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      Henry Mortimer wanted to die but couldn’t. He just lay there all day in a hospital bed waiting. The doctors and nurses passed him by. They didn’t notice him, there was no special reason they should. Another old man on a geriatric ward, small and unassuming, still dressed in cardigan and cords, brown leather shoes popped up on the neatly turned down bed.

      The night shift would be on soon and he was sure the right someone would be along sooner rather than later. He could feel it wouldn’t be long now. Besides, Ethel in bed four didn’t have long left; they’d be giving her all the attention she needed. Well nearly all. Some things they couldn’t do, and they knew it. It warmed his heart, after all this time, that they still put all that effort into “making her comfortable.” Henry chuckled at the euphemism. Nobody heard him.

      Charlie in the next bed was due to go soon too, but that one would catch most of them by surprise.

      Charlie coughed, introducing himself. “Waiting room for God, this.”

      Henry smiled. “Yes, I suppose it is, in a way.”

      “Charlie Crocker, like in the movie, pleased to meet you.”

      “Henry Mortimer,” he said offering a hand over the gap between them.

      “Bloody hell, your hands are freezing, mate,” said Charlie. “They need to get you a blanket.”

      “I’m alright.”

      “Here comes the night shift,” Charlie gravelled, nodding to the administrative station at the end of the Victorian ward. “I look forward to the nights.”

      “Why is that?” asked Henry.

      “Look, that one: Nurse Valerie.” Charlie cocked his head, gesturing to a middle aged nurse in scrubs, reading over charts. She wasn’t pretty, nor was she ugly; she was quite unremarkable in appearance. Heads never turned in a crowd to look at her, even when she was young, and the truth of it was that this was just as she wanted it, no unnecessary attention.

      “You like her?” asked Henry, knowing the answer.

      “Lovely bum,” said Charlie. “What you in for, mate?”

      “Me? Oh, tiredness, I suppose, extreme tiredness.”

      “I shouldn’t even be here,” wheezed Charlie.

      “Is that so?”

      “No room for me down in oncology. Lung cancer, you see. But as I’m an old bugger and I am going to croak it soon enough. I guess they thought they’d give me a trial run in the departures lounge,” explained Charlie. “So what do you do?”

      “Do?”

      “Yeah, do, for a job, or what did you do before? I was a cabbie. Forty-five years driving people around. I’ve got some stories I can tell you”

      “I was a doctor a long time ago, a surgeon actually,” said Henry, “but then I changed professions.”

      “What to?”

      “Pathology, I suppose,” said Henry, “I…”

      “Good evening, gentlemen,” interrupted Nurse Valerie Curry looking down at a chart.

      “Evenin’, Nurse Curry,” said Charlie, like a school boy at registration.

      “I’ll get you your meds, Charlie. And who do we have here?” Val flicked the page back and forth looking for a name to go with Henry’s bed.

      “Henry, Henry Mortimer,” he said.

      “You’re not on the chart,” replied Val still scanning the page.

      “Are you sure, dear? I was sent up this morning. Would you check again?” asked Henry.

      Nurse Curry flicked the page once more, tracing her finger down the list of names, and as if by magic, “Ah, there you are. I don’t know how I didn’t see that, Mr. Mortimer. I’ll get you a gown. Hey, you cheeky sod,” Val broke off, turning to Charlie who had just pinched her bum. “Charlie Crocker, you keep your hands to yourself,” she said scolded lightly, tucking the old man in tightly. Charlie grinned innocently as she left to finish her rounds.

      Alarms started to bleep at bed four. Val and the junior doctor on duty strolled over to Ethel’s bed. There was no need to run. The end was expected, and she had a ‘Do Not Resuscitate’ order. They checked the readings, pushed some meds and made a note on her cart. Val squeezed her hand and they left for nature to take its course.

      “God speed,” croaked Charlie. “Hey, where are you going?” he whispered.

      Now in his gown, Henry had hopped out of bed and padded over to Ethel. Only Charlie noticed him, looking around as though on watch for his truanting classmate. Henry lent down to Ethel, taking her hand. The old woman opened her eyes, and Henry saw her face smiling up at him, as if he were an old friend. Henry patted her hand and she closed her eyes. A flat beep rang quietly, followed by the shuffling of scrubs as the young doctor and Nurse Curry came back down the ward.

