​​​[image: image-0-0.jpg]
​

​​Copyright © 2020 Nicholas Gagnier

​All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the

​case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

​This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

​Cover Design by NMT Design Studio

​ISBN 978-1-7328610-5-3

​​[image: image-0-1.jpg]@gagniernicholasauthor


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Epigraph

Atlas (The Book of Death, #3)

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CHAPTER FORTY



  	
        
            
            Trigger Warning:
This book contains graphic violence, strong language, and scenes of sexual assault. 
Reader discretion is strongly advised.

      

    

​​Also by Nicholas Gagnier

​​

​The Shroud Saga

​

​Olivia & Hale 

​Mercy Road

​Founding Fathers

​Dead’s Haven

​Olivia & Hale

​The Book of Death

​Leviathan

​Underworld Earth

​Apocalypse

​

​

​Other Books & Series

​

​The Sommerland Chronicles

​

​Embers of Aloessia

​The Phantom Fires 

​Ides of the Unearthed 

​Eidetica (series)

​

​Eidetica

​Rebellion

​Technikron

​

​

​



​​“But has there ever been something so great as love, quite so comfortable with sin?”


​Atlas proverb
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​Cast abroad the rage of thy wrath: and behold every one that is proud, and abase him. Look on everyone who is proud and bring him low; Tread down the wicked in their place.


​Job 40:10 (New King James Version)
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​​​PROLOGUE
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​I ALWAYS IMAGINED THE afterlife as a soulless place.

​Death gets a bad rap—human beings are easily afraid of things we don’t understand. It is why people created religion and stories and rationales, backing up irrational confirmation we know nothing about what lies on the white light’s other end.

​Ever since I was a little girl, a strange man has visited me. I rarely had control over when he appeared—usually, it happened as I was hurt or traumatized in a way only children can find themselves; quite often, by their own doing.

​My parents died when I was two. My father was a certifiable addict who ingested a bunch of terrible substances, and brought my mother and I to a gravel pit in western Virginia. When all was said and done, my mother—also a natural trainwreck—was on the ground with a bullet in her head. Daniel’s body was found beside her, similarly disfigured from a gunshot to the temple.

​I was the only survivor.

​After a year in the foster system, I was adopted by my mother’s sister Maya. That woman would raise me into a rookie FBI agent—she was the mother my own never was, tutoring and disciplining and nurturing me through the formative years. She had violent boyfriends, a cigarette constantly between her lips and the sass I inherited from her, but things were okay.

​When I was five, the suited man began visiting me, and nothing about my life would ever be normal again.

​***
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​IN THE SUMMER OF NINETY-five, I graduated at the top of my class from Quantico, the FBI’s elite training facility in Virginia. At this point in my life, the man who introduced himself as Death under a kitchen table when I was five-years-old became a constant presence. For years before that, he had only shown up in times of crisis, sometimes going years without making contact. Just as I began to believe his appearances were symptomatic of deeper-seated issues, he would appear again.

​By the time I began at the Bureau in late summer—shortly before being assigned the case that would change my career—Tim was at my side for all of it.

​I gave everything to bring down the Jordan West crew—a grown group of former altar boys who partnered with a senior FBI agent named Stephen Hardwick to abduct young children across the nation. In the end, it cost me my life. Hardwick burned me alive and left my charred remains in a dilapidated Georgetown warehouse.

​Until that point, the man who calls himself Death had only spoken of his realm. Beyond his casual appearances from nowhere, I assumed his claims were exaggerations designed to keep me in a state of awe and wonder.

​After my death at Hardwick’s hand, I would be forced to believe him. In a room with shimmering illusions for walls, a thousand holes poked into its black veneer like stars, I couldn’t deny what my eyes saw. The floors were slick, without color or hue, shiny as the waxed tiles of any department store. The room’s exact size was hard to distinguish because those multi-plane walls seemed to immediately end and go on forever simultaneously.

​​​I developed a place, he once told me. ​A safe middle ground before people come to my world, where we can meet for the first time. On average, a person dies every 1.2 seconds, somewhere in the world. I personally greet each and every one of them.

​“Hello, Ramona,” said the man who calls himself Death—whose power over human souls leaving their earthly vessels held the key to my success or failure in rescuing the young girl taken by the West crew.

​“Tim? Where are we?”

​“We are in the Arcway,” the suited man replied. In all the years I have known him, his dress has never changed; the part in his hair and the length of his beard remain identical to our first meeting. “My creation. It is the step before entering my realm, where you will await salvation or damnation.”

​“Does that... mean I’m dead?”

​​As Tim explained the chain of events that had brought us to this point, I couldn’t help wondering why these cosmic forces had any interest in Ramona Carol Knox—the little girl with dead parents who had no business growing up to be an FBI agent, but did anyway.

​​Mostly, I wondered what bliss ignorance would have brought me instead.

​“Why are you telling me all this?” I asked.

​“Because,” Tim replied, “I am no longer willing to stand by, Ramona.”

​And that is the last thing I remember.

​​​Nephalim

​​PART ONE
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​​​CHAPTER ONE
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​WHITE LIGHTS.

​The initial wave of suppressed glare behind my eyes poisons the comfort of endless sleep. The lids over my slumber flutter, provoking mouth corners to twitch, fingers to bend. Breaths begin short, tiny assaults on capillaries in the lungs. Tolerance grows, like a rose blossoming, easing its pistils into glare it has been indefinitely sheltered from. It turns my cognition left, then right. The chasm splits over my darting eyes, allowing in more shadows of light than existed before.

​And then, like a computer booting up out of deep hibernation, streams of consciousness unravel. Memories return as a flood—sound inhibits my senses, but can’t conjure visuals to accompany it.

