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Chapter 1:

The Accidental Apprentice




“Damn it, I hate it when they do that!”

Azrael, known to the mortal world as Death, stood in the sterilized corner of a hospital room, watching the little red line on the heart monitor flatline. For the umpteenth time in as many millennia, he made his grand appearance only to be greeted not with dignified acceptance, but with high-pitched screams and threats of geriatric violence.

He had tried many different ways of appearing before the souls he was to reap. He’d tried the "Gentle Shepherd" look (too religious), the "Bureaucratic Caseworker" look (too boring), and once, in the 70s, the "Funky Soul Brother" look (he didn't want to talk about it). He had realized, over the eons, that it didn’t matter how he appeared; no one was ever happy to see him. It still got under his skin, though. You’d think after eighty years of back pain and taxes, people would be relieved to see the exit sign.

“Get away from me! Don’t kill me, I don’t want to die!”

The elderly man, Mr. Henderson, cowered in the corner of his hospital room, clutching a bedpan like a makeshift shield. He was wearing a hospital gown that was open in the back, displaying a pale, wrinkly ass that Azrael really didn't need to see on a Tuesday.

Death continued his gliding approach, his dark robe flowing out behind him as if caught in an ethereal wind. He had spent many hours in front of a mirror perfecting this glide-like gait, mainly because he liked it and thought it looked cool. It gave him a sense of mystery, of floating above the mundane. In reality, he was just taking very small, rapid steps, but the effect was undeniable.

“I’m not going to kill you, Mr. Henderson,” Death sighed, his voice sounding like two tombstones grinding together. “I don’t kill people; you’re already dead. Your heart stopped forty-five seconds ago. I simply gather the souls and make sure they get to where they are supposed to go. Think of me as a taxi driver of the afterlife. A cosmic Uber, if you will, but without the awkward conversation or the complimentary water.”

He was tired of giving this speech. It felt like he was a flight attendant on a doomed flight, once again giving directions on how to use a seatbelt to people who were already plummeting into the ocean. He advised his passenger to place his head firmly between his legs and kiss his mortal ass goodbye.

Without missing a beat, he continued his death glide across the linoleum floor, reaching out one bony hand to reap the over-ripe soul. He just wanted to get this over with. He had a quota to fill, and the G.O.D. (Galactic Order of Deities) was riding his ass about efficiency metrics.

Suddenly, the old man leapt to his feet with the agility of a twenty-year-old gymnast and took a defensive stance that looked vaguely like a drunken crane.

“Not again,” Death groaned, dropping his hand.

“Back away, you demon!” Mr. Henderson shouted, bobbing and weaving. “I must warn you, in my day, I was quite accomplished in fisticuffs! I once boxed a kangaroo in Brisbane! I won!”

The man put his fists up in front of him and began to dance around like a cat on a hot plate. Left jab, right hook, shimmy, shake. It was impressive, in a pathetic sort of way.


Death stopped his glide, his eye holes narrowing to slits of red fire in his anger. He looked at the clipboard that had materialized in his hand. “Mr. Henderson, you died of congestive heart failure while watching The Price is Right. You are not a ninja. You are a statistic.”


“Come and get some, Skeletor!” the old man yelled, throwing a weak jab at the air.

“I’m tired of this shit,” Death muttered.

He snapped his bony fingers. The sound was like a dry branch breaking in a dead forest. Instantly, the old man’s fighting spirit—and his actual spirit—were ripped from his body. The mortal shell of Mr. Henderson crumpled to the floor like a sack of wet laundry, while his soul, a glowing, translucent blue orb, hovered in the air, looking confused.


Death snatched the soul out of the air, wadded it up like a used tissue, and stuffed it into his satchel. His pager, clipped to the rope belt of his robe, began to beep incessantly. Beep. Beep. Beep. Another soul ready for its transformation. Another delay.


“Damn, can’t an entity just have a little break to get a freakin’ cup of coffee or take a crap? Not that I can do either, but the principle stands!”

He turned to the heap of humanity piled on the floor. “See,” he said to the corpse, “if you hadn’t been such a baby, I could have had a minute or two to myself. But, no! You had to be all defensive. It isn’t like you didn’t know I was coming. You’re ninety-two! It’s not like death is some big secret! I mean, didn’t they always tell you that you wouldn’t get out of it alive?”

