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Nobody thought he would live.


Most babies didn’t. Especially babies born in the workhouse – most of them didn’t last a month.


He squirmed and screamed his way into the world in the middle of the night, disturbing the sleep of twenty-six other inmates, and putting the warden in a very bad mood.


His blankets were filthy; more than one infant had died in his crib. Even his name was a hand-me-down from an older brother, who had finished with it two years previously.


Had he known what hardships awaited him, he might have decided that this world wasn’t worth the bother after all, and promptly excused himself from it.


But he didn’t know. His mother’s last act, before making her own departure from the mortal realm, was to beg the midwife to take the baby to the Foundling Hospital on the outskirts of the city. They had wet nurses there, and schooling, and he’d have a chance to grow up and make something of himself.


A chance to grow up at all.


Like all arrivals at the Foundling Hospital, he was given a new name. A fresh start. Names were important, and the wrong one could set a child up for a bad start in life. He was given the name Valentine, after the martyr, and Crow, after the ink-black bird watching from the window as the clerk filled out the papers.


Of the eight children admitted that day, only two reached the age of twelve.


But fear not – this is a happy story. Despite overwhelming odds, Valentine Crow survived.


Hold on to that thought. Things are about to get grim.
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Like all the best stories, Valentine’s began with an ending.


On the most important day of his life so far, he woke before the morning bell. He sprang from his bed and dressed in his first ever set of brand-new clothes, folded his old Foundling uniform neatly and combed his hair.


He lined up for breakfast, said his prayers and ate his porridge in silence, just as he had done every morning for as long as he could remember. But today everything seemed different. Today, his time as a Foundling was over. He was to head out through the big iron gates and into the wide world as an apprentice. The dining room felt smaller than it had the night before. Time moved far too slowly – after nearly twelve years of waiting, Valentine couldn’t bear to wait a single second longer.


Nine boys and eleven girls were leaving the hospital that day. They had been prepared for this moment since they were tiny children, by learning to read and write and dig and sew, to follow orders and mind their manners and remember their place.


Single file, they marched across the courtyard to the main reception building, every one of them extremely grown-up. Dozens of little faces appeared at the windows as the smaller children watched and waved goodbye before being ushered off to their schoolrooms.


They were seated on low benches along the corridor, beneath the grand oil paintings of the hospital’s most important donors. The first three boys were called into the bursar’s office to meet their masters, the keepers of their new adventures. A large clock sternly counted out their remaining seconds before everything would change. A girl was summoned in, then ten minutes later, two more.


Eventually only two children were left – Valentine Crow and Philomena Sparrow. They had arrived at the hospital on the same day, and they were to leave on the same day also.


[image: Image]


‘Where do you think you’ll be sent?’ asked Philomena, leaning across the gap between their benches.


Out of sheer habit, Valentine glanced up and down the corridor to make sure they were alone. Boys and girls weren’t supposed to mix in the Foundling Hospital and talking in the corridors was also strictly forbidden.


‘You can’t get in trouble for talking to me now,’ said Philomena, before he had the chance to reply. ‘We’re not Foundlings any more! Freedom at last!’


‘I know! The school master says a lot of us will be going off to sea. He says the ocean’s so big you can go for weeks without ever seeing land. Nothing but water to the edges of the earth,’ Valentine said excitedly. Dangerous work, sailing, but a man could make his fortune if he was stubborn enough to survive.


‘Is that what you want to do?’


‘Not sure.’


His stomach was tingly with excitement and nerves. It was as though there were two people inside him, fighting for control. The fearless, grown-up adventurer who was ready to sample everything the world had to offer, and the orphan who’d spent all of his short life within the hospital walls and didn’t know how he’d ever get by outside them. But he knew that his master would be his ticket out of here.


Philomena must be feeling it too because he’d never seen her so fidgety.