​When I started with the Bureau, back in the seventies, it was simple. Black and fucking white. Bad guy popped up, we put ‘em away. You get yourself on a Most Wanted list, we took you the fuck down.

​Light is intrusive in its mannerisms, simply feeling entitled to impose itself on the status quo. Soon, pain blooms where those images should manifest. It begins in my head, travelling to knees which feel like they haven’t moved in ages. Distant curiosity implores me to wiggle the connected toes. Nothing changes, and mobility remains uncertain. My legs feel like meat in a grocery store bunker, cold slabs on a sheeted surface.

​Then, something changed. The Wall fell in Berlin, the Cold War ended. I don’t fucking know. Point is, bad guys just weren’t so easy to find anymore. People were more educated than ever, and the politicians kept squeezing our budgets. More and more, my brothers in blue were handed pink slips, told to clean out their desks. There just weren’t enough heads to bust anymore.

​Kaleidoscopic films between my eyelids shade the solidifying outlines with confusion. Light is the color scheme of a growing berth at the base of nascent consciousness—I continue experimenting in darkness I have long felt most comfortable with. Fingers twitch as shifting shoulders turn my neck. All are mildly unsuccessful, and none prove worth the expended energy.

​That’s the problem, Knox—you still think this is about children. It’s about sustaining a failing black market which pays dividends to the real one...upholding the standard of living we have become accustomed to—life, liberty, and security.

​How did I end up here?

​Considering movement worth another try, fingers attempt curling into a fist. The interlaced colors comprising vision run together, forming blotches that interfere with cohesive sight. I don’t know how long I’ve laid in this bed, nor do I have the slightest inkling where I am. Making out pearl-tinted blinds, my irises distinguish blues from less dominant whites, a bed rail from broken medical equipment whose monitors and displays are unserviceable and blank.

​A hospital room. Vaguely aware of the air mask over my face, there is no respirator down my throat. An IV feed is the only flesh-intruding measure they implemented, but it has not delivered drips or fluids through the cords in some time.

​And then, it dawns on me.

​Why is it so quiet?

​Struggling to recall why I’m in the hospital—and why it feels like I’ve been asleep for a long time—frustration yields a tepid fist. It is short-lived, but progress. My eyes feel heavy, and I could go back to sleep, but I need to know more.

​Come on, Ramona.

​Ramona.

​As my own name registers, context begins to creep back in. Like waking from a bad dream, reality floods back quicker, all the answers to how I ended up here at my disposal.

​​​I’ve already lost two of my best agents to this individual, Knox, one voice says.​ I have a city in panic over whether kids will come home after school. They disappear from parks, grocery stores and museums. All it takes is their parents’ heads turning, they’re gone.

​​Emily.

​The girl whose disappearance led me to the exposure of my partner was found safe. I remember that. But what happened after?

​Outlines of the room gain more clarity. Color consolidates strength, red and blues rightfully dominating those they play superior to. The regular sounds of intensive care never replenish—beeping monitors, the shuffling shoes of passing nurses and droning orderlies coming by to change the sheets—leaving my room deafened by silence. Like the slow drip of a morphine feed, it pulses over the expected cues of tired doctors and hurried specialists beyond the room’s door rushing to stem the tides of the dying.

​My eyes are exhausted by the rush of stimuli passing through them, and close to regain strength. I can’t remember how I got here, or the amount of time passed since the voices running together spoke those words.

​I have to get out of here.

​That might be easier said than done. Ligaments ache trying to make a continuous, consistent fist. My toes don’t wiggle on command; even a turn of my head yields nothing but more soreness and centimeters of progress.

​Giving up for now, my eyes grow too heavy, and I fade to black.

​***
[image: ]


​​​CONSCIOUSNESS ARRIVES slower the second time. My surroundings have reverted to blur. Wisps of insanity build—shadows that aren’t there, silhouettes even less likely, and the sound of ​chewing. The audio cues are short; saliva squished between cheeks tells the helpless woman to intuitively recognize the room is no longer empty. The moist movements occur from behind me, and instinct kicks in. Panic transcends earlier difficulty turning my head—I immediately regret moving so quickly as sharp pain reverberates through the muscles surrounding my carotid artery.

​A homeless man sits on a plastic chair at my bedside, tipping an aluminum can from a hoisted position into his mouth. He is dressed in a ragged brown jacket and sweatpants. Straggly, gray strands fall out of a dirty tuque onto his shoulders. His cheeks are patchy, with no gums behind his unshaven lower lip to stem sauce under the can’s aluminum rim, spilling into his lap.

​Seeing my head turn, the intruder realizes I’m conscious and lowers the can. He does not react, rotating his lower jaw counter-clockwise, squashing beans under his tongue in lieu of molars to chew it.

​“You’re awake,” he says.

​Good. You’re awake.

​His words recall another conversation, as I was roped to a wooden chair—shortly before the warehouse over my head went up in flames.

​“Who are you?” I ask. My voice carries the question on little more than rasp. “What are you doing in my room?”

​The man chuckles.

​“Capitol’s gotten dangerous since the plague. Lots o’ dead out there.”

​“Plague? What plague? And again, who are you?”

​“Name’s Wilson,” the homeless fellow professes. “Had a first name once. Not much use for it now. So yeah, you can call me Wilson.

​“Must have been asleep for a while, weren’t you? Wouldn’t have seen the shitshow America’s become. Some strain escaped that Center for Disease Control! Next thing, everyone I knew was dead.”

​​​Dead?

​“What do you mean, ‘everyone’?”

​“What it sounds like,” Wilson replies, scraping the last of the beans into his mouth and clamping down. The squishing behind his pressed lips does nothing to avert the revelation’s casual horror. “President Smith, the whole Cabinet. Congress. Cops. Citizens. I can go on if you like!”