With a flash of light and a swirl of black fabric, Death and his cranky mood were gone, leaving only the sound of the flatlining monitor to fill the silence.

Juan Tu wrestled the steering wheel of his massive 1979 Cadillac Deville, forcing the land yacht to make a right turn onto Fifth Street. The suspension groaned in protest, a sound that suspiciously resembled a dying whale, but Juan ignored it. He had heard that noise every day for six years; it was just the car’s way of saying hello.

It was the third time he had circled this block in the past fifteen minutes. His last fare—a nervous man in a suit sweating through his armpits—had promised to be out in "five minutes tops" and offered a fifty-dollar tip if Juan waited. In the gig economy world of rideshares and rating systems, a cash tip was like finding a unicorn. Juan wasn't going anywhere.

He checked the meter, which was ticking up satisfyingly, and let his mind wander to the glorious possibilities of an extra fifty bucks.


In his head, he wasn't just a cab driver; he was a financial strategist. He could finally pay off that parking ticket from 2019. He could upgrade his dinner from "Instant Noodle Surprise" to "Pizza with Actual Cheese." Or maybe, just maybe, he could finally afford the Blu-Ray box set of the Saw franchise—the European Director’s Cut that included the scenes too gruesome for American audiences.


He turned another corner, causing the stagnant air inside the cab to stir.

"Madre de Dios," Juan muttered, rolling his window down another inch.

The fifty dollars would definitely need to go toward industrial-strength air fresheners. The previous fare, a large man who had apparently taken a bath in garlic butter and forgotten to rinse, had left a lingering olfactory presence that was clinging to the upholstery. It smelled like an Italian restaurant had exploded inside a locker room.

Juan adjusted his rearview mirror, checking his own reflection. He looked tired. The kind of tired that comes from driving in circles while the world speeds past you. He was thirty-five, single, and his closest relationship was with a car that got eight miles to the gallon.

"Just five more minutes," he told himself. "Get the cash, buy the pizza, watch people get tortured in high definition. It’s a good plan."

He looked back at the road just as the universe decided to cancel his plans.

A bright, blinding flash of light—white-hot and silent—erupted in the middle of the alley entrance, not ten feet in front of his bumper.

Juan slammed on the brakes. The heavy Cadillac skidded, tires screaming against the asphalt, the smell of burnt rubber instantly mixing with the garlic fumes. But physics was a cruel mistress, and a two-ton steel beast from the seventies doesn't stop on a dime.

THUMP-THUMP.

The car lurched as it rolled over something decidedly solid.

Juan sat frozen, gripping the steering wheel, his knuckles white. The silence in the cab was deafening, broken only by the hiss of the radiator and the frantic beating of his own heart.

"No, no, no," Juan whispered, squeezing his eyes shut. "Please tell me that was a speed bump. A really large, oddly placed, screaming speed bump."

He opened his eyes. There was no speed bump.

"Crap on a cracker!"


Juan sat in the idling Cadillac for a long, breath-held moment. He waited for the screams. He waited for the angry pounding on the hood. He waited for the sirens. But there was only the hiss of the radiator and the distant, rhythmic thump-thump-thump of a bass-heavy stereo somewhere in the neighborhood.


Trembling, Juan opened the door and stepped out into the humid Houston air. The smell of garlic followed him like a loyal, stinky dog.

He walked to the front of the car, dread pooling in his stomach. He expected to see a mangled dog, or worse, a person.

What he saw was a man—tall, impossibly thin, and dressed in a hooded black robe that looked like it had been stolen from the set of a budget horror movie. The man was currently flattened against the asphalt like a piece of roadkill, his limbs sprawled at unnatural angles.

"Oh, man," Juan breathed, his hands flying to his head. "I killed a Monk! I'm going to Hell for killing a role-playing geek."

But then, the figure groaned. It wasn't a sound of pain, exactly. It sounded more like the creak of an old door hinge that hadn't been oiled in a century.

"I just got this robe out of the cleaners this morning. "  the figure wheezed. "Could this day get any worse?"

