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MY DAD HAD DEMENTIA. With each passing day, I saw him lose more and more himself, until there was barely anything left of the man I once knew. For two years, my sister and I were his caregivers. Those were easily the most turbulent two years of my life.

In April 2017, we made a gut-wrenching decision. My sisters and I decided it was time to move Dad into a rest home. By then, he couldn't remember who we were.

During this difficult time, I started writing my first School for Spirits book. In it, Taishi Nakamura places a hand on the forehead of a man with dementia, and the man suddenly remembers his daughters. I wrote this book around June-August of 2017. 

In October of that year, we got a call from my dad's rest home: he had been moved to the hospital. When my sisters and I visited him that night, we were stunned. Dad remembered us. He remembered our names! He remembered the names of actors on tv. He was even cracking jokes like our old dad used to!

We were amazed. We thought we had him back!

Two weeks later, he passed away. 

I kept thinking about School for Spirits and Taishi. It was as if I'd predicted my own life before it happened. I like to think I had my own Taishi Nakamura who blessed me with few more days with my father. 

I'm not as young as Lucy, this novel's heroine, but I have something in common with her. Like her, I've experienced a lot of death at a fairly young age. Several parts of “Angel of Death” are based on true events. 

I think death is probably the most difficult thing a person can go through. You never fully recover from losing a loved one. If you've lost someone too, my heart goes out to you, and I hope this book gives you some comfort.

-Aron
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Chapter One
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WHEN MOST STUDENTS graduate from spirit school, they say goodbye to their instructor and look for a new partner. Not me. The day after I finish my fifth and final mission, I get a mysterious message from Amber.

Come to the classroom tomorrow, Luciana. Do not go on any more missions. Thank you. 

The message doesn't tell me much, but it doesn't sound promising. Was I so bad at my missions that I'm not allowed to take any more?

My instructor was a sixty-six-year-old former Chicago gangster named Larry. For a gangster, he was a surprisingly nice guy, but he didn't have much in common with an eighteen-year-old Hispanic girl from Los Angeles. To be honest, he scared me a little. His hair was always slicked back, he had ice cold eyes, and he dressed like he was auditioning for a Godfather movie. Still, we managed to complete four out of five missions, leaving me with a respectable grade. My grandma said she only completed two of her missions when she was in spirit school. Three is average, I guess. If I did slightly better than average, why is Amber calling me back to the classroom? I don't understand. Did I do something wrong? 

I head to the classroom the next day, as directed. My dark brown hair is swinging in a high ponytail, I'm in a fuzzy yellow cardigan, and I've got a pair of freshly manifested Mary Janes on my feet. Before I left the house, Grandma said I looked like a librarian. As a lover of books, I take that as a compliment.

“Hello, Amber!” I greet my favorite angel with a smile and a wave. To be fair, she's the only angel I know, so she's my favorite by default. How could anyone not like Amber, though? She's so sweet.

“Hello, Lucy. You may sit anywhere you like,” Amber says, motioning toward the sea of empty chairs. It's strange to see the classroom so empty. The last time I was here, it was filled with people of all ages and races. 

I choose a seat in the middle of the room and widen my smile. Even if Amber has bad news for me, I'm determined to keep smiling. If I can smile through three years of cancer, I can smile through anything. 

“So... you were probably confused by my message,” Amber says.

“Yeah. Very confused,” I tell her. “You don't want me to go on any more missions?” If I can't go on any more missions, that's a shame, because I was really looking forward to working with Mom and Grandma and Grandpa.

“It's okay. You haven't done anything wrong,” Amber reassures me. “Actually, I was going to offer you a special assignment. Every so often, Archangel Azrael requests a new psychopomp. I thought you'd be a good candidate.”

“What's a psychopomp?” I ask. 

“A psychopomp escorts the souls of the dead to the spirit world. They have other names as well. Helpers. Deathbringers... I hate that name, though. It sounds so dark.” 

“When I died, you took me Home,” I point out. “Does that mean you're one of those... psychopomps?”

