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Chapter 1: Dying for a Living
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The office exists everywhere and nowhere, which sounds mystical until you realize it just means I never get a commute. No traffic. No coffee stop. Just the persistent hum of fluorescent lights that have been flickering since the Bronze Age and a desk that's seen more paperwork than the IRS.

I'm already tired.

It's 6:47 AM, arbitrary, since time doesn't work the same here, but the system insists on timestamps. My first appointment of the day is already waiting.

The waiting room is standing-room-only. Souls pressed shoulder to shoulder, most still wearing the confusion of their final moments. A woman clutches her chest. A man holding his head where his aneurysm burst. A teenage boy is soaking wet, phone still gripped in his hand even though the phone isn't really there. None of it is, but they don't know that yet.

That's my job.

I drain the last of what passes for coffee here, it's always lukewarm, always slightly bitter, and tap the intercom.

"Number one."

The system spits out a ticket, and a woman in her mid-thirties materializes in the chair across from my desk. 

She's wearing hospital scrubs, floral print, and there's a needle mark in her left arm. Her eyes do that rapid flutter thing they all do, trying to process the transition.

"I'm sorry," I say, because it's true and because starting with truth makes the rest easier. "You've died."

She blinks. Looks down at herself. Back at me.

"That's impossible. I was just...I was starting my shift. I felt weird, sat down for a second, and then..." She touches her arm where the IV would've been. "Oh."

"Anaphylactic shock," I tell her, pulling up her file. The cosmic database loads slower every year. "Thirty-seven seconds from reaction to cardiac arrest. They tried to revive you for eleven minutes."

"Did they succeed?"

"No."

The word lands like a stone in water. I've said it thousands of times, and it never gets easier.

She sits back. Processes. I wait. They always need a moment.

"So, what now?" she asks. "The whole light-tunnel thing? Angels? My grandmother?"

"Exit interview first." I slide a form across the desk. It's not really a form, more of a formality, but it helps if they have something to look at. "Standard questions. Then we discuss... options."

"Options."

"It's complicated."

She laughs, sharp and bitter. "I'm dead and you're giving me paperwork?"

I start to respond but she's already leaning forward, hands flat on my desk.

"Who are you?" Her voice rises. "Who... who the fuck are you? Some kind of angel? Demon? What is this?"

Most people think Death is one guy. Hood, scythe, the whole theatrical setup. That's not how it works. Death, capital D, isn't a person. It's more like an interstellar event. A vortex. When your soul leaves your body, Death pulls it in and spits it back out somewhere else. Reincarnation, heaven, hell, the void, whatever your consciousness earned or stumbled into. The universe doesn't really care about fairness.

I'm not Death. I'm a death. Lowercase. Think of it like I'm a finger on a very large, very complicated hand. Or maybe a toe. On a good day, an earlobe.

"I've had many names," I say. "I was Thanatos before the Greeks made me a god. Before that, other things in other tongues. The Sumerians had sixteen syllables for me. These days I go by Warren."

"Warren," she repeats, flat. "Death's name is Warren."

"Paperwork got complicated around the Renaissance. So I needed something that fit on forms."

She stares at me. Sits back slowly. "Jesus Christ."

"Different department entirely." I gesture at the waiting room behind her, visible through the one-way glass. "Now, let's start with the basics. Full name, date of birth..."

She jolts.

Not a twitch. A violent, full-body spasm like she's been hit with a defibrillator. Her form flickers, there one moment, pixelated static the next. Her mouth opens but no sound comes out. I can see through her fingers to the chair beneath.

"No," I mutter. "Not again."

Another jolt. She's fading faster now, her edges blurring into nothing. Her eyes find mine, panicked and confused, and then...

Gone.

The chair is empty.

I stare at the space where she was, jaw tight, and pull up her file. Status: REVIVED. Time of return: 07:43:22. A new note populates at the bottom: Medical intervention successful. Epinephrine administered. Patient stable.

Fourth one this week. Medical technology keeps getting better, which means more people bounce back mid-interview. It's like having a customer hang up on you, except they don't remember the call and you still have to file the paperwork.

I close the file.

Tap the intercom.

"Number two."

The next one is easier. A man in his seventies, dead from a stroke in his sleep. Peaceful. Quick. He takes the news with a sad nod, asks about his wife, she's got another decade, maybe two, and moves through processing without incident. I send him on within 2 minutes. Easy peasy.

There are other deaths who handle this better than me. We've got specialists. Alejandra deals with children exclusively, pediatric death. She's got the patience of a saint and a voice that could calm a hurricane. There's Kimura, handles all the suicides. That's a heavy department. Different protocols, different destinations, a lot more paperwork.

We've got bilingual deaths, Hindu deaths, atheist deaths. There's even Dennis, he handles vegans. I've never understood why they needed their own death, but apparently Dennis kept requesting them specifically so he could tell them they're dead while eating a cheeseburger. Dennis is an asshole.

Helen runs autoerotic asphyxiation. She's processed rock stars, politicians, a Supreme Court justice once. Helen has seen things.

