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Because I could not stop for Death–

He kindly stopped for me–

The Carriage held but just Ourselves–

And Immortality.

~Emily Dickinson


Chapter One

Hartford, Connecticut, 1661

 

Afrigid wind slashed the outside of the building but the chill inside the dimly lit wooden church had little to do with the temperature. In the thick press of bodies, the smell of fear and anger assaulted my nose.

“Pray, pardon me.” I wormed my way deeper inside. Not a single compassionate glance or “Good morrow” came my way. The people who sat sermon with me and greeted me on the pathway a few days ago averted their gaze, tone hushed.

My father, coward, refused to attend the trial. Earlier in the morning, I’d asked him to bear witness to this day, but he claimed to be too ashamed of his family, meeting my gaze purposefully with his own.

When most attendees had seated themselves, jammed together on benches like barnacles, the minister glowered and declared, “It’s time.” He pointed. “Repent your wicked and reviling acts for your soul’s salvation.”

My mother hunched in the gloom, halfway hidden behind a burly guard. The man’s hand crushed her slight shoulder before she slid to the ground like a rag doll, exhaustion and pain creeping over her face and frail body. The audience gasped but for reasons other than the jailer’s brutality. They believed her collapse proved the devil.

The preacher hammered my mother with his words. “There is light in the darkness, Martha. Be repentant for the sins of your life. Ask forgiveness from God. Admit the devil afflicted you and commanded you to unleash wickedness on our community, and your soul can be free in death.”

“I’ve done nothing.” Mother’s gaze found mine in the last pew. Her once beautiful auburn hair, which rarely strayed from its cap, fell lank and greasy around her face.

“You have been a practitioner of poisoning in hand and deed, but in God’s house, no devil has power.” The minister’s voice boomed; his chin raised to the heavens. “It is the only way to possible salvation.”

Blinking back the tears forming, I knotted my hands. “Please stop this. I promise my soul, my life, anything demanded of me.” No one heard my whisper of pain. “If you exist, show yourself and give this horrible congregation something to fear.”

Those prayers elicited no response from the heavens. The two small, low-set windows failed to remove the shadows and darkness extending beyond the rafters and into the congregation.

“God will cast the wicked into Hell. He can most easily do so, and you will be next unless you tell the truth before all your brethren in attendance.”

His words were drowned in a cacophony of outrage from the spectators who packed the pews for this horrible show.

I stepped forward.

An almost imperceptible shake of my mother’s head slowed my feet.

Last week, on the only occasion Father allowed me to visit Mother in jail, she’d begged me to avoid her, fearing for my life. Heart empty, I had questioned if there was life waiting for me with her gone—she, the only person who loved me in this world. Her tormented sobs made me regret those words.

Clamoring voices thickened the air as her trial dragged. Someone in town had to stand up for her. Instead, the crowd grew louder and angrier. Few still loved and wished to protect her. And, no doubt, my former friends would happily turn me over to the minister if I said or did anything here.

Rumors about my mother started in the late summer. After church one day, our neighbor Bridget complained of stomach pains. My mother had sent me to her house with tea, but the herbs meant to help had only made it worse.

In Hartford, Connecticut, when a problem occurred, everyone prayed, but prayers often didn’t reach heaven, and divine intervention seldom arrived. My mother and her knowledge of natural remedies had been a quiet aid to the community for years. No one had said a word against it.

Even my father had allowed it.

However, Bridget’s condition worsened, and a fever struck her the day after she drank the tea. Not a week later, she died, arms and legs flailing without consent, screams of pain echoing from her house for all to hear. My mother had been restricted to our home first, then jailed until her trial.

Bridget’s death brought rumors of witchcraft to my door, and now, not even six months later, shouts of anger and fear assaulted the walls and my ears.

“You deserve to be cast into hell.” The words heaved from my neighbors like boulders. “Witch. Devil’s spawn.”

My mother’s desperate glance revealed the true horror of the ordeal; a stark contrast to the minister next to her and the pudgy magistrate who sat high on a bench, shrouded in black robes and stern expressions.

Bridget’s friends and family stood and faced the crowd as they recounted her illness and the supposed potion my mother provided that led the girl first to the devil and then to death.

It had only been dandelion tea. I’d helped prepare the draught, but fear of the community and that I’d be next to my mother in jail clamped my lips shut.

The flickering candlelight turned the magistrate, perched on his bench by the altar, into a demon. This man had been a guest in our home not only to share the word of God but to ask my mother for a cure for his headaches.

“You’re accused of witchcraft,” he said. “How do you plead?”

“I’m innocent. I never practiced witchcraft. I swear it on my soul.” My mother turned to Bridget’s parents when the room had quieted. “I’m no witch. I swear by all that is Godly. I’m innocent of all you proclaim.”

Charity, a friend of Bridget’s, spoke. “She bewitched Bridget and made her suffer. All should have witnessed the horror of her last moments. Her lips fumbled to make a sound, teeth gnashing and mouth foaming. Her body trembled and shook before her limbs flailed, unable as she was to control them.”

“Do you deny the accusations of witchcraft against you?” the magistrate asked.