​Unable to promptly respond to the old man’s information, I rack my brain for any kind of corroborating timeline.

​“So how long have you been nappin?” Wilson asks.

​I don’t pay the question mind. Rolling my neck back to the position it will no longer ache with unfortunate angles allows me to scan the walls, furniture, and ceiling, questioning everything. But as eyes rest on the wide-set window, answers are further than ever.

​How didn’t I see it before?

​“Help me up,” I tell Wilson. My hand finds more confidence in estranged strength, yanking the IV needle from the web of nerves and veins it obscures. The tubes fall by my bedside, and I pull my useless limbs to the edge.

​“What? No, listen lady! You need to rest now, hear?”

​Wilson may be a squatter in my current accommodations, raiding the hospital pantry for something to snack on without his bottom teeth, but giving orders is not among his rights. If he won’t help me, I’ll have to do it myself. Thankfully, the homeless man is not without conscience, standing from his chair. I struggle to lift myself up off the mattress—balance proves unsuccessful, and I fall onto my stomach, almost toppling off the side.

​“Sure you want to do this, miss?” he asks.

​I don’t answer, continuing to struggle. Wilson grasps my shoulders, guiding me back to a flat position.

​“Now, listen here, miss! You aren’t going anywhere! God knows how long you have been like this, but your ligaments have shortened while you were asleep. Ain’t going nowhere without extensive surgery!”

​“Yeah? You a doctor?” I groan, settling into defeat.

​“Former RN. Back in the days they didn’t have too many men doing the job.” Wilson circles the bed to a wheelchair near the open door. The semi-private room has no other patient occupying it, so few will judge my ass hanging out of a hospital gown as the old man helps me into it. He slowly lowers me into the mobile device, keeping hands under my armpits until I’m comfortable. Moving to the chair’s rear, he wraps palms around the handles, and begins to push. “Why are you here?” I ask, though unable to see his toothless grin or dirty clothes. “Hiding in a hospital?”

​Wilson pivots the wheelchair to the window, bringing me closer to the sight my tired eyes covet. A squeaky wheel under my right foot revolts in its bracket, drifting the chair left as Wilson veers the other way, overcompensating for its crooked trajectory.

​“Things ain’t good in D.C., miss. Plague got loose and killed most. Ones who didn’t die at first did later, or did the killing. Point is,” he says, “there ain’t many good ‘uns left.”

​“The hospital is the safest place, then.”

​“Yup. Here, we’re at the window, miss. Just like you wanted.”

​Using Wilson’s reluctant support, my bare feet touch the floor, straightening out. The old man supports me from the back—my fingers curl into the radiator on level with the window as I soak up the horror beyond our little room four floors above street level.

​The United States Capitol—once a testament to Neoclassical architecture and seat of the strongest nation on Earth—lies in devastation. The National Mall’s signature monument has crumbled in the distance, collapsing to the ground in giant halves. The Capitol Building’s landmark dome is crumbled into the interior structure, and what remains of its white facade has been charred and blackened with time and violence. Streets below the window are awash in empty cars; many of their doors are left ajar, but there are no bodies in them—just windows through a journey their occupants never completed.

​And then, it begins to come back to me with more clarity.

​By reversing your death, we can stop Hardwick and Royce from selling Emily Rickard. But so too will it change everything.

​Tim.

​The man who calls himself Death—who I met under a kitchen table when I was five years old, and told me darkness was no different than light—just a little harder to love—saved my life. He reversed my murder at Stephen Hardwick’s hand, warning that saving Emily would have dire consequences.

​We are tampering with a natural order.

​I did this.

​People who have died could see their deaths prevented or reversed. For better or worse, it could change the entire course of history.

​Tim warned me, and was right. By stopping Hardwick, I condemned the world to die horribly. One little girl’s life—at the time—seemed too great an expense to ensure humanity had a chance at survival. Unhooking my fingernails from between the radiator grills, I sink down into the wheelchair. Wilson watches the connecting threads behind my eyes as they drift from the window.

​“Miss?” Wilson says. “Are you alright, miss?”

​Are you willing to take the risk with me, Ramona?

​“This is my fault,” I confide in him, prompting an inquisitive expression.

​“How you figure, ma’am? Unless you ‘was the one who released that nasty sickness, I don’t see how you could be to blame. Been asleep after all, haven’t you?”

​There is no way I could make the toothless man eating beans at my bedside understand. Rather than offering a drawn-out, confusing explanation, I return to the argument’s merits, but only in my head—

​​​Before I can begin linking runaway thoughts—​saving a little girl ends in apocalypse?—a set of bullets cross the room. Both strike Wilson in the chest. He falls over dead as my gaze lifts to their source.

​The silhouette in the doorway has already seen my horrified expression. Disregarding Wilson’s blank gaze, the figure carries a silenced pistol, moving toward me.

​​​For all the (​years?) I have been asleep, the Quantico training that trained me for a career with the FBI is rustily embedded. Adrenaline, on the other hand, is not. The masked intruder reaches halfway between the door and my wheelchair; I lunge over the assistive device’s side, hitting the floor. The man’s momentum did not account for my reaction—he barely has time to process I’m crawling on my stomach. As every ligament rages exhaustion, I grab his calf, sharply pulling up. The man’s head arches back with his rising leg. He loses balance, falling to the floor beside me, head smacking off the unmaintained linoleum.

​Again, his habit of movement is my struggle, but arrogance is the ingredient for my surprise mobility. His outstretched fingers reach for the gun that fell by Wilson’s corpse. My own hand slaps his away as I vault my useless legs over him. We struggle like that for a moment, each trying to gain supremacy over the other. My hand wraps around the pistol’s handle first, yanking the barrel upward. The attacker clasps his hand over mine, aware he’s already lost to a cripple.

