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Prologue 
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Video uploaded to: CoastWatch UK

Title: WHAT WAS THAT OVER STORMWICK COAST 

“Okay, okay,  Can you still see it? It’s recording...”

A dark shape moved briefly across the clouds above the cliffs.

“Did you see that?!”

The camera zoomed badly, then lost focus.

“Oh come on.”

“THAT IS NOT A BIRD.”

Someone off-camera laughed nervously.

“It’s a drone, mate.”

“No drone is that big! And it's professor to you, not mate!”

The camera tilts up again. For a moment the silhouette of something enormous glided past the moon. The shape was wrong for any aircraft.

Then gone.

Only the wind continued to howl across the microphone.

“...Right.”

A long pause.

“I'm not putting that online.”

Video ends.

Reply - @CoastWatchMod:

We have received several similar reports tonight. Please avoid spreading rumours or your posts will be deleted.

Reply - @DaveNotDead1767:

That AI is rubbish, so clearly fake. I could do better with a dustbin lid.

Reply – @FishAndChipsTomDHB:

That thing flew over my boat. If it's a drone it's got the wingspan of a bus.
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Mini means small 
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There it was. 

Deathtrap on wheels.

Licence plate XIT 101.

Luke considered 007 might have been cooler. But the car definitely didn't say James Bond. He turned seventeen on Tuesday, which felt unfair as it was a school day. 

Death stood there looking pleased with himself. He figured he had missed all of Luke's early birthdays before, and Eric would have probably told him to think big. 

It was smaller than most cars.

It was a blue X-reg 1982 Mini Mayfair 1.0, with a Union Jack painted on the roof.

“It’s not a hearse,” Death said proudly, as if he’d had to work very hard to resist the idea.

Luke stared at it.

“Nope. You can’t get a body in that. It’s tiny.”

“Oh,” Death was suddenly unsure. “It said four persons.”

He stepped around it, inspecting the paintwork.

“I liked the paintwork."

Luke squinted. “Are you... obsessed with the seventies? This is the one, like, before they made them bigger!”

“Nineteen eighty-two,” Death corrected. “I have moved with the times. The garage owner was very convincing. He said people would be blowing the doors off to get one this good for the money. I didn't entirely understand his accent. He grinned a lot.”

Death paused, then added, helpfully,

“It is fully insured. I guaranteed no deaths. The premium dropped significantly.”

Luke couldn't stop smiling. It was old, tiny and probably dangerous, but it was still his first car.

“Thanks Grandad, it's brilliant. Never thought I would have a car so soon.” 

“Sure?” Death checked for assurance he had got it right.

“Yeah, it's kinda cool.”

“Right then, L-plates and let's hit the road.” Death urged with enthusiasm unmatched.

“I think I need to pass my theory test first?”

“Then practice will help.” Death concluded missing the point and legality.

Luke didn't argue, he grinned and darted for the driver's door. Quickly they were both packed in.

“Good job that scythe is magical, it would never fit in here.” Luke joked.

“Yes. The sales details said, ‘family’ car. Admittedly they didn't say human.” Death looked around the cabin. 

The car started after the third attempt, then it ticked over happily. 

“We got time?” Luke asked, looking around the limited dashboard. 

Death glanced up at the sky briefly.

“Things are quieter than they should be,” he murmured.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Death said lightly. “Seatbelt.”

A few false starts and they crawled out of the car park. 

“Perhaps we can pick up Dex and Mia on the way?” Death suggested.

“Grandad! I haven’t even passed my test. I definitely can’t take passengers.”

“Oh, rules have changed. It has been a while since I have been in a car rather than at a car accident.”

Luke braked at a junction, “Like when did you have time to learn?”

“Actually... I don’t remember ever learning.”

“What?!”

“Given my age, there's an exception somewhere.”

“Wait, you don't have a licence?” Luke was surprised and didn't leave the junction.

“Ah yes,” Death said thoughtfully. “Not important I suspect.”

Luke took a deep breath.

“Mum is going to kill us,” Luke decided, putting the car in gear.

Death considered this carefully.