“I’m a God-fearing woman, and I’ve harmed no one.”

My push forward parted air thickened with tension and sweat.

“The evidence against you is abundant,” the magistrate said. “You’re wicked. A consort with the devil. All to spell innocent people. Your potions and teas are well known in town. You deserve to be cast thither. Under the law of a righteous God, your eternal soul shall be condemned to hell.”

“I have done nothing wrong other than use what God has provided in nature. I’m innocent. This I swear in His name.”

The crowd reared like the head of a snake, the hiss loud and damning.

I bit my thumbnail to hold back a scream, and an iron tang met my tongue.

“Do not profane his name.” The magistrate called the minister over, and their conversation lasted less than a minute, but it felt like an eternity.

“You’ve been found guilty of witchcraft. The sentence of the court is death by hanging. Let this be a warning to all. The devil stands ready to seize our souls as his own.”

“I’ll die guiltless.” My mother yelped when the guard squeezed her arm to silence her.

The crowd held me back. Their slurs stalled me as much as their bodies. As they herded me out of the church, I reached out to touch my mother but stumbled as those gathered pressed back to the jail. My cry filled the air, unable as I was to offer support.

The sting of my last chance at a goodbye nettled.

I hated the people who flowed around me, ignoring me as they condemned my mother. Stunned and sick to my stomach, my grief and I stood alone. When only quiet remained, a winding path walked me home.

My father met me at the door of our small wood-shingled structure. A large fireplace dominated the main room, but the house felt as cold as my father’s heart.

He beckoned me into his study, a barren space with a weighty desk and two chairs. Books, the Bible, and other papers were organized into neat piles. “Sit. Tell me the decision.”

The wood chair gnawed on my back. “They accused her of witchcraft and sentenced her to hang.” A tear slipped along my cheek. “You need to do something.”

“It’s done.” His large frame towered over me. “Do not question the righteousness of the church.”

“It’s Mother.”

“I’ll hear no more on this.” He rounded the desk to my side.

“How can you let it happen?”

The back of his hand pounded my cheek with stunning force. “No more, child. Leave me. Get to your work.”

I stood and walked out of the room with measured steps, head high. New logs sizzled in the fire by the hearth as the kettle warmed. Tears flooded, and I prayed harder than ever. Did my lack of protest make me a coward and damn my soul?

Two days of crying alone in the loft on my pallet bed and letting tears leak into every meal passed before I learned mother’s fate. My father, voice distant and cold, pulled me again into his study. “She was hanged by the neck until dead and is with God now. I will pray for her soul.”

Nausea built as my breath dwindled like late-night coals. My hands circled tight against my stomach, fingers digging into my flesh to staunch the tears threatening to flow. I bowed my head, at a loss for words.

“Are you listening, Prudence? You must take over your mother’s responsibilities. You are no longer a child at twenty years, and I have no desire to be married again after the shame Martha put us through. You will not do the same.”

My eyes had been on the floor, but now I faced my father. “Yes, sir.” The words were as listless as my body. “I hear you.”

“Leave me. I must retire and consider how to repair our name in the community.”

How could he care more about other people’s opinions than my mother? What ailed the man?

My feet padded the hard floor to my loft. Hope fled like geese in fall. I grabbed the only thing of value: a small rag doll my mother sewed for me out of scraps when I was but a child and scrambled out of the house.

I ran into the deep woods surrounding our little town. Rocks and roots clawed at the hem of my dress before I slouched against a tree trunk. My fists pounded the ground.

“I hate you, God.” Tears fell and sobs covered the earth with my misery.

Hours later, numbness both from cold and my mother’s death filled my body and soul. My long skirts had turned black from dirt and muddy streams I’d traversed. My scraped, bloody arms and hand marked my bodice with red. If I returned home this way, a beating awaited. If I returned home, I’d never be free.

I’d live in hell until I perished and joined my mother.

My thoughts focused on the time she’d taught me the remedy for an unwanted baby and how the same tea, if prepared differently, could cause death.

It took only a minute but, my mind calm, I hurried to find the ingredients.

Behind a large oak, the moss I needed clung to the bark. A strange silhouette appeared in my peripheral vision when I resumed my search. A bear? Something worse? Heart thrumming, mind racing, I retreated until my back rammed into the scaly bark of a tree.

“Wait, Prudence. Do not be afraid.” It took me a moment to see the tall and muscular figure, cloaked in shadow, who wore a white robe and sandals. “I’m Titus. You called the heavens to help.”

My mouth fell open. My mind blanked. I should have fled or defended myself, but instead said, “You’re too late. My mother is dead.”

He laughed, and anger bubbled in my chest.

“The gods never listen,” he said. “I have another option for you. You’re planning your end. Am I correct?”

The words of my demise hissed from his lips. My heart stuttered, but I did want to join my mother. This beautiful man could be an angel or a devil. His presence willed me to heaven or hell.

My mother must have been aligned with the devil for him to show up now, and I was destined for hell, thanks to her.

“I’m not from heaven,” the stranger confirmed.

My knees buckled.

Titus moved close. He sat, his leg touching mine.