​The released gunshot shatters his face, propelling the man’s head aside in a bloody mess of brains and balaclava fabric. I topple over him onto the white floor. A growing pool spreads under his skull, tarnishing its unwaxed surface.

​What the fuck was that?

​The intruder could have back-up, and I am the equivalent of a sitting duck. Wilson’s eyes are equally empty under the windowsill. The rest of him is obscured by the hospital bed. I secure the weapon at its foot, disregarding the wheelchair. Elbows pull me forward until I reach the wide-open door, peering past its threshold into a long corridor. Its throughway of floors littered with garbage and debris is abandoned; clearly, nobody has been treated or worked at this hospital in a while.

​If my assailant has friends nearby, only the pistol will afford protection. I advance into the hallway, dragging useless legs behind me. Formerly dark hair spills down my face, allowing a glimpse at shades of gray it embraced in my slumber. The hospital gown catches on the floor, exposing my bare legs and buttocks as I scurry to the hall’s end.

​The two masked men stationed around the corner never see the woman crawling at its precipice. The bullets that split their heads, sending them to the floor, assure me of that. The elevator they guarded is out of service; its stainless steel doors tease the fact that I will have to descend the stairs, whether my legs work or not. The floor is empty now, at least. Hoisting myself over the same floor as the hospital room I awoke and was almost murdered brings me to a thick red door. It warns me that opening it will prompt an alarm, but I have to take the chance. I reach for the push bar well above my compromised position, and miss. Swinging upward again, the bar lapses inward by an inch. Arms fall back to my side, but I am not so easily defeated.

​Rolling on my back positions weak legs underneath the bar, and all my dormant strength is required to lift them above my head. The first time misses, the second pushing it a little farther in than before. The third unlatches the door from its frame. One foot to hold the bar in place, the other lowers, pushing its creaking weight ajar. I did it. My other leg comes down, reinforcing the foot propping open the door. Heavy metal pins the ankle wedged between it; I lift my torso from the floor, ignoring cracks in my static spine, thrusting a shoulder into it. Reversing myself, I creep between the cracked door and its frame; it latches as I collapse in the stairwell beyond it.

​I don’t know how I ended up at the end of the world, but it surely waits for nobody. I edge toward the descent; each flight is littered in plaster and trash like the hallway before it. The railing helps in pulling myself to a seated position; the floor is cold between my legs, but its stairs are the only way out of this nightmare.

​The next landing brings footsteps pounding up from the bottom. The multiple voices wear heavy boots that compete with their words for volume. I reach the corner of the subsequent flight, positioning myself against the wall facing downward, and point the silenced weapon at my arriving targets. The intruders’ conversation is halted by three bullets exiting their barrel. Each connects with my would-be attackers in a critical place—throat, eye, and heart, respectively. Twenty minutes after waking, six people are dead; five by my hand, putting the clip at empty. Casting the spent weapon aside, three floors remain. I grab two of the fallen’s revolvers as garbled communications filter from radios at my victims’ hips. I don’t bother pulling off the balaclavas off their faces—I wouldn’t likely not know them, and their identities would not help one iota.

​I can do this.

​One flight lower reveals no assailants. One lower, and I wonder if that is the last of them. Lowering myself past each flight, the dual weapons may not be needed after all. It doesn’t mean I grip them any looser.

​When I was young, my adoptive aunt’s violent boyfriend threatened to beat down the door after being locked out of our apartment. Maya ushered me under a table with a yellow patterned tablecloth.

​And that’s when the suited man who called himself Death first appeared to me. He never really said when or how he became the celestial being that confronted the terrified child, hugging her roughhoused stuffed bear. I have bits and pieces of his history, but all that matters is the voice in my memory.

​You don’t need to be afraid, Ramona.

​Racking my brain for who could possibly be after me—the FBI agents I betrayed before falling unconscious, the numerous enemies made during my tenure—constantly brings me back to the suited cosmic being; the last face I saw before blackness devoured my soul, and Death had come for me.

​​​Who are you? I once asked him, sitting beneath that table with a patterned yellow tablecloth.

​​​My name is Death, he told the five-year-old whose eyes were widened at the sound of Maya’s screaming male companion, pounding on thin wood as she pushed furniture in front of it.

​But my friends call me Tim.

​It is because of that man I am here now, terrified for my life.

​You don’t need to be afraid, Ramona.

​The bottom floor brings relief. I return to wiggling along the landing. One final flight remains, which would bring me below ground. With no plan to be cornered, I shimmy to the emergency door. Unlike the three floors above, it must be pulled. A few tugs open it far enough to wedge my wrist between, and my arms do the rest.

​The hospital’s ground level differs from those above in a few key ways. The twin sliding doors are frozen open, allowing warm air to flow into the lobby. Other than several mounds of bones suggesting multiple people died here, and were long forgotten, it is still abandoned. A number of skulls accentuate the evidence, and I try not to glance at them on the way past.

​The third and most important difference lies beyond the open doors. Several more men pace in the lot just beyond the hospital’s emergency room entrance. Their faces are also covered; one lifts a radio receiver to his veiled mouth, trying to hail their companions upstairs. And at their feet, a black box with a plunger and handle is attached to wires leading inward. In the old days, they might have sent a remote signal using a detonator. Post-apocalypse, the comical cube is attached to wires that pivot through the entrance, past rows of seating. I follow them from my hiding spot near the nurse’s station—the red and yellow sheathing splits off in different directions. I trace the jaundiced wire with my eyes, past rectangular cuts of electrical tape hanging it further up the wall—at its end, grey piles of putty are affixed to strategic positions, ensuring maximum destruction when they detonate.

