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The First Swing


Slicing through the air with effortless aplomb,

the moment you take your first swing,

you wield your axe

like you are a master in the art of gleaning.

Those before you are in awe.

They cannot imagine what your next move will be.

You carry yourself as balanced and poised as a performer

dancing brutally among them;

the searing star of stars,

your robe cascading to the earth

in showers of gold.

But that is not the truth.

Your worth does not matter

to those who now matter to you.

You are truly nothing but a tiny sunspot

to the eyes of others like yourself.

An insignificant fleck.

And as you take that first swing,

they laugh at you.

You try to rise above their derision,

to be noticed in some small way.

To find favor from the old ones,

who are never old.

To gain respect from the young ones,

who have slain their own youth.

To justify the arrogance

that comes with the pride

of being chosen.

But that is not the truth either.

It will be years until you come to know the truth:

That those you revere are merely servants

to the collective that we prune.

It was their choice to let us choose

all those years ago.

The awed, terrified, relieved spectators;

the real ones in power,

the puppeteers of your actions.

Standing in a perfect line before them,

a cutting edge,

wielding our axes,

each one of us is the same as the last.

We are one in all,

We are all in one, and

We.

Shall.

Kill.

Our mantra, our commandment,

our duty to remind the immortal of mortality.

To teach them

that eternal repose may be distant,

but not lost.

Who are We?

We are Scythes.

And the weapons We wield

are not by any means our friends.

The devastating force

of bullet, blade, and bludgeon

tears us apart each day, every day,

piece by piece,

and leaves us with wounds that will never heal.

This is what ties us to the masses,

yet restrains us from being one with them.

And with each new gleaning,

We bleed and break anew,

yet our resolve never changes.

For We are scythes.

Nothing will ever change that fact.

And when it is your time to bleed,

you will know,

and you will learn.

—Joelle Shusterman








Formidable

“It takes time, Susan,” Michael had told her. “Soon the girl who you once were will wither into memory. You will inhabit your new identity fully and completely.”

Which was easy for him to say—Michael had already been a scythe for five years. She wondered how long it had taken him to “inhabit” himself. He was so fully Faraday, she couldn’t imagine him being anyone else.

I am Marie. Not Susan. It was something she constantly had to tell herself—because it wasn’t just about presenting herself as Scythe Marie Curie; she had to start seeing herself that way. Feeling the reality of it. The public persona was one thing, but getting that persona into one’s own thoughts was another. It was like thinking in a different language.

“This will cease to be a role you play, and will become who you are,” Faraday had assured her. “And once it does, I have a feeling you’ll be formidable!”

But so far she felt anything but. Her first few months of gleaning had been unremarkable. Utilitarian. Functional. She did her job, but was still trying to find a style that defined her. Without it, she felt sloppy and undirected.

This was her state of mind when Susan—no… when Marie—arrived at Harvest Conclave, Year of the Marlin. It was her first conclave as a full-fledged scythe. She had naively thought that the grand gathering of scythes would be easier to bear now that she was no longer a mere apprentice… but that couldn’t be further from the truth.

While most scythes arrived in driverless vehicles—publicars, or scythe limousines for the more ostentatious among them—Marie drove herself in an old mortal-age Porsche that had been gifted to her by the son of a man she had gleaned. As she stepped out, rather than letting the car be taken by a member of the scytheguard, she turned to the gathered crowd.

“Is there anyone here who can drive a nonautonomous, off-grid stick shift?”

Very few hands went up. She chose a young man, who seemed about her age. Nineteen or so. When he realized he had been selected, he stepped forward, eager as a puppy.

“Careful, it packs a punch,” she warned.

“Yes, Your Honor. Thank you, Your Honor. I’ll be careful, Your Honor.”

She handed him the keys with one hand, then held out her other to him as well. He knelt to kiss her ring and the sight of him doing so made a little girl in the audience squeal with delight.

“Leave the keys with any member of the scytheguard, and they’ll find their way back to me,” she told him.

He bowed to her. He actually bowed. She recalled that bowing began as a way to show fealty—offering a royal your head for decapitation. While some scythes loved the groveling, Marie found it ridiculous and awkward. She wondered if any scythes ever actually beheaded someone who bowed to them.

“It is a scythe’s prerogative to give random tasks to random people,” Michael had told her. “Just as it is a scythe’s prerogative to reward them for their service.” She had come to learn it wasn’t about feeling superior—it was a way to justify the granting of immunity. In this way Michael had taught her to turn what could have been entitlement into a kindness.

The young man drove off, and Marie joined the pageant—and a pageant is exactly what it was: an intentional spectacle of scythes in their colorful robes ascending the marble steps to Fulcrum City’s capital building. The ascension was as important as any business that took place within the building, because it was a reminder to the public of how awe-inspiring the Scythedom was.

There were always hordes on either side of the steps behind a gauntlet of the scytheguard, all hoping to catch a glimpse of their favorite scythes. Some scythes played to the crowd; others did not. But whether they smiled and waved, or scowled in chilling judgment, it left an impression that was essential to the Scythedom’s public image.

As she ascended the steps, Marie did not engage the crowd. She wanted nothing more than to be inside and be done with this part of it. In spite of the scythes making their way up with her, she suddenly felt very much alone. She hadn’t anticipated how powerful that sense of isolation would be. At her previous conclaves, when she was an apprentice, she was always accompanied by Faraday. But this time not a single scythe around her felt companionable.

There had been five apprentices who took the final test at Vernal Conclave four months back. Marie was the only one to make the cut; the only one ordained. Which meant that she couldn’t even find camaraderie among other first-timers, because there were none. Nor could she fraternize with up-and-coming apprentices, because that was beneath her as a scythe, and would reflect poorly on her.

As for the rest of the scythes, they were either too absorbed by the adulation of the crowd, or too self-absorbed, to notice her sense of solitude. Or maybe they did notice, and took pleasure in it. It’s not that the others disliked her—but they did dislike the idea of her. They hated the fact that a scythe as young as Faraday, just a few years past his own ordination, had taken on an apprentice. And so Marie bore the brunt of their disapproval.

There were many who made sport of that disapproval, treating her with dismissive disdain. Even now she was getting sideways looks of scythes who clearly disapproved of her choice of robe, a vibrant, bright violet. She had chosen such a vivid color as a way to secretly spite her Tonist parents, who abhorred anything that wasn’t faded earth tones. Now she was regretting it, because of the unwanted attention it drew.

She had toyed with the idea of dyeing her hair that same color—but the hairdresser had made a face, and said her single, beautiful braid would get lost against the fabric. “Silver!” he had suggested. “Oh, how striking that would be!”

And so Marie took the advice. Now her silver braid fell along the back of her robe dangling halfway to the ground. She thought this new look would help redefine her from being Faraday’s protégé to being her own scythe—but now she could see that it had backfired. She saw smirks and heard snickers, and they reddened her cheeks—which only made her more embarrassed, because now they knew they had gotten to her.

In the vestibule, where the traditional breakfast feast was set out for the eye as well as the appetite, someone finally spoke to her. Scythe Vonnegut approached, in his acid-wash denim robe looking like the surface of the moon; a fabric harkening to a time that no one quite remembered.

“Well if it isn’t ‘Little Miss Mischief,’ ” Scythe Vonnegut said with a grin. He had the sort of grin that could either be false or genuine, and she could never be sure which. As for the moniker, Marie had no idea who had coined it, but it had taken hold, spreading through the MidMerican Scythedom even before she was ordained. Little Miss Mischief. It was just one more unkindness, for she was neither little nor mischievous. She was a tall girl, slim and gangly—and far from mischievous, she was dour—too serious to ever be up to mischief of any kind.

“I would prefer it if you didn’t call me that, Scythe Vonnegut.”