“Stop the crying, child.” The words were gentle. “I’m here for your help. Sit and listen to what I say, and let’s see if we can strike a bargain. There’s a place between life and death that might please you.”

I pulled my good luck poppet out of my apron pocket and held it against my breast, hoping for a last chance. No longer a child, I couldn’t let go of the doll. Did it promise good luck this once?

Titus had a lot to say.


Chapter Two

New York City, 2024



My phone alarm pounds me into consciousness. Sitting up in bed, I doomscroll the internet to find a car ran into concert goers in Dallas, Texas, a plane crash killed six, a demonstration in Washington left four injured, and there’s been a school shooting. Only two dead and one injured there.

Cat videos are the only cure for all the bad news. When I can take no more cuteness, I check the daily email from the boss. Damn, nineteen souls.

I work my jaw back and forth, swallow loudly in the silence, and release the tension from grinding my teeth all night. The bedsheets rustle as I shift, but otherwise the room is quiet, my only companion the hum of the air conditioner hissing cold year round.

Early gray light, already faded, seeps through frosted windows and hits ashen walls, sleet sheets, and a gunmetal coverlet. The rust brick façade in one corner and the rug under the bed are bright patches, magnified by the dance of light that peeks from between closed pearl curtains.

Scanning my smartphone, I crunch the numbers. Less than an hour per soul if eating and sleeping are still to be a part of my day.

I step into the bathroom, grab my toothbrush, squeeze a glob of toothpaste, brush, spit, and rinse. Dying is scary enough for my clients; raging halitosis is not an option.

As I move to the kitchen, a yawn escapes. The coffee maker mocks me, my need for caffeine strong, but I ignore it having lingered too long under the sheets. With so many soon-to-be-dead (SOD) to collect, my caffeine quota becomes the least of my worries. At least for now.

Heading toward my bedroom to get dressed, vowing to buy coffee en route, I wonder what today will bring and why, if there are so many other reapers roaming the city, my schedule is chock full of corpses to be.

Out of nowhere, the image of a small wood house, my mother in front of a fireplace, and a child playing with a rag doll invades. I clamp down on the recollection. Like the dying flower or the falling leaf, it’s a reminder of a life long gone. No time for nonsense now, especially when the amber stone on my gold filigree amulet sparks and tickles my flesh. Its long chain dangles around my neck and burns bright red. I’m late.

My black leather jacket waits. The door handle on the way out is cold to the touch. In the elevator, the only other occupant stares at my gaping yawn.

“I need a vacation day,” I say to the tall man as we ride the jerky car to the ground floor. “I haven’t had one since starting this job.”

“Don’t we all,” my elevator companion responds. We grind to a halt, the door opens, he waves goodbye, and we part company on the sidewalk.

I scroll on my phone some more. A notification about a change in the lengthy Employee Handbook I’ve yet to read in its entirety pings. It’s all I have as my current arrangement offers no official title, job description, vacation time, or benefits program. All I know for sure is I am not alone. Many other reapers roam this town doing the same work. New York City has lots going on and needs a large clean-up crew.

Lacking an official trade union, we call ourselves reapers. We’re more deathmonger or a harbinger of death than true Death. I might even go so far as to call myself a banshee, but I don’t wail.

At the corner of the street, my black hybrid rests. Well, it appears to be an energy-efficient car to the humans walking by it. The reality of the situation is much different. It’s an undead horse demon, a nuckelavee with fiery eyes, bad breath, and a personality to match. His name is Goose, and he’s my ride.

Goose’s hunger radiates the same as it did on the day of his arrival. His exposed rib cage heaves, and his eyes narrow. All he had to do was stand on the curb all night and terrorize tourists. How can he be famished?

“Let’s get you a snack,” I say.

A guy rushes by and pushes me into Goose. The nuckelavee snorts, and the man’s pants erupt in flame. It’s a small blue-orange burst, but a few bystanders stop and stare. More people wrinkle their nose at the smell of rotten eggs erupting around them. I pat the passerby’s backside to put out the already dying burn and get a nasty retort for my good deed. At least only the stranger’s clothes are singed; there’s no burning flesh. Being that it’s New York, most people have seen weirder and walk away.

“Easy, Sweet Pea.”

People race to their jobs between brick buildings blackened with age and reedy bent trees. One block over, high-rise apartments grow like clusters of honey mushrooms. Racewalkers crowd the narrow pavement or stroll the already busy sidewalk. One small boy watches me, and I wonder what he sees.

“Don’t obliterate anyone today,” I beg. The demon’s neck reminds me of a sponge. “How’s my lovely Goosey?” The words pour from my mouth in a purr. He’s high maintenance, and I hope the nuckelavee is in a good mood as I climb onto his back, no saddle needed. My ankles tap the demon’s flanks. “Come on. Let’s go.”

To my extreme irritation, the nuckelavee decides he’s not in the mood to move. He’s lazy as shit, but this is not unexpected. Most days he’s tolerable, except when he pulls this crap.

Goose snorts and chews a leftover fast-food wrapper he pulled out of the gutter.

“There’s no time for this. We’ve got nineteen pickups, I’m coffee deprived, and not getting any younger.”

