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WRITING A BOOK—LET alone several—is an arduous task.

It stands to reason, then, that writing an entire saga complete with shifting realities, evolving threats, transient subgenres, and a revolving door of starring characters is a feat that borders on impossible from the outset. 

I guess it wouldn’t hurt to admit that I didn’t set out to do all of that with my early books. The entire Shroud Saga—consisting of the Olivia & Hale series’ four books and its quadrilogical spinoff, The Book of Death—was always written one story at a time. From the subtle magical realism and topical seriousness of Mercy Road’s introduction of Harper Whitaker to the twin conflicts in the fictional town of Haven, Washington beginning to blur the lines between political thriller and full-on fantasy in Founding Fathers and Dead’s Haven, respectively; then plunging six characters from the aforementioned novels into a fantastical odyssey through a purgatorial world in Olivia & Hale’s final volume, there was never a methodical master plan to tie these divergent characters, settings, or stories together until it was already happening. I didn’t foresee any ability in the beginning to actually pull it off.

By the time I came up with the idea of continuing Harper and Tim’s stories in the spinoff, beginning with Leviathan, I would like to think the feeling that their saga was unfinished meant the second series was destined to benefit from better planning. That would be a blatant lie, because I was doing what I had always done in trusting these characters to lead the story where it needed to go. 

Unlike the great and epic stories many of us grew up with, The Shroud Saga didn’t benefit from following one consistent set of characters. Harper is the perfect example of this trend, as she is absent from almost as many books as she is present as the main narrator, only appearing in five of the eight novels. This was a stylistic choice, but also a practical one made to allow other characters to shine and prevent the former from wearing out her welcome over the course of such a long story. That decision did not occur in a total vacuum but wasn’t planned more than one or two books in advance at any given time. 

Undoubtedly, this kind of storytelling goes against every conventional piece of advice I was taught about carrying a story. I’ve had readers express disappointment in the past that a character they became invested in over the course of a single book be discouraged from continuing. Others who continued on to meet new members of the ensemble would message me personally to express glee at reuniting with those characters at different junctions of the saga. One example would be an early reader, expressing a deep bond with Sam Wallace, the suburban ex-housewife turned into a trained killer as she popped in and out of the narrative over her three appearances. Many readers who began with Leviathan back when I was marketing The Book of Death as a separate story and become attached to Tim and Ramona’s quasi-romantic bond, wouldn’t meet Harper at the same point as those who began with her teenage version in Mercy Road, while those who re-encountered her as an immortal possessed greater points of reference into Harper’s overall character.

Ultimately, every book in The Shroud Saga is its own self-contained story while also forming one puzzle piece in an overarching tale about the journey of two mortals burdened with cosmic responsibilities and the legion of fellow humanity, they must leave behind to save it from Creation’s worst machinations. 

I hope that wherever in this universe you begin will compel you to return to it.
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​​In the beginning, there was nothing.

​Other, more bitter, celestial beings might feed you a load of bullshit about God creating the Earth in seven days, or the merits of the Big Bang theory—the event which created our universe. 

​Instead, I only wish to tell you about mistakes, and immortals being no less prone to them than your average human being. All too often, we are presented as gods; untouchable entities doling out commands to humankind below, then forgetting about our charges.

​Misinformation is the price of ignorance, and I would like to set the record straight, because everything that happened—the Breach, the plague, and everything at Atlas thereafter—began with a mistake. 

​There is no sense in telling you how I came to be Death. It is no longer a story worth telling. All that matters is the present, and the job bestowed on me. I was handed the power of space and time, and the charge of claiming souls ready to leave their organic vessels. Obviously, the inner workings of such a process are somewhat confidential—an agreement between me, and the powers that be. You would think Death is all powerful, but everybody has a boss, and mine are the kinds nobody wants. To a point, I performed my duties diligently, reshaping the debris of my realm after the events which led to my hiring. But going back to mistakes, and the reason I am forced to transcribe these events, there can be no repentance without confession. My sins must be immortalized, alongside whatever judgment I deserve, since I am no more flawless than the woman who entrusted this job to me.

​On average, a person dies every 1.2 seconds. The immense amount of time-space travel required to zip from one end of the planet to another would not be achievable without certain powers in my arsenal. I can exist in multiple places at once, taking any form I wish. A series of portals between my realm (often referred to as the Shroud) and disparate locales do wonders for efficiency.

