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Hidden in Time​​

 

I was minding my own business weeding my fall vegetable garden when out of nowhere the Grim Reaper showed up.  There’s really no mistaking him for someone else.

“Well, hell.”  I changed my mind.  “Heaven?”  Hmm. Just how good had I been over my life?  “This is unexpected,” I said to the form standing as still as death.  His gray cloak did billow rather alarmingly.  Only a small breeze drifted through the desert today, not enough to justify the currents rippling his robe. He held a nasty, stainless steel scythe in front of his body, assuming there was a body under the tattered cloak. Even though a non-existent wind kept whipping the cape around and about, it was impossible to see details behind the folds.

“You’d think as long as you’ve been in business they could supply you with a nicer cape.  Something in silk or merino wool,” I suggested.  “Kings and queens run around in plush velvet.  What is that made of anyway?”  I waved my trowel at him, sinking back onto my heels.  I wasn’t really old enough to die, but he’d probably heard that sort of excuse frequently.

The reddish eyes deep within the hood blinked.  “What is what made of?”  His voice was a pleasant baritone, nothing like the expected gravelly threat from the nine layers of hell.

“Your cloak?  It’s worn. Like, nearly useless. The fabric is too thin to be wool.”

He coughed. Or it might have been a surprised chuckle that was rough enough to nearly choke him. “Wool is too hot when I deliver a soul to hell.”

“Well, that’s bad news.”  I really hadn’t been a horrible a person.  I kept to myself, loved my family and my plants. I wasn’t a thief or a murderer. Maybe I didn’t do as much charity work as I should, but I wasn’t mean.  I had worked hard my whole life.  My suddenly short life.

“It’s hemp,” he said into my panicked sadness, fingering one edge with his free, rather skeletal hand.  His skin sported calluses along his entire thumb and first finger.  Maybe holding and swinging a scythe too often caused such wear and tear.

I nodded absently, wondering if one could fight off the Grim Reaper with a trowel.  Probably not. “Hemp is good,” I said. “Lasts a long time. But your cape,” I shrugged. “Put in for a new one. Maybe a thicker weave so it lasts longer.  Go for a less dingy color too.  Just because you’re the Grim Reaper doesn’t mean you can’t wear navy or a nice gray and black herringbone weave.  It would hide the dirt.”  And other less pleasant fluids. 

He reached up with one hand to scratch his head.  

“You a skeleton under there?  Or just ugly?” Sometimes I said things out loud that were better left unspoken.  If my ordinary life was enough to earn a ticket to hell, well, it was probably my mouth that was the reason. 

“I need a favor...may I call you Aspen?”

It took more than a few heartbeats for me to register his request and the fact he knew my name. But given that he collected souls, of course he knew names. I pushed myself to my feet and glared at him.  “And after this favor, you drag me to hell?  Or is the favor big enough to win me entrance to heaven?”

His head tilted.  Now that I was standing, his features were more visible.  Eyes flashed red with a kind of golden glow around the outer edges. Flesh stretched across his bones, but the guy should definitely be packing in more meals.  His skin did appear to be a very healthy tan, matching my own gold-colored skin.  

He shook his cowl. “No, your time isn’t up yet, which is why I’m approaching you. I need to hide something within time itself in order to protect it.”

That was unexpected.  I lifted my hand to shift a few strands of dark-brown hair out of my face. I nearly bonked myself with the forgotten trowel. “Wait. Something in the universe can threaten the Grim Reaper?  That’s bad news.”

He nodded.  “This time they aren’t after me personally, but they want my dog.  He’s a puppy really, still on the vulnerable side. There’s nowhere to hide him except in the past to give him a chance to grow up.”

I carefully used my free hand to rub my nose and then pinch it. “Did you just say you are from the future?  With a pet?”

“If they capture my pup, they will use him against me before callously killing him.”

“A puppy.”

He nodded again, his scythe now out to his side where he could lean on it casually like a walking stick.  I used the time to turn a full circle.  There was no dog.  No puppy.

“I need to make sure you are up to the task and agree to keep him hidden and protected before I bring him here,” he explained.

I faced him again.

“You have a lovely garden and expansive mountainous desert around you.  He’ll have plenty of room to run.”

My eyes narrowed suspiciously. “I don’t think I am prepared to protect myself or a puppy from anything that is after you.”

His scythe hit the dirt once, defensively, angrily.  I stepped back, knowing there was nowhere to run.

“You do not, no one does!”  His voice wasn’t a bellow, but it vibrated through me rather like an explosion, shaking my bones. “They will not find him in this time because they will not look. Not all magics can time travel, but even if they somehow figure out how to time travel, they would not know when to search for him.”  His voice slowly calmed to normal, thunder rumbling from a boom to a quiet roll. “I am one of the few with this talent, and that fact is not well known.”

He had that right. “Yeah, I haven’t heard of it.”  Possibly because I didn’t go around discussing the Grim Reaper and his job.  Or talents. Or at all.

“It will only be for a year of your time.” His voice had a pleading edge.

“You can’t speed it up any?”

“You don’t like dogs?” he countered, looking around at my happy little yard with lilacs, tomatoes and onions.  Outside the fence, pinon pines, lots of juniper and cacti struggled in a semblance of survival.  Cholla, yucca, barrel cactus and prickly pear embroidered the mountains with muted colors ; spiny food for animals brave or desperate enough to gnaw on them. 