Juan watched, paralyzed, as the figure began to unfold himself. It wasn't a normal movement; it was like watching an origami crane reverse-engineer itself. Joints popped with the sound of gunshots. The figure stood up, brushing invisible dust from the dark fabric, and then began picking tiny bits of gravel out of the hem.

When he looked up, Juan felt the air leave his lungs.

The face inside the hood wasn't a mask. It was bone. Pale, polished, unmistakable bone. Deep, dark sockets where eyes should have been held two pinpricks of red light that swirled like dying embers.

"Holy crap, dude," Juan whispered, his voice cracking. "Are you... are you alright?"

Death froze. His hand, currently plucking a piece of gum off his sleeve, stopped mid-motion. He looked around the empty alley. He looked at the dumpster. He looked at the brick wall. Then, slowly, he turned those burning red sockets directly toward Juan.

"You can see me?" Death asked. His voice didn't travel through the air; it echoed inside Juan's skull.

"Uh... yeah?" Juan took a step back, bumping into the grill of his Cadillac. "You're the guy I just ran over. And you're... you're a skeleton. In a robe. Oh god, am I dead? Did the garlic guy kill me?"

Death straightened to his full height—a looming six-foot-two. He stepped closer, leaning down to inspect Juan with the curiosity of a scientist examining a particularly confusing bacteria.

"This is highly irregular," Death muttered. "You're breathing. You're sweating—profusely. You are definitely not on the manifest. No one sees me unless they're on the list."


Before Juan could process this, the air was shattered by a deafening POP-POP-POP!


Gunshots erupted from inside the building next to them.


Death’s head snapped toward the taqueria's back door. "Ah. There they are. The actual appointments."


He turned back to Juan, pointing a bony finger at him. "Stay here. Don't die. It generates paperwork."

With a sudden, silent glide, Death moved toward the door and vanished through the solid wood as if it were made of mist.

Once inside the building, the air was thick with the smell of cordite and bad decisions. Azrael found the source of the commotion immediately: two very dead drug dealers lying in spreading puddles of their own blood.

These were the easy ones. Azrael usually liked these retrievals. They didn't have time to realize they were dead, so they didn't talk back, they didn't cower, and they didn't try to use Kung Fu on him. And, most importantly, theydidn't try to shoot him. It was always annoying to be shot, stabbed, or hacked at; it didn't hurt, but it ruined the line of his robes.

He glided over to the first body—a man clutching a gold-plated pistol that clearly hadn't saved him. Azrael reached down, his hand passing through the man's chest like smoke through a screen door. He gripped the soul—a greasy, grey thing that felt like wet wool—and pulled.

He held the soul up to the dusty light streaming in through the window.


"Oowww, you've been a very naughty boy," Azrael tsked, examining the spiritual stains on the soul. "I know exactly where you're going. Say hello to them down there for me."


He neatly folded the soul and placed it in his satchel. One down.

He drifted toward the second body. This one was slumped against a crate of avocados. Azrael reached down, ready to snag the spirit, when he heard a rustling sound behind him.

He froze. He stood to his full height and turned toward the cracked concrete pillar near the door. Through a gap in the masonry, he caught a glimpse of the man from the alley—the cab driver. He was still there, staring wide-eyed at the spot where Azrael had vanished.


He really can see me, Azrael thought, the realization itching at the back of his skull. Maybe I manifested wrong? Or maybe the guy is just sensitive. I heard there are mortals who have "the sight." Usually, they just need their meds adjusted, but this guy...


BEEP. BEEP. BEEP.

The pager on his belt went off again, vibrating against his hip bone.

"Oh, for the love of..." Azrael swore, looking down at the device. "Five calls pending? I haven't even finished this pickup!"

In his frustration, he turned back to the second body and snatched the soul up with a little too much force. He didn't bother to fold this one neatly; he just wadded it up like a gum wrapper and jammed it into the bag.

The pager was screaming now. It wasn't just vibrating; it was hot to the touch.

Azreal hurridly walked off toward the alley cursing a the red blinking light that never seemed to stop.  

"I don't have time for this!" Azrael shouted at the universe.  He pushed the button as he passed through the door, and Juan opened it. 