He grinned that ambiguous grin. “It’s just a term of endearment,” he said, then quickly changed the subject. “I love what you’ve done with your hair!” Again, was it derision, or sincerity? She would have to learn how to read people better. Although scythes were so skilled at remaining unread.

She spotted Faraday across the room. He hadn’t seen her yet. Or maybe he was pretending not to. Well, why should she care? She was a scythe now, not some fawning schoolgirl. Matters of the heart had no place in her life.

“You must learn to be less obvious,” Scythe Vonnegut whispered to her. “Your infatuation might as well be projected on the walls.”

“Why does it matter? Scythe Faraday has no feelings for me.”

Again that grin. “If you say so.”

A gong sounded, alerting them that they had fifteen more minutes to fill their stomachs.

“Have a good conclave,” Vonnegut said as he strode away. “And eat up before the gluttons leave the display in ruins.”

Michael did come up to her in the vestibule just a few minutes before they were ushered into the inner chamber, but their conversation was stilted. Both were keenly aware that they were being watched, and judged, and gossiped about.

“You’re looking well, Marie,” he said. “I trust you had a good first season.”

“I’ve made my quota.”

“I had no doubts.” She thought he might come closer for a few more personal words, but instead he moved away. “Good to see you, Marie.”

She wondered if he could sense how her heart dropped.



The ritual of conclave morning ranged from dull to torturous. The Tolling of the Names. Ten for every scythe, chosen out of the dozens each had gleaned. Ten to represent all the others. Marie’s favorites had been Taylor Vega, who, with his last breaths, thanked her for not gleaning him in front of his family; and Toosdai Riggle, because she liked saying the name.

Finally the morning came round to the matters at hand. This season’s hot mess of a debate revolved around what to do about the troublemakers in the old capital. But really, it was less of a debate, and more just an opportunity to complain.

“The Windbags of Washington continue to stir an increasingly rancid pot,” Scythe Douglass said.

“Yes, but it’s not our problem,” High Blade Ginsburg pointed out. “The old capital is in EastMerica. Let them deal with it.” As High Blade, she was constantly trying to remind the MidMerican scythes to stay out of business that wasn’t theirs—but this time she was wrong. This was more than just an EastMerican problem.

Marie grunted at the High Blade’s dismissal of the issue. She hadn’t meant anyone to hear, but someone beside her—she thought it was Scythe Streisand—nudged her. “If you have an opinion, offer it,” she said. “You’re a scythe now. It’s time you learned to be opinionated.”

“No one wants to hear what I have to say.”

“Ha! No one wants to hear what anyone has to say, but you say it anyway. That’s the way it is around here.”

And so Marie stood, and waited until she was recognized by High Blade Ginsburg, who studied Marie for a moment before she spoke.

“Does our newest member care to weigh in on the matter?”

“Yes, Your Excellency,” Marie said. “It seems to me that the old pre-Thunderhead government is MidMerica’s problem, too—because they still claim hegemony over not just EastMerica, but also MidMerica, WestMerica, and Texas.”

Then another scythe shouted without waiting to be recognized. “The paltry claims of the Washingtonians have no bearing on reality! They are a nuisance, nothing more.”

“But,” said Marie, “as long as they stir up trouble, they weaken everything we stand for.”

“It’s the Thunderhead that they rail against,” said the scythe who spoke out of turn, “so the Thunderhead can deal with them.”

“That’s short-sighted!” Marie dared to say. “We can’t deny that the Scythedom and the Thunderhead are two sides of the same coin. If one is threatened, then so is the other!”

It brought forth a low grumbling from the rest of conclave. She wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.

“Let the old-world politicians broadcast their bile,” shouted someone else. “If the Thunderhead allows it, then so should we.”

“The Thunderhead is obliged to honor their freedom—including their freedom to disrupt,” Marie said. “But we don’t have that obligation. Which means we can actually do something about it.”

High Blade Ginsburg folded her arms. “So what does the Honorable Scythe Curie propose we do?”

And all eyes turned to her. Suddenly self-consciousness came crashing down on Marie like a harsh autumn wave.

“We… we do what the Thunderhead can’t. We solve the problem….”

Silence. Then from across the room, another scythe bellowed in the most resonant of voices. “Could it be that ‘Little Miss Mischief’ is finally living up to her name?”

That brought a round of laughter so hearty from the throng that it actually echoed throughout the chamber. Marie tried to endure it with dignity, but she felt her spirit imploding.

Once the laughter died down, High Blade Ginsberg, still chuckling, spoke to Marie in her most patronizing tone. “My dear fledgling rapier, the Scythedom’s stability comes from consistency and slow deliberation. You would be wise, Scythe Curie, to be less… reactionary.”

“Hear, hear!” someone seconded.

And that was that. The High Blade called for other business, and the conversation shifted to the debate on whether scythes should be banned from taking on the same last name as another living scythe, since there was currently constant confusion between Scythes Armstrong, Armstrong, and Armstrong.

Marie let out a breath though her clenched teeth, and it came out as a hiss. “Well, that was pointless.”

“Agreed,” said Scythe Streisand, “but it was entertaining.”

Which only aggravated Marie more. “I’m not here for everyone’s entertainment.”

Scythe Streisand gave her a judgmental glare. “Honestly, kid, if you can’t handle a little smackdown, you have no business being a scythe.”

That made Marie bite back anything else she had to say. She looked over to Faraday across the chamber. He didn’t as much as glance at her. Was he embarrassed by her display? Pleased that she put forth an opinion? Honestly, there was no way to tell. He certainly didn’t lift a finger to support her, but was that such a surprise? As much as Marie hated to admit it, Michael was right to distance himself from her—and not just because of rumors and gossip—but because Marie needed to establish herself without him. But with this crowd, how could she ever do anything that would bring forth something other than smirks, snickers, and folded arms?

“Scythes are figures of action,” Faraday had told her during her apprenticeship, then had added with an impish grin, “and not just because they make action figures of us.”

He was right. A scythe needed to act decisively and without hesitation—even when it was difficult. If Marie was going to prove herself, her choices would have to be so breathtaking the Scythedom would have no wind left to laugh.



Marie lived alone. Most scythes did. There wasn’t a commandment that made solitude compulsory. “Thou shalt have neither spouse nor spawn” didn’t mean one couldn’t have a lover or companion. But Marie had already found out what most scythes already knew: Anyone who would choose to live with a scythe was not the sort of companion you’d want to share a home with.

Some young scythes returned to the homes of their youth, but it never lasted. Marie could never go back to live with her parents, even if they hadn’t been members of that absurd Tonist cult. She couldn’t imagine coming home after a gleaning and having to face them. Yes, gleaning was a vital, almost sacred task for humanity, but death was death, and blood was blood.

Marie had chosen for herself a large home in the woods with high ceilings and huge windows, with a view of mountains and a babbling creek. She found that the sound of flowing water calmed her. Cleansed her. She had heard there was a famous residence somewhere where a river actually ran through the home. Something worth exploring someday, but for now, her rustic home sufficed. She had purchased it using Scythedom funds, rather than just taking it from the owner, as some scythes did. After four months, it was barely furnished. Another instance of her not “inhabiting” her life.

The day after returning from conclave, she took a walk in the woods, hoping the crisp, earthy air would purge her of the foul feeling that conclave had left her with, but she came across two joggers on the path. They were gossiping. Who was cheating on their spouse in virtual brothels; who was traveling to Tasmania for outrageous body modifications; turning a corner for no good reason. It reminded Marie of the petty intrigue that plagued conclave.

Marie gleaned both of them, and immediately regretted it—because wasn’t it just as petty to condemn them to death for gossiping? And they weren’t clean gleanings, either. Had she done it right, their hearts would have quickly ceased beating and the mess would be minimal. But not this time. She heard Michael’s voice in her head chiding her, and telling her to practice her killcraft.