He emits weird, derisive sounds that equal demon laughter.

To oblivious humans, it appears the engine starts and stalls.

My boots smack what remains of his flanks. The reins slap against Goose’s exposed muscle and skeletal sides. Most days I can’t smell him over the scent of New York, but he must have eaten something dead, and it is going to make for a trying few hours.

Having begun life in the sixteen hundreds, I used to ride horses and had a beautiful chestnut mare at one point. There weren’t many other options until recently. While that pony could run, riding Goose is an experience like no other. He doesn’t canter; he flies. Literally.

Appearance wise, he’s not so hot. I mentioned the exposed muscle, right? But as far as demons go, he’s okay. I’ve grown used to the endless darkness in his eyes and the snorting of hellfire. The sulfuric farts are something else. They turn your stomach no matter what.

Goose canters off.

“Good boy,” I croon and whisper my daily prayer. “Please let the SODs go quietly and turn to RODs without any problems.” It’s not like this job is predictable.

A reaper can never know what will happen with individuals passing to another realm, and while it keeps the job interesting, it’s also demanding work. Most SOD are compliant, but I’ll wrestle the rowdy ones into the next world if it leaves me time to finagle a stop at my favorite café before noon. Other than being on a permanent caffeine drip, my main goal is to help people transition to the afterlife and move from being a SOD to a recent-obvious-dead (ROD).

SODs, RODs, whatever. Dead is dead.

Goose easily maneuvers around cars stalled in traffic or stuck at red lights. While he appears skeletal, he sure doesn’t feel it. My nuckelavee rides like a Friesian, one of those expensive horses people gawk at during the Olympics when they jump over impossible hurdles. The streets overflow with racewalking business suits, stores opening their doors, yellow taxis, and bountiful life. Flying high above it all, I’m elated. Prudence on the move. Get ready, SOD, I am death.

Memories flood once again. If my mentor, Titus, had let me die when we first met, things might have been different, and I’d be another corpse decomposing in an unmarked grave, never knowing this life. Instead, he drafted me, explaining his plans to disappear. Thanks to him, bouncing souls out of bodies in New York City has become a way of life.

Another yawn escapes even though I try my best to push it away. The day-to-day grind becomes taxing without any future to look forward to. It’s been hundreds of years of soul after soul after soul. Those thoughts linger as Goose gallops to my first stop—a posh residence close to Central Park. I park the demon.

“How are you?” I ask the doorman.

“Good day, Miss.” He seems unconcerned by the entrance of a girl with flaming red hair dressed in a leather jacket, black jeggings, and a black T-shirt.

“Howdy.” I step inside the refined entry. A tall chandelier dangles on a gold chain overhead and sends a warm glow along paneled walls.

A small man in a spiffy uniform doesn’t acknowledge my entrance, which works for me. I take a moment to consider my SOD. The email from this morning gave me the basics: woman, elderly, deceased husband, and three children. While helpful, not really the most important information I need.

A bright ring lights the elevator button when I press it.

Time to meet the dead. Or at least soon to be deceased.

If someone saw me on the street and stopped to chat, they’d learn I’m a twenty-eight-year-old college graduate who works as an independent contractor for a marketing firm in New York City. My few apartment-building acquaintances have no idea sending souls to heaven, nirvana, or hell is an actual job. And while most people have heard those names for the afterlife, it could easily be moksha, purgatory, Hades, Valhalla, paradise, Summerland.

As Death tells us often, don’t question them and stay in your own lane.

I’ve given up seeking answers.

The elevator rumbles on the way up.

Do souls take a similar ride? Honestly, none of my fellow reapers are sure where they go. We collect them, but what happens after the deposit is a mystery. My boss is pretty shadowy too. I’ve never met Death in person, but we’ve interacted when it comes to the job. In addition to my amulet, we communicate through email and Teams. There are regular placement changes, personnel updates, and new policies. Sometimes cell phone conversations happen to defuse those tricky situations.

With a ding, the door opens on the fifth floor. I step out into an elegant, recently painted hallway imbued with bright abstract art. Some entrances have welcome mats. A yippy dog makes its presence known. The SOD’s apartment is at the far end of the hall. The doorknob turns and clicks, opening easily. It always does.

I wipe my boots at the door. Reapers don’t leave tracks, but it’s good to be cautious. Everything inside the condominium is bright and shiny. White walls are highlighted with some mirrors and landscape paintings. My shoes submerge into the pristine white carpets on the floor of every room.

How do dying humans see me when in work-mode? Am I a scary figure in black robes holding a scythe or an angelic form bringing peace to a person’s final moments? Or do I appear human and all too average, except for long, red hair, abundant freckles, and ample rack. What can I say? The gods giveth as much as the gods taketh away.

The truth about my appearance on the job site might never be known because whenever I pass a mirror before a reaping, it’s my frowning face returning the scowl. To be clear, standing and staring into mirrors is not a common occurrence. I have little time to study myself while coercing souls into another existence.

A carelessly thrown hardcover novel has me tripping across the living room. “Hells bells,” I whisper and chuckle at my own lame joke.