​I will admit, after the first decade as Death—traveling to every corner of the Earth on a dime to touch a poor soul who fell into a quarry, was blown up in a minefield, or was dying of old age—I grew desensitized to it; accustomed to the idea of being alone forever, without a companion to make the nights less lonely, or moral whitewashing less inevitable. I accepted it, and thrived.

​But little by little, the mind wanders back to the past every so often. Given eternity to build and multiply, like the explosion which created the universe, eventually something had to form of it. From the relative safety of certain devices in the Shroud, I began looking back into the past which led to this; becoming Death, the destroyer of worlds.

​That is where mistakes begin—sitting outside a hospice room, in a city you’ve never visited, on a continent you were not brave enough to explore as a mortal. The sight of a white man in a suit in Northeastern Beijing would normally turn heads in all likelihood, if those he passed could summon the sixth sense to perceive him. The indistinct chatter of nurses and doctors in a foreign language leaves him resigned to any attempt at deciphering the soundtrack, with no way to tell how they would react to his sudden manifestation.

​When the time was right, I would be able to converse with my charge, and we would fully understand each other. Like emptiness, death is universal, and both were in Lin Mao’s eyes that night.

​She was almost ready.

​Waiting for the daughter of a Chinese dignitary to die—brain cancer came for her at a young age—I made the first mistake of wondering about what could have been, if I wasn’t Death, traveling the world on my private jet of portals; how one minor detail in the precarious balance of my mortal life could have spared me this. The doctors yelled at each other as Lin flatlined, but the sound at that point was just another note in the symposium of wailing heart monitors, dead babies, and gunshot victims.

​The work is never done. 

​In hindsight, I will never recall how I had so much time to err so greatly. Rather than being attentive to Lin being washed out on the waves of dying perception, I was preoccupied by a chain of events which no longer mattered.

​​

​***
[image: ]


​​

​BACK IN MY REALM’S safety, where the Shroud’s most powerful devices were long stored before their destruction, I was greeted by barely more than an empty vessel of its previous mockery of a desolate New York City.

​At one point, there was a basin whose occupants would be reincarnated as newborns in the real world, only waking as their true selves once that incarnation died. I only used it once, and would have no desire to attempt it again. From the eons-old Timestream’s wrecked infrastructure where I became Death, something new had to be created. The way things always were simply no longer worked, and the new entryway is much more comforting to dearly departed souls who enter into the afterlife.

​No person should be given so much power. Grant it to the meekest, most powerless person on Earth, and that fair and diligent soul will eventually make a mistake.

​When Lin arrived in the Arcway, I had already assumed my position. Spellbound as all the others by the overhead arrangement of darkness, her brown eyes were full of life, unlike in the hospice. Hair that had been completely shaved or fallen out on her deathbed was fully restored in a healthy ponytail. After a moment to admire her regenerated form, Lin noticed me smiling at her. The words slipped out of her mouth in Mandarin, but reached my ears in English, and vice versa for her.

​“Welcome to the Arcway,” I told her. “My name is Tim.”

​My real name is no longer relevant, and matters to few, but is certainly more assuring than telling them I am Death, the destroyer of worlds.

​Am I dead? Lin asked in her mother tongue.

​“Unfortunately, you succumbed to your illness, Lin. You have come to a place where you will await your salvation, or damnation, when the Atlas decides it.”

​What does that mean? Panic in her voice was like that of many others; my only purpose to assuage it.

​“In times past, the damnation part was scarier. I will not tell you what happened to the unfortunate ones back then. Now, it simply means you remain here in the Shroud, free to build your own life.” I winced. “Makes the ‘damnation’ thing sound a lot scarier than it is.”

​And salvation?

​My mouth returned to a slight smile.

​“Would mean you go to Atlas, where you live out your days in a city above the clouds. So really, it’s one shade of sky or another.”

​Lin relaxed at this explanation, as so many do. Some people continue to fret over the fact they are dead, but most accept it—proving death is harder for those left behind.

​Will I see my family again? 

​“As long as they live, Lin, no. But once they have left the living plane, they can join you, so long as Atlas leaves you in the same place—which they usually try to do a better job of nowadays.”