‘You’re lucky,’ she said. ‘I’ll be in service, no doubt, cleaning out someone else’s chamber pots for the rest of my life—’


‘—And be grateful for it,’ they finished in unison, and both laughed. If there was one ultimate lesson the Foundlings were taught, it was to be grateful to their elders and betters. They were poor little outcasts, and everything they had was the result of the generosity of others. Foundlings were frequently reminded that cheerful obedience and honest labour were the route to happiness, and if that meant cleaning out chamber pots for a living, then so be it.


‘What would you pick, if you could do anything?’ Philomena asked.


A difficult question. The world lay spread out before him like a feast, to pick and choose from all its delights. ‘I could be happy as a gardener, I reckon. Watching things grow. Or on a farm. Looking after the animals.’


‘Do you remember the lamb Missus Price raised by hand? Used to follow her about like a puppy?’


‘Oh! That’s right!’ The memory, as warm and fuzzy as lambswool, popped back into his mind. For their first few years, Valentine and Philomena had been fostered in the countryside. He couldn’t remember much from when he was tiny, but he knew they’d had the freedom of the farmyard and outbuildings, running barefoot through the mud and grass. Until they were five years old and reclaimed by the Foundling Hospital, thrust into a world of uniforms and straight lines and strict rules.


It had been a sudden and bewildering change and Valentine didn’t care to think about it. Better to think of the future, instead – of the exciting possibilities ahead.


‘Or I could be…’ Valentine scrabbled to change the subject. ‘I know – a baker. I could stuff myself with pies and cakes and never eat porridge again.’


‘Good riddance to porridge!’ said Philomena. ‘I want a proper adventure. Somewhere there’s no walls and no rules. Nobody telling me what to do every second of the day. In fact –’ she stretched her feet out and tipped her head back – ‘I’d be happy just to have my own door.’


‘A door?’


‘Right. Then I can open it or close it and decide whether to let anyone inside. Not have to listen to twenty girls snoring all night long.’


‘All by yourself?’ said Valentine. ‘Wouldn’t you be lonely?’


‘I might let you come and visit, if you bring some of those pies.’ She smiled and peered at him from the corner of her eye. ‘So long as you never tell me what to do.’


‘I promise,’ said Valentine. It all sounded perfect, except that they were about to be separated and sent off to who-knows-where for seven years. He leaned towards her urgently. ‘How will we find each other again?’


Before she could reply, the door to the bursar’s office opened and they both snapped upright, eyes forward, hands in their laps. They might not be under Foundling rules any more, but years of training had left their mark.


‘Miss Sparrow, come this way, please.’


She stood and followed the bursar, giving Valentine one last nod as she disappeared through the door.


And then he was alone.


No one was ever alone at the Foundling Hospital. They ate together, played together, worked together – even slept two to a bed. It was much too quiet now. What was taking so long? It was afternoon, according to the stern clock. The rest of the Foundlings would be sweeping the floor and tidying away the benches after dinner, ready for their afternoon tasks. Had he been forgotten? If his master didn’t come, would he have to put his uniform back on, and return to the schoolroom? He couldn’t bear it, not now he’d come this close to escape. The world outside was calling to him.


At long last, the bursar’s door opened once more.


‘Come in, Valentine Crow. Your master won’t be much longer now. You can wait in my office.’


Sunlight streamed in through the tall windows and specks of dust swam and danced within it. It was peaceful, and despite his eagerness to be out in the world, Valentine knew he would miss this place.


The bursar unrolled a scroll of parchment and handed Valentine a quill. ‘Your apprenticeship papers. Sign here.’
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The sheet was covered with dense writing in a thick, looping hand. Valentine’s fingers hovered above the page as he tried to skim it quickly and figure out which trade he was entering.


‘A very good prospect… No shortage of work! I daresay I’ll patronize your business myself, one of these days.’ The bursar tapped the line for Valentine’s signature. ‘Write your name, here.’


He did as he was told, and the document was whisked away and tightly re-rolled.


‘Who will—’ Valentine began, but he was interrupted by three heavy knocks on the grand front door.


