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Dedicated to the ghost in my childhood home.

I was afraid of you,

But now I wish you could

Rest In Peace.
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​Chapter 1
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Dante was falling to Hell again. And he couldn’t be happier. 

Clouds spun away in his wake as if they were dancing for joy. The sun was blinding and the air was hot, but the wind breezed away the intense heat until it was not only bearable but actually soothing.

This trip to Hell was quite different. No more suffering, no screaming, no fear. Now, he was weightless and free. Things were finally getting better.

The rocky ground closed in on him like a wall of spikes rushing at him. Cold fear scared away all other emotions as the sharp edges of imminent death glinted in the sun. He was close enough to see them all individually, so much so that his left eye throbbed in memory. 

“Not like that!” Sophia yanked on his arm.  

The sudden pull almost dislocated his shoulder and he yelped in pain. The tips of his boots dragged the ground, dinging off each of the rock’s points like he was playing a dangerous xylophone. But the only music to his ears was the whistling of wind as relief flooded him. He escaped death too many times already. 

“I’m trying to fly,” Dante grumbled. He clung onto her while flapping his wings as if to prove his point, but his feathers bent at an odd angle in the breeze.

“Then try not to fall!” Sophia matched his grumble. “How many times do I have to catch you?”

She mumbled something else about baby birds, but the wind tossed her words away. It might be best for his ego if he didn’t hear the rest. 

She beat her wings hard against the invisible force of air and soon they rose higher until the rocks blurred together and they re-joined the dancing clouds.

“Okay, so this time,” she explained as one would with a toddler. “Flap your wings with the wind and ride the air current. Like you’re swimming, instead of flying.”

Letting go of his arm, she flew with a grace of a ballerina, especially when she started pirouetting mid-air.

“Show-off. And how is that like swimming?” The corners of his mouth slid downward and so did the rest of his body. 

Oh, no, not again.

Dante unfurled his wings to catch an updraft and soon was gliding instead of falling. It was still a weird sensation to have wings, but he reminded himself that it hadn’t even been a day that he had them. In Heaven, he thought he had the hang of flying no problem, but here the wind was messing with him. He supposed nothing was easy in Hell. It was the nature of this place. 

His new muscles strained, stretching out his wings against the wind. The air gently blew through each individual feather, like he was being tickled. He relaxed his shoulders, enjoying the view from up above instead of nosediving. After countless attempts, he was finally getting the hang of it. It really was like swimming in the air, but he wasn’t about to admit that she was right.

Sophia glided alongside him. They were finally flying together, like some odd sort of flock of birds. 

“Flying is much better, isn’t it?” she asked.

“I never knew how much I wanted this,” Dante said, reaching for her hand, but he was only half-talking about his new ability.

Her golden eyes twinkled, and they shared a smile. Her long hair flew through the air like streaks of gold, and her wings calmly fluttered a bit to keep on top of the current of air they were riding on. He tried to match her movements, still learning how to fly as effortlessly as she did.

But it wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows. The stink of smoke and sulfur assaulted his nose, even when he tried to not breathe, the wind forced it down his lungs anyway.

Down below, the City of Dis was smoky ruins. Shards of crumbling walls were the only things protruding out of the wreckage. Nothing moved. No sinners or demons—not even the Fallen were there. He was half-expecting to see them, wingless and licking their wounds in defeat.

It felt like a part of him was here in Hell, toiling away in the wheat fields or running for his life. Memories were so vivid, it was like he was living it. 

She tugged his hand, and he tore his attention away from the destruction and recollections. 

“We need to follow the river.” Her voice pitched higher as she pointed at the silvery snake of water, slithering through the ruined city.

Sophia pulled ahead, her wings as jittery as she was. She didn’t need to say it because he already knew she was anxious to reach her mother. After all this time, they could finally rescue Cecelia and Alex. 

They dipped down to follow it and Dante was careful to not nosedive to his death as they matched the river’s curve. He remembered Brim barking at them as they were swept away with the current. In a way, he hoped to see the hellhound again. It was almost like a pet. But only ghost images appeared in his mind. 