When she got home, her cat, Sierra, quickly came to her, weaving around her ankles. Marie had a part-time housekeeper—the only extravagance Marie allowed herself—who gasped at the sight of Marie’s blood-spattered robe. She always gasped, every single time, and she always apologized for it—but Marie was grateful for her honest reaction. The aftermath of gleaning should be shocking. If it ever stopped being shocking, then something was wrong.

“Debora, could you please take this robe to the cleaners?” Marie asked her. “Tell them no rush, I still have two others.”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

The cleaners always did wonders with her robes… although Marie sometimes suspected they just gave her new ones.

After Debora had gone, Marie drew herself a bath to wash the day away, and made the mistake of turning on the news while she soaked.

President Hinton of the Old America was ordering the Army Corps of Engineers—which still existed for some strange reason—to start dismantling Thunderhead cerebral nodes.

“It is our moral duty to free this great nation from the stranglehold that the dark cloud has over it,” Hinton said, in his typical bloviating tone—but it was nothing more than words in a whirlpool. Public opinion was not on Hinton’s side. The fact was, fewer than one in twenty even voted anymore—because most everyone knew that the very concept of government was obsolete—and even fewer than that agreed with Hinton’s negative view of the Thunderhead. But of course Hinton and his cronies claimed that the Thunderhead’s polls were all lies. Hinton lived in such a miasma of falsehoods, he couldn’t even conceive of an entity incapable of lying.

The Thunderhead made no effort to stop the server removal. Instead it just established new nodes elsewhere—which had the added benefit of providing thousands of jobs for people who chose to work.

It was well known that the Thunderhead had publicly offered Hinton the same thing it had tried to offer presidents for years: an honorable way to step down; friendly exile anywhere in the world for him, his cabinet, and all their families. They would be handed a new future, free to pursue any activity their hearts desired, as long as it didn’t involve a position of political power. Hinton was just one more in a line of presidents who flatly refused.

“I do not fault Mr. Hinton,” the Thunderhead had said, always magnanimous. “No one cedes power willingly. Resistance is a natural, expected response.”

After her bath, Marie sat before a crackling fire, sipping cocoa, trying to take comfort in simple pleasures, but she remained uneasy. As if sensing it, Sierra hopped onto her lap, so carefully as to not make as much as a ripple in Marie’s cocoa, and settled in. This was the cat’s third life. Marie had decided to allow her nine. It felt poetic. It felt just. But not all justice had such a pleasing aesthetic….

There was a thought that had been lingering in the back of Marie’s mind ever since conclave. An intimidating thought. Perhaps a dangerous one. She had actively suppressed it, refusing to allow it to surface, trying to fill her mind with a hundred other things. But as she pet Sierra, she knew that this moment of gentle, purring comfort would not last.

She knew it was only a matter of time until she made a trip to Washington.



The troubling state of the District of Columbia clearly showed that the Thunderhead, perfect as it was, had a passive-aggressive streak. The expansive greenbelt known as the Washington Mall had now been mostly reclaimed by nature. Odd, because the Thunderhead was meticulous when it came to horticultural maintenance—and yet the green areas of Washington were completely ignored. Not only that, but the Thunderhead chose not to put any effort into infrastructure in the area. It had stopped repairing roads and bridges, and it had long since relocated the museums of the Smithsonian, leaving their old structures as empty shells.

At some point the Thunderhead had all the city signage changed. Now it was officially known as the “Washington Ruins.”

And as if all that wasn’t crushing enough, the Thunderhead had established clubs, and places of refuge for unsavories, causing most everyone without unsavory status to move elsewhere.

It was all part of a plan—not so much to discredit the venerable town, but to seal it into the past, much like the ruins of other ancient empires. Washington was still a place to be respected, but only in the way that we respect crumbling antiquity.

Even so, vestiges of the old American government still remained. Politicians who saw themselves as the last bastions of a better time. Better, perhaps for them, but, just like all other pre-Thunderhead governments, not at all better for anyone else. They had no real power anymore—all they could do was bluster, trying to find weak seams in the Thunderhead’s silver lining.

Through all of their verbal attacks, the Thunderhead continued its campaign of benign neglect, treating the politicians of the broken beltway like a mortal-age landlord might treat a deadbeat tenant. It didn’t evict them, but made it increasingly difficult for them to stay.

Most took the hint and headed for easier pastures. Congress had officially disbanded when the Thunderhead redefined the Americas into the various Merican regions. The judiciary now only existed to rubber-stamp the Thunderhead’s infallible judgments. With the concept of “nations” gone, there was no further need for defense—which, after all, was a primary purpose of nations in the first place.

Now only the executive branch remained, the president and his cabinet clinging on like stubborn leaves defying the fall….



Marie arrived on a chilly November day, two months after Harvest Conclave. She told no one what she was up to. That way, if it didn’t go well, there’d be no one to ridicule her.

With the roads no longer maintained, she had blown a tire in a nasty pothole on Constitution Avenue, and had to walk the last mile.

Unsavories hung out in clusters, as unsavories tend to do, drinking themselves silly and breaking whatever was left to break. Funny how they never realized that they were doing the Thunderhead’s bidding. They broke down the old city like bacteria break down the remains of a corpse.

“Yo, beautiful,” one of them taunted her. “I got your immunity right here.” As if offending a scythe was a sign of bravery rather than unbridled stupidity.

Marie ignored him, and the catcalls, and the rude comments that came from the unsavory shadows along the way. It wasn’t worth her energy to be miffed by it. Unsavories did what they did, which really wasn’t much of anything, since the Thunderhead wouldn’t allow anything that was truly unsavory.

The White House was the only structure still well-kept, as was its grounds. An oasis behind a high fence, guarded at all hours. It was, of course, all theater, nothing more.

There were two guards at the main gate, armed with intimidating automatic weapons. They were in camouflage, which made Marie stifle a laugh. Camouflage? Really? They should have gone for medieval armor; it would have been prettier.

“Let me pass,” she ordered.

They gripped their weapons tighter. “Can’t let you do that, ma’am,” one of them said.

“You’ll address me as ‘Your Honor,’ and you’ll step aside.”

They hardened their gazes and didn’t move—but she could tell they were scared.

“What are you going to do, shoot me?” she asked. “Your weapons aren’t even loaded.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Of course I do. The Thunderhead doesn’t allow anyone to have loaded weapons. Only scythes can. You’re lucky the Thunderhead allows you to play with those toys at all.”

“Your Honor,” said the other guard, with just a little bit of desperation in her voice, “we’re just doing our job.”

No, they were just wasting her time. “I am going to have a conversation with your boss,” she told them. “If I have to glean you to have that conversation, I will. So what will it be?”

She waited. They didn’t move. So she reached into her robe for a blade—

—and the moment she did, the guard to the left lowered her weapon, and stepped aside. The other was quick to do the same.

“Wise choice,” Marie said, and strode through, onto the expanse of the southern lawn, not looking back to see if the guards dropped their weapons and left, or remained at their pointless posts.

The guards at the front entrance must have been told there was a scythe on the premises, because the door was unguarded. Had they been ordered to fall back, she wondered, or had they deserted?

Inside, everything looked as she had imagined. The beige-and-white-tiled floor. Red-carpeted stairs. A stagnant place that hadn’t changed an iota since mortal days. Portraits of long-dead presidents peered down wistfully from the walls, amid grand artworks extolling the virtues of democratic rule of the people and by the people. A wonderful dream that sometimes even worked—but as long as humans were fallible, it could never be perfect. Perfection required the Thunderhead. And scythes.

Marie encountered a few more guards along the way—but not as many as she thought—and they all laid down their empty weapons before her. Only as she attempted to enter the West Wing did she encounter resistance. A single soldier holding his ground at the foot of the stairs.

“Please don’t make me betray him, Your Honor,” the soldier said.

