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Dedication

 

 

To You Who Safeguards the Hour Glass 

 

 

The night you arrived, the world forgot how to breathe. Candles faltered, clocks stilled, and shadows pressed close to the walls. You did not come with thunder or fire, but with silence, an emptiness so absolute it carved space for him to exist. In your hand rested the scythe, though you had never learned to hold it. In your chest, no heart stirred, yet every heartbeat in the world now belonged to you.

 

“Do not curse memory, even when it wounds. It is the divine scar that proves you walked the earth. You are not gone,” you whispered, “but you are written into the vineyards of this earth, Into me, the Reaper.” And we accept that because you do not give us a choice. Or do you? 

 

They would call you many things across the ages. Some with fear, some with reverence. But on that first night, as you bent over the bed of that first soul, there was only one truth. The Reaper had taken its first step upon the soil. The scythe curved into your hand, and in its shadow, the first soul was taken. Death had learned to walk the earth.

 

 

 

 

 

Prologue

 

Before the first bell tolled for death, before men carved names into stone and called it memory, there was silence. A silence so deep it pressed against the earth like a second sky. Out of that silence, he came. Not born, not made, but summoned, an answer to a question humanity had never dared to ask aloud.

 

He opened his eyes and found no reflection staring back. No flesh or blood, no warmth. Only the weight of inevitability draped across him like a cloak. The scythe curved into his palm as if his hand had been waiting since the beginning of time to hold it. He did not know his name. He did not need one. The world had already whispered it into the marrow of every living creature,  The Reaper.

 

The night of his first breathless step, pets whimpered and hid beneath beds. Candles

 flickered low, shadows stretched too far. He walked where the air grew heavy, where hearts stuttered between beats, where the living trembled without knowing why. They could not see him, not yet, but they felt the brush of his passing in their bones.

 

Somewhere, a cough, a patriarch who had seen a ninety years, and the sound carried like a summons. The Reaper turned toward it, guided not by will but by destiny. His journey had begun, and with it, the world was forever changed. For when Silence learned to walk, Death found its shape.

 

The night he arrived, the world forgot how to breathe. Candles faltered, clocks stilled, and shadows pressed close to the walls. He did not come with thunder or fire, but with silence, an emptiness so absolute, it carved space for him to exist.

 

In his hand rested the scythe, though he had never learned to hold it. In his chest, no heart stirred, yet every heartbeat in the world now belonged to him.

 

They would call him many things across the ages. Some with fear, some with reverence. But on that first night, as he bent over the bed of the dying patriarch, there was only one truth. The Reaper had taken his first step upon the soil.

 

The scythe curved into his hand, and in its shadow, the first soul was taken. Death had learned to walk the earth.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

The Claim

 

 

The man sat quietly on the park bench, watching the late afternoon sun filter through the rustling leaves. He could almost count the golden flecks dancing on the breeze, each one a tiny flame caught in the slow waltz of the wind. His breath was slow and uneven, a ragged rhythm betraying the storm within. His hand clutched his chest as if trying to hold something precious, or perhaps to keep it from slipping away entirely.

 

 

Around him, life went on, children playing, their laughter bright and piercing; lovers strolling, hands entwined as if time was theirs to command; the city humming with unheeding energy, a pulse of life that never paused or slowed. Cars honked distantly, footsteps echoed on cobblestones, voices rose and fell like waves on a restless shore. But none of this reached him anymore.

 

 

But the man could no longer see any of it. His world was dissolving, colors fading, sounds muffling. The edges of his vision blurred, as if someone were gently erasing the ink on a page. He was slipping away. Standing beside him, unnoticed by any living eye, the Reaper appeared, an outline in the fading light, a cloak blending with the shadows. 

 

 

His form was tall and slender, the hem of his cloak barely stirring despite the breeze. He stood still, a silent sentinel amidst the chaos of life, neither cold nor warm; it was simply there, inevitable. The presence of Death itself, neither friend nor foe, but the end whispered in shadow.

 

 

The man’s eyes fluttered open, wide and frightened,  searching the dimming light for answers that would not come. But only he could see the Reaper’s face, calm, unreadable, yet strangely comforting. The Reaper’s eyes, dark as the void, held no threat. There were no promises, no condemnation, only a quiet acceptance of the inevitable. No words were spoken. There was no need. In that silent moment, the Reaper extended a hand, long fingers brushing the man’s palm. 

 

 

The touch was light, like the final note of a song fading into silence. A soft pulse passed between them, a delicate tether unraveling, the last thread binding a soul to its mortal coil. The man’s breath slowed and then stopped. Time seemed to halt, the world holding its breath in the thin space between heartbeats. His soul lifted, light and trembling, visible now only to the Reaper, a fragile ember freed from the dying fire.

 

 

Together, they stepped beyond the veil, the park, the sun, the world of the living fading behind them like a forgotten dream. The rustling leaves, the distant laughter, the gentle hum of life slipped away, swallowed by silence.

 

 

The Reaper vanished as quietly as he had come, leaving no trace but the faintest whisper of a shadow under the trees. A silent witness to a life ended and a journey begun.

