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The end.
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“Fast wasn’t it? It all seems so long while you’re goin’ but it’s nothing but a blink when it’s over.”

The thin figure on the floor moaned and a trembling hand reached towards the voice. A bleached blonde head with indistinct features leaned over dangling a red string in his line of sight.

“Here. This goes on your hand. Then you’ll be able to talk.”

The world solidified when the soft string was wound around the thin wrist and his black eyes blinked up at the stranger over him.

“Better?”

“Where?” The voice that came from his throat didn’t sound right.

The stranger’s rump hit a hard surface nearby with an indelicate thud. “You probably have a lot of questions but you should get off the floor first.”

His limbs felt heavy as he took in the empty, plain apartment that was not where he remembered laying down; everything beige and foreign. The boy sputtered in fear and tried to scramble to his feet, slamming his shoulder into a door frame before the stranger caught him by the collar of his t-shirt and pulled him back into a seated position on the floor.

“Whoa there, kid. You came in pretty rough. You may want to take it easy before you go running around.”

The boy wiped his face as if to scrub off confusion. “What is going on? Who are you?”

The stranger pushed his sunglasses up his nose and stood with a slanted grin. “Long or short version?”

“Short.” He grumbled through a pounding headache.

“Short version?” The man tapped his sharp chin with a bleached eyebrow raised high. “You sure?”

“Yeah.”

The stranger picked the boy up by the arm and led him to a nearby couch. He picked up the two brown hands in his pale ones to turn them palm up. The boy blinked to clear his blurry vision and saw the man’s right hand was blood red before focusing on the bright blue slashes on his otherwise smooth wrists.

“You’re dead.”
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The boy’s eyes widened in horror as he stared at the blue lines. “What? How?”

The pale man grabbed the boy by the collar of his shirt and pulled him to his feet. “The long version always works better! And there are handy visual aids! Time to go!”

He dragged the stunned boy through a mirror that rippled like gel when they touched it. They both came out of the portal on a rooftop in the cold. The boy landed on his back and pale man on his feet with his shoulders back to make the severe lines of his black suit almost comical in how much effort Key put into appearing professional.

The boy looked up and a twisted shadow with a jagged beak flew at him with an ear-splitting shriek. Before he could scream in terror, a glowing red hammer crushed the thing into the tiles between his feet. Trembling violently, the boy looked up from the twitching shadow to the only other figure on the roof with them; a thin blond woman looking down at him with disgust. With a flick of her wrist, the translucent hammer vanished, leaving the dusty remnants of the creature behind.

“Ah! Too close! Too close!” The stranger with the sunglasses squealed. “You need to be more careful with that thing!”

The boy watched her turn away to inflict her weapon on a flock of those creatures in the air above them and saw two other people doing the same; a tall man wielding a gleaming red net and a heavy set woman with a vicious red dog chewing on one of the bird-like creatures.

The stranger looked down at the wide-eyed boy then back at the hammer-wielding woman. “Naughty! You’ll scare the new guy!” He yelled at her retreating back.

In response the woman ignored him and the boy screamed at the top of his lungs.

The stranger bent down to the boy’s ear. “Want the long version now?”

The boy whimpered and backed towards the ledge.

“I’ll take your stunned silence as a yes.” He looked down at the terrified kid then back up to the flock of creatures. “Your life ended before the fated time. Because of this, you are here to work off the debt you owe for that missed potential. One demon at a time.” He crouched down in front of the boy and snapped his fingers to make the dark eyes focus on him. “Then you can cross over. Simple, right?”

The boy passed out.

“Guess not.”
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His head hurt when he woke up and the boy rubbed his eyes. Squirming, he found himself in a comfortable bed.

“Hey there!”

He jumped and pushed himself away from the voice before seeing the smiling face of one of the women from the roof.

“It’s ok! You’re safe here.” She smiled, leaning back in her chair. “They call me Mastiff. We don’t remember our old names from when we were alive so we end up with new ones. Yours will come to you eventually.” She tilted her head, gleaming auburn curls tumbling over one shoulder. “Didn’t Key tell you?”

The boy shook his head. “You mean... I’m really...” His voice caught, unwilling to say the words.

“Oh, sweetheart.” Mastiff shook her head and leaned forward in her chair extending her hand but he shrank away from her. Like the boy, a red cord crisscrossed her hand and was knotted at the wrist. “Yes. I’m sorry. You’re dead. Just like me.”

“But I... But I didn’t...”

“Think hard. Most of your old life is gone but those last moments are always the first to drift back.”

The boy felt hot tears on his cheeks and covered his face, choking back sobs as he tried to think. He couldn’t remember his name, his home; but he could remember shouting. Pain. He remembered a kitchen knife and a warm bath.

He dropped his hands and stared at his wrists, the thick blue slashes standing out bright in accusation against the dark warmth of his natural skin tone.

He started when Mastiff reached out and gently touched them. “We all have these; the marks of how we died.” She turned in the chair, spinning her hair in her hand to pull up over her neck with one hand and pulling up the back of her shirt with the other. A blue burst like a paint splatter went from the back of her neck and down the tan skin of her spine. “I fell off a roof. Snapped my neck first thing so I didn’t suffer.” Mastiff straightened her clothes; fancy things the boy knew would have cost a fortune back when she was alive. “Key really should have told you. He can be such a dramatic little bitch sometimes.”

The boy calmed as it all set in; the lingering emptiness, the sensation of flying apart and being put back together when Key put the ribbon on his hand. “That blonde guy. That’s Key?”

“In all his glory, chico.” She smiled, bright white teeth gleaming between lightly glossed lips.

“Is he dead, too?”

“I don’t know. He’s not like the rest of us. He discovered us, you could say. Sent by whoever made the rules for us.”

He looked up at her, taking in the news. “And who is ‘whoever’?”

Mastiff leaned back in the creaky desk chair with a sigh. “Mama would say we angered God by wasting our lives
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