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Prologue
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The muffled thump of Dad’s old toolbox sliding off the passenger seat was the last ordinary sound Luke remembered.

Rain lashed the windscreen, turning the motorway into a smear of grey and sodium-orange light. He wasn’t looking, head down, finishing the sketch he’d started at school, pencil lines jagged and impatient.

Then came the headlights.

Blinding. Wrong side of the road.

Filling the world with white noise and shattered glass.
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Mistakes 
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The door bell rang at Luke's mid terrace home.  

“Mum, some weird nutter’s at the door for you. Looks like he’s from the seventies.” Luke glanced through the window, then dropped back onto the sofa, controller in hand.

“Do they have a charity box?” Mum called from upstairs, voice tight with stress.

“I dunno. Didn’t look.” Luke murmured, focused on the game.  

“Luke! I am trying to get ready!”

Luke sighed, pausing the game. “Fine, I'll get rid of them.”

He opened the door.

The man didn’t wait to be invited in. He stepped past Luke as if he lived there.

“Young man, time waits for no man, and normally neither do I.” he muttered, brushing by into the living room.

“Hey! You can't just come in.” Luke protested and turned after him. “Mum the weird guy just barged in!”

“Weird?” The man removed his hat, glancing around. “I’m actually the manifestation of whoever you’d prefer to see at the right moment. For some reason, Morgan Freeman is very popular these days.”

He paused.

“I’m not aware he’s ever played me. Shame. I’d hoped for Brad Pitt more often, he did rather well.”

“Mum!” Luke called again, this time sharper. Luke was holding pointless ground by the doorway, more convinced now a lunatic had just entered.

Footsteps thundered on the stairs.

His mum appeared, then froze.

“Morgan... I mean...” She caught herself, staring. “It’s you.” Then with clear concern, “You're not...?”

“Social call,” the man assured quickly. “Not work.”.

“Mum?” Luke frowned.

She folded her arms, Luke knew that look. “You are actually here.”

“Mum!” Luke insisted.

Luke,” she said, still staring at the man, “this is... I suppose... your grandad.”

Luke blinked. “You said he died years ago.”

“No,” she said carefully. “I said he was Death.”

“Yeah,” Luke corrected. “Dead.”

“No. Death. The guy who...” Her words faded.

Silence stretched.

Luke was unsure if his Mum had flipped, he had decided a melt down was certainly on the horizon, but this?

The man sighed. “Didn’t take him. Didn’t know. There’s more than one of me, remember?” He glanced between them. “Now, do I get a chair? Or are we standing on ceremony because I look old and, apparently, weird?”

Luke closed  the front door and gestured to a dining table chair towards the back of the room. He didn't move closer, he was still unsure of what was happening. 

His mum didn't sit. 

So why now?” she snapped. “Why not the funeral? Why not any birthday? For either of them? It’s been six months!”

The man ignored her, studying Luke instead.

“You look like him, a bit. I see you are wearing his watch. You don't have his violin do you? Or worse, play it like he did?”

“You mean my Dad, I guess. Well, no, I don't play.” 

“Well, that's something.” The old man nodded thoughtfully, “Mistake two was better...”

“Michael!” his mum snapped. “His name was Michael! You still get it wrong after all this time?” She stepped forward. “What are you doing here?”

“Yes, his name,” the man said mildly. “Could we not consider it an affectionate nickname?”

“Being called a mistake is not affectionate.” She hurried past grabbing a bag.  Shock, disbelief, rage were all shelved when she clocked the time. and she was getting a bag from the table. “What are you doing here?” 

“I found out,” he said, quieter now. “Thought you might want to see me. Or blame me. And... Eric suggested I come.” 

For a moment, as Luke met his gaze, something shifted. 

Something vast.

Stars. Depth. Distance beyond anything human.

Then it was gone.

“I’ve got a shift,” his mum said sharply, pulling on her coat. “I don’t need this. I don’t want you here.”

She turned on Luke. “Homework. Now.”

Then back to the man.

“You’ve seen us. We're fine. That’s enough. Be gone when I get back.”

The door slammed behind her.

Silence.

Luke swallowed.