And the city, alive and unaware, continued on.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

The Gardener of Apartment 6B

 

Most people passed her by without a second look. Old, small, bent slightly forward as if she were forever listening to the soil. Her name was Mae.

 

 

She lived alone in Apartment 6B, above the laundromat, beside the noisy alley where cats and radios fought for dominance. Every morning, she tended to the clay pots on her windowsill like they were family. Tulsi, marigold, basil, and sometimes a brave little rose that never quite bloomed but never gave up either. 

 

 

People assumed she was just another elderly woman lost in her own routine. They didn’t know she had once been a violinist. They didn’t know about the letters in her drawer, written but never sent, to the son she gave up when she was sixteen.

 

 

But the Reaper knew. He knew everything. He stood by her bedside now, cloaked in the folds of dusk, invisible to the nurse adjusting the morphine drip, to the chirping monitor in its steady electronic pulse. The room smelled of lavender and lemon polish. It was tidy, sunlit, and oddly serene.

 

 

Mae opened her eyes slowly, not in fear, but recognition.

“You’ve come,” she said, voice rasped but warm.

The Reaper nodded. 

 

“Yes.” She smiled. “I thought you might wear something darker.” A hint of amusement played across his face.

 

 “I tried blue once. People said I looked like a midnight librarian.”

 

A light laugh escaped her lips, thin, barely audible, but real. “And you still joke?”

 

He stepped closer. “Not often. Only with those who kept life rooted in something real.”

 

Mae’s fingers brushed her blanket. “The garden. I hope they water it.”

 

“They will,” he said. “The girl downstairs, Amira, has been watching you plant the seeds. She’s already bought a watering can.”

 

Mae closed her eyes, tears slipping down her temples like rain down a windowpane. “She’ll love the marigolds. They come alive at sunset.” The machines beeped slower. Time leaned gently toward silence.

 

“Will it hurt?” she asked.

“No,” he said softly. “Just follow the wind when it arrives.”

 

And it did, strangely, impossibly, a breeze in a sealed room. It stirred the curtains, lifted the edge of the newspaper by her bedside, ruffled the collar of her nightgown like a kiss from the air itself.

 

 

From her chest rose something light, like mist catching the afternoon sun. Her soul, pale gold, flecked with green, unfolded from her body, standing beside it with quiet awe.

She looked down at herself, then up at the Reaper. “I feel… lighter than I thought.”

 

 

“Redemption feels that way,” he replied.

“Did I do enough?” she asked.

“You forgave life,” he answered. “That is enough.”

He offered his hand.

 

 

She hesitated, then took it, and with her touch, the room filled with the scent of jasmine. The soul of a gardener, parting with grace.

 

 

Together, they stepped into a corridor of light and leaves, the floor made of soft moss, the air full of humming, translucent vines that bent away to let them pass.

 

 

Behind them, the body of Mae, who never shouted, who never left, who once played violin by candlelight to silence her own ache, lay still in the bed.

 

 

The nurse walked in moments later, unaware of the man in the long black coat now gone. Outside, on the fire escape, a single marigold began to bloom.

 

And in Apartment 6B, peace lingered like perfume long after its wearer had gone.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

 

The Boy with the Paper Wings

 

After every bittersweet soul encounter, the Reaper  returned to his  hidden mountain sanctuary. 

 

There are places on Earth that do not exist on any map. They appear only to those who are no longer bound to time, whose feet make no sound when they walk among the living. One such place is a mountain, not marked by altitude or range, but by silence.

 

It stands alone, veiled in mist so ancient it has forgotten how to lift. Its slopes shift like a memory, its paths move like breath. Birds do not sing here. Instead, the air hums with the sound of unwritten names. This mountain is where the Reaper lives.

 

Not where he was made, nor where he dies, because he does not die, but where he rests. Where he reflects. Where the weight of a thousand goodbyes can be placed on stone shelves beside hand-carved cups and old letters from souls who once dared to speak to him, and meant it.

 

His home is carved into the cliffside, nestled under a living arch of glass-gray stone and ivy that never grows nor withers. The entrance vanishes in daylight and reappears only under moonlight, like a doorway between sorrow and peace. Inside, it is not cold. It is still.

 

 

The walls are books. Stories of every soul he has ever ferried, bound in parchment, inked in dream-dust. On the wooden floor, a black cat named Morrow sleeps with one eye half-open, purring like a faint drumroll to eternity.

In the center of the room, suspended midair by invisible threads of time, floats a golden orb, his lantern. It pulses each time a soul is nearing their hour.

 

 

On this evening, it flickers.

And then it burns steady.

The Soul is ready. 

 

A hospital rooftop. A boy of eleven stood by the railing, a paper airplane crumpled in his hand. He had tried to throw it. Four times. It never flew far. He was thin, all elbows and quiet. His hospital gown fluttered in the breeze like it wanted to fly away without him.

 

His name was Lior, which meant “I have light,” though most days he didn’t feel like he had much of anything. He had lived longer in hospitals than in homes. Chemo had taken his hair, but not his softness. The nurses called him the Dreamer.