“No. Other spirits can take the newly-deceased to the afterlife, but psychopomps deal only in death. It's a difficult job,” Amber says. “I thought I would offer you the position, Lucy. If you're interested, you would have to undergo a few weeks of training with Archangel Azrael. Normally, this opportunity is only presented to students who complete all five of their missions, but you're a special case. You've seen a lot of death at such a young age.”

She's definitely not wrong about that. When I was really little, I used to ride on my grandpa's shoulders. He built a dollhouse for me, fixed my broken bike, and we watched cartoons every weekend. He was the best friend I could have ever wanted—and he died when I was ten. Grandma died a year later. When I was thirteen, my mom died in a car accident. A week after my Quinceañera, I was diagnosed with cancer. Now, three years later, I'm dead too. I was a survivor, though. I outlived every doctor's prediction.

Death has followed me forever. It's not all bad, though. I've been reunited with the abuelos I love so much, and Mom and I live together again. I miss my dad and brother, though. It sucks that they're all alone now.

“So, Lucy, what do you think?” Amber asks. “Would you be interested?”

“I guess so.” I wonder if I should sound more enthusiastic. It's probably an honor to work with an Archangel.

“Good. Have you heard of the Hill of Black Roses? That's where Azrael would like to meet you. He—” Amber pauses to check a message on her LightTab. “Well, it looks like he's busy for the next few hours. I'll send you another message to let you know when he's ready for you.”

“Okay.” When Amber doesn't say anything else, I start eying the door. “Is that all you needed me for?”

Amber replies, “Yes, dear, you're free to go. Like I said, I'll contact you in a bit.”

I guess I have a few hours to kill, so I head back to the house I share with Mom. She's away on a mission right now, so I have the place to myself. I flop down on the living room couch to do some research on psychopomps. It really does sound like a tough job. One former candidate described her training as emotional torture. 

I unearth tons of pics of Archangel Azrael on the LightTab. There are pictures of him in a leather coat, pictures of him on a motorcycle, pictures of him with short hair, pictures of him with long hair. I even find some shirtless pictures of him. His body isn't bad, but he's a bit skinny for my liking.

Dios mio, he has a lot of fans. As I read through comments on a message board, I can feel myself blushing. There are a bunch of girls—and guys, I assume—who want to do unspeakable things to him. He's often described as a “sexy bad boy,” but I wonder if he's really that bad? Maybe they're judging him because he's the Angel of Death? His title makes him sound like a dark and tragic figure. 

One site refers to Azrael as “the only Archangel as popular as Michael.” After an hour of research, I come to the same conclusion. Azrael has a pretty rabid fan base—and I'm going to meet him soon.

I thought I'd have a chance to talk to Mom about this psychopomp stuff before Amber contacted me again, but I'm wrong. 

Archangel Azrael would like to speak to you now. Meet him on the Hill of Black Roses.

My stomach does a tumble when I read that. I shouldn't have read so much about Azrael, because now I'm really nervous. Now I feel like I'm meeting an idol. 

I can't warp yet. If I could, I could get to our meeting place in a flash, but I have to walk there. Fortunately, it's not too far away. I find my way using a LightTab map, and when I arrive, there's no doubt I'm at the right place. I've never seen a black rose before. Here, there are thousands of them. There are so many, I can barely see the red grass growing between them.

Black roses and red grass. What a strange place.

At the top of the hill, I find Archangel Azrael. He's all alone, sitting on the ground with his eyes closed and his legs crossed. There's a giant sword in his lap, and he appears to be meditating. I don't want to alarm him, so I clear my throat as I approach.

His eyes slowly open, and he studies me with the blankest expression I've ever seen. His eyes are really strange, actually. His left eye is deep blue, and the right eye is a blackish red color. I didn't notice that when I was looking at pictures of him, but now that I see him up close, it's kind of spooky.

When he doesn't say anything, I decide to introduce myself. “Um... h-hi. I'm Luciana Alvarez. Amber said I was supposed to meet you here?”

“I know who you are, Ms. Alvarez.” Azrael's voice is soft and deep, almost a bit chilling. 

“Uh... good.” I try to smile at him, but his expression stays blank. “So, you were looking for a new psychopomp?”

