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For Nigel,

 


Thank you for asking
about but never doubting my ability to write books.
I’m glad we both got
the memo about wearing purple.


 


 


An Imbecile Hides Under A Coffee
Table

Being Death’s love child has complicated my life in so many ways.
Firstly, I am both alive and dead which is awkward…
or maybe I’m neither?
Tough to say. Secondly, my brother (Grim) is now the King of the
Underworld which means I have to sit in on all these boring
meetings with nobles (who don’t want me
there but also insist that I attend). Apparently formality is very
important when you are immortal.

Grim is not at all what
you’d think. There’s no black billowy robes, he doesn’t appear in the distance to foreshadow your demise. The
Reaper exists every day, so let’s not
treat him like a bad Halloween costume. He grows and changes, just
like us. Historically, he has meant everything and nothing at all.
He has been sacred and he has been profane. But, our beloved Grim
Reaper is just that, a farmer of sorts. While I have my doubts
about him, he does reap what he has sown. He carefully cultivates
every moment of your demise, right up until you make eye contact
and your soul peels off from your body. He’s a genius. But you know what else he is?
Annoying.  

“Well, I have to go, after all
these people don’t kill
themselves!” he loudly announces as
everyone laughs even though he has made this joke a thousand times
before (a joke that I told first, in case you were
wondering). “Also I’m a complete
douchebag!”

At least I like to imagine he said
the douchebag part, I actually left twenty minutes ago when I felt
the Foresight start to twist at the back of my skull. One of the
perks of being a low standing member of the court is that most
wraiths make a point of ignoring me entirely which basically makes
me invisible. Or maybe no one wants to admit they can see
me… Now that I think about it maybe
I’m just that kid playing hide and seek
and the grownups are pretending they haven’t found me so they can chat for a few more minutes while I
giggle incessantly about my own ingenuity… I might be an imbecile hiding under a coffee table…
Great.


 


 


A Wraith Gets a Headache (or Food Poisoning)

I stay in wraith form for a moment
once I reach the surface. You would think the novelty of
weightlessness would wear off after a while but it
doesn’t so I just hang in the air with a
train of smoke where my human legs would be. Like ink in water, I am patient but
poisonous. I’ve been working on crafting
an identity statement lately, please don’t give me a hard time about this.

When the crowd comes into view I
let my feet hit the ground and settle into the throng of people. I
can’t see much of the accident but
it’s bad. Someone would be very lucky to
survive this. While I wait for Grim, I tilt my head up to the sky
and feel the misting rain on my face to really let the ambiance
settle in. 

Eventually Grim shows up and while
I would never admit this to him, he does live up to his title.
Rolling toward the wreckage on a tide of black billowing smoke,
face frozen with the faintest half smile. The people around me
don’t know what kind of theatricality
they are missing out on. I pull my hood up and try to decide which
makes me more suspicious: openly staring at a nearly dead body or
not staring at all at a nearly dead body. Then I realize that Grim
doesn’t notice anything besides his own
giant head and just do my own thing. 

This is supposed to be the easy
part. The farmer has been prudent and now it’s time to harvest.

I start creeping toward him.

Grim begins a low hum, he picks up a hand, the
knuckles are exposed to the bone.

I kneel down just out of his line of sight.

Grim begins teasing the soul away
from the body. 

I take a deep breath.

He will need absolute focus for this.

I press the cold silver against my lips and loose all
the air in my lungs like a thousand arrows.

*~*~*

Warder makes a vain attempt to cover his ears.

“What is this place?”
Warder is nearly howling.

“The dog park?” I am sincerely confused as to what is going on. This is our
first unsupervised adventure where I got to pick where we went and
so far it’s not going well. I really
thought Warder would like it here, wraith-children
don’t have dog parks… or dogs for that matter. “Do you have a headache…
or... food poisoning?” Warder throws himself at me. It is becoming apparent that
my plan to convince Warder to introduce more pets into the
underworld that were not slimy and/or made primarily of bones is
not going as planned.

“The noise… get me out of here.”

“What noise? Also—

*~*~*

 


—Wraiths don’t have ears, don’t ask me how
they hear anything, I’m not a wraith
physiologist.

 


The soul slams back into the body.
I win. 

 


The body gasps, the soul firmly
attached. Grim removes his hands from his non-ears, I stick around
long enough to make sure he is not amused. When I realize he
is really not amused I decide to remain in my human form and slink
back through the crowd. He’s waiting for
me on the other side. 