 

It was Lior who first noticed the man on the rooftop that evening, tall, cloaked, standing by the water tanks where no one should be. The Reaper rarely let himself be seen, but children, especially those who’ve been close to the veil for too long, sometimes saw through the curtain without trying.

 

 

“You’re not a nurse,” Lior said simply.

“No,” the Reaper answered, stepping into the golden spill of the rooftop lights.

“You’re not a parent either.”

“No.”

The boy hesitated. “Are you… here for me?”

 

 

There was no fear in his voice. Just a kind of tired acceptance that the adults in his life had never been able to fully interpret.

 

“I am,” said the Reaper gently.

Lior nodded. “Okay.”

 

He held up the paper airplane again. “Can I try one more time?”

The Reaper tilted his head. “You may try as many times as you like.”

 

Lior backed up to the edge of the rooftop, focused hard, then released.

 

 

The paper wing caught wind, finally, and soared out into the violet sky, gliding between two buildings, rising a little, then drifting down in slow circles.

 

Lior grinned for the first time in weeks. “That one worked.”

The Reaper stepped beside him. “That one carried your name on the wind.”

 

A pause.

“Will it hurt?” Lior asked.

“No.”

“Do I… still get to dream?”

 

The Reaper knelt then, so his eyes met the boy’s. “You will dream without boundaries. And in those dreams, the pain will be forgotten, but not the love.”

 

Lior blinked up at him. “Will my mom know?”

“She will. She already does.”

 

The boy’s soul began to separate, not quickly, not with shock, but like morning fog lifting from a field. It unfolded from his chest like wings, silver-white, soft, feathered not with bone but memory.

 

 

“Do I get to keep my airplane?” Lior whispered, already halfway between two worlds.

“You do,” said the Reaper. “In fact, you’ll learn to fold entire skies from paper.”

Lior laughed softly. “That sounds nice.”

 

 

And then he was gone, just like that. Not in silence, but in peace. The rooftop remained empty except for the Reaper and the faint fluttering of paper wings as the last light faded behind the city skyline.

 

 

That night, the Reaper returned to the mountain again with quiet feet and a bowed head. He carried no soul, only a memory. He placed a paper airplane, newly formed, weightless, on a shelf among other tokens. A violin bow, a button from a mother’s coat, a sand dollar from a shipwrecked sailor.

 

 

He lit a small fire with no wood, only intention. The flames shimmered and whispered. He poured tea brewed from leaves that only grew on that mountain, into a porcelain cup that had never cooled. The scent was rosemary and something more ancient. Regret, perhaps.

 

 

Morrow the cat looked up once, blinked, and curled deeper into the blanket near the hearth. The Reaper took off his cloak. Underneath, he wore a black shirt and trousers made of star-thread and shadow. His shoulders ached, not physically, but somewhere deeper. Where humans carried grief. Where gods carried memory.

 

 

He stepped out onto the balcony, carved from meteor stone, and looked down upon the sleeping Earth.

 

Somewhere below, a nurse found an empty gown on a rooftop. Somewhere below, a mother dreamed of paper flying through an open window.

 

And somewhere below, a marigold still bloomed on a fire escape. The Reaper sipped his tea, closed his eyes, and let the mountain breathe around him. He would rest. Until the lantern pulsed again.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

 

 

The Light Beneath the River

 

His first encounter with another supernatural being. This being, glowing, cryptic, and ancient, stands not as friend or foe, but as something woven into the same eternal tapestry. 

 

 

The veil between realms is not always paper-thin. Sometimes it thickens, like breath on glass, like the pause before thunder. And sometimes it parts, not for the dying, but for the timeless. On the southern fringe of Prague, beneath a forgotten iron bridge where tourists rarely tread and swans glide like memories left behind, the Reaper stood at the edge of a quiet riverbank. It was long after dusk. The moon rested low, and fog rolled across the water like slow fingers tracing history.

 

 

He was not there to claim a soul tonight.

He had followed something older than death. Something flickering at the corner of his vision for three days. A scent, a pulse, a glow without source. It tugged at the corners of existence like a skipped heartbeat in the great rhythm of things. Now, it had stopped here.

 

 

The water shimmered, not with moonlight, but something internal. A glow that came from beneath the surface, like starlight sunken deep and restless. And then… it rose. A ripple. A slow, vertical rise of silver-gold light forming a shape. Limbs without edges. A face that flickered like candlelight in a storm. Eyes that weren’t eyes, but brilliant orbs of spinning galaxies. And yet it was… beautiful. And watching.

 

 

The Reaper did not move.

The being took form, slim, taller than human, clothed in radiant fabric that moved like smoke underwater. Hair like glass spun from fire. Its presence did not stir wind or sound, but it made the space hum, as if the world was bracing for something it couldn’t name.

 

 

“Ah,” the being said, its voice like chimes spoken backward and forward at once. “It is you.”

 

The Reaper tilted his head slightly. “You expected someone else?”

