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Chapter 1

[bookmark: _Hlk116832026]June 28, 2434 

Beckett: “You stick out like a blasphemer in temple, Death.” 
Zia: “It’s Zia, and if that were the case, you would have found me long ago. Proxy-3 is not that big of a planet.”
Beckett: “Zia? Really? Come now, who are we fooling? We haven’t been seeking you until now.”
Zia: “It was not a question, and I know that the Gods have been searching for me. Now mind your tongue and say no more lies, Beckett.”
Beckett: “I might be a Demi, but you stink of mortal.” 
Zia: “What can I say? I prefer their company.”
Beckett: “Is that why you destroyed the natural order?”
Zia: “I have no idea what you are talking about. I took a vacation. End of story.”
Beckett: “Bullshit.”
Zia: “Tone.”
Beckett: “I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation, Zia.”
Zia: “I love how my name rolls off your tongue. Say it again.”
Beckett: “Will you please get up from your beach chair?”
Zia: “I will only do as such to tan the other side of my body.”
Beckett: “You can’t get a tan. You are perpetually pale.”
Zia: “A girl can try.”
Beckett: “It’s been a long time since you were a child.”
Zia: “And that is where you are wrong, Beckett. I am now just as I was and always will be.”
Beckett: “Sounds very ominous.”
Zia: “Don’t you mean omnipotent?”
Beckett: “I don’t know what loophole you have found, but it’s not funny. Mortals aren’t supposed to live—”
Zia: “Stop talking, or that tongue will be no more.”
Beckett: “I thought you liked my tongue, and those pathetic humans you surround yourself with are in pain.”
Zia: “Am I to believe that you or others suddenly care about suffering?”
Beckett: “Hardly. Worship has dropped considerably. The Gods are concerned.”
Zia: “So much easier when Death was the bad guy. I’m not interested in seeing the world end, so bugger off, Beckett.”
Beckett: “What are you talking about? You have put everyone in Sempiternity on edge.”
Zia: “Ungrateful. I can take it away just as easily as I made Sempiternity.”
Beckett: “You didn’t make Sempiternity. Stop telling tales.”

	I sighed.

Zia: “Fine. Let’s switch topics. Enlighten me on how the King of the Gods, the six-foot-four golden paragon, is doing. Is he aware of the situation, or is he too busy with his harem to notice?”
Beckett: “The definition of a paragon—on second thought, never mind. If you must know, and I’m sure you already do, Aelius sent me to find you.”
Zia: “Should have come himself. The issue would not be that pressing if Aelius had sent his minion.”
Beckett: “I’m not his—”
Zia: “You’re the commander in his army, and by definition, that requires you to follow orders, does it not?”
Beckett: “I—uh … You are insufferable.”
Zia: “Does that mean you will go away? Otherwise, it will be very awkward when everything unfreezes and that shirtless man walks over. Tom, Tim, Tony, or whatever his name will give me a nice oily rubdown. My bones ache from head to toe.”
Beckett: “You don’t ache, dammit.”
Zia: “Sticks and stones, Beckett.”
Beckett: “You know what? I am done. I’m going home, and I’ll tell Aelius I tried. You will not like whatever comes next.”
Zia: “The best I can do is a fake yawn.”
Beckett: “Goodbye, Death.”
Zia: “I told you my name is—and he is gone.”

	The pain in the ass, a.k.a. Beckett, teleported away before our conversation was over. Whatever.

Tony: “No, I am not gone, miss. I am here for your 1:00 p.m. massage, although my watch says it is 1:05 p.m. My apologies for being late. I could have sworn it was five minutes to 1 p.m.”
Zia: “No worries. We all lose track of time.”
Tony: “Oh no, miss. We at Orchid Cay Resort strive for excellence. Consider dinner at Amoureux du Temps on the house.”
Zia: “Isn’t that the most exclusive restaurant on the island?”
Tony: “Try in the hemisphere, miss. We rank second in the world to the 1214 Restaurant, though we should be first.”
Zia: “I have eaten at 1214 several times, and it’s hard to beat. However, I am willing to give Amoureux du Temps a fair shake and will give you an honest review.”
Tony: “I don’t know why, but I’m interested in hearing everything you say.”

	I remembered my masseuse’s name but acted like I didn’t know. There were many things I wished I could forget, but at least the massage did not disappoint. 
A portable massage table was set up near where I was sitting. As Tony rubbed my body with oil that smelled of coconut and mango, I allowed myself to disengage from Chthonian problems. The only sounds were waves crashing against the shore and Tony’s calming breaths. 
	Ninety minutes went by so quickly. I considered extending the massage but wanted to give Amoureux du Temps a shot. Besides, I liked the pomp and circumstance of showering and dressing, as it felt so typical. The ten-course tasting menu was not routine, and I was looking forward to it. I was excited to try their eggplant curry, sweet potato gnocchi, and cherry waffles with sorbet.
	I must have tried on at least one hundred outfits. Ultimately, I picked a bright pink dress with matching heels and a purse. The outfit was rather loud compared to the restaurant's and other guests' muted color schemes. 
While I didn’t need to eat, I enjoyed sitting down for a meal occasionally. At first, I thought the restaurant’s snooty waitress would not seat me, but she chose to show me to my table. Maybe three to four minutes after being seated, the first course came out: a fig, goat cheese, and honey crostini, which exceeded my expectations. 
As I waited for the next course, my displeasure grew when some random little girl sat at my table. She was hugging her teddy and wore a nightgown. Someone as small as her should not be alone. Even though I preferred to exude minimal effort, some probing might be required. 

Zia: “May I ask what you are doing here, child?”
Girl: “My mommy. She is in terrible pain.”
Zia: “Terrible.”
Girl: “Can you help her?”
Zia: “Unfortunately, I am not a doctor.”
Girl: “Mommy’s illness has left her in bed for a really long time.”
Zia: “Let me guess, for the last three hundred years?”
Girl: “Mommy wants to die, and I would love to go grow up.”
Zia: “Okay, here’s what you do. You take her pillow, and you put it on her face. Your mother might struggle, but eventually, she will stop moving.”

	Suddenly, the tiny mortal transformed into Beckett. Curse my curiosity and boredom; I would not have been staring at his perfect face if I’d skipped dinner. Unfortunately, all Gods and Demis were beautiful, at least from the outside. Their kind was not accustomed to the word “no,” so it was not surprising Beckett had ignored my request despite our history. 

Zia: “You should stop freezing the mortals. Once is fine, but multiple times could have lasting effects on their bodies.”
Beckett: “And what you are doing does not?”
Zia: “I am doing nothing except waiting for course number two, which is clearly getting cold in the kitchen. The little croutons in my carrot pumpkin soup are probably soggy, too.”
Beckett: “Would you like me to freeze your food?”
Zia: “Yes.”
Beckett: “As you wish, your majesty.”
Zia: “Now, now. That title is reserved for Aelius and perhaps his spare brother, Keyne.”
Beckett: “Sounds like someone is salty. Do you wish to be queen?”
 
	I laughed coldly.

Zia: “I’m Queen of the Afterworld. What more do I need?”
Beckett: “So why are you punishing Proxy-3?”
Zia: “Punishing? Hardly. On the contrary, pissing the Gods off is just a bonus.”
Beckett: “Then what would you call it?”
Zia: “Salvation, dear Beckett. Now, go away. I want to eat my meal in peace.”
Beckett: “You know he will be here soon.”
Zia: “It’s a good thing we aren’t at the resort anymore.”
Beckett: “Yes, we—”
Zia: “Look around. We are at the 1214 Restaurant now and not Amoureux du Temps.”
Beckett: “When did we … How did you … Everyone is frozen here just like—”
Zia: “You. Forget. Who. I am.”

	In less than a blink of an eye, I reached into Beckett’s chest and pulled out his heart. For being what he was, Beckett’s heart should have been made of bone with a squishy center, yet he was different. Instead, Beckett’s heart was hard, like an ordinary piece of lumber, while it glowed. Instantly, I knew if I crushed the heart, I would not get the blood and gore I desired. However, there was some satisfaction in watching the quiver of his lip as Beckett begged for his life.

Beckett: “Please. Please, Death, if you ever considered me your frien—”
Zia: “Some commander.”
Beckett: “You will die alone, Death.”
Zia: “The third and fifth words in that statement are wrong.”
	
	Without any further hesitation, I crushed Beckett’s heart with next to no emotion. It took a good five seconds and several gasps before Beckett’s empty body collapsed to the ground. It almost seemed strange; his twenty-something little body now looked so withered. Too bad Beckett didn’t take after his dad, as I would never have been able to kill him so quickly. Aelius would be livid with me, and he had every right to be pissed as I had killed his favorite son.
In my defense, I had asked Beckett to leave me alone, but he ignored my directive and honestly brought this on himself. We had been something more than friends once upon a time, but this was bigger than him. And it was probably best not to take a trip down memory lane. I unfroze everyone at the 1214 Restaurant. 
The hustle and bustle within the famed restaurant picked up as if it had never stopped. I wanted normalcy, whatever that might be, so I acted like I didn’t just kill Beckett. I should have forced Beckett to eat the ten-course dinner with me and sent him home afterward. I had murdered Beckett to keep my secrets from coming out, but nothing stays hidden forever. I would have to reveal the truth sooner rather than later.

Waiter: “Welcome, Lady Zia. My name is Beto, and I will be your waiter this evening.”
Zia: “Beto, it’s been a trying night, so could you please bring me a fruity drink and start your tasting menu at course three, as the first two appetizers didn’t appeal to me?” 
Waiter: “Miss … if I may.”
Zia: “Go on.”
Waiter: “You have some black goo on your dress.”
Zia: “How disappointing. It’s from the inside of the dead Halfing’s chest.”

I waved my hand, and the pink dress looked new.

Zia: “And now?”
Waiter: “You look perfect.”
Zia: “Exactly what I wanted to hear. Even though this is not Amoureux du Temps, you will get a big tip.”
Waiter: “You are most generous.”
Zia: “I can be. Now, off with you. Get me course three, and don’t forget my drink. Oh, and have someone get rid of the body on the floor. I think it’s scaring the guests.”
Waiter: “What do we do with it?”
Zia: “Dig a hole and bury it.”
Waiter: “As you wish.”

	The waiter signaled for two of his coworkers to come over. Neither man asked any questions but understood they were to take the body away. I watched as the two strangers dragged Beckett out the front door. I half expected to feel something, but I never did when it came to Death, and that was part of the problem. For one day, I wanted to be ordinary and have a family dinner, but I was who I was.
	Back to my meal. During course six, the idea of dinner lost its appeal entirely. The encounter with Beckett had caused a gnawing within me. Despite having four more courses of exquisite food left, I returned to my room. I decided to revisit days past, even though it would hold no peace. Existence was, at the very least, an existential crisis, as the very thing I secretly coveted could never be mine.
	So, where exactly was my room for the night? I had to hunker down in a small wooden lodge in Winter’s Edge, where it was eternally winter except for one month a year when the Goddess Tempest vacationed in the kingdom. Oddly, the violent creature brought warmth, sunshine, and greenery. 
As a tribute, the rulers of Winter’s Edge threw a massive bacchanalia every time Tempest visited. Never one to say no to an orgy, Tempest willingly partook, and sometimes a mortal or two died in the throes of passion—but hey, who was I to judge? The kingdom adored Tempest, and that was all that mattered.
	Anyway, back to me; once I had a lovely fire going, I curled up on the couch with a good book. No matter how much I tried, I kept reading the same few passages repeatedly. Out of frustration, I tossed the book onto a nearby chair.

Zia: “Are we actually going to do this? Fuck it. Let’s do it.”
Beckett: “I have only been gone a couple of hours, and you can’t stay away.”
Zia: “Don’t make me kill you again.”
Beckett: “Can you kill a ghost?”
Zia: “There are worse things than death, Beckett.”
Beckett: “Like not being able to enter the Afterworld because of what I am?”
Zia: “Solve your unfinished business.”
Beckett: “Then I can go to the Afterworld?”
Zia: “Most Demis reincarnate, but this is a special circumstance, so I’m still deciding.”
Beckett: “You baffle me, Death.”
Zia: “It’s Zia.”
Beckett: “Fine, Zia. Why did you kill me?”
Zia: “Old habits die hard. Now go solve your business so I can enjoy my vacation in peace.”
Beckett: “It looks more like self-exile.”
Zia: “You know, Aelius gets to sit on a golden throne and be worshiped by billions. Tove is adored for her beauty and intelligence. Wiggy is denoted as the protector of warriors.”
Beckett: “Wiggy?”
Zia: “Wiggy is Wymond’s nickname, and he hates it, by the way, so use it.”
Beckett: “I wish I knew Wymond’s nickname when I was alive. I would have pestered the shit out of him.”
Zia: “And you would be in the same place as you are now.”
[bookmark: _Hlk116829118]Beckett: “True, but Wymond’s temper is not as bad as his twin, Eloy. I have seen him rip the spine out of a mortal’s body and then wash his hands before baking a cake.”
Zia: “One protects the warrior by developing strategic plans, and the other leads them to battle. The twins balance each other out most days.”
Beckett: “Who is your balance?”
Zia: “I’m going to make hot cocoa. I would ask you if you wanted one, but that is pointless.”
Beckett: “Evasive.”
Zia: “It’s a long story.”
Beckett: “Let me check my calendar. I have a haunting at 11:00 p.m., but I can move it to 1:30 a.m., no problem. However, if I pushed the haunting back, I would have less time to roam the nearby graveyard. And I am working on making John, the gravedigger, think he is crazy.”
Zia: “Glad you haven’t lost your wit.” 
Beckett: “Oh wait, there is no longer a need for gra—”
Zia: “Enough, or I will send you away.”
Beckett: “But you will be alone.”
Zia: “Do you think that bothers me? I enjoy being alone.”
Beckett: “Isn’t it nice to talk to someone occasionally?”
Zia: “Until it becomes taxing.”
Beckett: “Is that the real reason you killed me?”
Zia: “Do you know about the Great Massacre?”
Beckett: “The great what?”
Zia: “I didn’t think so, which is part of the problem. If you lived, you would have told Aelius where I was, which would be problematic.”
Beckett: “I serve my God, but we also have a history, so I am unsure if I would have told Aelius. But we will never know.”
Zia: “It’s in your DNA.”
Beckett: “What does that mean?”
Zia: “Rather than drag this out, I can show you.”

May 20, 1647

[bookmark: _Hlk155794538]	Before Beckett could say another word, I brought us back to late May 20, 1647. A much younger Beckett was a fresh recruit selected to be a part of Aelius’s military arm. The organization comprised some of the strongest warriors, military minds, healers, and even the best cooks. A well-fed army could accomplish much more than one on the verge of starvation or malnutrition.

Beckett: “Why are we in the past?”
Zia: “Watch.”

	To set the scene, Aelius and a group of his advisors were looking down on the recruits they were training; they were in the process of selecting who would move on to the final round. Only the best would be in Aelius’s army, but a younger me was impatient. But in my defense, not much had changed except for my blue hair. I missed the bold hair color, but it made me stick out like a sore thumb.
	On this particular day, I had been outside the Sempiternity Palace waiting for Aelius for a good hour. I was getting a bit peeved that the so-called King of the Gods called this meeting but still kept me waiting. The excuses his staff were giving me were half-hearted at best. The truth was that Aelius enjoyed riling my metaphorical feathers. I probably deserved the aggravation for Galaxia and a plethora of other reasons, but I would never admit to being wrong. 
 I decided to take matters into my own hands by shattering the balcony doors, which sent the staff into a tizzy and allowed me inside. I quickly located Aelius, who was unfazed by my antics. How easily Aelius fit into this role when he didn’t belong … but that is another story. The tale of Aelius becoming king was a convoluted story.
 
Aelius: “Death.”
Death: “You’re late.”

	Aelius shrugged his shoulders, and I rolled my eyes. The King of the Gods liked playing games with me as I was the only one who called him on his bullshit; for good reason, as one did not become king with peace and love. Aelius was more or less a fair ruler, but he still put fear in his enemies’ hearts. 

Aelius: “Well, would you look at that? My watch stopped working. Unbelievable. The King of the Gods has lost track of time. Apologies. How about we go for a walk and talk right now?”
Death: “Fine, without your goons.”
Gore: “Your excellency, I highly—”
Aelius: “Gore, I appreciate your concern. However, Death is a dear old friend who requests privacy. I am duty-bound to honor her request.”
Gore: “As you wish, my Great Splendor.”

[bookmark: _Hlk158497653]	Great Splendor? Really, Aelius? The title is obnoxious, and you don’t need your ego stroked.

Aelius: “Come, let’s walk.”

	Aelius and I began to walk. I was unsure of our destination as we made our way through many winding passages, some of which would not appear on any map. I knew that Aelius was trying to impress me with the labyrinth that was his home. 

Aelius: “How are you doing, Death?”
Death: “Cut the crap. What do you want, oh Great Splendor?”
Aelius: “Hearing the title now, it is pretentious. I’m going to ax it. Moving on to your question. I’m hurt that you would suspect I desire something.”
Death: “You haven’t acknowledged my existence in how many moons?”
Aelius: “If there is a rift between us, it is because of you. Besides, I have spoken of you plenty.”
Death: “On the battlefield.”
Aelius: “My men are scared of you. It drives them to do better.”
Death: “Understandable.”
Aelius: “That is why I have called you here today.”
Death: “And here it is. There is always an angle with you.”
Aelius: “I can’t help that I am playing 4D chess when everyone else is playing checkers.”
Death: “Out with it, Aelius.”
Aelius: “I want you to test my recruits. The ones who survive and do not forfeit will be added to the ranks.”
Death: “I thought you enjoyed testing them yourself.”
Aelius: “It’s a satisfying conclusion to a two-year training program, so of course I do.” 
Death: “So why not give it a proper conclusion?”
Aelius: “I want to watch. See things from a different perspective.”
Death: “Maybe I should rephrase my question as you are withholding. Why is it different this time?”

	Aelius let out a long-drawn-out sign.

Aelius: “You are the only one not afraid to question me.”
Death: “Not even a little.”
Aelius: “Despite our fucked-up past, I respect you more than the others.”
Death: “Against my better judgment, I have a thinly veiled layer of respect for you, but my patience is limited.”
Aelius: “I have a son.”
Death: “You have many sons and daughters, as do most immortals.”
Aelius: “True, but this one … This one is special.”
Death: “Not initially. You didn’t take notice until recently.”
Aelius: “If a Demi is gifted power, they emerge around twenty. Late, compared to Gods, but still devastating if trained correctly.”
Death: “He has no idea who his father is, but I assume he figured out the Demi part on his own.”
Aelius: “As one can imagine, nothing stays secret in a small town, and word of my child’s ability began to spread. Naturally, I sent him the invitation to my training program, but I left out his parentage, of course. No favoritism. Only the best get selected.”
Death: “I see.”
Aelius: “Call it a favor for an old friend.”

	By this point, we found ourselves in the gardens, only a short distance from the recruits in training. I decided to use my abilities to watch the recruits move in lockstep, but one stood out. It didn’t take me long to figure out which one was Aelius’s son. 

Death: “You already owe me several favors. Titan-God War. Galaxia. Do I need to go on?”
Aelius: “You weren’t around then. Stop teasing.”

	My eyes briefly flickered blackout of exasperation. Aelius did not remember anything that happened before the Great Massacre, which was frustrating as we had a history much longer than he could recall. I could restore Aelius’s memory, but it was better he did not know.

Death: “I want to recap everything thus far. Stop me if I am wrong.”
Aelius: “Sure.”
Death: “You impregnated a female who most likely died giving birth, as there is a ninety percent mortality rate. Human bodies can rarely survive carrying a Demi, especially one like yours. When the roles are reversed, there is a ten percent mortality rate as you still mix the DNA of two very different species.”
Aelius: “What is your point?”
Death: “I’m getting there. So, this woman dies giving birth, and the child, I assume, ends up in an orphanage alone.”
Aelius: “There are many children at the orphanage, so he is not alone.”
Death: “Okay, but you didn’t take any interest until his powers developed.”
Aelius: “Correct. A Demi without abilities is useless to me. I want to have the strongest military in all the lands.”
Death: “You will never outpace the twins in military prowess.”
Aelius: “In the past, but Fortune says the boy is the lynchpin of my success.”
[bookmark: _Hlk117431724]Death: “Have you forgotten Fortune is Wymond and Eloy’s older sister?”
Aelius: “Yes, but she is sleeping with me. And before you ask, we have an understanding. We both sleep with whomever we want, sometimes with each other. Eventually, our arrangement will end. Maybe in ten or twenty years.”
Death: “The truest of love stories.”
Aelius: “What would you know of love? You can’t even copulate with a mortal, or you will kill them. And Gods shudder from your touch.”
Death: “Maybe I will have a go at your lynchpin.”
Aelius: “Please do. In fact, get handsy with all my recruits, and let’s see who survives the morning.”

	A dark smoke began to swirl around my body. My eyes turned entirely black but did not flicker back. My nails transformed into tiny daggers while my skin turned gray. I did not allow the rest of the shift to occur. If I allowed my proper form to surface, I would terrify everyone within the palace and its grounds. There was a reason that even Gods feared a creature like me. I was not one of them or bound by their rules and hierarchy.

Death: “Choose your next words wisely, King.”
Aelius: “I crossed the line, Death, but loosen up and have some fun like the rest of us.”
Death: “Bend the knee or lose the appendage you most love.”
Aelius: “Every time I piss you off, you get more gorgeous.”
Death: “Shut up. I’m not going to sleep with you.”
Aelius: “Your loss.”

	Grinning, Aelius got on his knees.

Aelius: “You got me on my knees. Happy?”
Death: “3:21 a.m., but you will owe me another favor.”
Aelius: “So, you will test them?”
Death: “Agree to the terms.”
Aelius: “I, Aelius, King of the Gods, accept your terms.”
Death: “Good, but it will not be this evening.”

Aelius rose to his feet.

Aelius: “When?”
Death: “Before the next moon.”

All the plants around me and Aelius suddenly began to wilt. I allowed my nails and eyes to return to a more peaceful appearance. I would have left, having made my point, but the smell of fragile mortality caught my attention. I decided to make my way to the recruits. 

Aelius: “What are you doing?”
Death: “You’ll see.”
Aelius: “Death, this is not the type of test I had in mind. Defenseless soldiers frozen in place tell me nothing.”

	I ignored Aelius and began walking down the various rows of recruits, stopping occasionally to touch the faces, arms, and sides of over a dozen wannabe soldiers. When I finally reached Beckett, Aelius’s Demi-son, he stopped me from touching him. For the briefest moment, fear flashed in Aelius’s eyes; I knew instantly he cared about Beckett in a way different from his estranged children.

Death: “You love this one.”
Aelius: “Beckett is my son. I want to test him, but not like this.”
Death: “Very well.”

	I snapped my fingers; Aelius and I were abruptly transported to the balcony overlooking the training grounds. Seconds later, the recruits unfroze, and all those whom I had touched collapsed to the ground. Guards and other recruits scrambled to revive the twelve fallen, but it was not possible as their souls had already made their way to the Afterworld. 

Aelius: “You didn’t have to do that.”
Death: “What did you expect when you called upon Death?”
Aelius: “I will remember that for the future.”
Death: “And I will collect my favor in due time.”
Aelius: “You will not tell him that he is my son.”
Death: “Not as long as there is life in his body. Might even be willing to train him if he survives the test.”
Aelius: “Stop toying with me, Death, and slink back to your kingdom.”
Death: “One minute flirty and the next minute venom.”
Aelius: “What can I say? I’m damaged goods. I would say ask Galaxia, but she lost her head and a few other things.”
Death: “Everyone has a tragic backstory. I’ve heard them all in the Afterworld.”
Aelius: “And?” 
Death: “You get over it.”

June 28, 2434 

	Lesson over. Beckett now knew who his birth father was, and that meant his unresolved issues were over. In normal circumstances, Beckett could have moved on to his next life. It was rare for a Demi to end up in the Afterworld, which was more of a final place for mortals. 
If a Demi could resolve their issues, they could be reborn as a mortal. After living a mortal’s life, the former Demi could live out their existence in the Afterworld. As for a Demi who failed to resolve unfinished business, they would roam Proxy-3 as a ghost until they fade away into nothingness.

Beckett: “Aelius was my father?”

	I nodded my head.

Beckett: “Neither of you said anything.”
Zia: “It was an open secret. Everyone knew but you.”
Beckett: “That is fucked up.”
Zia: “You couldn’t have betrayed him even if you wanted to as his blood ran through your body.”
Beckett: “You took away my choice and life.”
Zia: “That is why you are getting a second chance.”
Beckett: “I don’t under—why is it so cold all of a sudden? No, it is scorching. Now everything is spinning.”
Zia: “Goodbye, Beckett.”
Beckett: “Wait, Zia. I have so much … so much …”
Zia: “You will be free of duty and obligation in your next life. Just know that you might be in a holding pattern until the embargo on Death is lifted.”
Beckett: “I—I—I smell flowers and my favorite cookies baking. And my body is tingling, but in a good way.”
Zia: “As I said before, goodbye.”
Beckett: “Hold me.”

	I wrapped my arms around Beckett as he transformed into a ball of light. The light quickly faded away, leaving only darkness. I knew what I had done was irrational and wrong, but at least Beckett would achieve nirvana while in holding.
I had been Beckett’s mentor for many years, much to Aelius’s dismay, and briefly, we had even been lovers. I never let things get too serious, as Beckett and I were wrong for each other. Besides, Demis were not entirely immortal, so every time Beckett and I were together, it removed seasons from his existence. 
Beckett didn’t care that I drained years of his life, but it was not right. I could only lie with Gods or creatures like me without repercussions; the former didn’t like me, and the latter was complicated. The reality of my love life, or lack thereof, should not have been surprising. After all, I might change my name, but I was still Death.



Chapter 2

June 30, 2434 

	I didn’t need to sleep, but sometimes I chose to strictly out of boredom or escapism. When someone existed as long as me, there was not much I had not seen or done. Although, there were some things I wish I could have done, like the Great Massacre. Unfortunately, despite my power, time travel was not my forte. Sure, I could show someone the past, but actual time travel couldn’t be done; not even the Fates had that ability, and it was a shame because their ending wasn’t pleasant. 
[bookmark: _Hlk124796520][bookmark: _Hlk130844185]	I will not discuss the Fates any further, at least for now. My focus was on sleep, but that escaped me due to Beckett and the looming clock ticking down. The magical creatures living in Sempiternity were oblivious to what was coming and only knew that Death had taken a holiday. For a pocket realm made of magic and heavily fortified with powerful creatures, one would think they would have figured out that annihilation was coming, especially Aelius, the King of the Gods. 
The creatures that lived in Sempiternity were often out of touch with the mortals and other beings that lived in Proxy-3. Due to this disconnect, I could move around Proxy-3 undetected for the most part. When I helped Beckett move on by revealing his birth father, the natural order had gotten even more messed up. Has anyone in Sempiternity noticed yet? Unlikely. 
In a typical scenario, Beckett would have died, resolved his issues, and been reborn. One big, glaring problem was that no child had been born in three hundred years. My fault. My bad. I’d had no choice but to stop Death, but that also meant birth and aging had been put on hold. If there had been a creature similar to me, but with the ability of life and knowledge of that ability, it might have been a totally different scenario. 
Since Beckett was a spirit without a body, where did he go? Usually, spirits waited in a holding area until a body (baby) was ready to be born, but that was not the case this time. So where had Spirit Beckett ended up? I knew the answer to this question but had to see for myself. 
I made my way to Sunny’s Village, a sleepy little town in the Summerlands that was honestly forgettable. Unfortunately, Beckett had taken refuge in a comatose mortal kept alive by machines. The previous inhabitants of the body had long been gone and died shortly before my Pre-Death holiday. Had the machines stopped at any time, the body would have just failed as nothing was keeping it alive. Beckett’s ghost had found a loophole rather than waiting for a body; if the other spirits waiting to be born had discovered that was a possibility, chaos would have ensued. 
Even though Beckett had been a friend and sometimes more, I couldn’t have him walking around in a stolen body; the others might figure out what he had done, which would not be good. The issue, and yes, there was more than one, was that my powers were heightened everywhere within the Summerland Region. Certain places on this planet energized magical beings. 
I typically avoided any place that would give me a power boost. It was hard enough as it was to repress my abilities, and this surge of energy coursing through my being made it even more difficult. Even though I was in Sunny’s Village to undo Beckett’s little oopsie, more than him would be a spirit. For example, if someone did something that would normally end their life in the vicinity of Sunny’s Village while I was there, they would die. 
	In fact, I already smelled Death; it was not surprising, as the scent was always strongest on hot, humid summer days when the slightest movement made sweaty clothing cling to mortal flesh. Even the hint of perspiration made it hard for me to ignore the fragility of the human species. Was it not a wonder why I went away? I just wanted the sounds, sights, and smells that plagued my existence to be absent for a little while. 
	If I had breathed air, I would have taken a deep breath as I approached the mortals. While they could not see me, and I had yet to interact with them, I knew what they were thinking. These individuals thought they would live forever. I supposed I should not blame them as they had cheated death for many years. I could almost hear Aelius imperiously lecture on how mortals were supposed to grow old and die, sometimes not even in that order. 
	It amazed me how naive everyone was to assume that things would always be as they were, but the clock was ticking down. Everyone’s time would eventually run out. While it would not be today, the promise of Death had been set in motion years ago when the Chthonians left. 
I would try my best to delay the inevitable by not spending too much time in the Summerlands; translation, I would not let Beckett linger in the body he now possessed. I would allow the friends and family of the teenager named Maverick to celebrate the fact he had woken up after three hundred years in a coma.
Tomorrow would be a different story as there would be tears. Regrettably, I would have to kill Beckett again, as he inhabited Maverick’s body with no memory. Any time a soul got a new body, the old memories were no more; that was just how it went. Typically, it was a blank-slate process, but Beckett had gotten someone else’s body, so the old him was somewhere in the walking corpse. 
I should have left the kingdom straight away and returned in the morning. However, it was intriguing watching Beckett interact with Maverick’s family. Maverick had two loving parents and lived in a close-knit town where everyone knew him before the accident. After all these years, Maverick had three best friends who still came running to his bedside. 
I admired Sterling, Westin, Violet, and Maverick's dubious bond. I wonder what it would take for their relationship to break down. Observing these kids was akin to reading a good book or seeing a play because I knew what drama would come next. I was their invisible audience and taking notes for posterity. 

Violet: “I can’t believe you finally woke up, Maverick.”
Maverick: “Honestly, it felt like a long nap.”
Violet: “Doctors said you were brain dead. You smashed your head very hard, and there was blood everywhere during that botched skateboarding stunt. It was very touch-and-go all night. Then the next day, you stabilized but were unresponsive.”
Westin: “You forgot to leave out the part where Death just stopped on the day the doctors stabilized you.”
Sterling: “For hundreds of years, you slept. Your mother never gave up hope, and neither did we.”
Maverick: “Shut up, Sterling.”
Sterling: “It’s the truth.”
Maverick: “Well, thank you, all of you. I must say I feel as good as new, and I want everyone to stop walking on eggshells when they are around me. Let’s go out and do something.”

	Maverick shakily rose from his bed. Sterling grabbed him so he didn’t fall. I could tell the other friends and Julie, Maverick’s mom, were nervous. The doctor had checked Maverick fifteen minutes ago and said there was nothing wrong with his body. The fact that he was perfectly fine after sleeping three hundred years should have been a red flag, but everyone ignored it. The doctor collected his money and left. Bad doctor. 

Violet: “It’s going to rain in a little bit. Why don’t we go out tomorrow?”
Julie: “Great idea. I’ll leave the four of you alone to get reacquainted and, in the meantime, make snacks.”
Westin: “Terrific idea, Julie.”

	Julie exited the room.

Maverick: “I am glad she’s gone. Don’t get me wrong. I love my mom and can tell she is struggling. What was three hundred years for you felt like hours to me. Nevertheless, I can’t sit around here much longer. Tomorrow is fine, but no later.”
Sterling: “Yes, we can definitely go out tomorrow. We will be here bright and early. I should mention, man, that while we can’t die, it doesn’t mean we can’t get sick. Dress appropriately.”
Westin: “Tomorrow it’s supposed to be seventy-nine degrees and sunny.”
Maverick: “So, shirt, shorts, and shoes?”
Violet: “Pretty much. Maybe a helmet for that soft head of yours.”
Maverick: “Quiet, Violet.”
Violet: “You shut it.”
Sterling: “Where do you want to go?”
Maverick: “The woods, like we used to.”
Violet: “Why do I feel I will end up muddy or soaked?”
Sterling: “Maverick decides what we do, and if you don’t like it, stay home.”
Violet: “Fine, I’ll go.”
Sterling: “Don’t sound so excited. Just because you are my sister doesn’t mean you have to go everywhere we do.”
Violet: “Oh, I’m coming, so suck it.”
Sterling: “Such a lady. Just remember to keep up, and there will be no turning back.”
Violet: “I will wear old clothing. Now that everything is settled, why don’t we play some board games? We’ll leave at dinner so that Maverick can spend time with his parents alone.”
Westin: “I am game for whatever Miracle Maverick wants to do.”
Maverick: “Mom is already making us snacks. It would be rude if the three of you left.”
Sterling: “So, is that a, yes?”
Maverick: “Yes.”

	The teens sat down to play a game involving dice and fake money. They were blissfully unaware of what tomorrow would bring. In all fairness, I supposed no human could see the signs and subtle changes in the air that Death was nearby, let alone without one hundred percent control of her abilities. I might have felt guilty for marking someone so young, but the teen was anything but a child. 
Maybe the impending tragedy would have an unexpected positive twist. Countless mortals had lost their purpose, so what was the point of life without consequence or Death? Passion, creativity, love, hate, and even sadness had been replaced by nihilism and apathy. I wanted the Death of even one to trigger something, anything within these humans and spread across the land. I couldn’t allow Death to occur in its natural state, not until I had their hearts—all of them.

January 14, 2130

Wymond: “I love the silence just before a battle.” 
Eloy: “I prefer the weeklong victory celebration.”
Wymond: “You mean the women.”
Eloy: “That is a bonus, dear brother.”
Death: “And why am I here?”
Eloy: “It’s going to be a bloody mess. It’s best if you have all the Reapers on standby.”
Death: “All because they chose to worship other Gods.”
Eloy: “What would you do if a whole nation turned away from you?”
Death: “Death cults rarely last a long time.”
Wymond: “Deotis is spouting philosophy and another way of life. Everyone knows Morvon is ours.”
Death: “You should have paid your followers more attention when they were suffering. The one you both deemed a lesser God swooped in and listened to their pleas. I swear you both are just as dense as Aelius sometimes.”
Wymond: “What stick crawled up your butt, Death? You used to be fun.”
Death: “Have either of you ever visited the Afterworld or attended the funerals of the fallen? There is so much pain. Sometimes, entire family lines are destroyed during the war.”
Eloy: “They are just mortals. Besides, they will be reborn good as new.”
Wymond: “Then we can play again.”
Death: “Someday a world will exist where there is no death. And what fun would your bloodbath be if no one could die?”
Eloy: “What a horrible world that would be. And stop making us out to be villains. War is population control and gives soldiers purpose.”
Wymond: “Technology grows by leaps and bounds when there is a boogeyman. Mortals need war to improve.”
Death: “You don’t think people can advance as a society or get along without a bit of Death?”
Eloy: “Now you understand.”
Death: “Just remember that Deotis is your cousin and the God of Scholarship.”
Eloy: “His influence should have been confined to the libraries.”
Death: “Whatever. I am out.”
Wymond: “Your reapers will clean up?”
Death: “I’m not going to punish souls by letting them linger on the battlefield. It’s a bit jarring to mortals when they die, let alone when they see their own corpses. It’s better to get them to the Afterworld, where they can be judged.”
Eloy: “You are a doll.”
Death: “Not doing this for either of you.”
Wymond: “I don’t understand why you like mortals so much.”
Death: “Someone needs to protect them, and besides, I have been at war since the day I was born.”
Eloy: “And how old are you exactly? You never told us your age. One day, you just showed up and were like, what’s up?”
Death: “I’m about two billion years old.”
	
	Eloy and Wymond laughed.

Wymond: “Really. How old are you?”
Death: “Do or don’t believe me. It is of little consequence. Just know, when you have lived as long as me—”
Eloy: “You begin to see things in an entirely different light. Did I miss anything? You have only told us this about a thousand times.”

	I put my hand on Eloy’s shoulder and drained him so he looked like a mortal in his nineties. Eloy was hunched over with a beer belly. I pointed to the mirror with my free hand, trying to prove a point. However, the wisdom I tried to impart deftly was lost on not one but both men. 
Wymond swung at me, which I dodged seconds before releasing his brother. My objective was not to battle but for them to understand the value of life and loss. While Wymond and Eloy were usually enjoyable to be around, they still needed to grow up a bit more.

Wymond: “What the fuck, Death? You know you aren’t allowed to drain us.”
Death: “He will be fine, but tell me, were you scared for even a second?”
Wymond: “Of course. He is my twin. I couldn’t exist without him.”
Death: “Now think about all those mortals and their families. Do either of you consider their feelings?”

	Eloy’s appearance reverted back to his standard form.

Eloy: “That is a mean little trick, Death, but you proved your point. We will give Deotis and the people of Morvan a chance to surrender. If they take the deal, we will peacefully regain control of the kingdom.”
Wymond: “Really, brother?”
Eloy: “Yes.”
Wymond: “Fine. We will give them a chance, but they are a stubborn people. They will most likely scoff at the offer.”
Death: “Then have your little war if the fanatics can’t be saved.”

I’d like to imagine I stopped bloodshed from taking place that day, but I would be lying to myself. While Eloy and Wymond kept their word and allowed Deotis to wave the white flag; however, he didn’t accept the offer. As a result, the people of Morvan were brutally massacred. If Eloy and Wymond couldn’t have the Morvan people as followers, they would wipe them off the map. 
After the battle, I asked one of the spirits in the Afterworld why the deal had not been taken. The reply I got was that it was better to die free than be a slave to two war Gods. I did not think Wymond and Eloy were terrible rulers, but the mortals saw things differently. Brainwashed or not, the Morvan people thought they were fighting for independence, which was commendable. At that moment, a plan began to form in my head, and I resolved to stop Death. 

[bookmark: _Hlk123399748]July 1, 2434

Violet: “I don’t think this is a good idea.”
Maverick: “Violet, we are immune.” 
Westin: “He is right. I’ve been struck, stabbed, and even fallen off my parents’ roof and have recovered.”
Violet: “We are not invulnerable, as sickness still exists.”
Westin: “Crossing a rickety bridge is not a cold. Only those who were terminal before the change suffer.”
Violet: “That is horrible to bring up. And I know I can’t stop you. I just want to point out that the bridge doesn’t seem structurally sound.”
Sterling: “We will take it one at a time. Besides, whoever falls is buying dinner tonight.”
Violet: “That’s implying that someone will—”
Sterling: “Can’t hear you.”

	Sterling dashed across the rope bridge without incident. He was not in danger, as only one had been selected to die today. If someone else in the Summerlands also perished, so be it. No one would ever know the burden of being Death. I didn’t feel guilty for taking lives, but the pain on the faces of those left behind was unforgettable. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t delay Maverick’s death much longer. Each moment Beckett’s spirit remained on this planet and in Maverick’s body, it was more likely to alert my kind.
	I had been keeping a terrible secret. The Gods thought I was the only being like me, but six others remained, and they had quite an appetite; it was why they had left this planet. Those others wanted to consume as many souls as possible and possibly enslave or recruit the remaining populations of the worlds they visited. When enough souls occupied the Afterworld, the other Chthonians would return home to claim their bounty. Those who did not have souls, such as immortals, were not safe either, as it would be a different type of Death for them. 
	The off-world Chthonians had no clue that the little ticker in the Afterworld was not going up. With Beckett throwing off the natural order and me pausing Death, the Chthonians might finally be able to sense something was off, even though they were far away. I was not quite ready to do a six-on-one battle. I needed a bit more time, but didn’t everyone? 
	Anyway, when Maverick ran onto the rickety wooden bridge without even a hint of fear, it snapped me back to reality. For a body that had been in a coma for hundreds of years, one would think Maverick would be more cautious, even with amnesic Beckett in the operator seat. I swore Maverick had a Death wish, as he was intrepid almost to the point of stupidity.
	
Maverick: “Look what I can do! Look what I can—”

	Maverick began jumping up and down on the bridge.

Violet: “Maverick, stop!”
Maverick: “You worry too much, Vi.”
Sterling: “Maverick, stop being a jackass and cross the damn bridge already.”
Maverick: “Someone take a picture of me doing a cartwheel, and right after that, I will stop.”
Westin: “Maverick, knock that shit off now.”
Maverick: “Clearly, the years have made you all sticks in the mud, but don’t worry! I am back.”

	I silently moved to where Maverick stood. It was interesting how humans never saw Death coming, but they could typically feel it. I almost brushed my hand against the young man’s neck, and to the mortal eye, it would have been hard to catch the slight shiver that raked his body. Had the stakes not been so grand, I probably would have walked away. Killing Beckett twice in one week was not something I wanted to do, especially since Aelius was his father. 

Sterling: “Is something the matter?”
Maverick: “No. Actually, I’m just building up some nerve by being a jackass, so here I go. Violet, will you marry me?”

	What? That was unexpected. Mortals made no sense to me. How could these creatures be both simple and highly irrational? 

Violet: “You’re crazy.”
Maverick: “Crazy for you, Violet.”
Violet: “It’s been over three hundred years. How do you know I still feel the same way?”
Maverick: “Do we have to discuss last—”
Violet: “Okay, yes. Now, get over here and kiss me, you wild man.”
Maverick: “In a jiff, my future bride.”