He seemed to steel himself for gleaning, but when Marie didn’t glean him, he relaxed the slightest bit. He didn’t so much let Marie pass, as he pretended the scythe wasn’t there at all. The soldier stood his ground, but only as a boulder stands its ground in a river. Marie flowed around him and up the grand staircase.

The so-called president was not in his residence, the Oval Office, or any of the standard areas of the sprawling structure. All right, so this is a game of hide-and-seek, she thought.

Palming a security pad, which, by law, had to yield to her, she slipped into one of the various secret hallways—hidden from the public, perhaps, but there was no information a scythe did not have access to, and Scythe Curie had done her homework well. She descended several sets of stairs into a reinforced concrete bunker beneath the venerable building—a shelter designed to withstand all nature of attack.

As she approached a steel door, as secure as a vault, she found no one there stop her. The security pad read her biometrics, the massive deadbolt system disengaged, and the door labored open.

Inside, she found a cluster of men and women huddled in some sort of war room. Maps and screens. A framed flag from the days when such banners differentiated one place from another.

There were gasps and whimpers at the sight of Scythe Curie in her bright purple robe, with a knife in her hand. She recognized each face. These were the members of the president’s cabinet. And in the midst of them was President Hinton himself.

Some turned away from Marie, some let their heads drop in abject defeat, and others covered their eyes, hoping to deny what those eyes told them for a few precious moments. Only Hinton himself held eye contact with her, in blazing defiance.

“I am Scythe Marie Curie,” she said. “I’m sure you know why I’m here.”

“You’re little more than a child,” Hinton scoffed. “And you’re not even from this region.”

“I thought you didn’t recognize the Thunderhead’s regions,” she countered. “But it doesn’t matter. Scythes aren’t bound by their regions. We can glean wherever we choose.”

“You have no right to come here and threaten me.”

“Of course I do, Mr. President,” she responded. “Humanity has given me the right to do whatever I please. That is the law under which we now live—or did you forget?”

“You will leave here now!” Hinton commanded. “And maybe I’ll forget this intrusion.”

Marie released a single chuckle. “We both know there’s only one way I leave here,” she told him.

Then the Secretary of State leaned close to Hinton and whispered, “Scythes are known to negotiate, sir. Perhaps I could broker a deal.”

“I’m not that kind of scythe,” Marie told them.

“No,” said Hinton, dripping disgust. “You’re the worst kind. Young, idealistic, pigheaded. Thinking your cause is as pure and gleaming as your blade.”

“Maybe I’m all those things,” conceded Marie, “but I’m also inevitable.”

That’s when one of the others tried to bolt out the door. And it began.

Marie’s blade was quick. Her mastery was a wonder to behold—and soon the world would indeed behold it, for there were cameras in every corner. She knew this, but she was not performing for the cameras. She was simply doing her duty with expedience and grace. They fell, one after another, until the only one who remained was Hinton himself, now cowering in a corner, all of his bravado collapsing under the weight of the moment.

Marie instinctively knew this was a turning point. Not just for her, but for the entire world. For their entire species. Could he sense that, too? Is that why his hands were shaking?

“There is no longer a place for you,” she told him. “Civilization has moved on.”

“All right, I’ll go,” he pleaded. “I’ll go into exile. You’ll never see me again.”

But Marie shook her head. “The Thunderhead would have been happy with that—and if you had agreed to that before today, I wouldn’t be here. But you didn’t accept exile. And I don’t work for the Thunderhead.”

“You will come to regret this,” he told her. “Mark my words—if there’s one thing I know it’s that you will rue the day you made this choice. And when you do—”

But any soliloquy he planned was pruned at the root with a single stroke.



She climbed back up to the White House proper, trying to wrap her mind around what she had just done. She had cleared the way for the Thunderhead to rule unimpeded. She had also solidified the power and sovereignty of the Scythedom in a way no one had done before. She wondered if this would violate the second scythe commandment. Would gleaning the last troublesome figures of mortal rule be considered bias? Even if it was, what was the worst the Scythedom could do to her? Censure her? Take away her right to glean for a year or two? Surely cutting the world free from the past was worth any price.

She found a bathroom up in the presidential residence, and drew a bath for herself. This had been a messy affair—and while she could wash the blood from her hands, the spatter streaked and saturated her robe, making it a terrible thing to behold.

But it was a thick garment, so she turned it inside out to hide the blood. She thought it might look odd, but it did not. Her robe’s lining was a silky lavender. It was a subtle, subdued hue. She found that she actually liked it far better than the garish purple.

Focal points in history have their own gravity, and so as she stepped outside, she found herself faced by a small but growing crowd. The gate had been thrown open, the guards were gone. And nearly everyone in the crowd had a hand up with one device or another recording, streaming, galvanizing this moment as a new anchor point for posterity.

She realized she had not prepared anything to say, but she had to say something. And so the words she now spoke—words that would soon become known the world round—were truly from the heart.

“What I have done today is my burden, and my gift,” she told the crowd. “The future is unfettered. There could not be a brighter day. Long live us all!”



The Thunderhead might have been able to predict what came next, but Marie certainly couldn’t. In the weeks after the gleaning, her actions began to be mirrored around the world. Monarchs and dictators, and heads of state for nations that by and large no longer existed were gleaned one after the other, until not a single one remained. Nations were now officially washed away. Now the only divisions were that of region. All equal. None in competition. No more “them,” only “us.” And at each political gleaning, the same words were spoken.

“The future is unfettered. Long live us all!”

The Thunderhead, which did not comment on the mechanics of life and death, had only this to say, in its usual understated way: “I did not ask for this, but it will make my stewardship of the planet a little bit easier.”

Even so, Marie could not get out of her mind the president’s last words. She would rue the day she made this choice. She wondered when that day would come.



At Winter Conclave, Marie arrived in her Porsche, and found the same young man waiting to park her car, apparently deciding that it was his permanent calling. The moment she approached the marble steps to the Fulcrum City capital, the crowd, which had been watching the processional of scythes, all turned their eyes to her and began whispering. Soon, however, the whispers fell into silence. Other scythes saw her and stepped aside, letting her have a wide berth. Letting her go before them.

“The new robe suits you, Scythe Curie,” said Scythe Vonnegut, without the slightest smirk or hint at irony. She nodded her thanks to him. Then, for the first time on these steps, she turned to the crowds on either side and faintly smiled, offering them the slightest of waves—and they looked ready to swoon from her attention. She had heard that people were now calling her “Little Miss Murder.” She disliked it a lot less than she thought she would. It gave her a persona she was motivated to grow out of.

Strange, but the scythes around her no longer felt intimidating. She longed to see how Michael would be around her now. Perhaps he would see her less as a student, and more his equal. An added bonus to her now infamous gleaning.

As she crossed into the outer vestibule where their sumptuous conclave breakfast awaited, she overheard a scythe she didn’t even know speak to another.

“I wouldn’t doubt she’ll be High Blade someday,” the scythe said. “The girl is formidable.”

Marie smiled, for, at last, her own future was unfettered.






Never Work with Animals Co-authored with Michael H. Payne


Scythe Fields held the hot dog beneath his nose, taking a deep whiff, and letting it out. “Ah, the scent of a good, strong mustard under a perfect cerulean sky!” He turned and beamed at the hot dog vendor. “Nothing like it in the world, Charles.”

“Yes, Your Honor,” Charles more sighed than said. The fellow was melancholy to a fault. Fields would’ve gleaned him years ago were it not for the quality of his hot dogs. A standard brand, yes—but the skill was in the preparation. Just the right amount of mustard, and kraut—crisp, not soggy—and a bun warmed to the perfect temperature. Fields practically inhaled the hot dog, then brushed crumbs from his golden-brown robe.

“I’ll have a second, I believe.” Fields leaned back against the cart and watched the citizens of Oxnard, WestMerica, strolling through the shoreline park, leaf shadows dancing in the ocean breeze over the grassy hillocks and winding pathways. “If all days could be like this!” he said, and glanced at Charles for a reaction.