Actually, there are no bells, whistles, or tunnels when a person dies. It’s only me or one of the other reapers toiling away at the job like any other white-collar worker in New York, except our benefits package is nonexistent. It’s not like we need healthcare, but there’s no overtime or vacation. Benefits include eternal enslavement to Death.

I want to turn my mind off. It’s stuck in a vicious loop and won’t stop obsessing over the topic, but it would be great to know the age of retirement if it exists. Five hundred years? One thousand?

The kitchen is to the right, and three closed doors stand at attention like soldiers. The pull guides me to the correct one. Inside the bedroom, an elderly woman lies in bed, bedspread to her chin, daughters and son by her side. Her face is too thin, flecked with age spots and blue veins. Her eyes are half shut, and pain and fear radiate off her.

No one notices me except the dying woman.

“Is it time?” She opens one eye, and the effort drains her of life force.

Feet planted at the bottom of the bed, I say, “You betcha.” The words boom from my lips. I almost jump back, concerned at the amplification. But then I clear my throat, realizing I sound callous. A lack of coffee is to blame. “Yes, it’s time.” After all these years, it’s still hard to control the doomsday, harbinger of death vibe. “What’s your name?”

“Eliza.” The woman heaves her last breath, and her soul departs. Mist rises from her chest, cold as morning icicles, bright and as disorienting as evening sun setting in the front windshield of the car when driving. More than anything, impossible to describe.

It flows into a plastic soda bottle. You’d think it would be something a little prettier, maybe blown glass, but plastic is durable. Don’t want to have an accident, break a bottle, and watch a soul float away.

Eliza’s soul shines with iridescence and sparkles in the early morning light. There’s something so beautiful about most of them. Some are murky, less than shiny, and a few fill the bottles with black goo and phlegm, making me want to get rid of them as soon as inhumanly possible. Those types of truly damaged souls give me the heebie-jeebies and, often, nightmares to follow.

This soul’s good. Into my backpack it goes, and I’m out the door before the family sheds their first tears.

The rest of the day proceeds at a horse race pace. Two more collections before a stop at a local café for a triple shot large latte. Feeling better after the caffeine ricochets through me, it’s time for a phone check before the next stop.

Can’t keep a customer waiting too long.


Chapter Three

Aberfeldy, Scotland, 1701

 

“Die, damn you, die.” I resisted the urge to kick the dying man lying on the ground in front of me, frustration dripping from my body. My first time was supposed to be beautiful, magical, life altering, but this experience did not come close.

Regurgitated berries soured the air, making me gag, and Scotland during a national famine did not come close to my idea of enjoyable.

For the first time since my transformation, I reaped alone and faced a soul refusing to leave its body. Titus should have been here to help, but he’d reaped for so long Death offered to give him a break.

And that quickly, Titus abandoned me for warmer, tropical places. As my mentor, he always made this part of the job appear effortless. Yet here I stood, staring at a soon-to-be corpse who’d kept me waiting for hours. The man continued to forsake death.

How dare he.

Titus made everything about soul collecting effortless: cajoling, flattering, wheedling the near dead, doing whatever it took to pull souls from skin and bone.

The emaciated SOD couldn’t weigh more than ninety pounds. The best option for him would be to let go. How did he not see that? What could keep him so tethered to a hateful and cruel world that treated him without regard?

Gods mostly ignored humans. Did anyone care other than me? At least I was pretty sure I still had emotions for the souls reaped but maybe fear more than love kept me working. Or something darker.

My own near demise flooded my thoughts, and I ignored the man on the ground for a moment as I considered when passing away had become the best option, the afterlife of no concern. Shaking away the thoughts, I sealed my mother’s death back into the smallest space in the corner of my mind.

What tethered this poor soul so firmly? If I’d learned anything in my short time as a reaper, it was hard for anyone, human or supernatural, to give a damn.

The man writhed in pain on the ground, balling in on himself. Now my failure at being a reaper became evident to all watching. Did Death have spies? Should I be worried? An exasperated sigh fell from my lips. “Why don’t you want to come with me?” I asked. “There’ll be twrkie and pease pudding there.” I had no idea if this was true, but anything to convince the soul of death’s benefits. “It’s time to leave.”

He grunted out the word, “Family.”

“Family?” I turned back toward the dilapidated shack. “What if I give you my oath to take care of them, at least for a little bit?”

“Promise?” The whisper died in the wind.

“Yes.”

His body sagged in relief, and his soul departed. I caught it in a plain, glass container. The milky white film, which often reminded me of a spider’s web, clung to the cork top, wanting to rise.

Damn my promise. I retreated, reversed, tromped toward the shack, and glanced inside. A woman and two children rested on the floor in front of the empty hearth, all woefully skinny and keeping warm under a single, ratty blanket.

Peering into the bottle and back at the family, I knew I needed to do something, or my soul would turn into black goo. An ax leaned against a log, and I grabbed it. I hiked into the woods, not even trying to hide my presence. There were no neighbors, this family’s homestead being far from Aberfeldy.

Each blow of the ax smacked deeper into the small fallen tree. Being dead gave me ample stamina and plenty of time to reflect, especially when Titus ensured I received an easy territory in Scotland to find comfort in my position.