	Maverick started jogging back toward Violet as no one looked good running. One probably should not propose in the middle of an old one-person bridge as that was jinxing a would-be wedding. Maverick was about four rungs away when the rope snapped. Maybe had I not been there, Maverick would have caught himself and climbed back to safety. However, I was in a bit of a rush, and his body looked magnificent as it tumbled through the air. 
Maverick soon hit the ground, and searing pain engulfed him. Blood began to pool all around him as his friends climbed down to check on him. There was no urgency until they saw the blood all around him, 
The teens were clearly confused by the time they reached their friend. Maverick was not getting up, and it was obvious he was injured. Maybe they chalked it up to Maverick’s coma or a freak accident. Regardless, Maverick’s friends were too bewildered to speak. Yet I granted Maverick the gift of one last word before it all disappeared; maybe it would give Sterling, Violet, and Westin some closure. 

Maverick: “Love.”

	Maverick’s eyes rolled back into his head before his chest stopped moving. While the teens would not admit it easily, Maverick was indeed dead. Then again, the one who had truly been their friend had crossed over many years ago before Death stopped visiting the kingdoms.

Violet: “Maverick! Maverick! What is that red stuff? Why are you not moving? By the Gods, why is he not moving?”
	
	The girl broke down into hysterical sobs. I’d seen people cry many times, and it always made me wonder if the pain was worth it. Once upon a time, I had almost had someone, but I let them go. I had done my damn near hardest to forget them and even severed the bond, but I still felt the connection. I still felt him. 

Westin: “I think he’s … he’s dead.”
Violet: “No. No. No. I just got him back. Maverick was the love of my life. No. No. No.”
Sterling: “Violet, it is going to be okay. Westin, you are wrong as Death is impossible.”
Westin: “What would you call it?”
Sterling: “No one dies.”
Westin: “Maybe it is because he just woke up from the coma. Perhaps he was built differently.”
Sterling: “That is stupid.”
Westin: “Then why is there a pool of blood and no breath?”
Sterling: “No one can know about this.”
Violet: “What about Maverick?”
Sterling: “We leave him here.”
Violet: “No!
Sterling: “We must.”
Westin: “No, she’s right, Sterling. He shouldn’t be left for animal food.”
Sterling: “Then what do you propose?”
Westin: “We bury him like the ancestors would.”

	Violet was sobbing next to Maverick’s lifeless body.

Sterling: “I can run home and get some shovels.”
Westin: “Hurry back.”
Sterling: “After Maverick is buried, we will never speak of this moment again.”
Westin: “What will we tell people?”
Sterling: “Simply that we haven’t seen Maverick.”
Westin: “If they find out we are lying, we will be banished or far worse.”
Violet: “What can be worse than this? You two did not lose the one you love! All these years I waited for him to wake up, only to lose him again.”
Sterling: “Sister, we all loved him, and it was a miracle that we had this additional time with Maverick. However, if we alert the townsfolk that Maverick has died, chaos will erupt. People will lose their minds. If we are not banished, then we will be imprisoned and probably tortured. I promise I will find you another suitor.”
Violet: “I waited all these years for Maverick.”
Sterling: “Oh, please. We all know you haven’t been faithful.”
Violet: “None of us are saints.”
Westin: “We are just saying that Maverick is no longer your sun and moon. And that is okay. You can still be sad, but in truth, he’s been gone hundreds of years.”

	It was perplexing how calm and collected the three teens had suddenly become. Westin ran home and came back with two shovels. Then Sterling and Westin mindlessly began digging while Violet just sat there shooting the breeze. Maybe I had picked the wrong person to kill. 
Eh, what am I saying? It had to be Maverick. After all, we didn’t need the Chthonians to come back. I didn’t want this planet reduced to a slave colony or wasteland. 

Westin: “How deep are we supposed to bury him?”
Sterling: “Deep enough so the animals don’t dig him up.”
Westin: “Maybe four or five feet.”
Violet: “Why not six?”
Sterling: “That is extra work.”
Violet: “It was his favorite number.”
Sterling: “Fine, but I don’t see you doing any of the work.”
Violet: “Someone has to go through his pockets to ensure there isn’t anything of value in them.”

	As Westin and Sterling dug, I was fascinated by how they went to such great lengths to scrub Maverick’s memory away. Then again, they were not wrong; people would panic if they brought a deceased Maverick back to town. Most likely they would be beaten before being kicked out of town. 

Violet: “Look what I just found.”
Westin: “What?
Violet: “A ring.”

	Sterling walked over to Violet and examined the ring briefly before sliding it onto the dead man’s hand. At first, it looked like Violet would take the ring off Maverick’s hand, but instead, she took a few steps back. Then Westin dropped the shovel, climbed out of the hole, and put his arms around Violet, who melted into his embrace. Interesting. 
	I briefly froze the three of them and magically finished the hole. I didn’t have hours to stand there and watch them dig. Since they all were freaked out beyond comprehension, none would question the hole’s depth. They would just push the body in and be on their merry way. 

Sterling: “As I said, we tell no one what happened here today, no exceptions. Do you both understand?”
Violet: “Yeah.”
Westin: “Agree. Are you sure I dug this deep enough?”
Sterling: “As long as the body is completely covered.”
Westin: “I think it is good. Even if we get a heavy rain.”
Sterling: “All right, then let’s roll him in.”
Violet: “Wait, it should be me.”
Sterling: “Vi—”
Violet: “It will give me closure. You promise you will find me someone new?”
Sterling: “You won’t be alone.”
Violet: “Promise me.”
Sterling: “I promise.”
Violet: “Okay. On the count of three.”

	One, two—and Violet pushed Maverick’s body into the freshly dug hole.

Sterling: “I’ll finish the rest. The two of you can go home and clean up.”

	Westin wrapped his arm around Violet, and they walked away solemnly but together. Sterling picked up the shovel to cover his friend’s body with dirt. I was not going to stop Sterling, but there was something I fancied in the grave. I snapped my fingers, and the ring on Maverick’s finger floated over to where I stood, unbeknownst to Sterling, who was busy at work. 

Zia: “I presume this belongs to you.”

	Beckett’s ghost stood next to me. It was clearly déjà vu, except Beckett looked and talked like Maverick. Only when his soul reached the Afterlife would Beckett regain his memory. When someone has had many lives, the soul might choose to remember them all or just one. Since Beckett had had only one life, that would be the one he remembered because, let’s face it, Maverick really didn’t count.

Maverick: “What? Where? How?”
Zia: “You’re dead and don’t remember who you are.”
Maverick: “No way. I just woke up from a coma and proposed to the girl I loved. She is what sustained me through the centuries as I slept.”
Zia: “Maverick’s soul had left his body, but machines kept him going. You are actually someone named Beckett who accidentally ended up in Maverick’s body.”
Maverick: “I don’t believe you.”
Zia: “Fine, I will call you Maverick. I don’t feel like arguing, and this whole debacle cuts into my do-nothing time. But you see that boy over there? He is burying your corpse.”
Maverick: “Sterling wouldn’t … I mean … I just woke up. And I was told—”
Zia: “That mortals can’t die. Yes… Yes. I know, but there are exceptions to every rule.”
Maverick: “Let’s just say I believe you. What am I?”
Zia: “You know. Say it.”
Maverick: “A ghost.”
Zia: “Yes.”
Maverick: “And I fell off the bridge. Everything hurt. I saw a white light. Then I was standing next to you.”
Zia: “There were a few minutes in between, but that is the gist of what happened.”
Maverick: “I don’t know what to say.”
Zia: “How about you help me with a little project, and then we go to the Afterworld?”
Maverick: “Very vague—and doesn’t sound like much of an option.”
Zia: “If you must know, if I take you to the Afterworld first, the Beckett I was talking about will not help me. I’m asking the confused dead person to undertake a bit of a mission for me.”
Maverick: “What’s the mission?”
Zia: “The Chthonians created this world, but many became corrupted by power, which they got from souls they fed on. They left their home as there was an all-you-can-eat buffet on other planets. If too many souls inhabit the Afterworld, the Chthonians will return to feed.”
Maverick: “Yet, you let me die.”
Zia: “That’s a long story. The short version is that you were a Demi and could skip the waiting room. You went into a body that was not supposed to be yours, and the natural order was thrown off. Blah. Blah. Blah.”
Maverick: “Shouldn’t you be all-knowing? I feel like you should have known this was going to happen.”
Zia: “I can see certain outcomes within my purview, but this is uncharted territory.”
Maverick: “I see. So, what exactly do you want me to do?”
Zia: “I have six siblings left, each more powerful and dangerous than several Gods combined. There is only one way to kill a Chthonian. Find their heart and destroy it.”
Maverick: “Excuse me?”
Zia: “We were born dead to begin. After we clawed our way out of the ground, we Chthonians could hear our bone-encrusted hearts thumping from the grave. The smart ones took their heart and hid it away after what happened with Corth.”
Maverick: “I assume he died.”
Zia: “Whoever held another’s heart controlled whether they lived or died. Corth thought if he destroyed his heart, he would be invincible, but instead, he fell down dead and turned to ash.”
Maverick: “Bummer. So, what happened next?”
Zia: “War. When seven were left, an uneasy alliance was born. Hearts were hidden, and eventually, my siblings left the planet.”
Maverick: “Why did you stay?”
[bookmark: _Hlk119846159]Zia: “To have a heart implies one is alive. I am the Chthonian of Death. I am the most violent of my kind and bound to this world for lack of heart.”
Maverick: “Why am I helping you then?”
Zia: “I have taken a liking to the creatures of this planet. If my siblings return, Proxy-3 will become a cold and barren wasteland.”
Maverick: “Nobody wants that to happen, but how do you know their hearts are still on this planet?”
Zia: “Just as my body can’t leave, neither can their hearts.”
Maverick: “And they trusted you with their hearts?”
Zia: “I can’t see their hearts until they are discovered. They are cloaked with Chthonian blood magic. Only lesser creatures can see through the magic but will likely not survive the traps. My minions have failed on multiple occasions.”
Maverick: “Let’s say I’m lucky and manage to find even a single heart.”
Zia: “You will bring it to Aelius or me.”
Maverick: “Why the King of the Gods?”
Zia: “Only the two of us can crush the hearts. The hearts might be light to carry, but nothing on the planet except for me or Aelius can crush them.”
Maverick: “What makes you think I will succeed where others failed?”
Zia: “There are no other options. My followers in the Afterword are limited. I have a clue where five of the six hearts are, so it’s not like a needle in a haystack. I will work on getting the Gods on our side, but it will not be easy.”
Maverick: “And why is that?”
Zia: “Some things you are better off not knowing.”

	I waved my hand, and ghost Maverick was suddenly wearing a backpack. Additionally, there was a map on the ground before him. Maverick leaned down and picked up said enchanted map. A green light shimmered over Hope’s Canyon, about a hundred miles from here.

Zia: “Each heart is a different color on the map. The green light hovering over Hope’s Canyon indicates that Terran’s heart resides there.”
Maverick: “This seems like a McGuffin, and I haven’t even agreed to this deal.”

	I shrugged.

Zia: “Call it what you want, but I spent centuries collecting objects my sibling left behind to infuse this map with the ability to locate their hearts within a mile radius.”
Maverick: “That is a big area to search.”
Zia: “That is why you have a compass and a picture of the heart in your bag. The compass will beep louder the closer you reach the heart, and the picture will show you what it looks like.”
Maverick: “And ghost me is just going to—”
Zia: “Zombie you.”

	The body that Maverick’s friends had buried suddenly rose from the ground. All three of the teens were gone by this point, so there was no added trauma. However, I did heal the wounds on the body and erase the blood before having the body float over to where the spirit and I stood. Maverick, aka Beckett, would take possession of the corpse if he agreed to my terms.

Zia: “My initial plan was to off you and go about my extended vacation while looking for ways to get the hearts. But I took too long to off you, and now the other Chthonians are considering coming home in the near future. It doesn’t seem like they are in a rush. It could be days, weeks, or even months. It’s hard for me to get an exact read, but they will return. I need to stop fucking around and get those hearts.”
Maverick: “I don’t feel like I have a choice.”
Zia: “You say that, but an enchanted map works only for the willing. You’re curious.”
Maverick: “I guess you have the answer then.”
Zia: “I’ll teleport you to the canyon, but you must do the rest.”
Maverick: “What happens when I find the heart?”
Zia: “You can contact me via the mirror in your bag.”

	Suddenly, a dog made of bones came running toward us, making Maverick scream. I had literally told him my siblings were heading home to devour souls, yet a barking bone dog scared the shit out of him. Why did I think Beckett would fail like everyone I had sent before him? 

Zia: “Meet Rue. She will help sniff out traps. You can’t die once in zombie form, but you can be blown to bits.”
Maverick: “Comforting. Question—will my zombie form alert your family?”
Zia: “No, because I have had zombies ever since mortals started killing each other. Before that, I also had demons and other creatures that call the Afterworld home.”
Maverick: “The Chthonians who left eat souls?”
Zia: “Mortals eat ice cream, corn, and chicken. It’s the same thing.”
Maverick: “Why aren’t the animals immort—”
Zia: “Stop dilly-dallying and hop into the dead body.”

	Ghost Maverick (Beckett) approached his former corpse and stared at it like a foreign entity. While I was sure the situation was highly stressful for a mortal, I couldn’t continue to wait. I signaled to Rue, who charged into Maverick’s ghost leg and caused him to tumble into the body. Seconds later, soul and body fused together.

Zia: “The body will start decomposing with time, not to mention we are sort of in a time crunch, so get going.”
Maverick: “This feels so … Wait, I thought you were sending me to the canyon?”

	I opened a portal.

Zia: “Avoid seeing anyone who might know you, as there will be too many questions.”
Maverick: “Understood.”
Zia: “Rue, you are in charge.”

	The dog acknowledged my command by barking.

Maverick: “Why is the dog in charge?”
Zia: “Because she doesn’t question me.”
 
 	Maverick let out what was supposed to be a sigh, but it sounded more like a groan; then he, along with Rue, stepped through the portal. At least one part of my plans would be done accordingly, but I was unsure if that would be enough. What if I could not convince Aelius to help, as I had spent most of the last three centuries evading him? Not to mention, I’d killed his favorite son. There was also the fact I’d never told any of the Gods about my siblings. I had also kept a lot of other secrets since the Great Massacre.
	Would I be capable of destroying all of my siblings’ hearts before it was too late? I was entering new territory, trying to evade an eons-old prophecy. The Fates had decreed my siblings would return and devour everything. Yet, what did they know? They were dead.
	There were worse things than Death. I would know, as I had done many awful things by mortal standards. After all, I had murdered three of my siblings, a high kill count by Chthonian standards. While my siblings might be able to travel off-world, I was more ruthless and adroit. 
Not every Chthonian was evil. For example, I had a soft spot for Áine. Unfortunately, she had been slain by our brother, Gaster. I would have had his head and heart, but Gaster had gone off-world before I could execute my plan. I didn’t know how to explain it, but when Áine died, I’d started changing, for better or worse. 
Many who previously knew me would argue I had become a toned-down version of Death. However, the old me would have her vengeance, which would not be pretty. Some habits do not die, and no one should fuck with Death. Gaster was at the top of my motherfucking kill list, brother or not. 








Chapter 3

2 Billion Years Ago

	There is a reason why humans do not remember their birth as it is traumatic. Even the Gods block out their birth because some things are better forgotten. Unfortunately, Chthonians were the rare creatures who were aware from the moment of inception.
[bookmark: _Hlk158062329]	I remembered the day I was born, not that I could forget how it began. There was darkness, so much darkness. An unknown weight immobilized my entire body. I began kicking and clawing until, eventually, a light poked out from above. Something told me the light was the way out of my pitch-black confinement.
[bookmark: _Hlk122268378]I reached up, trying to find something to grab onto, and luckily, there was something hard. I used this rigid object to pull myself up to a sitting position; only then did I become aware that I had been buried. Mortals, when they were born, went down a birth canal, but Chthonians dug their way out of the ground. 
	I sat where I was for some time. Everywhere around me was barren and cold. While the cold did not affect me, I longed for something warm to wrap itself around my body, and just like that, I was suddenly wearing clothing. 

Áine: “What is your name?”
Death: “Name?”

	I turned to see Áine pulling herself out of the ground.

Áine: “What should I call you? I am Áine.”
Death: “Oh, I do not know. You pick for me.”
Rollo: “You seem like a Death to me.”

	I saw a group of six individuals standing not so far away. They were similar to Áine and me but seemed a lot more polished and together. I wondered how long they had been awake and how many more were like us.

Suddenly, trees and flowers began to spring up all around me. Was it me? I wished. The sprouting of life was caused by the group of six. They next created a nearby lake, followed by massive oceans. Then the rain came, but only for a minute. 

Gaster: “I know it’s a lot to take in, but everything will make sense. Soon, you will discover that each of us has an ability, a name, and a heart outside our body.”
Death: “What is your ability?”
Rollo: “Water.”
Gaster: “Weapons and Violence.”
[bookmark: _Hlk151404295]Áine: “Home. I am Hearth and Home.”
Death: “The rest of you?”
Daedalus: “Technology.”
Isla: “Land.” 
Tal: “Reality.”
Abaddon: “Chaos and Destruction.”
Death: “What about Fire and Life?”
Rollo: “Not sure. Either they have not woken, or we have not found them yet.” 
Death: “Maybe they don’t exist.”
Rollo: “We will worry about the others later. Do you accept the name ‘Death’?”

	Hmm …

Death: “Yes, as the name is my ability, but it makes no sense.”
Tal: “You’re right. Your power is inconsequential without life. At the minimum, we must locate any missing brother or sister, as those individuals will have great power.”
Gaster: “Agreed. We should leave soon to begin our search.”
Tal: “Death and Áine, before joining us, find your missing hearts.”
Áine: “It is a big world.”
Isla: “Sister, close your eyes, and you should be able to locate your heart. It will most likely be nearby. I believe in you. You will succeed in this task.”

	Áine and I watched our siblings vanish, but it did not shock us. As soon as they were gone, it was like I knew how to teleport and do magic. I was unsure how my siblings and I came to be precisely, but with each waking moment, more knowledge flooded my mind and body. Áine was going through a similar experience.

[bookmark: _Hlk143291133]Áine: “Isla is right. I know where my heart is located.”
Death: “Where?”
Áine: “Sister, I believe our hearts are near our birthing sites. We should dig up our hearts and put them someplace safe.”
Death: “True. Our siblings should not be trusted.”
Áine: “But they are our family.”

	The first time I rolled my eyes was at the mention of family. Áine didn’t understand my body language, so I watched her naively teleport to our birthing site. Áine found her heart buried only a few feet away from where she had lain. I was not so lucky. 
I enchanted a shovel to dig, and for hours, it dug near the birth site, and yet, there was no heart. It quickly became apparent my heart was not there. Áine tried to console me with lies, but I had already discovered the bitter truth—I was different from my siblings. 

Death: “I don’t have a heart.”
Áine: “Don’t say that. Dig deeper.”
Death: “How many holes must be dug? It’s useless.”
Áine: “I can help.”
Death: “No, you should be with the others, looking for Life.”
Áine: “Maybe when the ground shook as the planet created us, somehow your heart lodged deeper into the planet.”
Death: “Perhaps. I’ll keep looking, but you really should get going. They have paused their quest to feast. Something tells me that feasting is a communal and bonding activity that should not be missed.”
Áine: “Very well, but it is not a celebration without all my sisters and brothers.”
	
Áine teleported to the other side of the planet. At this point, I could feel all my siblings, and they could sense me. I pondered if there was a way to block my location. Even back then, I enjoyed anonymity and seclusion, but I was not alone if someone could find me at the drop of a hat. I decided at that moment I would learn how to cut myself off from my siblings. 
It should not be too difficult as I had no heart.
	Just as I was coming to terms with the fact that I was heartless, my magical shovel hit something to the left of where I was born. It was not a heart, but I ordered the shovel to keep digging. Eventually, the shovel dug up a slimy white cocoon a foot in height. I could hear the faint movement inside the cocoon, heralding life; it was the same as my siblings and me, but also different. If any of my family found this creature, they would end its existence before it was born.
	I decided to hide the cocoon as it deserved the right to exist. I took it to a cave in one of the newly formed mountains and never spoke about what I found to my siblings. I couldn’t have a heart, but I could ensure life persevered when everything else alive would want it dead.
I checked on the cocoon every century or so, and it became slightly larger until it was about six feet tall. After a few millennia, the creature became highly active in its cocoon. Then, one day, it was born, and that changed everything—I do mean everything.
 
July 1, 2434

Mont: “When you said that you were going to take a vacation some three hundred years ago, no one believed you, Death.”

	I turned to see Mont, the minor God of Mountains. By minor, I mean he was a bit stronger than a half-God but not on the same level as someone like Wymond. Mont must have found me because I used my abilities near a cliff with a fleeting connection to mountains. Or perhaps Mont was just in the area and felt my energy.

Mont: “Flame and Oceana were busy bickering as usual that day. Selena was trying to stop them from killing each other. Reve fell asleep in his chair. Aelius was trying to maintain decorum, but everyone was so self-obsessed that no one paid attention.”
Zia: “If I say I will do something, you better believe it will happen. I would say Flame and Oceana need a room, but they already did. By the way, I rebranded and now go by Zia.”
Mont: “Not sure which fact is more shocking.”
Zia: “Caught them together a few years ago. They were very distracted and didn’t see me at the beach that day. I literally walked right past them as they were going to town. The other thing is just a name change, no biggie.”
Mont: “I will use this against them at the next meeting. And it’s a little weird, but whatever. Go by whatever name you like, as it doesn’t affect me.”
Zia: “Valid statement. I hate to cut this short, but I must go now.”
Mont: “You can’t leave.”
Zia: “I’m still on vacation.”
Mont: “Oh, please. You must see what is going on. No one is dying. I can’t even create a deadly mudslide or an avalanche anymore because eventually, the mortals are dug out.”
Zia: “I’m sorry you can’t murder people.”
Mont: “You know it’s more than that. You are affecting the natural order. Mortals are supposed to be born, live, and die. As time drags on, the only thing that is dead is their emotions. They are becoming colder by the day.”
Zia: “Remind me of other species that I know.”
Mont: “Unlike the rest of my kind, I do not consider eternity a virtue.”
Zia: “If Death is what you seek, I am the right being.” 
Mont: “In another life, I would be a farmer with a wife. We would have a houseful of children and more love than you can count.”
Zia: “Full-fledged Gods, minor or not, have no second chances. There’s no next life if you die.”
Mont: “Mortals are lucky in that regard. Fuck up one life and then get a second, third, or even fourth chance to redo it. Sure, I can play pretend farmer, but I can’t grow old and die, so what is the point?”
Zia: “You can still fall in love and settle down on a farm.”
Mont: “No relationship lasts an eternity. Mortals die, and so do Demis. I would be lucky to get a few decades out of forever.”
Zia: “Find yourself a nice Goddess then.”
Mont: “Most Goddesses want golden palaces and to be worshiped. Not to play around in the mud.”
Zia: “I have had enough mud myself.”
Mont: “That makes sense based on what you used to do. What’s the real reason that you stopped?”
Zia: “If I told you, there would be a panic.”
Mont: “And screwing with the natural order is a better scenario?”
Zia: “I thought we were talking about you.”
Mont: “I have nothing else to say about myself. I know what I want and can’t have it. Let’s say I do find that perfect Goddess for me. How long do you think she will put up with me? A century? Millennia? Maybe two? Love isn’t forever when you are immortal. I envy mortals in that regard.”
Zia: “At least you can touch a mortal without killing them. Even the Demis, Halfings, or whatever you call them, are not immune. If I hold onto one of them a bit too long, that Demi is dead. Gods are a bit trickier, as I would have to try.”
Mont: “Must be lonely to be Death.”
Zia: “Everyone is lonely sometimes.”
Mont: “That is a very mortal thing to say.”
Zia: “I have spent much time among mortals, both living and dead. While I must confess, I do not understand every dumb thing they do, motive is easy. A poor man takes his life because his wife left him for someone richer. A woman cries in anguish because her husband died of sickness. Then, there is a popular teen who is lonely in the crowd that adores her. Yeah, I have seen every scenario play out, and there are more lonely creatures than you know.”
Mont: “Why not give them peace?”
Zia: “It is not that simple, Mont!”
Mont: “Then explain it to me.”
Zia: “This is not the time.” 
Mont: “Promise you will talk to someone. Keeping it all bottled up inside is not good for the planet’s sake. Hey, don’t worry about me telling anyone. I never saw you.”

	Mont turned to smoke and floated away. If only everyone left when they started to get on my nerves, I would have a much more peaceful existence. While I hated to admit it, there were more pressing matters than my level of annoyance. As the end was near, I needed to be more forthright with potential allies. 


2 Million Years Ago
	
	They left me. My siblings hid their hearts and departed our home planet but did not go quietly. They left a trail of blood and destruction behind them. They had recently acquired an appetite for souls as these gave them more power. Unfortunately, not a soul was spared, not even a child; they fed indiscriminately. 
	I tried to stop my siblings from feeding on all the various helpless creatures that got in their way, but even Áine had grown bloodthirsty. Regrettably, I couldn’t be in multiple places at once. I would knock out one sibling, and another would get right back up. I couldn’t protect the Afterworld, Sempiternity, and Proxy-3 as I was spread too thin. It became a massacre.
My siblings and I fought each other almost since we were born. Different allegiances and alliances have formed over the years. Most of my family disregarded the other lifeforms on Proxy-3 when they came into existence. Tal, Abaddon, and Gaster even held a particular disdain for the Gods but let them be unless they got in their way.
I was not a saint, and no one should worship me. I killed several of my siblings without the slightest hesitation because they would have done the same to me if they could. I also murdered mortals and experimented on creatures just because I could. Yet, I would never have taken part in the slaughter that my siblings partook of. 
It was surprising they did not take things further. However, my family didn’t blow up this world for several reasons. For example, their hearts were tied to this floating chunk of rock we called a planet. If Proxy-3 went boom, so did they; in other words, it was best that they only inflict surface damage. Above all else, my family put themselves first. If there were a chance they could die, they would take an alternative approach. Too bad they hadn’t figured out how to put an end to my life. 
While it was a theory, there might be one way to kill Death. I’d never told my family because Gaster would have been crazy enough to test the idea, and I hated that guy, but it was mutual. If I could have killed any of my siblings, Gaster would have been number one on my list. Talk about psycho; at least I put some restraints on myself. There was a line I didn’t cross.
As I said, there might have been one way I could kick the bucket. Every creature on this planet that could potentially be reincarnated would need to die, and then every spirit in the Afterworld would have to be destroyed. When only creatures are left with no souls or simply no one in general, Death might cease to exist. After all, what was Death without Life, or even the possibility of it? Like I said, it was a theory that would hopefully never be tested. 
And yet, everything had an end—even Death. By the end of this event, which was given the name the Great Massacre, I wanted only to survive my siblings, and then I could die. Call me vindictive, but I wanted to crush Gaster, Tal, Isla, Agora, Abaddon, and Terran’s hearts before I faded into nothingness. 
As for Áine, my favorite, and the seventh murderous sibling, her future was taken out of my hands. Áine died during the Great Massacre, so even if she’d snapped out of the bloodthirsty rampage, there would have been no redemption arc. Áine was gone, just in a different way than my siblings who fled the planet. The six that escaped would go on to feed on unsuspecting beings from other worlds. If they were lucky, they would die quickly, as recruitment or enslavement was a worse fate. 
My siblings and I shared a mental connection, but I knew how to shut them out, which was made easier with the distance. Typically, I chose not to probe their minds because I did not want to see what they were up to. While it was challenging to get a clear vision from so far, I knew the sum and substance of what they were up to—fucking, fighting, feeding, and building an army. The last one didn’t begin with an F, but it was the most menacing, as that army was meant for Proxy-3.
When a certain number of souls filled the Afterworld and a certain number of bodies walked Proxy-3, my family would return with their army. It was hard enough to fight seven, let alone an army of aliens with unusual skill sets. It would be like the Great Massacre again, except on extinction levels. My theory about how I might die would be tested. Perhaps my brother Gaster had come to the same conclusion as I, for he was crazy enough to destroy the entire world to end my existence. Or maybe his idea was to wipe out all of life so that I was here alone while the family gallivanted across the universe. It was hard to make sense of a senseless Chthonian.

July 1, 2434

	I decided to head back to my hotel and relax poolside for a bit before I contacted the other Gods. I knew that as soon as I signaled for them, Aelius and the others would be there. I needed to enjoy a bit of relaxation before the real work began. A few drinks, ogle a sexy waiter, and enjoy the sun's warmth. I was always so cold and craved heat. 
	If only Gaster and my other siblings weren’t such shits. I had been alive for billions of years, and I still couldn’t escape my family. I’d never had the heart to tell the Gods, who were millions of years old, that the drama never ended, no matter how old one got; of course, to reveal that bit of information, they would have to know my secrets. Keep in mind the Gods didn’t recall the Great Massacre; everyone had forgotten that day except for me and my siblings.
In the last several hours, I’d decided that Gaster, Tal, Isla, Agora, Abaddon, and Terran would get what was coming to them. Lumis, Daedalus, and Glace had died by my hand, and so would my remaining siblings. Rollo, Corth, and Áine had been too good for this world; that was probably why they fell so easily. I will never forget how Gaster crushed Áine’s heart. My beloved innocent sister Áine, who had foolishly given into the bloodlust. There was no saving her from herself or Gaster, nor did she get an Afterlife, as she was gone in seconds. 
Back to being poolside; after the fifth—no, sixth drink—I conjured a raven and handed it a letter I had thought into existence. The raven would have no problem flying into Sempiternity and delivering my letter to Aelius. While I would have preferred to work with anyone else, Aelius made the most sense because he was the King of the Gods. I would just have to keep it a secret that I’d murdered his favorite son. 
I wondered how Aelius would take knowing that Beckett’s soul resided in the reanimated form known as Maverick, which was slowly decomposing. I was sure Aelius would try and fail to kill me; I supposed I deserved that, right? I should have dealt with the issue of my family much sooner. Sure, I had my Afterworld army searching and failing to find my siblings’ hearts. Having the Gods and their resources on my side would have allowed the search to go much more quickly. Stopping Death was a shitty solution that had to end. Mortals were supposed to live and die, as that was the natural order.
So why the sudden change? I hadn’t decided to involve the Gods until I spoke to Maverick’s ghost. Hastily, I’d given him a decomposing body and a watchdog named Rue, but would that be enough to find Terran’s heart? Many had tried, and even more had failed. 
For much of the last two million years, I had been content to let others search for the heart; now, it felt urgent that the six of them were found. After all, my siblings would return sooner rather than later. Deep, deep, deep down inside me, I felt terrible for inflicting pain on the humans. I guess I was getting soft in my old age. Most of all, I was drained. But Death had no rest.

Zia: “Raven, deliver my message to its intended recipient and then come back to me.”

	The bird shook its head to acknowledge what I said. Then the raven flew off, heading toward what looked like the sun. It would make it to the other realm long before it reached even the clouds in the sky. It would only be a matter of minutes before several of the Gods would ruin my poolside vibe.
[bookmark: _Hlk126422502]I imagined that Aelius would bring Wymond and Eloy despite their differences. Who else would Aelius drag along? I could easily find out by spying on the Gods, but there was almost something exciting about the prospect of being surprised. 
Would the Gods try to fight me? Reason with me? Or perhaps a combination of both? I had kept such secrets. I could only imagine they felt betrayed, especially when receiving a message that read, “Apocalypse. Want to know more? Come to Quiet Shore. Zia.”
I played chess with myself and drank mimosas by the beach. I had to do something while I waited for the Gods to make a scene upon their arrival. The rules of this quaint coastal town were simple: if you were at the Quiet Shore, you couldn’t talk above a whisper. I’d chosen this location because we didn’t need a screaming match, which was definitely in the cards.
As time went on, I became more aggravated. The Gods were late and obviously hadn’t taken my words seriously; maybe I needed to be more menacing. Oh well. Just as I was about to leave for the Afterworld and allow Proxy-3 to be destroyed, lightning struck the ground inches away from me. No doubt a display of power by Aelius, but it was lost on me. However, Aelius did make people quietly scatter from the beach. How boring. 
What was interesting was the rag-tag assortment of Gods who came walking onto the shore as the smoke cleared. Aelius, Wymond, and Eloy were predicted. However, Dazzle, Flame, and Bones were somewhat unexpected. None were very much a threat independently or collectively, except for the King of the Gods. Aelius was incredibly powerful but unaware of his true potential. For now, I preferred Aelius to be neutered, but it was for his own protection. 
	Even though the mortals had fled, I continued to play chess alone as the only real threat was me. The Gods drew their weapons while approaching, which did not conjure fear. Perhaps I might have—okay, I had purposely misled the Gods into believing I wasn’t particularly powerful. They knew I had abilities and could take a God one-on-one, but six, not so much. Unfortunately, battling the Gods was like them fighting mortals: very one-sided.

Zia: “Put down the weapons. By the way, it is insulting that Keyne is not here. He was also fun to rattle.” 
Wymond: “We are taking you in to be questioned.”

	The Gods ignored my order. Rude. The next thing that occurred would have been unexpected if it hadn’t been my doing. The Gods’ weapons turned to sand, and I watched their once-weapons slide out of their hands. The beach was lacking sand, so a bit more couldn’t hurt. As they stood there, momentarily bewildered, I returned to my chess game.
My show of power, however meek, should have warned the Gods. Since I could rid them of their weapons with little effort, the best course of action would have been to retreat so they could reassess the situation. However, the young Gods—at least compared to me—kept up their slow approach sans weapons.

Zia: “Checkmate with a bishop and a knight.”

	I magically swiveled the beach chair around to face the Gods fully. I made all forcibly kneel before me except for Aelius. It wasn’t that they weren’t powerful, but I did have a hand in making them, so advantage me. 

Dazzle: “Let us go.”
Zia: “Why?”
Wymond: “You are coming in for questioning.”
Zia: “Have I ever mentioned what species I am? Has anyone ever cared to ask?” 
Bones: “What are you?”
Zia: “One hundred points for Bones. To answer your question, I am a Chthonian. While I may have led you all to believe I’m the only one of my kind, that is a lie. I am also much older and more powerful than I let on originally. I do not seek a fight, at least not with the Gods.”
Eloy: “That is because you cannot win.”
Zia: “I destroyed your weapons and kept you all immobile without breaking a sweat if I could sweat. Each minute I keep the lot of you immobilized, another mortal dies somewhere on this planet, inching us all closer to our demise.”
Aelius: “Is this your roundabout way of saying you stopped Death to save Proxy-3?”
Zia: “I prefer to operate in a morally gray area, but I suppose that is what I did. However, pausing Death and keeping Gods immobile is challenging, so I will let you all go if you behave.”
Flame: “Rot in the Afterworld, demon!”

	Flames immobilized his body and flung it into a fence.
 
Zia: “I didn’t toss you into the fence, but you can stay as you are.”
Dazzle: “If it was not you, then—”
Zia: “We are in Quiet Shore, Dazzle. Everyone knows to whisper.”
Aelius: “She’s right, Dazzle. Now, Zia, why are we here?”
Zia: “At least someone pays attention to my new name; the rest will be explained shortly.”
Aelius: “Will you let us go?”
Zia: “If you do not attempt to attack me.”
Aelius: “You have my word that no one will advance upon you while on the beach.”
Zia: “Is that so, Vitus?”
Aelius: “Vitus? I don’t know what that means, but as the leader of the Gods, I humbly ask for our release.”
Zia: “Very well, Great Splendor. If everyone remains calm, I will reveal why this planet is in danger.”

	I flamboyantly waved my hands in the air. The six Gods were now free to move as they pleased. My goal was not to embarrass or punish their kind; in fact, I had grown quite fond of the Gods. Unlike most of my siblings, none of them had tried to kill me until today. The Chthonians were violent and soulless, including me. However, I was trying to better myself, and it was probably a millennium too late.

Zia: “Let’s begin.”

	I snapped my fingers, and everyone suddenly sat in a dimly lit theater. I was eating popcorn and ready for the show to begin. The Gods needed clarification, but it was better to show than explain as it was less boring. Little thrills kept me going some days as they proved to be distractions from what was coming. Ever since the Great Massacre, there has been a countdown to the end. 

Dazzle: “What is going on?”
Zia: “Popcorn?”

	I offered my bag of popcorn to Aelius.

Aelius: “No, dammit. Stop playing games.”

	Aelius knocked the popcorn out of my hands, and it tumbled onto the ground. I rolled my eyes before making a box of candy appear. I began eating the chocolate and thought about how uptight the Gods were, considering they didn’t know the coming bad news. At least they were sitting in their chairs, but that might have something to do with them being unable to move once more. We were no longer at the beach, so I could not trust them not to attack me. 

Zia: “The show is about to begin. Quiet, please.”
Flame: “What other choice do we have?”

	Just then, the lights dimmed, and the movie projector clicked to the on position. When the film started, it showed a younger me making an herbal tincture in my kitchen. Suddenly, I stopped mid-pour and ran outside to put my ear to the wind as I knew something was wrong. 

2 Million Years Ago 

Death: “Áine.”

	At that moment, I began teleporting from location to location, fighting my siblings. No matter how many times I knocked them out, they kept getting back up and feeding on the closest victim they could find. Even Áine was participating in the massacre, and I could not understand why my sweet sister was behaving in such a way. Áine was not the type to get up right away after being knocked down, but she did. Áine didn’t even say anything to me when she rose to her feet; instead, she quickly teleported away. 
	My younger self doesn’t immediately follow Áine. I try to subdue my other siblings and fail at the task. Ultimately, I had to acknowledge the fact that Áine is the weakest link, so if I could stop any sibling, it would be that sister. I began searching for Áine, who I found in the Titan village of Aslo. 
[bookmark: _Hlk158498551]The Titans were the precursors to the Gods, and most were simple beings that wanted to live off the land. The warmongering Titans didn’t keep their heads, especially when the Gods took power. Vercingetorix was an excellent example of a Titan who became tyrannical and, therefore, met the chopping block; well, would have met, but I prematurely executed Vercingetorix to keep him from talking. 
	Back to Áine—she fed on some male Titan like a vampire. Blood dripped down the side of the Titan’s neck, and Áine’s white tunic was soaked in blood. No way was this the first creature Áine had fed on. I quickly scanned the area, and unfortunately, my postulation was correct. Five headless Titan bodies were lying lifeless on the ground, not too far away. 

Death: “Áine, stop!”
[bookmark: _Hlk127812217]Áine: “But it tastes so good. Death, you should try.” 

	Áine offered what was left of the Titan’s neck to me.

Gaster: “Yeah, Death, give it a taste.”
Death: “Gaster, what did you do?”
Gaster: “I’ve made our dear weak sister more powerful.”

	Áine went back to feeding on the male Titan.

Death: “By feeding on a Titan and making its family watch? This is not a fair fight at all.”
Gaster: “When have you been concerned about a fair fight? Besides, fear makes them taste better and gives us more power. It’s only a shame Áine decided to mute the wife and children after paralyzing their bodies. Screaming makes it so much more fun, Death.”
Death: “This looks like addiction more than pleasure.”
Gaster: “We were born of bone and dirt; do you think we are meant to create? We are the destroyers, Death. You should know this best.”

	The head of the Titan suddenly fell off and rolled a few feet as Áine chewed through his neck. Clearly, she was in a mania and needed to be stopped. Just as Áine was about to grab the female Titan child, I zoomed in front of it and knocked her to the ground. Áine quickly got up and tried again, but I sent her flying into a tree this time. 
	On Áine’s third attempt to feed on the family, the six headless bodies rose from the ground and grabbed my sister. Áine shrieked in frustration, unable to escape the deceased Titans’ grip. Áine might be Chthonian, but in her frenzy, she was no match for the six dead Titans I had conjured to hold her in place.
	
Gaster: “You disappoint me, Áine.”

	I knew what Gaster had in mind. He wanted to feed on the deceased Titan family alongside Áine. I couldn’t keep the family safe, maintain an eye on Áine, and potentially fend off a surprise attack by Gaster. The best option was to free the Titans from the magic so they could move once more.

Death: “Run.”

	I fired a blast of energy at Áine, immobilizing her.

Gaster: “You don’t think I could catch them, Death? Or that our other siblings aren’t doing the same?”
Death: “Chasing is beneath you, Gaster. Once I deal with you, the others will be a cakewalk.”
Gaster: “You know me so well, sister, but you won’t be stopping anyone.”

	An arrow suddenly struck me in the back. I reached around and yanked it out while dodging the next arrow fired. By now, I had pinpointed my assailant and chucked the arrow that had stabbed me into his chest. The elven archer fell from the tree and hit every branch on the way down. He was dead before he landed in the dirt.

Gaster: “How disappointing.”
Death: “Why would you think that would work, Gaster?”
Gaster: “Can’t blame me for trying—newly crafted dark magic. Just a tiny prick of it made Tal sick. Can you believe he got sick? But not a scratch on you. Unbelievable.”
Death: “I will kill you one day, Gaster.”
Gaster: “That requires finding my heart, and it’s in a place you can neither find nor access, Death.”
Death: “You always underestimate me, brother, and that will be your downfall.”
Gaster: “Promises, promises. You can spend eternity looking, but all I have to do is run out the clock. For you see, I have discovered a way to kill you once and for all.”
Death: “Just like all your previous attempts.”
Gaster: “Mock me all you will. The others and I are going off-world after a bit of a bite. When we return, we will feed until nothing is left of this pathetic planet. Even if it doesn’t kill you, all that will be left is dirt and dust, for we can feed on more than just blood. FYI, souls taste delicious.” 
Death: “Your plan will fail.”
Gaster: “Why? Because good triumphs over evil? Last time I checked, your kill count was higher than mine, Death.”