“They mostly are,” he said in his habitual sepulchral tones. “Only rains or clouds over when the Thunderhead lets it—which is only as often as people want, I suppose.”

A simple nod or a smile was what Fields was fishing for—or even something more effusive. Perhaps a wholehearted declaration that the town was as wonderful as it was due to his efforts—not the Thunderhead’s—which, as a scythe, Fields had no use for. He started to glower, annoyed that Charles had dragged his thoughts toward unpleasantness. Fields found his hand twitching for the sword cane hanging from his arm—a reflex he indulged as often as not.

Annoyance held the paramount spot on his list of gleaning offenses—something that sloppy waiters, peevish teenagers, and inattentive pet owners up and down this section of the coast had learned during the three decades he had been a scythe.

But as irksome as Charles could be, Fields’s heart was softened by the loving care the man gave his craft. Even now, it was there in the way he set the hot dog into its bun like a babe into a cradle. It was this that allowed Fields to overlook his many faults.

Fields reached for the hot dog before Charles had even begun extending it toward him. “Ready a third if you’d be so kind, Charles,” Fields said. “I’m trying to put on a few pounds after the shining example offered by Xenocrates—the High Blade over in MidMerica.” Fields patted the barely noticeable belly beneath his robes. “Alas, no matter how much I try, my own blood continues to conspire against me.” He took a bite of the hot dog, letting the sweet and salt of it wash away the bitterness of his thoughts.

A slight clearing of throat from Charles. “You could have your nanites adjusted, Your Honor, to allow you to put on weight.”

The mouthful tried to go down the wrong pipe; Fields coughed, bent forward, stomped his foot, got his glottal equipment under control, and swallowed with an effort. “And admit defeat?” He straightened and shook his head. “Mind over matter, Charles! That’s the guiding principle that’s gotten this world where it is today, and—”

Just then, a dog began barking, shattering the calm of the bucolic day. The sound made Fields’s gut clench and shattered his every other thought.

“Godfrey Daniels!” he exclaimed. His research had never revealed what the expression actually meant, but his Patron Historic had been known to use it in moments of exasperation, so Scythe Fields had adopted its use when he’d adopted the name. Grabbing his sword cane—yet another quaint accessory he’d adopted from his beloved Mortal Era—he spun away from the cart, ready to administer a death-infused correction to whoever might dare disturb the genteel tranquility he’d fought so long and so hard for.

It wasn’t that he disliked dogs—he loved dogs. But, like children, they were better seen than heard.

As a child, he’d had a beloved dog—but dogs had short natural lives, and the cost of revival and resetting their age doubled every time. Eventually when it became too cost prohibitive, many people opted to let their pets pass. He supposed it was a way to control the pet population—after all, there were no pet scythes to glean them—but as a child he’d found it a cruelty.

As a scythe, however, everything came free—including endless pet revivals. Fields was currently bereft of a canine companion, though. His most recent dog, a cocker spaniel, had been on the frail side, and the frequent trips down to the animal shelter’s revival center when the thing kept rendering itself deadish had gotten to be a nuisance. The last time that he’d dropped it off for revival, he never returned to pick it up. “Gift it to someone worthy,” he had told them at the revival center. “Perhaps someone who has more patience for such an accident-prone animal.”

He wasn’t quite sure which direction the barking had come from, but as he turned to look, he did see a leashless dog trotting toward him through the park alongside a young couple, its apparent masters. Silky, grayish white, it caused Fields to pause. It was rather a lovely animal. It held its head high, its chest puffed out, its fluffy tail most handsomely curled up and around to touch its back.

Fields was delighted to discover that this wasn’t the dog barking—in fact, from the air of self-possession around it, Fields couldn’t quite imagine it ever barking. As if such a thing was beneath it. The sound came again, and this time Fields triangulated it to a yippy little rat-sized creature farther down the path. It was scooped up by a woman in a neon-pink outfit that was somehow louder than the animal, and she spirited the little beast away.

Fields knew this pair. The yapping dog was a Pomeranian named Tea Biscuit, and its owner was Constance Something-or-Other. He had given her several stern looks over the years, but this? The blatant interruption of a perfect lunch? There was only so much his kindly nature could endure.

But he could attend to the woman later. Of more immediate interest was this newcomer couple, and their far more dignified dog.

Quickly gulping the rest of his frankfurter, Fields deployed his cane with a flourish, and started toward them.

“Good afternoon!” he called as jovially as he knew how. “I hope you’ll allow me to welcome you folks to Oxnard, the shining jewel of the WestMerican coast.”

The slight twitch that tugged at their faces was an effect he caused everywhere he went. All scythes knew it. It was the tamping down of the human fight-or-flight response that surfaced whenever people saw a scythe. Since both fight and flight would bring about a gleaning, people had learned to imprison that particular instinct, although it did, on these occasions, rattle its chains.

Their reaction was irritating, but the dog didn’t bark at him and that kept his demeanor pleasant. Really, it was quite an exceptional animal.

Leaning forward, Fields dangled the hand not sporting his ring before the dog’s nose and beamed at the young couple. They seemed genuinely young, too, not like so many who turned the corner at the first sign of a wrinkle.

“Permit me to introduce myself.” He would’ve tipped his hat if he’d had one, but he didn’t care for the way hats flattened the hair along his temples. “Fields is the name, local scythe and greeting committee. I’m always pleased to welcome new arrivals and make certain they understand what a fine little community we have here. Are you taking up residence in Oxnard, or just visiting?”

The couple smiled, slightly nervous. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Honor,” said the man. “We’ve just moved here from the Region of the Rising Sun.”

Come to think of it, they did have a mild PanAsiatic leaning—not that Fields cared about such things. It was nice to know his little seaside town was attracting people from far-flung places. Although he hoped it didn’t become a habit.

“I’m Khen Muragami. This is my wife, Anjali, and our Shikoku dog here is named Jian—”

“Splendid, splendid,” said Fields, having already forgotten the couple’s names. The dog’s name, however, stuck out sorely, and Fields couldn’t help pursing his lips. “Am I to understand that you’ve named this fine animal ‘John’?” He shook his head. “I could never understand why people would give a dog a mundane human name—and unless I’m greatly mistaken, this is a female….”

The young woman cleared her throat. “Excuse me, Your Honor, but her name is Jian.” She displayed a healthy pair of dimples. “Our girl can be quite the handful sometimes, so her name is an ancient PanAsiatic word for a double-edged sword.”

“Ancient?” Fields brightened. “Well, now, I’m quite an expert on the Age of Mortality. In fact, my Patron Historic was one of the Mortal Era’s greatest existential philosophers, encapsulating that bygone time in two precepts that I’ve found applicable even to our modern day. The first, ‘You can’t cheat an honest man’ shows how mortal folk who lived contentedly could never be led astray. And the second, ‘Never give a sucker an even break,’ instructs us to be ruthless when dealing with those who do depart the path of propriety.”

He placed his ringed hand over his chest, in a gesture of sincerity. “Truly words to live by.” He couldn’t help but notice how the couple’s eyes lingered on the ring.

“Indeed,” the man said, his smile showing a few more teeth than were necessary. “And thank you for the welcome, Your Honor. We’ll look forward to seeing you around town.”

“I’m somewhat unmissable, yes. Good day to you both.” Then bending a bit farther, he met the dog’s dark, unblinking gaze. “And to you, John.”

He made his way back to the hot dog stand where Charles had his third hot dog waiting. “What a delightful animal. It certainly deserves a more appropriate name. But such things can be remedied.”

Charles went almost entirely still behind the cart, and Fields couldn’t blame him at all. Fields had come to love his profession, of course. Goddard, that eloquent scythe from MidMerica, had espoused some wonderful precepts about a scythe’s relationship to his work. A pity he’d been burned beyond revival in a botched Tonist gleaning a few months ago. Well, perhaps it was no great loss. After all, Goddard had been annoyingly loud and flashy….