      “Mr. Mortimer, you shouldn’t be out of bed,” said Val.

      “My apologies. I didn’t want her to be alone at the end,” explained Henry, already walking back to his bed.

      The young doctor appeared too busy turning off machines and filling out the necessary paperwork to notice Henry. Nurse Curry came over to the two old men when they had finished with Ethel. “Now you two get some rest,” she said pulling out a syringe from the pocket in her scrubs and perching on Charlie’s bed.

      The young doctor walked back down the ward, head in a chart.

      “It’s usually tablets I get,” said Charlie.

      “This is better. Won’t hurt a bit,” said Val finding a vein with the skill of an old pro. “It’ll help you sleep as well. There, all done. I still can’t find any records for you Mr. Mortimer, but I’m sure they’ll turn up by the morning. Hey…” Val jumped. Charlie had pinched her bottom again. “You are a very naughty man,” she scolded lightly.

      Henry watched her leave. She moved in such an unassuming way. Her skills were certainly well practised. There was a great balance between her proficiency, compassion and the ability to blend in. He turned to Charlie, swinging his legs over the side of the bed.

      “I wouldn’t get out of bed again; she runs a tight ship does that one,” warned Charlie.

      “Don’t worry, Charlie, I’m not going anywhere but you are, and I don’t want you to panic,” Henry explained.

      “Panic, why the bloody hell would I panic,” Charlie laughed in his hoarse voice.

      “Nurse Curry just gave you something. You’ll feel a sharp pain, but it’ll be quick,” said Henry.

      Wincing, Charlie sucked air in through his teeth sharply and clutched at his chest. “How did you know? Are you trying to kill me?”

      “No, Charlie,” Henry said kindly. “It was Valerie. I just… know these things.”

      The old cab driver was overcome with pain. A drowning sensation flooded him. Panic set in but his body was unable to fight against it, and the panic grew. As it touched on the unbearable, at that point where all hope was lost, when the infinite, cold inevitability of nothingness showed itself and his mind cowered before its universal majesty, Henry took Charlie’s hand and the pain stopped. The panic stopped too and he opened his eyes and looked up into Henry’s face.

      “It’s you,” said Charlie.

      “Yes, my friend.”

      “This is it then?” asked Charlie, already accepting the answer to his question.

      “It is. Shall we go?” asked Henry, as though he’d only called around to see if Charlie could come out to play, to which the inevitable answer was always “yes.”

      Henry closed Charlie’s eyes and popped back into bed to wait for what he had really come here for. The ward was quiet but for an occasional cough and snore, or the huff of a ventilator and the beep of a monitor. Presently, Nurse Curry did her scheduled rounds.

      “He’s gone, in case you were wondering,” Henry said as Val walked by his bed. “Very good work, might I add? Very nicely done. You saved him such a lot of pain.”

      “Excuse me?” said Val rushing to Charlie’s side, urgently checking his pulse.

      Henry chuckled. “Very good, very good. Only an expert could see through the mask. Your abilities are quite excellent. Nigel was spot on with you. You will do just nicely, I think.”

      “Mr. Mortimer, I’m about to lose my patience with you,” snipped Val.

      “No, you are not,” corrected Henry, “besides no one can hear you now, so let’s be frank for a moment.”

      Silence enveloped them. Val straightened up, sensing the change. A night shift can be quiet but in a hospital the hum of machines, the bang of a distant door, the rattle of a trolley or the sounds of sleep are always present, but not now. It was the silence of a vacuum, a silence so still it could only be accompanied by the absence of the world.

      “Yes, you are a cautious creature. You sense it but don’t understand it. I’ll explain. Time has stopped, or rather slowed greatly. To stop it would be to end the universe, and that is certainly not in my power. We are but servants of the universe, after all. But slowing it, perceptually speaking, is quite possible. It is mostly a question of distraction of consciousness. Anyway, I digress.

      “Firstly, let us deal with the issue of Charlie here. You killed him, did you not? It will look like a cardiac arrest and they will assume it was brought on by the additional stress to his pulmonary system because of the final stages of his lung cancer. I have no axe to grind on the matter. You are not in trouble. In fact, far from it: in a way, consider it an entrance exam and you passed with flying colours.” Henry waited patiently for a response.