​​​C4.

​There is not enough time to disarm the explosives. Their mission is obviously killing me, and my only hope of escaping is—

​Tired of receiving no response, the leader orders his men to operate the device in front of him. One fellow steps up, wrapping his hands around the red bar atop its plunger—forcing it to fully depress. The resulting explosion against my skin is excruciating; its blankets of orange and red blind understanding while the small hairs of my arm sizzle. Flesh is cooked off the bone, and the world in front of me evaporates inside a pulsing fireball. Unable to see the men who sentenced me to this fate, I scream for what seems like forever.

​But it is my mind, wandering back to the man under that table, who brought me to this point I could be so easily assassinated.

​I think, in times of great crisis, we turn to the best and brightest of us to lead the way.

​The inferno subsides—a result of several levels of a hospital coming down, crushing what few nerves remain. It only reinforces the fact I signed up to Hell, and the man who called himself Death personally escorted me to its door.

​After that, the only sentiment I know is darkness.
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​​​CHAPTER TWO
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​I AM NOT A MONSTER.

​​As a child, one of my favorite books was ​Where the Wild Things Are. ​Maya diligently read it almost every night between the ages of six and eight. During those years, I met the man who called himself Death twice—once when I fell down a ravine behind my house, and when one of my pets left us.

​I don’t remember what I loved so much about this damn book. After my parents’ murder-suicide, I can only recall a yearning for independence. I loved the aunt who saved my life to pieces, but the idea of waking up in a strange land, surrounded by otherworldly creatures, was all too enticing.

​Opening eyes to linoleum floors and matching walls, a distant hum of electrical tracks should immediately identify my surroundings, and yet it takes a full minute after sitting up to co-relate the train tunnel with a subway station.

​Wasn’t I just in a hospital?

​There is something more eerie about the air here. It feels lighter, invasive; like someone brought it from another world, and its properties do not mesh with the environment. The subway station is empty, but something else is off. Other than heavy silence, it looks like any other underground platform. Advertisements framed in paid promotional brackets advise a fool and their money will soon be parted. A row of payphones sits at the bottom stairwell, leading up into the world at large. A black stickered rectangle, caked over green bricks stretching to the ceiling, informs me that my current location is West 34th and Broadway.

​Am I in New York?

​That would be a fair way from the Capitol I have lived my entire life. The sites of D.C. were distinguishable from my room’s window, even with the destruction levelled against it. 

​There is only one explanation for how I could have gotten here.

​“Tim?”

​My voice echoes down the humming tunnel. Like a thrown boomerang, it comes back to me. No train is travelling down the concrete tube; only the pitch of my nervous voice returns, and not even the distant sound of a vehicle on fixed tracks dares follow it.

​Last I remember, the FBI turned on me after exposing one of their senior agents as complicit in the abduction of children. Long story short, he and a few others used a group of former altar boys to take kids from grocery stores, museums, and any public place they could potentially get away with it. Learning of that revelation almost cost my life. In fact, were it not for Tim, I would not have survived the assassination attempt.

​“​Tim?”

​Again, the name returns nothing, and my eyes drift to the row of payphones to my left. Behind them, silver railings and concrete steps hug the far wall, with a decommissioned escalator separating them. My memories are more accessible, no longer dimmed by the cloudiness of waking from near-death. But there is no sign of my guardian angel who saved me from the FBI’s dark underbelly, then granted powers I could not explain.

​How long have I been here?

​Exhaling, I take my first steps up the multi-flight staircase. Every heightened surface brings me closer to answers, and farther away from questions—at least, until I reach the top.

​​The scene above the tunnel is New York City, but nothing like I have ever seen. The Empire State Building—if that is indeed what it is—curves in its center, forcing the building’s peak to perform a one-hundred-eighty degree angle, making it look like an arch. The point most people would assume to be the top is pointed to the road. Its general shape defies most logic or expectations. Above its bending body, the sky has adopted a dark shade of purple. Black swirls slowly rotate in the violet canopy, reminding me of a ​Twilight Zone​ episode.

​What the hell is this place?

​I have only been to New York once, on a graduation trip in high school. Maya encouraged me to go, despite not really being able to afford it. The woman sacrificed so much more than I gave her credit for, and I was able to join my peers on the trip.

​Even given that experience, the unsettling skyline is remarkably different from any version of Manhattan I would recognize. Its roads are virtually abandoned—not a car in sight along the intersections. Building windows are dark, as if everyone shut down their lives and moved out of the city. 

​Trying not to panic, my feet shuffle down West 34th, glancing in all directions for a corresponding sign of life. None of the mobility issues that gripped me in the hospital are in play here. The hospital gown is also gone, replaced with a more familiar dress—a black pantsuit and blazer, like those often donned as a rookie FBI agent. Shoulder-length hair sways with turns of my head, but no longer possesses ashen streaks as a rogue strand escapes the ponytail trailing behind me. I pass several stores before reaching Macy’s on the corner of 34th and Broadway but like everywhere else, the iconic department store towering over the intersection is locked tight.

​Turning right at 7th Avenue, my subconscious compass carries me from point to point like connecting-the-dots. Somehow, my feet know where I am headed better than I do. Soon in Times Square, I gawk at a scene that should be instantly familiar, but rings hollow and foreign instead. For miles around, Manhattan is desolate. I don’t know if the plague Wilson inferred to did this, but am certain it would not turn the sky purple as it currently stands.

​This makes no sense.

​And then, a voice behind me confirms everything I suspected to be true. Based on all my previous interactions with the man who called himself Death, who led me into a comatose state while the world fell around me, this is his world, not mine. This is the afterlife he warned about, and there is no escape from it.