Fields heaved a sigh. “I shall have to pay John’s family a visit this evening—but not before breaking bread with Constance and Tea Biscuit.” Then he chuckled, because more would be broken than bread.



Constance Something-or-Other had not made things convenient for him. When he had arrived at her home, she was still packing her bags even though it had been hours since she’d committed her gleaning offense. If only she’d put a bit more effort into making her getaway, she could’ve saved him a great deal of exertion, but no.

She unleashed a tearful barrage of pre-gleaning hysterics, but at least she put Tea Biscuit into his carrier before Fields had unlimbered his sword cane upon her.

John’s owners were much more courteous. They took their gleaning in stride—although they were monotonously insistent about how special John was, and how she needed the most dutiful sort of care.

The aftermath there had proven a pleasant surprise. Fields had his tranquilizer gun, loaded and ready in his robe to use on the dog, but the animal once again showed its sterling character. She’d not even growled at him as he’d removed her old collar and tags and replaced them with new ones. Quite surprising behavior, considering the trying events she had just witnessed. But, well, one didn’t acquire a dog for protection in these enlightened times, did one?

“Trixie is now your name,” he told her, jingling the tags that now dangled on her neck. This was always the name he gave female dogs he adopted. He had plenty of “Trixie” paraphernalia at home—it would be a waste to choose a different name. Besides, Fields decided she looked like a Trixie. And that was that. He snapped the leash into place, and she trailed after him quite meekly into his limo. Tea Biscuit’s carrier, on the other hand, went into the trunk, where the demonic creature’s incessant barking would be muted.

Ten minutes later, his limo pulled up to the curb with a spine-rattling jerk. Add to that the way the dratted thing seemed to take the longest possible route tonight, and it left his mood sour, if not foul. The Scythedom’s driverless vehicles were not allowed to participate in the Thunderhead’s electronic traffic grid—which made them a fleet of artificial unintelligence. Even so, a glitchy automated vehicle was infinitely preferable to having a human chauffeur. Fields couldn’t understand how anyone could stand entrusting themselves so completely to another person.

With Tea Biscuit’s carrier in one hand, and Trixie’s leash in the other, he walked toward the Oxnard pet shelter and revival center’s main entrance. Mere seconds after he rang the bell, the door opened to reveal a salt-and-pepper-haired woman with whom Fields had dealt before. “Good evening, Dawn,” he said, again lamenting his inability to wear hats that he could tip. “Always a pleasure to see a familiar face.”

“Scythe Fields.” Dawn’s eyes moved down and back up, her gaze taking in the scene. “These dogs are both alive,” she observed, “so you’re not here for another pet revival?”

“Not tonight,” he told her. “I am giving the creature in the case to the shelter, where you will, no doubt, find a more disciplined owner than it previously had. And this beauty”—he gestured to Trixie sitting on the path beside him, her ears back and her nose at work on a scent—“I shall be adopting myself. I trust the paperwork’s still in its usual spot?”

He stepped through the door and headed to the reception desk.

“You know that, as a scythe, you don’t need to fill out any paperwork, Your Honor.”

“Nor do I need to bring animals here after I’ve gleaned their owners, and yet I do,” Fields pointed out. “And I don’t need to return animals for revival after they’ve proven themselves unworthy companions, and yet I do that as well. Because filling out forms, and these other kindnesses set a positive example. Although I might be above the law, I am not beyond it.”

“Yes, Your Honor.” She took Tea Biscuit off his hands, and Fields went to the nearest computer console. Upon his approach, the friendly Thunderhead interface vanished and was replaced by the simple, utilitarian screen that faced every scythe when they approached a computer. He pulled up the requisite forms and got to work, all the while his new canine ward waited patiently by his side.

“I’ve a good feeling about this one,” he shouted to Dawn, who was still in the back, trying to settle Tea Biscuit. He’d gone through quite a few dogs in his years, but the truth was, a person in his position needed a certain kind of dog, a kind he’d yet to find despite his constant searching. So many of those other dogs had an uncanny tendency toward deadishness, but he suspected this one would be very different.

With the adoption forms all in order, he bid Dawn a fond farewell and left. But when he got to the curb, his limo was gone. He fumbled through his pockets one-handed for his hand tablet. Tapping it, he discovered that the car was back home in the garage recharging its fuel cells.

“Godfrey Daniels,” he muttered. If only one could glean an inanimate object. Taking a breath, he let it go. No use wasting his annoyance on a machine. Besides, it was a lovely night, and the quietude of the town’s streets was widely renowned, especially after dark when only unsavory types would be out and about. He had no use for such people and had let his gleaning send that message as far as it could travel. Not that he targeted any group, of course—but a few high-profile examples, he’d found, could start rumors and convey an impression that wasn’t backed up by the sort of hard data that would get him in trouble with High Blade Pickford and her statistics staff.

Fields gave a smile to the dog sitting at his feet. “Come now, Trixie,” he said in his most coaxing tone. “We’ll have a nice little stroll and get to know one another.”

Speaking to animals, he knew, was all about tone and body language. But that didn’t mean that the conversation, one-sided though it may be, needed to be empty. Fields had to admit, the one-sidedness charmed him. Properly behaved dogs allowed him to talk without any fear of being interrupted, sidetracked, or even questioned.

“I think you’ll see, Trixie, that you’ve nothing to fear from your uncle Bill, and I’m sure we’ll be on our way to becoming great friends and bosom companions in no time.”

The dog’s ears twitched forward, and she was dutifully obedient… but the blankness about her… There was nothing fearful in her manner, but nothing ingratiating, either. Fields didn’t know what to make of it. He had to admit, however, a muted reaction was better than howling or barking or lunging at him as some of his previous acquisitions had done during their first moments together.

“A pleasant walk through the streets of your new hometown,” he said. “That should be just the thing to perk you up.”

And, of course, the dog said nothing.



Fields—back when he was just little Jimmy Randell—had fond and not-so-fond memories of his childhood dog. Towser was a sturdy and willful malamute that his parents saw fit to leave almost entirely in young Jimmy’s care, which would have been fine, had he been a little older and sturdier himself. Towser was adept at bolting, and pulling out of Jimmy’s grasp. The poor dog’s life came to a bitter intermission when a female malamute across the street caught Towser’s eye. He darted into the street, and was promptly killed by a car. Jimmy’s parents revived Towser, but not without complaining about the cost, and giving Jimmy a stern reprimand. “A dog’s gotta know its place,” his father would constantly tell him. “They want to know their place. Once they know who’s master they’re content and relieved.”

And so from that moment on, he was firmer with Towser, and wrapped the leash twice around his wrist when he took Towser for a walk. It worked at first, until Towser spied a raccoon lumbering across the street one evening. He bolted again… this time dragging Jimmy into the street with him, where they were both rendered deadish by a truck. As for the raccoon, it made a clean getaway, as raccoons often do.

After Jimmy’s revival, he got yet another reprimand, and did not get Towser back. “We revived him and sent him to live on a ranch,” his father told him. “With a more responsible caretaker,” he added, just for the dig.

But as Jimmy got older, he suspected it was a lie, and they had let Towser stay dead, what with the increasing expense of pet revival. The possibility that he’d been lied to about Towser was one of the many reasons Fields had found it fairly easy to plunge that sword into his father’s chest at his final apprenticeship test three decades ago. His father, of course, was revived, but never forgave him. Fields suspected that was part of the reason for the test: to emotionally distance young scythes from their families. Although for Fields that emotional distance seemed to extend to most other human beings as well. But pets were different. Their love was unconditional—and he was certain that Trixie could be conditioned to love him.