When Juan opened his eyes, he was lying face down in dirt. Hot, gritty dirt that tasted like copper.

He pushed himself up, coughing. The air here was different. It didn't smell like Houston humidity; it smelled like ozone, sulfur, and burning rubber.

"Man," Juan coughed, wiping dust from his eyes. "I heard the Bronx is rough, but this is ridiculous."

He stood up and looked around. He wasn't in New York. He wasn't in Texas. He was standing in the middle of a scorched crater. Smoke billowed from the twisted wreckage of a Humvee about twenty yards away. Sand stretched out in every direction, broken only by jagged rocks and the debris of conflict.

"Where in the hell am I?" Juan whispered, his panic rising.

He spun around and came face-to-face with the dark specter he had seen in the alley. Azrael was already busy, moving among the bodies scattered near the wreckage with practiced, grim efficiency.

"Oh, great! You decided to tag along, did you?" Death shouted over the sound of a distant mortar explosion. "Shit... If one more thing goes wrong today, I swear I'm going to go postal on someone!"

Death put down his satchel and grabbed Juan by both shoulders, looking deep into his eyes with those burning red sockets.

"Look, kid, I don't have anything against you. Hell, I don't even know you, but you can't just be hitching rides all over the netherworld. If you want to go somewhere, do what all the other mortals do and buy a freakin' plane ticket!"

Juan looked blankly into the dark eye sockets of Death and started to cry. It was all too much. The gunshots, the flying, the sand.

"I don't even know where I am..." Juan stammered. "Why are all these people dead?"

"That's kinda what happens when a bomb goes off in a car full of soldiers," Death said, releasing Juan to kneel beside a fallen soldier. "War is hell."

The gravity of the situation—and the literal gravity of the bomb crater—finally crushed Juan’s resolve. He looked at the devastation around him: the twisted metal, the rising smoke, the silence that was somehow louder than the explosion.


"I... I... didn't want to come here," Juan stammered, his voice trembling. He spun in a slow circle, his hands gripping his hair. "I don't even know where here is."


His legs gave out. He collapsed to the scorched earth, not caring about the heat or the grit, and rolled into a tight fetal position. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block out the nightmare, rocking back and forth like a child trying to self-soothe after a bad dream.

Death paused in his work. He looked down at the shivering ball of cab driver at his feet, then up at the sky, as if asking for strength.

"Damn," Death muttered. "Like I don't have enough to do already. Now I have to babysit."

He leaned down, his shadow falling over Juan. "Ok, look, kid. If you didn't want to come here, why did you hitch a ride on my slipstream? That’s highly dangerous. You could have been scattered across three different time zones."

Juan peered up through his fingers, tears cutting clean tracks through the dust on his face. "I just wanted to see if you were real. I didn't want to go anywhere... am I dead?"

Death sighed, the sound like wind rushing through a crypt. "Did I snatch your soul out of your body and put it in my bag yet?"

He shook the satchel at his side for emphasis. A muffled, collective moan emanated from within.

"No," Death answered his own question. "You're not dead. You wouldn't be curled up on the ground whining to me if you were dead. Dead people are generally much quieter. Or at least, they have better excuses for crying."

Death turned back to the wreckage, reaching into the twisted metal of the Humvee to retrieve a soul stuck under the dashboard.

Juan sniffled, wiping his nose on his sleeve. "What are you going to do with me?" he whined.

"I'm not going to do anything with you," Death said, not even looking up from his task. "What did you think I was going to do?"

Juan’s teeth chattered. "K...K...Kill me..."

Death froze. He slowly straightened up, dropping the soul he was holding. He turned around slowly, his eye sockets narrowing into dangerous slits.

"Jeez, kid," Death groaned, throwing his hands up. "Why does everyone think I kill people? I've never killed anyone in my life! That's Gabriel's job. He's the hitman for God, not me! I just clean up after him. Do I look like I carry a flaming sword? No. I carry a clipboard and a bag. I am administration!"

Death stopped for a minute, seeing that his outburst had only made Juan curl up tighter. He pinched the bridge of his nose again.