“I prefer to call them Helpers,” Azrael says. “But... yes. I am looking for one. I don't know if you'd be right for the job, though. You look... soft.” 

I guess soft isn't the worst insult I've ever heard. There are worse ways he could've described me.

“Hey, I'm pretty tough!” I defend myself. “I lived with cancer for three years! I was only supposed to live for one.”

He just stares at me, expressionless and unblinking. Is he expecting me to say something else? Am I supposed to audition? 

Azrael finally says, “Being a Helper will break you. I know your type. You have to be incredibly strong or this job will break you.” Before I can think of a good defense, he adds, “However, I will defer to Amber's judgment and give you a chance.” 

“Is there anything you want to know about me?” I ask. 

“Not especially,” Azrael answers with a sigh. “I'm sorry if that sounds cold.”

“It does!” I exclaim. “My last instructor was a gangster, and even he took the time to get to know me a little bit!”

“Anything you could tell me about yourself is just a secondhand opinion. I would rather get to know you as we work together,” Azrael says. 

It's been all of two minutes, and I'm already trying to figure out why this guy's got so many fans. It must be his reputation—or his hair. He does have nice black hair. 

When Azrael stands, I'm shocked by how tall he is. He's over six feet tall, and I'm barely over five, so he towers over me. 

“Are you ready to get started, Ms. Alvarez?” 

“Lucy,” I correct him. “Just call me Lucy.”

In a deadpan voice, he repeats, “Are you ready to get started, Ms. Alvarez?”

With a very obvious sneer on my face, I reply, “Sure.”

As soon as his hand touches my arm, we leave the Hill of Roses behind.
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Chapter Two
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AZRAEL AND I WARP TO an eclectically decorated living room where two girls are streaming Netflix on a bright, striped couch. There's a huge cactus in the corner, a statue of the Pillsbury Dough Boy, and a chair shaped like a bear. Both girls have light brown hair and big blue eyes. They look similar enough that I wonder if they're sisters.

Azrael's standing beside me like a statue. With his ghostly pale skin and chiseled cheekbones, he looks like he could be made from marble. He hasn't said anything since we've arrived, so I ask, “If we're here, and we're supposed to take people to the afterlife... does that mean one of these girls is going to die?”

“Not exactly.”

His vague answer makes me grunt. “Can you explain what you mean by that?”

Azrael says, “First, you need to understand that a Helper's missions are different than those of a regular spirit guide. We're not here to grant a wish, we're here to escort a soul to the other side. Once that's done, our mission is complete. However, should a dying charge have a final request, we can and should try to grant it.”

“Okay.” He still hasn't answered my question, but I'm trying not to get too annoyed. “Does that mean one of these girls is going to die, Azrael? Which one is our charge?”

“Our charge is Simone Teagarden, the one with the ponytail,” Azrael says. “I should point out, Ms. Alvarez, that you are no longer a student, so this information should be automatically available on your LightTab. You no longer need anyone to hold your hand and spell everything out to you.” 

A part of me wants to blow up at him, because he was clearly being rude, but I smile instead. That's my usual reaction when someone is a jerk to me. They expect a sassy retort, but a smile confuses them. 

When I turn on my LightTab, a picture of Simone appears on the screen, as well as some stats about her. She's a twenty-four-year-old grocery store clerk living in Boise, Idaho, and she's pregnant. She's currently living with her older sister, Carmen. I assume that's the girl sitting next to her. 

“Is Simone going to die?” I ask. I already feel a bit queasy about this. If being a “Helper” means you have to watch people die all the time, can I really handle that? Maybe Azrael's right. Maybe I'm too soft. Maybe I'm not cut out for this.

“As I said before... not exactly. Observe for yourself, and you'll soon discover the truth.”

Okay, his cryptic crap is really getting on my nerves. Smile, Lucy, I tell myself. Everything's okay if you just keep smiling.

Simone pauses the movie, claiming she needs to visit the restroom. When she gets up, I notice something strange. There's a small patch of blood between her legs. Even though her sweatpants are light gray, her sister doesn't seem to notice. 