	Unbeknownst to Gaster, the dead archer had arisen, the very one he had hired to shoot me.

Death: “No, but I control Death.”

	The zombie archer fired an arrow at Gaster, hitting him in the shoulder. Gaster uttered a massive scream before incinerating the demon, which I knew would be his obvious response. Gaster was the king of “take that!” but had never been one to handle a bit of humility. 

Death: “How long before you get sick? Minutes? Hours? Days?”
Gaster: “Thirty minutes, but don’t look so smug. I’m going to take a parting gift with me.”

	Gaster waved his hand to reveal a box. 

Death: “Put it away.”
Gaster: “Poor little Áine hid her heart inside a sea monster at the bottom of the ocean. Clever as the creature was, it was rarely in the same place twice. All I needed was for it to surface so I could get a whiff, and then it was mine. Feeding gives us power, but the frenzy was to draw you out. I will release our sister if you swear to be my subject for all time.” 
Death: “You mean slave.”
Gaster: “Semantics.”

	Several ghost hands began reaching out from the ground, wrapping their hands around Gaster’s ankles. Although Gaster might be able to teleport, the dead kept him grounded. As Gaster fired at one, another ghost grabbed his ankle. 
Eventually, enough of the dead surrounded Gaster that he was left on his knees with his wrists behind his back. One of the ghosts carried the box to me; however, when I opened it, nothing was inside but blood.

Gaster: “Congratulations, you just killed her.”

[bookmark: _Hlk156247230]	I turned to see Áine, still immobilized, begin to age. I quickly freed her from the magic, and just as I did, Áine collapsed to the ground. Rushing to her side, I watched Áine shrivel until she looked like a mortal of ninety. I comforted my sister during her last few gasps of life.

Gaster: “The minute the box left my hand, I squeezed our sister’s heart. You are the reason sweet old Áine is dead.”

[bookmark: _Hlk156247441]	Smiling, Gaster held up Áine’s crushed heart. The demons still held him down, but his hands were now free to show me the heart. Black ooze began to drip from Áine’s heart, and Gaster lapped it up with his tongue. He was trying to get a rise out of me. 

Death: “Creatures of the Afterworld, make him suffer.”
Gaster: “The Afterworld cannot contain me.”
Death: “Twenty-four more minutes before the sickness kicks in. It seems like you might be spending a couple of hours—or days if we are lucky—detained in the Afterworld. Enjoy your stay.” 
Gaster: “Have fun stopping our siblings from feeding. Mania can be a bitch.”

	My ghostly minions dragged Gaster down to the Afterworld. Gaster was right that this experience would not kill him, but it was the only way I could inflict any semblance of suffering on him. Áine didn’t deserve to die. I should never have allowed myself to get close to her, as that had made Áine a target. The only thing I could do was avenge Áine, yet I’d also failed at that.
	My consolation was that Gaster had dropped Áine’s heart when trying to break free from my minions’ grasp, but their numbers had overwhelmed him. As for what to do with the crushed heart, I had a plan. However, before I could tend to the heart, I needed to stop Terran, Tal, Abaddon, Agora, and Isla. It was not going to be easy, and the death toll was already beginning to rise.

Death: “Alkaline, I need every able body in the Afterworld to stop my siblings.”

	No answer.

Death: “Alkaline. Alkaline. Do you hear me?”

	As I did not want to reveal anything anymore, the film ended, and the only sound was a flapping noise from the projector. The screen went white, and I half expected the Gods to say something. At the very least, they should have moved, as they were no longer bound and free to leave. Yet there was a hushed confusion for what felt like fifteen but was only five minutes.

Zia: “My siblings left the planet a few hours after Gaster freed himself from the Afterworld, still sick as a dog. They haven’t been back to our planet since that day, but it is only a matter of time before they return.” 

	Eloy raises his hand.

Eloy: “Question. Why don’t you cloak the number of dead instead of pausing it for everyone?”
Zia: “I do cloak and uncloak the number of dead, which changes daily to no significant increase or decrease. What I can’t mask is the number of living. If the population grew exponentially, but not the death count, that would cause my family to return sooner. Stopping Death allows me to save both living and dead.”



Chapter 4

July 1, 2434

Aelius: “I have some questions.”
Flame: “Me too, because I don’t remember this happening. Not in the slightest.”
Zia: “A council was convened of varying species, and it was agreed that no one would remember the Chthonians as that was the only way to heal. My siblings wiped out a fourth of the world’s population before they left. I want to call it a genocide, but it was more like a mass extinction event. However, if no one remembers, it didn’t hurt, right?”
Aelius: “That is a bullshit excuse.”
Zia: “You were on that council, Aelius. You voted to forget. Had I been able to tell the council about my siblings’ intended plan that day, the vote would undoubtedly have gone differently. Nevertheless, I was dealing with the sudden surge of fresh souls in the Afterworld because my siblings were new to feeding and sloppy. Everyone had already forgotten by the time I returned to the land of the living.”
Aelius: “You should have made us remember.”
Zia: “I was convinced I could handle the problem solo. All I needed to do was find six hearts I couldn’t see. Sounds easy. Wrong. I have been looking for those fucking hearts longer than any of you have been alive. I should have said something sooner. Call it pride, ego, or whatever else you want, but here we are two million years later.”
Eloy: “I can’t believe …”
Wymond: “This happened.”
Zia: “My family and I have tried to kill one another almost since the beginning of time. There were thirteen siblings, and now seven are left, counting me.”
Eloy: “That’s intense.”
Zia: “Yeah, but I’m no hero. I have killed more than I care to admit over the years, including some of my own kind. I yearn for a peaceful existence, but they will bring an army, and I see defeat is imminent without those hearts, so I’ve imposed an impractical solution.”
Wymond: “Stopping Death.”
Eloy: “That doesn’t make sense.”
Zia: “Wiggy is right. When enough die, my siblings will come back and lay waste to the planet. It was a temporary fix rather than a perfect resolution.”
Wymond: “I hate being called Wiggy.”
Bones: “I assume no one is safe.”
Zia: “For creatures with souls, like mortals, the only way to end their existence is by consuming their spirit. There is a whole buffet of souls in the Afterworld. Gods, Titans, and other magic beginnings are a bit complicated, but in some ways, they are easier to kill permanently due to the lack of souls. My family can feed on the living and the dead, those with or without souls. Everyone is at risk.”
Eloy: “What is the plan?”
Zia: “My siblings will attack the areas that are most vulnerable and consume as many souls as possible; this will create an imbalance that will trigger multiple natural disasters across the globe. If it doesn’t, they will start the catastrophes. Gaster and Tal thrive on chaos. With the added power, they will massacre the living in a matter of minutes unless they decide to play with their food—then it will drag on. The mortals will have the option of having their souls ripped out of their bodies while alive or being consumed in the Afterworld once they have died by volcano, tsunami, or fill-in-the-blank natural disaster.” 
Aelius: “So we protect the Afterworld at all costs.”
Zia: “It’s not that simple. We need to kill as many of my siblings as possible to stop the apocalypse from happening.”
Dazzle: “Now you have my attention.”
Zia: “My siblings’ hearts are hidden on this planet. As mentioned, I can’t find them, nor can any God. Mortals, on the other hand, can see through the cloak but wouldn’t survive the traps. Zombies can see their hearts, but their minds and bodies are diminished. Some magical beings can also see the hearts but are typically less powerful creatures.”
Dazzle: “So what are you saying?”
Zia: “We break up into groups and try to get as many hearts as possible before my family returns. By the way, I have an undead warrior working on a heart as we speak. He’s different, so maybe he will succeed where many more have failed.”
Wymond: “How do you expect us to find the hearts if we can’t see them either?”
	
	I waved my hand, and a floating document appeared.

Zia: “This list contains all the species capable of seeing the hearts. Pair up with these creatures. They’ll find the hearts, and you’ll keep the creatures alive. Whatever you do, do not try to crush the hearts you find. Be as gentle as possible.”
Dazzle: “Why not?”
Zia: “When a heart is touched or moved, the owner knows. If we are gentle, they might not put two and two together at first. By the time we get a second or third heart, Gaster will have figured out my plan. My siblings are evil, not stupid.”
Bones: “So what is the rest of this plan?” 
Zia: “Crush as many hearts as possible. Maybe we can get Tal on our side, but there are no guarantees. I can raise the dead to assist, but decomposing flesh only lasts for so long. Even though you will do your best to protect your mortal counterparts, they will probably die, so don’t have anyone you like tag along.”
Dazzle: “But there is a pause on Death.”
Zia: “If the pain is unbearable, I will let them cross over.”
Aelius: “Who is the undead warrior?”
Zia: “Why are we backtracking?”
Aelius: “I haven’t been feeling right.”
Zia: “Leave it alone.”
Aelius: “If you value our … friendship, you will be honest.”
Zia: “I think you know.”
Aelius: “You killed Beckett. You fucking—”

	Aelius was about to lunge at me, but Eloy pulled him back. The rest of the Gods looked at me with shock and horror. I probably deserved this reaction.

Aelius: “Un-fucking-believable. You turned my favorite son into a zombie.”
Zia: “He can still be saved.”
Aelius: “There is no coming back from what you did.”
Zia: “Beckett would be happier as a mortal, but he can be made a full God.”
Aelius: “Bullshit.”

	Aelius’s eyes begin to glow.

Zia: “He can be brought back to life.”
Aelius: “And you will give me your word as if that is worth anything? You lie and manipulate situations.”
Zia: “Yet you can never leave me be, God King.”
Aelius: “Well, I want my son back, so what will that take?”
Flame: “Aelius, I understand your distress. We all care about Beckett. However, the world’s fate lies in our hands, which is a bit more pressing.” 
Zia: “You have my word that Beckett will be restored once we finish our mission.”
Aelius: “Comforting.”

	Aelius began pacing.

Bone: “Let’s say we find even one of these six hearts. How do we destroy them?”
Zia: “Only a Chthonian can kill a Chthonian.”
Dazzle: “So we have to rely on you not getting killed.”
Zia: “I have no heart to crush.”

	Aelius stopped pacing and decided to rejoin the conversation; he was still pissed at me, but Aelius was putting his feelings aside because we had more significant issues. As King of the Gods, Aelius was duty-bound to protect the planet. There were other reasons Aelius felt compelled to help, but those motives didn’t matter now. Aelius had always been morally better than me.

Aelius: “No one is without weakness, not even you.”
Zia: “The theory goes if every living and undead creature is eradicated, I cease to exist. You cannot have Death without Life.”
Flame: “What if they succeed in wiping out everything? Won’t their hearts still be here?”
Zia: “I suppose I would still be alive until I found their hearts, but it’s all hypothetical. I would ask the Fates, but they are no more.” 
Bones: “What happened to them?”
Zia: “Agora and Abaddon murdered them. One of the last things Future said to me was, ‘If two shall fall, then they fail.’ Gaster didn’t like hearing those words, and Terran didn’t handle his breakup well, so Past, Present, and Future were violently killed.”
Aelius: “Sounds like a healthy, functional family.” 
Zia: “So functional that I never had a real sit-down family meal where murder was not on the carte du jour.” 
Aelius: “Enough with this small talk. We will help you, but before we do, I want to know why you killed Beckett so I can have a bit of closure. Give me the short version.”
Zia: “I asked Beckett repeatedly to leave me alone, and he did not, so I killed him.”

Aelius shot me with a bolt of lightning.

Zia: “That’s one. I will give you that.”
Aelius: “But why make him a zombie?”
Zia: “His soul was supposed to go to the waiting room, a pre-birth hangout. Beckett skipped right past that waiting room and entered a comatose body, which threw off the natural order. It was a bigger deal than stopping Death. I had to make him a zombie; otherwise, my family would have caught wind of the situation.”
Bone: “How can they feel one but not the other?”
Zia: “A pause is neither good nor bad, but skipping the line and taking over a brain-dead boy’s body—that’s rough.”
Aelius: “I want to talk to him.”
Zia: “Beckett’s in a canyon looking for Terran’s heart. He also does not recall being Beckett because he jumped into Maverick’s body.”
Aelius: “Who is Maverick?”
Zia: “Some random mortal boy who was in an ill-fated situation. Like I said, Beckett can be fixed. After a Chthonian heart is destroyed, the goo can make a God. How do you think the Gods came to be? I used my sister Áine’s heart.”
Dazzle: “You made us?”
Zia: “Initially, but reproduction did the rest. If I have to explain the birds and the bees, we have bigger problems than the Chthonians.”
Aelius: “So, to save my son, we must kill a species even more powerful than most of us?”
Zia: “I would still save Beckett regardless, but yes.”
Bones: “This is going to be a bloodbath.”
Zia: “Correct.”
Eloy: “Fuck me. Sounds like a good time. I am in.”
Zia: “Excellent. For the record, Gaster and Abaddon are the deadliest Chthonians.”
Wymond: “Terrific. I guess I am in, too. Let’s leave our sister out of this one, Eloy.”
Eloy: “Agreed. Besides, she and Aelius did not end their quasi-relationship on good terms.”
Dazzle: “If I could get headaches, I would have one. Nevertheless, I will assist in this suicide mission.”
Bone: “Let’s pray we win.”

	Eloy slapped Bones on the shoulder.

Eloy: “That is the spirit, cousin. You can pray to me, but I probably won’t answer you.”
Flame: “We should get weapons. Are there any that could hurt your kind?”
Zia: “I did crack Glace’s heart with an enchanted hammer after beating the ever-living shit out of him with it. When he begged, I finally crushed his heart completely.”
Eloy: “I want that weapon.”
Zia: “I have an arsenal of weapons.”
Wymond: “We'll split into two teams. Half will work on raising the army and then searching for the hearts. The other half will get weapons and then hearts.”
Zia: “I’ll work on the latter. Who wants to come to my armory?”
Aelius: “This is not a democracy. Eloy and I will come with you.”
Flame: “Don’t forget about me.”
Aelius: “Fine.”
Zia: “That leaves Dazzle, Bones, and Wiggy to raise an army.”
Wymond: “I hate that nickname.”
Dazzle: “Deal with it. How much time do we have?”
Zia: “The minute we have one heart, they will know something is off. They will figure it out by the time we have two or three. I won’t smash the hearts until they know for sure.”
Dazzle: “What if we manage to get all six?”
Zia: “It would be a miracle.” 
Dazzle: “What if we leave things as they are?”
Zia: “It would buy us at least one or two hundred years. When Beckett skipped the line, it sent a faint ping into outer space. I should have acted quicker. Once the signal reaches my siblings, they will know Death is trying to postpone their feast.”
Aelius: “You are irrational. Erratic. And this is entirely your fault. We should have been told much sooner.”
Zia: “You are right.”
Aelius: “No arguments?”
Flame: “I think we have the gist of everything. We need to stop talking and start moving.”
Zia: “Okay, let’s separate and be on our way.”
Dazzle: “Wait. How will we contact you?”
Zia: “You are a God. Figure it out.”

	I waved at Dazzle, Wymond (Wiggy), and Bones. Before the Gods’ eyes, Aelius, Eloy, Flame, and I faded away. I wanted to make this understated but mysterious exit, yet maybe it should have been grander. Eh, who cared how I made an entrance or departed?

Flame: “Where are we?”
Aelius: “The entrance to Zia’s armory.”
Zia: “Correct.”
Eloy: “I don’t recognize this mountain, and I know them all. Better yet, why are there two doors?”
Zia: “Mondorell is not on any map and cannot be seen until one is close. My hideout exists in the in-between, which allows it to be cloaked without me lifting a finger. Now, choose your door.”
Flame: “What’s behind them?”
Zia: “One door leads to an escape room. You have one hour to solve the puzzles and get to the other side.”
Flame: “That doesn’t sound too hard.”
Zia: “No one has ever won. When the clock runs out, you face your greatest fear, and it will wield weapons that can kill a God. I do not suggest that path.”
Eloy: “What’s behind the other door?”
Zia: “A room of mirrors. Speak your greatest secret, and you will pass. Lie and be forever trapped. I can show you a handful of warriors who are a part of my permanent collection. They didn’t know the rules when they entered. It was like cows to the slaughter.”
Aelius: “This is ridiculous. Teleport us past such games as we are wasting time.”
Zia: “If I do so, the building will collapse and turn to ash. The weapons will be cast out of this world.”
Aelius: “What kind of bull—”
Zia: “It was a failsafe, so my siblings could not get their hands on the weapons.”
Aelius: “Would the same thing happen if we teleport ourselves?”
Zia: “You’re welcome to try.”

	Aelius tried three times before resigning himself to the fact I was telling the truth. I had no reason to lie. I was unsure why Aelius was so frustrated, as the chosen path was quite evident. I would even sweeten the deal in hopes of calming his duress.

Zia: “No one will hear your secret except the mirrors. Go one by one for all I care.”
Eloy: “What if we have no secrets?”
Zia: “If you are that extremely rare individual with no secrets, just step in and walk right through. The mirrors will not bother a man with no lies or hidden truths.”
Aelius: “I am surprised you are not part of the collection.”
Zia: “I know you are mad that I didn’t tell anyone about my family, and because of Beck—”
Aelius: “I’m not mad. I’m furious. Let’s get this over with so I can get you out of my face.”
Zia: “Fair enough. Pick your poison.”
Aelius: “I’ll take the escape room.”
Eloy: “Are you mad?”
Aelius: “I’ll pass with flying colors.”
Flame: “You should reconsider, Aelius. The mirror room is the way to go.”
Eloy: “I agree.”
Zia: “Don’t choose that route out of spite.”
Aelius: “See the three of you on the other side.”

	Aelius twisted open the left door and was sucked into the room. We could all hear a click, signifying the door locking. Ominous? Perhaps. Even though Aelius hated my guts, I still had concern for his safety. Despite being opposites, Aelius and I used to be close. However, I’d learned it was better to keep my distance. It would have been safer if Aelius had thought I was a monster. Maybe I should have killed Beckett sooner.

Eloy: “Fool.”
Flame: What secrets does Aelius keep that he is willing to face Death?”
Eloy: “I don’t care, but talk about wasted time. A whole fucking hour. We should already have the weapons and be preparing for the upcoming battle. Instead, we are like mice in a maze.”
Zia: “You can play with the weapons while you wait.”
Eloy: “Fine. I’ll be a mouse with a cool sword, I guess. Ladies first.”
Zia: “Oh, I don’t have to play.”
Flame: “I thought you said you couldn’t teleport.”
Zia: “It’s my armory. I can walk right through, and nothing will bother me. See you, boys.” 

	I opened the right door and stepped inside, but unlike the left, it did not suck me in or lock. Proceeding forward, I see my reflection in the walls of mirrors. When was the last time I was here? It had to have been a century ago.

Mirror: “Actually, it has been two hundred years. Welcome back, ruler of the Afterworld.”
Zia: “Been a while.”
Mirror: “Aelius is playing the game.”
Zia: “I know.”
Mirror: “Do you think he will figure it out?”
Zia: “Bite your tongue. These walls have ears.”
Mirror: “Your traveling companions are still outside.”
Zia: “No one can know.”
Mirror: “Free will exists only for mortals. For a creature like yourself, things are fated even if you try to cut the bonds.”
Zia: “This is not the appropriate time for this conversation. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have weapons to get, plotting to do, and siblings to kill.”
Mirror: “The truth will always come out.”
Zia: “Only you and I know. And you aren’t even real.”
Mirror: “Hurtful.”

	My image disappeared from all the mirrors. Shaking my head, I proceeded forward. Eventually, I reached another door and opened it. On the other side, I was in a cavernous room filled with rare gems, crystals, and riches beyond any mortal’s dream. I would sit here and wait for the others to pass their test.
	Flame and Eloy soon joined me in the treasure room. They had spoken their greatest secret and passed through the mirror room without incident. Eloy was ashamed of what he had revealed, but Flame was more challenging to read. I decided not to pry, as their secrets were not my business.

Flame: “So you think he’s dead?”
Eloy: “It’s ten minus past the hour. Aelius is an exceptional warrior, but it’s not looking so good.”
Flame: “Shall we proceed?”
Zia: “We have already waited, so what is a few more minutes?”
Eloy: “I agree, but I have a question. The novelty of sitting in silence has worn off.”
Zia: “Only the mirrors know your secrets.”
Eloy: “You could read our minds, though.”
Zia: “Yes. I can even probe my siblings’ minds. It’s easier when they are closer. My family could do the same to me when we were newborns, so I created mental blocks to keep them out of my head.”
Flame: “I’m envious of that ability. I am vulnerable for the first time and do not like this feeling.” 
Zia: “If it’s any consolation, I have no idea if my siblings’ abilities have strengthened or weakened since their time away. I can say that they have conquered and consumed with reckless abandonment. They are what you would call monsters. Very much a product of our cruel and dark beginning.”
Flame: “How is that better?”
Zia: “If their abilities have faltered, maybe they will leave your mind alone.”
Eloy: “You know how to comfort a guy, Zia. Question. How old are you?”
Zia: “I assume you are referring to my kind. Our bones were fashioned as the planet was forming. As the dust settled, we dug our way out of the ground. Then my siblings created the water, the air, some of the trees, and—” 
Flames: “Demons.”
Zia: “Not just demons. They made a couple of magical creatures that procreate like rabbits, forming new species. Then evolution comes into play as the years turn over. Magic can also be volatile. Life is a process.” 
Flame: “Oh, look who has finally decided to join us.”
 
Aelius was limping slightly as he walked toward us with a sword in hand. The demon that lived in the escape room would have killed any other being. Aelius was an exception despite the nasty gash on his head that was already healing.

Aelius: “I thought you said it would be difficult?”

	Before I could answer, Eloy slapped Aelius on the back. Since Aelius was distracted, perhaps it was best not to say anything more. Aelius might have survived his greatest fear, but he had the advantage of not remembering the past. The only way his memory could have been wiped was with his consent.

Eloy: “Well done, Aelius. You are the strongest of our kind.”
Aelius: “Why did you not join me?”
Eloy: “I don’t fear my secrets. I embrace who I am.”

	Did he?

Aelius: “Like I said, I have none. Besides, I got this agreeable sword as my prize. It will do me well in battle.”

	Aelius smiled as he was genuinely delighted by his win.

Eloy: “Are we going to stand here all day or—”
Zia: “We must take the mine haulage cart to the weapons room.”
Eloy: “What mine—”

	I opened a door next to a massive stack of gold coins. 

Zia: “Right this way.”
Eloy: “Can you stop cutting me off?”

The door led to an area that looked like the inside of a mountain and was illuminated by glowing rocks. I was the first to hop into the mine cart, and the others soon followed. Once I slapped the side of the cart, it was off in a jerky start and sped down the tracks. The cart defied the laws of gravity as it raced toward the weapons room. We would not reach our destination for three more minutes, which gave me time to think—never good.

30,000 Years Ago 

	Since the day Chthonians were erased from living memory, I had rarely left the Afterworld. It was easy to stay away as time moved differently in my realm. I also had plenty of company—demons, spirits, and many magical creatures called the Afterworld home. They didn’t know me as a Chthonian, just Death. What I loved most about the Afterworld, besides the anonymity, was that it was the most beautiful and incredibly terrifying place one could ever hope to visit. 
In the rare instances when I left the Afterworld, I usually went incognito to Proxy-3 as I missed the varying colors and seasons. The skies in the Afterworld were either red-orange or purple, depending on the hour; the grass was blue, and the dirt was black. Rain and snow did not exist in the Afterworld, but that didn’t stop the plants from thriving. The Afterworld was essentially the perfect pitstop or final resting place, depending on how a mortal’s soul was judged. 
While the Afterworld was my paradise, sometimes I enjoyed the imperfections Proxy-3 offered. However, on this particular day, I was drawn to Sempiternity rather than the mortal world. Yes, it was a dangerous game I was playing as it was harder to cloak my identity in this realm. Immortals were a bit more aware than their human counterparts that something powerful existed, but they didn’t know what. Yet, like a moth to a flame, I went to the Kingdom of the Gods. 
	A younger Aelius, Tempest, Fortune, Mereg, Eloy, and Aviary were playing a version of bocce ball, which wouldn’t be seen in Proxy-3 for many years later. Watching the group play from a distance, I realized I had never participated in a game. Suddenly, I desperately wanted to play bocce ball. 
I tried my best to remain unmoving. I even reminded myself of my station—I had been born an adult with assumed responsibilities. Yet, how could one little game hurt? I could introduce myself, be vague about my abilities, and lie about my origins. To the Gods, I would be just another immortal or simply Death. Of course, Aelius would automatically be suspicious but say nothing, which was a negative on his part.
Once I finally committed to trying bocce ball, I casually walked over to the group and asked to play. Mereg, the Poison Goddess, requested my name before making any decision. I probably should have given a false designation, but I chose the truth. I told the six of them that I was Death. 
Naturally, all the Gods were curious, except for Mereg, who suddenly disliked me (long story). As predicted, Aelius was curious but suspicious. Death was not something the Gods often pondered, being immortal. It was a bit annoying that they’d never considered where their soft, fleshly counterparts went when they died.

Mereg: “I do not believe there is such a place as the Afterworld, where creatures and spirits reside. I would know of such a place.”
Death: “Believe what you will, but it’s real.”
Fortune: “Why are we only hearing about this now?”
Death: “While I have help, I prefer to stay in the Afterworld, only occasionally leaving. None of you would have known I was here if I hadn’t decided to reveal myself.”
Aelius: “Why did you reveal yourself?”
Death: “I wanted to play bocce ball.”
Aelius: “Swear to the Gods that is the only reason.”
Death: “My only desire is to play.”
Aviary: “You smell different.”
Death: “I spend my days surrounded by zombies, spirits, demons, giants, and other unique creatures. They don’t smell like roses.”
Aviary: “I was going to say you smelled like chocolate and summer rain.”
Aelius: “Excuse his poor excuse for flirting, but you are something else, aren’t you?” 
Death: “I choose not to mask my scent, and no, I am not a God. However, Death is eternal.”
Eloy: “Are there more like you?”
Death: “No one else has my ability.”
Eloy: “I see … So, my only other question is, do you want to join us for bocce ball?”
Death: “I thought you would never ask.”
	
	Everyone but Aelius began setting up for a new game, even Mereg, who was also giving me the stink eye. I couldn’t help but flash Aelius a smile as he stood there staring suspiciously. It amused me how close to the truth Aelius was, but I knew he would let it go in three, two—

Aelius: “I call dibs on going first in the next round.” 	

















Chapter 5

July 1, 2434

Eloy: “Whoa. I think I am in love.”
Flame: “I have to admit the flamethrowers are cool. How many weapons do you have exactly?”
Zia: “My collection contains ten thousand seven hundred and fifty-six weapons of varying types.”
Aelius: “Do you have anything to kill your kind stashed in this mountain?”
Zia: “Kill? No. Injure and possibly slow down? Yes. I don’t know what weapon will work best until they are closer. My siblings are not even in this universe, and it’s been many years since they were gone.”
Eloy: “It just means we need a lot of weapons.”
Zia: “Careful. Many weapons in here will kill a God. One good hit, and you will crumble into a dust pile.”
Eloy: “Show me those weapons first. There are few Gods that I would like to—”
Aelius: “We didn’t come here to fulfill some kind of secret vendetta—”
Eloy: “It’s no secret that I hate Murphy. Fuck that God and his laws; they bring nothing but bad luck.”
Flame: “How about this … Eloy, you can kill him if we beat the Chthonians. It will be like a murder gift.”
Eloy: “You are dead, Murphy!”
Aelius: “Children surround me. Where are your most powerful weapons stored?”
Zia: “One level down and in Hall C. Everything in that room will surely pack a wallop. Pick your poison, and let’s be on our way.”

	Almost like a giddy schoolboy, Eloy followed me down the stairs. Aelius and Flame were less than thrilled, for which I didn’t blame them as this was a dire situation. Eloy’s cope was rubbing his two friends the wrong way, but they said nothing. I didn’t blame them, and I wasn’t going to start spouting “the end is nigh,” as there was a chance we could win. However, our chances diminished every minute Dazzle and Maverick didn’t contact me. 
How hard could it be to rally the troops? Contact me if there are problems; otherwise, get the job done. I didn’t particularly appreciate being left in the dark or feeling like a failure. Yes, I could connect with them anytime, but they were not done with their task. It was just the principle that the B-Team should be communicative and have an army by now.

Eloy: “All right, I have selected all my weapons.”

	I turned to see Eloy holding a pile of weapons in his arms, which was fine, but he needed a bag. I summoned a backpack off the shelf, which landed at Eloy’s feet. No instructions were needed, as Eloy understood the assignment. He gently began to place the weapons in the bag. No matter how much Eloy shoved inside, there was always more room for weapons. The bag would always remain light, perfect for tracking and confusing one’s enemy. 
	Flame selected about a half dozen weapons, which also entitled him to a bag. Aelius curiously picked only a hammer, which he wore in a sling on his back and a set of karambit knives tucked away in his boots. As for what I took, it was the most unassuming item in the entire room. It was a crystal pyramid, maybe six inches in height; this device could cause a natural disaster if needed. Maybe being frozen, flooded, or torn apart by violent winds would slow down my wicked family. All I needed was to slow them down enough …

Aelius: “So how do we get out of here? Perhaps a maze containing a Minotaur or a face-off against a woman with hair made of snakes?”
Zia: “There is a door in the corner of the room. It leads to the outskirts of the Shambles Territory.” 
Flame: “That’s the poorest and most dangerous area in Proxy-3.”
Zia: “Don’t tell me you are scared, gentlemen. Before you ask, it’s a one-way door. No one is getting in other than the way we did, and survivability for non-Gods is next to zero. Now, come on, we are wasting time.”

	Flame, Aelius, Eloy, and I exited the mountain with weapons in tow. When I shut the door, it disappeared, and we were in the Shambles. A short walk would take us to the city of Pree, which was always bustling with criminal activity. I didn’t condone much of the activity in Pree, but I typically left the mortals alone, as did most of the Gods. The Gods considered Pree a forsaken place, but I saw it as an opportunity for ingenuity, determination, and free will. I wanted the people of Pree to create better lives for themselves.

Eloy: “Now what?”
Zia: “Get a bite to eat in town and find us a dozen mortals. I’ll pop in on the others.”
Flame: “Why don’t we come with you?”
Zia: “There is a heart hidden in the Shambles, and there are thieves in Pree who will do anything for money. I trust that the three of you can handle recruitment.”
Aelius: “Won’t be an issue.”

	I waved at the guys before popping over to zombie Maverick, as he had not used the mirror to contact me. Much to my dismay, Maverick was not doing so well in Hope’s Canyon; a hidden trap had ripped off one arm and was being carried in his backpack. Maverick was still searching for Terran’s heart, but it was close. I could hear the heartbeat. It had to be within one hundred feet.

Maverick: “I know you said it’s here, and I would see it, but there is nothing unusual besides bones, dirt, and weird little insects.”
Zia: “The compass is beeping like crazy, and I can hear the heartbeat. It’s here. Trust me.”
Maverick: “Should I start digging? It will be a bit difficult with one arm, but I should be able to manage.”

I snapped my finger, and Maverick’s arm reattached itself. Maverick was as good as a zombie would ever be, but that was not saying much. Soon, I would have to send him to the Afterworld so he could get his memories back. We could forcibly put Maverick (Beckett) in the waiting room so he could someday get a mortal body. However, Aelius would push to make Beckett a full God, which could be done, but it required more than me and black goo. Aelius would have to assist in Beckett’s transformation, revealing more about himself than I wanted him to know. But a deal was a deal.

Zia: “I can only do this so many times before you fall apart.”
Maverick: “Do you think I’ll get a chance to be reborn?”
Zia: “You will be fully restored. Aelius will ensure you have a second chance, whether mortal or God is to be seen.”
Maverick: “Aelius, who and what?”
Zia: “Never mind.”

 	Suddenly, the bone dog started barking at a pile of bones.

Maverick: “How many times, Rue, do I have to tell you? I’m not playing fetch. I almost lost more than my damn arm when I went to throw a bone at you last time.”

	I threw an energy ball at the pile of bones, and it bounced back at me; of course, I caught it with little to no effort. I thought Rue might have just found our first heart.

Maverick: “The heart must be there.”
Zia: “I would say so.”
Maverick: “How would you get it?”
Zia: “Start tossing rocks and bones … Mess everything up in that area. Whatever is cloaking the heart, we want to get it far away so I can snatch the McGuffin, as you call it.” 

	Maverick went to town, throwing everything from pebbles to femurs and even a beetle. When the zombie smashed a lone, dusty skull, a green and black heart suddenly appeared. We had found Terran’s heart and were one step closer to defeating my siblings. However, statistically, they were more likely to win, as the odds favored them. 

Maverick: “I can’t believe we found it. Now what?”
Zia: “Dazzle is assembling a team to find the next heart.”

	Maverick pulled out his map. A bright blue light began to shine in the middle of the water near a very unpleasant island that beastly mermaids inhabited. On land, mermaids were some of the most beautiful-looking mortals, which was primarily how they tricked men to their deaths. 
These creatures lured their prey into the water, transforming into mermaids and pulling the unexpected victims under before devouring them while still alive. It was horrifying, and they were my sister Isla’s creation. The only comfort was that the mermaids were confined to the island and the surrounding ocean. 

Maverick: “Where are we going next?”
Zia: “Breeze Island.”
Maverick: “You don’t seem too happy.”
Zia: “The area is filled with mermaids.”
Maverick: “That’s cool.”
Zia: “Mermaids are unlike the storybooks or television shows you may have watched in your safe little town. They are calculating and cruel, and trust me when I say they are not vegetarians.”
Maverick: “I guess I’m safe unless they like eating the dead.”
Zia: “There will be mortals traveling with you unless I raise more of the undead. Granted, there will be Gods traveling with you so that the mermaids might stay the fuck away. They will if they are smart.”
Maverick: “Another zombie or two could help.”
Zia: “True. But I want to save them for when my siblings come.”
Maverick: “I have a question. When you stopped Death, does that mean the victims of the mermaids never die?”
Zia: “The island has been placed on pause.”
Maverick: “What does that mean?”
Zia: “Everything there is asleep. They will wake up as soon as you and the others arrive.”
Maverick: “Why don’t you just keep them asleep?”
Zia: “Sleep magic is easy if it blankets an entire area. Picking and choosing different individuals to keep awake is a bit consuming. Not to mention, I’m still keeping Death suspended, trying to power up and oversee this entire mission.”
Maverick: “I get it. You have a lot going on. Blah, blah, blah.”
Zia: “You sound like Beckett, but no time for sentiment. Let’s get going.”
Maverick: “What about the heart?”

	I waved my hand, and a box surrounded the heart. Seconds later, the heart floated over to me. Once it was in my hand, it disappeared to the Afterworld, where my minions would keep it safe until it was time to end Terran’s life.

Zia: “It’s safe for now.”

	Before Maverick could say anything else, I teleported him, Rue, and myself to Pantheon Park, a favorite hangout of Gods and royals. It looked like Dazzle had done her job of assembling a small army of powerful beings. While I appreciated the effort, we needed a lot more fighters.

Dazzle: “I was wondering when you were going to show.”
Mereg: “Death.”
Zia: “Mereg.”
Mereg: “I still don’t like you, but I’m here to help.”
Zia: “The feeling is mutual, but thank you.”

	Mereg and I had a history. She was the Goddess of Poison, and let’s just say I ruined her wedding, but she didn’t remember. All Mereg knew was that she hated me and didn’t trust me for some reason. In Mereg’s defense, she was probably right for not trusting Death. I wouldn’t trust me. 

Bones: “I hate to break up the lovefest, but everyone is just standing around.”

	I whistled, and two zombies sprang out of the ground beside Bones, who was slightly startled despite his namesake. In fact, Bones’s name did not fit his ability as he was the God of Health and Home. Bones was the patron God of the Sickly, but his followers had lessened over the years since Death had gone away. Additionally, several Death cults had sprung up at his former temples. These followers prayed for the end of times as they wanted nothing to do with forever. 

Zia: “Maverick, show Bones your map.”

	Bones and Maverick walked off.

Zia: “I have Terran’s heart. I know Terran had a strange inkling something was amidst the moment Maverick began searching. Since it’s been found, it’s only a matter of time before my siblings figure out what we are doing and come home.”
Mereg: “Why don’t we split up and get all the hearts at once?”
Zia: “It’s one thing if Terran or Isla feels something is wrong. However, if they all do so simultaneously, they will break records speeding home.”
Dazzle: “Do you think we can get three?”
Zia: “Possibly.”

	Mereg’s wife, Sparrow, the wood nymph, walked over to where we stood. Sparrow hated me slightly less than Mereg, but no love was lost between us. What I found vexing was that Sparrow was not a warrior, so she should not have been here. I was about to say for her to piss off, but then I remembered that everyone would have to hide or go into battle when my siblings came home.

Sparrow: “What are we talking about?”
Mereg: “Chthonian hearts.”
Sparrow: “Is that what you are, Death?”
Zia: “Yes.”
Sparrow: “Well, how many of your kind are coming?”
Zia: “Six, but if we can pick off two or three, then we have a chance at saving Proxy-3.”
Sparrow: “The satyrs, wood nymphs, unicorns, fairies, and elves are on standby … ready to battle.”
Dazzle: “Our army grows every hour, and it’s only been two.”

	Today had been more like an eternity, but I said nothing.

Zia: “Excellent. You have Maverick, the map, and everything under control.”
Dazzle: “Wait, we need the heart’s location.”
Zia: “According to the map, it is on Breeze Island.”
Dazzle: “Fuck, no. Mermaids are vicious.”
Zia: “You recruited the unicorns and fairies—big plus. Now, imagine if you get the mermaids as well.”
Mereg: “They will rip through our army.”
Zia: “Just don’t go into the water.”
Sparrow: “All they have to do is sing, and it will be a massacre.”
Zia: “Isla’s heart is there.”	
Mereg: “Where will you be?”
Zia: “Abaddon’s heart is in the Shambles.”
Sparrow: “I think I’d rather go there.”
Zia: “Next to Gaster, Abaddon was the cruelest. Do you think mermaids are scary? You don’t want to go after this heart.”
Mereg: “Better not just be saying that.”
Zia: “I promise I will pop in and help when I can. As for Abaddon, he feeds on fear, and his dreams are your nightmares. So, while the location of Abaddon’s heart may not be as vexing, games will be played. None of you are built for the trauma.”
Dazzle: “Yet you think Eloy, Flame, and Aelius are up to the task.”
Zia: “Eloy and Aelius, yes. Flame, maybe. Yes, I require Wymond as well.”
Mereg: “He’s the strongest one here, Death.”
Zia: “You have Fortune, Murphy, Vine, Aviary, and others I do not wish to list.”
Mereg: “Good luck, bad luck, control plants and air. Whoopie.” 
Zia: “Work with what you have. As Dazzle said, there are more recruits every hour. What about Keyne?”
Dazzle: “I regret my words, but whatever. We are all going to die anyway. As for Keyne, he and Tove are away on a romantic retreat.”
Zia: “So? Go get them.”
Mereg: “The prince will not be happy.”
Zia: “Tell the spare royal to pull up his pants and get his sword.”
Mereg: “Don’t be surprised if he gives you an earful.”
Zia: “I don’t give a shit. Someone make it happen. He’s a strong fighter. We will need him.”
Mereg: “I’ll get him.”

	Mereg grumbled before heading off to fetch Keyne.

Dazzle: “I won’t admit this to anyone else, but I feel a bit of comfort that Keyne will be arriving shortly.”
Zia: “Dazzle, you sound like a mortal. Bury those emotions and don’t hesitate even for a millisecond, or your head will end up on Gaster’s pike.”
Dazzle: “Were you always so cruel?”
Zia: “Give me what I need, and I’ll leave.”
Dazzle: “Wymond! Wymond, get your butt—”

	Suddenly, Wymond appeared in a puff of smoke next to Dazzle. His quick arrival made it evident he was listening to our conversation, but I would let it slide. Eloy and Wymond worked best together.

Zia: “Wymond, you are coming with me.”
Wymond: “Finally. Let’s go.”

	Without further delay, Wymond and I teleported to the tavern where I expected to meet my team. Aelius and Flame were playing pool with two local women, one whose top was too small for her tits and the other whose skirt left little to the imagination. 

Flame: “You’re back.”
Zia: “Where is Eloy?”
Wymond: “With the scent of sex heavy in the air, he—”
Zia: “Upstairs. Of course, he is upstairs. Couldn’t stay put like a good boy.”

	I headed over to the stairs, but a hefty, tattooed man around six feet tall stepped in my way. I knew the mortal was just trying to do his job as a bouncer, but he was wasting my time. I didn’t even give the chap a chance to speak as I waved the bouncer away. I also paid no attention to Flame and Wymond who were trailing close behind. So nosy.
I could have teleported into Eloy’s room, but I sensed a presence that would have made most mortals’ skin crawl. While I shouldn’t deviate from saving the planet, what was another two or three minutes when I had already delayed multiple millennia? I wouldn’t allow myself to pause and answer the question as I now felt duty-bound to correct egregious depravity when it was so blatantly in front of me. 

Zia: “Eloy! Eloy! Get out of here right now.”
Eloy: “A lady deserves a proper night.”
Zia: “I said now.”
Eloy: Fifteen.”
Zia: “Eloy!”

	The door next to Eloy’s room opened, and there stood a tall, thin man in his forties, who was balding. The man had no shirt and was holding his pants so they wouldn’t fall to the ground. I found it amusing that he’d played right into my trap like I gave a fuck that Eloy was getting his rocks off. No, I was more interested in the grown man who had taken a child of seven to the room he bought.