"I tell you what," Death said, his voice softening to a slightly less terrifying rasp. "I'll take you back where I found you as soon as I get through here, okay? Will that make you happy?"

Juan nodded his head frantically and wiped his eyes. "So... you aren't going to kill me?"

Death spun on him, snatching up the soul he had dropped. He waved it at Juan furiously, the soul flapping in the wind like a tattered piece of cloth.

"For the last time... I DON'T KILL PEOPLE!" Death screamed, his voice booming across the crater.

He roughly jabbed the last soul into his pouch, grabbed Juan by the collar of his shirt, and with a flourish of blinding light, they were gone.

Within the blink of an eye, the smell of sulfur and burning oil was replaced by the smell of stale garlic and old upholstery.

Juan was back at his cab. He blinked, disoriented by the sudden lack of explosions. He looked around frantically. The alley was quiet. The sun was still shining. The dumpsters were still overflowing.

He scrambled out of the car, his hands shaking as he touched the hood. It was real. He ran to the side—the hubcaps were still there. He kicked the tires—still inflated. He leaned through the window to check the dashboard—his radio was still there. Even his collection of pine tree air fresheners was undisturbed.

It was like he had never left.

"Okay," Juan breathed, leaning against the door frame, his heart rate slowly descending from 'hummingbird' to 'rabbit'. "Okay. That was weird. That was... a hallucination. Carbon monoxide leak. Yeah. I need to get the exhaust checked."

He wiped the sweat (and war-zone grit) from his forehead and climbed back into the driver's seat. He sat back, leaning his head against the cracked leather headrest.

"That was some weird shit, man," he whispered to himself. "Just breathe. You're stressed. You need pizza. You need to pay that ticket."

He adjusted his rearview mirror to check his face for soot. He glanced into the glass and almost swallowed his tongue.

He wasn't looking at his own reflection. He was looking directly into the gaping, terminal smile of Death, who was sitting comfortably in the back seat.

"AHHHHH!" Juan screamed, spinning around in his seat so fast he pulled a muscle in his neck. "Shit, man! You almost gave me a heart attack!"


Death, who was currently picking dirt out of his fingernails, didn't flinch. "Relax, Juan. You weren't even close to having a heart attack. According to the records, you won't have one of those until you are seventy-eight. It’s going to happen at a Bingo hall. Very dramatic. You win the pot, stand up to cheer, and bam. So, live it up, dude."



Juan pressed his back against the steering wheel, crossing himself furiously. "What do you want from me? Are you some kind of Diablo?"


His eyes were the size of hubcaps and glistening wet.

Death let out a long, rattling sigh. "You’re not going to start crying again, are you? Are all the men in this century such wussies? I remember when a man wouldn't cry if you cut off his left arm. Now, his right arm, maybe—because that was the one he used to... well, relieve his lustful urges, shall we say. But he would gladly give his left arm without so much as a whimper."

Death shook his head, looking disappointed in the entire gender. "But these days, Death shows up, and everyone starts blubbering like a baby whale. Get it? Blubber... whale..."

Juan just continued staring at him with that wide-eyed, shocked expression -- That freshly fucked fox look.

"You need to lighten up a little, kid," Death said, shifting in the seat to get comfortable. "That was a funny joke. Tough crowd."

He looked around the interior of the Cadillac. "This is a pretty nice ride, actually. Plenty of legroom. I could get used to traveling like this. Beats phasing through walls."

Death tapped a bony finger on his wrist—where a watch would be, if he wore one. "So, you hungry? All that reaping really works up an appetite."

Death snapped his fingers.

The alley, the dumpster, and the sunlight vanished.


Chapter 2:

Chicken Ptomaine for the Soul







The transition was instant. One moment, Juan was staring at a brick wall in a garlic-scented alley; the next, the Cadillac was sitting in a gravel parking lot under a sky that was a bruised, twilight purple.

Directly in front of the hood ornament, an old neon sign buzzed with the angry hum of trapped electricity. It flickered erratically, spelling out Sam & Ella's Diner. The "S" in Sam and the "E" in Ella were burned out, leaving the sign to occasionally flash "am & lla's," which sounded like a throat clearing.

