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This was a simple concept: a person who knew when someone was going to die, it’s a well-used trope, but what I’ve never seen explored is what would happen if they themselves were going to die.

This story evolved quite quickly. Most stories have a few steps, but this was almost fully formed as I wrote it. I also wanted to introduce the idea that ‘fate’ could be changed, but at a price.

Terminal Visions
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“Here’s your coffee, sweetie. Are you sure you wouldn't want a pastry with that? They’re freshly made this morning?” The waitress placed the cup in front of Ahnah.

“No, thank you. I’m watching my figure.” Ahnah smiled and shook her head in response.

“If you watch it any harder, you’ll slip through a crack in the pavement.” The Waitress said, grinning, “But it’s up to you.” She turned and walked away. Her heels were too high and must have been uncomfortable after a day on her feet, but they did give her an elegance as she glided between the tables. Her figure was, well, let's call it voluptuous. Her butt, being close to eye level, was hard to miss.

Ahnah, with just her morning coffee and no pastry, looked around at her counterparts at other tables. There were two ‘Pilates mums’ or maybe ‘Yoga bunnies’, who could tell, the ‘uniform’ was the same. They were excitedly speculating about whether another woman at their exercise class was having an affair with the instructor. It was unclear whether this was motivated by moral outrage or jealousy that it wasn’t one of them. 

The area of tables was still quiet; a few people had come through to collect takeaway drinks, but few had the opportunity to stop and sit. No one else appeared to have the luxury of people-watching, one of Ahnah’s favourite pastimes. It was one of the perks of her job for which she was eternally grateful. Being a freelance journalist meant she could work anywhere, and this coffee shop was as good a place as any other.

A couple of men in suits were at another table, trying to fit an implausible number of laptops and phones on the small coffee table. They were asking the waitress for the shop’s Wi-Fi code, but given they’d only purchased small cups of coffee, long drunk, the waitress decided that if they were going to take up space, they’d need to order something more.

Initially, Ahnah thought the waitress was overdressing for her role, with high heels, a short, tight skirt, and a low-cut blouse, which she appeared to be in danger of falling out of any time she bent forward. But it was all a way to manipulate her customers, basic psychology. The heels made her taller, and her legs appeared longer, intimidating other women. Her low-cut blouse and dazzling smile helped her to win any disagreement with a male customer and probably got her more tips. The woman’s impression of the waitress increased considerably. She wasn’t shrink-wrapped mutton pretending to be lamb. She was a ‘Freud’, wearing a kind of plumage to intimidate and manipulate her customers. 

The debate with the two suits ended precisely as you’d imagine – They bought two more coffees, a pastry each and gave her a generous tip.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw movement...

An old man had walked, maybe stumbled, was a better word, and leaned on the back of an unoccupied chair. Ahnah was about to get up to assist him when she saw it – The light, an aura of colours not seen with worldly eyes. 

This could only be sensed by what she thought of as her ‘Terminal Vision.’ Ahnah sat back down. There was nothing that could be done for the man. Within days, sometimes, but usually minutes to hours, he’d be dead. There was nothing that could be done to prevent it. The Universe had decided he’d die, and the Universe always got its way.

Ahnah watched as the waitress moved towards the man. He began what she could only think of as a slow-motion collapse. His descent accelerating as he approached the ground. He hit with an audible thud. One of the ‘Pilates Mums’ screamed, the other jumping up and running over to him, the waitress also moving faster, despite the heels.

The two men in suits noticing the waitress’s urgent movement before they understood the cause. The two women arrived at about the same time and began desperate attempts to save the man. Ahnah felt guilty for not going to help. But she knew from hard experience that there was nothing that anyone could do.

It had first happened when she was four years old; she’d seen it, and the aura surrounding her grandmother. She knew instinctively what it meant – her beloved grandmother was going to die. She’d screamed and cried, demanded her parents do something, anything, to save her. 

The older woman had taken her aside and tried to comfort her; she also could see the aura, she knew what it meant. Ahnah had inherited the ability or maybe the curse. Her grandmother had seen the aura around Ahnah a few days before when she’d had a bad fever and knew that her granddaughter would die. So, she made a deal with the Universe or with God or whoever, to swap her life for her granddaughter’s.

Ahnah had made a miraculous recovery, but the next time her grandmother had looked in the mirror, she saw the aura glowing around her reflection, brighter than she’d ever seen it before. She knew that the swap had been accepted, that she would die instead of the infant Ahnah. The two stood hugging each other, knowing they shared something almost no one else could even imagine. 