Creep: “Listen here, bitch. I paid good money, so shut your fucking mouth, or I will find another way to keep you quiet.” 

	I stared at the solemn child sitting on the bed.
 
Zia: “You are going to button up your pants and leave. One warning.”

	The man grabbed my arm, which was a big mistake as he started to age. It took him a good minute to realize something was amiss as he tried to tug me inside the poorly lit room. Visibly, I did not budge, and he did not stop aging. The man released me in horror only when he caught sight of his reflection in the hallway mirror.

Creep: “Witch.”
Zia: “Pathetic mortal, you would never comprehend what I truly am.”
Man: “No, it can’t be.”

	I allowed the pedophile to dart into the bathroom as I did not want the child to witness what I was about to do. The man tried his best to close the door, but he was no match for my ability. Initially, I was going to kill him instantly; however, a much better idea came to mind. Why stop at one scumbag?

Zia: “Name your source.”
Creep: “Please. Please don’t hurt me. I have a wife and a baby on the way.”
Zia: “Even worse. Now, call your contact. On second thought—you are a waste of time.”

	I grabbed the pedophile’s throat, and he began to age once more. I ignored his whimpers and pleas as he became an extremely old, hunchbacked man. I thought about letting him live in this condition, but I kept going even as the pedophile’s heart stopped. Soon, he was a pile of bones, which I tossed casually into the tub. 

Flame: “Where did he go?”
Zia: “My demons are having fun with him in the Afterworld.”
Wymond: “I thought you stopped Death so the soul count wouldn’t rack up. Isn’t murdering him the complete opposite of your plan?”
Zia: “One or even a couple thousand is nothing. Fifty-eight million were supposed to die last year. Now, excuse me, I need to make a quick call.”

	I casually walked past the scared girl who was hiding under a desk. Even though the girl was much older than seven, she had the mentality and body of a child. A negative of my magic had allowed human traffickers to exploit this girl and many others for a long time. I aimed to remedy that now. 
	I picked up the dead pedophile’s phone and called the human trafficker who had sold him the girl for the night. I disguised my voice as the deceased creep and told the trafficker that I’d had such a great time. I only needed the trafficker to pick up the phone to know his name, age, associates, and location. I could have found the man another way, but this was the quickest method.

Zia: “Child. I mean, Jadyn, you are safe. My associate, Flame, will take you home. Before you ask, your brother Jaegar will be with you and your family shortly. I promise.”
	
	Jadyn crawled out from under the table. She ran over to hug me, but I stopped her, as mortals couldn’t touch Death without consequence. While I was sure she would have liked to be older, this was not the time to age; besides, we had sick princes to murder.

Zia: “Child, you will touch Death, but not today. Flame, you know what to do.”

	Flame took Jayden’s hand before they teleported to her home. I was sure he would briefly speak with the parents before leaving. The child had suffered trauma for many years, and her family ought to know so they could work on her recovery.

Zia: “Care to go on a quick adventure, Wymond?”
Wymond: “Just like old times. You coming, Aelius?”
Aelius: “You two can handle it. Just be quick. This shithole smells like cigars, sex, death, alcohol, and bad food.”

	I nodded to acknowledge Aelius’s statement. Then Wymond and I popped into the traffickers’ warehouse. We began looking around, and not even thirty seconds went by before the head trafficker’s minion shot at us. The bullets bounced off us as if we were being hit by foam. 
Wymond summoned a spear and flung it at his assailant. The mortal died instantly. When one fell, a group of ten emerged like damn cockroaches. Wymond was ready to fearlessly battle with the mini army, which was something he had done since the days of fists and rocks. 

Zia: “Fall down and die.”

As commanded, the mortals dropped to the ground and simultaneously clutched their chests before dying a few moments later. Wymond was disappointed as he lived for war. Usually, I would have let Wymond play, but this was supposed to be a short side quest; besides, the greatest battle of his life was soon to come.

Wymond: “Spoilsport.”
Zia: “Fine. Go torture and kill the leader, but be quick about it.”
Wymond: “Already located him. He’s upstairs, hiding like the coward he is. Pathetic.”
Zia: “I’ll go save the children.”

	I popped into the next room, which was dark, sans a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling. There was not even a damn window in the room. In this makeshift prison, there were one hundred and thirteen children locked in overcrowded and inhumane conditions. I let out a huff before mentally bending and twisting all the bars that held the children captive. 
	I thought everyone would cheer as they were free, but my method was probably not the best approach as the children were scared. I assured the children they were safe and that if they had a happy home, they would be teleported there. Those who were orphaned or abused by their family would end up at a local shelter together. 
I also gave each child a giant gold nugget and a letter that explained their situation. Unlike Jayden, we couldn’t take the time to explain what had happened to every child’s parent or guardian. Hopefully, the money and note would give them a fighting chance at a better life.

Wymond: “Where are the children?”
Zia: “Rescued and sent someplace safe. Is the scumbag dead?”
Wymond: “Ten broken toes, ten broken fingers, tongue ripped out, and eyes gouged as well. He begged for death, so I shot him in the dick before snapping his neck.”
Zia: “If you ever want a job in the Afterworld, it is yours.”
Wymond: “I prefer the Land of the Living, but hot damn, it was good to be able to kill again. I missed Death.” 
Zia: “It takes a bit of control to allow one to die when age is frozen for everyone else.”
Wymond: “When your siblings come, you won’t be able to hold it back, and many people will die.”
Zia: “Correct.”
Wymond: “Do you think we will win?”
Zia: “We have to try.”
Wymond: “In a scenario where we don’t win, do you have any regrets?”
Zia: “Many.”
Wymond: “C’mon, tell me just one, and we can go after that, I swear. I will even go first. My big regret is that I have never gone skiing.”

	I rolled my eyes.

Wymond: “Don’t give me that look. I was being sincere.”
Zia: “I believe you. It’s just sad someone your age has never gone skiing.”
Wymond: “Nevertheless, I shared and still call you a friend despite all your secrets. Was any of it real for you?”

	There was a moment of silence for Wymond and me, which we did not need to acknowledge. 

Zia: “There is another Chthonian on this planet, but he is unrelated to me. He is also my soul mate, twin flame, or whatever you want to call it. I feel the pull every day to him, but I ignore it. If you tell anyone, I will not only end your existence but also snuff out your entire family.”
Wymond: “Brutal. Love it. So, tell me, who is this creature?”
Zia: “One regret. Request met. Keep your part of the bargain.”
Wymond: “I don’t understand why you won’t tell him, especially now that we are facing your siblings.”
Zia: “He will be involved in the battle right to the very end. I need not worry because he doesn’t have a heart like mine.”
Wymond: “I have never wanted to know something more than I do now.”
Zia: “I’m sure you will figure out who it is. Again, keep your fucking mouth shut.” 
Wymond: “I promise, not a word. But if we win, tell him. You both deserve to be happy.”
Zia: “I am Death, Wymond. Death. I touch a mortal, and they die. A Demi gets years shaved off their life for being with me. Immortals do not suffer the same consequence, but who would want to spend eternity in the Afterworld?”
Wymond: “Live on Proxy-3 together or even in the Gods’ realm and commute to work.”
Zia: “After the slaughter to come, it’s going to be a mess in the Land of the Dead. It will take decades, maybe even centuries, to straighten everything out.”
Wymond: “I hear excuses.”
Zia: “What do you want me to say? He is so fucking bright, beautiful, and everyone loves him. I can’t take away his light by being with him.”
Wymond: “Holy shit. I know who it is, and it makes total sense. I don’t understand how he hasn’t figured it out.”
Zia: “The best place to hide the truth is in plain sight.”
Wymond: “If I survive, you’ll tell me everything.”
Zia: “Your terms are acceptable.”

	Wymond and I teleported back to the tavern. Should I have opened up to Wymond? Probably not, but he wouldn’t tell a soul. I supposed that if we failed, at least someone knew the truth, which was not saying much. We were speeding toward world annihilation, and I had to act like we would win. The probability was currently not in our favor, and maybe it would change; however, what if it did not?

Aelius: “Took you both long enough. Eloy already wooed and took to bed another mortal woman.”
Zia: “That speaks volumes about Eloy’s prowess, not anyone else.”

	Aelius grinned, causing his perpetual frown to fade away. Back in the day, Aelius used to be fun, but the weight of being king was almighty. It was good to see Aelius’s sunny disposition still existed. Besides being the King of the Gods, Aelius was also the Sun God; he ought to be friendly and approachable instead of a bloody curmudgeon. 

Aelius: “So, what’s the plan?”
Zia: “We have Terran’s heart. Our ragtag group will try to obtain Abaddon’s heart before my siblings figure out what we are doing. Meanwhile, the other group will head to Breeze Island.”
Eloy: “Oh, fuck me.”

	Eloy came sauntering down the stairs, buttoning his shirt in the process: no shame or fear. Eloy’s arrogance was staggering, considering he was a creature my family could easily kill. One had to admire Eloy’s don’t-give-a-shit attitude—it would get him killed. I would have sent Eloy off-world to protect him, but he would never take that offer.

Zia: “Pass.”
Eloy: “Your loss, but seriously, you are sending them to Mermaid Island. It will be a bloodbath.”
Zia: “Most of them are immortals or corpses.”
Eloy: “There are worse things than Death—you would know.”
Zia: “They will be fine.”
Eloy: “Always the warrior.”

	I froze all the mortals in the tavern. Ears were listening, and I wouldn’t have this conversation with them hearing. Yes, I was sending the others to Breeze Island, and some would die. Others would be driven to insanity by a mermaid’s bite and might take their own lives. The unluckiest would be captured, dragged underwater, and become perpetual meals for the mermaids. Eat an arm, and it would grow back. Rinse and repeat until Gaster and company arrive. 

Zia: “When the Chthonians come, the mermaids will release their prisoners and fight alongside us.”
Eloy: “And they can’t do it now?”
Wymond: “Mermaids don’t operate on logic, only on self-preservation. They’re horribly narcissistic, murderous beings.”
Eloy: “Will they be successful?”
Zia: “One can hope.”
Flame: “What did I miss?”
Aelius: “We are going after Abaddon’s yellow heart.”
Flame: “Cool. Where?”
Zia: “Shambles.”
Flame: “Here?”
Zia: “Close. Mt. Eureka.”
Aelius: “Geothermal field.”
Zia: “And a city frozen in time at the base of Mt. Eureka. Been like that since it last erupted.”
Wymond: “Similar to this tavern now.”
	
	I snapped my fingers. We were now outside the tavern, once again bustling with life. Gods were exhausting.

Wymond: “One question. Why are we going after this particular heart?”
Zia: “There is a sleeping Guardian who will awaken when we get close to the heart. This Guardian can make immortals, including Gods, mortal. All it takes is one hit. It’s going to keep attacking until we get the heart. Mind you, we can’t see the yellow-bellied heart until it’s found; we can only feel it. Mortals and corpses are the reverse.”
Eloy: “So we must protect these fleshly creatures, some rotting and some not, while avoiding this Guardian.”
Zia: “Correct.” 
Eloy: “Can it make you mortal?”
Zia: “No.”
Eloy: “So why don’t you take the lesser beings, and we stay at the tavern?”
Aelius: “Why did the volcano erupt, Zia?”
Zia: “About three thousand years ago, I tried to get this heart. It was practically teasing me, so close to my sanctuary slash hideout. The creature woke up and tossed fireballs like a rapper raining money down on strippers. I couldn’t kill the damn thing permanently as it just rebuilt itself. Immobilizing the Guardian was the best option, but as long as the damn thing was awake, the volcano kept spewing lava. Eventually, the lava engulfed an entire city.”
Flame: “And you still didn’t get the heart?”
Zia: “The volcano wouldn’t stop erupting, and the Guardian wouldn't sleep until I was far away. I left to preserve the other nearby villages. I did not want them to be consumed by lava. No, an energy ball to the mountain will not destroy the heart, as it’s not concentrated enough. We have to face the Guardian and get the heart swiftly before it does too much damage to the local population.”
Eloy: “I think I prefer the mermaids.”
Zia: “We have not one but two Gods of War, a firebug and a sunspot. We can face some heat and keep some bad people alive or a corpse walking long enough to retrieve the heart we seek. It's a bonus if no villages are destroyed, as I would have to let the mortals die. Perpetually burning in lava is not a fate I wish on most mortals.”
Aelius: “Really? A sunspot?”
Wymond: “Now you know how I feel when she calls me Wiggy.”
Zia: “Est acceptatio in potestate, Wiggy.”
Wymond: “What did you just say?”
Flame: “No clue.”
Aelius: “It’s a dead language from another world. Zia likes to procure books from other universes.”
Zia: “I prefer the word steal. I may not be able to leave Proxy-3 and its surrounding realms, but I can bring small stuff to me through interdimensional portals. Before you ask, it’s a one-way journey.”
Wymond: “Cool, so what did you say about me?”
Aelius: “It’s pointless. Death always takes secrets to the grave—unless it suits her or the game she plays.”
Zia: “Such hostility.”
Aelius: “Kind of hard to shut it off when you fucked us over.”
Zia: “You will not die by the Guardian’s hand.”
Aelius: “Ten to one, someone loses their powers. Maybe we should have my dead son tackle the volcano or let mermaids rip him apart. Which death is more instant?”
Zia: “He’s a corpse. They do not feel anything. Besides, mermaids prefer their food alive and fresh.”
Aelius: “Comforting. For a creature who has existed since the dawn of this planet, you make many bad decisions.”

	A tornado began to form behind me.

Zia: “And good ones that you don’t know about.”
Eloy: “Hey. Hey. I like murder and conflict as much as any other War God, but a tornado now is not a good idea.”
Aelius: “I think it’s a perfect time. If you want to throw down, Death, then so be it.”

	Dark energy began to form in my hand just as bright light emerged from Aelius’s palm. Neither of us had brought forth all our might and, therefore, would cancel each other out; however, before we could shoot, Wymond ran between us and shouted for us to stop. Wymond wasn’t wrong, and I didn’t want to battle with Aelius, who hated me. Only due to Wymond’s incisive pleading did Aelius call a truce and vanquish his light. 

Aelius: “You better have some mortals near the volcano. I am not waiting any damn longer. When this is over, never fucking talk to me again. Is this clear?”
Zia: “As you wish.”
Aelius: “And bring my damn son back in his own body.”
Zia: “Only Life has that ability.”
Aelius: “Another one of your fucking family members? Never mind. Let’s go.”
Zia: “For anyone who does not know, I can only send spirits on to their next body. However, the blood from a Chthonian heart can make Beckett a full-fledged God in the current body he is inhabiting. Regardless, he will be stronger than before.”

	Aelius went poof and teleported away. A few seconds later, Eloy and Flame followed suit. I stood where I was because I knew Wymond wanted to say something.

Wymond: “Doesn’t seem much like a love connection.”

	Wymond had figured out who my mate was quicker than expected. Eh, Wymond was always observant, and sometimes I looked at Aelius in ways I should not. I’m sure Wymond caught a lingering glimpse at Aelius. What will never be… 

Zia: “I severed the bond between Aelius and me to protect him from my family. Aelius doesn’t even know I gave him to Vercingetorix, which saved his life in the long run.”
Wymond: “Vercingetorix is a name I haven’t heard in a while. It’s kind of ironic that both of his sons, Keyne and Aelius, were involved in his death. It makes me glad I don’t have any spawn of my own.” 
Zia: “Sure about that?”
Wymond: “You’re messing with me.”
Zia: “Maybe, but we are getting off-topic. As you know, the Titan-God War lasted approximately a thousand years.”
Wymond: “Yes, I recall. I was in my glory. It was good times when you still enjoyed the battle.”
Zia: “I was always holding back. It felt like theater.”
Wymond: “We all hold back to some degree, but there used to be darkness in your eyes and heart, Death.”
Zia: “You forget. I am heartless.”
Wymond: “Then why do you cry?”

	I didn’t even realize black ooze was dripping down my face. For the second time in recent memory, I had simulated crying. What had become of me? I was disgusted.

Wymond: “It’s okay to feel.”
Zia: “I am a Chthonian. I do no such thing!”
Wymond: “Why care about anything? Just give up and let the planet be destroyed.”
Zia: “I want to save Proxy-3 simply because it would be boring here alone. It is not out of love.”
Wymond: “If not love, why did you sever your connection with the King of the Gods? Was that also out of boredom?”
Zia: “No, I did it for him.”
Wymond: “Yet you are still drawn to your mate every day of every hour. Sounds like love.”
Zia: “Or torture. You forget I like pain. I am Death.”
Wymond: “Perhaps, but wouldn’t together be better?”
Zia: “He hates me.”
Wymond: “Fine line between love and hate.”
Zia: “True, but I want him to choose me. I know that will never happen as I gave him free will.”
Wymond: “You also slept with his son, which I guess makes Beckett the quasi-stepson that you murdered.”
Zia: “Beckett is still around in Maverick’s body.”
Wymond: “The tragedy that writes itself.”

	Suddenly, a portal opened, and Eloy appeared.

Eloy: “Everything okay?”
Zia: “Yeah, we were just chatting.”
Eloy: “That’s nice, but Aelius is having a fit berating the mortals you have chosen. They’re criminals.”
Zia: “They’re expendable—and very good pickpockets.”
Eloy: “Regardless, you’d best hurry before Aelius does something impulsive. I have never seen the cool and collected king this rattled. It really is the end of days.”
Wymond: “Shut up. He’s had a stick up his ass for months now. His ire is directed at Zia today but will be for someone else tomorrow.” 
Eloy: “Sounds like he needs a good fight or fuck.”
Wymond: “How are you, my twin?”
Eloy: “Because someone had to be good-looking and charming, brother.”
Wymond: “You son of a—”

	I pushed Wymond through the still-open portal.

Eloy: “I have been trying for years to shut him up. Thank you. For the record, you would have kicked Aelius’s ass.”
Zia: “Don’t make me push you through the portal.”
Eloy: “I’m going. I’m going. PS: you’re my favorite Chthonian.”
Zia: “That’s only because I’m the only Chthonian you—”

	Eloy chose that exact moment to fall back into the portal dramatically, and it closed behind him seconds later. Gods. They had always been a pain in my side, but they sure made things livelier. As I was playing the role of a recluse, I had almost forgotten how free-spirited and inquisitive they could sometimes be. 
While I would never admit it out loud, I liked Eloy. He wasn’t my favorite God, but he was definitely in the top three; no, top five. Yeah, Eloy was either number four or five on my list. Of course, if one of my favorites got killed, he would move up. Then there was the possibility of—actually, I should probably stop whatever I was doing. After all, a nuisance stone Guardian wouldn’t blow itself up on its own, so alas, I would humbly surrender myself to this task. 

Chapter 6

1.75 Billion Years Ago

	Daedalus and I were at a stalemate, or at least that was how it would appear to my siblings. As the Chthonian in charge of Technology, I’d expected more from this brother. I anticipated one or more skilled traps, but Daedalus kept lobbing energy balls at me instead, so I returned them in kind. I was not deterred, as there was a plan. I expected Daedalus’s crushed heart to be added to my collection in a few hours. 
Daedalus’s death would have gone accordingly had a bright light not briefly engulfed the planet. When the light quickly faded, magical creatures never before seen suddenly inhabited the planet. My pause, however brief, allowed my brother a stately retreat. 
It did not matter that Daedalus fled, as he was only delaying the inevitable. I would eventually have his heart and the hearts of all my siblings who dared oppose me. It was just a matter of time …
Expectedly, Gaster summoned me to an area my siblings and I had deemed neutral ground. We had agreed not to fight when in this vicinity, which, at times, was difficult. Gaster regularly provoked me while in the neutral zone, and it took some effort not to react. 
I was procrastinating. I might as well get this over with and see what Gaster wanted. I teleported to the neutral zone and saw all my siblings standing around waiting for me, even Daedalus. I must say, it was bold of my techy brother to have his heart tucked in a pouch on his body. The smell alone was an invitation to steal the damn thing and make it mine, but I stood stone-faced.

Death: “What do you want, Gaster?”
Gaster: “Did you not see the light?”
Death: “It was the birth of creation. Pretty obvious.”
Gaster: “Obvious? Obvious. Did you do it?”
Death: “Hello. I’m Death, so no.”
Gaster: “Well, we didn’t make these creatures, and you sure as fuck did not, so who did?”
Death: “It doesn’t matter. These creatures are here now.”
Isla: “How can you be so calm, sister? There is someone more powerful than us.”
Death: “Not necessarily. Our family created rocks, trees, flowers, oceans, etc. The next step, or the natural progression, if you will, is life. We have life. I hate to say it, but I suppose it should be celebrated.”

	My little pod creature had been born, but I would not tell my family. It was most likely the cause of life sprouting up all over the planet, but I would withhold this information. The best course of action would be to play things cool. When the timing was right, I would go to the cocoon creature.
Speaking of the cocoon creature— it was not like my siblings. It was hard to tell what it was, for Mondorell, my mountain hideout, was cloaked in great magic. When I was closer to Mondorell, I would know exactly what I was dealing with, but now I had to feign any and all ignorance. 

Tal: “But they are lesser beings. We should eradicate these lowly lifeforms.”
Áine: “I think Death is right. Life should not be extinguished.”
Tal: “Of course you would say that! You are Death’s puppet.”
Áine: “I am not, Tal. Hear me out before making judgments.”
Tal: “Fine. You have our ears.”
[bookmark: _Hlk143289664]Áine: “These species may be lesser—true. However, imagine being worshiped. They would pray to you, adore you with lavish gifts, and even sacrifice some of their offspring as tribute.”
Gaster: “Áine, my apologies. I never realized how diabolic you could be.”
Áine: “Never said it’s what I want, Gaster, but I know it is what you desire … Tal and Abaddon as well. 
Agora: “Let’s keep them alive for now.”
Gaster: “Fine, we’ll let the insignificant beings live—for now.”
Death: “Aww, look at you making decisions for the group.”
Gaster: “You are getting what you want, Death, so cease your mocking.”
Death: “Fine, but how you classify them is exactly how I consider my inferior siblings. Tick tock. Tick tock, Daedalus.”
Daedalus: “I’ll find your heart, and not only will I crush it, but I will cook it up in a stew.”
Death: “I have combed this entire planet, and there is no heart, but you carry yours with you.”

	I took a step closer to Daedalus. Isla jumped between Daedalus and me. My sister thought I would break the precedent of the neutral zone, but that was not my style. I didn’t need to kill Daedalus today, as there would be plenty of other opportunities.

Daedalus: “Someday.”

	 Daedalus vanished. 

Abaddon: “Why do you have to antagonize him? We all know he lives on borrowed time like Glace before you squeezed his heart until it popped.”
Death: “Why? Simply because I can, but that’s not a real secret. I do have a bit of doozy that I’ve been keeping secret. I’ll tell you, but it comes at a cost.”
Lumis: “She’s lying.”
Death: “I do not need to lie, little bookworm.”

	Lumis was the Chthonian who created fire. He had been found in the first volcano and had no memory before that moment. This brother tended to keep to himself and was always writing. I enjoyed his company as he posed no threat. We even spent time together reading books from other dimensions. I pretended to hate Lumis so he would not get the Áine treatment, as he couldn’t handle the ribbing that Gaster, Tal, and Abaddon would give him. 

Gaster: “No, she’s not. Out with it, Death.”
Death: “I thought you would have figured it out. Life is the secret.”
Tal: “What is she—”
Gaster: “Shit. We can’t let these creatures die.”

	I let out a hearty chuckle.

Death: “Otherwise, I’ll have an army of the dead.”

	For myriad years, my siblings refrained from interfering with the nascent species that had just emerged. My family didn’t want me to have any corpses that I could control. Granted, about half of these beings didn’t have souls, so they would not go to the Afterworld, and I could not turn them into zombies. For instance, Titans didn’t have souls, so I could not subjugate them.

Gaster: “Oh, how I wish there was a Chthonian of Life. We would have ensured that sibling never brought living, breathing creatures into existence.”
Death: “How boring. These creatures are here, so stop trying to put the genie back in the bottle.”
Gaster: “There are no genies.”
Death: “Yet … Anyhow, this family reunion has been quite enjoyable and enlightening, but not really. I must bid you all adieu. I have plotting to do and an Afterworld to tend to.”

	I allowed my clothing to slowly morph into a camo military design; this outfit would not be worn by mortals in the general public for millions of years. Someone said I was a trendsetter … and that someone was me. 

Gaster: “No one can harm these creatures. There will be no Death.”
Death: “I swear not to draw first blood. The question is, how long can the lot of you control your tempers? Who will be the first to smite a giant, unicorn, early version of a puppy dog, or even an elf? Should I continue?” 
Lumis: “Well, it won’t be me. I won’t kill anyone.”

	All the remaining siblings, still in the neutral zone, said, “Not me.” I was not so convinced as one of them would surely slip up and murder. Money was on Abaddon or Gaster as they were actual monsters. Sure, I had a bit of bloodlust, but I typically had patience and impulse control.

Death: “We will see who loses their temper first.”

	Gaster frowned.

Gaster: “Don’t you have someplace to be?” 
Death: “Ah yes, the Afterworld. Time to greet my newly born demons. Yes, I said demons.”

	I saluted my stoic but annoyed siblings. Then I popped into the Afterworld. I could not create life, but demons were seemingly a gift to me from my little cocoon creature. I was looking forward to meeting said demons and preparing them for when the dead finally arrived. Tick tock. Tick tock. 

Death: “Greetings, my lovelies. I am Death. This is the Afterworld, and you will serve the Realm of the Dead.”

	One thousand two hundred and fifty loyal demons stood before me. I selected a random demon in the third row as my number one. I would add more to the ranks later. The name of the selected was Agony, as he could inflict great pain, making him a good torturer.

Death: “This is Agony. He will be my number one. As I have to leave for a bit, I will gift knowledge of this kingdom to Agony, who will show everyone around with the help of assistant tour guides.”

	I pointed to ten other lucky demons who came forward. I gave them names such as Alkaline, Oddity, Hopper, Despair, etc. The best guides would most likely rise in the ranks under Agony’s watchful eye. 

Agony: “Mistress, we will not fail you.”

	I stepped forward so I was standing next to Agony. I placed my hands on his head and granted him knowledge of the Afterworld. Agony would now be able to do the same with the other guides.

Death: “Now you won’t. Demons, listen closely. After everyone separates into groups, the tour will begin in five minutes.”
Agony: “You heard Queen Death. Five minutes!”
Death: “Thank you, Agony. I have to leave. I must take care of my pressing matter.”
Agony: “I await your return.”

	Smiling at my lead demon, I teleported over to Mondorell. While I would have preferred to get here sooner, I had to wait until my siblings stopped watching. I knew Tal was lurking in the Afterworld, no doubt on Gaster’s behalf. It took a good thirty minutes for Tal to get bored and bugger off; it was the perfect amount of time to greet the demons and watch them invisibly before heading to Mondorell.
	Thirty-five minutes later, I passed through the room of mirrors and rode the mine cart into Mondorell. As I made my way into the room that stored the slimy cocoon, I thought about the individual born; it was probably dazed and overly confused, having been folded like a pretzel for over two hundred and fifty million years. It had begun to seem like this Chthonian would never be born, but occasional movement gave me hope. I’d even come up with the name “Vitus.” 
	Boy, oh boy! I was more than ready to meet the Chthonian of Life, who had already become a thorn in the side of my siblings. There was no doubt in my mind that Vitus (cocoon creature) was the cause of all the creatures suddenly popping into existence; not bad for being alive for only a short while. It was thrilling to have someone unrelated and powerful come into existence. 
Maybe, just maybe, Vitus would understand me and be my friend. Life and Death, friends—ha, imagine! However, in defense of this arrangement, I had kept him hidden and alive for all these years. I could confidently say that this Chthonian had been killable until the moment of his birth. It was almost poetic that Life had taken its sweet time being born. 
	There was only one time in my existence that I was shocked; it was when I walked into the room that housed the cocoon. I expected to see a fully grown adult, not a baby crying liquid gold tears on the ground; this creature was the first infant I had ever seen. 
Lumis and I had read about them in books from the other worlds. Many nights, we’d laughed and joked about such tiny and fragile beings. Who would want to care for such helpless creatures?

Death: “Well, it’s a boy. Now, I order you to stop crying. I will get something to clean you up.”

	I waved my hand, and a towel appeared. As I began wiping baby Vitus clean, he still cried. Much to my dismay—or possible relief—I discovered Vitus had no heart, like me. Would the baby stay perpetually this small? If somehow one of my siblings managed to kill Life, would I, Death, cease to exist?

Death: “I have cleaned and dressed you, Vitus. Why do you insist on continuously loud and excessive screams? You are a Chthonian. Emotions are for fleshly mortal creatures, so stop.”

	The baby continued to cry gold tears. I began rubbing my forehead as I noticed his cocoon had begun to crystalize. Curiously, I strolled over to the cocoon and touched it; when I did, I saw flashes of the future where the crystals were fashioned into weapons that the Titans used against their enemies. My siblings might not murder any of the new creatures, but nothing was stopping them from killing each other. Death would always find a way, just like Life.

 Death: “Good news, Vitus. I have found a home for you.”

	The baby instantly stopped crying.

Death: “I can’t tell if you understand me.”

	I picked up Vitus, and he began to coo. 

Death: “I also like you, but obviously, you can’t stay here. I will give you to the most powerful Titan so you have a childhood. May you preserve your innocence for whatever good that might serve you. And you are going to hear a lot of bad things about me over the years. I want you to know that it’s only partially true. Yes, I hunt my family, but the things they are capable of … Let’s say there are creatures worse than me.”

	The baby reached out and grabbed my finger.

Death: “You are strong, kid. You have the brightest gold eyes I have ever seen. You are going to be a real heartbreaker when you grow up. Unfortunately, you smell like a Chthonian, and that won’t do. Brace yourself, as this will sting.”

	Energy began to build in my body; when it filled me entirely and shook me ever so slightly, I released it into baby Vitus. Everything began to go black, and as I collapsed to the ground, I made sure not to fall on the baby.
	I’m not sure how long I was out, but when I woke up, baby Vitus had aged. When I’d found Vitus, he looked to be an infant, around three months old. Now, to my dismay, he was about twelve to fourteen months old. Vitus was also sitting up and playing with one of the crystal shards from the cocoon, much to my dismay.

Death: “I know it hasn’t been a year … only thirty-seven minutes to be exact. So, the question remains: what’s your timeline for aging? Do you have to get zapped to have a growth spurt? Also, where the fuck is your clothing?”
Vitus: “Fuck. Fuck.”

	I groaned.

Death: “Not good first words, kid. I’m such a bad influence.”

	I waved my hands, and Vitus was wearing a new outfit.

Death: “The good news is you look snazzy and no longer smell like a Chthonian. Your new scent is similar to a Titan but also different. It's something new, something that hasn’t come into existence quite yet.”

	Vitus was about to put one of the jagged crystals into his mouth. I yanked the crystal from Vitus, which caused the palm of his hand to bleed gold momentarily. The wound sealed as quickly as it had opened. Interesting.

Death: “My apologies. I better get you out of here.”

	I picked up Vitus and teleported to the cave of Vercingetorix and his mate, Adelfa. Vercingetorix, the future Titan king, sprang into action when I appeared, but I flung him into the wall. When Adelfa tried to get up from her rock, I made her sit back down. I had no time to scuffle, especially not while holding young Vitus.

Death: “I wish neither of you harm.”
Vercingetorix: “Says the person who has invaded my home.”
Death: “You have lived here only a few hours, but a cave is not much of a home. At the very least, add a little light. Actually, I will fix this problem right now.”

	I waved my hand, and the cave was now brightly lit.

Vercingetorix: “What are you?”
Death: “I’m a Chthonian. My family and I are the oldest living beings on this planet.”
Vercingetorix: “What’s that thing in your arms?”
Death: “This ray of sunshine is a baby, and it looks like you will have one of your own in a few months. Didn’t wait long to copulate.”
Vercingetorix: “I do not understand what you seek.”

	I drummed my free hand against the cave wall. 

Death: “I will put it in simple terms. The baby I hold is Chthonian, like me. He’s the only one who survived birth. You must keep him safe and treat him like your blood.”
Adelfa: “There were others?”
Death: “Four. My brothers Gaster and Tal found their cocoons buried in the ground roughly ten million years ago. My brothers cooked and ate them, which caused them to hallucinate for about a week. I missed my opportunity to kill them, but that is another story. This cocoon was discovered many years back, and I hid it from my family for its own protection. Vitus is the last of his line.”
Vercingetorix: “If he is not related to you, why care for him?”
Death: “Fuck if I know.”
Vitus: “Fuck, fuck. Fuck.”
Death: “Babies mimic. Best to watch what you say.”
Vercingetorix: “We’ll care for him, but I’m trying to understand why you will not if he is a Chthonian like you.”
Death: “My family likes to try and murder each other. Not good for a small child.”
Adelfa: “I understand everything you speak of, but I do not comprehend murder and kill.”
Death: “Because you are both brand-spanking-new and innocent like Vitus. I can show you what is to come. It will help protect your growing baby.”
Vercingetorix: “What’s the cost?”
Death: “You are learning. As I said, care for the baby as if he is your son, and you will be rewarded. Step out of line, and you will regret betraying me.”
Vercingetorix: “Show us.”

	I conjured up a crib and placed Vitus securely inside. Then, I approached Vercingetorix and Adelfa, who stood by one another. Before they could utter another word, my hands went over their heads. Thousands of images of the past and future flashed through their minds. I showed them fights with my siblings and the Titans battling each other for power. They also saw blood, death, and despair. As they began to scream from myriad depraved pictures, they saw the birth of their child, Keyne, followed by a life of luxury. 
I stopped before letting them see their demise, as that would eventually come, but not for a long time. At one time, I prided my ability to see the future, but now it is murky. Anyway, the two Titans dropped to their knees when I released them. They were sweating and quivering, which seemed to amuse Vitus. How were these the strongest of their kind? Their heads would have exploded if I had held on just a few minutes longer.

Vercingetorix: “We will care for the baby. He’ll be our son.”
Death: “Excellent. To the world, he will be a Titan.”

	I waved my hand once more, and the cave transformed into a massive castle. Naturally, my siblings would be curious when they stumbled upon this home. However, they would leave the Titans alone, as they did not have enough power to be considered a threat. 
Besides, none of my family wanted to leave a body count behind that little ol’ Death could manipulate. Granted, Titans were not one of the creatures that would go to the Afterworld, but my siblings did not know this fact. I’d become a pro at masking my thoughts from them. They did not know the extent of my abilities and vice versa, though some wore their heart on their sleeves—or in their pockets.

Death: “Your new home. One of the rewards that I mentioned for caring for the child.”
[bookmark: _Hlk143547394]Vercingetorix: “This is ours?”
Death: “Only the beginning. Eventually, I will give you a weapon that will allow you the opportunity to become a king. However, I will not give you this power unless you ask. Make sure you are ready, as being king is not easy.”
Vercingetorix: “I understand.”
Death: “Before I leave, I should mention that he will not grow like a normal being. Chalk it up to him being your firstborn.”
Adelfa: “How will he grow?”
Death: “The working theory is trauma, stress, or intense emotion. I’m still working through several different scenarios. Don’t think of attempting to hurt him because if you do—”
Adelfa: “We will protect him with our life.”
Death: “Good, because Vitus is the Chthonian of Life. When he was born, you came into existence along with all these other factions of creatures that just magically appeared earlier today.”
Adelfa: “The baby did—”
Death: “Yes, Vitus is blissfully unaware of what he can do. He is just a baby who wants to be held and entertained. Completely innocent.”
Vercingetorix: “And who are you, Chthonian?”
Death: “It should be obvious by now. I am Death. He brings Life into the world, and I help end it.”
Adelfa: “How fascinating. I would love to ask you one hundred questions and probably a thousand more.”
Vercingetorix: “No. We have been given our task, and it’s clear that Death wishes to leave.”
Death: “Correct. I will not be around for some time as I don’t want my siblings to become suspicious. Never speak of this day.”
Vercingetorix: “Understand.”
Death: “One last thing. Give the baby a strong Titan name.”

	I walked over to Vitus and picked him up. Then, I did something uncharacteristic and hugged the baby. A part of me did not want to leave baby Vitus, but I knew it was best for him. For the first time ever, I was not in the least bit self-serving. 

Vitus: “Zia. Love. Zia. Love. Bye. Bye.”
Death: “Same, kid. Stay out of trouble.”
Adelfa: “You understand what he is saying?”

	Yes.

Death: “It’s just nonsensical babble. I was humoring the kid, but no more. I got to go.”

I felt a sudden, weird twinge in my chest as I handed the baby to Adelfa. It was so strange. This entire day had been nothing but odd. Maybe I would rest a bit even though I had no need. 
Tomorrow would usher in a much more typical day. If I was going to crush Daedalus’s heart, I needed to be at the top of my game. I might also need a new display case for all my accumulated hearts, so I might work on that tonight. After all, my family did not see the value in a dead heart, but I did. 

Adelfa: “Wait. I think I have the perfect name for the baby.”
Death: “Go on.”
Adelfa: “How about Aelius?”

July 2, 2434

	Once near the volcano, the Guardian woke up like clockwork and began throwing fireballs. Most had the sense to get the fuck out of the way. However, the three unsavory mortals I hired needed verbal encouragement to move. I was unsure if it was out of fear, misplaced ego, or stupidity.

Zia: “Duck!”

	Two of the mortals moved, but the third was not so lucky and got hit by a fireball the Guardian was slinging. The dumb guy should have been wearing a red shirt, as he was the perfect target. While the mortal was a disagreeable chap, I did grant mercy and let him die; otherwise, he would have been on fire for possibly hours. 
It was easier to let the mortal soul cross over to the Afterworld than to hear his incessant screams of pain. There was no way to put out the flame of the Guardian until we left the area. And we weren’t departing until the heart of Abaddon was in our possession. 
	Death was no reprieve for the man, as we had made a deal. I quickly resurrected the mortal as a zombie. At least in his new form, the former mortal was quicker and dodged the next fireball chucked his way. Maybe I should have only brought the dead, but the living were often much faster thinkers, especially thieves who were good at sleight of hand.

Eloy: “This bastard won’t die.” 
Zia: “The Guardian is infused with magic from Abaddon and Lumis, so it’s extremely volatile. Lumis had no idea Abaddon would seize control of his creation after his death. Lumis was always tinkering around, making things not to the degree Daedalus could build but still skillfully made.”

	Another fireball was flung our way, which caused Eloy and me to take shelter behind an expansive rock. The Gods were up against a creature that could kill them. Even if the fire barely touched them, it would make them mortal. A direct hit could end a God’s life, and there was no bringing them back like one of my zombies. Gods lacked a soul, so they just ceased to exist if stripped of their abilities and killed. 

Eloy: “What are we going to do?”
Zia: “I’m going to fight the Guardian while the rest of you go inside the volcano and find that heart before the damn thing erupts.”
Eloy: “You think you can take this thing?”
Zia: “I’ve battled it before. It can’t hurt me, nor can I end its life. The only way it dies is if someone gets that heart in their hand. I will work on keeping it distracted. The rest of you get inside.” 

	Eloy nodded, and at that moment, I grew exponentially larger, so I was the size of the Guardian. My increased size easily caught the Guardian’s attention. He lobbed fireballs at me like it was his job, which it was, but still, it was insulting. At least the lava and the fire stayed in the general area and did not affect any nearby towns. I was invulnerable to the Guardian's attacks, so he could hit me as much as he desired. The Guardian was a nuisance more than anything, and we would eventually win.
	I did not take long to knock the giant Guardian to the ground, which probably felt like a quake to the smaller creatures. I began pummeling the Guardian’s face without remorse. The Gods, zombies, and mortals raced toward the volcano’s entrance. Hopefully, Abaddon’s heart would be found sooner rather than later. Punching the stone giant allowed me to blow off steam, but I had places to be, so I could not do it forever. 
It was much easier to beat the Guardian once my demons ripped off its arms and legs. My creatures took the body parts to different corners of the planet. Once I stopped hitting the Guardian, the pieces of his body would fly back with a vengeance unless my compatriots got the heart before I stopped hitting. 

Keyne: “Hey, Death, do you need a hand?”
	
	Suddenly, Keyne, Aelius’s adopted brother, was hovering not far from me. What in the Afterworld was he doing here? Keyne should have been assisting the others with the mermaids.

Zia: “Why aren’t you with the others?”
Keyne: “I had to ensure my big brother was safe.”
Zia: “You know damn well that Aelius is fine.”
Keyne: “Then why did he send an SOS to me?”
Zia: “What?”

	The Guardian took advantage of my momentary confusion and headbutted me. The unexpected hit sent me flying. As I flipped back onto my feet, the Guardian’s body parts had already started to reattach themselves. I began throwing dark energy at the Guardian, who was already tossing fireballs at the volcano. 

Zia: “Nice talk, but I am kind of busy.”
Keyne: “What about the—”
Zia: “Go find out what’s wrong—and fix it.”
	
	Keyne raced inside the volcano just before the entranceway collapsed. While my focus was on beating the Guardian, I would know if someone was injured. Right? Yet why would Aelius contact Keyne if his help was not needed? I hate to admit it, but I was concerned, which grew as the hours passed. 
	Finally, at hour three, a hole was blasted out of the side of the volcano. At this exact moment, the Guardian stopped moving. While it appeared that the Guardian was no more, I kept hitting him for merry measure. Only when I saw the entire group exiting the volcano, including Keyne, who held Abaddon’s heart, did I stop abusing the deceased Guardian.