Panicked, Simone charges to the bathroom as fast as she can. I consider myself an empath, so I can feel her fear as if it was my own. We both know what's happening, and it isn't good.

“She's losing the baby,” Azrael calmly states. “She's known it for awhile now. This isn't the first time she's bled.”

“Why is your voice so... hollow? Don't you care at all?”

“I've been doing this for many years, Ms. Alvarez. I do care. I care more than you can imagine. However... I have to detach myself from every mission, or I would lose my mind. Work with me for awhile, and you'll start to understand.”

“Do you definitely know she's losing the baby?” I ask. 

“It's almost a certainty. That's why we're here.”

“Well... is there anything we can do to help?” 

Azrael, stony and stoic, faces the bathroom door. He's waiting for Simone to reemerge, I guess. “The situation would require a miracle. Have you had any experience with miracles?”

I shake my head. “Miracles? No.”

“All Archangels and most angels can perform miracles, but they require approval from the Council,” Azrael says. “I rarely request one unless it seems absolutely necessary. The best way we can help Ms. Teagarden is to be there for her. We support her. We remain at her side and help her through her inevitable grief.”

I want to protest, but this is my first mission as Azrael's trainee, and I don't want to mess anything up. I already know why we're here. We're not here to help. We're not really “Helpers.” We're not here to save lives, we're here to take them.

I already hate this job.

Azrael says, “Grief, in my opinion, is an important part of a human's growth. It deepens them. Strengthens them. As tragic as this is, she will grow and learn from it.”

I reject his thoughts with a snort. “I don't agree. It'd be better to live in a world where people only know joy. Life shouldn't have to be difficult.”

“If that's your opinion, quit now. You will only know grief if you work with me.”

Amber thought I could do this, right? I don't want to let her down, so I should try to bury my feelings—for now, at least. 

Simone's been in the bathroom for a long time. I can only imagine how scared she must be. 

“Do you know if she has a boyfriend?” I almost say baby daddy, but I honestly don't know if an Archangel would be familiar with the term.

“The man who impregnated her is gone now, if that's what you're asking. He was her boyfriend, but he abandoned her two months ago. Simone is on her own.”

“Well, she has her sister. Sometimes, a sister's love is all you need.” Or a brother. My own brother got me through some really rough times. 

“And her parents, I'm sure, will be concerned about her health,” Azrael adds. “I didn't mean to imply there is no one who loves Simone. I only meant to point out there will only be one grieving parent in this scenario.”

“Men are jerks.” The opinion accidentally slips out of my mouth. “Not all of them, of course... but if the guy in her life just disappeared on her, that's not cool. What kind of a guy would leave his pregnant girlfriend?” 

When Simone returns from the bathroom, she's wearing a different pair of pants. I wonder if her sister will notice the wardrobe change? Simone knows there's something wrong with her, but for some reason, she's trying to hide it. 

“Why hasn't she talked to her sister about this?” I ask.

“I don't know. Would you like me to read her mind?” After a pause, he adds, “I mean that literally, not sarcastically.” 

Of course he didn't mean it sarcastically. I've known Azrael for less than an hour, but it would already surprise me if he was capable of sarcasm. He's so serious, and he never has any inflection in his voice. 

“No, don't read her mind. That seems kind of intrusive. That seems like a—”

I'm too distracted to finish my thought.

Before she reaches the couch, Simone faints. 
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Chapter Three
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AZRAEL AND I ACCOMPANY Simone and her sister to the hospital. She's in the ER first, then she's moved to one of the rooms. There, we await the inevitable bad news.

Simone's mom and dad are here, as well as Carmen. They've made a circle of chairs around her bed. 

To lighten the mood, Simone's dad tries to crack a joke. All of a sudden, he blurts, “You know, I can see myself working in a mirror factory.” It takes them a moment to digest it, and when they do, all the ladies groan.

“Ugh, that's such a dad joke!” Carmen whines.

“Well, I am a dad,” he points out. “Anyway, on reflection, I thought it was pretty funny...”

When I glance at Azrael, his eyes are closed again, so I crack a joke of my own. “Did Simone's dad just bore you to sleep with his bad jokes?”