​And there you have it. Unlike many tumultuous periods before it, dying had almost reached a point of fairness; an acceptable plateau, as to what follows the white light. 

​I suppose it makes the overall mistake worse. 

​As Lin exited the Arcway—taking in the abandoned Manhattan vista for the first time—my mind wandered to the past, and a mirror which would show it to me. Snapping my fingers, the dark backdrop faded to a different sort of scenery. To my right, a liquid basin was overlooked by a blazing swirl in the sky, masquerading as a sun. On the left, a giant forest which was once home to numerous mammals and birds led down to the sand strip. I don’t look upon my replica of the destroyed Timestream site often. Why I sought to preserve it in the first place is simply a matter of impulse.

​The mirror itself—found in my exploration of the Shroud and brought to the Arcway—was the seed of a mistake I would allow to bloom into the potential destruction of my world. Had I known what I do now, the magic object would remain at the Los Angeles ruin where I found it. I would have never become entranced by its dark powers, or used it to explore the possibilities of my past.

​This is the story of that mistake, and all the terrible things that came from it. The only thing I will say in my defense—and the defense of all those who aided me in trying to fix it—is that I fell in love; something I never thought would be possible again.

​The path into darkness is lined with a thousand blinding lights.

​​
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​​The door to John Hazel’s office stares back at me. It is glass, with a rounded bar for a handle and no lock. Through a transparent plate of corresponding windows, sounds are muffled to the FBI Director, nose pointed down at the desk, ears perked for any louder sounds out of the ordinary. His pen furiously scribbles on the paper. A blocky computer monitor impedes the small mountain of signatures required of his position. Its mouse sits on a nylon pad in front of him, rarely touched.

I don’t blame him. Technology eludes me as well.

​The man himself is taller than me—a rare occurrence, considering I tower over most of them. I can just imagine he wears leg braces beneath his slacks. A medical alert bracelet adorns his wrist, but I cannot make out its engraved warnings on its silver plate.

​I knock on the glass. Hazel’s head looks up at the barrier, seeing me—Ramona Knox, who has no business being an agent but became one anyway. The eyes meeting mine are blue, unlike his namesake giving me a better look at the man who could make or break my shiny new career inside a second. As he waves me through the door, the goatee enshrouding his lips is weighed down by stress in every crevice of his jawline and forehead.

​John Hazel might be twice my age, but I can relate all too well.

​“Director Hazel?” I close the thick glass door behind me and approach his desk, hands clasped behind my back. The pantsuit around my own legs has no braces beneath the material, but we must have something in common. “Ramona Knox, reporting.”

​“Agent,” he replies, gesturing to the chair on my side of his desk. Apparently, promotions don’t mean much of an upgrade in digs. “Thank you for coming so quickly. Please, have a seat.”

“I’d prefer to stand, sir. Thank you.”

Hazel nods, neither dignifying nor disparaging my choice. Dropping his pen on the desk, it rolls a few inches along the paper stack’s surface. The Director leans back in the chair with a grunt.

“I got a big problem, Knox. I have twelve open missing person cases in this city the municipal cops can’t do anything about. All children, linked to Jordan West.”

“Sir?”

Hazel chuckles. 

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to give you a pop quiz. You’ve only been here a month. I would not expect you to know all the ins and outs of this case.” Each shift in his leg muscles and lower back reflect in the corner of his mouth as he walks around the desk, settling against its precipice with crossed arms.

“You’re a recent addition to the Bureau. Top of your class at Quantico. Parents murdered when you were two years old. I read the reports. They found your mother and father’s body at the bottom of a quarry. That right?”

“Actually, it was a gravel pit, sir. Common mistake.”

Hazel frowns, but does not respond to the correction.

“I’ve already lost two of my best agents to this individual, Knox. I have a city in panic over whether kids will come home after school. They disappear from parks, grocery stores, museums. All it takes is their parents’ heads turning, they’re gone. These people pop out of the ground like worms, steal our fucking sunlight, and tunnel back down below.”

“How many kids have been lost, sir?”

​“Upwards of ten, and that’s just D.C. I got reports as far away as Los Angeles, all using the same modus operandi,” the Director replies, returning to his chair. The wood creaks as he lowers himself back into it. “All the children are between seven and twelve, taken and never seen again.”