​“Hello, Ramona.”

​The words evoke a shudder down my spine. Turning to the source—the bearded man was not there to greet me in the hospital ward where armed men came to kill me, nor upon my entrance into his strange world—I shouldn’t be as spooked as I am, but scramble back from his empathetic frown and cool demeanor.

​Alliance with him has only brought me pain.

​“​Get away from me!” My shoes run the other way while my head is still turned to him, almost tripping me. The strange world revolves and trembles as I regain balance, sprinting back the way I came. The man who appeared under a table to me at five-years-old does not give chase that I can see or hear. The weird horizon is lost on me—buildings blur together in my dash for freedom. Pacing breaths lends me the realization that my chest does not burn and my legs do not tire. Neither revelation does much to comfort me.

​I have to break free of him, once and for all.

​Blocking out logic that dictates I should hear him out—that he has been around all my life, and never harmed me—flight overpowers every remaining intuition, and I care for nothing more than escaping him.

​We have to begin the separation process, Ramona.

​Bolting down West 45th, the purple sky swirls with my pounding heart and unstable vision. Roads ordinarily filled with cabs, limousines, and Manhattan’s traffic through the heart of America’s most notorious metropolis are dormant. Skyscraper windows are devoid of light or life, promising no escape between them.

​Will it hurt?

​The memories run together like slapping feet on the pavement beneath. Turning up 5th Avenue, my brain tries to corroborate memories of him as a child with the man whose merging with me left my body in a vegetative state.

​I will run forever if it means escaping him.

​​Several blocks pass by—aside from the weird sky and lack of other human beings, it really ​is​ New York. Reaching the Rockefeller Center takes the same amount of time as it would in the real version; perhaps slightly faster, since the street carts and sidewalks are empty. Slowing in front of the landmark, whose rink is long untouched and its double door entrance pitch black beyond, I look for any sign of the man who calls himself Death.

​​You can probably stop calling him that. ​I have seen the extent of his terrible powers. From the looks of it, his realm is not much better.

​We have to begin the separation process, Ramona.

​Will it hurt?

​Immensely.

​None of this would have happened if I had just told him to go away.

​I should be out of breath, have to hold my knees to regain oxygen. Maya was a smoker, and the years trapped inside a cloudy apartment in the seventies, when everyone and their mother smoked inside, should have compromised my respiratory system. It never did, but that should not make me Superwoman. I should not be able to sprint twelve blocks and be fine—

​“Ramona,” Tim says, appearing behind me. I scream at the suddenness with which the suited man appears, scrambling back from him. “We need to talk.”

​But I’ve heard everything Death has to say, and paid for every word. I tell him to leave me alone. Turning up Sixth, hoping he has enough respect to listen this time. But I am in his realm now. He can appear and disappear and stalk me until I listen to him.

​He’s going to have to work for it.

​***
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​​WHEN I WAS ABOUT SIX or seven, I loved ​Where the Wild Things Are.​ Long after Maya grew tired of reading it to the little girl who survived her parents’ murder-suicide, I begged her to read it to me before bed. I always thought about being spirited away to a whole other world. Despite not being a reader or terribly interested in television, something about that damn story captured my heart. I went to sleep afterward, happily dreaming of waking up in a strange place. I would be befriended by its monsters and learn to love its darkness, and it would love me in return.

​I am sure this monster has perfectly good explanations. He is the Devil, and knows the words I want to hear. Befriending me as a youngster, manipulating me through every major period of my life to ensure his ulterior motives were satisfied; it was all a game to him.

​I can’t trust anything the man says.

​Central Park filters into view under the strange sky; its green shrubberies and trees are less lively, more like plastic ornaments sprinkled throughout to give the illusion it’s the real deal. Taking care to check my twelve and six, I advance into it. My hip feels lighter, missing the service weapon I carried with the FBI, and had become accustomed to. Guns won’t save me now—I am at the mercy of Death’s realm, if that is indeed where we are.

​You’re not thinking about this rationally, Ro.

​Maya’s voice surfaces in my memory, forming the only soundtrack to Central Park’s irregular state. The purple sky reflects off green grass, lending the blades’ tip a brownish hue where the perception connects. Condominiums and high-rise towers surrounding the greenspace are uniformly blank; no worker drones or bodies traverse lit halls from a distance—almost as if the buildings themselves are props.

​Of course I’m not thinking rationally, Auntie. Did you see what he did to me?

​He saved your life.

​​Only to ruin it. ​I’m not arguing with personifications of a memory. I have to get out of here, away from the man who masquerades as a caring figure. Breaking into a trot, the park’s massive center offers even fewer answers than its edges. All the best escape routes are unobstructed, and there is no sign of my celestial pursuer—

​“You don’t need to be afraid, Ramona.”

​The particular phrasing of Tim’s words grind my feet to a stop. They pull my flailing heartbeat back to the Earth. So many ways to retort to the first words he spoke to me, hiding under a table at five years old; but turning to face him, unleashing any, I am capable of none.

​You don’t need to be afraid, Ramona.

​Not to say I don’t recognize the snaking pillar of darkness, floating vertically at eye level. It saved me during the FBI’s attempt to stop my rescuing Emily Rickard. It appeared in the sky, flipping vehicles and disabling helicopters to protect me from afar. But to see it up close, moving in parts while stationary in others, is something else to behold. Its head tendril is glossy and shimmers as light bounces off its surface when it lands a certain way. In every other manner, it is a cloud, made out of inexplicable material. It hovers, dancing with the air.

​All of my former comebacks lost, my feet turn the other way, sprinting back the way I came. Uncanny, limitless stamina ensures my legs don’t tire or my arms don’t ache, swinging at my sides as I bolt out of Central Park.