“No. I'm listening,” Azrael says. “I can hear the baby's heartbeat. I hear it fading. Soon, there will be silence.”

A moment later, Azrael expands his wings and moves closer to Simone's bed. I'm surprised by the blinding whiteness of his wings. They're almost too bright to look at. I've seen other angels' wings before, and they vary in color. Azrael's wings are, by far, the brightest I've seen. 

Azrael knows the exact moment when the baby is lost—he knows before Simone and her family. He brings his hand to Simone's stomach, not quite touching her. When his hand rises, so does the spirit of her unborn child. It looks like a baby, but tiny, with curled arms and slit-like eyes. Azrael wraps the child in an orb of light and sends it floating over to me, presumably so I can get a closer look. 

“He'll be raised by angels now,” Azrael says. “His mother already gave him a name. Isaac. He'll live with us, grow with us, and when the time comes, he'll be reunited with his mother in the afterlife.”

I reply in a low voice, cracked by tears that I'm trying to hold back. “That's... kind of sad.”

Azrael rejects my observation with a tutting tongue. “It's not sad. Many lost children become their parents' spirit guides. He'll grow up knowing his family, and one day, they'll know him.”

I can't stop staring at the spirit of Simone's tiny baby. It's hovering in front of me, swaddled in Azrael's ball of golden light. I have so many questions in my head, and Azrael answers one of them before I can ask. I'm pretty sure that means he's reading my mind. Until I met Azrael, I hadn't spent much time with angels, but I've heard that most of them are telepathic.

Azrael says, “He'll remain in the ball of light until his nine months are up. After that, he'll be raised like any other baby. Some grow into adulthood, while others choose to remain as children until they're reunited with their parents.”

When I dip a finger into the light surrounding Isaac, it's warm, and has an instant soothing effect on me. I'm trying absorb everything Azrael's telling me, but it's a lot to take in. 

“Now... we can either take Isaac Home right away, or we can stay with Simone until she's heard the news,” Azrael says. “Many times, I like to stick around to share some comforting words with my charges. They can't hear me, but I believe my words still help them.” 

I tell him I want to stay, if only because I'm curious to see Azrael in “comforting” mode. He's tall, dark and brooding. Looking at him, I wouldn't guess he was the sort of guy who was capable of consoling words. 

As we wait for a doctor to arrive, Azrael tells me, “Simone already knows he's gone. She can't feel him moving. She wants to be wrong, but... she knows.” 

A little less than an hour later, her family is sent from the room, and Simone's suspicions are confirmed by one of the doctors. She'll now be delivering a dead baby. She's trying to hold it together while the doctor is speaking, but I can see the tears in her eyes. She's devastated, and my heart is breaking for her.

Simone doesn't cry until the doctor is out of the room. Stroking her stomach, she whispers, “I wanted you, Isaac. I really did. I wanted you so much.” 

Azrael stands beside her, and when she sobs, he slides an arm around her shoulders. “You'll always be his mother,” he tells her. “Your little boy will grow up loving you, anticipating the moment when you can be together. I promise we'll take good care of him. You're a strong woman, Simone. You've always been strong, but it's okay to grieve. I know it hurts, and it will probably hurt forever, but you're not alone. Your mother, father, sister... your family loves you so much. You have angels and guides who love you and want the best for you. Cry as much as you need to cry, but know you're never alone.” 

Azrael's speech and Simone's tears have me dabbing my eyes. The spirit of Isaac is next to me, and I know he'll be okay, but it's a difficult scene to watch. 

When Azrael wraps a wing around her and strokes her hair, Simone's tears stop, and she draws a strengthening breath. I didn't know what I expected from Azrael, but it definitely wasn't this. He's so tender and warm. If others could watch what I just watched, his bad boy reputation would be gone in an instant. 

The next time he speaks, Azrael's voice has gone cold again. “Let's go, Miss Alvarez. I think Simone will be fine.”

Azrael sends us rocketing through the cosmos, and a few seconds later, we're standing in a  crowded nursery. It reminds me of a hospital nursery, but it's been decorated to look more like a home. There are at least twenty babies, each with their own crib. Azrael takes Isaac to the opposite end of the room, where several other unborn spirits are floating in cradles of light. He leaves Isaac with the rest of them and returns to me a moment later.