‘This will be him,’ said the bursar, slipping through a second doorway towards the main entry. ‘He’s a little late, but no matter.’


‘Normally,’ a gravelly, unfamiliar voice replied, ‘people complain that I’m early.’


‘Aaaargh!’ the bursar cried out. There was a thud and a smash as something heavy was knocked over. ‘Saints preserve us!’


Valentine darted across the floor and peered round the half-open door, alarmed and curious.


‘I’m here to collect my apprentice,’ said the stranger’s voice.


‘There’s been a mistake.’ The bursar was leaning against the wall, one hand clutching the edge of a table for support, the shattered remains of a vase at his feet.


[image: Image]


Whoever he was talking to was hidden from Valentine’s view, but the bursar looked terrified.


For a moment, Valentine wondered whether staying at the hospital would be so bad after all, if it meant never meeting the owner of that unnerving voice.


But only for a moment. He made a decision to be brave and face his future head on.


‘Where is the child?’


No use delaying it. Valentine took a deep breath and stepped through the door.


‘Here I am.’


The man, no, the thing, turned its skull towards Valentine and regarded him with two soot-black holes where his eyes should have been.


It was person-shaped, but definitely not a person. It was extremely tall, head scraping the ceiling. Where the face should have been was only bone, and it was clothed in a long, ragged gown, which wasn’t black, exactly, but some darker colour which didn’t have a name.


‘Valentine Crow,’ said the creature, stretching out long, sinewy fingers towards him in greeting. Although its mouth was simply two rows of bare teeth and no lips, Valentine somehow knew it was smiling. ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance. I’m Death.’
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Valentine put out a trembling arm and shook hands with Death. ‘How do you do?’


Impossibly long and bony fingers enclosed Valentine’s small hand. They were dry and smooth and clicked together like a bundle of twigs.


‘This can’t… You mustn’t…’ the bursar groaned, swaying unsteadily.


‘Don’t act surprised. It’s hardly my first visit to this place.’ Death let go of Valentine’s hand and ran a finger across the top of a picture frame, wiping the dust on his cloak. ‘You’ve redecorated.’


‘You can’t be here for young Valentine,’ the bursar protested. ‘He’s perfectly healthy!’


‘I’m here to take him as an apprentice, as you arranged,’ replied Death.


‘I would never do such a thing!’


‘But you did.’ He deftly snatched the apprenticeship papers and unrolled them. ‘This indenture… Hereby and forthwith… et cetera, et cetera… Aha!’ He flicked the paper. ‘Read this out loud please, Valentine, from here.’


Valentine swallowed hard and stepped closer to Death. He smelled like damp cloth and warm summer soil, nutmeg and the smoke of a candle just blown out. The creature bent down almost double to hold the paper in front of Valentine’s face.


‘Valentine Crow, with the con— Um…’ The fancy looping letters were harder to read than the plain letters they had practised in the schoolroom.


‘Consent,’ prompted Death. ‘It means agreement, or permission.’


‘With the consent of the hospital governors, doth put himself apprentice to Mister Death…’


‘Dearth!’ the bursar spluttered. ‘With an R. It’s supposed to say Mister Dearth, the watchmaker!’


‘Keep going,’ said Death.


‘To learn his art and serve after the manner of an apprentice for seven years.’ Valentine gazed up at the towering figure of Death. Seven years? Learn his art?


‘There you have it.’


‘A spelling mistake! That’s all! We would never apprentice a child to you!’ exclaimed the bursar.


‘Ah, but you did. Jolly good idea, too. Very busy century. Lots to do.’ He held the document out towards the bursar. ‘This is your signature, is it not?’


‘Yes, but…’


‘And this is Master Crow’s signature, and…’ He snapped his fingers at Valentine, and pointed towards his hand.


The quill Valentine was holding was now bent and crumpled from gripping it too tightly. A smudge of ink stained his palm.