Prior to that, I’d never known of Scotland other than by its name in my geography primer, but when I joined Titus, he appealed to Death to move us. He thought it best to get as far away as possible from the village where I’d lived and died.

The thump of the ax against wood turned rhythmic.

The man I reaped wanted so much to live for his family, not himself. I never had that. Other than my mother, the warmth and comfort of loved ones or a husband lived only in my imagination. Curiosity came with the glimpses of this precious happiness. I watched the bedside weeping of relatives and family, those distressed at the loss of loved ones on their deathbeds and wondered what they’d found in life that eluded me.

In my former life, I’d been beyond marriage age at twenty. My father had confined me to our home, his pious standing in society allowing him to get away with all his misdeeds. How my mother endured, I’ll never understand. After her death, continuing to live became an impossibility. Then Titus presented eternity as an option.

I once longed for a husband and children of my own and to bear witness to romantic love. While that was no longer a choice for me, this man wanted to provide for his family. I’d help, even though my aid wouldn’t benefit them for long. With winter coming, they’d not survive the lean months ahead, and I’d be back.

At the cabin, I stacked logs in a pile before carrying a few inside and arranging them in the hearth. No one woke when I searched for a fire striker. Nothing.

With a huff, I tramped out across the cold, barren heath to my cottage, the walk long and arduous, lamenting my lack of a horse.

Fire striker in my pocket, a bag of bere, greens, and eggs from my hens bundled in my small hand cart, I returned to the family. A cold pink and blue light began to bleed across the horizon.

I kindled the fire for them and left the food.

The pendant around my neck grew cold—no other souls to claim today.

The River Tay opened before me, and I pulled the glass jar from the same pocket where the fire striker had rested. It slipped from my fingers, bottled soul dropping into the churning water.

Returning to my cottage, I made some tea and wept.

The next day, the pendant still dormant, I walked back to the River Tay to ease my consciousness, reminding myself of my duty. It involved lots of soul collecting, no matter the outcome for the living. Was I capable of this task?

The narrow path turned muddy by the river. I realized Death could make it easier on me. Before his departure, Titus told of the many reapers worldwide and how some earned rewards for their service. Obviously, I had yet to please.

And then it appeared. A monster of grand proportions rose from the River Tay. Formed like a horse, its iridescent skin dripped away with the water and turned black in the sun.

Flummoxed by the creature, I forgot to scamper away.

It stared at the people walking along the embankment, saliva dribbling out of its snout.

I must have failed the reaping, and my end waited in front of me. Death wanted to claim my sorry soul and throw me into the pits of hell.

The beast continued to stalk the oblivious pedestrians with its glowing red eyes. Shaking fear and panic away, I sprinted toward it, intent on saving as many humans as possible before it had a chance to eat me.

Slowing to a walk, I held out a hand as if to tame an escaped stallion.

It spoke in a low guttural growl. “I was sent to aid you, but I’m hungry, and my meal has arrived.”

“Wait. What?” I sucked in a breath and coughed out noxious sulfuric fumes. Shocked and stunned was an understatement. My mind churned. I gagged out, “Please no. Not the big ones on two legs.” I pointed to the geese. “Eat as many of those as you want.”

The creature tromped after the poor, unsuspecting animals.

Horrified and perplexed didn’t cover my range of emotions, but I wanted to stay alive and instinctually understood the importance of both remaining strong and endearing myself to this creature. We needed to bond to work together. Time to make friends. “What’s your name?”

Its hide rippled with a shrug and exposed muscle surfaced. “Your kind call me–” The monster paused to think, each syllable sounding ill-fitting when it emerged. “–a nuckelavee.”

The foreign word rolled over my tongue. “How’d you feel if I called you Goose instead?”

It started to eat.


Chapter Four

New York City, 2024

 

The narrow Lower East Side building of brick is well kept, and the front door yields to my touch. Once inside the apartment, tasteful decorations abound. There’s this crazy, yummy aura of peace and love floating around me even with death present. Intriguing.

With a toss of my curls, I hum “The Reaper” by The Chainsmokers.

The vibe in this apartment is something otherworldly. It’s a love fest for death. Not me, per se, but the whole cycle from birth to death. Fear, false hope, pain, and anger fill most dying people. Peace and love have their place too, and whoever lives here appreciates what comes next on a level I’ve never experienced. I want to bask in it.

True believers are usually happier at their time of death, but there is insight lacking about the afterlife, and, admittedly, few of the dying welcome me. Western philosophies do little to dispel that fear. After my years at work, I’m not a huge fan of any religion, having a better knowledge of what lies behind the curtain than most.

My phone pings with the collection details, and I enter the living room to search for a body. It’s an aneurysm, so it’s likely the poor person’s not going to be resting peacefully in bed. I hate peeping into bathrooms. Three out of ten times, the dying person is there.

Not in the living room.

For a moment, I ignore the pull. The couch looks damn comfy. I sit on it for kicks and wonder if, before I collect the soul, it would be too callous to ask what store it came from. Reluctantly, I stand and decide the question is probably in poor taste. When I meander into the kitchen, my SOD is on the floor, not quite dead.