The deep rumblings reached his ears long before he saw it. When the waterfall came into view, his stomach flip-flopped. But flying down the waterfall’s path was not nearly as scary as falling to his death. A soft, relaxing mist fell on him like rain, and the light caught the droplets, reflecting colors around him. Now it really was sunshine and rainbows.

Flying further down, they reached the cavern and dove into darkness. In their hurry, they completely forgot about a light, but conveniently, someone left a lit torch for them. 

As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he realized something was wrong. The natural stone pillars were shattered like a bomb exploded, and the damp sand was kicked up. Even though it looked like a war zone, souls still slept undisturbed, peppered with bits of rubble. Their soft snores were the only noise besides the occasional drip of water.

“What happened here?” A foreboding feeling clouded around him like a storm brewing. 

“Where’s my mother?” Sophia inspected everyone as she crouched from one body to another frantically. “I hope she’s okay.”

While she scurried around, Dante couldn’t help but to do his own search. He had to find Alex. His stomach twisted at the thought of leaving him, but he promised he would come back and he did. Hopefully, Alex wouldn’t even know he was gone—although, he would have some explaining to do about his new wings and scythe. 

His unease grew. No matter where he searched, he couldn’t find Alex. He remembered the approximate place where he was, but nothing. He circled out wider and wider, hoping to spot any hint of him. 

He stepped inside the area in the damp sand where it was more compacted. A gasp escaped as he realized it was a gigantic footprint. Even if Dante laid down, he would still comfortably fit inside of it. It was triangular, with the heel as a point and the widest area ended in what looked like impressions of sharp claws. Was there another hideous beast like Cerberus lurking down here?

Dante’s heart seized. What if Alex had been eaten by that monster? And Dante left him behind to die alone? 

But then he saw footsteps walking away from where Alex had laid. So Alex did wake up and leave? But where? He followed the trail but it led him to the huge, monster footprints. Why would Alex be walking toward the beast? But maybe the footsteps happened before the monster came. Time was frozen here in this cave. Who knew which set of footprints happened first? He looked around, trying to see any more footprints, like he was reading a book, trying to tie the story together. 

Alex must be alive! But where did he go? How did he escape?

A rumble echoed around him, low and threatening. It was throaty and deep as the cavern. Goosebumps prickled his skin.

We aren’t alone. 

“I found her!” Sophia called.

Heart in his throat, he wandered over to her, carefully stepping over snoring bodies. Cecelia hadn’t moved since Dante last saw her. Her wings folded over her like a feathery blanket. Huddled on her side, her golden hair fell in waves around her face. It was definitely Sophia’s mother. Their appearances were strikingly similar, but she had more creases around her eyes and mouth as if her skin kept the memories of her smiles.

I hope she can wake up and smile again, Dante thought.

“I can’t wake her up.” Sophia struggled to say it without crying. She hugged her knees while staring at sleeping body, as if mentally willing her to awaken.

Dante knelt beside her, putting his hand on her shoulder. “It’ll be okay once we get her out of here.”

“Then let’s get her to Heaven right away.” Sophia stood up. “But where’s Alex? Didn’t you find him?”

His throat tightened, barely breathing. “No, I searched all over for him, but he’s gone.”

“But he was sleeping. Do you really think he just walked away?”

“Well, I did find something. Footprints, like ones that are made from a gigantic monster with sharp claws right where Alex was sleeping.”

Sophia sucked in her breath. “You don’t think....” She trailed off, apparently too afraid to even voice her thoughts.

“But then, I saw Alex’s footprints. He was awake and walking. What if he escaped?”

He couldn’t help but to keep looking around as if he would suddenly spot Alex. But no one else was here, not even Charon with his rowboat. Where was he? Shouldn’t he be around here, cackling and saying riddles? It felt eerie and wrong. Something had happened here, if only he could figure it out.

“But where would he have gone?” she asked.