‘Not to worry,’ said Death. He reached a long arm down the back of his own neck as if scratching an itch and drew a long black feather out from beneath his cloak. ‘Always carry my own. Ink, please?’


Valentine fetched the inkwell obediently.


Death scrawled his signature in large, unreadable letters. ‘And there’s mine. All official.’
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The bursar shook his head and stared at the floor. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘The documents are binding. You must work for him for the next seven years.’


Seven years with Death. Valentine felt frozen with shock.


‘Don’t be frightened. I’m sure we’ll be good friends. In fact, people are dying to go with me!’ Death threw out his arms, then dropped them into a dejected slouch when Valentine didn’t react. ‘Come on, that was funny. No?’


Valentine nodded hurriedly and even managed a sort-of laugh. Best not to be rude to Death.


‘We’ll be on our way, then.’ Death crossed to the main door and held it open for Valentine. There was no choice but to follow.


‘Goodbye, Valentine Crow,’ the bursar mumbled.


‘Don’t be glum,’ said Death. ‘We’ll be back. See you on the…’ He retrieved a golden watch from the folds of his cloak, opened two covers and tapped thoughtfully on the glass dial. ‘Twenty-first. Take care.’


The bursar turned a funny shade of grey and swooned, landing on the stone tiles with a meaty thud.


‘He’s fine, only a faint,’ said Death, steering Valentine through the doorway with a bony hand on his back. ‘Off we go.’


They stepped on to the street and the door swung closed with a heavy, final-sounding clunk. It was a bright, clear afternoon and Valentine was shocked by how ordinary everything looked as he stood beside the spectre of Death.


With a gust of cool air, and a sound like a blanket being shaken out, Death unfurled two great feathery wings, each one as long as Valentine was tall. He gave a satisfied sigh and cracked his neck. ‘Much better. This way.’


‘Is the bursar really going to die on the twenty-first?’ Valentine was already jogging to keep up with Death’s long strides.


‘No, just my little joke.’ He swept round the corner and Valentine had to hop to avoid tripping over his cloak.


‘That’s unkind.’


‘Nonsense,’ said Death. ‘Think how happy he’ll be on the twenty-second!’


They reached a crossroads and Valentine stopped. This was it. This was the world. London. Though they were less than a minute’s walk from the hospital, he had never been here before. There was so much life.


Brick buildings, stained black from coal soot, pressed and leaned and crowded against each other. Not neat and orderly like the buildings at the hospital – this whole placed looked like it had happened by accident, houses springing up like weeds between the paving stones, windows peeking out from under sagging roofs, washing lines strung haphazardly across alleyways, and people. So many people.


All about them, Londoners went about their business as if this was a completely normal day. They continued beating dust from rugs, climbing into carriages and carrying buckets of water. Now that he had a regular suit instead of his Foundling uniform, he could pass for one of them, but was an impostor. His nostrils stung with the odour of old fish and horse muck and burning rubbish.


‘Keep up!’ called Death from twenty feet ahead, and Valentine hurried to catch him.


Even more astonishing, not a single person reacted to Death as he strode amongst them.


‘Do they not see you?’


‘Humans are good at ignoring death. They have to be, or they’d never get anything done.’ He paused and looked Valentine up and down. ‘This will take for ever with your little legs.’


Death put two fingers between his teeth and whistled.


‘Why—’ Valentine began.


‘Wait for it.’


In the far distance, thunder rumbled. Gradually the noise grew louder – not a rumble, but a steady, fast, frantic beating that grew louder and louder until it shook the pavement they were standing on. A vast, pale shape came into view and as it drew closer, Valentine saw that it was an enormous grey horse, racing towards them at an unearthly speed.


Valentine jumped backwards, certain it would trample them. But it came to a halt in front of Death, rearing up on its back legs, head level with the upstairs windows of the buildings opposite. Hoofs the size of dinner plates clattered down on to the cobbles. Across the road, two women chatting in a doorway glanced in their direction, then turned back to their conversation.


