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A short tale At Death’s Gates

For ages uncounted, Master Death has assisted souls in transition. But what happens when love gets in the way? 

Death and the Dryad

What’s Death to do when a dryad appears at his gate without her soul? She can’t move on, nor go back. Will Death find a place for her—at his side?

––––––––

Death and the Dryad

“To another year.”

Tükenis lifted his glass and stared through the clear liquid. Another year. But what was a year to one such as he? A minute, a second, the briefest flash gone in an instant? He shook his head. When did time begin to matter?

A staccato knock drew his attention to the doorway. A gatherer stood in dark relief against bright, white light.

“Come.”

“Master Death, your gatherers have prepared for this bleak night and await your command to attend to our assigned gathers.”

With a frustrated huff, Tükenis rose from his overstuffed chair and moved toward his wide, glass-topped desk. Granted, millennia had passed since he’d first bargained for the souls of his gatherers, but he’d kept up with the times. He enjoyed modern man and the comforts their ingenuity brought to the world and ultimately his domain. Perhaps it was too much to expect those who had long served him to release the restrictions of the past.

The clink of his martini glass against the desk top brought a rueful twist to his lips. The overindulgence of alcohol at the changing year was good for his minions. The unnecessary deaths and gathered souls had earned many the return of their own bargained soul. Only wars kept him busier.

“The holding rooms are prepared?”

“Yes, master Death. Furnished as you, in your wisdom, have decreed.”

“No need for the dead to be uncomfortable while waiting for Death’s touch.”

“No, master Death.”

“On with you, then. I shall appear at the gate within the hour.”

Giving a sharp nod, the gatherer backed from the doorway, turned and loped toward the shadows. Tükenis grinned. That one would undoubtedly earn the return of his soul this night.

Tükenis let his shoulders slump and he leaned his hip against the desk. Making bargains had become distasteful, but without indentured servants to bring the dead to him and more recently to his apprentices, he wouldn’t be able to send on their souls in a timely fashion. When he’d taken on the mantle of Death and developed his processes, he hadn’t expected the mortal population to grow so rapidly. 

Then it had been a joy to touch each soul, hold the tiny energy a moment then let the essence dissolve either into the light—or to dust. Now, there were too many and too little time to comfort and ease each soul into its next existence. 

Returning his contemplation to the martini glass, he willed the vessel full again. He’d try a lemon drop this time. Both tart and sweet, lemons had always been a favorite treat.

Holding the fruit cut side against her palm, Zoa squeezed lemon juice into a small bowl. Then she searched through the ragged pulp for plump seeds. Only two showed promise. She rinsed them in a crystal bowl filled with purified water then arraigned them on a deep green silk cloth with three others she’d harvested that evening.

There wasn’t time to dry and prepare the seeds properly, still with her touch one of these had to grow for her. She leaned back, closed her eyes and whispered her plea. “Please, let one grow. I’m aching and bruised in this world. I need a true home. I don’t know how much longer I can survive without the comfort and support of a living tree wrapped around me. Please. Oh, please. Let the sprout from one of these precious seeds be mine.”

At midnight of the changing year she would plant her chosen seeds and under the grace of the moonlight, one would surely sprout. With her song, the tree would grow quickly, a hand count of years instead of the many before the trunk would be a perfect fit.

Her perfect fit. She kissed her fingertip, then touched each seed. “There, my hope. You shall grow a home for me. Tonight will bring a change to my existence, wait and see.”

Zoa rose from the hard kitchen chair and twirled, laughing as the soft folds of her cotton skirt tickled her calves. She lifted the palm-sized earthenware bowl of lemon juice, holding it high while she danced. Giddy with anticipation, she sloshed a bit of the precious juice over her hand.

She froze. There wasn’t much in her bowl and now she’d wasted—No, she chastised herself, not wasted. She returned the bowl to the table, stoppered the container with cork then using her dry hand swiped a bit of the juice at the inside of her elbow and dotted it behind her earlobes. The back of her knees received the offering and finally she pressed her damp fingertips to the valley between her breasts.