On the walk home that night, Fields let Trixie sniff at the trees and flowerbeds along the way, until reaching his beachfront home. It was sizable, without being ostentatious. A grassy yard dotted with beds of dahlias and primrose and three ficus trees to provide the most picturesque sort of shade as well as being large enough for a medium-sized dog like Trixie to get a bit of exercise. The house itself was three stories tall and painted the tasteful gray and white that Fields unofficially but strictly enforced hereabouts. He pushed the front gate open with a little thrill of anticipation. “Now then, Trixie,” he said, stepping through, “let’s give you the grand tour.”

This time, she didn’t follow, the leash going taut in Fields’s hand. Turning in the slightly orange light of the corner streetlamp, he couldn’t detect even the slightest wag of her tail. She was sniffing, though, her head raised slightly, and her nose pointed toward the house.

“Displaying caution.” Fields nodded. “An admirable trait when entering a new situation.” He tugged the lead a bit more firmly. “But enough of that. Come along inside.” His father had been right about one thing: Dogs had to know the alpha. Knowing where they were in the pecking order made them feel safe. Less anxious. Even if it was just a pecking order of two. He also worried that there may be raccoons lurking about again. Those creatures had plagued him ever since that unfortunate truck incident. The last thing he wanted was for Trixie to get all worked up about a critter before even getting through the door.

Fortunately, she followed him in without him having to become more insistent; up the brick walkway to the porch and into the front hall. He closed the door quickly behind them, tapped the light switch, and undid the leash from Trixie’s collar. “Give Uncle Bill a moment to put his equipment away, and we can see the house.”

As he hadn’t had to use the tranquilizer gun, he simply unloaded it and placed it upon its rack within his weapons cabinet just inside the door. “A place for everything, and everything in its place.” He closed the cabinet and turned, expecting to see her sniffing the floor or the carpet or curtains in the front room. Instead, she was standing exactly where he’d left her, regarding him. Her gaze was now even more opaque—he would almost have called it thoughtful had she not been a dog—but she didn’t cringe, didn’t growl, didn’t bark, didn’t leap up to plant her paws against his belly or anything untoward like that.

“Very good.” Bending down, Fields patted her head, and her lack of response struck him as odd, but then he’d always found overly exuberant dogs to be a bit off-putting. “Such a good girl,” he said to reinforce the idea. “The kitchen first, I think.”

He showed her her bowls, the name “Trixie” inscribed upon them—he had another pair labeled “Rex” along with matching collar and tags for those times when he adopted a male. She sniffed them, lapped at the water bowl, but seemed otherwise uninterested; even when he took an old box of dog biscuits he still had in the cupboard from the previous Trixie and shook it at her with a grin, she didn’t react with more than a slightly cocked head.

“You’ve never seen dog biscuits before?” Fields rattled the box again. “Treats? Cookies? Num-nums?” He couldn’t think what else people called the things, but since she didn’t respond with any more recognition to one name than the others, the point became quickly moot. “Did they teach you nothing at all?” Opening the box, he shook one out and extended it toward her. “Here you go, girl. Come on.”

She merely cocked her head in the other direction.

For the briefest of instants, he imagined taking a bite of it himself as a demonstration, but instead, he returned to his earlier question: What had her previous owners taught her? “Certainly they played catch with you!” And taking careful aim, he tossed the biscuit to pass just to the left of her muzzle.

Not only did she not catch it, she shied to her right, allowing the biscuit to clatter to the kitchen’s tile floor.

Feeling gladder and gladder that he’d gotten her former owners out of the way, Fields put the box of biscuits back in the cupboard. “We shall begin your education first thing in the morning,” he informed her, and he turned back just in time to see the biscuit was now gone from the floor.

He blew out a breath. “Well, at least you recognize food when you see it.” Nodding, he crossed the kitchen and pushed open the door to the dining room. “Come, Trixie. Come.” That word, at least, she seemed to know….

In the dining room, he showed her the side door with the flap that she could push aside when she felt the need to relieve herself, then he opened the door to show her the side yard where said relieving would occur. She had to be housebroken at her age; he refused to think otherwise and led her from the dining room out to the end of the front hall and the stairway.

On the second floor, he showed her his office and her daytime cushion on the floor across from his desk. “So while I’m seeing to the great work that’s been entrusted to me, you can be waiting faithfully nearby.” Heading back into the hallway and up the stairs to the third floor, he used his cane to point out her nighttime cushion beside his bed as well as his collection of vintage video disks and antique big-screen TV. “You shall retire for the evening here.” He gently tapped her cushion, and she seemed to get the idea, because she stepped forward and sat upon it. The cushion was the finest pet bed there was. Highest quality, and comfortable enough to ensure that she would never have any reason to venture up onto his bed. Not that there wouldn’t be the occasional misstep—but time, training, and discipline would let her know what was and was not allowed.

And then Trixie barked.

It was the first sound she had made in his presence. It was soft and very short, her eyes fixed on the windows that during daylight hours would show a lovely view of the ocean. French doors opened between the windows onto an upper deck that he seldom used, and toward this door Trixie now advanced, her head low, the hair bristling along her neck.

Fields stared. “Whatever’s the matter, girl?” Nothing could be out there of interest to a dog….except possibly birds or cats or—“Raccoons?”

Rushing across the room to the door now, she growled, and Fields tightened his lips. Could the little devils truly be cavorting about in the trees and bushes alongside the house again?

Only one way to find out.

Quick steps brought him to her side; he wrenched the door open, rushed out onto the deck, and cried, “Ha!”

No scurrying or squeaking met his ears, but Trixie ran straight for the western railing. An energetic stretch brought her to her hind legs, her front paws coming to rest on top of the rail, and the eager way she bent her head downward made Fields sure she’d spotted some quarry.

“What is it, girl?” Fields hurried to the spot beside her, leaned halfway over in an attempt to catch the beasts in the act of whatever it was raccoons did, but then Trixie was moving, barking, trying to squeeze between him and the railing. “What on earth are you—?” he began, taking a step back. “Heel, Trixie! Heel!”

Exactly the wrong thing to say, he realized as soon as he’d said it, for the dog was suddenly positioning herself right where he was trying to put his foot. She gave a yelp, and not wanting to settle his full weight upon her, he jumped away, striking the low porch railing about mid-thigh. Inner ear spinning, his balance shifting, his shoulders continued forward, and before he knew it, he’d gone over, the flagstone of the back patio rushing toward him.

“Godfrey Daniels!” he managed to exclaim before a painful crack jolted through him, and everything went dark.



Blinking blearily, Fields rubbed his head. More blinking revealed tasteful wooden walls with velvet hangings of a muted purple color. He pushed himself up onto one elbow, and another bout of blinking revealed an entirely too perky woman in white.

“Good afternoon, Scythe Fields!” Her eyes sparkled enough to give a mortal man an aneurism. “It’s such an honor serving you for what the records indicate is only your second revival!”

“Whut in tarnation?” Fields heard himself, and shut his mouth quickly. The voice coming out of him—the words coming out of him did not sound like him. They were familiar, yes, but not in a good way. More in a kind of way he’d much rather forget. Although his thoughts were muddy, he forced eloquence to his lips. “Could you kindly tell me what has occurred?”

“Not our business to know.” The woman grew a bit less bright and sprightly, but Fields still felt like he had to squint to look at her. “All I know is that the drones brought you in, and we did our work. Scythe Conan Doyle from the High Blade’s office was here yesterday, though, and he said there didn’t seem to be any sign of foul play at the scene.”

“Scene?” More memories bubbled up. “Trixie!” he shouted, leaping to his feet.

Spots burst across his vision, but a steadying grip seized his upper arm. “Careful, Your Honor!”

“Let go!” Vertigo washed through him, and he couldn’t stop the whininess and drawl of his youth from seeping into his voice. “Me and my dog were huntin’ raccoons when I tripped and fell!”

“Sir?” The pressure of her hand lessened. “Raccoons?”