‘Good boy.’ Death patted the creature’s neck. ‘Who’s a good boy?’


The beast snorted in reply. It was like no horse Valentine had ever encountered. He could see every rib and sinew through the skin as though the creature had been starved, yet it was powerful and steady. It turned its great head towards Valentine curiously. Instead of the usual black, its eyes glowed like white-hot coals in a fireplace.


‘Gytrash, this is Valentine. Our new apprentice.’


The horse snorted and stamped, shaking his long mane, which reached almost to the ground.


‘Now, don’t be grumpy.’


Gytrash whinnied.


‘I’m sure if you give him a chance, he’ll grow on you.’ Death mounted the horse in a single, agile leap. ‘Quick collection to do on the way home. Come on up, boy.’


Valentine looked blankly at his new master. He had never ridden a horse, let alone one as tall and terrifying as Gytrash. Death may as well have told him to grow wings and fly up there.


‘Oh,’ said Death. ‘I see.’


Death’s grip closed round Valentine’s wrist, and he was yanked off his feet with tremendous strength. He scrambled to swing his leg over the horse’s back. Greasy feathers, more prickly than they appeared, brushed against him as he sat behind Death on the monstrous steed.


‘Hold tight. Gytrash – onwards!’
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Valentine barely had time to grab Death’s cloak before Gytrash reared up, then set off at a gallop through the streets.


Valentine’s teeth rattled with every hoofbeat as the colossal beast raced along, squeezing between wagons without slowing, and leaping walls and fences. The world shimmered and blurred, growing dimmer and darker until they rode through swirling blackness. He clung to handfuls of fabric until his knuckles ached and he feared he would lose his grip and plunge to the ground.


Then Gytrash came to a sudden halt. Valentine was jolted forward, banging his forehead against Death’s bony spine and getting a mouthful of greasy feathers.


Death leaped down effortlessly. Valentine swung his left leg over the horse’s back and slithered down on his belly. He landed with a thump on the wet, cold ground and scrambled to his feet before those huge hoofs could step on him.
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It seemed to Valentine that they were in the worst of the city’s slums. It was as though someone had taken the busy street from earlier and shrunk it down, squeezing it into a space three sizes too small. The alleyway was barely wide enough for a dust-cart to pass through, and the crumbling houses leaned against each other as though standing upright was too exhausting. A dreadful stench of urine and coal and rot filled the air, so thick he could taste it. The sky above was so smoky, at first Valentine thought the sun had gone down.


‘Good work, Gytrash.’ Death took a black apple from his pocket and tossed it towards Gytrash, who caught it in his mouth and crunched and crushed it with huge yellow teeth. ‘Wait for us.’


The people here were as worn out as the houses. Kids in ragged clothes ran barefoot in and out of doorways. A grey-faced woman passed them, balancing a baby on one hip and a basket on the other. Nobody looked up at the horse or the reaper. Nobody seemed surprised.


‘Why are we here?’ said Valentine.


‘Work to do,’ answered Death. ‘Get used to this place. You’ll visit often.’ He produced the golden pocket watch and opened it – tapped it, turned a dial, rotated it in his hands.


Valentine peered through the nearest open door. A woman was grating soap into a washtub. A futile act, it seemed, because how could anyone possibly get clean in a place this dirty?


‘This way.’ Death shepherded him along the filthy street. They narrowly avoided a soaking from a bucket of something vile, emptied from an upstairs window. An elderly man sitting on one of the doorsteps tipped his cap to them as they passed.


‘He saw us,’ said Valentine, but Death didn’t respond.


Near the end of the lane, they entered a tiny, dilapidated house with a bulging ceiling low enough for Valentine to touch it. Death shrank a little until he could stand without stooping. Solemnly they traced a path up the rotten, uneven stairs and found themselves in a bedroom.


Four people – three women and a vicar – were gathered beside the sickbed of a desperately thin man. The man looked right at Valentine but said nothing. No one else seemed to notice them, although the room was so small there was barely enough space for everyone in it.