“Dad wasn’t good at any instrument,” he said eventually.

“No.” The man agreed. “He tried hard. Very enthusiastically. But then he wanted more. He wanted an actual life after he met your mother.” He smiled at the memory. “I sort of missed the tuneless racket.”

“Me too.” 

Luke hesitated. Not sure if he should be kicking the man out, making him a cup of tea or ringing the doctor to explain his mental state on the ridiculous notion that he thought he was talking to?

“You're the actual Death.”

“Yes.”

Luke nodded. “And who's Eric?”

Death pulled out a chair and sat. It was an adequate chair.

“Oh, he's my pet.” Death said. “Well, I guess he might object to that term. He moans about everything, food, the sawdust is too dusty, the wheel is too fast....”

“You have a rat?” Guessed Luke.

“A hamster.”

Luke stared.

“I got him for your father when he was a boy actually.” Death explained, getting more comfortable. “According to the guidelines a hamster was a good choice to teach children about death. First animal dying and all that.”

Luke stopped himself laughing and it sounded like a snort. 

“Are you serious, like for real?” He managed to say.

“Yes. Important lesson. Death, well, me, comes to you all eventually. I’m late sometimes, but not often.”

“Right. Stop.” Luke sat down beside him. “You, Death, gave my dad a hamster to teach him about death.” He paused. “That’s messed up.”

Death considered this. “Well, perhaps, a little. You see, Mistake one didn't initially let me take your Dad with me on the rounds. You know, teach him any other way.” He took a resigned breath. “Besides it didn't work, Eric must be about thirty five years old now, learnt to talk and stuck with me.”

Luke finally had the answer to why his parents never let him have a pet. Not even a goldfish. Grandad might have turned up. 

Avoiding the obvious question, Luke asked instead, “Mistake one?”

“Your grandmother, the black widow.”

“What!”

“It’s what I called her, the black widow. Before Marvel made it fashionable. She was... not cool. Cold. Left me a note on the table telling me to go to hell.”

He smiled faintly.

“Not sure if it was a joke. I can’t actually enter hell.”

Luke leaned back slowly.

This felt surreal. 

“Okay. Right. So this is real. You’re Death. And you’re my....” Luke attempted to ground himself, but the ground wasn't in sight. “What do I even call you?”

“I’m not sure,” Death admitted. “Grandfather sounds... old.”

Luke let out a long breath. “You are old. And, no offence, I'm not doing that, not yet.

Death nodded, “I understand. Well, in that case Kevin Evans at your service young man.”

Luke looked at him, he wasn't sure what to say at first.

“Kevin?” 

“Well, it's not exactly my name, like how your surname isn't exactly right either. My old name is Kharon Yevan, but that draws attention.” 

He stood, brushing down his coat.

“I should go. Work to do.”

Luke stood quickly. “Wait, my dad. Is he alright? Like you would know wouldn't you?” 

Hope flickered.

Dangerously bright and without the sound of twisting metal.

The man’s expression softened. “Sorry Lukey, I don't know. I'm the path between. I guide the soul onward, but do not determine their destination. Together we find their gate, and only they travel beyond.” Death looked down at the table. “I wasn't his death, there are a few of us. We would have souls stacking up like planes at Heathrow if it were just me.”

Something in Luke shut down.

“You don’t get to call me Lukey,” he said suddenly, cold. “Only my dad did.”

Death didn't answer straight away, aware his welcome was suddenly withdrawn. 

He replaced his hat slowly. “Good day, Luke. A pleasure to finally meet you young man. Look after your mother.”

He hesitated at the door.

“I’m afraid I’ve got to take Mrs Olsen today.”

Luke frowned. “How do you know that?

“The Hospice is a regular stop.” said Death, tapping his hat. 

He reached the closed door...and walked straight through it.

Gone.

Luke stared at the empty space.

Then down at his father’s watch.

Ticking.
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Don’t Pay the Ferryman
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Luke wasn’t shocked. He thought he should be and that was the strangest part.

He wasn’t terrified.

He was calm.

And that unsettled him far more than fear ever could.

What he felt alongside calm... was anger.

What was the point of knowing Death... actual Death... if he couldn’t even say whether Dad was alright?