“No,” the being replied. “But I wondered which version of you I would meet.”

 

 

They circled each other slowly, two specters walking the still perimeter of a half-frozen river.

The Reaper’s tone was even. “You’re not from this side.”

“No. And yet… I return. Sometimes, when the world is quiet. When the scales tilt.” 

 

 

It looked down at the water, its reflection flickering like an ancient star. “There is tension building beneath this realm. Even you must feel it.”

“I do,” said the Reaper.

 

The being stopped walking. “They call you many names.”

“I’ve heard them all.”

 

“Do you know what I was once called?” it asked, not out of vanity, but with curiosity.

“You were the Ember of Dusk,” the Reaper replied, “in the oldest text that no longer exists.”

 

The being’s luminous head tilted gently. “You remember well.”

“I do not forget,” said the Reaper.

 

A long silence passed. The river was still. Somewhere far off, a fox barked once and was swallowed by fog.

 

“What do you want?” the Reaper asked softly.

The Ember of Dusk, if that was what it still was, breathed in a soundless breath. “I wanted to see if you were still... feeling.”

 

 

The Reaper said nothing. His face, as always, unreadable, save for the subtle twitch in the corner of one eye.

 

“Your steps are slower,” the being observed. “Your pauses longer. You watch their faces more than you used to.” “You mistake rhythm for change.”

 

“I do not.” 

 

The being stepped forward, its glow brushing the Reaper’s cloak, causing the black fabric to ripple with soft gold veins before dimming again.

 

 

 “You are softening.”

 

“They say love is a form of madness,” the Reaper replied. “But I’ve seen what guilt can do to a soul. I choose neither.”

 

“You cannot choose forever.”

 

“No,” the Reaper said, “but I can choose now.”

The being's light flickered, pulsed, and then softened.

 

“I’m not here to warn you,” it said. “Or to fight you. Only to remind you, the line between us and them is only ever a thread. And sometimes... threads snap.”

 

The Reaper looked at the water, where pale blue fish drifted lazily under the golden current. “I am aware.”

 

 

“You are watched.”

“I always have been.”

 

 

The being leaned close. For a moment, it looked almost human, like a woman once sketched from light, or a man once sculpted in fire, or both. 

 

 

“One of them will recognize you soon. Not just see you, but remember you.”

The Reaper’s eyes darkened slightly.

“And when they do,” it whispered, “will you cross that thread?”

 

 

For the first time, the Reaper answered not with certainty, but with silence.

The being smiled, if that’s what that flicker was, and stepped backward into the river. Light peeled from its body like petals. Each piece sank, slow and curling, into the water. When the last shimmer disappeared, the fog returned, thicker, heavier, clinging.

 

 

Only the Reaper remained. He stood there long after the light was gone, the water dark again, the world humming with the echo of a conversation that would ripple through time like a quiet storm beneath the skin of reality.

 

 

He reached into his cloak and pulled out a single coin, etched with runes older than any language. He flipped it into the river. It vanished without a sound. And then, with the faintest shimmer of his form, the Reaper turned and walked into the mist.

 

 

The dying would call again soon.

But tonight, even eternity had something to ponder.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

 

The One Who Remembered

 

 

Rain stitched the sky to the earth in silver threads. It fell softly at first, a gentle hush over the city’s rooftops and rusted balconies, until it thickened into something heavier, something old. The kind of rain that remembered where it had fallen a thousand years ago.

 

 

The Reaper walked unnoticed beneath it. His boots did not splash. His cloak never soaked. To human eyes, he was the shadow between headlights, the blur on a security camera, the breeze that slid past a shivering shoulder. He did not exist in their world. Not fully.

 

Not anymore.

 

But tonight... something changed.

 

She stood outside the bookstore at the corner of Rue Amarante, soaked to the knees in a long green coat, holding a broken umbrella and three paperbacks pressed to her chest. Her eyes were narrowed against the rain, but when the Reaper passed, she stopped breathing.

 

He felt it instantly.

 

That ripple. That tug. That unbearable weight of being seen by someone who shouldn't see him.

 

Not just seen.

 

Recognized.

 

He turned. Slowly. Cautiously.

 

And there she was. Frozen in the doorway, lips parted, breath caught.

 

“…You,” she whispered.

 

The street lights flickered. He said nothing. He never did, not to the living. Not unless, 

 

“You were there,” she said. “On the cliffside in Asturias. I was nine. My brother drowned. You touched his forehead before the waves pulled him under. I saw you.”

 

The Reaper’s voice was slow, deep. “Children forget.”

 

“I didn’t,” she said. Her gaze was unwavering, full of rain and remembrance. “You haven’t aged.”

 

He studied her more closely now. The way her eyes held shadows deeper than the sky. The way her heartbeat betrayed calm. The way time seemed to bend ever so slightly around her.

 

“Your name?” he asked, which was strange, for he almost never asked.

 

“Sylva,” she replied. “Sylva Alvar.”

 

He blinked. A slow motion, ancient.

 

Alvar.

 

There it was. The name.