Wymond: “You should have seen all the stuff inside! Books and maps from other worlds! It was almost like home, with magma wells in the living room.”
Zia: “I’m aware. What was the SOS for, Aelius?”
Aelius: “I sent no such thing.”

	Keyne slapped his adopted brother on the back just as the Guardian began to melt. The Guardian became a volcanic pond in a few short moments, but that was not of concern. My issue was with Keyne. Keyne. Something was not right with Keyne.

Keyne: “You probably did it without realizing, brother, but all’s well since we have the heart.”

	Okay, I had long known Keyne, and that was not how he smiled. Without further discourse, I waved my hand, which caused Abaddon’s yellow heart to come speeding over to me. Once the heart was inches from me, I placed it in a magic box before making it disappear. Abaddon’s heart was being stored alongside Terran’s. If the others succeeded, then we would have Isla’s as well.

Keyne: “Where’s the trust, Death?”

	I blasted Keyne with my dark energy and the air filled with smoke. Aelius was the first to react and ready to fight me, as evident by his hands sparking. However, as the smoke cleared, it was not Keyne but Tal who stood before us, laughing. My brother had fooled us, and it would be the first and last time this would happen. I should have read his mind but opted for trust, a vast miscalculation. 

Tal: “Getting slow in your own old age, sis.” 
Aelius: “Where is my brother?”
Tal: “The Titan and that pretty little thing he was with are someplace safe … for now.”
Zia: “Why did you help us?”
Tal: “Helping is perspective. Abaddon knows what he did to me and will pay the ultimate price.”
Zia: “Won’t Gaster be mad?”
Tal: “At first, but maybe Gaster shouldn’t have sent me ahead to investigate. I was feasting on the souls while trying to forget what happened, but Gaster had to pull me away. She’s not coming back, and now everything can burn for all I care.”
Zia: “Who is she?”
Tal: “You don’t get to hear her name.”
Zia: “Okay, then what’s the plan?”
Tal: “Is this when I’m supposed to give a big exposé on why I am here? Why don’t you just read my mind, Death? You were always good at that.”
Zia: “Your mind is on a Death Loop. Someone you loved was murdered, and you keep reliving that moment. Over and over.”

	Tal laughed.

Tal: “No matter what I do, I’ll never forget. But that’s my problem. Your issue is that your bloodlust is gone, which is not good if you are going to face Gaster. That bastard kills babies for fun. Something tells me you would try to save them.”
Zia: “Whose side are you on?”
Tal: “Me? I'm on the winning side, of course. It's nothing personal, but one Chthonian against three doesn’t seem like good odds.”
Zia: “It would be two on two if you joined me.”
Tal: “I already threw you a bone by giving you Abaddon’s heart. But I’ll do you a solid by delaying Gaster for a couple more hours.”
Zia: “How about you tell them all is good on Proxy-3 so they don’t return? We will work on getting Gaster and Agora’s hearts. Once we have all five hearts, they will all be crushed simultaneously. Then you can roam the universe without a master.”
Tal: “I’ll take Gaster and the whole lot over being alone for all eternity. Not sure what your goal is, but even if you defeat our brother, no one on this planet will accept you. But like I said, I’ll buy you a couple more hours. I won’t even tell our siblings of your little plan. It will make the final battle more fun if they arrive unprepared.”
Zia: “Tal, reconsider.”
Tal: “I’ve made up my mind, sis. Just remember what is at stake. When you fail, all these precious souls will be consumed. They will taste delicious.”

	I conjured up dark energy, which began encircling Tal.

Tal: “There is the old bloodlust. Now give me better odds, and maybe I’ll join your side.” 
Zia: “What about three on two the other way?”
Tal: “Who would potentially go turncoat besides me?”
Zia: “Turncoat? You are thinking too small. Maybe there has always been another Chthonian on my side.”
Tal: “Bullshit.”

	My face shifted to a hideous form that could only be derived from nightmares. Most creatures feared this side of me, and it rarely came out. However, my brother deserved my ire, and then some. 

Tal: “Is that supposed to scare me?”
Zia: “It amazes me that you haven’t figured it out.”
Tal: “Point to you. It was probably wise not to tell me. I would have just relayed the information to Gaster when he arrived.”
Flame: “Don’t you care about the billions of lives that will be lost?”

	Almost to emphasize the opposite, Tal flung Flame into the newly formed volcanic pond. Flame howled in pain but scrambled out of the pond. Nevertheless, the damage was done.

Tal: “Well, look at that. An entire pond of lava that can render a God mortal. Convenient plot point, wouldn’t you say? I know you have the ability to make new Gods somehow, but I think Gaster and I can render them mortal quicker. Maybe even make them go poof before you can fix them.”
Zia: “I can’t make Gods.”
Tal: “Sure, sis, whatever you say. I don’t want to argue, so I will get going. Besides, your traveling companions don’t like me much.”
Zia: “Because you are an asshole, Tal.”
Tal: “Might be right, but you’ve got a maximum of thirty-four hours before Gaster and company return home. You know, this is the first time I have felt alive since she died. It’s exhilarating.”
Eloy: “Go fuck yourself.”
Tal: “I like this one, but the clock starts now.”
 
	Tal teleported away, and I itched to punch something. Instead, I decided to send the lava to the Afterworld. I didn’t dare cast it into the ocean for what ill effects it might have on the population, which relied on the water.

Flame: “I’m mortal. I can’t believe your bastard brother turned me mortal.”
Aelius: “Is it true you can fix him?”
















Chapter 7

1.65 Billion Years Ago

Alkaline: “Excuse me, Death. May I have a moment of your time?”

	I saw one of my finest demons standing next to a male Titan. Surprisingly, this was only the second Titan to make his way to the Afterworld. The Titan was intriguing enough for me to stop mid-pour and have my magic take over. It was a deadly poison for what I was crafting. The poison would kill most creatures, except for my siblings, whom it would make incredibly ill. 

Death: “And who are you?”
Curiosulus: “Good morning, Madam Death. My name is Curiosulus.”
Death: “Well, aren’t you a polite burst of energy? Why don’t you tell me why you are here?”
Curiosulus: “I seek employment.”
Death: “Skills?”
Curiosulus: “I’m very good at cleaning and cooking.”
Death: “Okay, you are hired.”
Curiosulus: “Just like that?”
Death: “You prefer that I turn you down?”
Curiosulus: “I don’t mean any disrespect, but I thought getting a position would be more challenging.”
Death: “This is the Afterworld. Most aren’t knocking down the door to be here. Besides, the real test comes in your ability. How well can you clean a room and cook a meal? Of course, we have recipes here that have yet to be invented on Proxy-3. Don’t worry; the cookbooks will adapt to your native tongue, and if you can’t read, the books will also do that for you. Alkaline will explain everything while he gives you a tour of this facility.”
Curiosulus: “Terrific. I’m eager to start.”
Death: “Alkaline, you are in charge while he is training. Make sure to show him everything.”
Alkaline: “Even the room?”
Death: “It still needs to be cleaned. Curiosulus, just so you are aware, I have a room full of mementos. I like the room dusted and swept once a week, and that is it. Nothing is to be moved or touched.” 
Curiosulus: “Understood.”
Death: “Good. The items are irreplaceable. After all, you can only kill your siblings once.”
Curiosulus: “I will follow your rules.”
Death: “And you will be compensated greatly. If you excuse me, I was supposed to meet my brother Lumis three hours ago. I probably shouldn’t make him wait any longer.”
	
	With a click of my heels, I teleported outside the volcano Lumis called home. I waved to the Guardian as I entered what I called a researcher’s paradise—minus the sweltering heat. At least magic preserved the books and maps. The tropical plants thrived in the climate. Lumis had transformed this barren wasteland into a paradise.

Lumis: “There you are, sister. Earlier than expected.”
Death: “Only three hours late this time.”
Lumis: “Which means we must study three times as hard.”
Death: “Wouldn’t expect anything else. Where are the books from today?”
Lumis: “There is a little planet called Zoxen. Their language is curious and similar to that of another world called Moldra.”
Death: “Bound to be overlap. Oh, what is this?”
Lumis: “Besides books, I brought some food through the portal. We should try some of these Zoxen delicacies together.”

	Lumis and I read together for several hours, learning about a world we would never physically explore. Well, maybe Lumis could, but I would not travel any further than Proxy-3, the Afterworld, or Sempiternity, as all three realms were connected. 
While off-topic, I must say the Titans had come very far since their cave-dwelling days. After all these years, Vercingetorix was still a determined and resourceful leader. Unfortunately, Vercingetorix had surrounded himself with power-hungry individuals, including his wife, Adelfa. Eventually, Vercingetorix would be corrupted over time by those close to him. One couldn’t expect to be a tyrant for long when the ones being enslaved were stronger; it was an excellent way to lose a head, heart, or crown. 
It was not my place to meddle in their personal affairs as they were doing a good job caring for Life. Granted, Life had not aged since the day I left him with his adopted parents, but they still put up with the mini-Chthonian terror. The least I could say is that I respected Vercingetorix and Adelfa, even if they were heading in the wrong direction.

Lumis: “You seem distracted.”
Death: “Let’s eat some of this unusual food.”
Lumis: “Where to begin?”
Death: “With the cake.”
Lumis: “Who would have thought that Death would have a sweet tooth?”
Death: “That’s the only thing sweet about me.”
Lumis: “True. For better or worse, seeing you crush Daedalus’s heart is a core memory. I have never witnessed anything so violent.”
Death: “What was your favorite part? When he begged or when I tortured him?”
Lumis: “Neither. He was our brother.”
Death: “Okay, how about when I drank some of the blood from his heart as he slowly died?”
Lumis: “Shit. Now, I have no desire to eat.”
Death: “Aww, come on. Chthonian up and eat the damn food.”
Lumis: “No, you have robbed me of this meal.”
Death: “You’re being a baby. Eat the food before I shove it down your throat.”
Lumis: “Fine, but remind me why I willingly hang out with you?”

	Lumis took a bite of food.

Death: “Common interest.”
Lumis: “What’s the end plan, Death? Once Gaster and the others are dead?”
Death: “You are my favorite brother, Lumis. Please don’t ask me that question again. For your own safety.”
Lumis: “Death, we are family. The whole lot of us. We should learn to get along.”
Death: “Too late for that. Gaster and Terran were the original aggressors. They murdered Rollo as he was writing a poem, blissfully unaware his time was coming to a close. They may have started this game, but I will finish it.”
Lumis: “I just fear the collateral damage. If backed into a corner, they will destroy everything to spite you.”
Death: “I just have to kill them first.”
Lumis: “If you say so. We should probably get back to reading.”

	Suddenly, Alkaline came running into the room, which caused Lumis to jump to his feet. Demons had always made my brother uncomfortable. Lumis probably thought this was a trap, and we were here for his heart. Little did he know I had confiscated his heart centuries ago and replaced his with a fake.
The Guardian, who lived outside this volcano, wasn’t clever enough to suspect a guest was up to no good. Quite frankly, I was usually up to no good, even though Lumis would like to think I could be redeemed. The problem at the moment was that one of my demons had not asked permission to enter, which sent the damn stoned creature into a tizzy as it began flinging fireballs at the volcano. Talk about a snake eating its own tail.

Death: “You may want to stop your creature from destroying your home.”
Lumis: “Abaddon warned me of this day.”
Death: “Please tell me you don’t believe the lies of the half-wit who covets this fortress and all your possessions along with it.”
Lumis: “Just admit you are going to kill me and be quick.”
Death: “I wouldn’t need Alkaline to murder you. Now, what seems to be the problem, demon?”
Alkaline: “It’s the new recruit. He was cleaning the compound, and I left him alone for only a minute.”

	Another fireball hit the volcano.

Death: “Get to the point.”
Alkaline: “He went into the forbidden room and is now convulsing on the ground. I have never seen anything like it.”

	I had an idea of what was wrong.

Death: “Unbelievable. Lumis, thanks for the fun afternoon. See you next week.”
Lumis: “Wait, what is going on?”
Death: “Best if you don’t know. Stay here.”

	A door appeared on Lumis’s floor to Afterworld. Alkaline flung open the door before jumping inside. I quickly followed, closing the door behind me. I should have erased the door rather than let it fade naturally. I didn’t think Lumis would be stupid enough to follow or clever enough to hide undetected in the Afterworld, but I will return to that topic.
	True to Alkaline’s words, the Titan was on the ground convulsing with black goo coming out of his eyes and mouth. The idiot had drunk some of Áine’s heart. While the liquid would not harm a Chthonian, it was unclear what would happen to another creature who sampled the blood. 
Maybe I shouldn’t have kept Rollo’s fractured heart after Glace casually discarded it, but it made the perfect souvenir. In fact, I had in my possession the heart of every deceased sibling, plus that of Lumis. I didn’t have the hearts in my possession for any ill-intent, not even for my living brother. I just knew that if the heart remained in the volcano, one of my other siblings would have ended his life, so yes, I was trying to protect Lumis in my own fucked-up way. 

Alkaline: “What should we do?”
Death: “We will take him to Mondorell and run some tests on him.”
Alkaline: “Can you do anything for his pain?”
Death: “He chose to drink from a Chthonian heart, so this is his consequence. Let’s go.”

	Alkaline picked up Curiosulus’s body, and I gathered all the hearts before teleporting to my mountain sanctuary. Unbeknownst to me, Lumis had followed the energy trail to Mondorell. Usually, when I went to Mondorell, I would teleport to many different locations before arriving to throw off any siblings who might be tracking me. However, I had let my guard down, as Alkaline and I had left directly from the Afterworld. Unfortunately, my brother thought it was a good idea to follow me and explore Mondorell solo. 
 
Alkaline: “Now what?”
Death: “Start with the crystals and do a scan. I need to pop over to Vercingetorix, as he won’t stop sending me distress messages. I think it may be important.”
Alkaline: “Do you think it’s urgent?” 
Death: “Possibly. Now stop delaying and get to work.”

	I snapped my fingers, and I was in the newly formed Sempiternity. I had created the realm to keep Vitus insulated from possible threats. The realm was a barren wasteland, but it was safe. Eventually, the Titans, along with two of my siblings, would be the ones who gave Sempiternity life. 
	When I arrived, I found Vercingetorix standing at the foot of a massive palace under construction by various magical creatures. I assumed that would be Vercingetorix’s new home once the building was complete. He better not have called me here to marvel at the architectural feat; with a snap of my hand, I could fashion a building that would make mothers weep, and fathers drop to their knees at its sheer magnificence. 
Am I exaggerating some? Possibly. 

Death: “What do you need, Vercingetorix?”
Vercingetorix: “Finally. I’ve sent like six messages.”
Death: “I’ve been busy.”
Vercingetorix: “But you will want to see this.”

	Vercingetorix grabbed my arm to guide me to whatever he wanted to show me. Fool. He forgot his place, and touching Death was mighty bold. While my family slept around with what they deemed unworthy but hot, I tended to keep to myself. Some time ago, I had met a Titan that I fancied, and we had been together a handful of times. I soon discovered that he aged every time we touched each other. 
	Intrigued by this aging anomaly, I tested it out on someone I didn’t particularly like much. I spooned with the elf for an entire night as we both slept. Come morning, I woke refreshed, and the elven man was a pile of dust. Curious about what had occurred, I conjured a movie in thin air, fast-forwarding through the previous night to see what happened. 
Every fifteen minutes, the elf grew increasingly older until he had a heart attack and died. His soul ended up in the Afterworld, while the elf’s body quickly decomposed and eventually became dust. The point of this story is that touch should be avoided, which is why I broke it off with my lover.

Death: “You sure?”
Vercingetorix: “I would wager money?”
Death: “Out with it.”
Vercingetorix: “A miracle has happened to Vitus.”
Death: “Fine. Take me, but do not touch.”

	I let Vercingetorix guide me to a small cottage near the palace under construction. Adelfa was drinking peppermint tea inside the cottage with a friend while three servants started dinner preparations. There was a time when Adelfa would have worked alongside the help. I could tell power was starting to go to Adelfa’s head, but that was an issue for another day. 

Vercingetorix: “Why aren’t you with the boy?”
Adelfa: “I have plans, and besides, Keyne is playing with him. Oh, Death, hello, my dear. Would you like to join Tabby and me for a pot of tea?”
Death: “No. I’m more interested in Aelius’s well-being.”
Adelfa: “He is perfectly fine, I assure you.”
Vercingetorix: “Did the nanny tell you?”
Adelfa: “I checked myself.”
Death: “Take me to the child.”
Vercingetorix: “I wouldn’t call him that anymore.”

	Vercingetorix led me a short distance to a bedroom door. When he opened it, I saw a thirteen-year-old rather than a toddler. I was taken aback, as Vitus had never aged from baby to toddler. As the seasons changed and decades passed, we assumed Vitus would remain a perpetual small child. What could have triggered the change? It couldn’t have been the folly of Curiosulus … Or maybe it was? 
	Keyne and Vitus were inside the room, sword fighting. Once Vitus saw me, he quickly put the sword down. The momentary distraction allowed Keyne to stab Vitus, who swiftly healed. In response to the injury, Vitus slapped Keyne in the stomach, causing the Titan to laugh. 

Aelius: “Who are you?”
Vercingetorix: “Manners, son.”

	I needed to stop thinking of Aelius as Vitus.

Aelius: “Excuse me, miss, who are you?”
Keyne: “That’s Death. Someone you don’t want to mess with.”
Aelius: “I don’t mean to step out of line, but you don’t seem so scary. I think you are beautiful.”
Death: “Thanks for the compliment. I’m sure you will be a heartbreaker when you grow up.”
Aelius: “I’m not so sure if I will ever grow. My brother told me it took me ten million years to age. I’m worried I’ll forever be trapped as a teenage boy.”
Vercingetorix: “See the problem?”
Death: “I don’t think this is the end of your story. You have aged twice now. Only a matter of time before you become a man.”
Aelius: “I just don’t understand why I can’t be normal.”
Death: “No one is normal, kid.”
Keyne: “That is what I said.”
Aelius: “I just feel so weird. I remember a baby bird fell out of the tree and hit the ground.”
Keyne: “It was dead, and Aelius brought the bird back to life with some glowing light. It was a miracle, I tell you. I nicknamed my brother, ‘Little Healer.’ I think it fits.”
Death: “I prefer ‘Sunshine.’ It’s a better fit, wouldn’t you agree?”
Keyne: “Nah, not masculine enough. This boy is a fighter.”

	 I shrugged my shoulders.

Aelius: “If you can kill immortals, Death, can I bring them back to life?”

	I glanced over at Vercingetorix.

Vercingetorix: “It was prophesied that you would be the Ruler of the Sun, thus why she called you sunshine.” 
Aelius: “I know you say I’m a Titan, but I don’t feel like one.”
Vercingetorix: “You can still rule.”
Aelius: “What am I?”

Vercingetorix didn’t know what to say.

Death: “A new species.”
Aelius: “What is the species called?”
Death: “A God.”
Aelius: “Am I the only one?”
Death: “A God was just born. I must go.”
Vercingetorix: “What?”
Death: “As I said, a God was just born. Do not follow me.”

	I teleported back to Mondorell, and Alkaline was trying to hold down Curiosulus, who was thrashing on the ground. I rushed to Curiosulus’s side, and he was sweating up a storm. I scanned his body to see if what I sensed about the Titan was true.

Alkaline: “He is going to die!”
Death: “No, he’s changing into a new species.”
Alkaline: “How is that possible?” 
Death: “Curiosulus has become something in between a Titan and a Chthonian. I’m calling the new species ‘Gods.”
Alkaline: “Your siblings are not going to like this.”
Death: “They are too busy indulging in their pastimes and pleasures. Their war is with me, so my siblings will dismiss these creatures just like the others. Besides, from a power perspective, the Gods are lacking.”
Alkaline: “Gods? There is only one.”
Death: “Did you think we would only make one?”
Alkaline: “Kind of … yeah.”
Death: “We will make a small army, which will breed and grow over the decades.”
Alkaline: “Why?”
Death: “I have my reasons, Alkaline.”
Alkaline: “Very well, Madam Death. When will his transition be complete?”

	I whistled for the crystals Alkaline had previously used to scan Curiosulus’s body. The crystals instantly came to me, and I grabbed them to see if they had seen anything I missed. No, the crystals saw what I had regarding Curiosulus’s survivability rate.
However, these crystal shards were unique because they had been recovered from Life’s cocoon and were very powerful. My hunch was that these crystals had healing abilities similar to Aelius (Vitus). If we let Curiosulus recover on his own, he might or might not survive as he changed, evolving on a molecular level. Letting the crystals do their thing would increase Life’s chance of surviving, so I chose that option. 
	The crystals began shining a light over Curiosulus’s convulsing body; seconds later, he stilled before sitting up, gasping and confused. Curiosulus was no longer a Titan, for he had transformed into a God, the next stage of evolution. I very much wanted to go down this rabbit hole.

Death: “Alkaline, do you know what this means?”
Alkaline: “We should find a Titan to participate in experimentation?”
Death: “That is why you are my favorite.”
Alkaline: “I’m on—”
Lumis: “What have you done?”

	I pivoted a full one hundred and eighty degrees to see Lumis standing in the doorway. He had a book in one hand and a crystal shard in another. Lumis knew everything, and I couldn’t let him live. I wanted to look away, but Lumis deserved that I met his gaze when I killed him. 

Lumis: “I repeat my question. What have you done?”
Death: “I wish you hadn’t followed me.”

	Lumis’s heart was among the many I had brought to Mondorell. I raised my hand, and the heart landed square in my palm. At that moment, Lumis’s lip quivered. He knew what I was about to do, and there was fear in my brother’s heart; I could feel it. 

Lumis: “Sister, think this through.”
Death: “Unbeknownst to you, I have had your orange heart for several millennia and planned to keep it intact.”
Lumis: “I won’t tell a soul.”
Death: “I may be Death, but I need to keep Life safe at all costs.”

	I squeezed the heart, causing it to crack and Lumis to drop to the ground, clutching his chest. I applied more pressure, causing the hard shell around the heart to crack completely. Lumis began to age rapidly before turning to dust.

Curiosulus: “Fuck, you killed your brother.”

	In less than a blink of an eye, I grabbed a battle ax off the wall before racing over to Curiosulus. Without a hint of hesitation, I cut the God’s head off, thus ending his life. There was no healing from being decapitated, as the weapon I’d used to murder Curiosulus was meant to injure Chthonians. Gods stood no chance against a Chthonian weapon.

Alkaline: “Should I clean up the mess?”
Death: “Leave Curiosulus’s body. I want to run more tests.”
Alkaline: “What about Lumis?”
Death: “Sweep him into a jar and leave him on Abaddon’s doorstep.”
Alkaline: “Should I leave a note?”
Death: “No, Abaddon will know it is Lumis.”
Alkaline: “Your family will think you wanted to kill Lumis.”
Death: “Let them assume the worst. I had to murder my favorite brother today. I might as well get some use from his passing so it will not be in vain.”
Alkaline: “Why didn’t you give him a chance? I have seen the good you do when you think no one is watching.”
Death: “I am chaotic neutral.”
Alkaline: “If that is so, how will this end?”
Death: “End … end … Well, today, you will deliver the ashes as instructed and find me some volunteers who will allow me to experiment on them tomorrow. After that, we will feast on fucking pies of all types. How does that sound to you?”







Chapter 8

July 2, 2434

Aelius: “Well, can you fix him?”

	I snapped my fingers and revealed a small black vial that contained the fluid from the heart of one of my siblings. I hadn’t much left, and the outcome looked questionable for Flame, so let this be his choice. I would inform him of the potential outcome, and he could decide if the vial was his salvation or poison. 

Flame: “Why are you hesitating?”
Zia: “If you drink that vial, you have a seventy-five percent chance of death. No, my abilities cannot save you. I used to have crystals that would increase the odds, but they haven’t worked properly in years.”
Flame: “So I have a choice of growing old and dying or chancing the contents of this vial?”
Zia: “Do you want honesty?”
Aelius: “Are you capable of honesty, Death?”
Zia: “Zia is the name. If you need to think of me as the villain, Aelius, so be it.”
Flame: “Yes, be bold with your words.”
Zia: “God or mortal, you will still likely die when my family arrives. If I were you, I’d hide someplace off-world. It’s the only way you’ll survive. Whether or not you drink the contents of that vial is of little consequence. But now, it could take hours or even days convulsing in pain for a one in four chance of immortality. I have seen countless creatures die in the pursuit of power. Not to mention, we don’t have days.”
Flame: “I was born a God, and by damn, I will die one too.”
Zia: “It seems you’ve made your choice. Where do you wish me to send you? Staying with us is not an option.”
Flame: “The Afterworld. If I die, my spirit won’t have far to travel.”
Zia: “Flame, you were a God. You do not have a soul, even if your body was made mortal. Reincarnation is impossible. The same would be said for anyone made a God; a soul is forfeit for immortality in most cases. For example, half-Gods and half-Chthonians could be reborn.”
Eloy: “Holy shit, is there a little half-Chthonian running around somewhere? Is she hot?”
Zia: “He’s beautiful in a rugged, imperfect way.”
Eloy: “What happened—”

	Wymond suddenly realized that Beckett was the Halfing. Aelius still didn’t know his origin story or this hidden part of Beckett, and this was not the time to tell him. The conversation needed to be shifted before anyone else connected the dots.

Wymond: “He is no longer a Demi, so this is a moot point, and we need to get to Breeze Island.”
Zia: “Yes, as Tal is probably fucking with them. If they are not already dead.”
Flame: “Send me to the Afterworld.”

	I snapped my fingers, and Flame and the vial were teleported to the Afterworld. When Flame arrived, there would be a note instructing him where to hide. He would be vulnerable right after drinking from the vial. While a burial tomb was not ideal, no one would think to look for him there. Maybe, just maybe, Flame would be spared during the Chthonian feeding frenzy. However, there was also a good chance Flame would perish along with many others when my siblings arrived. 
I wish I could see the future, but I lost that ability when my family went off-world. When I look ahead, everything is black, and I know the same is true for the other Chthonians. Nothing can be seen because the future has yet to be set in stone. My siblings and I will know what will happen only when there is a clear outcome. So, the future could be revealed minutes into battle or years later; it is odd walking around not knowing what is to come, but this has been a reality for all Chthonians for some time.

Wymond: “So, Breeze Island?”
Eloy: “Breeze Island.”

	At the mark of three, we all teleported to Breeze Island. Though mermaids were a constant blight, Breeze Island was always bustling with life, but today, something was different. Everyone was gone, which meant Tal was here. 

Aelius: “Your brother’s handiwork?”

	I nodded.

Eloy: “Well, shit. Do you think the fucker got the heart?”
Zia: “No, but it doesn’t look good.”
Eloy: “You think he killed everyone?”
Zia: “No, he’s not done playing.”
Wymond: “There is a light on at a hotel about a half mile away. We should investigate cautiously.”

	We decide to teleport just outside of the hotel. The door was slightly ajar, and the smell of blood was in the air. My brother had been a busy Chthonian. There were three—nay, four—deceased bodies inside what would have been an otherwise upscale and unspoiled hotel. Tal had found a way to override my ban on death, but this wasn’t the first time. During the Great Massacre, there had been so much violence across the globe. Some—no, a lot—died who were not supposed to …
	Anyway, I was the first to step inside. Tal was behind the bar, sipping expensive scotch from a blemish-free glass. My brother’s appearance was just as pristine as the glass, not even a hair out of place; a completely different scene than the bloodbath before me. He had tortured these creatures, these mermaids, before he tore them apart, limb by limb.

Tal: “Fucking mermaids. Always were biters. It took them quite a while to die. I figured you might actually arrive in time to save them, but you were too busy fixing that fire boy. I reckon you failed, or he’d be here now.”
Zia: “Maybe I did.”
Tal: “Don’t fuck with me. You said you didn’t have that ability.”
Zia: “But it is so easy screwing with you, Tal. You were never the smartest in the room, even if you were always good at cloaking your identity.”
Tal: “Yet you haven’t found my heart.”
Zia: “That’s the thing about forever. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but soon.”
Tal: “These abominations you seek to protect do not have much time. When you pause death, it just delays the inevitable. Squishy mortals can only take so much beating before they go pop. The immortals are not much better. Their bodies can only take so much before a forced death occurs. Immortals are useless dead. Now, I’m hungry, and scotch isn’t cutting it.”
Zia: “Poor thing.”
Tal: “Don’t worry. I’m not going on a rampage—yet. I am letting the anticipation build. So, the question is, how do I occupy my time?”

	Tal snapped his fingers.

Tal: “Oh, I know. With a game.” 
Zia: “No.”
Tal: “Fuck, you’re boring. What am I going to tell all the children of the island that I am holding hostage? Their parents are so sad.”
Aelius: “Psychopath.”

	Tal popped up behind Aelius and meant to grab him. However, once he laid a hand on Aelius’s shoulder, Tal’s hand was repelled as if he had been burned. Tal had discovered Aelius’s true identity as a Chthonian but couldn’t figure out what was so off about him.

Tal: “Actually, I choose contestant two.”

	Eloy raised a sword from its sheath. 

Tal: “My next victim. I mean contestant.”
Zia: “Eloy, this is not the time.”
Tal: “Yeah, Eloy, not the right time.”

	Tal shot a low-level energy blast at the sword, turning the weapon into a baby doll. A frustrated Eloy tossed the doll and pulled out daggers from his boots. For a God who had led soldiers to war for centuries, Eloy was acting foolish. An amused Tal decided to play along, ducking swipes from the daggers until Eloy nicked his shoulder, which caused a flesh wound. Black liquid momentarily poured out before the wound sealed itself.

Tal: “Well, I’ll be damned.”

	Once again, Tal snapped his fingers, but this time, it caused the hotel to collapse at what most would deem an alarming rate. Rather than be buried by the rubble, I teleported everyone outside; unfortunately, I did precisely what Tal wanted, as he turned the outside into an indoor game show. For fuck’s sake …

Tal: “Death, you are contestant one. The twin is two, and that odd one is three. The prize is either the dumbass or the children.”

	Suddenly, a group of children were standing on a nearby platform. There was a magic field around said platform, and if one of the kids tried to flee, they would die. If Wymond or Eloy attempted a rescue, they would be injured or possibly something worse. It depended on how resolved their minds were, as none of this was real. Tal traded in reality, and his strength was creating such torment that the victim was scared to death.

Tal: “As previously mentioned, I have the children, but why stop there? We need at least two options. Let’s make this harder. Otherwise, what is living?”

	Tal revealed a shackled Eloy by his side.

Tal: “It only took a mere second to capture this one.”
Zia: “It’s not real, Eloy. You are not cuffed. Quickly, step away.”
Tal: “He will not respond, as I got in his head. It's quite a messy place. He won’t last under my control. I wonder how much of a mess he will make when his head goes pop.”
Zia: “You have had your fun, Tal. Let Eloy go.”
Tal: “You know, I tried the same thing on the odd one. It didn’t work. This is the first time that has happened, but we can discuss that later. Right now, I want to play the game with my sister, and the rules are elementary. Choose one, and the other dies. Please choose your little buddy, as it will be much more fun making the kids go kaboom.”

	I let out a wicked laugh.

Zia: “In that case, kill them all.”
Tal: “What? You can’t be serious.”
Zia: “Deadly.”
Tal: “You’re bluffing.”

	What Tal didn’t know was that I had psychically connected with Aelius. I made a habit of not poking around in other individuals’ heads, but sometimes, I needed to send a message. At this juncture, I needed Aelius to fire on Tal at the same time I did and think old—nay, decrepit. As the Chthonian of Life, Aelius could manipulate age by making someone young or old. He could also create life and revive the dead. Meanwhile, I just killed …

Zia: “Do it.”

	Tal raised his hand to end the children's lives, and at that moment, his guard was down. Using my mind, I flung Eloy into the ocean and launched an energy attack on Tal. Not even a second later, Aelius launched a ray of golden light at Tal, which contrasted with the stark blackness that I was releasing. 
	As Tal began to age, Wymond worked on freeing the children without being injured. Luckily, the energy field around the kids began to weaken as Tal became an older man; of course, my brother would not stay in that form, but it would buy us some time as he healed. 
	Aelius and I kept blasting Tal long after Wymond teleported the children off the island. Since Tal could not die, he proceeded to leak black goo from every orifice of his body while screaming quite obnoxiously. I put down my hands only when Wymond returned from successfully saving the children, and Aelius followed suit. 

Tal: “You crazy bitch! What have you done to my beautiful face?”
Zia: “It will heal by tomorrow, but consider this a warning. Cross me again, and your heart will become a part of my collection. So please fuck up and give me a reason because nothing motivates me more than vengeance.”
Tal: “Gaster will leave nothing.”
Zia: “Goodbye, Tal.”

	My brother teleported away like a dog with his tail between his legs. Even though this might feel like a victory, I needed the rest of my siblings’ hearts like yesterday. I decided to drop all pretenses and summon Drystan, one of my senior demons. 

Drystan: “Madam Death.”
Zia: “Drystan, we are under attack. I need every midlevel creature in the Afterworld looking for my siblings’ hearts. We have hours before this extinction event. Upon your return, every creature selected will have these magical maps, which will locate the general area of the remaining hearts. You need to supervise this mission and let them know …”
Drystan: “That it’s a suicide mission.”
Zia: “For many, this will be the end.”
Drystan: “And the others?”
Zia: “The weak should hide.”
Drystan: “What about the high-ranking creatures?”
Zia: “Protect the living. Now, go.”

	Drystan bowed before teleporting away.

Eloy: “What did I miss?”

	A soaking-wet Eloy came walking in from the ocean. 

Wymond: “A Chthonian invaded your mind, brother.”
Eloy: “Explains why I had visions of being waterboarded. My captor was not very good at it. Sloppy. I had half a nerve to show him the correct technique.”
Wymond: “This is not a time to joke. You almost died, and that bastard didn’t even break a sweat.”
Eloy: “Is this true?”
Aelius: “He would have popped your head if Zia hadn’t flung you into the ocean.”
Death: “It’s Death. If we are going to defeat my family, nothing can be held back. I have to let go of who I have become and embrace my violent nature. Wymond. Eloy. It’s time you tell the public what is going on; otherwise, the civilians will be like lambs to slaughter.”
Wymond: “You don’t have to protect us.”
Death: “I’m not. The kingdoms need to be informed, so go forth. In the meantime, Aelius and I will find Isla’s heart. I can feel it’s nearby.”
Aelius: “Maybe we can locate the army we dispatched to this location. Unless you think your brother—”
Death: “Some are alive, and others fled. The ones still here are taking a big nap on the other side of the island, courtesy of Tal. They will be waking up any minute now that he is gone. Let’s go find them.”
Aelius: “Agreed, but why did he not slaughter them all? Or, at the very least, feed?”
Death: “He wants the final battle to be epic, so he is holding off on a murder-filled rampage. Sure, he killed some mermaids, but there are plenty more.”
Aelius: “A douche through and through.”
Death: “About right.”
Wymond: “Death.”
Death: “What are you still doing here?”
Wymond: “You know why. Tell him.”

	Wymond teleported away.

Death: “What about you?”
Eloy: “Oh, I am just here for the drama and to say fuck Murphy.”
Death: “You really hated that God.”
Eloy: “He is a prick, and I can’t wait to kill him. With that said, later.”

	Eloy disappeared, leaving only me and Aelius. It was time to lay the cards on the table; not all of them, but the majority. Once Aelius knew what he was, the full range of his abilities would become available. Unfortunately, there would be no masking his identity from his siblings. 
When my family arrived, they would know there were not one but two Chthonians on this planet. Tal hadn’t been home in many years and was already a nuisance. No doubt, Tal would tell everyone my roughly two-billion-year-old secret that Aelius was the Chthonian of Life. Not to mention, I would never have sent the army to Breeze Island if I knew the asshat would arrive earlier than the others.
Well, I better get to telling Aelius. He deserved to hear his origin story from me rather than on the battlefield. For someone who could read minds and had existed as long as me, I needed to make better decisions. Let’s hope this was not a bad one … 

Death: “Aelius, I have something I need to tell you.”

1 Billion Years Ago

	Over one hundred Gods met in a remote part of Proxy-3 to discuss their grievances against the Titans, who ruled with cruel but mighty fists. Yes, many Titans had become corrupt over the centuries; it was my family’s fault. Chthonians didn’t typically like the spotlight, but they fucking loved power, so they molded and guided the Titans. Not even Vercingetorix, the King of the Titans, was immune to the whispers and temptations that my brothers spewed. 
[bookmark: _Hlk157892185]	About a year ago, Vercingetorix had passed a decree that Gods were to have no rights. The Titan oligarchy thought Gods were beneath them and called the Gods abominations. I knew this was a bad idea on the Titans’ part, but creatures often fear what they do not understand and act irrationally. It also did not help that Vercingetorix’s heart had been corrupted by his wife and council.
The Gods had about double the Titans’ strength; I even told the Titans that fact, but Gaster refuted my claim. The Titan oligarchy foolishly believed my brother. Vercingetorix was about to find out in a bad way that Gaster had lied. 
What I didn’t mention was that the Gods Alkaline and I made had been rigorously assessed. The Gods were mighty, and their offspring even more so. It would be a bloodbath if the Gods went to war with the Titans. The whole thing would take a few months to a couple of years, and the end result would be an overwhelming Titan loss.

Aelius: “Vercingetorix might be Father, but he treats Gods like animals; this is why we go to war.”
Keyne: “Count me in, brother. Let’s fuck shit up.”
Eloy: “Farer, the Blacksmith God, has begun making weapons and recreating the best in the field to assist.”
Oceana: “I don’t think this is a good idea.”
Mereg: “I have to agree.”

With a puff of smoke, Galaxia, Goddess of Planets and Travel, appeared next to Aelius with ten disciples not too far behind where she stood. Galaxia was a fiery redhead whose beauty was only rivaled by a few, but her charisma was off the charts. Much like Tove, the Goddess of Love, Galaxia could mesmerize and manipulate creatures of all types to do her bidding. I often joked privately that Galaxia might be part Chthonian, given how she beguiled creatures. 

Galaxia: “What did I miss?”

	From behind, Galaxia wrapped her arm around Aelius and hugged him. I disapproved of their relationship because I didn’t trust Galaxia, and Aelius looked like a twelve-year-old child. Sure, Aelius was over seven hundred million years old, but it just didn’t sit right with me. Then again, this relationship seemed like it might stick. Aelius had even told Galaxia he loved her, which made my skin crawl … not sure why.

Aelius: “I was arguing— nay, debating with some of the other Gods about why we should go to war. It seems we are about a seventy-thirty split.”
Galaxia: “I understand the hesitation, but we are the stronger species, so why let these Titans subjugate us? I am not talking about an extinction event, just wiping out the ruling class. No more cooking, cleaning, or doing laundry. We could start openly using our powers again.”
Mont: “Seems risky.”
Tempest: “I agree.”
Galaxia: “I understand everyone’s hesitation. However, I heard them talking about power-inhibiting collars. If we don’t strike soon, we will never be free.”

	Aelius held up a black bag.

 Aelius: “Everyone cast your votes again.”

	Within a minute, the bag was packed as everyone cast their ballot with magic; this time, the tally changed to ninety percent in favor of going to war. Galaxia’s speech was not even that good, but this female enchanted the Gods. Foolish young creatures are always in a rush to fight and die. Sure, they would win the war, but there would be many casualties on both sides … unless they got smart. 
While the Gods were stronger, the Titans had years on them. The odds were in the Gods’ favor, and if they played their cards right, most would live to see Galaxia’s coronation. For Galaxia, the thought of being queen and dating the prince made her call for war even more legitimate. However, I was surprised Galaxia didn’t choose Keyne, who physically looked older and, to the outside world, came off as more authoritative because Aelius’s true potential was cloaked.

Aelius: “It looks like we have ninety percent of the vote in favor. We go to war during the next full moon.”

	I laughed loudly.

Galaxia: “Who’s there?

	I had been lying in a hammock not too far from the crowd. None of the Gods had noticed me because I didn’t want them to. I was reading a naughty bodice ripper from a planet called Earth. Ripping the clothing off one’s partner seemed expensive and counterproductive, especially since these Earthlings had no magic. I would give them credit; they had a lot of passion for creatures that lived such short lives.

Death: “I’ll give you a hint. War leads to …”
Galaxia: “Death.”
Death: “Ding. Ding. Ding. Conjure up your own prize.”

	I revealed myself, rising from the hammock. Once on two feet, I tossed my book into the air so it would fly back to the Afterworld. I needed to find out if Tory ended up with Tate, and I didn’t want the book to get lost.

Death: “Had to make a crucial decision just when the book got interesting.”
Galaxia: “No one invited you.”

	With a snap of my fingers, everyone but Aelius and I were on their knees. The Gods needed to be brought down a peg, or they would become corrupted by power like the Titans. I would support the war only if the Gods agreed to be better than the Titans, who were such letdowns.

Death: “Listen here, little girl. I existed long before Gods, and I will be here long after. The only thing guaranteed is Death, so make better decisions when you are alive, as time is fleeting.”
Galaxia: “What decisions?”

	I froze the crowd as this was about to become a conversation that not everyone needed to hear. Aelius was a different story because he was Chthonian. Don’t get me wrong, I was annoyed at Galaxia, so she deserved to eat a bit of crow, but I also didn’t want to undermine her entirely in front of her followers. 

Death: “Do you want the Chthonians on your side or the Titans? I will let you in on a secret. The rest of my family couldn’t give a shit about this trivial nuance, so they could go either way. I know Abaddon is itching to add to his spinal cord collection.”
Galaxia: “You are at war with your family. They will not side with you.”
Death: “We are constantly fighting. You’re not wrong. One of them will probably try to kill me tomorrow.”

	Aelius grinned.