“Unlikely,” he said.
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A moment 
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The kitchen smelled of tea and slightly overdone toast. Luke dropped into his usual chair while Julie poured from the teapot.

“How was your Grandad?” she asked.

Luke hesitated.

“Good.”

Julie slid a mug toward him. 

“What happened?” Julie pinned him with two words.

“Grandad gave me a driving lesson.” Luke offered cautiously.

Immediate defense systems held back.

“That's nice. You didn't crash?”

“No.”

“That’s a promising start.”

Luke blew across the tea. “He also bought me a car.”

Julie stopped halfway to sitting down.

“Oh dear.”

“It’s a Mini.”

Julie blinked.

“A proper one?”

“Blue. Union Jack roof. Very proud of himself.”

Julie smiled despite herself. As it wasn't an end of the world emergency, she could relax.

“Well... it could be worse.”

Luke raised an eyebrow. “He insured it by promising nobody would die.”

Julie stared at him for a moment. Then she sighed and finally sat down.

“I’m not sure I even want to unpack that sentence. But you look pleased?”

Luke beamed on instinct.

“It's a car, Mum! Who wouldn't be.”

They ate in comfortable silence for a minute. Then Julie rubbed the back of her neck.

“He can come round for Sunday lunch if you like. I haven't seen him lately.” 

“I thought he was annoying you at the Hospice, you said he kept appearing for a cup of tea after taking one of your patients?”

“It wasn't like that.” Julie denied, “I didn't say it was annoying. Well, I mean, when you just told relatives their loved one has died, and then he turns up wanting a cuppa telling me that they were skipping down to the gate declaring all the money is all going to their cat. Their relatives were still in the next room. That's not in the manual.”

Luke snorted to stop laughing.

“Exactly. Except not funny.” But she smiled. “Besides we haven't had anyone go for a while which is good. Actually it was an odd day today.”

Luke glanced up.

“Busy?”

“Strangely the opposite.”

She picked up her tea again.

“We had a patient this morning we were expecting to lose. I was half expecting your Grandad to drop in any minute.”

Luke felt a small prickle at the back of his neck.

“What happened? It wasn't Anthony, was it?”

Julie shrugged.

“No,” she said. “None of them came.”

“That’s... good though?”

“Yes,” she said slowly. “It is.”

She took a sip of tea, then added thoughtfully,

“But it was also... unlikely.”

Luke waited.

Julie leaned back in her chair.

“Sometimes you can tell when someone’s body is just done fighting,” she said. “You prepare the family. You prepare the staff. Everyone understands what’s coming.”

“And today?”

Luke wasn't entirely sure why he was suddenly interested, but leaned in.

“Mabel stabilised,” Julie said. “She’s... fine again.”

Luke frowned slightly. “That happens sometimes though.” He pointed out. “Funny, Grandad said things were quiet.”

“Yes,” Julie agreed. “But not like this.” She shook her head and smiled tiredly. “We stopped all medication as she wanted and suddenly a second wind. Medicine is strange,” she said. “But this didn’t feel like medicine.” 

“I'm not doing a scan of all the patients again.” Luke was quick to state. “Took me hours to escape last time.”

“No, I'm not asking you to do that.” She frowned. ”I'm not in charge of the holiday rota anymore. But they still ask about you.”

Luke nodded slowly. “I’m doing rounds with Grandad tomorrow,” Luke said. “Maybe I’ll see her.”

Julie gave him a look. “Just be careful young man.”

“Mum, I'll be with Grandad.”

“Exactly! Don't get in trouble, avoid it.”

Luke grinned into his tea. “I’ll try.”

Julie pointed a spoon at him. “And don’t forget your art project,” Julie said. “What was it?”

“The value of moments."

Luke stared at his tea.

It sounded exactly like the sort of title teachers loved and students dreaded.

She smiled faintly. “Good. Try noticing some.”

His face turned sheepish, “The value of moments, I haven't started yet.”

“What?”

Luke backtracked immediately, “I mean I have got all the ideas together and researched.” He was lying badly. 

Julie narrowed her eyes.

“That was not a convincing answer, you need to get it done soon.”

Luke smiled innocently.

“I'll try.”