Only one bed, Valentine noted. How many of these people shared it? The room was draughty, and the grate had clearly not seen a fire in a long time. These people had nothing. Nothing at all.


As a Foundling, Valentine never had anything to call his own. Not his real name, or the memory of his mother, not clothes or books or anything. Everything was shared. And yet, he now saw that he had lived in luxury compared to this. This was the poverty the hospital had rescued him from. This might’ve been his life, had they not taken him in.


‘Are you going to…?’ Valentine whispered, gesturing towards the dying man.


‘Very soon.’ Death consulted the pocket watch again. ‘His moment is almost up.’


The man coughed a horrible, deep cough and when he moved his ragged handkerchief there was blood on it. One of the women began weeping, sitting on the edge of the bed and grasping the man’s hand.


‘It’s horrible.’ Valentine wanted to cry with her. ‘Why does he have to die? Why can’t he stay with his family?’


‘His disease has ravaged him. He’s in pain. He will not get better. The sickness has brought him to the edge of life, and nothing I can do will change that. So, I extinguish the flame, and he can move on.’


‘How—’


‘Shhhh.’ Death approached the bed, bending until his face was inches above the man’s own skeletal features. ‘Gideon Pike. Your hour has come, Gideon Pike.’ He spoke softly, kindly, the way one might speak to a sleepy child.


Valentine expected the man to argue and beg, but he nodded.


‘Did I do well?’ asked the man. The others didn’t seem to hear him, busy instead comforting each other. ‘I tried to be a good provider.’


‘You worked hard,’ said Death. ‘You’ve earned your rest.’


‘Thank you,’ said the man, tears threatening to spill, though he blinked them away. ‘Should I close my eyes?’


‘Yes,’ whispered Death. His long fingers reached forward and grasped at the air in front of the man’s face. As he withdrew his hand, the faintest orange shape came with it, light as silk.


A change came over the man in the bed. His chest stopped moving. His mouth fell open and a stillness descended, silent as a snowflake. No longer a man, but a body, an empty shell of the person that had been.


‘Gideon!’


‘He’s gone,’ said the seated woman, her face crumpling like paper.


But he wasn’t, not entirely. His spirit, his soul, was in Death’s hands at the foot of the bed.


‘Here,’ said Death. ‘Hold this.’


He placed the spirit in Valentine’s arms as gently as if it were a newborn baby. It curled up like a cat against his chest, purring contentedly, not solid, yet reassuringly heavy.


‘Is this that man?’


‘It’s the part of him that matters,’ said Death. ‘So be careful. Treat it with respect.’


Valentine stroked the soul, and he was sure it pushed back against his hand. ‘It’s warm.’


‘Yes. Most of them are warm.’ Death turned and began to walk down the stairs. With a long backward glance at the grieving family, Valentine followed.


At the bottom of the stairs, Death walked through the wall and out on to the street. Valentine fumbled to unlatch the door with one hand, careful not to jostle or bump the soul he was carrying. It felt strangely pleasant in his arms, comforting, and he was overwhelmed with the need to protect it. The wind whipped up Valentine’s hair as he stepped out into the street, and he tucked the soul under his coat to shelter it.


Death was already on horseback and back to his full size. He held out a hand to Valentine.


‘What if I drop it?’


‘You won’t,’ said Death. He reached down with his impossibly long arms and scooped Valentine up by the armpits, sitting the boy in front of him. ‘You keep that safe. I’ll keep you safe.’


Valentine wrapped his arms round the bundle as Death grabbed two handfuls of Gytrash’s mane.


‘To the mausoleum!’






There are many questions about souls which I am unable to answer, such as ‘Why?’ and ‘How?’ and also ‘Huh?’