Could you be alright when you were dead?

Was Death even... a person?

Mum knew.

Luke watched her set plates down as if nothing in the universe had changed. She had known. About Death. About the otherside. About all of it. And she’d said nothing.

He might have been angry with his dad too, the actual son of Death, but he had an excuse.

“So we’re just not talking about it?” Luke said, as she sat down.

She hadn’t spoken since getting back from work.

“It’s been a long day.”

“I know, it’s already eight and...”

“Don’t start, alright?” she cut in. “Mrs Olsen, one of my patients, you know her. She passed today. I stayed later.”

Luke shifted.

Death had said that.

He stared at his food but didn’t touch it.

He waited for a moment, but couldn't let it go.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

She set her knife and fork down carefully.

“Because he was Death,” she said. “And we wanted a normal life, for you to have a normal life.”

“No,” Luke snapped. “After Dad died. While I was stuck in hospital for a month.”

A flicker of something crossed her face.

“Why?” she said, holding her voice steady. “It wouldn’t have changed anything. It doesn’t change anything.”

“It changes everything,” Luke said.

His voice softened, but didn’t lose its edge.

“You knew there was something else. Death said he can’t go to hell, so hell exists, right? For real. Which means... maybe heaven does too. Or something. And he’s there.”

Complete silence for a moment.

“Dad’s there.”

The anger drained out of him, leaving something quieter behind.

His mum took a slow sip of her drink. Too slow.

Then she nodded, as if deciding something.

“Your dad said Death only guides people to the gate,” she said. “Their gate. What’s beyond it isn’t his to see. Or for us to know.”

She hesitated.

“There is a hell, I think. Your grandad used to ferry souls there. Or so he claimed.” A faint, tired smile. “But what lies beyond the gate... that’s for the soul alone.”

She reached for Luke’s hand.

He pulled back...just enough.

“Knowing that is worse,” she said quietly. “When you don’t know, you can pretend. Once you do... you can’t.”

“But Dad was a good person,” Luke said, clinging to it.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “He was.”

A small smile.

“You’re right. He’s probably alright. Somewhere.”

She exhaled.

“Maybe I should have told you. But there’s a difference between your mum telling you something that sounds ridiculous... and seeing your grandad drop in to speak with you.”

Luke nodded, but didn’t speak.

A pause stretched between them.

“You see why I don’t play Chris de Burgh anymore,” she added, almost managing a smile.

Luke blinked.

He filed it under must be an old people's thing.

They ate in polite silence.

When he was done, Luke grabbed his sketchpad, heading for the stairs, but stopped.

“One more thing.”

She looked up.

“Will we see him again?” he asked. “Not... at the end. Before that. Like a normal grandad just turning up.”

“Normal isn’t him,” she said.

“Yeah. I know.” Luke hesitated. “But it sounded like he has a house. And a pet hamster. Which is... weird.”

He paused before wanting to admit the other thought. 

“And if he’s my grandad...”

Luke hesitated.

“...what does that make me?”

That landed.

His mum didn’t like it.

But she understood it.

“You want to know him,” she said. “And find out about your dad for yourself.”

She sighed.

“You can see him. If I forbid it, you’ll just go behind my back.” A small, tired smile. “But he can’t take you to your father. That’s bigger than us. There are rules. Your dad understood that and we stayed out of the way.”

Luke nodded slowly.

“Thanks, Mum. Maybe I do. I don’t know yet.”

He paused on the stairs.

“Sorry about Mrs Olsen. She was nice. He said he had to see her today.”

She waved him off, pressing her fingers to her temple.

Tired.

Like she always was.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

In At The Deep End
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The forecast had promised light rain and overcast.

The sky had ignored it entirely.

Luke raised a hand to shield his eyes, squinting at the boat.

“He lives in a houseboat? Next to a pub?” He shook his head. “Just two miles from ours. Dex and I bike here all the time.”

“Yes,” his mum said. “He tried a house. A flat. A castle, don’t ask, it was a low point. This was the logical next step.”

Luke glanced at her. “A houseboat is logical?”

“He’s been here the longest,” she said. “Years. He liked the idea of drifting along the river. Never actually has.”