The low roar rumbled again, sounding closer this time. It sounded like the rush of a train underground. Dante’s hands itched for his scythe, but he didn’t see anything. 

Completely oblivious to the noise, Sophia struggled to get her mother in an upright position. “Can you help me?” 

“Do you want me to carry her?” Dante used his arm as support for Cecelia’s head while he kept an eye out for danger. 

“Yes, actually.” 

He was surprised because he knew she was strong enough to carry her herself. It seemed weird she was struggling. 

“Are you okay?” Dante didn’t know how else to ask that, reducing his worry to a single question. 

“It’s just that it’s hard for me to see her like this... like she’s...dead.” Sophia’s voice wavered. 

“Don’t worry. She’ll wake up soon. Let’s just get out of here.”

He carefully picked her up as Sophia watched closely. Careful of her wings, he picked up Cecelia damsel-in-distress style. He instantly saw what she meant. It was different having to carry someone who was asleep—it was dead weight.

“You have her?” Sophia worried. 

“Yes, I promise. I will not let her fall. I know you’re used to being the one to carry people.”

“No, just you.” A ghost of a smile returned to her lips.

Just then, a roar echoed through the cavern. Whatever was left from the bomb that exploded came down like a rainstorm.

A shadow moved along the cave, engulfing everything, even the torch’s flame quivered and dimmed. Rocks shattered and jumped into the river as if they were fleeing before it. A dread that he never felt before welled up from the depths of his subconscious. 

We need to leave. 

It extinguished the only light source they had. Or the torch finally gave out. Either way, they were plunged into darkness, and the roars were so close, the hair on the back of his neck stood up. 

“Sophia,” he dared to whisper.

She squeezed his arm.

Good, she’s okay. 

He couldn’t see it, he couldn’t see anything, but he could sense it. The power radiating off of it had its own kind of energy.

A point raked at his arm, ripping his fabric. It felt like a fang as if it might be a gigantic snake. The wind rushed around him as a powerful force lunged at him. 

Wings beating frantically, Dante soared toward the cave’s ceiling and hopefully away from the monster. A second pair of wings fluttered next to him and he sighed in relief that Sophia was safe, too.

“Don’t drop her!”

“It’s a good thing you told me or else I wouldn’t know that!” He griped, but he tightened his grip nevertheless. 

Another roar echoed around them but the source of the fury was below them. Fear pricked his skin like the fang that nearly speared him.

Wasting no more time, they scurried out of the cave. Dante followed Sophia as she held her hands out to feel any obstacles before they smacked against it, and a warm draft clued them to the way back to Hell.

Before long, they escaped the jowls of the cave and the monster within. 

Did Alex escape the monster, too? But then, where was he? All he knew was he had to find Alex. But first, they had to get Cecelia to Heaven.

He shifted his weight again as his wings strained and flapped harder from having to carry an additional load. He wouldn’t be as weightless as before, but he could do it—just a little slower this time.

They flew out of the cavern and back up to Heaven with Dante’s arms and heart heavy with burden.
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​Chapter 2
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The golden gate gleamed, shinier than usual, like it was greeting them. Or maybe he was just happy to see them because Cecelia was really heavy at this point. 

She was still sleeping in his arms, a throaty snore escaping from her mouth. Dante tried to stop himself but a bubble of laughter popped out of him anyway.

“Does she normally do this?” He tried to ask as conversationally as possible to not offend. 

A small smile graced her lips. “It might be the way you’re holding her.”

He re-positioned her, holding her a little more vertical, hoping that would help, but all it accomplished were even louder snores. 

“You know what? Let’s not waste time. Let’s just get her to Heaven already,” Dante said, a little frazzled.

“Good idea.” 

They marched right to the gate. Dante was sure it would open again. He did it last time, even when no one else could—

“What are you doing?” Gabriel asked, indignant. His white robe billowed as he strode over and stopped right in front of the golden gate. He crossed his arms and stretched out his wings as if to block them. His stern face squished into displeasure and a vein popped out of his forehead. There were a few more grays highlighting his brown hair since Dante last saw him.