...

The ambulance arrived and took away the old man’s body. He’d died there on the pavement in front of them all. The two women who had tried so hard stood crying in the mix of emotions that they must be experiencing. Ahnah could do nothing to save the dying, but she could help the living. She walked over and embraced the waitress. Her whole body was wracked with the sobs of the sudden horror, as well as her frustration that she could do so little to have helped. Ahnah held her, whispering soothing words and stroking her hair.
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A few weeks had gone by since the old man’s demise. Ahnah visited the coffee shop most days, and she and the waitress had become friends. She’d often sit and chat about life and the antics of the customers.

Looking around one slightly overcast morning. Ahnah could see the usual disparate group at the coffee shop’s outside tables. It was a little too breezy for her to stay too long. The waitress had just dropped off a fresh cup of coffee; it sat steaming in the cool air.

After having a sip, she looked around and saw the man watching her from the other side of the road. He was of average height and average appearance, although even at this distance, she could see he was powerfully built. Other than an air of brooding, there was nothing particular about him. 

Except his eyes – they burned into her mind, her soul.

She looked away at the sound of a baby crying at another table, and when she looked up again, he was gone. 

The place where he’d stood was just an empty hole in the universe. 

...

From the kitchen, she could hear the news reporters discussing the latest political nonsense; she was only half listening. She had a cup of tea in her hand as she walked back into the lounge. Glancing at the TV screen, she cried in horror, and her cup of hot tea fell to the floor from numb fingers, splashing her legs with boiling hot water, but she was unaware of anything but the image on the screen. 

Everyone on the screen, absolutely everyone, the reporters, the politicians, even the weather girl – had an aura!

Running into the bathroom, she stared at her own reflection, and there it was, fainter than usual, but definitely there. 

She had an aura. 

How long did any of them have?

...

The next couple of days were a blur. She sat at the coffee shop and watched the people going past. Each with a faint aura, it was fainter than usual, but there was no mistake. The waitress brought her coffee, and she tried to chat, but her heart just wasn’t in it. She’d allowed herself to open up to the waitress, to allow herself to get close. As Ahnah watched her bustling between the tables, her aura faint in the daylight, her heart ached at her loss of what might have been. She’d finally allowed someone to get close, and this is how the universe punished her for it. 

Then she noticed the same man, his dark, brooding eyes once again burning into her mind. 

He didn’t have an aura. At first, she hadn’t noticed the lack of the field of light around him, but as others moved past him, it was as if he was a black and white image in a colour photo. He stood out starkly against the flow of people around him.

She dropped her cup on the floor and almost ran towards him. She dodged the heavy traffic and made it to him. He just stood unemotionally waiting for her, as though he didn’t have a care in the world. His expression was unreadable. He looked at her without any outward display of emotion, neither fear nor curiosity. 

They stood facing each other, she was breathing hard from the physical and emotional exertion. It was hard to tell if he was even breathing at all. His hair was short-cropped and light brown, his posture giving an indication of physical strength.

“We have a lot to talk about.” His tone of voice was so normal and relaxed, she wanted to scream. Why didn’t he have an aura? What was going to happen? She knew there was nothing to do to prevent it. But she just wanted to know.

He must have sensed her emotional turmoil as he said, “Let’s talk. There are some people I’d like you to meet.” He had a car nearby; she’d never have gotten into a stranger's vehicle, but she somehow felt like she knew this man. And anyway, they were all going to die soon. Did it matter if she got murdered a few days ahead of schedule?

They drove for hours, stopping occasionally at cafes for a break. She’d grabbed a few things from her flat, and they headed North, heading up to where her ancestors had come from generations before. When you try and drive across it, you discover how vast Canada really is. They drove and drove. She’d offered to drive, but he didn’t seem even to get tired. As the night started to draw in, they’d been on the road since nine that morning, she wondered what the waitress had thought. They’d become close, she felt guilty for breaking the coffee cup when she fled across the road.

“I need to sleep.” These were the first words he’d spoken in hours; she’d dozed off, and he’d just had the radio playing music quietly in the background. “I’ve plenty of money. Do you want a separate room?” He asked without any ulterior motive evident in his tone, but then his voice was so calm and relaxed, he might have been an axe murderer for all you could tell.

“No, a twin is fine, I’d prefer to stay close to you. You’re the only person I’ve seen since we left the city that doesn’t have an aura. I’d like to keep you close by, at least until we’ve discussed what the hell is happening.”