 

The one he had buried so deep that even the mountain forgot it. The rain around them slowed, unnaturally, as if the air itself had leaned in to listen.

 

“I know what you are,” she said, her voice steadier now. “You don’t belong to death. Not entirely.”

 

 

The Reaper didn’t respond, but something shifted in his stance, an infinitesimal crack in his composure.

 

“You’re not just a collector,” Sylva continued, “you’re a keeper. Of stories. Of secrets. And once... of love.”

 

 

The Reaper inhaled softly. The air tasted like centuries. She stepped forward. Close enough now that the scent of her, green tea, rain, ink, broke through the veil between realms.

 

 

“I saw you in my dreams. The same eyes. The same voice. Only younger. You told me once... not all souls return to the stars.”

 

 

He remembered that. Not the girl, but the phrase. It was something he had said long ago, to a dying woman beneath a battlefield moon. Her soul had clung to him with one last whisper. Don’t let me vanish. And now, standing before him, wet and defiant, was her blood.

 

 

The Reaper spoke, finally. “You are not supposed to remember.”

 

She smiled sadly. “Neither were you.”

 

He looked past her, for a moment, at the wet cobblestones reflecting light like broken mirrors. As if something was being pulled from a well he hadn’t dared look into.

 

“You carry a piece of someone else’s soul,” he murmured. “A fragment.”

 

She nodded. “Her name was Emelina. I see pieces of her when I sleep. I hear music I’ve never learned. I miss things I’ve never known.”

 

“Emelina Alvar,” he whispered.

 

It hit him then, slow and brutal. The way the past sometimes does, not as a memory, but as a presence in the room. Emelina, the violinist who died in his arms in 1472. The only soul that ever reached for his face instead of his hand. The only soul that ever asked, “Do you ever wish it were you?”

 

And now, centuries later, her echo stood before him.

 

Alive.

 

And remembering.

 

Sylva stepped closer. “Why do I remember you, when no one else does?”

 

“Because part of her refused to let go,” he answered, voice quiet. “And part of me... let her stay.”

 

They stood in the rain as the city exhaled around them, unaware that time had folded in their presence.

 

“I’ve searched for you,” Sylva whispered. “My whole life. In libraries. In paintings. In half-written songs that poured from my fingers without thought. I didn’t know who you were, only that you... were.”

 

The Reaper said nothing. What could eternity say to a flickering flame?

 

She reached into her bag and pulled out a folded page. “I found this in a secondhand bookshop in Venice. The shopkeeper said it wasn’t supposed to be there.” She handed it to him.

 

It was a sketch.

 

Of him.

 

Drawn in charcoal, lined in gold. Every detail perfect, his eyes, his collar, the ring on his left hand no living soul should know about. Signed only with a symbol he hadn’t seen since Emelina’s last night alive.

 

“Come with me,” Sylva said.

 

He shook his head. “You’re still breathing.”

 

“But something inside me isn’t,” she said. “Something ancient.”

 

He stared at her. Not a girl. Not a stranger. A mirror, fogged with time.

 

A piece of a soul he never let go.

 

And now it was speaking.

 

Above them, in the clouds, the lantern pulsed.

 

Far away on the mountain, Morrow the cat stirred from sleep and opened both eyes.

 

And beneath the bookstore awning, the Reaper did not vanish.

 

Not this time.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

 

Staying Close to Shadows

 

 

Sylva’s footsteps were quiet but relentless, like the ticking of a clock counting down a secret moment. She  tried to linger near the Reaper, in that thin line between life and death, reality and myth.

 

 

For days she moved through the city like a ghost herself, always nearby, never quite visible. She knew the rules, the Reaper was invisible to the living, a shadow slipping past mortal eyes. Yet something in her tethered her closer than anyone else ever had.

 

 

She lingered in coffee shops where he paused for no more than a breath, stood near street corners where the rain pooled silver and stillness, watched him disappear behind a veil of mist near the old clock tower.

 

It wasn’t obsession. Not exactly. It was a calling, a thread woven into her soul from centuries ago.

 

One rainy afternoon, Sylva sat on a bench in Parc des Lilas, wrapped in a faded wool scarf, fingers tracing the worn leather of her notebook. She’d written everything, the encounters, the dreams, the shadows she glimpsed.

 

 

Suddenly, a figure appeared at the edge of the park, not quite stepping forward but not retreating either. The Reaper. His form was vague, a ripple against the gray sky, but Sylva felt a warmth as if the sun had broken through the clouds just for her.

 

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, voice low and rough as thunder rolling over distant hills.

 

“I’m already here,” Sylva replied, eyes steady. “I can’t unsee you. And I don’t want to.”

 

He looked down, the cloak around him fluttering like black smoke caught in a breeze. “This world is not for you.”

 

She smiled softly, a wistful curve of lips. “And yet, I walk it every day. Maybe I’m not meant for this world. Maybe I’m meant for the one between.”

 

He took a hesitant step closer, so close she could see the faint shimmer at the edges of his form, the way his shadow softened and flickered like a dying flame.

 

“I have lived centuries alone,” he said. “Always watching. Always waiting.”