​​I could deal with the apparition, appearing at crucial moments of my life. Sometimes, I benefited from his presence, even if I could never really explain it—like his all-knowingness or bringing me back from the dead.

​​The whole undead, abandoned Manhattan is kind of a dealbreaker.

​​I don’t make it far beyond the stone wall into the empty lanes of Central Park West before I am stopped by another of Tim’s manifestations, this one far more threatening. The being is humungous, towering on giant arms like a gorilla. It is made of the same material as the cloud, but has no eyes or face in general. It must be twenty feet tall, and bows over its front haunches to inspect me.

​​Other than my childhood years, I have never been easily scared. But the sight of a giant golem widens my eyes before I dart right. The uncharacteristic scream from my mouth echoes down empty blocks. The monster does not follow me.

​​I run forever, thanks to unbridled endurance I suddenly possess; run until I see the Hudson, glistening under a violet canopy. I run until I can’t see smoke or golems or the man who calls himself Death, who I allowed to taunt me for far too long.

​Now he is a monster, and I see what terrible things he is capable of.

​My name is Death. My friends call me Tim.

​​I should have told him to go away the first time we met, and Jeremy was trying to beat the door down, and Maya screamed for him to go away.

​​Would you like to be friends, Ro?

​​Some part of me knows he has a rational explanation, like he always does. Devils and monsters often wear a friendly face, and this Devil has everything to gain from being calm and collected, nothing to gain from presenting as his darker forms.

​​My name is Death.

​​He said it so often, so...​nonchalantly​ over the years. He played to my childhood loss of Daniel shooting Tiffany in a gravel pit. I sat in a car seat, only yards away. So, when the strange man in a suit constantly appeared to a child on the verge of tears or abject terror, I found him a calming presence. Little did I know, he was just looking through my life like hitting rewind on an old VCR. Popping in earlier and earlier, until my memories solidified with his subtle interventions, all leading to my inevitable murder by Stephen Hardwick and Ryan Royce.

​He knew, and did nothing to stop it.

​I run, and would run forever, but my advance is stopped by a descending darkness. It covers my eyes and prevents gasps for air I may not necessarily need, but want to draw anyway. It is sudden, halting my progress toward no particular destination, only away from an apparition who can morph into unexplainable beings.

​The darkness pulls. It welcomes and provides a coaxing effect in contrast to the purple sky above my head. It soothes my pounding chest, and I would think I was dead if my mind wasn’t racing a mile a minute. But it does, and this can’t possibly be what dying entails.

​But it is, and I am in the land of wild things.
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​​​CHAPTER THREE
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​THE EARLIEST MEMORY in my fledgling consciousness has nothing to do with the man whose sperm fertilized my mother’s egg. That egg hitched a ride to the lining of Tiffany Stewart’s uterine wall, even as she was drinking and smoking nights away in her D.C. apartment. Most of what I know about Tiffany Stewart stems from old photos, and what Maya was willing to tell me about her. It mostly consisted of bitter criticisms while I was a child. Over the years, her bitterness levelled out, and I learned about my birth mother in a more objective light.

​Even pregnant, Tiffany was fucking three guys, telling each she was shacking up with only them. There is no way to know if Daniel Knox was my true biological parent, and I remember nothing of the drug-addled drunk who killed Tiffany as I sat feet away, then himself.

​Most memories are of her sister Maya, who raised me on her own accord and goodwill. Maya grew up in poverty and never made much of herself, but worked at the soup kitchen on weekends, down the street from a lavish Capitol lifestyle of politicians and dignitaries. She collected food stamps and somehow, by the grace of God, afforded the ground-level Stanton Park apartment we lived in until she died.

​The darkness which enveloped me in Tim’s realm lifts to a completely different environment. Gone is the violet sky with weird black swirls, and the same pantsuit worn as I came down on Emily Rickard’s abductors.

​The room in front of me seems to be a long hall, both travelling forever and immediately closed off from outside influences. Everything from its oblong panels to the inmate-style crewneck and pants I’ve adopted is white. The walls themselves turn as autonomous, translucent cubes. Glimmers of gray-like lead shade the cubes’ edges—there are both several and none, reminiscent of three-dimensional pictures I used to study in grade school, trying to find their layered secrets.

​Where am I?

​And then, a voice responds. It is female, but hollow like a robot. Its inflections echo through the strange chamber—willing to reveal the answers to all my questions, or none of them.

​“​Hello, Ramona Knox.”

​Her arrival is sudden but non-threatening, despite not belonging to any being I can see. I have no idea whether this has anything to do with the place I just left—and hopefully never return to—but maybe I can get some damn answers.

​“Who are you?”

​The voice falls silent, having made itself known while seemingly incapable of answering basic questions. The glare its presence returns is blinding and other than my own pink hues, it would be uniform.

​“Hello?”

​“Who​ I am is a human construct. What​ we are is paramount to understanding principles of the Light.”

​“The Light?”

​“Yes. Think of chemistry if you will. The Light is nitrogen in a hydrogenous basin, which makes oxygen needed to sustain most life in the universe. It was born from Darkness, and only comprises a small concentration of celestial power. Those whose duties facilitate its use, or through possession of certain artifacts, can wield the Light’s true power, but it always comes at a steep cost. For every reaction, there is an equal and opposite reaction.

​“The majority of the Light’s power is protected by the four-member Council of Atlas. Another percentage is used to power Atlas itself, and another yet for Earth. The aforementioned artifacts that are imbued with it allow its bearers a range of powers surpassing their physiological limitations.”

​Might as well start with the obvious questions.