 


 


A Halfling Gets Meanopause

Surprised. Angry. Douche-adjacent. Grim bristles for
a moment into his carrion form. His jaw lengthens with a set of
razor sharp teeth, his hands stretch into wicked claws. He is truly
the stuff of nightmares but only for a second before he is back to
his normal, unfeeling self (a real basic B if you know what I
mean).

“Teryn, if I ask you why, will you
give me a non-moronic answer?” Excellent
question, I start to swing the dog whistle around on the chain as I
pretend to casually ponder.

“Yes.” Grim just stares at me.

“...What do you mean yes? Oh for—
Why did you do this?” I try my best to
look nonchalant while frantically searching for the thing that will
annoy him more than anything in the world.

“Obviously, I’m the hero.” I just let the
silence settle over us. I don’t know if
Grim is annoyed or confused so I wait, making it
supremely awkward.

“... What?”

“You heard me, just a regular
champion of the people over here.” I
point both my thumbs at myself only to immediately regret the
gesture. While I throw myself into a spiral of insecurity and
self-loathing, Grim regains his composure.

“You? You are neither hero nor
villain. You are invisible and unremarkable. This petty game we
play is just that. It’s a game. And while
I humour you, know that only one of us has a destiny. And
it’s me, I am the Grim Reaper, I am your
king.” He is holding himself with this
ridiculously straight posture and speaking with his best posh
voice. He looks like one of those ballerinas inside a jewellery box
that stands upright when you open the lid. You know what
I’m talking about? It’s comical and stupid and yet somehow it still hurt my
feelings a little. Of course, I would never admit to such a thing
so I give Grim my best eye roll knowing full-well that this is
not the end of the conversation but it is an end and the single
burning wish in my heart is that I want a donair. I know Grim seems
like a super fun guy and that we have this childish but ultimately
charming banter. Call me traditional but I’m just not sure growing up together can erase a history of
legitimate torture (or the fact that I inadvertently killed our
father… oops).

I turn to leave but he clears his throat.

“Ah ah, bow to your king,
halfling.” I stop and feel a hot flash of
anger surge through me (I call it ‘meanopause’ because
it’s what happens when someone is being a
dick to you for no reason (mean) so
you freeze for a bit (oh, pause) and let your own rage boil your
skin but ultimately do nothing). At his beckoning, my body twists
and shudders until I am forced back into my wraith form. I can feel
every cell pull away from my skeleton and burst. Despite my best
efforts, I wail in agony as my body is ripped apart and slammed
back together. Fortunately, wraiths can’t
cry so at least he won’t get the
satisfaction of my tears (rolling your sunken eye orbs is difficult
to master and not really interpreted the same way).

Being the king of the Underworld
has its perks, namely, you can call forth a wraith (or a wraith
form in my case) if they are in sight and you need them for
something. You can’t force them to do
what you want but it’s kind of like
ringing a bell that a butler has to answer. Do wraiths age? No,
they are immortal. Do they have to stumble around on two meat
stacks wearing shoes? No, they glide gracefully about on a tumbling
mass of smoke. But are they technically a bunch of unwilling
butlers? Yes, and let me tell you, it su-ucks.

“Come here—

*~*~*

—Teryn.” His tone tells me
immediately that I should be in a bad mood.

“No Warder, I’m busy.” He just
laughs.

“I don’t
think you have a choice.” I try to run
but he is already calling me forward. I grit my teeth as I fight
the urge to turn and face him. It’s
really only unpleasant if you fight it but the part of my brain
that makes bad decisions (and most life choices) has decided quite
poetically that giving in is a different kind of agony. Eventually,
I can’t fight it off any longer and I
stumble and turn—

*~*~*

—to face him. I make sure to hold
his gaze despite my semi-hunched state (not unlike a dog taking a
dump) as I slowly shift back into human form. The unpleasantness
twists into a sort of oh-good-my-organs-are-exploding type
sensation but the only real thing I can do is make him wait. It
seems petty to waste the time of an immortal being but that is his
only currency, it’s cheap but it works. I
bow to him and hold back the vomit until he has turned away. As I
am splattering my guts on the trash bags in the alley, he stops
right before the passageway.