“If I can just ask, sir?”

“Go on.”

“Why me?”

Hazel sighs.

“I won’t lie, Agent. I’m already under a lot of pressure on this. I've got media, parents, politicians, school boards and every other child welfare-related entity up my ass. And I’m a father too, so I can only imagine their loss.

“Record says you’re never married. No kids or family to speak of. Raised by distant relatives. Overachiever. There are more commendations in your file than there is personal information, Ramona, so I really don’t know anything about you, understand?”

​Hazel takes answer in my unmoving lips, chuckling at the hardwood floor. The rest of the office is barren, save the bookshelf bearing his framed credentials and a family photo on the desk. I am still unsure what to display on mine, if the FBI thinks to give me any kind of personal space. There has been little mention of it yet.

​“I need a fresh set of eyes here, Agent. Your instructors at Quantico had nothing but the highest praise for your ability and intellect. Ian Armstrong, in particular.”

​The thought of my frazzled teacher at the FBI training facility brings the first hint of a smile to my resting expression since I walked in here.

​“Yes sir,” I nod. “Likewise, I have nothing but the utmost respect for that man.”

​“That's good, because it was Ian who convinced me to put you on this.”

​“He did?” I ask.

​Hazel nods.

​“Ian and I have been friends for thirty years. This case has already shaken families across the country. I have sat with these people—tried to comfort them with promises we will bring their children home, or find the people responsible. You need to believe me when I tell you, Ramona; I am a desperate man.

​“So I called him. Ian, who I’ve known since our days in the reserve. And I asked him, what should I do? And he said, Ramona fucking Knox. Bring her in.”

​Ian always did have a mouth on him.

​“So,” Hazel continues, “while I know I may reap holy Hell from above for placing a rookie—and a woman, at that—on this case, I’m going to go with my friend’s advice on this one. You go after Jordan West, and you bring his depraved ring of human traffickers down. Don’t make me have to explain another child’s loss, Agent Knox.”

​“Yes, sir.”

​“I cannot deal with any more grieving parents, understand?”

​“Yes, sir.” Ever expressionless, I try not to let my eyes blink more than normal, or show panic in rising in my chest.

​“You’ll be paired up with Stephen Hardwick. No doubt, another person I’ll have to justify your assignment to. He can be...difficult.”

​“Sir?”

​Hazel taps his fingers on the desk. “Hardwick is one of our most experienced agents. That said, this case has shaken him. Loss of his last two partners. There’s some personal messes in there, too.”

​“So treat his suspicion with understanding. Got it.”

​“This is no time for sarcasm, Agent.”​

​“I did not intend any, Director Hazel,” I reply, privately irked I cannot be taken without it. “Suffice to say, I have been underestimated all my life. I’m not about to let one cynical FBI agent start weighing me down.”

Hazel squints at my audacity.

I gloss over it.

“Was there anything else sir, or should I find Agent Hardwick and get to work?”

​The squint lapses into a relieved smile.

​“That will be all, Knox. You might find Hardwick at his desk. Just a word of advice. Ease into it.”

​“Thank you, Director.”

​Dismissed, I take my leave, clearing the glass box with its white blinds pulled up. A long hallway, full of other blinded, windowless rooms greets me. I hang right at a fork, guided by more offices all the way down. Where narrow corridors become a bullpen of cubicles, overworked analysts answer phones, staring at black screens with green typesetting illegible from my current angle.

​Offices on the outer walls become conference and server rooms, long rows of desks with state-of-the-art technology on their surfaces. The man Director Hazel assigned as my partner is on the phone in one of the smaller conference rooms. 

​Stephen Hardwick could only be described the way Hazel framed him; he drips bitterness, from the scowl under his beard to dead eyes above it. Haggard and hair wild, a crew neck shirt sags under black suspenders at the two days since he probably stopped home to change. A single holster hangs from the left strap arcing up and down the other side of his shoulder.

​Unlike Hazel, the lead agent pursuing Jordan West is shorter than me, especially given the heels I picked out today—another stupid decision I made this morning.

Also unlike the Director, there is no tolerance for rookies anywhere on this man’s face.