“Who are you?” the woman asks.

“Prudence.” Flustered, I realize my mistake. “Death.”

The SOD is tall, even prone on the ground, and in her late thirties, with olive skin, stunning large, warm brown eyes, and long tangles of hair, so dark it’s almost black. Her boxer-briefs-clad physique is impressive, but there’s something more: goodness, zeal for life, and empathy. It radiates off her in waves like the bright shininess of a perfect beach day sitting near the ocean and watching the waves.

“I’m here to collect your soul.”

“There’s more to do.” Her voice is weak. “So many people to help.”

Those words are often said, but for once, I believe it. “Time to shift your soul.”

Now, there’s a whole chapter in the Reaper Employee Handbook on how to handle clients, unlike when I began. Any reaper can find Death’s website with a link to the handbook, and everything is explained ad nauseum. There is even a downloadable PDF version for smartphones.

There are tips for reapers galore. Don’t use the phrases “take” or “claim” when talking about souls. Be reassuring and never mention hell, Hades, eternal damnation, Gehenna, the netherworld, etc. People don’t want to hear about their worst fears. Death is scary enough. There are many more rules, and they are forever updated.

The freaking handbook sucks big time.

“You’ll be transitioning to a new place. Maybe people there need help. I’m sorry you’re going early.” It’s one of the few times since starting the job I mean it.

I kneel and touch her arm, forming a connection to be able to bear witness. Curiosity drives me to relive the loves and losses of her life. What my mind’s eye views is surprising. In most every other case when I’ve peeped, skeletons lurk in the closet. A rough childhood, a hidden fascination with the occult, or an obsession with porn, but she’s as close to pure as possible. I’m stunned and a little infatuated.

I pull my gaze away, reach into my pocket, and pull out a cold metal flask. No time to think. Impulse overtakes. The bottle tilts between my fingers.

This is new territory, and I take a moment to scan the Reaper Employee Handbook on my phone. My other hand tingles as I shake the magic tincture. The handbook states that if there’s a person who needs to remain alive and has more work to do on earth, a solution is available.

And here she is.

The woman before me is a physician. If I save her life, she’ll go on to help numerous others. She’s also hot, sexy, and kind. Kind should have come first along with some different adjectives, but whatever. While it’s pretty obvious I’m not supposed to use this on my insta-crush SOD, I can’t resist.

Now or never. I go with my gut.

“Drink this.” I tip the lid. Blue liquid spills forth and gurgles down her throat. “I’m calling 9-1-1 for you.” She lacks a landline. A search leads me to her phone, wallet, and keys in the bedroom. I want to take a few minutes and explore but push the three numbers on the cell phone instead.

When I return to the kitchen, I sit cross-legged next to her and take her hand in mine. I’m happy to note its warmth.

“May I kiss you?” she asks.

My mouth gapes but no words come forth.

Her other hand reaches up to touch my hair. “I want to kiss away death.”

She probably thinks she’s hallucinating. I’m not thrown off by her request. This isn’t the first time I’ve heard it, but it kind of rules out the popular notion that death arrives in black robes and carrying a scythe. I sigh, roll my neck, and ready myself.

Both men and women have asked for one last kiss, and it’s not always sexual. Many people lacked love in their life and want to relive desire before going to the great beyond. Up to this point, I’ve never acquiesced.

Today is the exception in so many ways. I lean forward and push my mouth against hers, thinking the kiss will be over quickly, but her lips are soft and inviting. I part mine, and we spend minutes exploring. The kisses swirl together like snow in the wind, soft and decadent. My hand moves to her abdomen. Part of me focuses on the job. She’s warm, a good sign. The other part of me focuses on her smooth abdomen, which has nothing to do with reaping souls.

There’s a tingle from my nether regions. Hey, now. That hasn’t happened in a long while.

This canoodling should go on forever, but it’s an impossibility. I’m death’s representative after all. Still, I wouldn’t say no to one more make-out session. Maybe three.

Sirens on the street blast me out of my fantasies, and I scurry from the apartment doing the walk of shame. My foot pounds the pavement outside her door at the same moment the EMTs rush in.

As I walk away, what was left behind stays with me when I try to get on with my job. It is New York City and death is always near, but throughout the day, one question reverberates: What have I done?

The nausea in the pit of my stomach won’t relent. I wait for repercussions around every corner. A phone call from the underworld secretary or a nasty email from Death themselves, but none arrive. Between my fear of having messed up the balance of the universe and the fact that SOD woman will not leave my mind, my day is fucked. I return to my regularly scheduled program, drink my coffee, collect the rest of my souls, and deposit them at the end of the day into the Hudson River, AKA River Styx.

It’s dark by the time I park Goose and call it a night. Loopy and discombobulated, I ask myself over and over if I collected the correct souls and if I went to the right places. My day’s a blur, and I wonder if it’s nerves from using the serum or something else. Maybe this is the way it ends, with my mind and body breaking down. Tomorrow I could be walking the streets, human once more, homeless and muttering gibberish.

