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PROLOGUE: The First Death

[image: ]


I don’t remember the first time I died.

But she does. She remembers everything.

She told me one night, her voice soft as black velvet, while the rain beat against the windows of that house that shouldn’t exist. She told me about a battlefield in some place whose name has been lost to the dust of centuries. She told me about blood soaking the earth, about the smell of smoke and death, about the cold that comes when the soul begins to slip away from the body.

She told me how she leaned over me, beautiful and terrible, ready to take me, how our eyes met in that moment suspended between life and death. How something in the universe changed in that instant.

“I should have taken you,” she said, with tears that should not have been able to exist in her eyes. “I should have done my duty. But I stopped. I looked at you. And for the first time in my eternal existence, I felt something I should not be able to feel.”

“What did you feel?” I asked her, though part of me feared the answer.

“Terror,” she whispered. “Terror for what I was about to lose.”

That was our first encounter. The first of countless. The beginning of a curse that would stretch across the centuries like a wound that never heals.

But I didn’t know it then. In that first life, I was just a man dying on a battlefield, staring at the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, unaware she was Death herself.

Unaware that she would condemn me to love her for all eternity.

This is our story. The story of a love that defies time, death, and the very laws of the universe. The story of how a mortal man fell in love with what cannot be loved. The story of how Death learned to cry.

And like all great love stories, this one begins with a lie.

It begins on a bus, in the hottest summer the desert had seen in decades, when a man who didn’t remember dying a thousand times before saw a woman who could never forget him.

It begins with me, unaware that I was about to meet my destiny.
It begins with her, knowing exactly what I was—and loving me anyway.
It begins with a lie.

But it ends with the only truth that matters.
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Chapter 1: The Devil’s Summer
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The summer of 1996 in Mexicali and the Imperial Valley felt like the hell Baptist preachers used to warn sinners about. Not the metaphorical flames of the biblical inferno, but something more real, more immediate: a heat that stole your breath, that turned the air into molten glass, that made the asphalt melt under your feet and the sky turn a sickly, infected purple.

One hundred twenty degrees Fahrenheit.

That’s what the Greyhound thermometer read when I boarded that July Tuesday. But the number didn’t reflect the true nature of that heat. It didn’t convey how it felt—like God Himself had pressed His thumb onto the Imperial Valley, crushing all life, hope, and any chance of relief.

My name is Miguel Ángel Reyes.

I’m twenty-four years old, and I cross the border from Mexicali to Calexico five days a week to attend Imperial Valley College. This is the part where I’m supposed to tell you I have big dreams, that I’m building a better future, and that I’m one of those inspiring success stories about a hardworking immigrant.

But this isn’t that story.

This is the story of how I met Death, how I fell in love with her, and how she has been waiting for me for a thousand years.

Though I didn’t know any of that on that July morning, all I knew was that my T-shirt was already soaked with sweat at seven in the morning, that I had a Calculus II exam the next day I didn’t feel ready for, and that if I didn’t hurry, I’d miss the 7:30 bus.

The Greyhound station in Calexico was a squat gray building sagging under the weight of the heat, its windows so caked with desert dust that the light coming through had a yellowish, sickly tint. The air conditioning fought valiantly against the heat, but it was a losing battle. Inside, the air was only slightly less suffocating than outside, heavy with the smell of sweat, diesel, and that peculiar blend of desperation and resignation you found in every transit station.

About twenty people waited for the bus. I recognized a few faces—other students like me, farmworkers with calloused hands and sun-baked faces, a few older women with shopping bags. All of us wore the same look of stoic tolerance, showing we were used to enduring minor daily annoyances.

The bus arrived with a pneumatic sigh that sounded like the last breath of a dying man. It was one of those old Greyhounds, the kind that had probably been in service since the seventies, with cracked vinyl seats that stuck to your skin and windows that never quite shut all the way. But it had air-conditioning, and that was enough.

I climbed aboard, showed my student pass to the driver—a middle-aged African American man with tired eyes who had seen this same trip too many times—and started walking down the aisle.