Julie shook her head and Luke watched the steam rise from his tea.

The project could wait another day.

He just needed a moment.
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“...and finally tonight. Hamsters are a popular choice of pet for many families, often the first companion for young children.

Normally they live for around two or three years, but at the Johnson family home in Kent, Hammy the hamster is celebrating his fifth birthday. Making him the oldest hamster on record.

The Johnsons say Hammy shows no sign of slowing down.

No sign at all.

Happy birthday, Hammy.

That’s all from the news team tonight. Join us again at six tomorrow. Have a good evening.”
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To Death or not to be Death
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Luke’s Christmas present had already faded and looked a little sorry for itself. It was a replacement gnome for the top of the houseboat. Only instead of a fishing rod, it held a scythe. Luke still thought it was funny. Grandad liked the cliché.

“Ready?” Death asked, emerging out of the hull. He had phased straight through.

“Always,” Luke said.

“And?” Death asked.

“I haven’t asked her yet,” Luke said, raising his hands in surrender. “I mean, a holiday would be great, and Egypt would be cool, but I’m not sure it’s Mum’s thing.”

“What’s Julie’s thing?” Death asked, holding out his hand as usual.

“All inclusive, sun, eight books she’s never had time to read.”

“I’m sure we can leave her in the hotel while we explore the pyramids with Anthony.”

“I guess.” Luke considered it, but he was more concerned about how his mum would react to travelling by Death rather than British Airways. “You just want to be Death on the Nile I bet.” Luke grinned.

“Anthony has beaten me to that many times.”

Luke thought he was getting the joke, but then doubted it.  

He took the waiting hand.

They vanished.

A moment later they stood in what looked like a theatre.

Rows of red velvet seats stretched out before them. Programmes lay abandoned across the seats. Somewhere backstage a door banged shut. The faint smell of dust, old wood and stage make-up still hung in the air. The stage lights were still warm, casting a soft glow across painted scenery that looked like a village square. Somewhere high above, a spotlight hummed quietly.

Luke’s face crumbled.

“Oh no.”

Death smiled faintly.

“Oh yes.”

Luke glanced toward the stage.

“Please tell me this isn’t what I think it is.”

Death folded his hands behind his back and examined the set with approval.

“A matinee performance,” he said. “Local production it looks like.”

Luke groaned.

“Sadly we missed the show?” Death asked, sounding genuinely disappointed.

“We avoided the show, thank goodness.”

Death looked mildly horrified. “But theatre is excellent.”

“It’s people shouting feelings for two hours,” Luke said. “Then everyone claps because they managed not to forget the words.”

Death considered that.

“That is also an impressive skill.”

Luke pointed at the stage. “Don’t tell me you like this.”

Death nodded once. “Very much.”

Luke stared. “Grandad. You escort souls to the afterlife. You command the boundary between existence and oblivion.”

“Yes.”

“And you enjoy amateur theatre.”

“The costumes are often delightful.”

Luke dragged a hand down his face. “Of course they are.”

Death glanced toward the audience seats. “Our appointment is over there.”

Luke followed his gaze.

About halfway down the rows, a man sat alone in the aisle seat, staring at the stage. The soul hadn’t formed yet.

Maybe we’re early, Luke thought.

They weren’t usually early.

Luke stepped down the carpeted aisle.

“Hi,” he said.

Nothing.

“Patience, Luke.” Death arrived at his side.

“What happened, died of boredom or shock of poor acting. And why is he alone?”

“Judging by the discarded drinks,” Death said calmly, “the performance finished only recently. They haven't realised the gentleman has died.”

Finally a soft glow gathered itself and formed the theatre fan before them. 

The man looked up. “Oh good,” he said with relief. “I was hoping someone would turn up before the second act.”

Luke grimaced.

There isn’t a second act,” Luke said.

Then, quieter...

“Not for you.”

Death gave him a look.

“What my grandson was trying to say is that sadly it is time.” Death approached calmly and inclined his head.

The man stood and considered the body he left behind. 

“Well. That’s a bit clearer then.” He glanced toward the stage. “Shame though. It was just getting interesting. Do you know how it ends?”