Pins dot my skin in fear at the thought. I hope I don’t turn into a raving bag lady overnight but being dragged under might be worse. I’ve never pulled something like this before, but I rationalize that the bottle is there for this exact reason.

I’ve tried to read the handbook multiple times, but it’s extremely dense and certain passages are complex and hard to decipher. It’s been a great remedy to sleepless nights, but a few rules stand out. Never tell anyone who I am or what I do, deposit souls daily, and respect the client, etc., etc. Other rules and bylaws exist such as when to use the tincture. Still, as the hours pass, I wait for hellfire and brimstone.

My world doesn’t end, and I order a chicken salad for dinner and watch Netflix. I head to bed late. Sleep evades. Death doesn’t show up, but someone else does. In my mind, Boxer-briefs Aneurysm Woman keeps me tossing and turning until dawn.

At 4:32 in the morning, I give up trying to sleep, sit up in bed, and push away the tangled sheet, chastising myself for not asking her name.


Chapter Five

Dublin, Ireland, 1728

 

Potatoes and pigs. I detested both after six months in Dublin. I moved through the throng near Trinity College, not hearing the desperate cries or the pitiful whimpers of hungry children but the frenzy building in the air. Beggars, some no more than wee tots, grabbed my dress, asking for coin.

Death neared. My pendant, burning into my chest, confirmed this. I crossed from Dame Street and watched a drunk man dressed in rough wool garb burst through a pub door.

“England be damned,” he shouted.

“Long reign George the Second,” a voice from inside screamed even when the English government ruled with a strong hand and little heart.

The small spark from the original disagreement grew into an inferno, the initial drunken cheer accented by the clang and shattering of earthenware thrown to the ground. The mob of inebriated Irish Nationalists followed in the leader’s wake, deserting the pub and running into the streets. They picked up stones and debris and threw them into windows and doors.

A low growl rose from the throng and a sea of angry faces engulfed me. They stormed along the streets, hurling rocks, knocking over bins, sacks, and the occasional person, destroying anything not bolted to the ground. The air was thick with unwashed bodies; the smell of rage, bitterness, and bile assaulted my nose.

I’d been drawn here not to stem the burgeoning riot but to collect the souls of those who would die in it.

The Guards arrived. Two officers pulled away a drunken man who tried to upend a cart, and rowdy gang members brawled with police. More guards arrived, clubs in hand, and beat the drunken men into submission before pulling them toward incarceration.

Beggars, mostly women and young children, cowering in the doorway corners and on the steps, found themselves shoved into the chaos. An enraged guard swung his club ruthlessly. It slammed into a child who must have been no more than six years old with a dull thud. His mother pushed between them.

My heart ached as my pendant pulled me toward his bloody mother who had tried to protect him. She’d be my next collection. I had no fear of the crowd as I moved to its core. The screaming rebels continued to march along the street to meet the ever-expanding line of officers. These desperate men destroyed their own community and attacked one another.

I turned from the fray to drop souls into the River Liffey. Needing a break, I rounded a corner, falling behind two well-dressed men conversing in a low, serious brogue.

“I’m going to write about it,” said the taller of the two.

“What about your position as dean of St. Patrick’s?”

“I don’t care. Look around. People are starving. They’re dying in the streets, and the wealthy landlords are not doing anything to help here or in other parts of Ireland. The English government is worse than the lack of Irish leadership. Someone has to take a stand.”

“Do you have thoughts on what you’ll say?”

“I need to address the beggars clogging the streets, and those lacking work in the city.” He fidgeted with the lapel of his jacket before speaking again. “It goes beyond that. Trade restrictions are killing those who are even trying to be self-sufficient. Profit for the landlords can’t be more important than our people’s welfare.”

“True words. Let’s discuss this project further, but I must head off now,” the shorter, stern fellow said with a curt bow. “Will you join me later?”

The man nodded and continued his jaunt alone. Three quick steps brought me to his side. I’d seen too much in my time as a reaper not to say what took root in my mind, and perhaps this was my chance to help, to do good in a world filled with pain and death.

“Sorry for the intrusion, sir. My name is Prudence Barlow, and I overheard your conversation. Would you be kind enough to share your thoughts about the English landlords.”

The fifty-something man turned his intelligent eyes to my face. He wore a fine suit and wig. Inclining his head, he said, “Jonathan Swift at your service. I am headed toward the college to research how best to address the unfair English trade agreements.” He took a few minutes to fill me in on the unjust treatment of England’s rule over the Irish, especially now the potato crops were failing.

“You do a good thing for the families here.”

“I would like to think so, but I’m not sure how to best address my message.”

“About the government devouring the citizens they’re supposed to protect?”

He stopped, eyes wide, and stared at me. “What an interesting turn of phrase.” He paused in thought. “Men eating men. It is so morbid, yet apt. You’ve inspired me.”

“Is that so, sir?”

“It’s shocking to consider the metaphor, but the English are eating away at the Irish, turning them into nothing more than a weak stew.”

“Now you’re the one getting creative with your words.” I smiled, hoping I had, indeed, been some small source of inspiration.

We reached the gates of Trinity College, and with a quick goodbye, he departed.
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