The bus was already half full. I brushed past a man sleeping with his mouth open, went by two older women murmuring in Spanish about some neighborhood scandal, and passed a young guy with headphones whose eyes stared blankly out the window.

And then I saw her.

She was sitting near the back by the window, with the seat next to her empty. That alone was unusual; seats near young, attractive women rarely stayed empty on these buses. But there was something about her, about how she sat with perfect stillness, that seemed to create a bubble of space around her.

It wasn’t just that she was beautiful, although she was. Her beauty was the kind that made you stop and forget where you were for a moment. Her light brown skin had a golden undertone that seemed to glow faintly even under the dull bus lighting. Her black hair flowed in waves over her shoulders, framing a face with delicate yet defined features. But it was her eyes that truly captivated you—dark, deep, with a quality I couldn’t quite name as if they held centuries instead of years.

She wore a simple yet elegant white summer dress, totally unsuitable for a bus ride but perfect on her. In her hands, she held a worn-cover book I couldn’t identify from afar.

Our eyes locked.

It was like the world had come to a halt.

I know it sounds melodramatic, like something out of a bad romance novel. But it’s the truth. The moment our gazes crossed, I felt something shift in the air, as if an electric current passed between us.

She smiled.

It wasn’t a flirtatious smile or a shy one. It was a smile of recognition—like she had been waiting for me, like she knew exactly who I was.

And in that moment, though I didn’t consciously realize it, some part of me—some ancient, forgotten part—recognized her as well.

I kept walking and found a seat several rows ahead of hers. Even sitting and staring forward, I could feel her presence behind me. It was like a gentle pressure at the base of my skull, a constant awareness I couldn’t shake.

The bus started moving, pulling out of the station and into the scorching landscape of the Imperial Valley in summer. On both sides of the highway, the fields stretched all the way to the horizon: perfect rows of crops that somehow survived this heat thanks to water from the Colorado River. But even though the plants seemed to be suffering, their leaves wilted and were dusty.

I tried to focus on my calculus textbook, on the formulas and equations I needed to memorize for the exam. But the words made no sense. My mind kept drifting back to the woman at the back of the bus.

Who was she?

Why had she looked at me like that?

Why did I feel as if I knew her?

The bus stopped in Heber, a tiny town so small that missing it just took a blink. Two more people got on: an older man with a cane and a young woman with a baby. The baby was crying—one of those sharp, piercing cries only babies can make.

And then I heard her voice for the first time.

“Shh, little one,” she said softly, and although she wasn’t speaking loudly, her voice somehow cut through the noise of the engine and the baby’s wails. “Don’t be afraid. Everything will be all right.”

I moved forward before I could stop myself. She had stepped into the aisle, leaning slightly toward the woman with the baby. She reached out her hand, and the baby—who had been crying nonstop—suddenly grew quiet. His little eyes widened as he stared at the woman in the white dress with an expression I can only describe as awe.

“He’s got a magic touch with you,” the baby’s mother said, smiling with relief.

“Something like that,” the woman replied, and there was something strange in her smile—something sad.

She returned to her seat, and our eyes met once more as she turned around. This time, her expression had changed. There was a question or maybe an invitation in her eyes.

Before I could overthink it, I stood up. My body moved almost automatically, as if something beyond my conscious control was guiding me. I walked down the aisle, past the other passengers, until I was standing beside her seat.

“Is this taken?” I asked, gesturing toward the empty seat beside her.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” she said, with no flirtation in her voice—only a straightforward, chilling statement of fact.

I sat down and immediately felt the cold.

It wasn’t the cold from the air conditioner. It was something different, something more profound. It felt like sitting beside an open window in winter, or plunging your hand into icy spring water. It was a cold that came from her, radiating from her skin like an invisible wave.

“It’s hot,” she said, as if she had noticed my reaction. “Don’t you think?”

“Yes,” I managed to say, though my skin had broken out in goosebumps. “Hottest summer in years.”

“I’ve seen worse,” she said, and something in her tone made me think she wasn’t just talking about this summer—or even this century.