“I do like dogs,” I admitted warily.  “That’s the problem though.  You leave a cute little puppy with me, I’m not going to be too fond of you showing up and taking him away in a year to wherever it is you...live.”

His shoulders relaxed, a tension that wasn’t obvious until it was gone. “That’s okay then. I can bring him to visit later when he has grown enough to be safe.  He can travel some on his own too.”

I scrunched my face. “What are my options here?”

“What do you mean?”

“Can I say no?  Will you send my soul to hell for refusing a puppy?”

I swear the guy smiled.  It was impossible to say for sure because not much was visible under the draping cowl.  Maybe the grin was in his eyes, a glint of gold and less fire red. 

“You tell me.  If you turned down a puppy in need, would you be in hell?”

Oh, now that wasn’t playing fair. “Hell on earth?  Not dead?”

He shrugged. “Does the location actually matter?”

This Grim Reaper played hardball.  Shouldn’t be a surprise in his line of work. I sighed. “I don’t really want to know how you found me or why you chose this time and place, do I?”

“You are rather isolated. Plenty of room to roam. He’ll need space as he grows.  Very energetic, he is. And it’s a warm climate in New Mexico, not too hot, not too cold.  The Trickster hinted at it.”

I groaned. “Not the Trickster!”

He nodded.  “I don’t have many friends.”

I opened my eyes which had squeezed shut with dismay. “You don’t say. And the most trustworthy friend you have is the Trickster?”  I shook my head.  “Buddy, that’s a lonely life.” 

He stilled, a perfect, cold statue. “Which is why I would like to save my dog.”

I stared into that hood of his.  He didn’t blink much.  “What does he eat?”

“Regular dog food will be fine,” he said magnanimously.  “Although the other reason for choosing here is because he likes to hunt.”

“Souls?” I squeaked.

He frowned.  “No. For food.  Rabbits, mice.”  He stopped talking, but I sensed there was more so I waited.  “When he grows a bit larger, deer.”

I shut my eyes again.  I tried rubbing them, but the Grim Reaper was still there when I opened them. “Is he house broken?”

His head tilted.  “Broken? What do you mean?”

“Does he do his business, you know, pee and poop outside and not inside the house?”

“You would let him inside your house?”

Now I was getting angry.  “Don’t you let him inside yours?”

The tilted head didn’t level.  “He prefers to be outside most of the time.  But yes.  He knows proper etiquette when it comes to his business.”  He actually used air quotes when he said, “his business.” 

I felt a little sorry for The Grim. No friends, and it didn’t sound like he had much of a home. Probably too busy working. What a job.  Still, a puppy was a huge responsibility.  “Don’t you think we should meet and see if your pup even likes me?”

The eyes may have gone wide.  Like he’d never even considered compatibly an issue.  “You seem nice enough.”  He looked around again, almost as if seeing the place for the first time. Or looking for something that would declare me out of the question. 

“I might not like your puppy,” I said stubbornly, dropping the trowel and crossing my arms. 

His head whipped around as though I’d uttered a high insult. “What?”

This guy had some serious social interaction problems.  More gently I said, “Not all dogs and people are compatible. Maybe he snores.  Maybe he doesn’t like country music.  Perhaps he won’t be able to stand my singing.  I tend to sing along,” I confessed.

“Country...music.”

Now my eyes narrowed. “You have something against country music?”

He shook his head slowly.  At least he thought about it enough that his answer was probably honest.  

“Does your dog like country music?”

“I have no earthly idea,” he admitted.

I already knew country music, at least some of it, had to be in heaven.  Steel guitar, fiddles...I mean, everyone has heard the song, “The Devil Went Down to Georgia.”  Of course there was music in heaven!

“Very well. Meeting him is a good idea.”  He didn’t wave a hand or a scythe.  There was suddenly a black dog laying next to him as if the magnificent beast had been there all along.

My mouth dropped open. My eyes traveled from The Grim to the dog, back and forth until I nearly fell over.  “A puppy?” 

I must have missed his first nod so repeated myself, rather frantically.  

“He cannot protect himself yet.”

“He’s already as large as a Great Dane, and he’s a hellhound!” I shouted.  My voice cracked badly towards the end, possibly rendering my words unintelligible. 

“He requires a great deal of space,” The Grim said apologetically. “But he is trained. And he doesn’t chew on things unless, well.  He won’t be actively working during the year, not this year.”

My eyes bugged. Was that supposed to reassure me?  The hellhound’s jaws were large enough to chomp my entire head in one gulp.  Taking him on a walk would be easier if I rode him like a pony. Running after this guy on a leash would be akin to holding onto a car and trying to stay upright while the vehicle sped along at thirty miles an hour.  “Uhm...”  Words failed to form.   

The dog stretched and sniffed in my direction, nose and neck way out front.  Paws the size of my egg fry pan wiggled towards me.  When he kneaded the earth a bit, long claws similar to a steak knife poked out.

“Can he dig holes large enough to plant trees?” I blurted out, wondering if this giant hound might actually help around the garden.  I did have two peach trees on order.

The Grim took a moment and then another.  “He does like to dig.”

A warning bell dinged in the back of my brain.

“But he’s very obedient so long as he gets enough exercise.”

“Uh-huh.”  I reached my hand out, slowly.  The dog hadn’t made any moves to eat me.  Maybe he’d already hunted this morning and gobbled a herd of deer.  This pile of fur and teeth was well beyond rabbit-sized kibble.

“His name is Coal.”

I knew the spelling without asking. “Of course
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