​“The hell, Hazel?” Hardwick roars into the phone. “What is a newbie going to do for this?...No, I’m not fucking arguing with you, John. If Lance and Jim couldn’t take this on, no rookie is gonna be an improvement......I don’t care if she has commendations coming out of her ass!”

The agent falls silent as garbled sounds on the other end grow louder. At the Director’s harsh response, Hardwick relents.

“Yes, sir,” he says. “Thank you, sir.”

Replacing the handset in its cradle, Hardwick massages the bridge of his nose with his finger and thumb, grumbling at the carpeted floor.

“Agent Hardwick?”

He doesn’t turn his body; only his neck as far is required. Sunken eyes drift from my feet to the top of my head.

Unlike the many sets of male curiosity which followed me here, this man has no interest in physical characteristics. He is too weathered by his own disgust for the world, and I am a fly on the wall of his pet peeves.

“My name is Ramona Knox.”

“Right,” the agent sighs, “and I’m the Easter Bunny.”

“Director Hazel said we would be working together on this case. Maybe you could share some of what you know. Just so I’m not operating in the dark here.”

On the other side of the conference table, Hardwick scoffs.

​“What is it with you rookies? Come in, all full of carte blanche idealism, thinking you’re going to make any kind of difference here?” His hands find thin hips; only the suspenders hold up his pants as he paces. “Do you know anything about this case, or did Director Hazel send you in diapers?”

Steer into the skid.

“Diapers, sir. Full of shit, too. Not so much as a dossier or name. Luckily, I already know a few things about Jordan West’s operation.”

“Do you now?” Condescension accompanying his retort is corrosive; it drips down my steel exterior and tempts my tongue in ways which will not pay off. “Please, enlighten me.”

Here goes.

“Former MBA. Shot to stardom on Wall Street. Got some hefty titles along the way. Amassed a small fortune, then disappeared overnight. Next thing we knew, he was at the head of a child trafficking ring. He has people working for him, and no one has a remote lead on motive. All that’s known is he’s sick, twisted and - excuse my language, sir—fucking dangerous.”

“Impressive, Agent,” Hardwick says. “Got anything else up your sleeve?”

Maybe I can win him over.

“Maybe,” I say, walking to a massive cork board setup on wheels. Maps, newspaper clippings, crime scene photographs tacked onto its expanse connect the dots with several feet of yellow yarn. Its mosaic paints an ugly picture—of families torn apart, futures forever altered. It is the challenge in front of us, and seems an overwhelming task.

“Well? Don’t keep me in suspense, rookie,” Hardwick says over my shoulder. I don’t dignify his snark, because all that matters to me is drawn on this canvas.

A question.

“The abductions started in L.A., right? That’s the working theory? At first, it was always the same. Grocery stores. Large department stores. But then, the suspects started getting too jittery. If they wanted to be professionals, variety was key. Obviously, we haven’t found much in the way of dead kids, so something else is happening. They’re being sold.”

“What’s your point, Knox?” Hardwick asks, crossing his arms. “This had better be good.”

“So by now, if we’re going according to the theory I last heard, West has people in his employ, which is why we never see him. Even if we could catch one of them, none have talked so far.”

“They’re all willing to go away for him,” Hardwick agrees. “Okay, so you’re not completely in the dark. No thanks to Hazel, that is.”

“Look here,” I say, pointing back to the map. Suddenly, my choice of dress feels less of a concern. “They’ve been working their way north for years. Sixteen in L.A.. One in Sacramento. Three in Portland. The list goes on. Just so happens they haven’t moved from the Capitol in a while.”

“Any theory as to why?”

I shrug, stepping back from the board. “Could be the wide array of lawmakers and dignitaries in this city. Could be a personal attachment to D.C. Either way, whatever West is doing here, he doesn’t plan on leaving anytime soon.”

“Hmm,” Hardwick muses.

I chuckle. “You almost sound impressed.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. You got chops, kid. But the agents we lost had them too, and many more years behind them. Soon as you underestimate Jordan West, he wins.”

“Blofeld and Partridge, right?”

“You’ve done your homework, rookie.”

“Always do.”

Hardwick sighs, joining me at the board. His fingers point between locations across the United States. There are no suspect photos, only sketches, because none have ever been in our custody long enough to take one.