      This was a most delicate moment. He remembered his own recruitment well, in the field hospital at the second battle of Ypres. The candidate is filled with fear. Their gift has been exposed and they have built their entire existence around hiding it in the knowledge that the world would not understand. He could see Valerie assessing her surroundings, measuring him, trying to understand what he had just said. The calculation clicked into place and she was ready to act.

      “My dear, you cannot kill me,” said Henry. “If you want you can take that syringe in your pocket and stick it into me as if I was Charlie there, but it would make no difference. I cannot die, and that, in short, is why I am here to see you. I have been looking for my replacement for so long, but it is a tricky business finding the correct person.”

      Hesitantly, Valerie took her hand out of her pocket, looking around furtively, expecting the police to rush in any moment. How was it possible for him to know so much? Was it a trick?

      “I see I’m going to have to be a little blunt. A shock will be necessary.” He took his drinking glass and smashed it on the bedside cupboard. Valerie was already off her stride and could only watch. Then, looking her calmly in the eye, he punched the shattered base into his jugular.

      “No,” screamed Valerie. The nurse in her moved her to action, rushing to pull the glass from his hand.

      They wrestled briefly while he twisted and ground the shards into his flesh to prove the point and relaxed. Val pulled the glass from his hand, cutting herself. She looked at him, expecting the fountain of blood to be pulsing form his throat, covering everything, including her, but there was nothing, only a trickle of blood from her finger.

      “I don’t understand,” she said. “Who are you? What do you want with me?”

      “I should be dead or dying, should I not Miss Val Curry?” asked Henry.

      “Yes,” was the breathless reply.

      “Good, good! We are getting somewhere. Things, my dear, are not as they seem. You of all people should understand that. So now that we have established that fact, would you please do me the courtesy of acknowledging your murder of Charlie here?”

      “Yes,” she repeated in a whisper, and she felt a tide of relief. It was as though she no longer had to hide, that whatever the consequences, for once the truth was known.

      “That felt good, didn’t it?” asked Henry, to which Valerie nodded ashamed. “No, my dear, do not feel guilty. You are with a friend, a kindred spirt.”

      “Who are you?” she repeated desperately, “and what do you want?”

      “I am Henry Mortimer, member of the Guild of Passing, and I have come to find my replacement, to recruit you to your true vocation, my dear Valerie. But the first thing we must deal with is who are you?” said the old man pointing a finger at her. “Please sit down. Charlie won’t mind.

      “You are what they call an angel of death, or some would call you a serial killer, but neither is really correct. In fact, you have a very special set of skills, a talent that makes you well suited to our line of work. In fact, some of us have philosophised over the years that the universe creates people like you for the very purposes of the Guild. As far as we can tell, people like us and the Guild have always existed, or rather always accompanied the consciousness of humans – we can’t speak for the animals.”

      Henry went on, “Of course, not all of your kind are appropriate. So many flamboyant narcissists, leaving a trail of clues. They want to be caught. It is all about them, not about the craft. No, you are not they.

      “Then there are those truly cunning ones, who to the untrained eye you appear to be very alike. They are the ones they never catch – killers in the shadows, much as you are. And like you they love the craft, but unlike you do it for the pleasure of the kill. They revel in it, covetously hiding it from prying eyes. This is the difference, is it not? We – you and I – see death as a natural part of the universe, and we…” Henry searched for an appropriate word. “Help.”

      He explained further: “It is a subtle but important difference. In this instance, it is everything. To choose the other sort would be a disaster of horrific proportions. To have one who enjoys killing with mirth standing over the membrane between life and death could well rip that membrane asunder, and the consequences for the universe…” He shuddered.

      “Anyway, we collated our information and are certain of your disposition. By Nigel and some of the others’ reports you have killed some 182 individuals…”

      “Eighty-seven.” Val whispered a correction, tears in her eyes. She remembered every one of them.

      Henry smiled. “We won’t quibble about numbers. Some we discounted from your early career. It was difficult for us to be sure it was you rather than their condition. You have become more clinical with experience. You are a craftsman, or rather craftsperson – even the Guild is a little politically correct nowadays. We try to reflect the cultures we serve. We are impressed with your work: the love you have for all aspects of it, all aspects except one. You don’t do it for the enjoyment of taking the life. There is no mirth in your actions but love. Love of the craft in and of itself, and love for the people you serve. This, my dear, is what makes you such a perfect candidate.