“No, that's never for me to know.” Death replied.

Luke stepped closer and whispered, “He means the play, Grandad.”

“Oh,” Death said quietly. “For in that sleep of death what dreams may come.” Death gave the stage one last thoughtful look. “An excellent monologue. They all die in the end.”

The man looked at Death with a curious look. Luke wondered who he saw. Then back at the empty theatre.

“Well,” The man said, dusting imaginary crumbs from his jacket, “the show must go on. Lead the way.”

Death held out his hand.

The man took it

Nothing happened.

Death didn’t move.

“That,” he said slowly, “doesn’t normally happen.”

“Grandad, what is going on?” Luke stepped forward.

“He’s still tethered,” Death said with mild surprise  and looked behind the man. “It’s been a while since I’ve needed to sever the cord.”

Death held up his hand and his scythe materialised. A flash of blue severed the soft cord with a dim glow linking the soul to the body.

“I am sorry for the delay, now let's try again.” Death said and held out his hand.

The man took it and they vanished.

Luke waited and seconds later Death returned.

Luke looked at Death, “...That was weird.”

“Yes,” he said thoughtfully.

Then he straightened his coat.

“It happens occasionally,” Death said.

He paused.

“Though it has been rather a long time.”

Luke wasn't convinced.

Grandad almost never used the scythe.

The last time Luke remembered seeing it was during the fight with the Ice Queen. Only after that he borrowed it for Halloween, when he scared the kids trick and treating. Death wasn't impressed. 

But Death was already turning toward the theatre doors. They vanished from the empty theatre. For a moment, there was only the familiar silence between places. Then the world snapped back.

White walls. Fluorescent lighting. The quiet hum of machines.

Luke recognised the smell immediately.

“Another Hospital?” Luke asked. “You must know all of them, across the world.”

“Yes,” Death replied, distracted.

They stood at the far end of a dim corridor. A nurse’s station glowed softly down the hall, voices murmuring somewhere beyond.

Luke glanced at Death.

Death was still.

Not waiting. 

Thinking.

“Grandad?” Luke said.

Death straightened slightly.

“Come. Our appointment is through here.”

They walked into a private room. An elderly man lay in the bed, thin beneath the blankets. A monitor beside him traced a slow but steady rhythm with a beep about to drop. Until time was frozen as Death required.  

Luke waited for the glow. But again, nothing appeared immediately.

Luke sighed with a slight air of frustration.

“Are we early. Again?”

Death said nothing. His eyes were on the man.

Luke shifted awkwardly, unsure what to say for a moment. Then, slowly, a faint light began to gather above the bed. It pulled itself together like mist forming a shape.

The man’s soul looked down at his own body with mild confusion.

“Oh,” he said quietly.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood.

Luke gave a small wave.

“Hi.”

The man looked relieved. “Oh good. Someone’s here.”

Death inclined his head. “Good evening.”

The man looked at the bed again. “Well. That explains the breathing problem.”

Luke nodded. “That usually does it.”

Death stepped forward and held out his hand. The man reached for it without much thought.

Nothing happened.

Not even a flicker of light.

The man scowled.

He tried again.

Still nothing.

Death withdrew his hand slowly.

“That,” he said slowly, “is not correct.”

Luke looked between them. “Nope. That's second time in a row!”

The man glanced back at the bed. Then at Death. “I feel... stuck.”

Death studied him.

Luke could see it now too. A faint thread of pale light still connected the man to his body. But it wasn’t like the theatre. That tether had been soft. Fading. This one pulsed. Slow. Heavy.

Like it was holding him there.

Almost... anchored.

Death reached forward and touched the thread lightly. It hummed. Luke had never heard a soul do that before.

Death lowered his hand. “Interesting,” he murmured.

Luke folded his arms and stood back. 

“You say that about things that are not interesting.”

Death glanced at him. “Yes.”

The man shifted uncomfortably. “Am I supposed to go somewhere?”

“Yes,” Death said gently.

“Right,” the man replied. “Guess that's my fault as well.”

He took a step back. The thread snapped tight.