The wave of grouchiness inspired by her question didn’t clear his eyes, but it did make him feel more like himself—more like the version of himself that proudly bore the name Fields. He cleared his throat. “Yes, madame! Raccoons!” A deep breath helped him focus, both on the wall of the room and on the person he was supposed to be. “Ferocious little devils! Came at us in a pack like miniature wolves! Practically wolverines, the whole gang of them!”

Another breath, and he was able to turn to the nurse with a fair amount of his swagger back. “So if you’d be so kind as to tell me what’s become of my faithful dog, I’ll be on my way to retrieve her.” He forced a chuckle he didn’t quite feel. “Retrieve my dog. Quite the witty remark were she a retriever.”

The nurse’s expression had gone almost completely blank, something Fields found he preferred to the bubbliness she’d been displaying earlier. “Your… dog?” she asked, and Fields had to smile, seeing that she was the one off-balance now. “Well, you’ve been here a day and a half… so… I suppose she’d be at the animal shelter?”

“Excellent!” A table behind her caught Fields’s attention, and his smile grew, his sword cane and hand tablet lying there. “Most excellent!” He stepped around the nurse, grabbed his belongings, and started for the door.

“Sir?” she called behind him. “Perhaps you should rest a bit more? We have some really good ice cream if you’d—”

“Unnecessary!” With each step, he could feel the panache of his bon vivant personality trickling back to inhabit his various extremities. “I’m sure Oxnard has been beside itself with worry, wondering about my condition, so I shall make my departure.” He gave her a flourished salute with his cane, made his way down a hall to a lobby, and exited, the afternoon blue and shimmering with just the slightest touch of a breeze.

The animal shelter was on the next block, and Fields made his way around to the emergency room entrance before realizing that regular business hours were still in effect, with people waiting their turn—and although Fields didn’t mind a little paperwork, waiting his turn was certainly not in his portfolio of skills. He made his way to the front, and, of course, no one dared to stop him.

The little lobby looked much the same as it did during his late-night visit, but he actually pulled up short to see Dawn seated behind the counter. He had hoped it would be someone else, and spare him the embarrassment of having to retrieve Trixie so soon after adopting her.

“Your Honor!” She sprang to her feet, the small but sincere smile on her lips striking Fields with much more force than the large, slightly plastic one the nurse had worn. “I wasn’t sure when you’d be out.” Coming around to the end of the counter, she touched something that clicked, and the whole section swung open. “But I’ve got someone here who I’ll bet is happy to see you!”

Trixie lay stretched across the floor behind the counter, and Fields braced himself, partially resigned to the inevitable barking and leaping and slobbering—

Except that Trixie just raised her head and looked at him.

Fields’s heart seemed to be pressing against his ribs. That the animal should know him so well, should know exactly how to react to him, after so brief an acquaintance… “Such an excellent dog,” he managed to get out.

“She’s very well behaved,” Dawn was saying. “I can’t even imagine how she was trained. But she showed up here the other night not long after you took her, and when I called the scythe offices, they said you’d been taken in for revival.”

Having never been through the revival process in his adult life, Fields didn’t know if the upwelling of emotion he was feeling might be a residual effect or not. But he couldn’t deny that the thought of this near stranger caring for Trixie while he himself had been incapacitated was tightening his throat and misting his eyes. “Dawn, my dear?” He held out his ring. “I can’t thank you enough.”

Her eyes went wide. “Immunity, Your Honor?” She crossed toward him hesitantly.

“You’ve earned it.”

He tried not to flinch as she went down on one knee to kiss his ring. Fortunately, she didn’t make a slobbering mess of things. Fields kept his attention on Trixie during the whole nauseating procedure. She was sitting up on her haunches now, her tongue lolling out in what Fields had always thought of as a canine smile. “That’s my girl,” he said, clapping his hands when the telltale red flash from his ring indicated that Dawn had finally removed herself. “At least we frightened those raccoons away, eh, Trixie?”

The jolliness of her expression seemed to increase. Beaming, Fields bent down, took the end of her leash, and started toward the door. “You’ve my eternal thanks, Dawn,” he called, “or a year’s worth, at least.” He looked back to give her the usual jaunty wave with his cane, but Trixie pulled a bit harder on the lead than he’d been expecting, making him stumble a few steps outside before he could recover his balance.

He took an easy breath for the first time since his revival. “To the park, I believe, Trixie.” She was walking alongside him now, her ears perked but her gaze focused ahead, no doubt on the lookout for miscreants. Fields nodded in approval and went on. “I can’t wait to see how you’ll respond to Charles’s wonderful hot dogs.”

Out on the street with his faithful canine companion, Fields puffed away the last bits of the timid uncertainty that had clouded his thoughts when he’d first awoken. He’d left that weak, frightened boy behind years ago, and it made his lips tighten to think that a little thing like going deadish should allow that person to return….

But it was much too pleasant a day for such morbid considerations. “Yes, indeed,” he said, putting the slightest strut into his step and nodding to the people moving aside for him and Trixie on the sidewalk. “Quite lovely.”

At the oceanfront promenade, they took a right, the salty scent of the sea making Fields wonder if he should commandeer a small yacht for viewing the sunset. Perhaps Trixie had some water dog in her?

At this moment, she was nosing along the lampposts and planters in just the way Fields liked: neither impeding his forward progress nor forcing him to scurry. And when they arrived at the park, he took the hot dog Charles gave him and barely had to bend over and offer it to Trixie, before she lunged upward, snatching the offering away, nearly nipping his fingers in the process.

Fields beamed at her. “Devoured it like a true connoisseur, wouldn’t you say, Charles?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” the man answered in his usual baritone moan, but fortunately, he was already extending a perfect, mustard-covered specimen of his culinary art, so Fields once again forgave him all else.

After a second for Trixie and third for himself, Fields took leave of the park and headed downtown. “As a rule, I don’t care much for the hustle and bustle of the city,” he told Trixie—and anyone else who cared to listen during the long blocks between the water and the storefronts that strived so unsuccessfully to be quaint. “But a scythe’s duties are never done.”

After picking up some dinner for himself, and multiple dog food choices for Trixie, he noted a few people for future gleaning, then headed home.

“Quite the eventful day, Trixie,” he said as he pushed open the front door. “What say we attempt to take things easy for the rest of the week, hmmm? No more hunting for us.”

She swung her face up, but the lack of tongue-lolling, perked ears, shining eyes, or any sort of expression at all wanted to send a shiver down his spine. He shook his head. Likely he was still woozy from the procedure.

In the kitchen, he plopped a spoonful from each can of dog food into her bowl. She ate them all with equal relish, but that in fact turned out to be no relish at all. Her tail barely moved as she swallowed the scoops—nothing he would’ve called a wag, certainly—nor did her ears perk in any appreciable way.

His first impulse was to wonder if she’d overdone the hot dogs, but his next thought brought a smile to his face. “Not a picky eater! Yet another excellent quality in a dog!” He dumped the remainder from one of the cans into the bowl and slid the other cans into the refrigerator. “For tomorrow, then.”

The soft chomping sounds of her finishing followed him across the kitchen to the sink. “There are few things I find as annoying as a prima donna,” he said, glad once again to have a properly nonresponsive audience to whom he could declaim his thoughts. He filled her water bowl and carried it back to Trixie’s nook. “Those who constantly call attention to themselves with outrageous demands or by presenting themselves as somehow better or more important than the rest of us.” He set the bowl down, straightened, and shook his head before noticing that she was looking up at him again.

For the slightest of instants, he almost thought something might be lurking in those dark eyes. But then she was turning away, lowering her head to lap at the water bowl. “Most extraordinary,” he muttered. “My recovery from the deadish condition is definitely incomplete.” Shifting his shoulders, he opened the refrigerator and removed a can of his favorite beverage, grape soda—a lifeline to his childhood—or more accurately, the sweet trophy of having survived it.
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