We sat silently for a moment. The bus roared down the highway, swallowing miles of desert. Through the windows, I could see mirages on the horizon—pools of water that weren’t real, wavering distortions in the air that made reality itself seem unstable.

“My name’s Miguel,” I finally said. “Miguel Ángel.”

“Elena,” she replied, and when she said her name, I felt a shiver run down my spine, as if part of me recognized it.

It’s a lovely name.

“It’s old,” she said. “Older than you think.”

Something was unsettling about the way she spoke, as if every word had multiple meanings, as if entire conversations were taking place beneath the surface of our simple dialogue.

“Are you going to El Centro?” I asked, trying to keep the conversation normal.

“I go where I need to go,” she said, and then—seeing my confusion—added, “Yes. At El Centro. I have... business there.”

What type of business?

She smiled, and this time there was something dark in that smile, something that made me feel as if I’d asked a dangerous question.

I’m a consultant, you could say. I assist people through significant life transitions.

“What kind of transitions?”

“The final ones,” she said plainly.

I didn’t realize what she meant at the time. But something in my subconscious understood, because I felt a shiver of premonition—a sense that I was on the brink of something vast and terrifying.

The bus hit a pothole, jolting all of us. In that unstable moment, her hand brushed against mine on the shared armrest between our seats.

Her skin was cold as marble. Cold as death.

I pulled back instinctively, and she noticed my reaction. Something painful crossed her face—a flicker of resignation, of ancient sadness.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m always cold. Poor circulation.”

It was a transparent lie. But I went along with it because the other option—that there was something profoundly different about this woman, something not entirely human—was too terrifying to face.

“Don’t worry,” I said, forcing a smile. “It just surprised me.”

She nodded but didn’t say anything more. Instead, she went back to her book. I could now see the title: The Complete Works of Fernando Pessoa. It was an old edition, with yellowed pages and the smell of dust and age.

“Do you like Pessoa?” I asked.

She looked up, genuine surprise shining in her eyes.

“You know Pessoa?”

“A little. I read The Book of Disquiet for a literature class.”

“Then you understand,” she said, and her voice grew intense. “You understand what it means to live multiple lives within a single existence. To be many different people—each one real, each one false at the same time.”

“It’s disorienting,” I admitted. “The way he writes about not being fully present in his own life, as if he’s always slightly out of sync with reality.”

“Yes,” she whispered, and that one word was filled with so much emotion that it made me pause. "Exactly that. Out of sync. It’s the perfect description.”

We looked into each other’s eyes, and at that moment, I sensed something I couldn’t quite identify. It wasn’t love—at least not yet. But it was something profound, something beyond physical attraction or intellectual connection. It felt as if my soul recognized hers, as if it had been searching for her unknowingly my entire life.

The bus traveled through Seeley and Holtville. The small towns of the Imperial Valley passed by the windows like beads on a rosary. Meanwhile, Elena and I kept talking.

We discussed books, philosophy, the nature of time, and memory. We explored what it means to be human, whether the soul exists, and what awaits us after death. Strange conversations to have with a stranger on a bus, but they felt completely natural, as if we had been having them for centuries.

“Do you believe in reincarnation?” she asked at one point.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’ve never thought much about it. You?”

“I know it’s real,” she said, her voice filled with unwavering certainty—there was no doubt. "I’ve seen the same souls come back again and again, in different bodies, in different lives. But they never remember. Rarely remember.”

“Rarely?”

“Sometimes there are glimpses,” she said softly. “Moments of déjà vu. Dreams that feel more like memories. An inexplicable feeling of knowing someone you’ve just met.”

She looked at me meaningfully when she said the last part, and I felt my pulse quicken.

“Do you feel that now?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper. “Like we’ve met before?”

“Yes,” she said, with tears now glistening in her eyes. “But it’s not just a feeling, Miguel Ángel. I know you. I’ve known you longer than you can imagine.”

I should have stood up then. I should have found another seat, should have run from this strange woman with her ancient
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