Dante repositioned Cecelia in his arms to get a better grip. “We’re taking her back where she belongs. She’s meant to be in Heaven, with the other angels.”

“Dante, you have disrupted the entire system, yet you come back like nothing has ever happened. How can you even show your face after what you did! You let Lucifer into Heaven, almost destroyed it, and started a war between angels and the Fallen. Now, you think you can decide who should be in Heaven?” 

Dante shifted uncomfortably while Cecelia continued to snore. Gabriel did have a point. Here he was, holding a fallen angel in his arms, demanding something ridiculous, especially after the carnage he had inflicted. 

His face burned at the realization, but it didn’t stop him from protesting. “But God told me this was my duty. He said to bring back those from Hell that I deem worthy.”

“Gabriel, you know this to be true,” an unknown voice said.

Before he could barely register what was happening, Cecelia slid out of his arms and stood next to him. Her wise eyes twinkled with a quickness in her expressions as if she gleaned over her situation and adjusted to it without a hint of confusion. 

“Mother!” Sophia cried. She ran to her and embraced her tightly as if she let go, she might lose her forever. “I’m so glad you’re awake!”

“My sweet daughter.” Cecelia smiled, her face softening at the sight of Sophia. “I never thought I would see you again.”

“Look, mother.” Sophia pointed, her eyes dancing with excitement. “We’re at the gates of Heaven. You can return now!”

Gabriel cleared his throat, making himself known. “Now, hold on a moment, there are things that need to be done, protocols to follow....”

“Yes, dear daughter. It is as it was foretold. I knew you would be able to save us,” Cecelia said, interrupting Gabriel as if he never spoke.

“But it was really Dante!” Sophia said. “If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be able to. He is the reason we’re here right now. He saved us.”

Dante’s face flushed. “Don’t discount yourself. I couldn’t have done it without you either. It took both of us.” 

Cecelia turned to look at him with a glint in her eye. 

“So it’s you,” she said. And then stopped like that made sense. Dante realized that was where Sophia gets that from: revealing only the first part of the secret and keeping the rest hidden.

“Yeah, it’s me,” he said slowly, not sure exactly what he was agreeing with. What was she implying?

“You are the one who started the apocalypse.” Cecelia stared at Dante, her golden eyes boring through him. “And you will be the one who will end it.”

“How is this even possible?” Gabriel asked, disbelief coating his voice. He sounded as shocked as Dante felt.

She turned her gaze toward Gabriel, and Dante silently sighed in relief. The intensity of her stare was like looking into the sun.

“Have you forgotten?” she chided Gabriel. “This is the beginning of the end. The apocalypse is upon us.”

Is she still caught in dreams? Dante wondered. 

“If you could elaborate, that would be very helpful,” Sophia said carefully. It seemed even she wasn’t sure how to take her own mother.

But Gabriel nodded as if this was a normal conversation. “I had indeed forgotten. I didn’t think it was time yet, but I should have known.”

Dante’s head spun. “Can anyone fully explain what’s going on?”

“Why didn’t you tell me about this before?” Sophia asked, overriding his question.

Cecelia smiled and placed her hands on Sophia’s shoulders. “Ah, but I did. Didn’t I tell you we both would return to Heaven one day? It is as it was foretold.” She repeated the phrase, her voice deepening.

Sophia’s eyes widened. “I thought it was just a hope and a dream. I didn’t realize it was a prophecy.”

Gabriel cleared his throat and pulled at his collar. “That is all well and good, but there are protocols to follow. Before you both enter Heaven, you must be judged against the Feather of Truth.” He waved a hand to the weighing pans where the feather gleamed in the golden light.

Cecelia bristled. “Must I be judged? You know me.”

“And you defied God and were banished to Hell. Yes, I deem it to be necessary.”

Her lips puckered as if she could taste his sour words. “Then, do what you must and stop wasting time. I have dreamed of this for far too long.”