Death: “But my dear child, sometimes we call a truce because, unlike me, they wouldn’t hesitate to kill you. Or the Titans. Or any other creature on this planet. They will look for any excuse to murder, especially lesser creatures. They no longer fear giving me an army of the undead. How stupid of them, but sadly, immortals will not add to those ranks.”
Galaxia: “Uh, I think we will take our chances.”
Aelius: “Ignore Galaxia. She is young and impulsive.”
Galaxia: “Young? Have you looked in the mirror?”
Death: “So you want the Chthonians on the side of the Gods?”
Aelius: “Yes.”
Galaxia: “What the fuc—”

	A gag magically silenced Galaxia, who was still kneeling.

Death: “What do you offer?”
Aelius: “Everything.”
Death: “That is a dangerous proposition, but I merely request a favor.”
Aelius: “Now?”
Death: “At a later date.”
Aelius: “Deal.”

	Aelius extended his hand. Galaxia was struggling to both scream and free herself. I found the situation rather amusing; the one who looked like a child made the tough call when the would-be queen couldn’t humble herself for her people.

Death: “Deal.”

	I reached out to grab Aelius’s hand, thinking about using a favor to my advantage. As soon as we touched, a lightning bolt shot out of the sky, striking Aelius and me. We were both Chthonian, so we would be fine, but I knew the lightning bolt was significant. As the smoke cleared, it became evident that I was right. Aelius had had another glow-up. He now looked like a young man of nineteen, even though Aelius was much, much older.
 
Aelius: “What just happened?”
Death: “Welcome to manhood. Now, I’m off.”
Aelius: “Wait. I have questions.”
Death: “Oh, that is not in the cards today. One favor, one deal. If we keep going, it can destroy lives, make women weep, and possibly wreck civilizations.”
Aelius: “You are being hyperbolic.”
Death: “Nevertheless, toodle-oo.”

	I snapped my fingers and freed the trapped Gods, including Galaxia, not that she deserved my compassion. Then, I teleported to the Afterworld and began pacing. Initially, I was excited about the Chthonian of Life owing me a favor, but now I was fraught because of the consequences. 

Death: “Alkaline.”

	Alkaline took longer than usual to teleport to me.

Death: “Where were you?”
Alkaline: “I was at a birthday party for Agony’s child.”
Death: “It’s good that the two of you stay in touch, even after he retired.”
Alkaline: “Agreed, but you didn’t call me here for niceties. What’s the matter? You seem, dare I say, distraught.” 
Death: “I discovered something I shouldn’t know.”
Alkaline: “It can’t be that bad.”
Death: “I have a mate.”
Alkaline: “Soul mate?”
Death: “Call it what you will, but this should not be possible.”
Alkaline: “You should be happy. Most people go through existence never—”
Death: “If this gets out, he will be in danger.”
Alkaline: “See, you already care about him.”
Death: “I have always cared, even though I hate to admit it. I don’t see him that way. He is just a boy.”
Alkaline: “Let me guess, Life?”
Death: “At least he looks older now. Why couldn’t he age normally? I’m so disgusted, right now.”
Alkaline: “The man is over seven hundred million years old. Cut him a break.”
Death: “I dug my way out of a grave to be born. I came out of the ground looking as I appear now. Life has been a perpetual child until recently.”
Alkaline: “What changed things?”
Death: “He made a deal on behalf of the Gods, and we shook on it. Then, bam, Life was suddenly nineteen. It caught me off guard, so I just left.” 
Alkaline: “Well, go back and tell him. I still think this should be celebrated.”
Death: “No. Everyone thinks Life is the son of a Titan. He does not have to worry about my siblings trying to murder him daily. If my brothers knew what he was, they would destroy the world just to be rid of Life.”
Alkaline: “That makes no sense.”
Death: “One, because it would hurt me. Two, they would hope it kills me. Three, because Life is an unrelated Chthonian, which makes him a threat. From the moment I saw the cocoon, I knew I had to keep it hidden and Life safe.”
Alkaline: “So what are you going to do?”
Death: “Nothing.”
Alkaline: “But he is—”
Death: “I said nothing.”
Alkaline: “Your feelings will only grow now that you know.”
Death: “Death does not love.”
Alkaline: “Except Life. Death loves Life and vice versa.”
Death: “It’s good he is Aelius the Titan, soon to be rebranded as the Sun God. Give it a few centuries, and the Titan part will be forgotten.”
Alkaline: “This does not sound healthy.”
Death: “Alkaline, we hang around with spirits, demons, and some creatures that probably shouldn’t exist. How many of my family members have I murdered?”
Alkaline: “It was for a good cause.”
Death: “Still … I’m a monster.”
Alkaline: “And the Queen of the Dead.”
Death: “That doesn’t make it any better. Let Life enjoy the living. I’ll stay in the shadows, where I belong.”
Alkaline: “There is no changing your mind.”
Death: “No. Get me a vodka tonic and the latest intake reports.”
Alkaline: “Very well. But for the record, I think you are making a mistake.”
Death: “For the record, you are the only one who can say that without losing his tongue.”

	We both chuckled.

Alkaline: “Reports and tonic coming right up.”
Death: “Thanks for being my friend.”
Alkaline: “Same.”



Chapter 9

July 2, 2434

Death: “I have something I need to tell you.”
Aelius: “Do I want to know?”
Death: “No, but it’s in your best interest.”
Aelius: “Out with it.”
Death: “Actually, it might be better if your memories are restored first.”
Aelius: “I didn’t think you could do that since the Elder wiped everyone’s minds.”
Death: “Please, fixing your rattle brain was child’s play. I was honoring the request of mostly now-deceased creatures. Truth be told, I’m surprised it worked on you.”
Aelius: “In that case, do your best or worst.” 
 
	I waved my finger, which caused Aelius to spin around and face me perfectly on the sandy beach. I cupped his face so I could heal his mind more quickly. I had the urge to kiss him, but I refrained. Life might be my perfect match, but this was Aelius, who would never belong to me.

Aelius: “Nothing is happening.”
Death: “It’s because I haven’t done anything yet. On the count of three, two—”

	A black orb left my body and hovered over Aelius. Seconds later, a black rain began to fall upon him. I let go of Aelius’s face and took a step back.

Aelius: “Is that all?”

	I swore. The man had no patience. I tapped my wrist as if I were wearing a watch to show him that restoring memories took time. Sure, I could do it faster, but it would be more painful. If Aelius had been a mortal, his head might have exploded, so a memory refresh could be messy.
Another moment passed before the black water soaked into Aelius’s skin, and that was when the pain began, despite being a Chthonian. Aelius suddenly started screaming and clutching his head as the memories returned. By the look on his face, Aelius remembered everything, even when he was a baby. Well, shit … Actually, on second thought, this new development would make it easier to tell Aelius about his origins. 

Aelius: “You … You … You were always there. Even on the day I was born. You gave me to Vercingetorix.”
Death: “Your real name is Vitus, and you are the Chthonian of Life.”
Aelius: “What?”
Death: “I have been protecting you from my family since I found your cocoon buried not too far from my birth site.”
Aelius: “Are we related? Why does my head feel like it’s exploding?”
Death: “You are coming into your full powers, which have been suppressed for basically your entire existence.”

	Aelius dropped to his knees, clutching his head.

Aelius: “Why? Why, Death?”
Death: “To be Chthonian is to be alone. Gaster, Terran, Abaddon, and Tal want life on this planet to end. Isla and Agora follow my brothers mindlessly. There are six of them, and we only have two hearts.”
Aelius: “There’s a third.”

	Aelius dropped his hands to his side and rose.

Aelius: “I know where Isla’s heart is located. Dazzle hid it when Tal appeared on the island.”
Death: “Why do I not sense it?”
Aelius: “It’s in a child whom Wymond had rescued.”
Death: “What?”
Aelius: “You didn’t detect it because the heart is in a living body. Don’t worry. I will remove Isla’s heart without harming the child. I’ll be back in a jiff.”

	Aelius casually teleported away. After having his memories restored and finding out he was an entirely different species, Aelius was taking everything rather well. I am aware my actions should have ramifications; however, if Aelius was going to be calm about the situation, I would take it as a win. 

Aelius: “I’m back with Isla’s heart as promised.”
Death: “Two to go and hours left.”

	Aelius handed me the heart.

Aelius: “What are we going to do?”
Death: “I’m going to crush all three hearts as my siblings are en route anyway.” 

	I waved my free hand, and the other two hearts I possessed appeared. I let the third heart hover next to them. I was not having second thoughts about crushing the hearts, but I did have a bit of pause. I nodded to Aelius before squeezing the existence out of three of my siblings. As the black goo leaked out of the hearts, I captured it so I could use it later to make Gods out of men, providing any were left after facing Gaster and company.

Death: “Tal, Gaster, and Agora have paused momentarily. They are regrouping, but I can’t sense much else as they are still light-years away. They will most likely be here tomorrow, if not the next day. I will know next to everything once they are in this galaxy.”
Aelius: “Why don’t they just open a portal?”
Death: “That was my brother Lumis’s ability. He showed me how, but I am limited. I can bring inanimate objects through, but living beings have never survived.”
Aelius: “Well, that got dark quickly.”

	I shrugged.

Aelius: “Look, a mermaid.”

	A beautiful blue-haired woman crawled out of the ocean, and once her tail was no longer touching the water, she transformed into a biped creature. The mermaid walked over to us, and I could sense her intentions: she wanted to drag us into the water to our deaths by charming us. The mermaid would have no such luck as we were Chthonians.

Mermaid: “Brave, I give you that. Most would flee.”

	The mermaid made the mistake of touching me, and she began to age. I grabbed her hand so the mermaid could not move. I waited until the mermaid was tired and haggard to push her away. After a few seconds, the mermaid’s youth and beauty returned.

Mermaid: “What are you?”
Death: “I am Death, and this is Life. We are the protectors of Proxy-3. The Chthonians will make the planet uninhabitable in the next few hours.”
Mermaid: “You sound like that woman I ran into earlier today. She was trying to recruit the mermaids when this man showed up and laid waste to her army.”
Death: “But not her?”
Mermaid: “She fled.”
Aelius: “I think I know where Dazzle went. Follow me.”

	Aelius teleported to the Afterworld, an intelligent place for Dazzle to hide. Tal wouldn’t dare venture into the Afterworld without another sibling by his side. Tal was brave only when he could be a bully. He would hang on just long enough to salvage his pride when he knew he would lose; thus, why he’d hung around long enough to get his ass kicked by me and Aelius.

Mermaid: “So this is it? We are all going to die.”
Death: “I have never turned a mermaid into a God, as your kind can already be vicious, but why not?”

	I presented the mermaid with five vials.

Death: “Drink one of these vials and give the other four to your strongest fighters. If you survive, be ready to face the strongest adversaries you have ever faced. The only way to kill them is to find their heart.”
Mermaid: “Is that what I saw you crushing before I made the foolish mistake of stepping foot on land?”
Death: “Yes.”
Mermaid: “Where are these hearts?”
Death: “Now that three of my siblings are dead, I can feel the remaining hearts much more aggressively. Agora’s heart is in the Music Kingdom, Tal’s is in the Wizards’ Realm, and Gaster’s heart is most frustrating as it constantly moves.”
Mermaid: “If you know where the hearts are, why not get them?”
Death: “I cannot crush a heart until it’s uncloaked.”
Mermaid: “Send us mermaids to the Music Kingdom. We are immune to the magic of those lands.”
Death: “There will most likely be traps, and many will die.”
Mermaid: “If we don’t get these hearts, we will die too.”
Death: “Name?”
Mermaid: “Princess Paloma of the mermaids. When I touched you, I saw the planet’s destruction. I have the gift of foresight, but unfortunately, it makes me hungry.” 
Death: “Do we win?”
Paloma: “No.”
Death: “Then why do you suddenly want to help me?”
Paloma: “Fate is not set in stone.”
Death: “Then I will teleport all the mermaids of fighting age to Dowsen, the Music Kingdom.”
Paloma: “Yes, and I will not betray you.”
Death: “I know you won’t. I have already read your mind, but I wanted you to tell me what I knew.”
Paloma: “Sneaky. I like that. Now, what are you waiting for?”

	I snapped my fingers, and over five hundred mermaids, including Paloma, were transported to Dowsen. The mermaids would be confused, but their princess could explain the situation. I had things to do in the Afterworld, so I made my way there. 
	Aelius had found Dazzle, but she was not alone. Bones, Rue, Maverick (Beckett), and several others had survived an encounter with Tal. Some members of the army had gone home, while others were MIA. 
Dazzle and company's decision to flee to the Afterworld was brilliant and quick thinking. Tal would never venture to my realm without backup. No, I did not see retreat as a failure; sometimes absconding was better than dying. 

Nightmare: “Death, you have returned. On Styx’s behalf, I inform you that several rooms have been made up for our guests.”
Death: “Where is Styx?”
Nightmare: “Had to attend a parent-teacher conference, so he left early.”

	Nightmare was a retired fright demon who could haunt people’s dreams. He had traded in fright for the role of a gardener and did exquisite work. Nightmare didn’t hate his previous work but preferred something less stressful and with steadier hours.

Death: “Nightmare, I require your assistance.”
Nightmare: “Anything.”
Death: “My brother was turned into a little child and is in the process of aging back up. He is vulnerable, so let’s fuck with him. Send Tal a nightmare to show him what will happen if he does not side with me. Don’t hang around too long because the nightmare will not last. If you are there, Tal will end you despite still being pint-sized.”
Nightmare: “Understood. How should I play this out? Hammer to his heart?”
Death: “Make the nightmare more violent and give him a slower death if he chooses Gaster.”
Nightmare: “On it.”

	Nightmare teleported away.

Dazzle: “He deserves more than nightmares.”
Death: “His time will come.”
Dazzle: “You have no—”
	
Suddenly, Aelius grabbed me by the arm and urged me to follow. Dazzle and I would have to finish our conversation later, as I was intrigued by what Aelius wanted. I soon got my answer when we ended up alone a few doors down from where we had previously been.

Aelius: “That creature named Maverick is my son. Right?”
Death: “Yes.”
Aelius: “Fix him.”
Death: “I can give him Chthonian blood and repair the body.”
Aelius: “But he won’t be my son.”
Death: “The blood will make Maverick a God, not half-Chthonian.”
Aelius: “The Chthonian blood is why he was stronger than the other Demis.”
Death: “Yes, but his siblings, who are God-Chthonian hybrids, are still stronger. I never understood why they were not your favorites. How many children do you have now?”
Aelius: “Rumors have me at around one hundred and five, but it’s six biological and five adopted. I don’t want to talk about the other children, though. How is it you could kill Beckett without trying?”
Death: “Beckett’s human side made him weak despite his Chthonian blood. Why don’t you ask me what you really want to know?”
Aelius: “If you know where this is going, just say it.”
Death: “You want your son back.”
Aelius: “Of course I do. He was my favorite.”
Death: “I can’t put him back in the body he previously occupied, but you can.”
Aelius: “What do you mean?”
Death: “I can resurrect and control the dead, along with age creatures. But you, you are Life.”
Aelius: “Again, what does that mean?”
Death: “You can heal, bring someone back from the dead, put him in his correct body, and create new life. The only way I could bring someone back would be with my little elixir. If I used the elixir, he would be permanently stuck in Maverick’s body. It’s up to you to save your son.”
Aelius: “Don’t fuck with me. You led me to believe—”
Death: “I’m telling you the truth. You always had the power to save him. As a matter of fact, it will only take you a few minutes to fix Beckett. Come along.”

	We headed back into the main room and walked over to Maverick. As the zombie began to talk, I yanked the soul from the decomposing body. The soul was hovering in the area as the body collapsed to the ground.

Aelius: “What the fuck?”
Death: “Your turn.”
Aelius: “I don’t know what to do.”
Death: “You need to figure these things out quicker and on your own, as we will soon be facing my family. However, to speed things up, I will assist you now. Point your hands at your son and imagine him as he was …”

	Aelius did as instructed, and a few seconds later, a golden light shot out of his hand. The soul shifted between man and energy before fully materializing into Beckett. Aelius put down his hands and dashed over to his son, engulfing him in a hug that was probably half-choking the mortal. 

Death: “Aelius, you need to let him go before you kill him all over again.”
Aelius: “What do you mean?”
Beckett: “I’m a mortal, Dad.”
Death: “I have something for you, Beckett.”

	I tossed Beckett a vial of Chthonian blood, and he caught it. I knew Beckett was hesitant to drink the vial as his memory quickly returned, but that was not my concern. Out of all the outcomes, I did not expect this one, but Aelius’s identity was never supposed to be revealed. Sure, I probably should have controlled my temper and never killed Beckett.

Death: “You won’t be a Demi anymore, but you will still be easy to kill. With that said, I will be retiring to my room.”
Dazzle: “Retiring? What about your family?”
Death: “The mermaids are working on Agora’s heart.”
Dazzle: “What about the others?”
Death: “The demons have been dispatched to the Wizards’ Realm to find Tal’s heart.”
Death: “I have no idea where Gaster’s heart is located, but I must recharge.”
Dazzle: “That seems unwise.”
Death: “You need to get out of my way.”
Dazzle: “Or what? Will you kill me—”

	I reached out and touched Dazzle’s head.

Death: “Sleep.”

	Dazzle fell to the ground, uninjured but in a deep sleep.

Death: “She was being annoying. Malice! Malice!”

	Malice, who was a demon housekeeper, appeared.

Death: “Put this one to bed—and be gentle about it.”
Malice: “As you wish.”

	Malice hoisted the slumbering Dazzle to her feet and teleported them to one of my guest rooms. I could tell Aelius and Beckett were judging me, but at least I hadn’t ripped out Dazzle’s spleen. Besides, if the Goddess was yammering in my ear, I couldn’t go into a deep trance, which was our only hope of locating Gaster’s heart.

Death: “Come along, Rue.”

	The bone dog barked as she followed me to the door.

Aelius: “I have one question before you leave.”
Death: “Doesn’t mean I have to answer.”
Aelius: “Where is Alkaline? He was your faithful companion, was he not?”
Death: “Agora killed him during the Chthonians’ bloody rampage. He died protecting the souls in the Afterworld.”
Aelius: “Why didn’t you resurrect him?”
Death: “Most magical creatures can’t be resurrected. When they die, that is it. Demis are the exception to the rule. A soul lets a creature be reincarnated but also weakens it. Since you are a full God now, Beckett, this is your last chance. If you die, it is for good, so make this life count for whatever it is worth.”

	Rue and I exited the room; this time, neither Aelius nor Beckett said anything else. I headed to my chamber and put on something more comfortable before sitting cross-legged on my bed. As I meditated, I was drawn to another memory from around one billion years ago; at first, I fought the thought, but then I let it play out.

1 Billion Years Ago

	It took the Gods ten years to overthrow the Titans. While Vercingetorix surrendered peacefully, Galaxia, who was the leader of the Gods, ordered a public execution. As long as Vercingetorix was alive, future uprisings were possible. His sons flanked Vercingetorix as he marched to his death. Creatures of all types came to watch the execution of the wicked Titan King. 
	Vercingetorix’s last words were to Aelius. He wanted to confess Aelius’s true identity, probably out of spite, because I had refused to help the Titan King during the war. Had he not become vicious and cruel, I might have lifted a hand to assist Vercingetorix, but this was his own doing; nevertheless, the once- fierce king blamed me for his downfall.
I let Vercingetorix speak to Aelius. However, I wasn’t going to let Aelius’s lineage be revealed at a public execution when I had spent an eternity protecting him. Just as Vercingetorix was about to shout that Aelius was a Chthonian, I ripped out his heart, thus ending his life. 
	Galaxia was pissed that I robbed her of the murder spectacle she had planned. Aelius, not knowing what to do, proclaimed he was a God rather than a Titan, which he had already secretly believed for a while.
 Meanwhile, the crowd didn’t know what to think. I brushed off the whole scenario and told the onlookers there would be a coronation for Galaxia that night during the full moon, even though one hadn’t been planned. Galaxia would rule as my quasi-puppet, even though the legitimacy was questionable.

Galaxia: “Can I talk to you in private, Death?”
Death: “Fine, but not here.”

	I teleported Galaxia and me to the Afterworld and not the nice part.

Galaxia: “Where are we?”
Death: “The Afterworld, as no one can hear what we say in my realm. It’s a bit safer and more intact than Vercingetorix’s castle. You did a number on his home and the little village surrounding the castle.”
Galaxia: “I like violence.”
Death: “As do I, but the difference is that I am invincible and believe in moderation. You have made a lot of enemies.”
Galaxia: “Is that why you killed Vercingetorix?”
Death: “That was for a purely self-serving purpose. It had nothing to do with you at all. Now, this is what is going to happen. You will have a coronation tonight. Some of my minions are preparing a glorious feast in your new home, and invitations have been sent to all the right people.”
Galaxia: “This is not what I want.”
Death: “That is not how this works. I almost want to laugh because you thought you had a say, my little puppet. After our last encounter, I thought you understood you are a vessel for Chthonian rule.”
Galaxia: “Fine, we will have a party because I know if I don’t agree, you will rip out my heart as you did to Vercingetorix.”
Death: “Without hesitation.”
Galaxia: “Is that all?”
Death: “During your coronation, you will announce your engagement.”
Galaxia: “To whom?”
Death: “Aelius.”
Galaxia: “We broke up during the war.”
Death: “Every queen needs a king and vice versa.”
Galaxia: “You think he will go along with it?”
Death: “I have consulted the Fates; this is the best outcome.”
Galaxia: “The what?”
Death: “Creatures who can see the future and all its different outcomes. Only three of their kind exist.”
Galaxia: “Finally, something the great Death can’t do herself.”
Death: “We all have our limitations. I would take my power over yours any day.”
Galaxia: “You’re insufferable.”
Death: “Enjoy your engagement party. If you don’t announce it tonight, everything you love will cease to exist.”
Galaxia: “I will do as instructed.”
Death: “Good girl. See you at 7:00 p.m.”
Galaxia: “Wait, I wanted to say something more.”
Death: “No, we are done.”

[bookmark: _Hlk151403654]	Without a goodbye, I teleported to Reverse Island, where lesser beings could age backward. Reverse Island was a secret place found on no map but housed the fountain of youth; mortals who stumbled upon this island would age backward. If lesser beings stayed in this place for too long, they would age themselves out of existence, which was somewhat amusing to watch. Only the Fates and the Chthonians seemed immune to this land’s power, making it a great place to be alone … most of the time.

Today: “Death, you are late.”
Death: “When have I operated on anyone’s schedule, Fatey?”
Tomorrow: “Told you she would be late.”
Death: “Where was your sister Yesterday?”
Today: “We are not always together.”
Death: “I beg to differ.”
Today: “She is with Terran.”
Death: “Why?”
Tomorrow: “They are sweet on each other.”

	I chuckled.

Death: “Terran is sweet on no one. He fucks women and uses them.”
Today: “Aren’t you using us?”
Tomorrow: “At least our sister gets something out of it.”
Death: “Your biggest mistake was introducing yourselves to my siblings. I might use you, yes, but I don’t have plans to kill the three of you.”
Tomorrow: “Your plans are as volatile as your moods.”
Death: “True, but I do have regard for Life.”
Tomorrow: “Yet you are marrying him off.”
Death: “Did you not say it would sever our connection?”
Today: “Yes, his union to another will destroy the mate bond, but depending on future outcomes, that might change.”
Death: “What scenario would need to occur for the mate bond to remerge?”
Tomorrow: “It’s not just one thing …”
Death: “Well, what are you waiting for? List them.”
Today: “The death of his spouse, finding out his real identity, and the world ending.”
Death: “What?”
Tomorrow: “One timeline shows your siblings descending on the planet after leaving for many years. They destroy everything without a hint of mercy. Only on Life’s deathbed is there salvation. But what do we know? Maybe everything we speak is nonsense.”
Death: “Life has no heart. He cannot die.”
Today: “Everything has its end, Death.”

	Before I could press them further, Terran and Yesterday teleported next to me and the two Fates. The couple looked ready to rip each other’s clothing off, so I’m not sure why they didn’t stay where they were. I wanted no part of this scenario, so I decided to pull them apart using a large gust of wind.

Death: “Hello, Terran and Yesterday.”
Terran: “What are you doing here, Death?”
Death: “Talking to Today and Tomorrow.”
Terran: “Why?”
Death: “Friendship. Boredom. Plotting ways to kill you. You pick the reason.”
Terran: “Probably the last one.”
Today: “Definitely not the first.”
Death: “I would say that hurts, but that would be a lie. The Fates are acquaintances.”
Terran: “Still doesn’t answer my question. What is your motive?”
Death: “Always so suspicious.”
Terran: “You mentioned you were plotting to kill me a few moments ago and have attempted to do so at least a dozen times over the years.”
Death: “If the opportunity presents itself, might as well try. Don’t worry. Someday, I will finish the job.” 
Terran: “I think it will be the other way around.”
Death: “I’m not the one with the heart, Terran.”
Terran: “Will you just fuck off? You are killing my mood.”
Death: “Fine, I’ll leave. And Yesterday, you can do better.”

	Terran was getting ready to lob a boulder at me. I saw my brother eyeing one not too far away. If he hit me with it, I would have to beat the ever-loving snot out of my brother. While I would win that battle, I had more important things to do in the Afterworld, so I thought it best to leave before a fight broke out. 
	Imagine my surprise when I teleported home to find Aelius in my bedroom. He was going through my books. Anyone else rifling through my stuff would have had their spleen ripped out, and questions would only have been asked if they survived. Hmm, had I elected violence today, or had it chosen me?

Death: “What are you doing here, Aelius?”
Aelius: “Are these books from off-world?” 
Death: “Yes, from other dimensions. Before you ask, I collect them.”
Aelius: “I feel like there is a story there, but you will not tell me.”
Death: “Exactly. Now, why aren’t you getting ready for your engagement party?”
Aelius: “Why do you want me to marry Galaxia when we are volatile for one another?”
Death: “You somewhat answered your own question. Galaxia might be strong and charismatic, but she lacks discipline and is quick to anger.” 
Aelius: “I agree with that assessment. Don’t get me wrong; I thought I might have loved her for a while. I don’t understand this arrangement.”
Death: “Everyone is always so nosy. You never let me manipulate situations without one hundred questions. If you must know, Galaxia will eventually screw up and lose her head … or heart. If you marry her, you will become king.”
Aelius: “I have no desire to rule. I thought I escaped the life of a royal when you murdered Vercingetorix.”
Death: “That was more of a mercy killing.”
Aelius: “He was trying to tell me something.”

	I shrugged my shoulders.

Death: “Eh, my timing was off.”
Aelius: “I doubt it.”
Death: “You can be very annoying sometimes, but I wish to rest, so leave my chambers.”
Aelius: “You are Death; you do not need to rest.”
Death: “No, but I enjoy the stillness and the silence. Sometimes, I can achieve the meditative state I seek.”
Aelius: “One last question. Okay, maybe two. Why are you so kind to me and always pop in when you think no one notices?”
Death: “I see potential.”
Aelius: “That is all?”
Death: “There is more to Life than Death and vice versa.”
Aelius: “I don’t understand, but you will not explain. I generally thought your answer would be something different.”
Death: “Why don’t you spell it out for me, as I prefer not to rummage through your thoughts?”
Aelius: “Fine. I will lay it all out for you. When we made that deal, I aged up and felt something.”
Death: “Hormones.”
Aelius: “Lying doesn’t become you, Death. Just admit it. You felt it, too.”
Death: “Fine. We share a connection, but it will disappear once you marry Galaxia.”
Aelius: “So let me get this straight. You want to sever our unexplored bond to install me as king. Eventually, you will probably want me to kill my wife and rule over the Gods.”
Death: “You make it sound so crass. You can do whatever you want. Just be a benevolent ruler, and don’t make side deals with my siblings.”
Aelius: “That’s all?”
Death: “Pretty much.”
Aelius: “Your logic is a bit faulty.”
Death: “Nice way of saying screwed up. Look, this planet is as deadly as it is beautiful. Everyone has an agenda. Some want to kill you; others covet your body or simply want to fuck you over. When a certain level of power is achieved, there is no escaping this wicked game, Chthonian blood or not.”
Aelius: “It sounds like you could stop everything now if you wanted.”
Death: “There is no rest for me until I end the existence of several more of my siblings.”
Aelius: “But why can’t you all just leave each other alone?”
Death: “If I don’t kill them, they will eventually destroy the world. No, I’m not being hyperbolic.”
Aelius: “I see.”
Death: “You have your answer, so leave.”
Aelius: “So you will allow yourself no happiness until these unnamed siblings die. Seems like a lonely existence.” 
Death: “It is.”
Aelius: “What if I told you I have been lonely too? Always felt like a part of me was missing.”
Death: “I would say it broke my heart if I had one.”
Aelius: “I see what you are trying to do, and it won’t work.”
Death: “Aelius, I don’t know what you think of me, but I imagine it is unpleasant. Just know I do not wish you to suffer and only want the best for you.”
Aelius: “Then grant me one request, and I will marry Galaxia with a tune on my lips and a strut in my walk.”
Death: “You already owe me a favor.”
Aelius: “Then what’s one more?”
Death: “Fine.”
Aelius: “Let’s find solace … just for a few hours … before I become an officially engaged man and we lose this connection.”

	I walked over to my bed and unbuttoned my shirt.

Death: “If that’s what you desire—join me.”
Aelius: “Straight to the point.”
Death: “We have limited time for being infinite.”

	Aelius snapped his fingers so he was naked and had a grin on his lips while standing next to me. Then Aelius yanked me against him and laid claim to my mouth. As we kissed, something happened that had not occurred again since then—I felt … I felt loved and utterly complete, but I had to let that feeling go after that day. Being with me would paint a target on Aelius’s back. If my wicked siblings found a way to end life, not only would he cease to be, but every creature would, except the Chthonians. What is Death without Life? 
No Chthonian was more vital than Life, not even Death. For instance, when one of my siblings died, nothing was affected on Proxy-3. Existence continued just as it was without Lumis or any other family member, but if Life somehow died, there would be no babies, no future. Without Death, there would be just immortals, which wasn’t the worst fate. I doubted I would meet my end any time soon, and no one was even certain that was possible. 
	Oh well. Back to reality, which was approximately two hours later. Aelius had to leave for his engagement party. There was no kiss goodbye or words of affection just a quiet exit. It deserves me right that the only thing that remains of Aelius in this room is a sock he left behind. 
I contemplated staying home but ultimately decided to go to Aelius’s engagement party. When I saw Aelius that evening, he had aged to his present form. Aelius now looked about thirty-three and seemed somehow even more beautiful to me. The worst part is that Aelius gave me the cold shoulder the entire night. I kept thinking about how I did this to myself. Yet, it was the only way to keep Aelius safe. When connections are a weakness, caring is the ultimate sin.

	 
 





























Chapter 10

July 2, 2434

Aelius: “Am I interrupting something?”

	I broke out of my trance.

Death: “I was trying to locate Gaster’s heart, but I can only focus on memories.”
Aelius: “Maybe the memory is important?”
Death: “To me, yes, but the mission, no.”
Aelius: “We are going to fail, aren’t we?”
Death: “Beckett needs to be sent away.”
Aelius: “But I just found him.”
Death: “To keep someone you love safe, sometimes you hurt them, and other times, you send them away.”
Aelius: “Sounds like you have experience.”
Death: “Don’t play games when you know.”
Aelius: “I felt it like a brick wall the moment I learned my real identity. The bond has been intensifying since then.”
Death: “When the connection initially emerged, it was like that for me … Then we were together, and it felt natural.”
Aelius: “It was not intense for me back then, but it was severed when I got engaged. Surprised it didn’t remerge when I lopped off my wife’s head about seven hundred million years ago.”
Death: “You had to live your Casanova era.”
Aelius: “That was up and down for the last six hundred and ninety-eight million years or so. Sometimes, I would have one or multiple women; other times, I would be a saint. It depended on what was going on in my life. How about you?”
Death: “I’m Death, Aelius. I have a whole realm outside of Proxy-3 to rule over.”
Aelius: “So, who keeps your bed warm?”
Death: “This is a dangerous conversation, but if you must know, there were those before and after you.”
Aelius: “Same. Why Beckett?”
Death: “No one remembered what I was after the massacre, but I have more power in my pinky than a single God does in their entire body. Yet, I downplayed my ability and let the darkness consume me. I took part in battles alongside Eloy, Wymond, and eventually Beckett; all the while, I was holding back my true strength. Nothing is real. I don’t even have Alkaline.”
Aelius: “I need a bit more information.”
Death: “We began as friends, and one thing led to another. It was not love by any means. It couldn’t happen too frequently as he was a Demi, so it drained him, but Beckett didn’t care. For so long, I was in such a fog—nay, a bad place. I just existed even after I stopped Death. There was no real vacation. While I cannot see the future, I know my siblings will return. It all came home to roost when I saw the life go out of Beckett’s eyes.”
Aelius: “I should hate you.”
Death: “You should. I have done many awful things, and Beckett was probably one of the least offensive crimes. But I promise to fight for every decent inhabitant on this planet.”
Aelius: “I will fight alongside you.”
Death: “Attachments will be a liability. Send Beckett and Keyne through the portal.”
Aelius: “You found my brother.”
Death: “A geriatric Tal couldn’t hide something so big from me. Demons have rescued your brother. If your family stays, Gaster will use them against you. There is no next life for them if they remain on Proxy-3.”
Aelius: “Can we bring them back after?”
Death: “Every time a portal opens, it is to a new dimension. Only Lumis could navigate the realms, and he’s gone. Finding them would take an eternity, and we can’t leave this planet to search as we are, Death and Life. We are the only Chthonians without hearts for a reason. Our existence is tied to this planet.”
Aelius: “So you are saying if everyone dies, we die?”
Death: “No. You would die, and I would exist on a barren planet all alone. It would make it easy to find Gaster’s heart as it would be my sole mission.”
Aelius: “We don’t want that outcome.”
Death: “No.”
Aelius: “When do we send Keyne and Beckett away?”
Death: “The sooner, the better. Keyne just arrived.”
Aelius: “How much time do we have left?”
Death: “Hours.”
Aelius: “Give me one hour to say goodbye.”
Death: “Okay.”
Aelius: “And Death … I forgive you.”
Death: “You shouldn’t.”

	I teleported away because I was beginning to feel something of sorts and didn’t like it. I would rather scrounge around the Wizards’ Realm with my demons and see if Tal’s heart could be located. I might have arrived just in time, as a giant genie was lobbing an array of arrows at my demons; they were not equipped for such a physical attack, so I created a shield around them. Then, I began flinging dark balls of energy at the genie. 
	One hit. Two hits. Three. The genie began to shrink, and in its weakened state, I captured it in a lamp that I conjured. An unlamped genie was quite formidable for any creature below a God in strength. The genie was in a frenzied state, which occurred only when one was new and lacked guidance, which I blamed on Tal. My brother undoubtedly had created the genie as a foil to getting his heart, as most would fall to such a foe. 
Luckily, I was a Chthonian, and a genie was no match for me. I rubbed the lamp, and the genie emerged seconds later. I could tell the genie wanted to smite me, but I held the lamp. A genie must obey whoever is the master, which is the individual who possesses the lamp. Even if I did not have the lamp, I could still make a genie do what I wanted; it just might take a little longer for them to come over to my side.

Death: “Okay, genie. Time to talk.”
Genie: “I will do no such thing.”
Death: “Seeing as I’ve captured you quite easily and the whole wish thing—I think it’s time to spill the beans.”
Genie: “What do you want?”
Death: “Where is my brother Tal’s heart physically located right now? And don’t give me some bullshit double talk.”
Genie: “Tal. Tal. Tal.”
Death: “He was here. I can smell the stench he calls cologne.”
Genie: “Aw, yes, now I remember. He moved his heart.”
Death: “Where?”
Genie: “No clue.”
Death: “You seem like a relatively new genie. I assume Tal made you. Genies were always his favorite creatures next to imps, wizards, and magicians, but you get my point.”
Genie: “Not really.”
Death: “I didn’t think I had to be so obvious, but okay. If a genie can be made, it also can be killed. I so happen to know how to murder genies.”
Genie: “Genies are immortal.”

	I laughed coldly. 

Death: “There are two ways to kill a genie. One is that I grant you freedom from being a genie, and the other is that I crush your lamp, which seems much more fun. Should I start squeezing now? It’s a good test to see if I’m bluffing.”
Genie: “No … No. Tal moved his heart to Sempiternity.”
Death: “See how easy it was to tell the truth?”
Genie: “How do you know I’m not lying?”

	Ever so slightly, I squeezed the lamp, and the genie screamed. If I crushed the lamp completely, the genie would die a horrible death, where his insides were crushed. I showed the genie my new toy and what I was capable of doing to him. Whether or not I was going to kill him was still undecided, but regardless, the genie was coming with me.

Death: “Let’s go to Sempiternity.”

	I popped over to Sempiternity, and several Gods, primarily low-level ones, were in the castle. I was standing nearby with a genie’s lamp in my hand. Moments later, some of my minions joined me, which made the Gods even more nervous. I didn’t have time to explain what I was doing here, so I teleported into the castle and suggested they leave. 
	Most of the Gods left on their own accord, but some randos were being stubborn, so I took the option away from them. I sent them to Eloy, who was currently trekking the planet, telling the populace about my siblings’ return. Eloy had separated from his brother Wymond to get the word out. By this point, the brothers had visited almost every kingdom and were in the last two locations. I expected them to have accomplished their task within the next two hours.

Genie: “The heart is under the castle.”
Death: “Tal must have gone through the basement and dug down.”

	I stared at the castle, eyes squinting.

Genie: “What are you—holy shit, the thing blew up.”
Death: “Easier to dig if there is no castle. Now I need to get rid of the debris.”

	I waved my hand, and the burning mess of the castle suddenly disappeared, leaving behind grass and dirt. It almost looked as if the area had been untouched for centuries. Magical realms were always easier to manipulate than the real world. I had also created this pocket of reality as a wedding gift for Aelius and Galaxia, but the realm was open to all the Gods. 
	When the mind wipe came after my family went on their murder spree, everyone forgot how this realm came to be, and I never corrected them. I let them think Sempiternity had existed since the beginning and always belonged to Titans or Gods. I didn’t care about the mythos surrounding Sempiternity when I knew it was I who created this refugee for the Gods. I would credit them for making it home when it was previously a barren wasteland.

Death: “Stay here and work until you find the heart.”
Genie: “Me too?”
Death: “Do you know where Agora or Gaster’s heart is located?”
Genie: “I swear I don’t know.”
Death: “Then you’ll dig with the minions.”
Genie: “I didn’t give up life as a servant to—”
Death: “I got news for you. Genies live to serve.”

	I tossed the genie a shovel. 

Death: “Now dig.”

	Grumbling, the genie began digging alongside my minions. While there was concern that Tal would slaughter my creatures and move his heart again, he was still decrepit. My brother wouldn’t dare come to Sempiternity in his current state, especially if I sealed it from the outside. It was too much effort to get into Sempiternity, and Tal didn’t do effort. Besides, no one was going in or out of Sempiternity without me knowing. 
	Feeling secure with my decisions, I teleported back to the Afterworld, which was running somewhat shakily as the majority of staffing was elsewhere. Nevertheless, the Afterworld was running as well as it could, and I was comfortable with that. I briefly checked in on the mermaids via visual portal. 
The mermaids could not see me, but I could view their movements. Currently, the mermaids were fighting a creature that sang her attack, and it was exactly as it sounded. The music notes flew violently out of her mouth, and she tried to decapitate the mermaids. I was going to intervene, but it looked like they had everything under control. 
	Feeling reassured about our progress, I closed the portal. Then I located Keynes, Beckett, and Aelius in my library, which was better than my bedroom. However, I still did not like anyone looking at my book collection. Truth be told, several rooms in the Afterworld were off-limits to guests, but there were always exceptions to the rule. 

Aelius: “They are ready.”

	I said a few words in a dead language, then began moving my hand counterclockwise. Seconds later, a dark circle appeared in the air, which gave way to a giant door to another universe far away. We could see a forest, but that was not an indicator of what type of world would be on the other side.

Keyne: “Bye, brother.”

	There was no hug or handshake. Keyne playfully belly-dived through the portal, a stark contrast to Beckett, who hugged his father tightly and didn’t want to leave. I had never seen Beckett so emotional; maybe it was a consequence of his rebirth.
I contemplated flinging Beckett through the portal, as all the feelings in the room made me uncomfortable. However, I realized I had already killed Beckett twice, so I let him have his moment with his newly discovered father, who wasn’t just his king. The problem was the moment was dragging on, and we didn’t want an interdimensional tear. Unfortunately, I had to break up the love fest and let them know the consequences of keeping the door open. 
	
Beckett: “I hate to leave, but I’ll find my way back someday. You have to admit it’s been a wild ride.”
Aelius: “I’ll take that as a promise. I wanted you to succeed me in the future. When I’m old and out to pasture.”
Beckett: “Then it’s a promise.”
Aelius: “I will keep looking for ways to bring you home as well.”
Beckett: “Beat the Chthonians first.”
Aelius: “We will win. Goodbye, son.”
Beckett: “Bye, Dad. And Death, I forgive you. Please don’t say I shouldn’t. It’s my choice. I hope someday you find your happiness. Later.”

	Beckett jumped through the portal, and I closed it behind him. As mentioned, we didn’t need any rips in time. I thought this was the conclusion to a long story arc, and we would instantly shift focus, but Aelius was not okay. A lone glowing tear slid down his cheek, and I fought the urge to wipe it away as he was not mine to touch.