“Welcome to Asylum One,” he says. “In the Asylums, young spirits are nurtured and reared by angel volunteers. This is the infant wing.”

“Asylum... One,” I repeat the words in a whisper. “Wait, how many Asylums are there?”

“Hundreds, unfortunately. Think about it. All around the world, there are children who die before their time. There is always a new child in the Asylum. Always.” 

I take a moment to ponder that. I guess I never thought about what happened to spirits of children who die before a parent. 

“Sometimes...” as he speaks, Azrael opens the nursery door and motions for me to exit, “there are spirit grandparents who are willing and able to act as guardian to their grandchildren. In such cases, the children live with their families instead of an Asylum.” 

The hallways of Asylum One look like a medieval castle, or possibly a cathedral. There's a mural of angels on the ceiling, and ambient torches line the walls. 

As I follow him down fire lit corridors, I say, “This looks like it'd be a pretty cool place to grow up.”

“It can be. We try to make it as pleasant as possible. We don't want these children to feel like orphans... because they're not orphans. They have mothers and fathers who miss and adore them.”

Azrael leads me to a giant room with high ceilings and stained glass windows. This part of the Asylum definitely looks like a cathedral. There are about a dozen children in here, and an angel is teaching them how to paint. 

“This is the classroom,” Azrael says. “Naturally, children in the Asylum also need to learn and play.” 

“I was never in any classrooms that looked like this!” Slack-jawed, I stare at a golden statue of Archangel Michael. “How long do children stay in the Asylum? 'Til what age?” I hope he's not annoyed by all of my questions. If he was, I wouldn't be able to tell, because he's always looking blank and sounding bored.

“It varies. Typically, they stay until maturity, which is usually fifteen or sixteen. As I've said before, some choose to freeze their physical age until they're reunited with their parents, and those children usually stay in the Asylum until their reunion.”

“This is a lot to take in.” I sidle closer to the children and their canvases. A boy, no older than ten, is working on a landscape that's way better than anything I could paint. He's even adding texture to the trees to make them look super realistic. I'm impressed. 

“I hope you've been paying attention, because if you choose to become a Helper, you will have to manage an Asylum of your own,” Azrael says. “But... it might be too soon to tell you that. I don't know if you've chosen to continue your lessons. Bear in mind, every day will be like this. I won't lie to you, Ms. Alvarez. It can be incredibly depressing to the unprepared.”

It's been a rough day, that's for sure. I don't know if I have the mental fortitude to be surrounded by death every day. I want to try, though. I've never been the type of person who gives up easily, even when stressed. 

“Well?” Azrael presses me for an answer. “Have you decided to continue, or would you rather go back to regular guidework? Either way, I won't judge you.”

It doesn't matter if he'd judge me or not. If I quit this soon, I would judge myself. I would hate to give up before I've really given it a shot.

After a moment of deliberation, I give him a nod. “I would like to continue.”

“Good. For now, you are dismissed. I have an unfathomable amount of paperwork that requires my attention.” Bowing to me, he adds, “Good day, Miss Alvarez.”

“Wait!” I grab his sleeve before he can escape. “I... don't know how to warp. Is it too far to walk from Asylum One to my house?”

“Probably.” With a sigh and a not-so-subtle roll of his eyes, he warps me to my front door. “There. Practice warping. You'll need it.”

I sense he's about to leave, so I stop him again. “Wait... where and when am I supposed to meet you next?”

“I'll contact you on your LightTab. Farewell.” 

In the blink of an eye, he's gone. 

And now I have a lot to think about.
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Chapter Four
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I DESCRIBE MY DAY WITH Azrael in great detail, omitting no part of the story. By the time I finish, my mom is shaking her head.

“Nuh uh. No way!” she objects. “I don't think you should do this, Lucy. You're so young. You don't need to take on any extra stress.”

A part of me agrees with her. It was stressful. But another part of me is honored that I was chosen to work with an Archangel. Not many students are offered the opportunity.
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