Then there's the head of War. Christopher. He's the department head for combat deaths, and he's got hundreds of deaths under him processing soldiers, civilians, collateral damage. Grim stuff. But he says there are moments, acts of courage, sacrifice, that almost make it worthwhile. Almost.

Me? I'm the overflow. The leftover bin. When the other deaths can't keep up or something doesn't fit neatly into a category, it comes to me. Car accidents, home falls, medical malpractice, freak accidents, poisoning and instant deaths. I get the miscellaneous pile, which means I see everything. Old, young, deserved, random, fair, catastrophically unfair. 

It's varied. It's depressing. It's been a few thousand years, and some days I wonder what it would be like to die.

I tap the intercom.

"Number three."

Number three is harder.

She's nine years old.

Leukemia. Third relapse. She'd been in treatment for most of her life, and her file is thick with hospital visits, false hopes, and the particular cruelty of a body that turns against itself before it's even had a chance to grow.

She sits in the chair too big for her, legs swinging, and looks around the office with more curiosity than fear.

"Am I in trouble?" she asks.

"No." I keep my voice even. "You're not in trouble."

"Then why am I here?"

This is the part I hate. With adults, there's context. Life experience. A framework for processing the impossible. With children, there's only the truth, unvarnished and unforgiving.

"You were very sick," I say. "And your body couldn't fight anymore."

She considers this. "So, I died?"

"Yes."

"Oh." She looks down at her hands, turns them over, studying them. "I don't feel dead."

"You wouldn't. Not here."

"Will it hurt?"

"No. Nothing hurts here."

She nods slowly, and I can see her working through it with the logic children have, the kind that accepts impossible things because they haven't learned to reject them yet.

"My mom's going to be sad," she says quietly.

"She will be."

"Will you tell her I wasn't scared?"

I shouldn't make promises. There are rules about interference, about maintaining the boundary between the living and the dead. But she's nine years old and she's thinking of her mother.

"I'll make sure she knows," I say.

She smiles, small and tired, and I process her file with hands that have done this a million times but never get used to it.

She fades gently, not like the woman who jolted back to life, but like light dimming at dusk.

The chair is empty again.

I sit back. Close my eyes. Feel the burden of the day creeping up behind me.

The intercom crackles.

"Number four."

Another soul materializes. This one's a middle-aged man, gym clothes, heart attack mid-bench press. He's already arguing before I can speak, demanding to know who I am, what kind of sick joke this is, threatening lawsuits and lawyers and...

I let him rant. They need to sometimes.

When he finally winds down, I lean forward and say what I've said thousands of times, what I'll say thousands more before this day ends.

"I'm sorry. You've died."

The fluorescent lights flicker.

I really need a vacation.

By brunch I've processed another eight souls.

Two more have jolted back to life mid-interview. One was a car accident victim who coded on the operating table. The other was a drowning, pulled out by a lifeguard with functioning CPR certification.

Each time they vanish, I have to close their file, flag it as incomplete, and move on to the next. The system doesn’t like incomplete files. Red warnings pile up in my peripheral vision like overdue bills.

I’m eating something that approximates a sandwich, the turkey is dry and the bread stale, when my office door opens without a knock.

She walks in like she owns the place, which, technically, she partly does.

“Warren.” Her voice is smoke and honey, the kind that makes poets write bad metaphors. “You look terrible.”

“Persephone.” I don’t look up from my sandwich. “You’re not on my schedule.”

“I don’t need to be.” She sits on the edge of my desk, crossing long legs that have inspired more mythology than the Trojan War. “I’m worried about you.”

“Don’t be.”

“You’re buried. Even for you, this is excessive.”

“Population growth. Medical advances creating false starts. Extreme sports. Social media stupidity. Take your pick.”

She picks up a file from my stack, scans it. "Pharmaceutical poisoning. That's the fourth one this week."

"Contaminated batches." I take another bite. The sandwich doesn't taste like anything. "Same company. They're cutting corners for profit margin."

"You could do something about that."

"Not my job."

"Your job is death," she says. "That sounds exactly like your job."

"My job is ‘processing’ death. Not the same."

She sets the file down, studies me with eyes that have seen civilizations rise and fall. "When's the last time you took a day off?"

"umm... I think around 1347. Bubonic plague. Got a weekend off and went to Paris."

"Warren."

"I'm fine."

"You're not." She leans closer, and I catch the scent of pomegranate and autumn leaves. "You're burning out. Even immortals have limits."

"Are you here for a reason," I ask, "or just to remind me how much my existence has become a forever hell of a customer service job?"

She smiles, but it doesn't reach her eyes. "I'm here because I care. And because I have a proposition for you."

"Not interested."

"You haven't heard it yet."

"Still not interested."

The intercom crackles. Number twelve is ready.

Persephone slides off my desk, smooths her dress, black today, always black, and heads for the door. She pauses at the threshold.

"The offer stands," she says. "When you're ready to admit you need help."

Then she's gone, and I'm alone again with my sandwich and my waiting room full of the dead and the dying and the ones who can't decide which they are.

I tap the intercom.

"Number twelve."

A woman appears in the chair.

Hospital gown. Early thirties. Dark hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. There's a medical bracelet on her wrist, I can see the text even though it's not really there: EPILEPSY. PHENYTOIN 100MG.