​“Where am I?” I ask the voice with no body, speaking in an echo chamber of strange shapes and hollow imitations at making conversation.

​This time, she is quick to respond.

​“​Do not consider ​where​ you are, but ​how​ you are. To exist within Atlas is a state of being, not a location.”

​“A...state of being?”

​“​Yes,” the disembodied being says, echoing through the chamber my entire existence has been relegated to. “​Are you aware of the concept of Heaven?”

​“Heaven?” I ask. “As in...God’s heaven? Adam and Eve’s God, who kicked them out of Eden over an apple?”

​“​The apple is symbolic. It represents obedience. This is a metaphor your human leaders have used to explain the concept to the lesser-minded to maintain order—something you have seemingly failed to grasp in your time observing such protocols.”

​​Did it just...insult me?

​“​The Atlas,” it continues, “​also desires control, although for reasons not of ego, but order. It governs the state of all things, from quantum physics to morality for complex life in the universe. This is achieved through a network of proxies and individual agents carrying out its commands. If there is an anomaly, these fail safes ensure the continuity of survival by eliminating the threat within a margin of 0.0001% failure.”

​​I groan at this mundane orientation. My career as an FBI agent relied on pinpointing pertinent information within a mound of it. This being is not briefing, but providing lengthy exposition to things beyond my understanding over concrete answers.

​“So what do I call you?” I ask, steering the conversation to something more personal. “If someone designed you, they must have given you a name, no?”

​“​I was given no such thing. ​I was designed to be an infinite presence, and prime residents of Atlas for entry. But supposing this attempt to establish a relationship is based on human principles, you may refer to me as the Avatar.”

​“So I’m not stuck here?” Enticing as lopsided squares of minimal exposure are, I have no desire to be locked in this room.

​The Avatar pauses.

​“​That is correct. Every organic lifeform is equipped with a unique genetic sequence, or identifier. These sequences are composed of billions of numbers. Some are enshrined, and cannot be changed; others are variable and subject to environmental factors.”

​“What does that have to do with Atlas?”

​“​When combined and considered, these factors all determine the individual’s path after death. For as many as Atlas can hold, it cannot hold all. Thus, solutions were taken long ago to prevent bottlenecking by dispersing souls to different realms.”

​“Like the Shroud?” I ask, invoking the name of Tim’s world. The man who calls himself Death showed it to me, having spoken of it for a long time. The conjuration of an emptied Manhattan is fresh in my mind, though it likely has little bearing on the bigger picture.

​“​The Shroud was designed as a stopgap between life on Earth and Atlas, to protect the supreme realm from nefarious or troubled souls who might present a threat to its safety. It is mostly self-contained, and poses little threat to either Atlas or Earth.”

​“So...that genetic sequence thing. Does that mean I was supposed to come here to begin with?”

​“​Negative,” the Avatar replies. “​You have been summoned by the Grand Council. Its subpoena supersedes your genetic markers, ​which would place you in the Shroud.”

​​Where all the nefarious and troubled souls go. ​Of course. Almost convinced I was not a monster, the Avatar’s nonchalant revelation is a point against me, placing me in a world of them.

​I run with the wild things.

​“Summoned for what?”

​“​You will need to speak with Maester Siskett for that. I am not privy to the Council’s wishes.”

​“Maester Siskett?”

​“​Yes. I believe you two have already met. This concludes the Atlas orientation.”

​“Wait! I have other questions!”

​The being’s bass fades. I call out to the Avatar—there are so many things I want to know, and it has most, if not all of the answers. Its silence refuses to affirm or deny whether I’m a monster, other than revealing I was meant to walk among them forever.

​What changed?

​The room around me begins to shift. It brightens, then dulls; flares with raging light, and fades to brilliant darkness. My breaths linger in the silhouettes of vapors; then, the room’s end wall begins to lift. Rolling upward like a garage door, light spills beneath the widening crack. It grows, casting wide curtains onto geometric walls, now flat as any wall elsewhere.

​Sunlight tunnels in, rendering the room little more than a metal box, and much smaller than I initially perceived. Golden glare aches against my corneas. The glare transitions, so bright my hand has to shield them from its intense spread over the dark room.

​The first steps into whatever lies beyond the fresh entrance slows my brain from initial understanding of the panorama on whose rounded border I emerge. The reach beyond what the Avatar called Atlas is a field of stars and constellations. Streaks of purple, green and yellow dance overhead, tiny beacons repressing star systems that lie centuries away by conventional travel.

​I emerge from the equivalent of an industrial shipping container. The box is beside other boxes like it, equally open and empty as the dark space behind me. It purposely exits onto the breathtaking vista, but falling from its ledges would mean death as humans understand it.

​The landscape beneath my feet is an immaculate patch of green blades, providing ample softness. Beyond the box surrounded by other boxes, that patch turns to gold hues of cobblestone. Thirty feet down that cobblestone looms a massive golden gate. A bronzed skyscraper dominates the star-studded view through chasms in the cast iron bars, birthing hearty shadows over the city beyond it. The prominent tower hosts twin statues on its east and west flanks—one poses like the mythological figure, Atlas, while the other is a winged warrior kneeling in respect of the centerpiece skyscraper it complements.

​Unable to cross the gate’s threshold for now, I focus on the immediate area. A small militia on my side of the enormous gate recalls the Red Army at the Cold War’s peak, lined in perfect rows—six in a line, twelve on either side of the gate. Identical sanguine robes and winged helmets remove any tenet of individuality among them, conscripted to protect the access point from invaders with standard-issue spears. The wall attached to the spiked bars is gold but also iron, and at least two hundred feet tall. It stretches far above the gate itself; from my place at its summit, I could not see if more of these red-robed warriors wait from above. The phalanx
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