Wrapped in the memory and aroma of her tree, Zoa swayed as though a gentle breeze caressed her. For just a moment, safety and comfort pushed back the noise, the rush and disbelief of the modern world and she returned to an ancient time. To a time when mortals honored her kind, the spirits charged with nature’s care.

Her bare feet pattered over the cool tile and her weaving dance slowed. After uncorking the bowl, she caught her tears with the side of her finger then added their essence to the lemon juice. A triangle of faint, glimmering sparkles spun in the center of the bowl before swirling and disappearing against the pottery. 

At last, she received a sign. A change truly drew near, one to alter her life once again. Forever.

This time, her tree would grow.

Zoa gathered her supplies and placed them on a square of a lemon yellow, checkered cloth. Wrapped in the silk protection, she placed the five seeds in the center of the cloth, stepped back, canted her head to look closely at the precious bundle of life then reverently moved it a fraction of an inch. She drew the corners of the cloth together, tied a loose knot and hurried from the house.

Years ago she’d chosen a small garden near where her first tree had grown in the days before machinery invaded the land and split the trunk from her deep roots. She paused and wiggled her toes against the cool concrete path. How did mortals survive so separated from the earth?

Glancing in all directions along the straight, gray roadways, Zoa breathed a sigh of relief. Scattered pairs of headlights danced over the asphalt, so with luck few would notice her activities. Besides, even if they did see her, none would care. That was a lesson she’d learned long ago. Not many mortals remained who bothered to see past her mortal guise to discover who, and what, she really was.

Six long strides brought her to the tiny patch of dirt. She kicked away a long empty plastic cup and the crumpled remains of a hamburger wrapper before kneeling. Inching her skirt from under her knees, she closed her eyes and smiled. Abused and barren, this ground was still earth, still where she originated and where she belonged, her roots deep, nourished and nourishing.

Humming as she worked, Zoa unpacked her bundle and arranged the items in precise order. Every nuance of the charm had to be perfect, she couldn’t risk another failure. The thought froze her, one hand extended toward a plain silver trowel. She caught her lower lip between her teeth. Oh, please. She couldn’t bear her empty existence much longer.

The ritual had to be completed before the start of the coming year, and not much time remained. One narrow-eyed glance over her tools, a sharp nod and she was ready.

She poured a tiny bit of the precious lemon juice and tears into her cupped palm. Whispering words never heard by mortals, she lifted the remaining liquid to capture the silver light of the moon. The insidious thought that the artificial lights of the city dimmed the moon’s sweet power crept through her mind. She shuddered, forced the negativity away and lowered her hand to let the moisture drip onto the ground.

Using the silver trowel, she dug a small hole then dribbled another bit of the liquid into the depression. She opened the silk protecting the seeds and studied them for a long moment. Determined to choose the seed bearing the most promise, she touched each one with the tip of her little finger, hoping to feel a tremor of power or hear a song of hope.

She clenched her teeth, trying to hear, to feel. Then... ah, there. Faint but alive, the smallest seed spoke to her. A connection with the tree embryo zinged through her with an electricity that lifted her hair from her scalp. She jerked and sat with a thump. Her skirt fluttered over the ground, disturbing the seeds.

A tree had made itself known to her, and in turn, she to her tree. With the reverence due her honored home, she leaned forward, scooted the seed into the hole and gently patted the earth over it. The remainder of the lemon tears watered the spot. When she placed her hand against the damp ground, the song spread like wild vines through her veins, welcoming and filled with promise.

Zoa smiled.

The sound of revelry barely registered against the joy of belonging once again to a tree. The swift passage of vehicles bearing mortals deep in the thrall of their own celebrations meant nothing to her.

Until a prolonged shriek of warning made her turn.

Until the vehicle’s blazing eyes bounced from side to side before focusing on her.

Until the past blended with the now.

No. Not again. Zoa leapt to her feet, arms lifted to ward off the rushing machine, to protect her tree.

Sharp pain ripped through her stomach.

Until the darkness.

Tükenis drummed his fingertips against the wide wooden frame surrounding the one-way window. The souls in the waiting area were quiet. In fact the night had been calm. Few passed through the gates who had not chosen this time as their death. Surprised at discovering themselves at Death’s gates, those few for the most part, had accepted and returned to the Source.

Nothing needing his immediate
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