Rustling her feathers, she expanded her wings and waited. Gabriel smoothed his robe and straightened up as he approached her. Dante could almost feel him slipping into his theatrics and expected him to start spouting the same speech he had heard so many times.

Everyone was so silent that Dante held his breath.

Gabriel did not take her heart but plucked a single feather from her wing. Cecelia lifted her head in quiet defiance with no indication of pain.

The mists gathered and swirled around while the clouds overhead dispersed enough to see a few stars twinkling above. But all of the light came from the golden glow of the weighing scale.

Gabriel walked with purpose toward it. The weighing pans were at the perfect waist height and he placed her feather in the pan opposite the Feather of Truth. They wavered as if deciding what the verdict should be.

Cecelia had an air of certainty to her. She at least seemed to be sure.

At last, the weighing pans wobbled to an equilibrium. Dante let out the breath he had been holding. He didn’t know what he would do if she was banished to Hell for the second time. Probably go save her again until the end result changed.  

“You are going to Heaven!” Sophia clapped.

Cecelia looked triumphantly at Gabriel. “It is as I said. What say you now?”

“Then it is so.” Gabriel nodded. “I never thought I would see the day, but Cecelia Morningstar, you are now free to pass through Heaven’s gate!”

His voice sounded like trumpets, exclaiming the good news. Sophia hugged her mother, tears glistening on her cheeks. 

“It is good to have you back,” Gabriel said with a warmth Dante didn’t know he possessed. 

Cecelia smiled. “So you do show emotion? It is truly a rare event indeed.”

“What about Sophia?” Dante asked, cutting through the happy occasion. 

Smiles faded as everyone turned toward him. 

Gabriel cleared his throat again. 

He should really get that checked out.

Gabriel shuffled his feet and Dante wondered if it was because it wasn’t long after he had said about Sophia, not even a day ago.

Sophia side-eyed Gabriel and they silently stared at each other. 

“Things have changed since the last time we met,” Gabriel finally relented. 

That’s quite an understatement. 

No matter what Dante thought of Gabriel before, he had to admit that Gabriel was the bigger person and didn’t make a fuss about the prospect of Sophia finally entering Heaven. If nothing else, he was a stickler to the rules, no matter what his personal feelings were. In some way, Dante could respect that. 

Surgically as a doctor, Gabriel began his procedure of judging Sophia’s feather. 

And once again, they watched the feather weighing against the other. Dante wanted to knock away the Feather of Truth. Who knows, maybe it was Gabriel’s feather. 

He breathed a sigh of relief and almost did blow the feather off the scale, earning a hard look from Gabriel before he returned to his ceremonious prose.

“Sophia Morningstar, you have passed the test and are able to pass through Heaven’s gate!” 

Smiles returned and even Gabriel cracked an upturned mouth in his marble mask of a face. Sophia gave Dante a hug in joy and his cheeks burned as Cecelia watched him with a knowing look.

Gabriel ushered them to the golden gate and with a wave of his hand, he swung it open. They were so happy and full of the moment that Sophia didn’t even say goodbye.

It was weird to see them off. Dante swallowed the lump forming in his throat as they disappeared into the lush gardens, pointing and waving excitedly. He couldn’t go with them because he was still only a reaper and couldn’t join them in Heaven. 

He kept his face still, trying to keep how he felt to himself. This wasn’t about him. This was their moment. Sophia and Cecelia finally got what they both wanted. 

After everything that had happened, Dante was glad he was a reaper. All those times he hated it and doubted he even helped anyone. This right here made everything worth it. 

***
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Gabriel closed the gate with a clang and stopped in front of Dante. “You’re still here?”

Dante shrugged. He felt strangely alone without Sophia. He needed to go find Alex, but where to look? Did he escape Hades? Is he in Hell now? Could he have found a way back to Purgatory? There were so many levels that it seemed impossible. 

“You need to keep doing your duty.” Gabriel prompted him as if he had forgotten.

“I’m trying to,” Dante said, thinking of Alex.

“I mean your reaper duties. Go reap souls. There is still much to do.”

