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      One night, while looking at the internet, Death loomed and leaned over his shoulder and spoke.

      “Don’t turn to look at me,” Death said. Softly spoken, lucidly voiced. “Would you like to come with me now?”

      “How can I not look?”

      There was a low rumbling chuckle. “If you look upon my face, you will fall in love with me, as all mortals do.”

      He caught a handsome jaw line in his periphery. A high-brow line, but didn’t look more. There, in the large LED monitor’s smooth glass surface, he saw the blurred ghostly white face smiling beside his own reflection. There was a hint of a square jaw. A Godly face men cut into stone monuments. The eyes were indistinct.

      Rex looked away fast, the way you look away when you stumble upon unexpected nudity that was not intended for you to see. You look away, not in shame, but in civilized respect.

      “Go where?”

      Playing dumb. His heart nearly drummed out of his chest. He knew his visitor. He’d seen him dart behind the rocks in the Pech Valley, and slink into shadows amid hills in Nuristan. But the visitor had not been for him on those sad days.

      Death smelled like Church and funeral-sweet flowers dying in old pots. The hint of stagnant water was there, moldering in the soil around the black rot roots. It was the faintest most fleeting deathscent of an ocean tide after an oil spill killed multitudes.

      Inhalation brought the taste and odor of frankincense and myrrh, and the mothballs of old suits dug out of storage when mother died.

      What a day, it rained, torrential, barely described it, soaking fifty-five elderly people, surviving old friends, on a hot day in a small room. Sopping to the bone in their finest, each of them, manifesting an olfactory assault as jarring as seeing her once pink face now parchment gray skin and tightly shut eyes over the rictus sewn mouth.

      “You know who I am. I can’t linger nor tarry. I’m simply here to see if you’ve had enough. You can come along with me. It doesn’t hurt as much as you think.”

      “I’d prefer to stay.”

      He was certain it hurt a lot; he’d seen enough segmented and devastated friends go into the arms of death to know that there would be suffering unless it was something epic.

      “Then I leave you, Rex, and I can’t say when I will return.”

      “We spend our lives running from you. I didn’t know you showed up to give choices.”

      “What you see as a choice is an illusion. Every single one of you is running to me, and I greet you lovingly with arms open. I’ll embrace you soon enough, but not tonight. Farewell, for now.”

      Rex had a wild thought, and it was an impertinent question.

      “Does anyone ever ask you to stay?” His voice split the heavy silence of the room to such a degree that he shocked himself.

      But the apparition looking over his shoulder was gone.

      “Did you call, honey?”

      Jo, his wife, her disembodied voice calling from downstairs.

      If he didn’t look, didn’t move, was there anything real behind him? Would he glance back and see eternity?

      “Just talking to myself.”

      A chill coursed his spine. His spacious computer room suddenly felt as isolated as those dark caves in Pech, hunting in the house of war.

      Jo had packed him a lunch; his heavy canvas lunch box was on the kitchen table, bulging at the seams, stretching the decorative molle webbing that served no purpose. Rex didn’t bother having a look inside because it was always good stuff.

      He whipped out his phone and sent her a quick thank-you text.

      A small red heart appeared over the message.

      Rex saw the time, 7:30 AM. It was time to get moving.

      His phone chimed again. What else was Jo sending?

      A quick glance showed it was Blevin’s, his supervisor. His text read. “You still at home?”

      Rex felt a tightness in his chest, and his vision narrowed. Don’t overreact.

      He texted back, “Yes.”

      “We’ve been thinking it over, Rex, and we’re going to let you go. Effective immediately.”

      The words popped up on the screen. Not a meeting, not a call. Just a fucking cowardly text. A message like an artillery shell detonating in the middle of his life.

      Rex slammed himself down at the kitchen table, thumping his thick right forearm on the cheap wood of the tabletop.

      “What’s going on?”

      “You know we’re laying off a lot of people at the office. A.I. is replacing a lot of workers this year.”

      The coward was afraid to call them people.

      Rex composed himself, taking a few deep breaths. He’d seen it coming. Truthfully, getting away from the place was probably for the best. He had a few personal things on his desk.

      “Can you clear my desk?”

      “Already done, it’s all in a box in HR.”

      This piece of shit, why wasn’t AI replacing a guy like Blevins? The idiot read emails and drank soda all day long?

      Rex tossed the phone on the table, annoyed and relieved.

      Blevin’s had sent him one final text.

      “We’re granting you UCC, apply in two weeks.”

      It wouldn’t cover the mortgage and food, let alone gas.

      Sound amplified, and he heard everything around him. His nervous system hummed in his ears, and Rex could feel the blood ebbing and flowing inside and across his chest. Air slowly filled his lungs, and it was like a great subterranean cavern imploding into a cave-in.

      A great weight fell on his shoulders, and Rex had to force air in and out a few times to clear his head.

      His large, strong hand went to his solar plexus, and he felt the pumping of his heart and the surging of his arteries flowing with the fury within.

      When to tell Jo, he tossed the mental coin. Ruin her day now, or ruin it when she comes home, tired and exhausted from her own thankless day at the office?

      He’d split the difference and decided he would call her after lunch.

      Until then, he needed a walk.

      Rex found a neighborhood without parking meters about five blocks from the center of Lancaster and walked towards town. There were several excellent used bookstores, and one very good café to sit and read whatever he found at the bookstore.

      Normally, that was a perfect day for him and for Jo. Now, it was medicinal. It was the way to not fall into the abyss of this shitty experience, and he was all in on that.

      Blue sky hung high and cloudless, stark against the high, flat brick-and-block frontage of the old buildings on Queen Street. Concrete parging next to stacked granite blocks and then a courtyard front behind painted cast iron that led up a private stairway just off the sidewalk’s wide concrete paving, perfectly done decades ago and still intact.

      Rex noticed the stairs also went down into darkness. And for that moment, he stopped walking and looked down into the shadowy gloom. There was a broad, colorful, reflective storefront bay window behind the bars and through an open gate, but the stairs, nestled on the side, were barely noticeable and descended severely at an angle, like the caves.

      The caves of the Pech valley. Those damnable houses of war.

      He moved on, breaking the lock the memory had on him. He’d had enough loss for one day. No need to relive another.

      At the corner of Queen and Orange, a heavy gray cast-iron manhole cover had been pulled aside, with a yellow-and-orange cordon around it for safety.

      Two men in white overalls and orange vests had a massive bundle of fiber-optic strands pulled up and along the street from the utility opening.

      The metal-ringed hole fell into blackness. A consuming nothing just under the edge of the daylight on the heavy steel rim.

      Rex waited at the red light, and cars passed westbound on Orange.

      West was the way toward death.

      Altars faced east, Ad Orientem, the way to paradise. Facing into cherished oblivion. Running with arms open to the embrace of fate and eternity.

      West was the way towards death. Shot like an arrow, the soul went, young in the morning, and spent dead on impact.

      Movement caught his eye across the street. He tensed, then relaxed. It was a wonderful sight. A mother with two little girls walked by. They were heading westward in front of the massive Carter Bank building.

      Mom was dressed in a fine gray business suit, fit to perfection. Her crisp white shirt brilliant.

      In the fast-moving mother’s orbit followed her two young daughters, both six or eight years old. They wore colorful one-piece dresses and fancy girly hats
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