He stopped. “Well,” he said. “That seems fairly definitive. What are you going to do about it?”

Luke looked at Death. “Grandad?”

Death’s expression had gone very still. Luke knew that look. It meant Death was thinking very carefully.

“Occasionally,” he said, “the transition takes a little time.”

Luke stared at him. “You’re making that up.”

Death gave him a brief look. “Yes.”

The man folded his arms and laughed nervously. “Well, that’s comforting. You know I pay my taxes for this!”

Death turned back to him. “I don't do taxes, but I am normally as certain. Do not be concerned. We will resolve this shortly.”

The monitor behind them erupted into frantic beeping. A chair scraped somewhere down the corridor. Voices sharpened into alarm.

The normal chaos of the hospital flooded back.

Time had spluttered back.

For the first time, Death looked genuinely alarmed.

“Luke, freeze time!” He snapped.

Luke jumped at the request, “What? I can't do that anymore!” He spun around seeing nurses rushing towards them.  “Grandad, what do we...”

Death grabbed Luke by the shoulder and the soul with his other hand and they vanished. The tether tore apart in a blaze of blue light.  

They reappeared in the adjacent alley. Death gave Luke a serious look, then vanished with the soul now free at last without a word.

He returned moments later.

Neither said anything for a minute.

“...That wasn't normal.”

Death adjusted his cuffs.

“No,” he said quietly. “It was not.”

Luke waited.

Death said nothing more.

Instead he held out his hand.

“We should continue,” he said.

“No, Grandad. We need to talk.”

Luke crossed his arms, not angry, worried.

“Time just disobeyed you. Two souls weren’t ready to go. And you didn’t know his name,” Luke added. “You always know.”

Death was silent for a moment.

“Yes,” he said at last. “That part concerns me. I always pride myself on good customer service.”

Luke waited for more. 

Death looked up at the sky above the alley, as if checking something only he could see.

“Names are not something I forget, or languages, and they come as part of the package,” he said slowly adding softly. “I liked that part.”

“Right,” Luke said. “That was my understanding.”

Death folded his hands behind his back. “It suggests something is changing.”

Luke squinted. “That sounds... bad.”

Death considered that. “Potentially.”

Luke stared at him.

“Grandad, your version of ‘potentially’ once involved a change of probability and souls gathering to destroy the system.”

“Yes,” Death said thoughtfully. “That was inconvenient.”

Luke felt something cold settle in his stomach. This wasn’t one of Death’s oddities. This was wrong.

Luke rubbed his face. “So what do we do?”

Death held out his hand again. “We continue.”

Luke looked surprised. “Just... carry on?”

“If something is wrong,” Death said, “it will repeat

“Seriously?” Luke tried to hold back his frustration, but it would have been plain to anyone if not Death.

Death waited. 

Luke knew that look.

Death wasn’t going to talk. Reluctantly he took the hand offered. They vanished.
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The school café was busy in the quiet way cafés often were.

Spoons clinked against mugs. A milk steamer hissed behind the counter. Someone in the corner was pretending to work on a laptop while clearly watching everyone else.

Luke sat back in his chair and finished his story.

“...and the rest of the rounds weren’t much better,” he said. “One of them didn’t leave at all for ages. Grandad went for a cup of tea and came back later. He eventually managed it, but he didn’t want to talk about it afterwards.”

Dex stared at him.

“Let me get this straight,” he said slowly. “Death is having... technical difficulties?”

Luke shrugged.

“That’s one way of putting it. He asked once if I could freeze time, I was only able to do that when I had his powers that one time.”

Mia pursed her lips slightly, stirring her tea. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“Exactly,” Luke said. “And Grandad kept pretending it was nothing important in the scale of things, but it really is in our scale of things.”

“Well,” Dex said, “I’m just relieved to hear even cosmic entities suffer from workplace issues.”

Luke pulled a face. “What?”

Dex counted on his fingers. “System errors. Staff shortages. Souls refusing to cooperate. Honestly it sounds exactly like working at...”

Mia kicked him lightly under the table.

Dex winced.

“Right. Serious face.”

Mia slid his untouched biscuit across the table toward him without looking.

Dex
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