      “Which brings me to your second question: what do I want with you? I’m here to offer you a job. One in which your special skills, your talent, would be valued and praised. One in which you will never again have to worry about being caught. One in which you will never again have to hide yourself, pretending to be something you are not. In short, my dear Valerie, I offer you freedom to be yourself and to live that part of your life you love the most.”

      The solid foundations of her universe were shaking as if to bring down the walls of reality. Valerie felt woozy, steadying herself on poor Charlie’s bed. “You are Death!” She couldn’t believe it, even as she said it.

      Even Death needs skills of persuasion. The tilt of his head was only slight. Some never want to believe it is time to pass on and remain trapped in limbo, and so the Guild must convince some to let go. Not all are willing, and it can all get a bit messy with stranded souls.

      Valerie needed to let go. Henry remembered his own recruitment and how he tried to subtly pick up a scalpel from the blood-soaked operating table. He would have slashed Joshua’s throat, the old guildsman whom he replaced, until the old man smiled and pointed to something between them. At first Henry thought it was a trick but then he saw them: the flies. Dozens of them suspended in the air as if caught in aspic. At the second battle of Ypres among its many horrors were the flies that swarmed the dead and dying as a writhing pall. Henry himself loved the battle: he could ply his trade so freely, refining his skills. Many men were better to have an artery nicked than to suffer, and so many were suffering.

      Henry chuckled at Val’s exclamation. “Death? In a way, we are death. In another way we are the membrane between the Universe experiencing itself through the subjectivity of life. Though we have many different names, depending on the culture and the time. Death has certainly been one.” And with those words an icy wind whipped between them, and Henry transformed before Valerie into the gaunt tower of the Reaper, clutching a scythe of bone with a sweeping, mottled blade, forged from all the ores of the Earth.

      “Ankou was another of our names, as was Hel,” and his form shifted again, this time into the strident figure of a muscular Nordic woman, replete with helmet, furs and spear, her eyes as deep and shifting as oceans.

      Hel’s full, pink lips moved again, with the resonance of mountains. “Others called us La Santa Muerte.” Skin fell away, revealing the sheen of bloody muscles, which too fell away to rusting bone. The holy skeleton regarded the horror in Valerie’s eyes with cool acceptance and spoke again.

      “Perhaps you would prefer me,” the jawbone clapped “more beautiful?” Val sat now across from the ethereal beauty of a man-boy. Tight golden curls adorned his head, and white wings flexed, preening, behind him. “Gabriel, they called us,” he said sonorously, eyes black-within-black.

      Then he grew again, and the hospital ward dissolved in his presence, and they floated in the infinite, lonely abyss of space, his skin turning blue. Four arms gestured with adornments of gold. Fangs pointed from his blood red lips. Yellow eyes with a lizard’s pupils bore through Valerie and his form was terror itself. She couldn’t look into those eyes; instead, she stared into the blue skin, sparkling with a trillion stars. The terrible separation of life and creation threatened to overwhelm her in a crashing torrent. “Some,” his flicking tongue lisped “thought us the destroyer of worlds…”

      “But,” the hospital room surrounded them again, and the old man returned to his humble self, back in cords and cardigan, “we are just the psychic projection of the cultures we serve, and when people believe in nothing, we come as friends.”

      Valerie was quiet in thought for some time, though of course time had slowed so much Henry could wait. Finally, she was ready. “So what do we do now?”

      “You are agreeable to our proposition then?” and Henry took her nod as such. “Oh, that is splendid, my dear, truly splendid. Nigel will take it from here, and he and the others will train you in our ways. Yes, yes, we have an excellent one in you.”

      “What about you?” asked Valerie. “Won’t you miss it?”

      “To be honest I’m tired of it all. I’ve had nearly a hundred years. My last assignment has been in the Middle East and I can feel what is coming. That pace of work is not for me anymore. I could ask for a transfer to somewhere like Iceland or New Zealand but Tore and Jane are doing such fine work, there is no need for me there nor anywhere else. I have been looking for my replacement for so long and a Guildsman cannot retire until his, or her, replacement is found. So now we have you I will hang up my scythe and see my last days out as an old man, and in that maybe I’ll see you again.”

      “Where will you go?” she asked.