But after many years of observing souls entering and leaving the mortal world, I have learned the following:


1. Every person has a soul, even the ones who don’t act like it.


2. Souls vary in size. Some are as small as a smallish house-rat. Others are as big as a biggish house-rat.
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3. Newer souls are usually compact, dense and a little crispy around the edges. Older souls are softer and more fluid. The oldest, wateriest souls need to be collected in jars.
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4. The size, colour and smell of a soul have nothing to do with the size, colour and smell of the body it inhabits.


5. Most of them are warm.
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The ride was even more terrifying from up front, where Valentine could see the world rushing towards them at a sickening pace. The wind blew through his hair and soon the grubby buildings and carts dissolved from view, leaving only darkness up ahead. It was almost a relief.


The soul shivered and shook as though it too was fearful of this ghastly ride. Valentine held it close and whispered to it.


‘Gideon Pike. Don’t be frightened, Gideon Pike.’


It seemed to shift and settle in his lap, comforted, and Valentine felt better too.


Gytrash halted abruptly once again, and only Death’s arm round his waist stopped Valentine from flying forward. Death lifted the boy down and dismounted behind him.


They were in a graveyard. Of course. Where else would Death take him? Headstones and crosses were jumbled together, choked by nettles and ivy. A great weeping yew spread thick, snaking roots across the footpath, pulling up the paving slabs in chunks.


‘Good lad.’ Death patted the horse affectionately. ‘Off you go.’


The beast ran forward, leaping and melting mid-air into a cloud of grey smoke, which was immediately swept away by the wind.


‘Whoa,’ said Valentine. A million and one questions bubbled under the surface, but he couldn’t put them into words that made any sort of sense. His mind swirled and spun, and he wondered if he ought to sit down and put his head between his knees.


‘Valentine!’ Death clicked his fingers, bone on bone. ‘Aren’t you coming?’


‘Coming where?’


‘Home, of course. Home sweet home.’ Death placed both hands heavily on Valentine’s shoulders and turned him round.


They were standing in front of a small stone building. Two angels, carved from white stone but stained by water and moss, knelt at either side of an arched wooden door. It was secured with a huge, rusty iron padlock.


[image: Image]


‘What do you think?’


‘Is it a grave?’ said Valentine.


‘Better. It’s a mausoleum.’


‘But it’s a… it’s a place for dead bodies, right?’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Death. ‘It’s hardly used. And the neighbours are very quiet.’ He strode forward and directly through the solid door. ‘Well?’ his muffled voice came from within. ‘What are you waiting for?’


‘Um… Mister Death?’ Valentine really didn’t want to go inside, but he wasn’t all that keen on being alone outside, either. ‘I can’t get in.’


Death’s head popped back through the door. ‘Oh. Right. Silly me.’ He stepped out. From his pocket he produced a large black key on a long loop of string, which he used to open the padlock. He hung it round Valentine’s neck. ‘Don’t lose that.’
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Valentine followed Death through the tomb door. A gust of wind blew a handful of early autumn leaves in behind them, and the door swung closed.


Inside the mausoleum it was very, very dark. Valentine shuffled forward until he bumped into a stone table standing waist-high in the middle of the room. Cold air seemed to radiate from the thick stone walls.


Death blew on his hand and a small flame appeared at the tip of his bony finger. He produced and lit a votive candle, shaking out his burning hand to extinguish it.


‘There we go. Cosy.’
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Death was stood on the opposite side of the table, which Valentine guessed was actually a plinth designed to hold a coffin. To his right and left were rectangular niches in the walls for more coffins, and smaller alcoves meant for candles. In one there was a bunch of roses, so long dead that only the cobwebs were holding it together. In another was a toothless skull, minus the bottom jaw.


The far end of the room was hidden by Death’s vast shape. He was much too big, his head touching the apex of the ceiling and his wings brushing the walls on either side. The candlelight illuminated Death’s skull, making strange shadows in the empty eye sockets and below the cheekbones. It seemed to have no effect on his cloak, which remained a stubborn pool of darkness.


‘Make yourself at home,’ said Death.


How was he supposed to do that? He was beginning to shiver from the cold of the mausoleum, or perhaps it was from the shock of the afternoon’s events.