“Really? I have to go back to my normal duty?” The mere thought of it made his stomach drop. After all he had been through, he had to go back to his normal life like none of that happened. 

“Yes, it is important. Everyone needs to do their job.”

“What about the end of the world?”

“This job is more important, now more than ever.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll get to it.” 

Gabriel opened his mouth but one stroke of luck was reapers appeared with souls to judge, so he left with a “tut” and one last glare before returning to his post. 

Dante sighed and earned a few side-eyes from reapers who were dutifully ushering their souls to the weighing scale. Luckily, Gabriel was too busy giving his boisterous speeches to notice Dante hadn’t left yet.

After everything that had happened and everything Dante was supposed to do, it felt almost like a weird let-down. Of course, he was glad that Cecelia and Sophia went to Heaven; they definitely deserved that. But now that all that was over, he was just supposed to go back to reaping souls like nothing ever happened? God did say that he can go back to Hell to recover any souls who he deemed worthy to come back. But how would he know? Even the souls he already reaped, like Lydia and George. Where would he find them? And that’s if they hadn’t ended up in Hades. It seemed rather impossible. 

Not sure what to do with himself, Dante sat down on the cold rocks. The chill of the ground seeped into him immediately, but he didn’t move. The mist lazily hovered and swirled around him, skating across the stones.

An odd feeling creeped over him. After everything he suffered through, all the time he took to escape Hell, to come back and be ignored by everyone.

What did any of it matter? He missed Sophia, but there was no way he could ask her to come with him. Not when she just got her mother back. 

The judgments of the souls were the only sounds that cut through the swirling mist: The rustling of chains, the squeaking metal as the weighing pans wobbled in place, the rhythmic footsteps as everyone moved forward in line—and the cheers of joy.

Wait, what?

At first, he couldn’t believe it, but time after time, only proclamations of entering Heaven were announced. There was no screaming, no pleading, no screams from Hell.

He straightened up as if that would make him hear better, focusing on the newest declaration of judgment. Yep, it was another soul going to Heaven. Something seemed weird about that. 

I mean, it’s a good thing, but what changed?

“Did that happen to you, too?” The souls conversed with each other in disbelief.

“It was a fucking dragon!”

“Shh, don’t cuss! Don’t you want to go to Heaven?”

“Oh, right. I mean, it was a freaking dragon. It killed me! Can you believe it?”

“Yeah, me too! As soon as I saw it, it blew fire right at me and next thing I know, I’m here!”

“Luckily, it didn’t hurt.”

“Yeah, but I’m dead now. I won’t ever see Amber again.” Shock gave way to sadness in the man’s voice. 

Suddenly, Gabriel was above him, his chin dipping into his wrinkles in his neck. And somehow he could stare down at him around his big hook of a nose.

“I thought you left. Remember you need to do your reaper duties. Care to explain?”

Dante sighed, rising to meet him. “I know, but—”

“But he was waiting for me.” Sophia breezed over and finished his sentence. She gracefully stopped at his side and smiled. Her smile was pure and reached her eyes, no hint of her tears from earlier. 

“Right,” Dante agreed on the fly, acting like that was the plan all along. He grinned back, his chest lightening at the sight of her. 

To his credit, Gabriel looked unconvinced, but he bristled with a quick “Then be off!” before returning to his post in front of the weighing scale while more reapers populated the line.

Dante waited until he was out of earshot. “I thought you were with your mother?”

“I was! But I couldn’t just leave you, either.” A blush blossomed on her face. “How long have you been waiting for me? I was gone for a while.”

He didn’t answer right away. All his jumbled feelings quieted at the sight of her because now, everything felt right again. He was glad to have her back.

Of course, he couldn’t say any of that, so he only replied, “I need to go reap souls, but I guess I just wasn’t in a hurry to get started.”

“You’re going to reap souls right now?”

Dante glanced at a scowling Gabriel. “Yeah, I better get going.”

“I’ll come, too!”

“You will?”

“I’ve always wanted to see a reaper in action. I’ve only heard tales from my mother.”