      He gazed out of the window. “I grew up not far from here. I think I may get a small flat. The Guild helps with arrangements. Ah, Nigel is here for you. That’s my cue.” He stood up and offered Val his cold hand. As they shook, a warmth he had forgotten returned to him, while hers grew cold and the world began to turn once more. The old man’s shoes barely squeaked as he walked down the ward: he could move unnoticed too. He approached a tall skinny man, and paused to embrace his old friend, and then he was gone.
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      Steam rose and the kettle clicked. Henry poured the water into the brown teapot and carried a mug and a couple of biscuits on a tray into the front room. The melodic trumpet announced the start of his British soap. He’d got so very engrossed in it since his retirement a few weeks ago.

      It was all going well, apart from his joints. A hundred years without pain does not prepare one for the onslaught of arthritis, but a warm mug of tea does so help.

      Two men on the television talked over the bar in the pub and Henry was distracted for a second by teenagers cavorting up the pavement bathed in orange light. There was a wash of contentment he felt when thinking of young people: the pulse in their throats was perennially attractive. For all his experience of death, that final journey still filled him with trepidation the closer it came, and if he lingered on the thought for long it enough revealed itself as fear. For all his exposure to a few of the mysteries of the universe he had only been a servant. He knew not what lay beyond the veil. The young rarely think of death nowadays – not here anyway. It wasn’t always so. Ypres was filled with nothing but death and how he loved being there, but it was so many lifetimes ago it was as though they weren’t his memories. There was a Private on his table, drowning in his own fluids who wanted to speak. Holding him down after nicking his carotid artery, the young man had kicked and clawed and gasped. His hand reached up to Henry’s collar not to assault the field surgeon but to hold on to life. Henry remembered the wallet in the Private’s breast pocket: the letter home, the sepia photo of his wife and child. Tears now blurred out Henry’s vision of the Private, just as the Private’s tears blurred out Henry’s implacable face as death came to take him. Now those tears were a mirror through time, reflecting the beginning back to the end in an infinite reoccurrence. Somethings never change, other things do.

      A tear is a curved prism and doesn’t merely reflect but also bends and distorts. Why remember the Private now? Henry tutted at himself. He knew perfectly well why: fear is sometimes too obvious. But there he was again, stretched through time. This wasn’t how Henry had ever remembered the Private before. The kicking, the struggling, the terror in his eyes. It had been much more peaceful before. More satisfying.

      Flickering lights brought Henry’s attention back to his living room. A cobbled street on the flat screen pixelated and northern English accents stuttered their lines. The hairs on the back of Henry’s neck bristled, and the panicked face of the Private, pestered with gluttonous blue bottles, beseeched wordlessly.

      “Hello, Henry,”

      Henry jumped in his seat, startled as his eyes rested on her unassuming form, sitting nonchalantly in the armchair across the room, as if nothing in this world or the next could stop her.

      “Valerie?” Henry gathered himself, a little relieved. “Oh, how lovely to see you again. I wasn’t expecting… Oh,” he realised, “you have come for me then?”

      Valerie said nothing. She sat cross-legged, hands in her lap, regarding the old man with a look of… Henry tried to put his finger on it and rejected his initial answer, searching for a different one.

      “You look quite different out of your scrubs,” said Henry, panic rising in his chest.

      The merest of smiles grew on Valerie’s face.

      “Black suits you. A little conspicuous, not very warm. Quite severe really,” he continued, filling the silence, hoping for a response.

      No reply came. The Valkyrie simply savoured the moment, relishing the fear, drinking it in.

      “Come, come, my dear, this is most unprofessional,” Henry tried to muster that old doctoral authority but the vibrato in his voice brayed him. “This is not a game, do get on with it.”

      She stood suddenly and he flinched as she walked to the window to stand adjacent to him and look down onto the sepia street.

      “It is a game, and you enjoyed playing it as much as I do,” Valerie said. “All that pomposity, ‘membrane between life and death’, ‘love of the craft,’” she mocked. “The funny thing is I think you actually believed it. You’d convinced yourself. You never saw the terror in their eyes. A true psychopath. What is sicker than killing a friend, as if you are doing them a favour?”

      And now she turned to tower over him, within her eyes the abyss of a trillion stars. “But we all love it, the entire Guild, so I suppose I should thank you. Now I can indulge my fantasy with impunity, and I’ve always had a thing for old men who had it coming. You remember smutty old Charlie? Now, this might hurt a little.”
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