He just nodded and walked off in the direction of the reception to sign in and pay. Ahnah waited by the car. She looked around; the place was almost deserted, there was peeling paint, the whole thing had an air of ‘ramshackle’ about it. If the manager had a mother in a rocking chair staring out of a window, she would be out of here, impending death or not. She may not be able to stop the Universe from killing her, but she could at least choose the how. Getting murdered in the shower by some creepy guy with mummy issues wasn’t her ideal. 

Thinking about it, what was her preferred way to go?

Dying from sexual exhaustion in a room full of sweating, hunky weightlifters seemed like a fun way to go. If you had to go, then you might as well have a smile on your face. Her ‘Terminal Vision’ gave Ahnah a dark sense of ‘gallows humour.’ Knowing someone will die and being able to do nothing about it, again and again, can really mess with your outlook on life.

Although it had given her grandmother a real sense of inner calm, and whatever abilities this guy had, he’d introduced himself as ‘Tim,’ had helped him to be super calm, almost psychopath calm. At this thought, she glanced around nervously at the rundown motel and wondered where the nearest gym was. Maybe she’d just abandon this apocalyptic drive into North Canada and throw herself at the nearest weightlifter and just hope he wasn’t gay. 

Although knowing her luck, he would be.
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‘Tim,’ walked over, motel key in hand, and, locking the car, they made their way to the suite. The insides were even more unkept than the outside. If you had already paid so as to have the key, it didn’t matter if the inside was messy. You’d already paid, so it didn’t matter to the manager.

“What did the manager look like?” Ahnah asked Tim.

He looked a little startled at the odd question, the first sign of emotion that he’d shown all day. “Exactly as expected, a bit creepy and slimy. If that’s the right word. Why? Is this place giving you ‘Bates Motel’ vibes?” 

Ahnah nodded and looked a little embarrassed that he’d picked up on her fears; maybe he shared them. There was a small restaurant next door, which was much better kept and was busy with truckers travelling through.

The waitress took their orders, and they sat in silence for a few moments, Ahnah staring around at the patrons, a few families passing through, a handful of truckers, some obviously friends, bantering back and forth. A couple of cops were sitting at a corner table so they could keep half an eye on the carpark entrance, just looking for anything that didn’t quite look right.

Everyone in the restaurant and the few in the carpark all had the aura, glowing faintly. A constant reminder that they were all going to die. Just for a few moments, she’d forget, and then she’d see a little kid with their parents, all surrounded by a shimmering haze, and it would stab her in the heart.

“You okay?” Tim must have seen the pained expression on her face. Initially, she felt like lashing out at him, screaming, ‘No, everyone’s going to die – even that kid over there!’ But there was no point. He knew it as well as she did.

They sat in silence for a few more moments until Ahnah had gotten her emotions back under control. “Yes, it’s just a lot to take in, to see everyone with an ...” Her voice trailed off as the waitress arrived with their order. 

“I think I’ll take up smoking again.” This time, she tried to put a more humorous spin on things. It wasn’t easy, but that’s what gallows humour was for. Tim just smiled back at her, “Why not...” Was his reply.

They ate in silence for a while, then she asked the burning question, “Why don’t you have an aura?”

Tim looked at her calmly; he did everything calmly. He appeared to be gauging how much information she could cope with. Whether they had the time was another matter. Ahnah was almost annoyed that he treated her like a child and was about to tell him so when he spoke. “You can see the aura, you know what it means, but I guess from the fact that you’ve become somewhat melancholy, you’re not able to manipulate and influence the aura? I’m guessing that, like some, you’ve inherited the ability, but without any training, you only have your native skill.”

Ahnah just nodded in response to his words. She’d inherited the power from her grandmother, but it had skipped her mother. Who else in the family had had the ability and kept it to themselves was unknown.

“In some families, the power is stronger, and so they can train to develop their abilities from a young age, for you, seeing people die, knowing they would die and being powerless to do anything about it. That must have been torture.”

“My Grandmother appeared to have the ability to swap herself for me. When I was a small child, I had a fever. It must have been bad because I had an aura, at least, that’s what I remember her telling me after I recovered. She had somehow swapped, giving her life in exchange for mine. But I’ve never tried, frankly, I’ve been too scared even to attempt that.” Ahnah felt relieved that she could explain these things to someone who’d actually know how she felt. She’d tried once with a therapist and nearly got herself locked up.

“Yes, some have that ability, even if they are untrained. But with support and time, you can do so much more. I’ll teach you to control your aura.”

Ahnah stopped eating and stared at him in shock, “You
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