 

“And hoping,” Sylva added gently.

 

He said nothing. Only the rain, steady and soft, answered.

 

That night, Sylva dreamed.

 

She was walking through a silver forest, trees whispering secrets of time and stars. The ground beneath her feet was soft, glowing with ancient runes. Somewhere ahead, a light pulsed.

 

She reached the clearing and saw him, tall, cloaked in darkness yet shining like a black star.

 

“You came,” he said, voice echoing like the wind through mountains.

 

“I came because you left a part of yourself with me,” she said.

 

He nodded, eyes heavy with centuries of loneliness.

 

“I want to understand,” she whispered. “Why you stay bound to this earth, why you carry the weight of so many souls.”

 

He looked away, toward a distant mountain peak cloaked in mist. “Because some stories are unfinished. Because not all souls find peace. Because love...”

 

“Love?” Sylva pressed, heart quickening.

 

“Love,” he repeated. “Is the one thing that can break the cycle. The one thing that can make eternity bearable. But it is also the one thing that can destroy a Reaper.”

 

She reached out, but her hand passed through him like a veil of smoke.

 

“Maybe,” she said, “we don’t have to be so alone anymore.”

 

Days bled into nights.

 

Sylva followed the Reaper from shadow to shadow, learning the rhythm of his existence, how he claimed souls with a gentle touch, how he whispered final words of comfort, how he vanished before a tear could fall.

 

She discovered the small details no one ever saw, the faint scent of rosemary that clung to him after he visited the dying, the way his cloak shimmered with a pattern like stars trapped in velvet, the soft footsteps he never made.

 

One evening, in the quiet library where Sylva worked, she found a dusty book bound in black leather. Inside, an ancient poem written in a language she barely recognized spoke of a “guardian of thresholds” who walks unseen but carries the weight of every ending.

 

Sylva smiled, her heart full.

 

She was no longer just a watcher.

 

She was part of a story. 

 

As the city slept, the Reaper returned to his hidden mountain home, a place woven from moonlight and stone, veiled from mortal eyes by ancient magic.

 

There, under a sky crowded with stars, he stared down at the glowing city below, and for the first time in centuries, he felt something new stirring inside him.

 

Hope.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

 

 

 

The Echoes of Emelina

 

 

The past was never truly past for Reaper.

It clung like morning mist over the cliffs of Asturias, a shroud woven from salt and sorrow.

 

The year was 1472, and the world was a different place, rough, raw, and riddled with secrets whispered between shadows.

He was not yet the Reaper. Not fully.

 

 

Back then, he was simply a man named Aelius.

A guardian between life and death, but still tethered to the warmth of the sun, the laughter of the living.

 

 

Emilina was a violinist, a flame of song in a village torn by war and loss. Her music was a balm, the notes flowing like liquid gold through crowded taverns and moonlit courtyards.

Aelius had watched her from afar, his heart a stranger to love but drawn to the way her eyes sparkled with life.

 

 

Their worlds were not meant to collide, he was bound to carry souls across the veil, and she was bound to earth by her melodies. But fate, as it often does, had other plans. One storm-wracked night, Emilina stood on the cliffs overlooking the churning sea, her violin cradled in trembling hands. The war had taken her family, left her alone beneath a sky shattered by thunder. Aelius found her there, the wind whipping her dark hair like a tempest.

 

“Why do you stay here?” he asked, voice soft but firm, a breath against the chaos.

 

She played then, a haunting melody, a song of sorrow and hope tangled into a single thread.

He listened, and in her music, he felt a warmth he had never known. But the sea was cruel.

A sudden gust swept Emilina too close to the edge. She slipped.

 

 

Aelius reached out, fingers brushing her shoulder, but it was not enough. She fell, disappearing beneath the frothing waves.

He dove after her, plunging into the cold abyss.

Time slowed, the weight of water and eternity pressing on his chest.

 

 

He found her beneath the surface, pale and still. He touched her forehead, a spark of light bursting from his fingertips, trying to pull her back. But death is not so easily denied.

Her soul shimmered, hesitant between worlds.

In that moment, something broke inside him.

He held her close, whispering promises he did not know he could keep. She looked up at him with eyes filled with a thousand unspoken dreams.

 

 

“Do you ever wish it were you?” she asked.

Aelius did not answer. For the first time, he saw the unbearable loneliness that awaited him on the other side of life.

 

 

When the village found her body, the violin’s final song lingered on the wind, a melody no one could forget. And Aelius, forever changed, stepped beyond the veil. He became the Reaper, the keeper of souls, the watcher on the threshold. But Emilina’s light stayed with him, an echo in the endless dark.

 

 

Centuries later, Sylva carried that echo, her blood, her spirit, like a whispered promise.

And now, the past and present were threading together once more. But she wasn’t Emilina. She was a descendent that sought him out.   And he still had a job to do on earth. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

 

 

Becoming the Reaper

 

 

The dawn after Emilina’s fall broke heavy and gray, like a sky mourning its own light. Aelius stood alone on the cliffs, the salt wind cutting through his cloak. His hands trembled, still warm from the desperate touch that could not save her. The village was silent. No song, no laughter, only whispers of grief curling through the narrow cobblestone streets.