Aelius: “I feel—I feel—”
Death: “Get your words out of your mouth. We are Chthonians. We do not feel anything.”
Aelius: “Come on, Death. Even you feel sometimes.”
Death: “In a hypothetical scenario, I push everything down, as should you. It’s for the best.”
Aelius: “I sent my family away to keep them safe.”
Death: “You have other children.”
Aelius: “Not as many as you think. Galaxia had as many affairs as I did. Two of the eight children she bore were mine. The other children came from short-lived relationships. I never felt anything for the mothers or them.”
Death: “Why was Beckett different?”

	Aelius shrugged.

Aelius: “There was a connection. It’s not like I want my other children to get hurt. They never needed me or wanted to be in my life like Beckett did. He was loyal. I don’t know. They are all grown adults. If they asked me for help, I would send them through a portal. I want my family safe and everyone else on the planet, but that’s asking for too much.”
Death: “You don’t think less of Beckett or Keynes when they used to ride into battle with mortals, and now, they’ve fled?”
Aelius: “We live in different times now. It’s not battlefields and glory. It’s technology and priority. This also feels like the end.”
Death: “It does. I smell and taste death everywhere. Many will die if not everyone.”

	Aelius tossed off his T-shirt and began shrugging out of his pants. What in Proxy-3 was Aelius doing? There was no call for nudity, despite his body being fucking magnificent. If I were mortal, my knees would go weak from his beauty. Ugh, I needed to be the practical martyr and tell him to get dressed.

Death: “Whatever you are doing, it’s not a good idea.”
Aelius: “You said it yourself—many people will die.”
Death: “Yes, but—”
Aelius: “So what’s a few hours?”
Death: “We need to get the rest of the hearts.”
Aelius: “I thought the mermaids and your minions were working on it since you made Dazzle take a nap.”
Death: “She will wake up soon feeling completely refreshed.”
Aelius: “Good for her, but you and me … Our story never got to play out. I feel robbed of being with my mate.”
Death: “You don’t want me.”

	A completely naked Aelius began walking toward me. 

Aelius: “Why not?”

	Trying to create space between Aelius and me, I took a few steps back. Grinning, he kept moving toward me until I was pinned up against the wall. He grabbed my hands and pinned them above my head. Sure, I could teleport away or break free from his grasp, but I didn’t want to move.

Death: “I’ve deceived you on multiple occasions, and I’ve done a lot of fucked-up things.”

	Aelius began kissing my neck while his hand trailed a bit lower into my pants. He began touching and rubbing my most sensitive area.

Aelius: “True, you are kind of toxic.”
Death: “Completely.”
Aelius: “And?”

	And … what were we talking about again? How awful I was for him; right, yes, it was that topic. I was a very bad, naughty Chthonian. Fuck. I sounded like one of those besotted mortals chasing one another. Why was Aelius my weakness?

Death: “Life and Death …”

	I let out a primal scream as I was cumming simply from Aelius’s hands. My release allowed me to think a bit. However, Aelius now magically rid me of my clothing, so I was entirely naked like him.

Aelius: “What were you saying?”
Death: “Life and Death being together is not natural.”
Aelius: “Is that your best argument?”

	I gave Aelius a playful push.

Death: “You win. Lie down.”
Aelius: “Not here.”

	Aelius teleported us along with a four-poster bed near a babbling brook. No one was around, but I wouldn’t have cared if someone saw us together. Maybe I would have marveled about the wildflowers growing around me or the shapes the clouds made in the sky, but I only cared about Aelius.
	As our bodies joined, something unusual happened. Darkness and light fused and formed a black light that shimmered around us; this light only faded when we were temporarily sedated two hours later. Sure, we could have gone many more rounds, but impending doom was approaching in about four hours. 

Death: “We should get dressed.”
Aelius: “It would be grand if we didn’t have to rush just once. Please answer me a lone question.”
Death: “Fine.”
Aelius: “Why did you hide my identity and now allow us to be together?”
Death: “That’s two questions, but I will answer. My family and I have been trying to kill each other almost since the beginning of time. If they found out about you, there wouldn’t have been a day you weren’t hunted. There were others like you; several of my brothers killed them while they were still in the cocoon. I didn’t find out for years. I hid your identity to keep you safe.”
Aelius: “But then I grew up, and there was a bond. Death, we are supposed to be together.”
Death: “It was to keep you safe. Severing our connection and marrying you off gave you happiness.”
Aelius: “Then why do I feel it now?”
Death: “Once more, we are linked. The re-emergence of your memories and discovering your identity was all it took.”
Aelius: “I could have helped you fight them. After we left, we could have—”
Death: “Built a family together? I’m Death.”
Aelius: “So?”
Death: “I can’t have children. The creature would come out dead or deformed at best.”
Aelius: “Then we’d adopt. Despite everything you have done, I want to be with my mate.”
Death: “Okay.”
Aelius: “Just like that?”
Death: “We have to save the planet first.”
Aelius: “That’s it?”

	I laughed.

Aelius: “I don’t think I have ever heard you laugh. It’s beautiful.”
Death: “You, sir, I find utterly irresistible, even when you are pissed off at me.”
Aelius: “Is that so? We are going to have—”
Death: “We need to return to the Afterworld now.”
Aelius: “What’s wrong?”
Death: “My minions have a heart, but it’s not Tal’s.”
Aelius: “Shit.”

	Aelius and I quickly made our way back to the Afterworld. Greely, a hex demon, was cradling the heart in his arms in the throne room alongside several other creatures employed by me. I didn’t have to touch it to know the heart belonged to Agora. Why would Tal lead me on a goose chase to our sister’s heart? It was also evident that I’d misjudged how Tal’s powers had grown, just as he had done to me. We both had underestimated one another. 

Aelius: “Is that a real Chthonian heart?”
Death: “Yes, it belongs to Agora. It means the mermaids have gone to the Dowsen for nothing.”
Aelius: “That doesn’t sound too bad.”
Death: “There are creatures there that can make you dance or sing until you die. It depends on their mood and level of cruelty.”
Aelius: “It’s not like the mermaids are saints, but bring them home if it bothers you.” 
Death: “Nothing bothers me, but it is already done. I sent them back to their island.”
Aelius: “Is that so?”
Death: “Fine, don’t believe me. We have more pressing issues. If I crush the heart, we will never get Agora on our side.”
Aelius: “Do you think she would become a turncoat?”
Death: “She and I have never seen eye to eye. Of all my living siblings, I have spent the least time with Agora.”
Aelius: “So crush it.” 
Death: “I think you should do it.”
Aelius: “What?”
Death: “If we are to win, you need to know how to do this in case I am indisposed when we find the other two hearts.”
Aelius: “I don’t need to learn how to squeeze something.”
Death: “Go ahead and do it.”
Aelius: “I will.”

	I tossed Aelius the heart, which he caught. Then Aelius squeezed the heart, but the bone casing didn’t crack. While Aelius was Chthonian, he didn’t yet know how to access the additional strength that had been dormant inside him for all these years. Yes, it was my fault that Aelius was so far behind; I was trying to protect him. I supposed there was no time like the present to make things right.

Aelius: “What am I doing wrong?”
Death: “You are holding back.”
Aelius: “I assure you I am not.”
Death: “You have to picture yourself shattering the heart, not just try to crush it with brute strength. Chthonian power is both mind and body. You have to will it. You have to hunger for it because if you don’t, then the world is fucked.”
Aelius: “No pressure.”
Death: “Try.” 

	Aelius squeezed the heart. Nothing happened. I could tell Aelius was slightly frustrated and embarrassed.

Death: “Again.”

	With a low growl, Aelius applied pressure to the heart; this time, there was a small crack. I wanted to say keep going, but I swallowed the words as a now-glowing Aelius was transcending his typical abilities. It was apparent that Aelius was determined to crack the heart entirely. 
A few seconds turn over before black goo began dripping out of the heart. Another moment turned over, and the heart officially broke into two pieces. Aelius’s hands were shaking, and I took the two pieces from him.

Death: “Then there were two. Everyone leave. Take a break. We will be fighting soon.”

	My followers quickly cleared out of the room. 

Death: “You did a great job.”
Aelius: “It was amazing.”
Death: “I agree.” 
Aelius: “No, the power that surged through me was unreal. It felt like nirvana.”
Death: “It always feels like that when we access our base urges as Chthonians. We were both holding back earlier.”
Aelius: “You are pulling my leg. It was perfection.”
Death: “It can be even better.”
Aelius: “Then let’s go right now.”
Death: “After we win.”
Aelius: “How long have we got?”
Death: “Gaster’s pissed and moving faster now. I give it two hours.”
Aelius: “So around midnight?”
Death: “About that.”
Aelius: “So what do we do now?”

	I snapped my fingers and revealed the map I had given Beckett (Maverick). I wasn’t sure if it was worth anything anymore. My ability to locate Tal’s heart was flawed. However, maybe the magical parchment paper had more ability than me. After all, the map was designed for one straightforward task—to locate Chthonian hearts. 
	As soon as I handed the map to Aelius, the damn thing began to glow—it figured. It seemed that Aelius had bonded with the map. The Chthonian of Life, looking for a living heart, made more sense than Death, having trudged Proxy-3 over a million times and found nothing. 

Aelius: “I’m going to find the heart.”
Death: “Take Dazzle. She is waking up as we speak.”

	Aelius nodded in agreement before teleporting away. While it was now a fair fight, two Chthonians on two, victory was not assured. If anything, we were doomed without at least one more heart. Don’t get me wrong, I could fight my brothers for eternity, but the amount of damage they could inflict during our battles would be limitless. Eventually, nothing would be left but us Chthonians, which was precisely what Gaster craved. 
My brother mistakenly thought Death would die when there was no life left. Gaster didn’t consider that his heart must remain on Proxy-3, so there would always be something living on this planet. Tal and Gaster would have to kill everything before sacrificing themselves; with that, I might die, but there was no absolute.

Death: “Tal, show yourself.”

	A snake came slithering over from behind a chair. Once the snake reached my feet, it grew into an adult-sized Tal. Why was I surprised? If anything, I was agitated that he was not still a youngster.

Death: “If you want to crush Agora’s heart, you are several minutes late.”
Tal: “As long as it’s done.”

	I revealed a piece of the shattered heart.

Death: “Life’s first heart.”
Tal: “Saw that. Took him a bit to tear it into two. No way is he a match for me or Gaster.”
Death: “You still going through with the doom and gloom?”
Tal: “Honestly?”
Death: “Out with it.”
Tal: “Live or die. I don’t care anymore.”
Death: “I can help you with that problem if you tell me where your heart is located.”
Tal: “It’s in the Summerlands.”
Death: “It’s not.”
Tal: “No.”
Death: “If you don’t care if you live or die, why the hunt?” 
Tal: “I was in love.”
Death: “Love—you?”
Tal: “Yes, don’t be so shocked. It was two worlds before coming back home. Shaya became pregnant. We were going to have a family together.”
Death: “She died.”
Tal: “Murdered by Agora. Abaddon wasn’t much better as he laughed and mocked me mercilessly.”
Death: “It’s why you let me have those hearts.”
Tal: “Precisely. They had to pay.”
Death: “So why not join my side, brother?”
Tal: “When my world fell apart, Gaster was surprisingly not himself. He was kind, compassionate, and gave me purpose.” 
Death: “Gaster does nothing for anyone but himself. What did he manipulate you into believing?”
Tal: “That I would have my vengeance or sweet oblivion.”
Death: “You got the former. Now you can rest.”

Tal walked over to my throne and plopped down.

Tal: “You know what the fam did when we left Proxy-3?”
Death: “I’m sure you are going to tell me.”
Tal: “We partied. Fed and fucked. It was glorious.”
Death: “Great story.”
Tal: “Not a care until my mate was murdered. Then I came home to discover you had a mate. Not only one but a Chthonian mate you had been keeping from us. I was going to ask if we were related, but I know we are not. How long have you been keeping Life a secret?”
Death: “Since the day we were born.”
Tal: “No shit.”
Death: “It’s why I killed Lumis. He found out my secret.”
Tal: “I always wondered why you killed him.”
Death: “I have blood on my hands, but I’m sure you have more.”
Tal: “No doubt, but you are missing the point of this story.”
Death: “Tell me.”
Tal: “Life can’t continue to exist. You, me, and Gaster—I don’t give a fuck whether or not we exist, but he is an abomination. The others of his kind were snuffed out while in cocoon form.”
Death: “That makes no fucking sense.”
Tal: “Our family should be the only Chthonians. Besides, why should you be happy when I will never be with my mate again?”
Death: “I didn’t kill your mate.”
Tal: “No, Agora ensured my mate would never be reborn. The fucked-up thing is that I’ll never get to hold my baby. My brain is all messed up. I’m really hurting. That’s why you can’t read my thoughts correctly. I don’t even know what’s going on in there. No matter what I do, I ache, sister, on the inside.”

	Tal pounded on his chest.

Tal: “Isn’t it weird that nothing is inside but black goo? We are alive with no heart, and our very existence transcends reality.”
Death: “So you are saying you want to tear it all down.”
Tal: “I want to destroy everything until I stop feeling. We aren’t meant to feel! Not until her … not until her … Fuck!”
Death: “You can tear apart everything, but it won’t stop the pain.”
Tal: “What would you know?”
Death: “I am the definition of alone … or was until recently.”
Tal: “I see. That changes nothing. Gaster and I will destroy everything unless you find our hearts first. I will even give you a hint: My heart is on land, not in the water. See you in a little over two hours, Death.”

Chapter 11

700 Million Years Ago

Áine: “Death, are you paying attention?”
Death: “You want to know if you should change your name. Go for it.”
Áine: “Are you sure?”
Death: “Yeah, defin—wait, something is not right.”
Áine: “What do you mean?”
Death: “Someone died that wasn’t supposed to.”
Áine: “Who?”
Death: “Agora. Abaddon.”
Áine: “Did our siblings die?”
Death: “I wish. They are the killers, but the question is what immortal died.”
Áine: “How do you know it’s an immortal or our siblings?”
Death: “The individual—nay, individuals—who died did not go to the Afterworld. We are connected to our siblings. You should be able to feel their highs and lows.”
Áine: “I used to, but not anymore. I’m too busy tending to families and homes worldwide.”
Death: “Just because you have a busy job doesn’t mean you should stop practicing or trying to improve. Our siblings are stronger than you.”
Áine: “They wouldn’t kill me. Gaster said so himself.”
Death: “And do you believe Gaster?”
Áine: “Yes, because I’m sweet and kind to him like I am to everyone.”
Death: “Just know there will come a day you are no longer useful, Áine. I hate to cut this conversation short, but something is off, and I will investigate.”
[bookmark: _Hlk151405133]Áine: “Wait for me.”

Áine and I teleported to Reverse Island to find everything on fire or severely burnt. It didn’t take me long to find the scorched remains of Yesterday with her two deceased sisters not that far away. Yesterday had been raped while the other two sisters were only tortured, not that either option was better. Did Agora and Abaddon do this on their own accord, or were they put up to it by Gaster or Terran?
Terran and Yesterday had broken up about ten million years ago, which was a very long time ago, but he still was not over it. Terran would get jealous whenever Yesterday went out with someone; their gender didn’t matter. Terran began calling Yesterday his mate, but that was not the case. It was only recently that Terran began leaving Yesterday alone; perhaps it was because he was planning the execution of the Fates.

Áine: “This is horrible. What should we do?”
Death: “Bury them.”

Shadowy hands emerged from the ground and pulled the deceased Fates down. No one would disturb their bodies buried underground. While I was not blaming the victims, how could the Fates not have known this was their ending? After all, the Fates could see the past, present, and future.

Áine: “Death, a black energy is surrounding you.”
Death: “It’s because I’m going to find their hearts and kill them.”
Áine: “Which ones?”
Death: “Agora, Terran, and Abaddon. I’m going to fucking kill them. What they did—”
Áine: “Death, you kill people every day.”
Death: “Do not compare me to them!”
Áine: “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to make sense of—”
Death: “You can’t, Áine. That’s one of the secrets of Death. Not every killing makes sense. However, it is no mistake whenever I crush our siblings’ hearts. I do it because they are evil.”
Áine: “They say the same about you.”
Death: “I know, but dead Chthonians can’t talk.”
Áine: “Before you go all revenge mode, why don’t you at least make an appearance at Mereg’s wedding?”
Death: “That is tonight. I have more important things to do than attend some Goddess wedding.”
[bookmark: _Hlk151406489]Áine: “Our siblings will be here tomorrow for you to kill. Besides, you are my plus one.”
Death: “Two hours.”
Áine: “Four.”
Death: “No promises.”
Áine: “I’ll get you to stay four. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get ready.”

Áine teleported back to her home. I was left standing on what remained of Reverse Island. No longer would visitors age backward or seek advice from the Fates. The magic of this island was no more, and all … all that was … it doesn’t matter. Everything was gone.

Agora: “Isn’t it beautiful?”
Death: “Come out and show yourself, Agora.”
Agora: “And wreck my pretty face? I think not.”
Death: “It will heal in a couple of hours.”
Agora: “Sorry, dear, I have a wedding to attend. Ta ta.”

	Agora was no longer on the island. She was brave enough to taunt me while cloaked but knew better than to face me. It was stupid of her to give me her upcoming location. One would think my sister would know me by now. I would have no problem causing a disturbance at the wedding or choosing violence. Maybe if I beat Agora enough, and I mean really beat her, she would tell me the location of her heart so that it would stop. Of course, I would wait until after the “I dos” to cause a scene. 
[bookmark: _Hlk139832283]	So, let me set the scene: it was hyped as the wedding of the century. Dion, the God of Celebration, planned the entire affair. The theme was glitz and glam, which I thought was out of place, as Mereg, the Goddess of Poison, preferred black. However, Sparrow, the wood nymph Mereg was marrying, was the complete opposite and preferred an over-the-top display of pageantry. It was easy to see who got their way regarding the wedding. 
Áine and I arrived fashionably late to the wedding to avoid small talk, or so I told my sister. I had difficulty selecting the best weapons to bring, as I wanted the ones that would inflict the most damage. Besides, it was not like we were missing anything, as immortal weddings tended to drag on … and on … and on. Apparently, they were still on the hors d’oeuvres when Áine and I arrived, so my point was proven correct. 
Much to my chagrin, Agora was nowhere to be found, but she was on the guest list, and I could feel her presence nearby. Maybe my wicked sister was outside, so I searched the gardens for her. While I didn’t find Agora, I did find something that caught my eye. 
Aelius was by one of the fountains, reading a book illuminated by his body’s glow. I wanted to tell Aelius that Sempiternity was beautiful, with its magnificent waterfalls and perfect evening sky. I would even have settled for a conversation about the stunning manicured gardens around the castle; however, words failed me, as Sempiternity was dull compared to Aelius.
While my mate bond with Aelius had been severed, my underlying attraction to him was still there. I decided to shut everything off rather than make a fool of myself. Chthonians didn’t show everyday emotions; on rare, and I do mean rare, occasions we felt something, it was magnified. I didn’t need any intense feelings right now because I was on edge. It was better that I felt nothing. 

Death: “How’s the book?”
Aelius: “It beats being inside with my insufferable wife.”
Death: “You two never learned to—”
Aelius: “Love? Galaxia and love do not go hand in hand. We are at a point where we cannot stand each other. I asked for a divorce, but she prefers we continue the charade while living separate lives.”
Death: “What do your advisers say?”
Aelius: “Kill her. I assumed that would be the outcome from the start, but now I wonder if it is the right thing to do. We have adult children together. They are so much like her, and I know they will never talk to me again if I kill their mom.”
Death: “Sounds intense. Would you like to blow off some steam?”
Aelius: “What did you have in mind?”
Death: “I’m planning on inflicting some physical and emotional damage on my sister tonight. It would be the perfect opportunity to fuck some shit up. Who knows? Maybe Galaxia will end up a casualty of all this hoopla.” 
Aelius: “What’s your price?”
Death: “I want you to come to the Afterworld and read with me once a month for a year.”
Aelius: “Just read?”
Death: “Why would you think it was more?”
Aelius: “I know you have been casually seeing some prince from an obscure kingdom. He’s a Demi, right?”
Death: “Your point?”
Aelius: “Perhaps next time, choose a God.”
Death: “Not many Gods fancy hanging with the undead. I’m a bit of an outcast if you haven’t noticed. After tonight, I will be a villain in everyone’s story.”
Aelius: “Villian or not, I would be with you.”
Death: “You should stay out of the darkness.”
Aelius: “It’s a good thing I come with a built-in light.”

	To prove his point, Aelius upped his level of shine to illuminate the entire area around us. Aelius was my complete opposite and everything I shouldn’t want but couldn’t help but desire. The connection should have been fully severed when Aelius married lifetimes ago, yet a spark still lingered.

Death: “Always an answer for everything. Tell me. Why do you suddenly want to be with me?”
Aelius: “I have always desired you, Death, but choices were made, mainly by you.”
Death: “It’s not for the reasons you think. You wouldn’t be standing here now if you knew my secrets.”
Aelius: “Why do you have to make things so fucking complex?”
Death: “I have miles to travel and secrets to keep. Rather than go round and round, let’s seal the deal with a drink.”

	I made a goblet appear in Aelius’s hands and mine; it contained the world’s most potent liquor. Chthonians could get a buzz for about thirty seconds if the liquor were chugged and, for a God, the high lasted about five to ten minutes. Aelius downed his drink and tossed the goblet into the grass. The fact that he was drunk for mere seconds should have indicated to Aelius that he wasn’t a God, but I said nothing. 

Aelius: “Here’s to making Galaxia’s death look like an accident.”
Death: “You should have said that before you drank. Here’s to being a widower tonight.”
Aelius: “And a villain tomorrow.”

	I decided to chug my drink, but before I could toss my goblet, Aelius pulled me against him. I shouldn’t have let him kiss me. To the world, Aelius was the King of the Gods and also the Sun God, someone to be worshiped. Who was I? Death was a being widely feared and hated, except by warlords or death cults. Aelius and I could never be together; he would have a perpetual target on his back even if I revealed his true identity. 
 
Aelius: “I can never get enough of your pretty poison.”
Death: “You are lucky you are still standing. Many men have died simply by kissing me.”
Aelius: “The day I die, you will not have any hand in my demise; however, I could think of no sweeter death than to die kissing a beautiful woman.”

	I pulled away from Aelius. Moving a few steps back was a wise choice. Being so near was too tempting, and I had this overwhelming urge to lose myself with Aelius deep within the garden maze. It would be so easy.

Death: “No wonder the living love you.”
Aelius: “I suppose I am prone to romantic words, but that is not what I want to know. Do you ever think about it?”
Death: “Think about what?”
Aelius: “Giving it all up, not being Death, and living like everyone else?”
Death: “A world where Gaster, Abaddon, and Tal have no one to check them would be worse than the cruelest parts of the Afterworld. While I am not much better than my brother, I am the one standing in the way. Slavery and genocide are no future.”
Aelius: “Sounds more like a burden than a privilege.”
Death: “Mortals think living forever is some great feat and strive for ultimate power, which will never bring them happiness.”
Aelius: “Then tell me, what is happiness?”
Death: “For mortals, it is freedom, choice, and love.”
Aelius: “How about Chthonians and Gods?”
Death: “Death. It ends obligation and existence.”
Aelius: “That sounds nihilistic and lonely.”
Death: “You live long enough, and existence becomes lonely.”
Aelius: “Are you?”
Death: “Every day. Now, excuse me. I have a wedding to ruin and a sister to torture before imprisoning her beneath the ocean.”
Aelius: “Maybe wait?”
Death: “Don’t worry about Galaxia. I’ve got her covered.”

	A rocket launcher appeared in my hands, a technology that did not exist in this world. I’d discovered the idea from a book that came from another realm. Reading had its benefits, but so did explosions. 

Aelius: “I don’t think this is a good idea.”
Death: “You may want to leave as this will get messy.”
Aelius: “I’m here to the end and agree with your terms.”

	I pointed the rocket launcher at the building containing the wedding attendees. Without so much as aiming, I fired several shots at the building. Aelius watched in horror as the building exploded. A few seconds later, I casually floated up to the wedding venue, which was now rubble.
	A few of the Gods were deceased, having just blown right up. Galaxia was still alive but unconscious like many others were, so I took advantage of the situation. I sped Galaxia and Aelius into the other room. I gave Aelius an ax and told him to decide before leaving to cause more chaos. 
Not even two minutes later, Aelius walked into the main room, carrying Galaxia’s head. I did not think the Chthonian of Life had it in him to kill his wife. I resumed blowing shit up as Aelius teleported away. No doubt Aelius would spin it that Galaxia had died during the attack on Mereg’s wedding. Sympathetic followers would see Aelius as the widowed ruler of the Gods and me as a murderer. I accepted the role of the villain—all hail King Aelius.
	It was time to turn my attention to my sister, Agora. She was digging her way out of the rubble while regenerating her body. Agora would have teleported if she had not been blown to bits. I was not going to allow her to reform entirely. Once again, the rocket launcher materialized in my hands, and I walked over to where my sister was in pieces and fired directly at her, which left a giant dent in the ground.
	I sat next to the hole and waited for Agora to start piecing herself back together. The head was always the first body part to fix itself, but it would take time. While I waited, any God who popped up from the wreckage met their end. It wasn’t like these beings had committed any terrible offense; it was just the wrong place and time.
	Once Agora’s head finally pieced itself together, I tossed it into a special box I had been working on for some time. Then, I quickly chained Agora’s head to the bottom of the deepest ocean in Proxy-3. Afterward, I scattered various body parts across the globe, some of which I broke apart as they merged with other pieces (e.g., arms and torso). 
	Abaddon was the next one on my hitlist; I found my brother taking part in an orgy with eight mortals. Lucky for said mortals, my brother was discovered before he fucked them all dead. One-on-one, my brother stayed in control, but in group settings, he could break pelvises or screw people to death. It was hard for Abaddon to control his strength in the throes of pleasure, and mortals were so breakable. 
	To make a long story short, after a drawn-out battle, I was able to rip Abaddon into pieces like Agora. I froze his head, placed it in a box, and tossed it somewhere colder and more remote than Winter’s Edge. The remaining body parts were shot into outer space. 
Within twenty-four hours, I had avenged the Fates. When I finally came home, Alkaline greeted me with my favorite drink and book. We retired to the study, where I recounted the tale of my siblings’ banishment. Then I mentioned how Aelius would be coming soon to read with me. Alkaline had some reservations but supported me. 
After my news, Alkaline revealed he was going to be a dad. I had no idea he was seeing someone or that it was serious. I congratulated my friend but told Alkaline to be more forthcoming in the future, or I would have to dig around his mind; I was joking, of course, as mind-reading is not a gift to be used liberally.
While the last several hours had been filled with violence, there was relative peace for many years. Sure, the mortals and Gods had kerfuffles, and sometimes I joined in, but it was a relatively stable time. Unfortunately, Death became someone to be feared. Soldiers said it was a bad omen if I was seen on a battlefield, and they were probably right. 
Sometimes, I liked to partake in mortal battles, as previously mentioned, but I always helped by using my full strength. Besides, when there were mass killings, it was easier to cull the souls if I was there to guide them to the Afterworld. One thing that never changed with war was how new ways of murder were constantly being invented. 

July 3, 2434

	Eloy and Wymond had done all they could to warn the leaders of different factions worldwide that Gaster was arriving today. Gaster would not be arriving alone, as he’d picked up an army at some point. My brother had gotten much better at concealing his thoughts. Then there was Tal; he was a wildcard through and through. Tal would either fight alongside Gaster and burn it all down in the process or play the role of a double agent. Probably the former. 
	I had chosen an open field in a remote location to be ground zero. My brother would touch down where I was, as his ego would not allow for anything less. Meanwhile, Gaster’s massive army would spread across the planet and go on a murder spree. There would be casualties—millions or even billions were not out of the question. I would try to trap my brothers as I had Abaddon and Agora in the past, but these two were much more vital.
	Even though some of my demons had flooded Mondorell and retrieved the entire weapons stock from my armory, it would not be enough; the weapons would kill the creatures in Gaster’s army and even slow my brothers down if they got hit. However, I had mishandled this situation, and we would lose unless Gaster or Tal’s hearts were found relatively soon. 

Eloy: “What can we do?”
Death: “I want you and your brother to protect the Afterworld. The more souls they get, the stronger they become. I imagine they will be a bit drained upon arrival.”
Eloy: “When will they arrive?”
Death: “In one hour.”
Eloy: “Wymond and I will defend the Afterworld alongside the creatures that live there until nothing is left or we cease to exist.”
Wymond: “Agreed. I’m surprised your brother doesn’t just blow up the planet from afar.”
Death: “Gaster would die if that happened because he likes to look his victims in the eye when he kills them.”
Wymond: “We should be on the lookout for areas his minions don’t touch, as that is where Gaster and Tal’s hearts are located.”
Death: “True. Gaster would not risk his heart. Maybe Tal’s, but that’s hard to say.”
Dazzle: “This militia is not ready.”
Death: “They are not.”
Dazzle: “Tal tore through the army I had before; what will stop him now?” 
Death: “If weakened, I might be able to trap them. It’s a long shot, but I have done it with other siblings for some time. Gaster and Tal need to face significant damage for this option.”
Dazzle: “So we will lose?”
Death: “We need their hearts.”
Dazzle: “You should have been looking for them for centuries and not just now.”
Death: “Two billion years. I have been looking for two billion years.”
Dazzle: “You are pretty pathetic.”

	A black energy ball formed in my hand.

Death: “Get out of my face.”
Dazzle: “You might as well kill me. It would be a mercy given what they would do to me.”
Death: “I have turned death back on so there is less suffering, and this way, my powers are at one hundred percent.”
Dazzle: “Lucky you.”
Wymond: “Dazzle, why don’t you help us defend the Afterworld?”
Dazzle: “Sure. Why not? I already have one foot in the grave.”

	Wymond, Eloy, and Dazzle teleported to the Afterworld, and I was left alone with the unskilled militia. I didn’t tell them that if my family reached the Afterworld, there would be no grave in the afterlife for anyone who died, but they knew.
In all my years, I had never seen so many creatures get along. Gods, Titans, fairies, elves, centaurs, and over one hundred species mingled without issue. Some were stretching or practicing fighting, while others prayed. It was a mishmash of activity. I scanned everyone’s mind to ensure there were no spies for Team Gaster. I concluded there were no turncoats but plenty of despair to go around.
Aelius was nowhere to be found as he was still searching for Tal’s heart. Having another Chthonian on the battlefield might be better, but if anyone could find the heart quickly, it would be Aelius. Sure, Aelius couldn’t see the heart, but he could keep the mortals safe long enough to retrieve it. Maybe if I crushed Tal’s heart—it would be over. I was grasping at straws. After two billion years, it looked like Gaster would finally have won by murdering every other lifeform on the planet except us Chthonians.

2 Million Years Ago

	With Agora and Abaddon immobilized in an ocean and a frost, it was easier to search for their hearts. However, my hunt was often interrupted by Terran and Gaster. No matter how many times I whupped their asses, they could not be caged like Agora or Abaddon, as they were more powerful. Isla and occasionally Tal would try to fight me directly with little to no positive results on their end. In my opinion, I won every single battle, but with many casualties and no hearts.
	There were ceasefires for a bit, followed by indirect warfare. We used poison, explosions, killer toys, and all sorts of annoyances on one another, but none of us siblings ever died. It was status quo until a group of elven fishermen found a box in one of their nets. They cracked the box open only to find Agora’s head. She was free to piece herself back together. The reward for the rescue was annihilation. 
	Agora, having spent many, many years locked in the box (one million to be exact), was beyond pissed and wanted vengeance. I told her she shouldn’t have murdered the Fates. Agora dismissed my concern as the Fates weren’t Chthonian, so they were lesser. It was a relentless time when no living siblings gave me peace except Áine. I decided to use popsicle Abaddon as a bargaining chip. 
If peace remained a relevant concept, I would reveal Abaddon’s location. At first, my siblings balked at the concept of peace, but every soul that found its way to the Afterworld was a new warrior for my undead army. The more my family threw at me, the stronger I felt. While my powers grew in supremacy, it was not to the degree they believed. Mind reading was my greatest advantage. 
I could read my siblings’ minds; the closer they were, the better. It made it easy for me to win battles. I was surprised they never caught on, but I assumed it was because everyone else was blocked by one another. They sure as fuck couldn’t read my mind. The only ability we knowingly all still shared was sensing one another when we were close to each other. I used to be able to cloak myself from my siblings for some time, but I could no longer do that with Gaster or Tal. My brothers could see me as clear as day—how annoying.
 
I’m getting off-topic; my siblings didn’t want a ceasefire but ultimately agreed after two hundred years of fighting. Peace returned until approximately two million years ago when the Great Massacre occurred. It was like they were waiting to catch me off guard. Unfortunately, the slaughter was basically a genocide, and they killed anyone who got in their way. 
Unfortunately, my siblings had split up, and I couldn’t be everywhere at once. King Aelius had fought Isla, who would have killed him had he not been Chthonian. Luck was on his side. Isla had left Aelius lying on the ground while he oozed a shining white goo. Had Agora been there when he woke, she might have discovered Aelius’s true identity and taken him hostage as my family fled the planet. Again, lucky.
Many were not so privileged as families and species were destroyed in only a few hours. It looked like the end of times. Afterward, all traces of the tragedy were erased. I was forgotten by everyone on Proxy-3 and in Sempiternity. When I reemerged, I was met with curiosity, indifference, or fear by all except Mereg, who hated my fucking guts and didn’t know why. 
Mereg didn’t remember I was at her wedding or how I wrecked it. All she knew was that she hated me, which was initially amusing. The novelty of hatred wore off rather quickly. However, I would have taken Mereg’s ire any day over her being dead. Regrettably, I did not have a choice in the matter, as Tal murdered Mereg. No doubt the Poison Goddess would not be the last of Tal’s victims.





























Chapter 12

July 3, 2434

Gaster and his army would arrive in approximately thirty minutes. I wasn’t nervous but wanted to pace, which I decided against. I had to look stoic and steadfast as the air was filled with fear. Everyone on the battlefield knew they would die, as that was what happened to the first wave of defense. 
As I contemplated a melancholy future, I sensed someone watching me. At first, I thought it might be Tal, but the energy was wildly different, so it had to be someone else. I turned to catch a glimpse of a face from the past—Yesterday. There was no way this Fate was alive, and she couldn’t exist in the Afterworld, so who was walking into that tent? 
I decided to investigate the mysterious creature. I teleported over to the tent and lifted the flap; no one was inside, and I would have dismissed the encounter as my brother's trickery. However, this had happened once before…

2,000 Years Ago

It was the eve of a great battle that would surely bring victory. The plans were laid and the troops put in place, so there was nothing more to do other than wait. However, being Chthonian, I get restless easily, or perhaps it was knowing there would be an impending surge of souls that would soon fill the Afterworld. I didn’t always want to protect Proxy-3. 
On this particular eve, Beckett and I were in the middle of a tryst, yeah, I’ll use that word. Besides, it isn’t like we haven’t seen each other naked before. What made this particular evening different was that it was interrupted by Eloy shouting from outside that a woman named Future needed to speak to me urgently. 
Since Future had died, Eloy’s words caught my attention. I stopped the pre-annihilation fun, and with a whistle, I was dressed. However, it didn’t matter how fast I moved, as the mysterious woman was gone when I got outside. 
Somehow, Eloy had lost her in a crowd of men. Eloy, Beckett, and I searched for Future, but with limited time, we couldn’t find the female who had come to speak to me. Why leave if she wished to speak? It made no sense. 
The battle was about to start, but I had to pop into my tent to grab my favorite weapon. I supposed I could have had the sword come to me, but I needed a moment away. Once in my tent, I noticed the bed was made, which is not how Beckett and I left things. Beckett wouldn’t have put things in place. What caught my attention was a note left on that nicely made bed.
The letter read, “In a dance of blades and armor, there will be no victory. Peace and wisdom plead for mercy where the past meets present.” The damn thing was signed with an uppercase F. Seriously? Like damn, why did these unexplainable occurrences have to be so cryptic? 
Evidently, I was not supposed to fight this battle for whatever reason; why couldn’t Future say that and be done with it? As for peace, wisdom, and all the blah, blah, blah—that shit died during the Great Massacre. I had watched as the pacifists were slaughtered alongside the warriors. No one could stop a Chthonian on a rampage, not even me. To my dismay, the numbers in the Afterworld swelled to levels never before seen, and they were the lucky ones. 
The Great Massacre made me believe everything I did was pointless. Stop the lesser beings from killing themselves or don’t. It was only a matter of time before my siblings returned and finished the job. My quasi-dead friend (and I use those words loosely) was trying to warn me … of what? To be better? To be ready? How could Death make a positive difference?
I didn’t want to be responsible for protecting the planet. I would rather pretend to be mortal and have a little scrimmage where I only used a fraction of my power. Then I wanted to finish the night with Beckett, and not think about Life, not even a little bit. I wanted to forget I was Death and who I was perpetually drawn to, despite my best judgment. 
	The past was the past, but it was never that simple. Maybe I should have heeded the previous obscure warning, and we would not be where we are today. For someone who was infinite, I failed pretty often. However, as before, I found another message from a deceased Fate.
Sure, I had to tear apart the tent, but the note was there, and maybe this was my second chance. One could hope this letter contained some form of salvation, but I was grasping at straws. I would never admit this out loud, but I had become quite fond of the lifeforms on this planet, and I didn’t want them to cease to exist.

July 3, 2434

	The tent was in shambles, and the new ambiguous letter was somewhat less annoying than the one from two thousand years ago. Past’s letter read, “The end is the beginning,” and was signed with a P inside a tree. The deceased Fate was referring to the Tree of Life and how there was a season for everything, even in places that were perpetually cold or hot as fuck. 
	While the letter was primarily useless, I had an idea, so credit me. What if I put an energy ring around the planet? It might make things a smidge warmer, but the first line of defense would fry. I liked this idea, so I formed an energy ring around the planet with only twenty minutes left. Crispy dead aliens would shortly fall from the sky if they didn’t burn up in the atmosphere. 
	Satisfied with the trap I had set, I sat cross-legged on the ground. I begin to meditate in hopes of locating the last two hearts. All I really needed was Gaster’s heart, and this would end, but the damn thing was still on the move. My minions were working overtime to locate the heart. Meanwhile, Aelius and company were on track to finding Tal’s heart, but would they succeed?
	As time ticked down, we were running out of options, so I got up and walked out of the barely-standing tent. I called for the army, nay, the militia, to assemble. These brave warriors were disorganized, unskilled compared to the invaders, and without a plan, but they were prepared to die for Proxy-3.
	I wanted to give an elaborate speech to calm their nerves and give them hope, but the first lifeless individual fell from the sky. Then, there was another body and a few more, all of which hit the ground with various parts still attached. If the forcefield didn’t kill them instantly, the brutal impact took care of the intruders. About twenty in total were dead before the remaining army pierced through this section of the forcefield, which was also happening in other areas around the planet.
	The fighting began before the living invaders touched down on Proxy-3. It was easier to fire at these strange creatures before they could find their footing. At first, it looked like the entire army would be slaughtered effortlessly; however, once Gaster was just outside the forcefield, he could teleport the remainder of his army to the planet’s surface. The actual fighting had just begun, and it was brutal. 
	There was still no sign of Aelius, but my focus was on destroying legions of these motherfuckers. They were strong but not on par with the strength of the Gods. While I was killing these foreign invaders with ease, it was a struggle for most of the militia. Even though our best blacksmiths were constantly churning out God-killing weapons. 
When Gaster and Tal found me (of course they did), I had to turn my attention away from the army. I knew I had limited time to face off against my dysfunctional siblings before the militia became overwhelmed. There were more and more warriors flooding into Proxy-3 from the outside.

Gaster: “Hello, sister. It’s been a minute.”
Death: “Couldn’t stay away, could you?”
Gaster: “I see you haven’t lost your dark sense of humor.”
Death: “You don’t know the half of it. I did find a couple of hearts.”
Gaster: “Yet you didn’t find mine.”
Death: “You can destroy everything, Gaster, but your heart will still be here. I have all the time in the universe. So, fucking try me, asshole.”
Gaster: “Take care of her, Tal.” 

	Tal began to warp reality and show me a world where I was happy with my mate. I knew precisely what Tal was doing, and we were in the middle of a war. I could not see Tal, but I could hear and smell that rat bastard, so I fired off a low-level energy blast, which must have hit him. 
Back in reality, I had a sword through my chest and was leaking black goo. Tal and Gaster looked mildly amused, so I decided to put them a bit off-kilter. I kept teleporting us to different locations, probably around one hundred in total. We were at each destination no more than a few seconds. The constant shifting allowed me the opportunity to strike them repeatedly, and if lucky, I got in one or two hits at each location. 
When my siblings and I finally stopped moving, we returned to the original battlefield. They were dripping goo from the many wounds I had inflicted. It would be a victory if hearts had not been a part of the equation. Perhaps the most unfortunate detail was that during the short time, I bantered with my siblings and teleported their asses around the world, the militia had fallen. 
The invading army, Tal, Gaster, and I were the only ones who remained on the battlefield. I knew in my bones that it was only a matter of time before the rest of the planet fell to the invaders. 

Gaster: “It’s a pity that your ragtag militia fell so easily, but that’s just more to feast on in the Afterworld. I’m also getting a bit peckish. How about you, Tal?”
Tal: “Famished.”
Death: “If you think I’m going to let you feed on the souls of the dead, you have another thing coming.”
Gaster: “And turn your back on the seventy-five percent of the population still living? You can destroy my army or stop Tal and me from feeding, but you can’t do both. I suggest you choose and do it quickly.”
Tal: “Yeah, choose, sis.”

	Lightning began shooting out of the sky, and my eyes filled with darkness as I took my hideous form. 

Tal: “Let’s get out of here.”
Gaster: “Until later, Death.”