‘There’s a couple of crates behind you,’ said Death. ‘Thought you could use them as seats. Humans love sitting down, right?’


‘Right,’ said Valentine. With his one free hand, he placed a rough wooden box on its end and perched on the least splintery edge.


Death folded in his wings, collapsing them down like a paper lantern until they weren’t there at all. ‘Give me Gideon Pike.’


Reluctantly, Valentine handed over the soul. He had grown to like the weight of it and felt oddly hollow once he let it go.


‘Back soon,’ said Death. ‘Stay here.’


‘On my own?’ A great shiver ran down Valentine’s back, as though someone had walked over his grave. Thus far, he’d coped pretty well with all the strangeness, but sitting alone in a cold, dark tomb sounded grim. ‘Can’t I come with you?’


‘I’ll leave Atropos for company.’


‘Who?’


‘Come down, old girl.’


Wings fluttered behind him, and a large black crow swooped close over Valentine’s head before landing on the table. She had a sharp beak, bright, questioning eyes and a single white feather in her tail.


‘You’ll keep an eye on him for me, won’t you, Atropos?’


The bird bowed in Death’s direction.


‘Explore the graveyard, Valentine. Have fun. Just don’t go opening any tombs.’


‘Why would I—’


Death lifted the hood of his cloak up over his skull and let it fall over his face. It kept falling, and within half a second it, and he, was gone entirely.


‘—open a tomb?’ Valentine finished.


The candle spluttered, making their shadows dance on the walls.


‘Now what?’ said Valentine to the bird.


It tilted its head to the side. No help at all.


Valentine shivered. His newly issued outfit was made from thick, smart, hard-wearing wool, designed to be neat and practical for all sorts of work. But inside the stone box, away from the sunlight, it hardly seemed enough to keep the chill from his skin. He wondered where he would sleep. There was no room for a bed, no sign of any blanket. Perhaps Death never slept, but Valentine would have to.


‘On second thoughts,’ Valentine declared to the darkness. ‘I will go outside. It might be warmer.’


He was right. It was one of those beautiful afternoons that hadn’t realized it was halfway through September, and summer was already over. The sun on his neck cheered him immediately. Atropos fluttered through the doorway behind him and settled on a low branch of a nearby yew tree.


The graveyard was far bigger than the churchyard at St Pancras, the only one he had ever walked through. The mausoleum seemed to be more or less at its centre, and it spread in all directions, divided here and there by dry stone walls and iron railings, cut through with paths and hedges, punctuated with large, gloomy trees.


‘I’m thirsty,’ Valentine thought out loud. ‘I wonder if there’s a water pump somewhere.’


Atropos cawed and made a clicking noise.


‘Or a well. Do they have wells in graveyards? Probably not.’


Atropos clicked again, and flew round, landing directly in front of him.


‘It’s as if you understand me. Surely not?’ said Valentine.


The bird jerked her head in an irritated way, as if she couldn’t believe he was so stupid. She took off again, flying for three or four seconds before resting on a headstone and cawing to him again.


[image: Image]


Valentine started to walk towards her, and she moved on again, pausing only to let him catch up, and before long they had covered a considerable distance.


Every grave was different. Here a huge stone slab lay flat on the ground, every inch carved with Bible verses in neat, upright print. Beside it a large plinth stretched upwards with an angel perched on top, hands folded in prayer, the name of the occupants on the base in looping, decorative script. The next bore only a small, rough rock, the size of a loaf of bread, carved only with initials.


[image: Image]
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Some graves were new, with fresh earth heaped on top and covered with flowers. Others were overgrown with brambles, headstones tilted to the side like broken teeth. The oldest stones were rough from years of wind and rain. One in particular caught Valentine’s eye – the letters were untidily jumbled together, as though the engraver had run out of time, or space, or both. Perhaps it was carved by a new apprentice, like Valentine. He wondered what his own headstone would say, then quickly buried the thought.
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