“It’s really not that interesting,” Dante mumbled.

Sophia tugged on his arm. “Come on, I want to see how reapers work!” 

He felt the warmth of her hand through the thin fabric of his robe. With her so close, nothing seemed that bad, even reaping. 

“Okay, then.”

With a flick of his scythe, they left the swirling mist. 
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​Chapter 3
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The gray sky didn’t seem much different from where they left except here the sun was breaking through the haze in long rays. Morning dew dipped from scraggly trees and low-lying bushes, and the air still smelled fresh. In the distance, the Death Knell clanged. The vibrations echoed across the land, causing a flock of crows to scatter to the sky.

Small, wooden houses dotted the rolling hills, and Dante picked out which one was his parents’ by the clothing line swaying in the breeze. His mother always insisted on airing the clothes outside, even while everyone else hung them by the fireplace. This wouldn’t have been a big deal, but she hung up his underwear, too. Even after all this time, he still heard the echoes of laughter.

Doors flew open with a whirl of black robes and flashes of scythes. All the reapers answered the Death Knell, and soon, they weren’t alone, but fell in line, following the crowd toward the town hall.

He glanced once more at his parents’ house as they approached. He wanted to stop and see them, but he didn’t know how to explain everything he had been through, and he didn’t know where to begin about Sophia. 

Gabriel’s scowl entered his mind as if he was somehow still watching. 

Maybe I’ll go grab the list first.

***
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It was weird walking with Sophia, like she had an insight to his normal life. 

“So, do you know any of them?” she nodded in the direction of the other reapers, who were also giving her a side-eye as if to say, “Why are you here?”

He was impressed with how comfortable she seemed, despite the onlookers. He shrugged, and keeping his voice low, he said, “That’s Morgan, he’s an elder reaper.”

Before he could move on to the next introduction, she interjected, “What’s an elder reaper?”

“One that has been a reaper for a really long time,” and when he saw the question forming on her lips, he quickly added, “for at least one thousand years.”

“He doesn’t look that old,” she commented with an appraised look.

Morgan tipped his hood at her, winking. “Thank you, sweetie.”

Sophia laughed and waved.

Dante looked at her in a different light. He had spent so much time with her but he never knew she was so outgoing. It was like she was a whole new person. 

I guess when you don’t have to survive Hell, you would be a little happier. 

“Got yourself a girlfriend, huh?” It was another reaper, younger than him. He was all smiles, with a mischievous glint in his eye. The last he saw him, he wasn’t old enough to start reaping on his own. Even now, his ears and nose were big on him, like he was still growing into his body.

“What’s your name?” Sophia asked, still smiling sweetly.

“I’m Peter,” he said. Then siding up to Dante, he murmured, “Had to go all the way to Hell to get one? Really scraping the bottom of the barrel.”

Dante frowned and went to shove the kid away, but he was already out of reach, as if anticipating that reaction. He laughed and ran ahead, cat-calling and whistling at them.

Dante groaned in annoyance.

Sophia giggled. “Don’t worry about it, Dante. He’s just a kid.”

Just a kid? 

He stewed, his face sliding to a frown as Peter waited until Sophia looked the other way to hand mime his finger into his other, cupped hand.

Dante replied with a choice finger of his own.

“Dante! What are you doing?”

Dante sighed as he realized he was getting censured. He side-eyed her. “You don’t know what he did.”

“He’s just a boy, he’s doing no harm. Honestly, you’re being too sensitive.”

Me? Sensitive? No one had ever called him that before. 

“Whatever.” He shrugged as he spotted Tommy, and instantly, his stomach dropped. He still hadn’t forgotten about how Tommy didn’t want to help him. Were they still friends? After all these years, he would hate to lose his friendship now. They’ve been inseparable from when they used to play-fight with baby scythes and run under people’s robes, laughing and chasing each other.

Tommy looked over at him, the usual twinkle in his eye dimming. “Hey, troublemaker. I see you’re staying true to your name.” His voice was still playful, but he looked like he wanted to say more but didn’t—or couldn’t. Dante couldn’t quite discern what exactly.