	Tal and Gaster teleported to the Afterworld, which caused me to snap. I let out a ghastly scream that would have been heard for miles. Then I began a berserker-like rage and started massacring Gaster’s army in the area. Next, I sealed up the forcefield before teleporting to various destinations. I murdered these pawns left and right, sometimes tens or hundreds at a time. 
	Tornados had begun, and violent earthquakes happened in some parts of the planet. Anyone who lived near the water had to deal with massive waves pelting the shore. The volcanic eruptions hadn’t started yet, but it was only a matter of time. I couldn’t save the planet on my own. I needed … I needed Aelius.

Aelius: “Did someone say my name?”

	Was it really him? Yes, it was Aelius, and he had Tal’s heart. However, before Aelius could hand off the heart, a nearby skyscraper began to collapse; Aelius paused to save everyone inside. While I admired his bravado, Aelius’s actions would be in vain if we didn’t stop my brothers.

Death: “Great save, but heart now.”
Aelius: “How do I know you are the real Death?”
Death: “For fuck’s sake. My brothers are in the Afterworld and having an all-you-can-eat buffet. We need to go now.”
Aelius: “Fine, but I’m crushing the heart.”
Death: “Don’t care who crushes it. Let’s go.”

	Aelius and I teleported to the Afterworld, but we were too late. All the souls had been consumed, and those entrusted with protecting the dead, including Eloy and Wymond, were no more. The kingdom I had created was on fire and collapsing before my eyes. I didn’t even have a moment to comprehend the extensive loss I had just experienced as each second brought Proxy-3 closer to annihilation.

Death: “Crush the heart now.”

	Aelius nodded before pulling Tal’s cold, gray, hardened heart from his pocket. Aelius slammed the heart onto the ground, causing it to shatter into a thousand pieces. Black goo covered the ground, and I waved my hand to bottle the essence. If anyone should live, then I could make them a God. The other cracked hearts were hidden, but I did not have time to see if they had been spared, so this heart was paramount.

Aelius: “Now what?”
Death: “We find Gaster.”
Aelius: “We can’t kill him without the heart.”
Death: “No, but we might be able to imprison him after beating the ever-loving shit out of my psycho brother.”
Aelius: “Love it. Let’s do it.”
Death: “Don’t reveal yourself until I say your name.”

	I teleported to the Summerlands only to find the region laid to waste, much like the Afterworld. My brother was standing in a pile of rubble covered in blood and looking rather pleased with himself. I fired an energy bolt at Gaster, causing him to frown. Did he think I would not find him? If Gaster had been on this planet, I would have known exactly where he was, and maybe at one time, it would have taken longer for me to find him. However, just as my brother had grown strong, so had I.

Gaster: “You again. How boring.”
Death: “It’s not like you beat me last time, Gaster. Have you looked to your left or right recently? Tal’s gone.”
Gaster: “Found his heart?”
Death: “Smashed to pieces.”
Gaster: “Shame. I guess that means I’m the strongest of our kind.”
Death: “You will never beat me.”
Gaster: “Look around. The volcanoes have just started to blow. Wait until they combine with the tornados or the ice tsunamis, which will be a chef’s kiss.”

	I blasted Gaster into an oil tank that exploded once he hit it. My brother’s clothing was a bit scorched, but he emerged a few seconds later, looking extremely pissed. Yet he still did not fire upon me. He was buying time until the remaining part of the army could breach the forcefield. Gaster wanted me to fight them, plus him, while natural disasters ravaged the planet.

Gaster: “Hit me all you want, but in the end, I’ll win. Soon, not a single soul will be left on this planet. I’ll leave, but you will be stuck on this wasteland all alone. And that is all I ever wanted.”
Death: “You can’t rule a world that’s destroyed.”
Gaster: “I am a Chthonian. Why rule just one planet when there are so many universes and more delicious souls for me to consume? I am far superior to any God or weapon. I am the future.”

	I opened the barrier so Gaster’s army could come through. I wanted the bastard to think it was me against him and his army. Let Gaster think he had won, as I wanted my foe to underestimate my ability. 

Gaster: “See, I have won. You can fight me and stop the army from destroying what’s left. By the way, less than ten percent of the population remains. It’s getting pretty dire.”

	Gaster laughed maniacally.

Death: “Aelius.”
Gaster: “What are you—”

	Aelius appeared.

Gaster: “Who are you?”
Death: “Gaster, meet Aelius, the Chthonian of Life.”
Gaster: “Impossible!”
Death: “Aelius, destroy the army. My brother is mine.”
Gaster: “So this is how it’s going to be.”

	A flaming sword materialized in Gaster’s hand, which I quickly blew out. The gust of wind knocked over two of Gaster’s men. Gaster let out an aggravated howl before charging me, now holding a battle ax not from this world.

Death: “Aelius. Destroy the army.”

	Aelius nodded, and I began throwing energy balls at my brother, who easily dodged them. Once my brother reached me, we began to fight, his ax to one of my trusty swords. Gaster was sloppy with his motions, but a hit would be deadly to most. My brother’s weapon would deal a death blow to a God and possibly slow down a Chthonian. However, my weapon would very much do the same, as evident when I cut off his hand.
	Unfortunately, as Gaster’s hand grew back, we continued to duel as the world crumbled around us. I was so engulfed with keeping an eye on Aelius while fighting my brother that I didn’t notice the hand I had severed had crawled away; the damn thing managed to stab me in the back with barely any force, but it was still enough to piss me off. I flung the hand into outer space, but Gaster just smiled. 

Gaster: “Eight percent of the population is left. As the Chthonian of Weapons and Violence, this … this exceeded my expectations.”

	I began floating into the sky and quickly channeled all the Death around me. I could always smell Death the strongest on hot, humid summer days, when even the slightest movement could make sweat cling to flesh. A hint of perspiration demonstrated how breakable and expendable creatures could be, including those in an invading army. 
In one fell swoop, I destroyed half of what remained of Gaster’s army, making it easier for Aelius and injuring my brother. Then I began swiftly cutting my brother with my God-killing weapon, and every time he swung, I was on the other side of him. It was a thousand cuts, and I would have done even more had Aelius not collapsed when the last soldier of the army died. 
	I stopped slicing my brother and slammed him hard into the ground, leaving a massive hole in the process. I had a few minutes before Gaster’s body healed, so I rushed over to Aelius and cradled him. I could tell something was wrong, especially by Gaster’s wicked laugh deep from the hole.

Gaster: “Every inhabitant of the planet is dead. The air and water are poisonous. The only ones left are the three of us, and he is rapidly fading. It’s marvelous.”

	I ignored my brother.

Aelius: “Don’t worry about me. Stop the fucker.”
Death: “Aelius.”

	Aelius was fading fast as gold tears started leaking from his eyes. Aelius’s body also kept flickering like an old light bulb. At best, Aelius had maybe five minutes, tops. I wasn’t sure if Aelius would fade to dust or if he would have a different end, as he was not ordinary. I hated that I was debating Aelius’s end as he hadn’t gotten to live as the Chthonian of Life.

Aelius: “Death, my last … my last request.”
	
	Lightning shot across the sky.

Death: “I love you.”

	I rose to my feet and sped over to Gaster. I was not fucking around and began slicing and dicing. I couldn’t kill him, but in his current state, I could separate his body and spread it around the world. The boxes were natural-disaster-proof and would perpetually injure the body part until it was freed. There was no healing or escape, only retribution. 
The head would stay with me so I could read Gaster’s thoughts whenever it suited me. Gaster would not be able to get in my head. I might have lost everything, but so would Gaster. We would both be stuck on a dead planet for eternity. 
	When I finished with my brother, I had only a few seconds left with Aelius. I once again cradled Aelius in my arms. All my regrets began flashing through my mind. I had spent my entire existence at war with most of my family, and I had pushed away my mate to protect him, only to fail in the end. I had failed Aelius.

Aelius: “Death …”
Death: “I’m here.”
Aelius: “I—”

	Aelius never got to finish his sentence as a blinding light filled the sky temporarily, and he had become bones when it dissipated. Black goo poured out of my eyes just as the toxic rain fell from the sky. The rain did not harm Gaster’s boxed head or me, but Aelius’s bones were feeling the effects of the weather. I transported the head and Aelius’s body to the Afterworld before securing them both in an unscorched location. 
I had to get away just for a little bit. I used the excuse that I needed to assess the damage. I could have literally just said everything was fucked, as it would have been a much shorter explanation. 
The fire was no longer burning in the Afterworld, but the beauty was gone, and only darkness remained. I could fix some of the damage, but no plants or animals would exist without Life. Even when Aelius was in his cocoon state, he was the backbone of Proxy-3; without him, everything would be cold, sleek, and artificial. 
I tried to find the bright side of this fucked up mess, but how could I? There was no victory existing when it was just me, a brother in pieces, and a few hundred spirits. Granted, it was somewhat of a miracle that the spirits could even find their way to an Afterworld as it was in shambles. 
While I wanted to do nothing more than to lose my shit, I would not give my brother that satisfaction. Instead, I acknowledged it was a bad, bad day and got to work. First, I spoke with the newly minted spirits and explained what had happened. Some of these former living mortals had no idea of the Chthonian invasion until they met with their killer moments before dying. Eloy and Wymond couldn’t warn everyone that the Chthonians were coming, not that it would have saved these once mortals. 
After briefly talking to the dead, I told them I would return. The spirits were anxious, but I needed to assess the damage in Sempiternity and Proxy-3. Unfortunately, when I arrived to Sempiternity nothing was left, and it was not even worth a visit. Ultimately, I decided to let Sempiternity collapse into itself and fade away as it was only a pocket realm. My sole focus had to be on Proxy-3 and the Afterworld. While I did the right thing by destroying Sempiternity, it was the end of an era. 
The only comfort I found during my exploration was that the natural disasters had stopped. The entire world had gone quiet except for the lapping of water, which still existed. There were no birds, no clouds, not even a single dandelion, just a fuck ton of destruction. I couldn’t help but look up at the bright yellow ball that Proxy-3 orbited. Regrettably, there was only Death and Sunshine in the end. 









Chapter 13

March 4, 2498

	The first decade after the apocalypse wasn’t so hard as I focused on restoration. I cleaned up the water and the air with machines I magically created. Unfortunately, an artificial system was needed since no flora, fauna, clean water, or fresh air existed. I could do many things, but creating life was not one of them. 
I tried to bring a plant through a portal similar to the way I would a book, but it did not survive the journey. There was a good chance a mortal would be torn apart, so I abstained from that experiment. However, I did try to contact Beckett because if he returned, then life might be restored; after all, the Chthonian of Life was Beckett’s father. No matter how many messages I sent, they went undelivered. There were countless universes, so it was essentially a needle in a haystack, but at least I tried every day.
	Returning to the clean-up, I noticed that there was only so much rubble and cracks to repair. Entire cities and tiny villages were restored to their former glory. A world was restored for a population that no longer existed. The only positive was that I found six more souls while remodeling a volcanic site. 
These souls were trapped with their fossilized bodily remains. I freed the souls, including an orange cat, so that they could find peace in the Afterworld. The aloof but affectionate cat, whom I named Ninja, decided to be my companion and stay by my side. The ghost cat, Gaster’s head, and I went on many adventures. Regrettably, around the fifteen- or twenty-year mark, Proxy-3 started to get boring. Even the dead in the Afterworld were starting to get restless. 
By the third decade, I was surprised Gaster didn’t give me the coordinates to his heart, as the box must have been maddening. He would constantly try to talk to me and bargain for his release. Never once did I respond. I would only answer Gaster if he said, “My heart is in,” a blank location. What I did know was that the damn thing was slowing down to a near crawl. 
While waiting for the heart to stop moving, I worked on replicating Chthonian goo … No, that didn’t sound right. I preferred experimentation on Chthonian blood, hoping I could someday grant a second life to every spirit in the Afterworld. My goal was to make a world full of Gods so they could carry on with the repairs where I was limited. Gods couldn’t create mortals, but they might be able to procreate with one another and bring life back to some degree. No one could match Aelius if he had ever reached his full potential. 
	Speaking of Aelius, he was entombed behind my throne. There was a glass dome so that I could see inside. Having been born buried alive, I felt that setup would be an easier escape if Aelius were ever to wake up. I didn’t hold out any luck that Aelius would come back from the dead, but I had a hard time letting go of my mate, even if he did not love me as I did him. 
	Gaster’s heart was finally found in 2472. I knew that Bastard’s heart would someday be mine, but I didn’t picture the scenario where Ninja found it. It’s an odd story, so let me set the scene. Ninja decided to become my bone cat companion, similar to Rue (how I missed her). As I had plenty of free time these days, I figured out how to keep Ninja from decomposing or falling to pieces. Everything is as good as expected, considering the circumstances.
Now, Ninja was very tenacious and could fit in small spaces despite being dead; this information is not one hundred percent relative, but I like talking about my cat. The fact that is important would be my cat’s infinity for ancient burial grounds. It was almost fitting that Gaster’s heart finally ran out of juice in the Thomian Graveyard, which once housed victims of the Great Massacre. I would have renamed this tragic site had there been any traces of bones left.
Back to the heart; the damn thing finally stopped moving and crashed into the Thomian Graveyard. When the heart came toppling down, Ninja and I were exploring what once was the Forbidden Graveyard, about one hundred miles away. Instantly, I knew I had to move quickly in case the magic that surrounded the heart picked back up and started in motion again. So, I scooped up the cat and teleported to the Thomian Graveyard.
Upon arrival to Thomian, I began searching for a heart I could not see, only feel. Meanwhile, Ninja would be able to see the heart, but couldn’t break the cloaking spell as he was a small bone cat. My initial reaction was to barbecue the place and hope that Gaster’s heart would explode in the process. However, I would not allow Gaster to have a quick death, so I had to try another tactic. 
I solicited the help of the remaining five volcanic victims, who eagerly agreed to assist. I turned volcanic victims into zombies so they could get me the heart. The reward for uncloaking Gaster’s heart was that Ninja and company would be the first to become Gods of this new world. 
The six zombies, including Ninja, were able to locate the heart, which was attached to some device that, if it had been working correctly, would have kept the bloody thing moving at the speed of sound perpetually. Normally, I would marvel at how science and magic merged seamlessly, but Gaster does not deserve even a hint of praise. 
I will never forget the smile on my face as the zombie limped over to me with a beating bone heart. I was in such a good mood that I decided to offer a secondary reward to my zombie posse, which was for them to watch the death of Gaster. As a reminder, I always carry Gaster’s head with me. So, the zombies sat patiently as I popped open the container that housed Gaster’s head, and much to my delight, he was not in the best shape. 
For all these years, I could hear everything Gaster said in the container, but it was perpetual silence for him except for the drip drop of acid on his flesh. In other words, Gaster had no idea that I had his heart until the container opened. Sure, Gaster might have sensed something was off, but his body was scattered around the world, and his senses were definitely interrupted. 
 
Death: “Good afternoon, Gaster.”
Gaster: “You finally got it. How many years did it take?”
Death: “I still took first place.”
Gaster: “That’s only because no one else competed.”
Death: “I think you did, but you lost.”
Gaster: “And I would do it again because I know you suffer.”
Death: “My suffering is temporary. But know this: I’ll find a way to undo it.”
Gaster: “Impossible. You’re Death.”
Death: “Yeah, but soon I’ll have an army of Gods, and they will have abilities I don’t. They will create plants and animals. Over time, everything will be restored. You have no idea how close I am to cracking the code. Do you want to know the moral of the story?”
Gaster: “Kill a bitch when you can?”
Death: “That would imply you could end my existence.”
Gaster: “All I needed to do was to get rid of every last soul on this planet.”
Death: “I would have found another way to restore Proxy-3.”
Gaster: “Your little boyfriend died when Life was zapped from this planet. Had I fed on those remaining souls, it would have been your end, not mine.”
Death: “A proper hypothesis, but let’s theorize about your grand finale. Will you beg? Cry? Or be entirely apathetic as I slowly squish your heart.”
Gaster: “Go fuck yourself.”

	I laughed.

Death: “So that you know, your name will be omitted when the history books are rewritten. Everyone and everything will forget your miserable existence. Goodbye, Gaster.”

	I slowly began to crush Gaster’s heart. A bit of black goo began to drip out. I could tell by the look on Gaster’s face that he was frightened for once in his life.

Gaster: “No. No. Please. Sister dearest.”
Death: “And we have begging as the winning answer. Everyone boo this fucking loser.”

	The zombies began to boo and jeer Gaster. When he least expected it, I finally snapped Gaster’s heart in two. I watched the light instantly drain from my brother’s eyes, and the zombies cheered. My hands were covered in goo, and the only thought I had was how to dispose of said head. Ultimately, I decided to put it on a pike as a warning. No one would ever hurt Proxy-3 in the way that Gaster had succeeded.
	It was not long before reality set in that it was just me, the zombies, and the ghosts. I’d vowed to make them Gods, so I gave the zombies some blood from Gaster’s heart. It would be a painful transformation to immortals, and a few would permanently perish. The ghosts would have to wait a little longer because I wanted to make sure I had enough blood for them to become Gods—if they survived the transformation. 
In all my years, I’d never transitioned anyone without a corporal body or, at the very least, bones, but it should be feasible. The success rate was lower, but the opportunity sure as fuck beat staying a ghost forever. In this new world, there was no opportunity for reincarnation; when Life died, that possibility had been destroyed. Sure, I had defied the laws of nature for many years by pausing Death. However, without Life, no new mortals would be born on this planet. Theoretically, the Gods could create other beings and give birth to little Gods, but existence would never be the same. 
My siblings had abilities, but when they died, everything continued as usual. I was not sure why it was different for Aelius and me. Perhaps it was because we were born without hearts and had a more direct tie to the planet. Who knows? At one time, I thought I knew everything, but I had learned that I was flawed and occasionally wrong. 

March 4, 2498

	I had finally replicated the effects of Chthonian blood (heart goo). The blood was near perfect and would make the transition process more manageable for anyone who drank it. Today, I would be dispensing the blood to every ghost in the Afterworld. There was a chance that Death could die. For the longest time, I’d thought I was the only true immortal. Watching Aelius meet his end made me think I could cease to exist once all the ghosts vacated the Afterworld. After all, Death was not Death if there were no souls that could someday be claimed.
	It was different at the beginning; with Life in his cocoon, there was a possibility of a population explosion. When my mate was born, so many species existed, and my power increased exponentially. For better or worse, Aelius and I complemented one another. Unfortunately, I had kept his true self hidden when he was alive, so Aelius had never fully come into himself. If Aelius had had full access to his ability at a young age, he would have been even more powerful than me. I had stunted Aelius’s growth to save him, only to fail in the end—both tragic and ironic.
	On the morning of March 4, 2498, I gave half the ghosts the elixir of the Gods. For them to be able to drink the elixir, I had to use my abilities so that they would become solid long enough to take it. Then I left the ghosts to face the change— I would say on their own, but they had each other. Then I went about destroying the remaining ghosts, who were pieces of shit when they were alive. I was not going to turn wicked beings into Gods. 
After my quick ghost-murdering spree, I decided to sit by Aelius’s grave and have a bit of a chat. Well, it was more of me talking to Aelius because his body was only a vessel and no longer contained Life. I was at Aelius’s grave for approximately ten minutes when something unusual occurred—I began phasing in it and out of existence. The phasing only lasted ten minutes, but I’ll be damned; had Gaster succeeded in destroying both the living and the dead on the planet, my existence would be no more. 
I believe I phased in and out because there were no creatures and not many spirits left in the Afterworld. Nor were there any potential beings who could die on the planet. For all intents and purposes, when and if these Gods decided to kill one another, they would be gone for good, just like Aelius or Eloy. Fuck, I missed the way it used to be before Gaster and company fucked it all up. I did not want to live in this world anymore. I had outlived everyone I used to know. 
I decided to visit Ninja, the God Cat, before giving the remaining ghosts the elixir. I also told Ninja’s keeper, Steel, who was a zombie turned God, to take care of the inquisitive cat. Sure, Steel had cared for Ninja since they had both become Gods, but I felt I needed to say the words to him. Then I mentioned Beckett and how he would someday return. I gave Steel a box to give him, which contained a series of letters apologizing and explaining why I had to leave this planet. My greatest regret was that I couldn’t have a second chance to do things differently. 
Once I was gone, the planet would still be dead. I assumed the devices I used to purify the air and water would stop working. The Gods did not need air, but almost everything on Proxy-3 was artificial. Maybe the Gods could bring back life to this planet; they would have abilities, but I was not sure if they were capable of such power. I supposed the Gods could live out their existence on this cold, dead planet, decide to leave, or take their own lives. At least these individuals had options. 
	I wouldn’t say I was taking the coward’s way out by ending my life. If anything, I wanted to undo everything my brother had done. Over the years, I had garnered quite a death count myself. The minute anyone got in the way, I killed them without a single fuck given. My brother Lumis and Beckett were the only two murders to this day that haunted me—it should probably be more. I had rectified what I did to Beckett, but I never should have touched him. I could blame the lack of feelings for their murders, but I knew what I was doing was wrong. 
	My punishment for all my crimes had been a growing conscience and developing constant feelings over the years, a nasty fate for someone such as me. A creature could not live forever and have a full-blown conscience as it was maddening; it was also one of the reasons I was opting out. Additionally, this world no longer felt like it belonged to Chthonians. Proxy-3 belonged to the new batch of Gods, and their actions were up to them, not me. I would not be their puppet master.
	When I returned to the Afterworld, about forty-five percent of the ghosts who had been given the elixir had perished. The remaining group had successfully transformed into Gods and gone to join the rest of their kind. I hoped these newly minted Gods would take better care of this world than the Chthonians if they decided to stay on this planet.
	Now that I had taken care of the first batch of ghosts, it was time to turn my attention to those who remained. Once again, I used my abilities to make the ghosts solid enough to drink the elixir. Then I bid the ghosts goodbye and teleported back to Aelius’s grave, except I ended up at Amoureux du Temps, which was empty. I had rebuilt so many properties only for them to remain vacant … I guess I was feeling nostalgic, but I did not want to die in this place alone. 
	I tried teleporting to Aelius’s grave, and once more, I found myself in a location I did not want to be—Winter’s Edge. There was no snow, just darkness and cold. I would have preferred my last few minutes in Amoureux du Temps. As stubborn as I was, there would be no way I would allow my ending to be in Winter’s Edge even as I started phasing in and out. 
I began teleporting like crazy, which only sped up my well-thought-out departure from this world. There came a point where I could no longer teleport. I believed I was in the Summerlands, a place that was once so green and rich with life. Speaking of Life, I would not find my way back to him before the spark inside me burned out. As it was, I was crawling on the ground because my legs had given out. 

Death: “Aelius, Beckett, Lumis, Áine, Eloy, and Wymond. Aelius, Beckett, Lumis, Áine, Eloy, and Wymond. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
	
	The end was not marred by fire and brimstone. Instead, I lay on the ground as black goo fell from my eyes and also perspired from my body. The land around me gently shook as soon as the goo touched the ground. It wouldn’t be long before it was the end of my story. Just as I was about to close my eyes, I saw a seedling poke itself out of the ground. Then another seedling popped up, and in the blink of an eye, I was entirely surrounded by plants of all types. 
	It began to drip drop rain, something it had not done since the final battle between Gaster and me. I couldn’t help but smile, as Proxy-3 would live after Death … live after me. My only regret … my only … my … I couldn’t finish the thought. I knew I had to touch one of the white flowers before I perished. 
My shaky hand reached out, and gently, I caressed the flower. Just as I touched the flower, it along with leaves and vines began engulfing my body until there was total darkness. My last coherent thought was that the plants were pulling me back into the ground, where it had all started. My ending was the beginning of the story. My ending was the beginning. My ending was not this.
 































Chapter 14

2 Billion Years Ago

	I remembered the day I was born, not that I could forget how it began. There was darkness, so much darkness. An unknown weight immobilized my entire body. I began kicking and clawing until, eventually, a light poked out from above. Something told me the light was the way out of my pitch-black confinement.
I reached up, trying to find something to grab onto, and luckily, there was something hard. I used this rigid object to pull myself up to a sitting position; it was only then that I became aware I had been buried. Mortals, when they were born, went down a birth canal, but Chthonians dug their way out of the ground. 
When I finally reached the surface, I longed for color, as did my siblings. Abruptly, trees and flowers began to pop up all around the globe. Then I saw a nearby lake begin to form, and the planet’s geography took shape just as before. My sister Áine would greet me for the first time any minute now, but I had plenty to do and many lives to end. 
I didn’t know how or why I found my way back to the start of creation, but I had been given a second chance. With this newfound opportunity, I could not squander this gift. After all, I knew everything about my siblings, and they were still clueless newborns who were vulnerable. Back then, none of us knew the full extent of our powers or how they needed to protect their hearts.
I raced over to Gaster’s empty birth site and punched into the ground, where I knew his heart was unprotected. Then I pulled the damn thing from underground and crushed the heart in my bare hands. Then, I concealed the heart’s remains before speeding along to my next victim, Abaddon. I kept killing until Daedalus, Glace, Tal, Isla, Agora, and Terran were all gone.
Then I quickly dug up Aelius’s body and placed him in the newly formed Mondorell. Aelius would be safe in Mondorell, even as the flora or fauna spawned and changed. Honestly, the beginning of the world was a sight to see. I wished I could have brought life to the planet, but the closest I could get was fashioning a pocket dimension like the Afterworld or manipulating the shape of craters and mountains. 
It was time to deal with my remaining family members; we had a lot to discuss, including what to do with the other cocoons, which would have been Aelius’s siblings had my family not killed them previously. I worried if one of these slumbering Chthonians would be evil like Gaster. I didn’t think there would be a third redo if we fucked up this planet again. There was a lot to do in so little time.
Eventually, I found Corth, Lumis, Áine, and Rollo cowering in some forest. I should mention that I had taken possession of all their hearts in case I ever needed to destroy them. It was evident the timelines had changed, and I trusted no one. Possessing my remaining siblings’ hearts was about protecting Proxy-3, not power.
My siblings feared me in this timeline. I explained the situation, but it took them some time to trust me. Once my brothers and sister didn’t look at me with terror, I showed them the buried cocoons—all except for the one that contained Aelius. It was strange that there were only five cocoons in total; when the last time around, there were more. Maybe Gaster and my other brothers had lied about the number of cocoons they destroyed.
My siblings and I ultimately voted to keep these creatures alive, so I hung the cocoons next to Aelius. I hoped we were making the correct decision, but I was afraid any incorrect action would bring about the end. I guessed time would only tell if my siblings and I had chosen correctly. I might be Death, but I wanted to do right by the planet and its inhabitants this go around. 

1.75 Billion Years Ago 

	For the first part of existence, things played out exponentially differently than before, as we were not trying to kill one another. In the original timeline, Corth had accidentally killed himself, but in this life, he was thriving. Additionally, I felt closer to my family rather than an outsider.
	I am drawing attention to 1.75 billion years ago because, like before, Life was born. The most remarkable difference was that Aelius’s siblings came into existence on the same day. The intriguing part about these siblings was that they each had a bone heart in their cocoon. Aelius and I were still the only Chthonians without a heart. 
	The question was, did we raise these babies as Chthonians or Titans? Ultimately, Áine decided to take two of the infants, who were named Aire and Rose. Once again, Aelius was given to Vercingetorix and Adelfa to raise. Like before, the name Vitus never stuck. I gave up. Vitus would be forever known as Aelius, and no one would tell me differently.
The remaining two infant girls were named Raven and Sonnet. Raven was Lumis’s mate, and it was surprising that he recognized the connection almost immediately. Since it was inappropriate for Lumis to parent his mate, Raven and Sonnet were given to another Titan family that had been vetted. I didn’t need to remind Lumis to be proper since he was the definition of decorum. 

1 Billion Years Ago

	The Chthonian children grew at different speeds, but they all reached adulthood approximately one billion years ago. It fascinated me how Aelius aged much quicker, and yet he was still similar to the man I had come to know but also entirely different. For example, during the Titan-God War, Aelius led the rebellion against his adopted father, Vercingetorix, not Galaxia.
In this timeline, Aelius knew his true lineage because it had never been hidden from him. When the Titans were defeated, an unwed Aelius was named King of the Gods even though every immortal knew he was a Chthonian. Now, this is where the story really gets interesting. Aelius was throwing a party to celebrate becoming king. Everyone who was someone was at this party. 
I was doing my typical emo thing from a distance while everyone was dancing and having fun. I considered leaving early, as I could always find something to preoccupy me in the Afterworld. However, Alkaline, my trusty sidekick, was having the time of his life. So, instead, I found my way to the Sempiternity library and began to read. 
About an hour passed before Aelius also found his way to the library. Aelius still did not know we were mates. I had been much more distant to Aelius in this timeline, and the reason was because I knew he was safe. Áine and Alkaline were the only ones who knew Aelius was my mate; both stated I should tell Aelius about our connection. I had no excuse to keep the mate bond secret as I did in our last life. Yet here I was, being a chicken shit again.

Aelius: “Death, is it?”
Death: “That’s my name.”
Aelius: “What are you reading?”
Death: “A history book. It’s quite inaccurate.”
Aelius: “I see. Do you mind if I stay a bit?”
Death: “It’s your library now, so do as you wish.”
Aelius: “Did I do something to offend you?”
Death: “Why would you think that?”
Aelius: “You always leave when I arrive. Is it because I’m the Chthonian of Life? Or because I surround myself with Gods?”
Death: “No and no.”
Aelius: “Then what is it?”
Death: “This isn’t our first life together. You have forgotten everything, and so has everyone else.”
Aelius: “What?”

	I reached out and touched Aelius’s arm. There was no doubt that Aelius felt the spark. Without kissing him, my mate knew what I was about to say.

Death: “We are—”
Aelius: “Mates.”
Death: “Correct.”
Aelius: “And you stayed away because?”
Death: “I wanted you to have a chance to experience life without any baggage or knowledge of the past. Lumis did the same with Raven, except they got together about a million years ago. They are on baby number twenty, which makes for many little Chthonians. However, I’m getting off-topic.”
Aelius: “So why tell me this now?”
Death: “Free will. You can eat a treat or find out the truth.”
Aelius: “Treat?”

	A shimmering two-inch gummy bear abruptly appeared in my hand.

Death: “The gummy bear will sever the connection between us. The Fates found a much more agreeable way to cut the cord than in the past. All you go to do is bite off the head of that gummy, and you are free to do whatever the fuck you want.”
Aelius: “Or?”
Death: “You can meet me in the Afterworld, and I will restore your memories. Keep in mind that I have not done this for anyone else in this timeline. Sure, I have told others about the past, but never let them know they could remember.”
Aelius: “Why not?”
Death: “The ending wasn’t pretty. It was violent, dark, and filled with so much Death.”
Aelius: “I think it’s better if I don’t know.”

	Aelius took the gummy bear out of my hand.

Death: “Probably. On that note, it’s time I return to the Afterworld. Good luck with your new life as king, and I will do my best to avoid you in the future.”

	I teleported back to the Afterworld and felt a bit of chaotic nervous energy. I sat on my throne and conjured up a checklist to distract myself. Then, I checked off the box that said to tell Aelius the truth. The next thing on my list was to renovate the Afterworld, which made sense as my kingdom looked precisely as it did before it was left in shambles. A change was long overdue. 

Alkaline: “Death, what are you doing here?”
Death: “I could say the same for you. Go back to the party and have fun.”
Alkaline: “You told Aelius, didn’t you?”

	I nodded my head. For the first time in this new existence, I began to cry. I expected black goo to run down my cheeks, but it was sparkling white liquid. As each drop fell, the throne room became brighter until a white surge engulfed the entire Afterworld. When the light faded, the entire Afterworld had changed except for the area meant to punish; the remainder of my kingdom, including my throne room, had become a never-before-seen paradise.
	As I admired the new throne room, I suddenly stopped mid-thought because Aelius was here. I spun around to see Aelius standing not too far from me with the shimmering gummy bear in his hand. He tossed it on the ground and stepped on it, turning the gummy bear black. 

Alkaline: “Well, I’ll leave you two alone.”
	
	Alkaline exited the room.

Death: “I thought you were going to—”
Aelius: “I want to know everything.”

	Aelius closed the distance between us.

Death: “So be it.”

	I pulled Aelius roughly against me before crushing my lips against his. As we kissed, a cascade of memories flickered through Aelius’s mind, along with a silent exchange of emotions. The kiss had served its initial purpose by restoring Aelius’s memories, so I pulled away, but he responded by deepening the kiss. At that moment, I surrendered to the sensation, closing my eyes and allowing our mate bond to unfold.
	As soon as the moment began, it abruptly ended, and Aelius pulled away. I would say that my heart was breaking, but I didn’t have one. I did, however, have feelings and emotions, for better or worse.

Aelius: “I remember. And now I carry the weight of every moment, past and present.”
Death: “You chose this, Aelius.”
Aelius: “And I wouldn’t have it any other way. Yet, there’s an unsaid truth that must still be spoken. I love you, Death, with all my heart. I never want to be apart from you. Marry me.”

June 15, 2435

	July 4, 2434, was the day the world came to an end, but not in this timeline. The Great Massacre was avoided, and there was true peace on Proxy-3. Sure, there was Death and misery, but no large-scale wars, so I would take the win. Since doomsday came and went, life went and actually thrived.
	Aelius and I got married on October 31, 2434; while we were on honeymoon, Áine, by sure dumb luck, found her mate. Lumis was messing around with interdimensional portals trying to find Beckett and accidentally sucked an immortal through named Adam. It turns out Adam and Áine were mates; the happy couple is thriving and had a baby on the way; they did not waste any time. 
	Corth hadn’t found his match but was content with his boyfriend. I didn’t have much to do with Aire and Rose, so I didn't keep up with their personal lives, but they seemed happy. I don’t think I need to discuss Lumis and Raven’s relationship, as they couldn’t keep their hands to themselves. Finally, Rollo and Sonnet left the planet to explore the galaxy; no, they would not return with an army or try to kill us all. 
	What else was different about this reality? Well, I still couldn’t have children. Death couldn’t birth life, but it was fine because Aelius and I adopted several mortal orphans, whom we turned into Gods. We were a happily married couple, which sounds odd, I know. 
Over the years, we have tried to find the original Beckett, but he is still lost in one of the many multiverses. For all we know, maybe Beckett has faded out of existence since he was not born in this timeline. However, I would rather keep a positive outlook and say that Beckett lived happily ever after on a strange planet in a different universe. 
Keyne was not as much of a priority, probably because he existed in this world. Occasionally, I pondered whether the old Keyne was still with Beckett or if he had faded away when this reality was born; it was hard to say. Some truths are unknown to Chthonians, even if my ability to see the future was slowly beginning to return these last few months.
Next, I will reveal Eloy and Wymond’s fate. They were still War Gods and liked to cause havoc from time to time. In this reality, I never became friends with the brothers or battled alongside them. After killing my siblings many years ago, I decided to take a more pacifist approach in the way I did things when possible. The good news is that Eloy finally got to kill Murphy and liked to tell that story like clockwork every New Year’s Day for some reason.
Sure, I was still Death, and my job was to take people when their time was up, but this go around was different. Gaster did not gut the planet of life as it persisted in this timeline. Additionally, Life was different now. I was different. Scratch that— make it the whole world had changed and, I liked to think, for the better. 
Even the Fates agreed that this was a much better world. Granted, the sisters were still a bit weird and standoffish, but at least the Fates wouldn’t be killed by family in this reality. I often wondered if they knew this future was waiting for them. They swore they knew nothing, but some comments they made would suggest otherwise. When I scanned their minds, I saw nothing that would contradict their statements, so I didn’t bring up the topic anymore.
Let me recap and make things simple: The bad guys were dead, which was awesome. The beings I cared about were happy, and so was I, which was even better. Who’d have thought this was ever possible? Not me; yet, somehow, Death had found some sunshine after so much chaos. While I didn’t feel I deserved anything, I was rewarded for never giving up. 

Aelius: “Death.”
Death: “Yes, my little ray of sunshine?”
Aelius: “I hate when you call me that.”
Death: “How about my dearest sunspot?”
Aelius: “Pass.”
Death: “Vitus.”
Aelius: “No, too simple.”
Death: “Husband and co-ruler of the Afterworld?”
Aelius: “I like the second part, especially since I stepped down as King of the Gods.”

	I playfully smacked Aelius.

Death: “You are insufferable and were never a God.”
Aelius: “So mean. I guess you don’t want to go with me to the famed 1214 Restaurant, followed by a romantic stroll in the Afterworld.”
Death: “I don’t know. Are you buying?”
Aelius: “Of course. I’ll just make some money out of thin air. No biggie.”
Death: “It would be funnier if I didn’t know you could do that.”
Aelius: “True, but there is not a single thing you don’t know about me and I about you. I guess we are stuck with each other for all eternity.”
Death: “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Maybe if you spout some poetry later, you’ll get lucky.”
Aelius: “There was once a man from—”
Death: “Good poetry.”

	Aelius grinned. 

Aelius: “We better get going.”
Death: “First, we change.”

	I snapped my fingers and dressed us to the nines.

Death: “Now, we go.”

	Aelius linked arms with me.

Death: “One last thing ...”
Aelius: “Don’t leave me in suspense.”
Death: “I love you.”
Aelius: “And I—”
Death: “Wait, something is not right.”

	The air crackled with uncertainty, and a portal materialized not far from where Aelius and I stood; we were ready to take on whatever might emerge from the portal. I conjured an energy ball while Aelius ignited his fire sword. Uncertainty lingered—the portal could herald either fortune or peril. 
Seconds slipped away, and then, in a surreal twist, Beckett stepped through the portal. The displaced son had returned clad in an eccentric ensemble with a bow in hand. Beckett had a scar near his eye, and I didn’t understand why he didn’t just heal himself. Maybe something had happened to Beckett’s powers. I would let Beckett tell me rather than scan his mind. 

Beckett: “Death, I got your letters. All of them. And boy, do I have a story to tell you.”

Aelius and I looked at each other.

Death: “We have quite a story too.”
Aelius: “How did you get home?”
Beckett: “I don’t know. I was about to be killed by Gaster, who had just wiped out the Resistance, including Uncle Keyne. When a portal opened, I decided to roll the dice. It was either stay and die or end up who knows where.”
Aelius: “At least you are safe.”
Beckett: “But at what cost? Proxy-4 will fall to their version of Gaster. He will enslave both mortals and Gods.”

	Suddenly, Lumis and Áine teleported into the room. I supposed it was a family event now. At one time, I would have grumbled at the thought of being surrounded by my siblings; now, not so much.”

Lumis: “Beckett, you have me to thank for your rescue. Áine and I wanted to be the first to welcome you home.”
Beckett: “Who the bloody hell are either one of you?”
Lumis: “Call me Uncle Lumis, and that’s Great Aunt Áine.”

Áine elbowed Lumis in the chest.

Áine: “Aunt, not Great Aunt. And don’t worry about Uncle Keyne; a version of him is alive and well in this world. Two of the same can’t exist in the same dimension.”
Beckett: “I think I missed something. Actually, a lot of something.”
Death: “We were about to go to the 1214 Restaurant. Why don’t the three of you join us for dinner?”
Beckett: “I’m surprised the venue isn’t Amoureux du Temps.”
Death: “If you desire, we can go there instead.”

	I grinned mischievously at Beckett.

Beckett: “No, thanks. I want to keep my heart inside my body.”
Death: “You are a God. Stop worrying so much.”
Lumis: “I thought he was half-Chthonian.”
Aelius: “Long story.”

	Aelius was stressed out. It was supposed to be an evening for just us, two. Then, the long-lost prodigal son returned. Aelius remembers the past timeline, where he was close to Beckett. However, in this life, Beckett was all stories until now. I didn’t have to read Aelius’s mind to know he was fighting with all these different emotions. I thought the best course of action was to change venues and then allow dialogue to flow naturally. 
Just as Lumis began rambling about time, space, and who cares what else, I snapped my fingers so that three unexpected guests were wearing something nice. Then I teleported the five of us around the corner from 1214 Restaurant. 

Aelius: “All right, here is the plan. We are going to sit down and have a proper family dinner. While we wait for our meal, we are going to discuss everything—no secrets or omissions. Afterward, we can fill everyone else in.” 
Beckett: “I have a feeling this is going to take a while.”
Death: “Lucky for us, we have time in spades. After all, immortality has its perks.”
Beckett: “But are we safe? Gaster might—”
Death: “Beckett, Everyone here is safe, from Gaster and me.”
Beckett: “Why is that not comforting? You don’t understand. I saw all those people—they were my friends, and—”
Death: “As immortals, we have all seen and done some really screwed-up shit. You can either let the trauma consume you or come inside the restaurant with us and have dinner.”
Beckett: “There’s no in-between?”
Aelius: “Son, there is plenty of time for that Let’s go inside and have dinner. Between courses, we can talk about everything and anything.” 
Lumis: “As the Uncle you don’t know, but who cares extensively for you, I agree.”
Áine: “Yes, let’s sit down and talk.”
Beckett: “Okay. Let’s go in.”

As the five of us strolled into the 1214 Restaurant, the waiter resisted our request to change our reservation from two to five. But to mortals, cash is king. With a discreet exchange of bills, we found ourselves not just seated but nestled comfortably in the swankiest corner of the restaurant, where the service was nothing but attentive. 
We ordered the chef’s tasting menu and requested a round of champagne. Since we took our seats, a palpable tension hung in the air, and each of us had been lost in our own thoughts. Sensing the need to break the silence, I lifted my glass, signaling the start of a conversation that promised to be anything but easy.
	
Death: “Here’s to our lovely dysfunctional family. Now, let's get down to business as we have a lot to discuss.”

-END
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