Luke looked out across the water, sunlight breaking it into sharp, blinding fragments.

“Maybe he missed it,” he said. “Being the ferryman and all.”

“A houseboat is not a river of souls,” she said flatly.

“Still. Could be cool?” 

Julie didn't look at him which was an answer in itself.

“I’ll be in the bar if you need me.”

And with that, she turned and headed into The Last Anchor without waiting for a reply.

Luke was left alone with it.

The boat.

It looked like a floating shed that had given up. Blue paint peeled in long strips. A plastic garden gnome sat on the roof, staring into the distance with quiet resignation.

“Houseboat,” Luke muttered. “Figures. Couldn’t be a mansion with a pool. Or a castle... with a pool.” He frowned. “Actually... there’s no front door.”

He walked along the edge, peering.

“No ladder either. How do you even...”

“Have you tried walking through a wall before?”

Luke jumped.

“Don’t do that!” he snapped, heart thumping. “You nearly gave me a...just don’t.”

Death stood beside him, as if he’d always been there.

“Something thin,” he mused, tapping the side of the boat. “Plywood, perhaps.”

“No. Obviously not.” Luke paused, then something clicked. “Wait. You did that at my house. You went straight through the door.”

He turned, eyes lighting up.

“Can I do that?”

Death adjusted his hat, considering.

“It’s not something I was taught,” he said. “It simply... happens. Your father picked it up eventually. After I dragged him through enough walls.”

“Cool,” Luke said immediately. “I want to try.”

Death didn’t object.

Which, in hindsight, should probably have been a warning.

Luke squared up to the side of the boat.

“Right,” he muttered. “So I just... walk through it.”

“You think about not being here,” Death said vaguely, gesturing at everything. “And then you aren’t.”

“That’s not an instruction.”

“It worked for your father,” Death said. “After the third concussion.”

Luke stepped back.

He was part Death. Apparently. That had to count for something.

He took a breath.

Focused.

He wasn’t here. He was air. He was...

WHUD.

He bounced straight off the wall.

Somewhere inside, something fell over.

Death took a sip from a travel mug Luke was fairly certain hadn’t existed a moment ago.

“Hm,” he said. “More intention, perhaps. Less... superhero.”

Luke staggered back, clutching his face. “You could’ve warned me!”

“I did,” Death said mildly. “That was one.”

Luke glared at the boat.

“Right. No. I am not losing to wood.”

He stepped forward again, slower this time. Pressed his hand flat against the surface.

Cold.

Solid.

Normal.

His faint reflection stared back at him in the sheen of old varnish.

Think of nothing.

Impossible.

Think of...

Dad.

The thought landed heavier than he expected.

His heartbeat shifted.

Not faster. Just... wrong.

Like it was slightly out of step with everything else.

The air tasted strange. Metallic. Like old coins.

He didn’t decide to move.

But he did.

His hand slid through the wall.

No resistance.

No breaking.

Just... absence.

Luke sucked in a sharp breath and stumbled back, heart racing. The wall was solid again.

Death had gone very still.

For a moment, the humour dropped away.

Something vast flickered behind his eyes, stars, distance, a dark river moving under a sky with no horizon.

“Your father did it just like that,” Death said quietly.

The memory settled before being dismissed.

“I’ll meet you inside.”

And he stepped forward...

and passed straight through the boat.

Gone.

Luke stared at the spot.

His hand still tingled.

“Doing this for you, Dad,” he muttered.

Then he pushed forward...and lost his footing.

Instead of walking through, he fell through.

Not wood.

Not decking.

Carpet.

Old patterned carpet. The kind you’d find in a pub that had seen too much and chosen silence.

It didn’t smell great either.

That might have been the long-haired ginger hamster currently staring him in the face.

“Welcome aboard the Spirit Level. Please keep your arms and emotional baggage inside the vessel at all times,” the hamster welcomed. “And take those muddy shoes off."

Luke stared at him.

“I just walked through a wall!”

“Big deal,” the hamster said. “Did you bring biscuits?”

“...No.”

The hamster sighed deeply. “They never do.”

“Eric,” Death said from a chair in the corner, “this is Luke. My grandson.”

