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Death looked down the listless dry street.

The sun-bleached wood of the run-down buildings was almost as white as his bones and just as glary in the sun.

What remained of the roofs were grey with lichen.

A solitary street lamp marking the coach stop leaned drunkenly on its post.

The town was as parched and dry as him.

Leaning on his scythe, he reached into his heavy black wool cowl and pulled out a plain, but serviceable wooden hourglass and held it up to his skeletal face.

Surely it was later than that?

He gave it a vigorous shake, but the build-up of sand didn’t change or move any faster. 

A light breeze wrapped his cowl around his legs as it lifted the red dust from one side of the street and deposited it on the other with a whisper.

He shook his leg a couple of times to free it.

God it was hot here.

Hot enough to create a Death for each and every kind of creature that died out here.

Unfortunately, without flesh or skin, he couldn’t squint in the face of the relentless sun, or sweat to cool down.

He threw back his hood and scratched his skull behind the ear hole with a bony finger.

How long before the Powers That Be gave him a nice, cool Summer uniform.

Something elegant in linen would be best.

Maybe a little tailored suit, with a smooth fitted silhouette.

And a modern, streamlined watch to match.

And really, would a small, lightweight penknife he could slip in a breast pocket be too much to ask for? 

But Death was halfway grateful it wasn’t winter.

A few years ago, he’d lost a couple of toes when the street was boggy with red mud. Luckily, they grew back, though it was goddamned painful at the time.

Perhaps an elegant Italian leather shoe would help, though Death supposed he’d lose a whole foot in the mud that way.

He grinned at the thought of what the human archaeologists might make of digging up an Italian loafer with a skeletal foot inside.

The ghost of a Cobb & Co carriage careened down the street, its four skeletal horses skidding around the corner, narrowly missing the hotel verandah Death stood opposite.

The old Chinese man sitting on the verandah, barely started. He tamped the tobacco in his long stem clay pipe and lit it, sucking a little to draw the smoke up.

Li Quan propped his feet on the guardrails, and balanced on the back legs of the chair, idly pushing himself backwards and letting himself fall forward as he puffed.

Death checked his hourglass again and wondered if he could get away with kicking the legs out from under Quan.

A sulphur-crested cockatoo landed on the roof behind him with a thud, “G’day mate,” it said as it walked along the gutter to stand more or less beside, but a little to the left of Death, “how’s it hanging?”

Death turned and thrust his scythe at the bird to shoo it away, but it just lifted its yellow crest and spread its wings as it reared back, then leaned forward, folding its wings and making itself comfortable.

“As you know full well Mooyi,” he said to the cockatoo, “I don’t have an “it” to hang.”

“Ah mate, that’s harsh that is.”

Death jerked the scythe again, but the bird just looked at him.

Li Quan sucked his pipe as he rocked, popping in syncopation with the creaking of the chair.

“Hello cocky,” he said.

“Squawk,” the cockatoo replied.

Silence, aside fromthe music Quan was making fell on the street.

He was the last man left in the town, last person if you want to be particular.

Technically he worked for Cobb & Co, running the hotel and taking care of the horses, but it had been a long time since the town was on a regular coach run.

He still cleaned the stables every morning, and lit the lamp every night as dusk fell, because even if there wasn’t a coach with passengers, a rider might come by with a bag of rice, or a box of tea, or a letter. 

In between, he tended his fruit and vegetable plot and distilled his own alcohols with the produce. 

Or meditated and read the sutras.

But mostly just sat, looking out at the wide brown land he lived on. 

Death turned away and glared into the heat haze shimmering across the far end of the street.

The shimmer intensified, and two figures emerged from within it.

One was a man with the head of an ox, and the other a man with the face of a horse.

Both were richly dressed in bright Chinese silks, padded and embroidered with gold threads into soft armour.

They carried tridents and chains, and wore swords tucked in their belts.

Worst of all, they wore long boots.

No.

Actually, worser than worst of all, they had hanging things. 

Death stepped into the street between them and Quan.

“Death, be gone,” said Ox-Head, “this is not your soul to collect.”

Horse-Face nodded once in the affirmative.

“This is a country that believes in me,” Death replied, “they don’t know who you are.”

“This is our soul, we will collect it,” said Ox-Head, “because it is possible.”

“Argh,” grunted Death, “did you not hear me? This is my place, and these people don’t know who you are.”

Ox-Head put a hand on his sword, “Li Quan knows who we are, he is waiting for us.”

Death bashed his scythe handle on the ground as another cockatoo landed on the roof of the derelict General Store.

“G’day mateys,” it said.

“G’day mate,” said Mooyi.”

“Hello Cocky,” said Quan.

Death feinted with his scythe, the bird raised its crest, flapped its wings a couple of times and jumped a little further down the street towards the animal-headed creatures.
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