“Don’t go to that place on 4th
Ave, you’ll get food poisoning and then
I’ll have to come all the way back up
here just to gather your stupid soul.” He
has a point.

“Love you too, brother.”
I wipe my face on the bottom of my
t-shirt.

“Only half.” He shrugs 
“You know they won’t be pleased.” I sigh. 

“The Council never is.”
True, I am probably going to get my summons as
soon as I return to the Underworld but you know what? You just
can’t put a price on entertainment. Grim
opens the passageway and drifts away. At this point,
I’ve gathered what poise I have left and
walk over to it. I’ve never needed to use
the passageway, I don’t even know if I
could open it. I was told as a child that to attempt it and not
succeed can splinter a person. Still, I can’t help but wonder. 

The donair place is closing in
twenty-five minutes though so I’ll have
to try another time.


 


 


The Wraith Equivalent of Cardio

I spend the next hour or so
lounging on a park bench with my donair, I sort of wish I had
gotten fries but I also feel like emotionally I wanted fries but
physically I did not need them. Although, to be fair, physically I
don’t need food at all so why even eat
the donair? A sort of nostalgia? A longing for the way things used
to be? Emotional support? Who’s to say?
We could spend some time unpacking a question that leads to other
questions but I think it’s just time to
go home. I shudder and watch my human self flake away until I am
nothing but a cold and unremarkable ink (still in water but feeling
markedly less patient and less poisonous). The gnawing
that’s always at my back tugging me to
the Underworld intensifies and I let go. I always tell Reyn we need
a slide or a cool elevator hidden somewhere. He usually tells me
he’s busy and if I don’t have a real concern could I find something else to
do.

The summons are waiting for me
when I arrive. They’ve really stuck to a
mid-1800s gothic aesthetic, there’s a
gold chalice just sitting in my room full of some dark fluid
I’ve never cared to identify (in my head,
I call it sad Kool-Aid but that’s just
between you and me). In any case, I don’t
really have a choice if I drink it but I do have a
choice how I drink it. So I lift it up and swirl it like a fine wine?
I don’t actually know, wine is not a
thing here and I left the surface fairly early in my career as a
human. I base a lot of what I do on movies and television (or
sometimes if I see someone who looks really cool do something
I’ll take it for a spin and see if it
fits who I am as a wraith-human hybrid). 

“Ok this time
you’ve got this.” I’m working on positive self talk in addition to my identity
statements. I throw my head back and dump the chalice into my
mouth. Unfortunately, I am in the anteroom before I can register
the taste of the sad Kool-Aid.

“You’ll
get ‘em next time. You’ve only failed once you’ve
stopped trying.” Patience. They’ll make me wait now. Time is my only currency
too. 

The chairs that line the walls are
perfectly uncomfortable. The paintings depict each of the Great
Wraiths’ rise to Death (the title not the
state of being not-alive). I’ve been told
these are largely exaggerated tales of conquest and battle so now I
just imagine they all rose to power on the toilet… Like
Elvis. I’ve also been told (repeatedly) to stop
repeating that theory to other wraiths because apparently
it’s “inappropriate” and
“has no place in a
court of nobility”.

My gaze wanders from the paintings to the large black
archway with familiar but menacing letters carved into the top—

*~*~*

“Tip the scale?”
I look at Reyn trying not to laugh.
“That’s the mantra the wraiths
went with? Be the big kid on the seesaw?” Reyn either doesn’t know what a
seesaw is or he just doesn’t find me as
funny as I find myself. Either way, he just solemnly
nods. 

“It helps to capture the ideology
that the law is inherently biased and so we strive to tip the scale
toward ourselves and our values.”

“Like cheating?”

“No like making the most of
limited resources. No one will tip the scale toward us. So we must
do it ourselves.”

*~*~*

 


By the time the archway glows faintly and the doors
creak open, I am lying on the carpet, looking up at the spiked
ceiling, trying to position my eyes directly under two of the
sharpest ones and seeing if I can make them fall with my mind (calm
down, I would also stop them with my mind, mere centimetres from my
eye orbs).

I sit up on my elbows as I hear their wheezy voices
crackle in unison.

*~*~*

“Enter, child.” I try to uncurl my body to get up. My body feels fluid,
like it’s shifting and sliding around
inside my skin. The pain overtakes me and I wail. 

“Please. Help me.”
They remain motionless.

“Enter, child.” I start to crawl. It’s
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