But he decided to play along, anyway. “Yeah, now I’m making the whole world end. So what else is new?”

Tommy smiled, and now it did reach his eyes, but not fully. “That’s Dante for you.” He glanced at Sophia, but didn’t say anything. Dante wondered if the memory of the last time he saw Sophia trying to get into Heaven while Lucifer on their tail was replaying in his mind. 

Tommy’s smile faded and he let himself blend back into the stream of reapers as everyone crowded to enter the town hall. 

Dante’s inside squeezed. Would it ever be normal between them again? He lost Alex, and now, even though Tommy would talk to him, it felt estranged. He didn’t have a lot of friends, and now he was losing the few he had. A wave of loneliness hit him.

“So what’s the purpose of this place?” Sophia asked, looking around. Apparently, she missed the implications of what happened. Dante swallowed, trying to keep up normal appearances. But he was glad to have her there—just her being at his side kept him calm.

There were a lot of stares between Dante’s new wings, golden scythe, and an actual angel in their midst. 

“This is where we get our assignments for the day.” He ushered her over to the receptionist, who frowned when she saw him. But that was how she usually was, so there was that one sense of normalcy. 

He stepped up to the counter. “So, what do you got for me?” he asked as casually as he could while she scowled at him. 

“You haven’t been here for a very long time,” she accused him.

Dante shuffled and pulled at his collar. “I mean, yeah. I’ve been busy.”

“Busy causing more trouble.” She sniffed.

He pressed his lips together. “Hmm-mm.” Can we just get on with it?

“I don’t know how your parents even put up with you. You should be grateful.”

He glanced around, aware that everyone was staring. “So the list, then?” He silently pleaded for her to end this exchange.

She sighed heavily and walked away from her desk. Where is she going? He had a wild thought that she wasn’t going to give him his assignment list. But she came back with heavy footsteps, carrying a whole spool of paper.

She struggled to put it on the counter. When she let it go, it hit the wood with a thud.

“What’s this?” Dante asked, bewildered.

“What’s this?” She repeated, mocking him. “This is all the assignments you should have been doing this whole time!”

He unraveled the end, taking a peek at the first few lines. “These are all retirement homes.”

She laughed coldly. “Did you really think that your punishment went away while you were gone?”

“I did go to Hell, so I figured that was enough—”

“Get to reaping,” she snapped, pushing the scroll at him. It slid off the counter and he caught it in his arms. It was surprisingly heavy. “And this time,” she added. “Do your job!”

“I intend to,” he said but she just sniffed at him.

She banged on the counter. “Next!”

That was his cue to step aside. He walked to the exit, slower, weighed down by the humongous scroll. At each step, it swayed back and forth. He tried to keep it still as people moved past him, trying to make sure it didn’t knock them out like a battering ram. 

Once outside, he turned to Sophia. “So that went well.”

She smiled sympathetically at him. “It’s different going back home.”

“I don’t know if anything will ever be normal again.”

She shook her head. “It won’t.” She said it with such certainty.

He was so surprised at her words that he almost dropped the scroll. “What?”

“Things have changed, but there will be a new normal.”

“I guess.” That did make sense, but he didn’t know if that made him feel any better. 

“Are you sure you really want to be going with me? What about your mother?”

“Right. We really ought to be going.” She pointed at the scroll. “What’s the first assignment?”

“That didn’t answer my question....”

Sophia pulled the unraveling paper closer to her. “Looks like we’re going to Florida!”

It wasn’t like her to avoid a question. If she didn’t want to answer it, she usually had a way to answer in such a way that it sounded like she answered it without actually doing so. 

But he let it go. Maybe it was best to not dwell on it. He swiped the air with his scythe, creating a tear. It wobbled and grew wide enough to allow both of them through.

“I’ve never been to Florida before. Is it exotic?” Sophia craned her neck toward the portal to peek inside.

“There’s alligators, so that’s something,” he commented as they stepped through it.
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