about addiction, including their most famous tune, “Do You Realize?”.  
 
    Yoshimi was named after the Flaming Lips song, “Yoshimi Battles the Pink Robots,” which according to their singer, is not about a girl battling pink robots as much as it is a message about supporting a friend even though you know that they’re going to fail. 
 
    It seemed appropriate.  
 
    I’ll work to get book two out as soon as I can. If you read this after book two is out, which should be late winter 2020, then please continue the series. It only gets better from here! 
 
      
 
    Yours in Sanity, 
 
    Harmon Cooper   
 
    Here are some Facebook pages you should join: 
 
    My Facebook Group 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    GameLit Society 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Here are some other ways to support my books: 
 
    1)  Join the Proxima Galaxy on Facebook where I look for ARC (advanced Review Copy) readers and give away audiobooks  
 
    2)  Review the books, which generates more interest from other readers, which makes me write faster because (carrot dangling from the stick) – I want to please you all! 
 
    3)  Join the Harmon Cooper mailing list. 
 
    4)  Join my Patreon where you can read exclusive content (from cover design to future release ideas) AND all chapters before they are published.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Other Books by Harmon Cooper 
 
    I have written over thirty books. Here are some of the highlights! 
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    https://geni.us/Way-of-the-Immortals 
 
    My first cultivation novel about a monk, a bird and a drifter from Massachusetts karmically fighting their way through a world based on Bhutanese, Mongolian and Tibetan landscapes and literature.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Hate your job. Win the lottery. Get a superpower. House of Dolls. 
 
    https://geni.us/HouseofDolls 
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    My best-selling Superhero Harem Adventure about a sci-fi writer and the superpowered women who are trying to kill him. Fun content, adult read! 
 
    https://geni.us/CherryBlossomGirls1 
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    A fantasy harem adventure inspired by Pokemon Go!, Scott Pilgrim vs. The World, and the Persona family of video games. Check out this Amazon best seller! 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/MonsterHuntNYC 
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    What if Ready Player One was a multi-part epic? Gritty LitRPG action, gamer humor, fantastic fantasy worlds, and a killer MC. 
 
    (This one is related to Monster Hunt NYC) 
 
    https://geni.us/TheLoop 
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    If you love dark fantasy, RPGs, Witcher, Punisher, or Mad Max, you'll love this powerful gamer trilogy about a man and his wolf companion. 
 
    https://geni.us/LastWarrior 
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    Tokyo, Japan meets online fantasy gaming and South Park-styled humor. Yakuza, goblins, action, intrigue - add this book to your inventory list!  
 
    (This one is related to Monster Hunt NYC) 
 
    https://geni.us/FICK 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg
Soul Points: {1.00
Expended: 4.19
pvailable: 6.8/





images/00010.jpeg
Soul Points: {1.00
Expended: .09

pvailable: 6.9/





images/00013.jpeg
Soul Peints: 12.00
Expended: 10.39

Ppvailable: 1.6/





images/00012.jpeg
Soul Peints: 12.00
Expended: 6,33
Available: 547





images/00015.jpeg
Seul Points: l’f.oo
Expended: 12,91

Available: 1.0





images/00014.jpeg
Seul Psints: 13.00
Expended: 2,24
Available: 10.TY





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg
Soul Points: 9.00
Expended: 2.25
pvailable: .75





images/00003.jpeg
Seul Pesints: .00
Expended: 0.05

pvailable: T.95





images/00006.jpeg
Soul Points: 9.00
Expended: 3.9/

Available: 5.09





images/00005.jpeg
Soul Points: 9.00
Expended: 2.41
pvailable: 6,59





images/00008.jpeg
Soul Peints: 10.00
Expended: 0.00

Available: 10.00





images/00007.jpeg
Soul Peints: 10.00
Expended: 8.5/
Available: 1.39





images/00009.jpeg
Soul Peints: 10.00
Expended: 3.6/
pvailable: 6,39





images/00031.jpeg
Soul Points: 102,00
Expended: 49.61
Ppvailable: 52.39





images/00030.jpeg
Soul Points: 102,00
Expended: bY4.79
PAvailable: 37.2/





images/00033.jpeg
Soul Peints: [2T7.00
Expended: 109.14
Pvailable: IT.26





images/00032.jpeg
Seul Peints: 12T7.00
Expended: 915.37
Available: 3/.63





images/00035.jpeg
Seul Peints: 12T7.00
Expended: /.67
pvailable: 12533





images/00034.jpeg
Seul Peints: 12T7.00
Expended: 120.6b
pvailable: b3





images/00037.jpeg
Seul Points: 202,00
Expended: 15593
pvailable: 46.0T





images/00036.jpeg
Seul Peints: [157.00
Expended: 134
Pvailable: 115.16





images/00028.jpeg
Soul Peoints: 62.00
Expended: 11.31
Pvailable: 50.69





images/00027.jpeg
Soul Peoints: 62.00
Expended: 00.00

Available: £2.00





images/00029.jpeg
Seul Points: 77’.50
Expended: 32.57

pvailable: 4193





images/00020.jpeg
Seul Pesints: 3/.00
Expended: 4.2/
pvailable: 2679





images/00022.jpeg
Seul Peoints: 32,00
Expended: 1.1/
Ppvailable: IT.29





images/00021.jpeg
Seul Pesints: 3/.00
Expended: 12,91
Pvailable: 13,09





images/00024.jpeg
Seul Points: 7‘7.00
Expended: 23.56

Pvailable: 23 .44





images/00023.jpeg
Seul Peints: 39.50
Expended: 1639
pvailable: 22.61





images/00026.jpeg
Soul Peoints: 62.00
Expended: 60,34
Available: /.66





images/00025.jpeg
Soul Peoints: 62.00
Expended: 42,12
Available: 19.82





images/00017.jpeg
Soul Points: 15.00
Expended: 2.06

Available: 12,94





images/00016.jpeg
Soul Points: 15.00
Expended: 14.12

Available: 0.3





images/00019.jpeg
Seul Peoints: 30,00
Expended: 15.27
Available: 14.73





images/00018.jpeg
Seul Peints: 25.00
Expended: 11.T1
Pvailable: 13.21





images/00049.jpeg
FANTASY

uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu





images/00040.jpeg
Soul Peints: 1202.00
Expended: T41.91
pvailable: 452,09





images/00042.jpeg
Soul Peints: 1202.00
Expended: 1164 37
Available: 37.13





images/00041.jpeg
Soul Peints: 1202.00
Expended: 879.7/
Pvailable: 322.29





images/00044.jpeg
HOUSEsDOLLS





images/00043.jpeg
AY

OF THE

[MMTALS





images/00046.jpeg
M[INETEH HUNT

3'-ﬁﬂﬂ ‘“/’V
-' Y
¢

i

H/\RMDN EEOOPER





images/00045.jpeg





images/00048.jpeg
H/\F\'MDN C\DDF’EF“

BOX SET ‘J





images/00047.jpeg
HARMON COOPER

N SCl-FI LITRF’U SERIES






images/00039.jpeg
Soul Peints: 1202.00
Expended: b3.3
Available: /133,61





images/00038.jpeg
Seul Points: 202,00
Expended! 00.0’f

PAvailable: 201.96