“So I gathered.” Eric turned, squinting at him. “He doesn’t have a cat, does he?”

“No,” Luke said quickly. “No pets.”

He pushed himself up, brushing off his jeans, then glanced back at the wall he’d come through before back to the hamster..

“You were my dad’s hamster, right?”

Eric froze.

The tension felt like a nature documentary when prey found its victim 

The moment broken by a mobile phone playing Don't Fear the Reaper (Blue Öyster Cult,  8-bit MIDI version) painfully earnest.

Luke was both surprised and immediately disappointed at the cliché.

Death produced an elderly smartphone.

“Yes....no not interested....I am certainly over fifty... yes very certain. I have company and should go, but you may wish to consider your own arrangements within three years, goodbye.” He looked up at Luke and Eric frowning, if a hamster can frown, “Life insurance.” He supplied.

“For real?” Luke asked.

“They’re persistent,” Death said. “Though somewhat unnecessary in my case.”

“The kid means the ringtone,” Eric said. “He thinks it’s uncool.” 

Luke wasn't sure if meant the ringtone, but it was a safer option. He cleared his throat returning to the hamster, gesturing awkwardly. “Sorry, if I said something wrong...”

“You didn't,” Eric dismissed. “PPSS.”

Luke screwed his face up.

Death sighed. “Post Pet Shop Syndrome.”

Eric bristled. “It was not about the pet shop. It was the betrayal!” 

“Right,” Luke said, deciding not to follow that up. Pointing out that it was over thirty years ago didn't seem wise.

Death pulled himself up, “Perhaps some Tea, hot chocolate, milkshake, fizzy pop?”

Fizzy pop, Luke had noticed, was something older people said as if the fizz was still the impressive part. Death, to be fair, had been around in the eighteenth century when it was invented.

“Tea’s fine.”

Luke followed Death out of the room and upstairs. A kitchen built around the boat's large steering column in the centre. 

Near the door stood a bucket of umbrellas. Some normal, but there was one with runic carvings, and one labelled “In Case of Apocalypse (Minor or Moderate)”.  Luke stared at that a moment longer than necessary.

Being higher up the cabin and kitchen combined space had windows all around. From the windows he could see the river and the pub car park beyond.

Death busied himself making tea. He took down two mugs...and quickly swapped one out. Luke hadn’t noticed the words Mistake 2 inside a hand-drawn heart on the one returned.

“I don’t understand how you can be here,” Luke said, leaning by the window, “when people are dying all the time.”

“Well, I'm not the only Death, there are several of us. We even recently got a WhatsApp group together.” 

Luke glanced over. “Seriously?”

“It improves coordination.”

“But... there’s a lot of death,” Luke said. “Everywhere.”

“Time isn’t as straightforward for us,” Death replied. “It simply... works. I don't tend to worry about such things and do the rounds each day.” 

Death was looking for biscuits, but the empty packet he found had Eric's name all over it.

“So one of the others took my dad?” Luke asked.

Death opened three cupboards in succession.

None of them contained biscuits.

Death didn't look at him. Luke felt it, that silence. Like a door quietly closing.

He pushed anyway.

“Why didn’t you know? You knew that guy on the phone had three years.”

Death exhaled slowly.

“You know where to be,” he said. “Moments before, sometimes. There isn’t much warning. When you’re around people or strangely at the end of a phone, if you know how to look, you will see their time sometimes.” Death found a tray. ”It can change,” he added. “Occasionally. If they join a gym. And attend.”

“What, time increases?” Luke brightened.

“Yes,” Death said, with exaggerated enthusiasm. Then, quieter, “Not accounting for heart attacks.”

Disappointed Luke asked, “So you can see everyone’s expiry. Like an old hourglass my mum uses for eggs above their head or something!”

Death hesitated.

Luke's eyes widened, “What, for real?”

Death pulled a face, “No, not as such. You kind of know when you look at someone, their time takes a form. Stopwatches, flickering candles running out of wax, the Elizabeth Tower once. Sand running out is more Anthony’s thing.”

“One of the other Deaths?” Luke taking the tea now offered.  