 

 

Aelius wandered through the empty market square, the scent of fresh bread and roasting chestnuts faint in the cold air, reminders of a world still alive while his own had shattered.

That evening, beneath the flicker of oil lamps in a small tavern, Aelius sat with a crust of bread and a handful of dried figs, tasting the sweetness that once meant joy but now felt like ashes.

 

 

A grizzled old man approached him, eyes gleaming with something beyond mortal understanding.

 

“You carry a weight, young one,” the man said, voice like the crackle of fire.

 

“I’ve lost her,” Aelius whispered. “And with her, all I was.”

 

The old man nodded, producing a small pouch of herbs that glowed faintly in the lamplight.

 

“Come with me,” he said. “There is a path, painful, eternal, but it leads beyond loss.”

 

 

They climbed through night-wrapped forests, the trees whispering secrets older than time.

The air shimmered, thick with magic and ancient power. Aelius’s heart pounded, not from fear, but from a dawning hope. At the mountain’s peak, beneath a sky crowded with stars, the old man led Aelius to a stone altar etched with runes pulsing faint blue.

 

 

“Drink,” the man instructed, offering a goblet filled with a deep crimson liquid that smelled of earth and fire.

 

 

Aelius hesitated, then drank. The world spun, light fracturing into shards of endless night and piercing dawn. Pain flared, like a thousand wounds opening at once, burning and freezing, twisting and tearing. Aelius cried out, the sound swallowed by the roaring wind. Then silence.

 

 

When he opened his eyes, he was no longer just a man.His skin shimmered like moonlight on water, his eyes held the vastness of galaxies. He was the keeper of the threshold, the Reaper.

 

 

He felt the first soul reach for him a young woman, lost and afraid. He extended a hand, and as she grasped it, he whispered, “Come. It’s time.” 

 

The world is still, a moonlit night. Somewhere, a candle flickers beside her,  a hush falls, animals quiet, clocks stop ticking. The Reaper awakens into being for the first time. He doesn’t know why, only that something ancient calls him forward.

 

The cold air, shifting shadows, silence stretching. He is unperturbed. He does not see the world like humans. He sees time unraveling, threads of light detaching from the body.

 

He felt like something fluid, unfinished, still shaping. His scythe materializes in his hands as if it always belonged there. He feels no heartbeat, no hunger, no memory, only duty. He is drawn instinctively to the woman’s soul tether. The woman sees him, frightened, yet she is somehow comforted.

 

She whispers, “Are you here for me?”, she marks the Reaper’s very first interaction with a mortal. The Reaper hesitates. He has never done this before. The scythe feels heavy not just in weight but in meaning. A silent choice, mercy or cruelty? He must take the soul regardless.

 

He lifts the scythe, and with a single motion untethers her soul, she  exhales painlessly one last time. Her  soul, fragile light, separates from the body. The Reaper guides it, awkward, unsure, but fulfilling the role he was born into. Her fear softened into peace as they rose, bound together by light and shadow.

 

After the soul departs, the Reaper stands alone in the quiet room. He realizes he cannot go back, this is his existence now. In that silence, he understood, every end begins with him.

 

Later, alone in a hidden grove, he broke a piece of spiced flatbread, chewing slowly as the new reality settled.

 

 

“This is my burden,” he murmured to the stars.

“But also my purpose.”

 

The old man appeared once more, smiling beneath his hood.

 

“You have become what the world fears and needs.”

 

Aelius looked up, resolve hardening like forged steel.

 

“I will carry this eternity.”

 

“And in it,” the old man said softly, “there may still be light.”

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

 

The First Steps of Darkness

 

 

The veil had lifted, yet Aelius was blind.

He stumbled into eternity like a child lost in endless night, a stranger wielding a power he barely understood. Each soul he was meant to guide was a mirror, reflecting his own fears, regrets, and loneliness.

 

 

The next was a boy no older than ten, named Tomas, whose spirit clung desperately to the ruins of a broken home. Aelius found him curled beneath the fractured beams of a burnt cottage, eyes wide with confusion.

 

“Come,” Aelius said gently, reaching out.

But Tomas shrank back, clutching a ragged doll.

 

“Please… not yet,” he whispered.

 

Aelius hesitated. He realized the Reaper was not just a collector but a guide, a comforter.

He knelt, pulling from his cloak a handful of wild blackberries, their dark sweetness a fragile offering.

 

“Eat,” he urged softly.

 

Tomas’s small fingers trembled as he accepted the berries, their juice staining his lips like a promise. With time, Tomas let go, his spirit shimmering and lifting like morning mist. Aelius felt an ache unfamiliar, sorrow mingled with peace.

 

 

The lesson was clear, death was not just an end, but a passage, and it must be gentle.

But not every soul was willing. There was Mara, a woman whose life was snuffed out in anger and betrayal. Her spirit burned with rage, sharp as broken glass.