“Lance Blofeld was killed pursuing one of West’s associates. Cornered the man on a rooftop, but it was ours who ended up splattered on the street below.”

“And Partridge?”

Another sigh, followed by an expression which warrants nothing less than empathy; a trait I do not readily possess.

“Jim was my partner for nine years. It was he and I who started working this case when West came to the Capitol.”

“What happened to him?” I ask.

Change in the agent’s customary bitterness is immediately evident. A thousand things haunt Stephen Hardwick, but few so much as this one.

“Jim was always level. I was the hothead. But one day, he started acting erratic. Going outside the protocol, taking risks he shouldn’t have. We found his body washed up on the shores of the Potomac two weeks ago.

“I won’t lie, kid. I think the Spider had something over Partridge, and goaded him into some sort of sick game. And he paid for it in fucking spades.”

On the board in front of me, something connects all these suspects. I read their names, scrawled on strips of torn paper below artists’ renderings from the mouth of witnesses, reported sightings and the barest scraps of solace. I look at their faces; none are described as older than mid-twenties, early thirties.

All men, willing to follow the Spider. He connects them, but the why is what eludes.

“These boys are giving up a lot for West,” I remark. “If they’re caught, they’ll never walk. It’s not a risk to take lightly for anyone.”

“What are you saying, Knox?”

“Something connects these men to Jordan West. You don’t go to work for a child abductor for the 401K, right?

“No,” I say, “this is a cult, Stephen. They look to West for something, and obviously get it from him. Otherwise, what’s the damn point?”

Hardwick has no response.

Neither do I. Standing in front of this twisted vision with my new, disgruntled partner, it is all I can do not to wonder if either of us will walk away. If what Hardwick says is true, and Jim Partridge was manipulated to his death before surfacing in the Potomac River, I will have to keep my guard up; or risking falling victim to the same pattern.
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​​Ever since I was a little girl, a strange man has appeared to me. His shoes are the finest leather, and he never seems to age. The suit he wears is always the same; a white shirt with black blazer, and a matching silk vest between them. His beard is always perfectly trimmed, and his eyes never lose sight of empathy.

​The first time he appeared to me, I was five years old. After my parents were found dead in a gravel pit, I went to live with my Aunt Maya—my mother’s sister. According to stories she told me, Tiffany Stewart was always a screw short of stable, and the men she loved had even fewer in their drawer.

​The working theory, at least to the police, was Daniel Knox turning the gun on his twenty year old wife, then himself. The drugs in his system—a cocktail of heroin, crack cocaine and alcohol levels which would have killed most men his weight—explained most of it.

​Maya Stewart, my only living relative, has not aged well. She lives in an armchair, hooked up to oxygen tanks chastising all the years she spent with a cigarette to her lips. She looks nothing like the woman who single-handedly raised a twenty-eight year old rookie FBI agent. Rather, Maya wheezes against the chair bearing her permanent outline as I close the door behind me in our Stanton Park apartment. My aunt hears the intrusion, but cannot speak until I have appeared at the living room’s precipice.

The gray machine to the chair’s immediate left filters air into her compromised body. It is enormous; the tube reaching from its chambers is thin as she is, ending beneath her nostrils. 

“Ro.” 

Rocking back and forth in the decrepit chair, words from her lips are swept over sandpaper on the way out. In sharp contrast to the gentle smile, she sounds like a monster.

“How are you feeling?” I ask, lingering at the threshold. The sight of her hurts my heart.

“Oh, you know,” she replies, eyes drooping with swaying shoulders. “There are good days, and bad ones, love.”

I kick off the heels, which I should have never worn today. I should have never framed my bangs in such a stupid manner. Thinking about it now, I might have gotten away with the shoes if I wore a skirt. Instead, my commanding agent and partner think I’m a cold hearted bitch with half a brain.

Not far from the truth, but perception is everything.

“And which is today?”

I take a seat on the adjacent couch in front of the block television. Wheel of Fortune plays—her favorite. We have not been fortunate enough to upgrade the ten-year-old furniture weight only Maya uses for entertainment. Curly gray hair and sunken features, she is helpless to do anything other than watch a daytime score of game shows and soap operas.

She chuckles at great cost, and it ends on a
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