"This is my favorite place to eat," Death announced from the back seat. He opened the door and unfolded his skeletal frame from the plush interior, stepping out onto the gravel with a crunch.


Juan remained frozen behind the wheel, his hands still gripping the leather at ten and two. He stared through the windshield. The diner looked like it had been ripped straight out of an Edward Hopper painting, specifically Nighthawks, if Hopper had decided to paint it after a nuclear fallout.


The interior was bathed in harsh, unforgiving fluorescent light. Through the large plate-glass window, Juan could see Formica countertops that had been scrubbed until the pattern faded, booths upholstered in red Naugahyde that had cracked with age, and checkered tablecloths that had seen more spills than a toddler’s birthday party.


Death walked around to the front of the cab and banged a bony fist on the hood. THUD.


"Hey! You coming, kid?" Azrael shouted through the glass. "How about I buy you a cup of coffee and a slice of pie? They got great pie here. It’s to die for."

He chuckled at his own joke, a dry, rattling sound, and then turned and glided toward the entrance.

Juan watched as Death pushed open the glass door. A bell jingled cheerfully—a sound far too wholesome for a skeleton in a robe—announcing his presence. Inside, the few scattered patrons didn't even look up. A trucker nursing a coffee, a couple arguing silently in a corner, and a man who looked like he had lost a fight with a lawnmower... none of them seemed to notice the Grim Reaper strolling in.

Death slid into a booth near the window. He picked up a menu, studying it with the intensity of a scholar interpreting the Dead Sea Scrolls, even though he had clearly been here a thousand times.

A waitress materialized from the kitchen. She looked like she had been carved out of granite and left out in the rain for forty years. Her uniform was a faded pink that had surrendered to gray long ago, and it looked as though she had slept in it—possibly while standing up. Her face was a road map of deep wrinkles, telling the story of a woman who had lived hard and been put away wet more times than laundry.

A plastic nametag hung crookedly from her right breast pocket—if it had hung from her actual breasts, gravity would have placed it somewhere near her knees. It read: Bella.

"So, hon," Bella rasped, smacking a piece of gum with a violence that suggested it owed her money. "You want your usual, or are you feelin' daring and gonna try somethin' new tonight?"

"Oh, just give me my usual, Bella darling," Death said, his voice dripping with skeletal charm as he handed her the menu.

"You want some pie with that? My sister Donna just made it," Bella asked with a wink that involved her entire left side of her face.

"Pie sounds great. Better make that two pieces," Azrael said, pointing a long, bony finger out the window toward the parking lot. "One for my shy friend out there. And better bring a cup of coffee for him too. He looks like he’s having a rough eternity."

"Sure thing, hon," Bella grunted. She turned toward the kitchen service window and bellowed in a voice that could strip paint: "Hey Donna! I need a Chicken Ptomaine Sandwich and two pies!"

She slipped behind the counter with the grace of a bull moose navigating a broom closet and busied herself with the coffee pot.


Death slid out of the booth and walked back to the window. He leaned his face against the glass, pressing his skull to the pane, and tapped a fingernail against it. Tick. Tick. Tick.


Inside the cab, Juan screamed.

Inside the Cadillac, Juan was currently screaming like a little schoolgirl with her pigtails on fire.

The face of Death—skeletal, grinning, and eerily cheerful—was pressed against the driver’s side window. Azrael tapped the glass one more time, winked (which was just a shuttering of his eye sockets), and then turned and glided back into the diner.

Juan scrambled backward, scrambling over the center console and tumbling into the passenger seat to get away from the window. He hyperventilated for a solid minute, his chest heaving, until the lack of oxygen made him dizzy.

"Okay," he wheezed, staring at the diner entrance. "Okay. He's inside. You're outside. You have a car. You can leave."

He looked for the keys. They were in the ignition. He reached for them—and his stomach let out a roar that sounded like a disgruntled lion.

Juan froze. For the first time since the alley, the adrenaline washed away, replaced by a hollow, gnawing hunger. He realized he hadn't eaten since breakfast, and "breakfast" had been a stale donut and a Red Bull.

He looked at the diner. Through the window, he could see Death sitting in the booth, waving a menu at him.
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