Eric appeared on the worktop having climbed a bespoke grand staircase in miniature form, made of Lego, 

“His surname is Anubis,” Eric said. “That should help.”

“The Egyptian god?” Luke said. “I know him.”

“You do?” Death took a sudden interest.

“Well...not know him. Dad used to watch Stargate. Aliens pretending to be Egyptian gods. He was one of them.”

A pause.

“So... not a myth then? He’s real? Dog head and everything?”

Eric turned to Death, “Whatever you do, don't introduce the kid to him.” His whiskers twitching he turned to Luke, “And don't mention that programme if you ever meet him.”

“Oh, okay.” Replied Luke, unsure but weakly defended himself, “He was sort of, like, a cool character in the show.”

Death moved on. 

“As with all of us,” he said, “we change. Sometimes by choice. Sometimes not. Fewer people imagine death as a large canine these days. People see what they need.”

“Yes,” Eric added dryly. “Because a walking skeleton is so much better.”

Death stirred his tea with the patience of someone who had watched entire civilisations fail to do it properly.

Luke sat on the little built-in bench by the window, hands around his mug like it might anchor him to something. Outside, the river rippled with lazy disinterest.

“Can you see my time, the clock thing, like, above my head or somewhere?” He asked quietly.

“No.” 

Luke looked up. “Why not?”

“I chose not to,” Death said. Softer now. “The same with your father. Your grandmother. Your mother.”

In the pause Luke understood that you maybe didn't want to go know the time of death for your family, 

Eric, meanwhile, sat down on the worktop next to cook books.

“My clock’s broken,” he added. “He hasn’t got a clue.”

Luke huffed a small laugh despite himself.

“So...” Luke began, again unsure. “Do I just go home now and pretend this never happened?”

Death didn’t answer immediately. He finished stirring, placed the spoon down with precise care, and finally looked at Luke properly, not as an amusing interruption to his afternoon, but as?

“Do you want it to end here?” he asked.

Luke hesitated. The mug felt suddenly hot in his hands. “I just... want to understand,” he said. “Dad never talked about any of this. And now he’s gone, and you...”

He struggled.

“You act like it’s just a job.”

“It is,” Death said. Then softer, “And it isn’t.”

Death folded his arms. “I’ll be making rounds tomorrow. Usual schedule, give or take a plague.” He paused, as if checking an imaginary diary. “After school. If you want to see what we do, what your father did briefly, you can come.”

Luke looked up. “I can?”

“It will not be fun,” Death said. “People cry. They bargain. They cling. You can’t stop it.”

A pause.

“You are simply the last face they see.”

Luke swallowed then nodded. “I still want to go.”

Death studied him.

Not as a boy.

As a possibility.

Death nodded once, a small, approving tilt of the head, as if something, somewhere, had clicked into place.

“Bring biscuits,” Eric added.

Death gestured toward the wall. “When you’re ready.”

Luke drained the last of his tea and stood. “Cool, I'll see you tomorrow. 

“St Martin's High I believe, I will be outside.” Death nodded.

Luke glanced at the wall. His heart thumped in that strange, echoing way.

“Doing this for you, Dad,” he whispered, just for himself.

Then he stepped forward, and passed through.

Luke emerged through the other side of the boat and stepped confidently into open air.

There was one dignified beat where gravity politely waited.

SPLASH.

The river welcomed him like a cold slap and a personal insult.

He surfaced, spluttering. The Spirit Level sat behind him, perfectly still, looking smug for a boat.

Eric appeared at the window, holding a bag of something.

“You told him the wrong side,” he called. “He didn’t check.”

Death appeared beside him, mildly approving.

“Ah,” he said. “My error. One concussion, now a near drowning. He progresses well.”

Luke dragged himself up onto the bank, drenched, hair plastered to his forehead. As he stood there dripping, the pub door swung open and his mum stepped out with a bottle to take home.

“There you are,” she said, cheerful, not really looking. “Ready?”

Luke stared at her. Water dripped off his nose.

“...Yeah,” he said flatly. “I’m ready.”

She headed for the car. 

Luke lingered, glancing back at the boat.

“I can walk through walls,” he muttered.

He smiled.

“That’s so cool.”
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