 

 

When Aelius approached, she hissed, “You’re not taking me.” The air crackled with her fury, shadows twisting around her like claws.

 

“I’m not here to fight you,” Aelius said calmly, voice steady against the storm.

“Only to help.”

 

She lunged, spectral hands aiming to tear.

He barely dodged, the force throwing him backward. Pain flared, a warning. The power he wielded was still raw, unpredictable. He used it sparingly on her. It was enough. He was then guiding the soul effortlessly. He realized the weight of his role was not just in guiding souls, but in confronting the chaos left behind.

 

 

In the quiet that followed, Aelius retreated to a clearing bathed in moonlight. He broke into a small meal, chewing dried figs and nuts, grounding himself in the simple sweetness of earth.

 

“Patience,” he whispered.

“Understanding.”

 

Days turned to weeks. Each soul, a new story, a new challenge. Some welcomed him with open arms, others fought until their last breath.

With every passage, Aelius grew, not just in power, but in empathy. He learned to listen, to the whispers of regret, the cries of the broken, the laughter of souls finally free.

 

 

The Reaper was not a shadow to fear but a light in the darkness. And yet, beneath it all, a silent yearning lingered.

 

For the warmth of a touch.

The echo of a song.

The memory of Emilina.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

 

The Woman Who Would Not Cross

 

It was the third winter of his afterlife when Aelius met her. The snow fell thick and soundless over the stone bridge where she stood, arms folded against the cold she could no longer feel. Her name was Liora. And she refused to leave.

 

 

“Your time here is over,” Aelius said softly, the words visible in the air like silver breath.

 

Liora turned her head, her gaze catching his as though she saw more than his shadowed face, more than the drape of black that curled like smoke around him.

 

“I’m not going,” she said simply, her tone calm, terrifyingly calm.

 

Her body had been found three days prior, frozen beneath the very bridge they stood upon. She had no family left, no lover to mourn her. And yet, something in her clung with a force Aelius had never encountered.

 

He took a step closer. “The crossing will be peaceful,” he promised. “Beyond this, there’s light… or rest, if you wish it.”

 

She smiled faintly, bitterly. “And if I prefer the cold?”

 

The silence between them was thick. In the early days, he might have reached for her soul’s tether without hesitation, forcing it to release. But Aelius had already learned, too many times, that force bred only unrest.

 

So instead, he joined her.

 

Snowflakes gathered in his hair as he leaned on the bridge’s frost-rimmed stone. From his cloak, he drew a cloth-wrapped bundle and unfolded it, a heel of warm rye bread, soft cheese, and a scattering of pomegranate seeds glistening like blood in the snow.

 

He broke the bread in half and held it out to her.

 

“You can’t eat,” he said, “but you can remember.”

 

Liora’s eyes softened. She reached, her hand passing through the bread but trembling with the ghost of sensation.

 

“Why do you carry food?” she asked.

 

“To remind myself,” Aelius said, tearing a piece for himself, “that there’s still beauty in the small things… even for one who doesn’t need them.”

 

For an hour, they stood in silence, he eating slowly, she watching. And then she spoke.

 

“I stayed because I was waiting for him. My husband. He went to war twenty years ago. He never came back. I thought… if I waited long enough, perhaps he’d appear here too.”

 

The snow whispered down around them.

 

Aelius closed his eyes briefly. “Sometimes,” he said, “the ones we wait for have already crossed, long before we ever leave.”

 

Her face crumpled, and for the first time, she looked small. Fragile.

 

He offered his hand.

 

This time, she took it.

 

When she crossed, her form dissolved into silver motes that drifted upward, melting into the falling snow. Aelius stood a long while afterward, brushing crumbs from his gloved fingers, feeling the stillness settle inside him.

 

 

That night, he changed. Until then, his attire had been practical, the same cloak and tunic he had first been given, plain and unremarkable. But that evening, he sought something more. A darker coat, cut with a tailored sharpness. A silver clasp shaped like a crescent moon. Boots polished until they caught even the faintest glimmer of starlight. If he was to stand before souls in their last moments, he thought, let him stand as a figure they could look at without fear, or with a fear they understood.

 

 

By spring, his demeanor had shifted too. The restless uncertainty of his early years gave way to something slower, more deliberate. His words carried a weight that did not need to be raised to be heard. His gaze no longer flinched from sorrow or defiance. And in his pockets, always, he carried some token of the living world, figs, candied almonds, small squares of soft warm bread. Not for sustenance, but for the ritual of remembering.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 

 

 

 

Shadows of the Past

 

 

The air was thick with the scent of rain on dry earth when Aelius arrived at the dimly lit hospital room. The monitors beeped softly, counting down the fragile moments of a man’s final breath. The room was bathed in the pale glow of a flickering bedside light, casting long shadows against the  plaster walls. Outside, rain tapped steadily against the window, a quiet percussion that matched the slow rhythm of the old man’s labored breathing. Aelius stood by the bedside, his dark cloak blending with the shadows, yet somehow heavier here, weighty with unspoken memories.
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