She looks around the office, not panicked, just... observing. Taking it in. Then her eyes land on me.

"Well," she says. "This is different."

I open her file.

Status: SEIZURE. CARDIAC ARREST. TIME OF DEATH: 14:37:09.

"I'm sorry," I start, the words automatic now, worn smooth by repetition. "You've..."

She jolts.

It's violent, sudden, her whole body convulsing in the chair. Her eyes roll back. I can see the moment the defibrillator hits her real body, wherever it is, whatever hospital or ambulance or sidewalk she collapsed on.

"Not again," I mutter, already reaching to close her file.

But she jolts back into focus. Solid. Present. Still here.

Then jolts again. Flickers. Returns.

Her eyes meet mine, and there's something in them, recognition? Amusement? before she flickers one more time and vanishes completely.

I stare at the empty chair.

Pull up her file.

Status: REVIVED.

Name: Maya Khatri.

Age: 32.

Occupation: ER Nurse.

I close the file slowly.

Tap the intercom.

"Number thirteen."

But I'm still thinking about the woman who looked at Death and seemed, impossibly, unsurprised.

Outside my window, which shows nothing because there is no outside, just the concept of one, the queue continues to grow.

The day is just getting started.

And somewhere, Maya Khatri is alive again, her heart restarted, her brain rebooting, unaware that she just spent thirty seconds in my office, and five minutes away from almost being sucked into a wormhole of souls.
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Chapter 2: Bish Bash Bosh
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People always ask, well, they would if they could, how the waiting room works. How can I have a full house of souls and still process them one at a time? How does someone who's dead for thirty seconds end up waiting at all?

The answer is: time doesn't work here the way it works there.

In the office, a day can be a week on Earth. Or an hour. Or a month. It's fluid. Relative. Depends on the workload, the cosmic traffic, the alignment of things I don't fully understand. Time doesn’t really move forwards, more sideways. I can even see the same person twice in a day, but for them they could have died the first time two weeks ago, been resuscitated and died again weeks later. 

On Earth, Maya Khatri's heart stopped for maybe forty-five seconds before the paramedics shocked her back. But in my office, she was here long enough for a conversation, long enough for me to pull up her file, long enough for her to look around and say something.

The waiting room exists in a kind of... I don't know, bubble. Souls pop in the moment they die. Some pop right back out when they're revived. Others stay, get processed, move on. For them, it's instantaneous, they die, they blink, they're sitting across from me. No waiting, no watching the clock. It's only me who experiences the queue, who processes them one by one while the room stays perpetually full.

Think of it like this: every death happens at once and separately. I'm just the one who has to deal with them in order.

It's exhausting.

Number thirteen is easier than the child. An elderly woman, ninety-three, died in her sleep surrounded by photographs of people who loved her. She smiles when I tell her.

"Finally," she says. "I was getting bored."

"You're taking this well."

"Honey, I've been ready for twenty years. My knees were shot, my hearing was gone, and I'd already buried everyone I cared about." She leans forward. "Is my husband here? Arthur? Died in '03?"

I check the system. "He's... moved on. But you'll see him. Eventually."

"Good." She settles back, content. "He better have learned to dance by now. Never could get him to dance."

I process her and she fades with that same smile, peaceful and ready.

I wish they were all like her.

Number fourteen is not.

He materializes already yelling. Fifty-something, expensive suit, red face. Heart attack during a business meeting. The file says he was screaming at an intern when his left ventricle gave out.

"This is bullshit!" He slams his hands on my desk. They pass through it slightly, which only makes him angrier. "I want to speak to your supervisor! I want..."

"You're dead," I say.

"I am certainly NOT dead! I have a meeting at three! I have a conference call with Yokohama at..."

"You're dead."

"This is unacceptable! Do you know who I am? Do you have ANY idea..."

I pull up his file and start reading. "Natsui Sakura. CEO. Embezzlement, tax fraud, three sexual harassment settlements, and..." I scroll down. "You've been shorting your employees' pension fund for six years."

He stops mid-rant. "That's confidential."

"Not anymore." I close the file. "You're dead. Your secrets died with you. Well, most of them. The living will find the rest."

His face goes from red to purple. "You can't, I have lawyers..."

"Had lawyers. Past tense."

He sputters. Threatens. Demands. I let him go for another two minutes before I cut him off.

"Mr. Sakura, you can either accept this with some dignity, or I can flag your file for remedial processing. That's the department that handles people who are... difficult. They're very thorough. It's not pleasant."

That shuts him up.

I process him quickly. He fades still scowling, and I make a note in his file for whoever has to deal with him next. Good luck.

Number fifteen should go to one of the bilingual deaths, but they're all swamped. There's been a factory collapse in Bangladesh and a traffic pileup in Mumbai. The Asian departments are drowning.

So, I get him instead.

He's about sixty, weathered face, calloused hands. Worker, probably construction or manufacturing. The file says factory accident. Crushed by machinery.

He appears in the chair looking confused and says something in Mandarin.

I don't speak Mandarin.

"I'm sorry," I say slowly and loudly. "Do you speak English?"

He squints at me, says something else. I
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